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CHAPTER 1

FBI Special Agent Zachary Hunt slammed his shoulder into the suspect, sending the guy reeling into the wreath hanging on the church’s door. Kind of served the suspect right after committing his crime right in front of the sanctuary, and on Christmas Day no less.

“Don’t even try to get away,” Zach growled as he put his knee into the suspect’s back, patting him down.

Zach’s partner, Ellard Macconi, trotted up, none too quickly, the gray at his temples slick with sweat. “Congratulations, Special Agent, you’ve caught yourself a jaywalker.”

“It’s a crime on the books that we are sworn to enforce,” Zach replied, although not exactly wholeheartedly. In his defense, the guy had run. Who runs after an FBI officer yells for you to stop? “Have Warp run his name against outstanding arrest warrants.”

“Look,” Ellard said. “I get it. You’re a little frustrated that a three-day-long stakeout hasn’t panned out, but –”

“Are you going to take care of this?” Zach asked as he held out the suspect’s wallet. “Or should I?”

The older agent frowned, but accepted the wallet. “I doubt even Warp is in today.”

Zach cocked an eyebrow. Warp leaving his cyber den? Not very likely, even on Christmas Day. Ellard must have realized the same thing, as he got his phone out and called the field office.

“Come on, man,” the suspect whined. “It’s Christmas, dude. Lighten up.”

“Did you know that nearly three-fifths of all pedestrian deaths occur due to jaywalking?” Zach asked the guy. “Nearly five thousand deaths and one hundred thousand injuries annually. So, in essence, I just saved your life.”

“Yeah, right,” the guy snorted. “Do you know how pissed my wife is going to be if I’m late for dinner at her parents’ house?”

Zach ignored the question. He could only imagine the suspect’s wife would be as pissed as Zach’s fiancée must be right now, sitting, waiting for him at his mother’s apartment. So be it.

“Well, well,” Ellard said, walking back over to them. “Zachary Hunt, you were right again. This gentleman has an arrest warrant out, ironically, for failing to stop at a crosswalk..”

“I can explain that!” the suspect yelled. “You can’t lock me up. Not today of all days.”

“Watch me,” Zach said, guiding the suspect to the car.

“You realize we could let him off with a warning,” Ellard suggested.

“Yes, yes, a warning,” the suspect agreed.

Zach, again, ignored both of them. “And have him fail to appear, again? I don’t think so.”

“Jeez,” the suspect sighed. “Aren’t you supposed to be hunting down, like, super-criminals or something? Why are you picking on me?”

Ellard shrugged and patted the suspect on the back. “Sorry, kid, but you chose the absolutely wrong day to jaywalk in front of Agent Hunt.”

Protecting the suspect’s head, Zach helped the man into the car, then walked around to the driver’s side door. Ellard, though, lingered near the back of the car.

“What are you doing?” Zach asked. “We’ve got to drop him off, then get back out on the search.”

“The Robin Hood Hacker isn’t going to strike today,” Ellard said, bluntly. “Even world–class hackers take Christmas off.”

Jerking open the car door, Zach wasn’t so sure.

* * *

Ronnie, a.k.a. the Robin Hood Hacker, braced her feet against the metal wall and scooted up another foot up the shaft. It was slow going, climbing up the building’s small crawl space meant mainly for pipes and electrical cabling. Not a thirty-something hacker who was a tad bit out of shape.

“The FBI just posted another warning,” Quirk’s voice sounded in her ear. “They’re still describing you as a late-twenties male who probably lives in your mother’s basement.”

They both chuckled at that. Typical profile. The FBI really went more on averages than actual insight. Because, twenties? She wished she’d had this skill level a decade ago. Male? Her detailed, intricate work should have given them a hint it wasn’t a guy. And living in her mother’s basement? Not even close.

If anything, she was saving up to buy her own country with the tiny percentage of money she took out of each job. She was all about wealth redistribution for the poor, but come on. A girl had to keep a little something for herself and Quirk. There was altruism, and then there was just plain stupid.

“And nothing about an accomplice,” her assistant said. “Do they really think any one person could do all of this by themselves?”

Ronnie didn’t bother to mention that she had been doing pretty darned well on her own for eight years, but Quirk was right. The young man had brought her game up to a new level. They’d quadrupled their take once he’d come on board. UNICEF could thank Quirk later.

“Just make sure they don’t get wind of us,” Ronnie said as she grabbed hold of a pipe, repositioned her feet and moved up another foot. “I’ll be in the penthouse soon.”

Quirk snorted. Even though they only had audio communications via her ear bug and sub-vocal cord implants, Ronnie could swear she could see Quirk’s meticulously-shaped eyebrow arch up. “Darling, you still have four floors to go.”

Damn Quirk and his heat sensing capabilities.

“How many times have I told you?” he continued. “Three days of weights, three days of cardio and some light Pilates on your rest day.”

Yeah, Ronnie was lucky to swing up and out of bed every day. But Lord knew that she didn’t want to start the fitness argument again. “Yes, Mom.”

Unfortunately, Quirk took that as a compliment. “That’s better.”

Ronnie stopped, pressing her ear against the metal wall. Christmas music drifted from the elevator on the other side. “Jingle Bells,” she thought. Yes, it was going to be a very merry Christmas for several NGO relief organizations. Funded by the rather Scrooge-like oil company that was hiding nearly ten billion – yes, that was billion dollars in a slush fund. The money should have been earmarked for cleaning up spills, but no, the corporation used it for private jets and raucous parties.

Not anymore. Not if Ronnie had her way with their servers.

“Um, are you actually going to hack something, Ronnie?” Quirk asked in her ear. “Or are you practicing for an audition for Cirque du Soleil?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Ronnie said hefting her way up another foot. She would have made it farther, but a rather large set of pipes loomed above her. “Quirk, I thought you said there weren’t any junctions in this access tunnel?”

“There aren’t.”

“Really, because some nice copper fittings here are saying otherwise.” She took a picture with her phone and sent it to Quirk. Between her and her assistant, they could pretty much hack their way around anything. Except a physical obstacle such as a pipe junction. Unfortunately, she needed to get past the pipes to get to the penthouse where the main servers were kept. Guess the oil company figured no one would be looking for them in the CEO’s office. They were wrong.

Months of planning had gone into this hack. Everything down to the last detail mapped out. And now it was all to be undone by pipes? It was so…dumb.

“Well?” she asked, scooting up a few more inches to see if there was a way around the jumble of pipes. There wasn’t.

“Tasking.”

Quirk and his love of all things Star Trek. Normally, Ronnie found it cute. Stuck in a tight, humid crawl space listening to jolly Christmas jingles that mocked her life choices? Not so cute.

“We are going to have to go to Plan B,” Quirk finally informed her.

“Plan B sucks, though,” Ronnie answered, trying to keep her frustration in check. She had probably failed, but at this point she didn’t care.

“What can I say, darlin’?” Quirk shot back. “Unless you can get emergency liposuction in that access space, you’ve got to cut a hole in the wall and get on top of that elevator before the guards go on their hourly rounds.”

Just because Ronnie knew what she had to do didn’t mean she liked it.

Pulling out what looked like an ordinary laser pointer, Ronnie hooked it up to a small battery-powered supply in her backpack. The pen was no longer a laser pointer but an actual laser- laser.

“Don’t forget your glasses,” Quirk reminded her.

“Please,” she responded, then dug through her pack to find the glasses.

Ronnie would never admit it to Quirk, but she was a tad flustered. She had to get her head back into the hack. Crap happened out in the field. That’s actually why she liked going out into the field. Why she didn’t mind having to break into the actual main server. She liked the challenges of working outside of the cold room. Until, of course, the challenges surfaced. Then the challenges just annoyed her.

Securing the glasses that would protect her eyes from the ultraviolet portion of the laser spectrum, Ronnie turned on the “pen” and began cutting through the metal. The gray wall heated up, turned red, and then metal dripped down, creating a seam.

“They’re going to be at the elevator in ten,” Quirk prompted.

“I’m on it,” Ronnie reassured him, even though she had a lot of metal to cut through and not all that much time.

“And just remember how much junk you’ve got in your trunk, girlfriend. Make the hole large enough this time.”

Ronnie would really have liked to argue that point, but when Quirk was right, he was right. Which meant even more wall to cut.

Note to self… Do not eat a macho breakfast burrito on the morning of a hack.

* * *

Zach opened the holding cell door. The guy hung his head and walked in. Zach felt the tiniest twinge of empathy for the guy, but rules were rules.

“Cases like this aren’t going to get you back to DC,” Ellard said softly beside him.

Locking the cell door, Zach replied. “Who said I wanted to get back to DC?”

“Perhaps it is your no-holds-barred pursuit of the Robin Hood Hacker?” Ellard’s face softened, though. “Your mom’s been in remission for how long, Zach?”

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Zach answered, brushing past his partner and grabbing the forms they would need to book the suspect.

“You only left your skyrocketing career in DC to take care of her.” Ellard stepped in front of Zach. “Now that she’s better, maybe go someplace that values your…enthusiasm.”

Zach ignored his partner. He’d made his decision and he was sticking by it.

“I bet Julia would love to head back east again,” Ellard pressed.

Well, the older agent had hit that one on the head. It was a never-ending topic with his fiancée. If they moved to DC, they could take the train into NYC for the theater, opera, ballet, and the orchestra. She didn’t seem to quite get that her argument wasn’t exactly helping her case. Even if she’d tried to make her argument with sports, he wasn’t all that fond of the Redskins.

“Look,” Zach said, trying to find a pen. “If you want a new partner for the next few months before your retirement, just ask Danner.”

Ellard sighed. “I just hate seeing you spin your wheels.”

This conversation was so done. Zach turned to ask one of the other agents for a pen, when he realized the bullpen was empty.

“Where’s everybody?” Zach asked.

“Christmas, remember?”

“But there should be two agents on call.”

Ellard tilted his head toward the back of the field office. “Probably playing cards in the break room.”

The older agent was probably right. Whoever pulled Christmas on-call duty was usually a junior, junior, junior officer. Straight out of the academy. Young and unattached. But not exactly observant. Zach walked through the maze of desks to the fax machine and pulled off a sheet as it printed.

Another warning that the Robin Hood Hacker was more than likely going to hit today. Of course, the bulletin from Washington didn’t have any more information than that. They seldom had much information until after the most-wanted cyber-crime suspect hit, and even then, there was little forensic evidence to go on.

He turned to relate this to his partner to find him gathering a few wrapped gifts from his desk.

“What are you doing?” Zach asked.

“Going home,” Ellard answered.

“We agreed to continue the stakeout until tomorrow morning.”

His partner shook his head. “No, you agreed that you were going to continue it. I’ve already missed caroling with my grandkids last night. I am not going to miss Christmas dinner, too.” Ellard patted Zach on the shoulder. “Go home, Zach. Make your mom and Julia happy. If you really are going to stick it out here and get married, you’ve got to start balancing things better.”

Zach took a step back. He’d heard it all before from Ellard. Just because the guy had been happily married for over thirty years didn’t mean he had the corner on relationship advice. But he did mean well, so Zach offered his hand to his partner.

“Thanks, but I’ve got to see this through.”

Ellard shook his hand back, but Zach couldn’t help but notice that there was little enthusiasm in the gesture. He watched the old man walk across the office to the exit. With each step, Ellard moved more and more quickly with more and more spring in his step. By the time Ellard hit the door, he was at a near-run. The guy was like a high school student with senioritis.

Once his partner was out of the office, Zach shrugged off his partner’s lack of dedication and sat down at his desk. There was paperwork to be done, and the sooner he filed it, the sooner he could get back out on the street again.

Yet, as he began filling out the intake form and the canned Christmas music filled his ears, Zach was no longer quite as gung ho. His eyes scanned the room. It was so odd to have the place so empty and still. Even Supervising Special Agent Danner’s office looked lonely.

Zach had tried to convince himself that today was just another day at the office, but it wasn’t. He could imagine his mom cooking all morning, filling her apartment with the sweet smell of her special candied yams and the rich aroma of roasted turkey.

While he felt certain the Robin Hood Hacker would attack today, what were the chances it would be in El Paso? There were at least twelve more likely targets. Like Hong Kong. What would be served by him staying on alert when the hacker was probably an entire continent away?

Maybe he could do both. Run to his Mom’s, have an early dinner, and then, if the hacker hadn’t hit yet, go back out again. Zach wasn’t quite sure if that was the balancing act Ellard had in mind, but it was the best Zach could do.

Now to put his Rescue Christmas mission into action.

Grabbing his keys, Zach put his jacket on, then noticed a lone light on down the side hallway. Tech support. With a sigh, he headed down the hall. Sure enough, he found Warp, unkempt hair, baggy pants, and all, sitting in front of three video monitors.

“It’s Christmas, Warp.”

The tech nodded but didn’t answer.

“Even you’ve got to have plans for today,” Zach said.

“Sure,” Warp said, never taking his eyes off the monitors. “There’s a whole group of us pagan RPGers meeting at the vegan restaurant on Montrose, but this is way cooler.”

“What is?” Zach asked, even though he usually couldn’t understand half of what Warp was saying.

The tech turned. “Oh wow, Agent Hunt, when did you get here?”

Zach took in a deep breath. Warp suffered from some kind of split persona—personality disorder, or absorbed a twin in utero syndrome or something. Zach was kind of vague on the details. All he knew was that it made Warp twice as difficult to deal with. Hence why Zach seldom came down this hallway.

Already regretting coming into Warp’s lair, Zach tried to back out. “Just saying goodbye.”

“No, sorry,” Warp said, shaking his head, which kind of undercut his apology. “With everything going on, and then the Special Agent Zachary Hunt coming in, we got a little spooked.”

Not knowing quite what to say, Zach smiled pleasantly and took a step back. “Well then, I will leave you to it.”

“It will be amazing to see the Robin Hood Hacker in action,” Warp said.

Zach should know better by now, but the mention of the hacker intrigued him. “What do you mean ‘in action’?”

“Oh, the hacker is going to hit today, and with any luck we’ll be able to monitor some of the action.”

“You mean you’re watching a feed from Washington?” Zach asked. Though the El Paso office might be shuttered for the holiday, the techs in DC were on high alert. When Warp didn’t answer, Zach pressed on. “They are monitoring Hong Kong, right?”

Warp snorted. “Hong Kong? Like he’s going to hit Hong Kong.”

“Why don’t you think he’ll target there?”

“Why would the hacker attack on Christmas in a country that doesn’t celebrate the holiday?” Warp asked, what seemed to be a rhetorical question. Fingers racing across the keyboard, Warp brought up a map of the world. Across it were tiny points of light. “If he is going to attack today, he is going to make the most of it and hit an area with an extremely large Christian population.

As Warp spoke, some of the lights extinguished—those in Asia, Africa and India. “Which leaves us with some South American locations, two in Eastern Europe and seven in the good ol’ USA.”

If Warp was right, the tech had just cut the pool in half. That couldn’t be, could it? Still, there were a number of possible target cities. “So you’re monitoring these?”

The tech’s head whipped around, his eyes dilated as if he were startled. “Do you have clearance?”

Zach didn’t bother to explain the fact that Warp had known him and his clearance level for two years. He just answered, “Yes.”

“Okay, then.”

Warp went back to typing, and typing, and typing.

Zach tried to be patient, but there were candied yams to be considered. “So there are twelve possible targets?”

“Twelve?” Warp repeated, as if it were the most stupid thing he’d ever heard. Then he looked to the screen. “Oh, that was before I applied my pattern-discerning algorithm.”

On the monitor, the tiny lights extinguished, leaving only one. El Paso.

“You mean to tell me that you are sure the Robin Hood Hacker is going to hit here? In our town?”

Warp shrugged. “With a ninety seven point two percent probability, yes.”

“Did you tell Danner about this?”

The tech’s fingers stopped typing as he frowned. “Yeah, he pretty much said I could spend my Christmas sitting around here if I wanted to…off the clock.”

Yeah, Zach had pretty much gotten the same speech from their boss. Before, his theory that the Robin Hood Hacker would hit here had just been something in his bones. El Paso had just been one city on a long list of cities the hacker might hit. But now that he had actual scientific proof? Or, at least, Warp’s algorithm?

“This is great work, Warp.”

The tech patted the chair next to him. “Wanna stay and watch?”

A smile, his first in a long time, spread across Zach’s face.

“Watch?” He asked. “How about we go catch the son of a bitch?”





CHAPTER 2

Ronnie used the back of her sleeve to wipe the sweat from her brow. This was not going nearly as fast as she had hoped. Either the steel wall was thicker than anticipated, or the laser was weaker than Quirk had promised. Either way, she was barely going to make it through in time.

“God I could use some music other than Taylor Swift’s version of Silent Night,” she grumbled.

“Ask and ye shall receive,” Quirk said. “Say hello to your Christmas present.”

“I’m stuck in an access shaft,” Ronnie snapped, then realized it wasn’t Quirk’s fault.    She tried to lighten her tone. “Besides, you already got me the Panic at the Disco CD.” Ronnie said, blowing a stray hair out of the way.

“Oh, Scrooge, just turn on your MP3 player.”

“My hands are a bit full, Quirk.”

Her assistant’s sigh was loud enough that Ronnie could imagine him right next to her. “You really do know how to ruin a surprise gift, don’t you? Just say, ‘music, please.’”

Mainly just to shut up her assistant while she worked on cutting the last of the square out of the metal wall, Ronnie said, “music, please.”

The MP3 player in her pocket vibrated, turning on. Impressive. “Quirk, thanks. You made it voice activated.”

“Voice activated? Please, like that wouldn’t be a Christmas-level gift. Just give it a few seconds. It is documenting your heart rate, ambient temperature and blood pressure to decide which music is best suited for you.”

Ronnie waited, but she wasn’t holding her breath. As good as Quirk was, he was also known to slightly exaggerate his toys, especially the prototypes. Just take the laser pen in her hand. In this case, she should not have doubted him, as The Gossip’s song, “Catfight,” cued up, and its all-girl punk rock thrummed in her ear.

Just what a girl trying to laser through a metal wall needed.

“Brilliant. Truly brilliant, Quirk.” Ronnie gushed. The CD had been nice, but to be honest, she’d been surprised he had given her such a lightweight gift, as he was the self-proclaimed present-whisperer. Now she felt a little bad about the gift she’d given him. “You shouldn’t have, though. It’s too much. So much more than yours.”

“No, no, no,” Quirk said, as the Gossip still wailed in her ear. “I love the classic phaser you got me. It will go great with my Ka-Bar knife and Bat’leth blade.”

How was it that gay men were able to profusely lay on praise while making it quite clear they were disappointed? It truly was a marvel to see, unless, of course, you were on the receiving end.

“Hey, that was a prop used on set, and I made sure it had been touched by William Shatner,” Ronnie defended. It hadn’t been the most outlandish gift—however, she was a girl on a budget. She had that country to buy.

“Of course it was,” Quirk said in that pseudo-honey voice of his. “Those of us with birthdays on December 25th are used to one combo gift. It’s all good.”

Okay, now Ronnie really did feel bad. And, even worse, she knew that while Quirk was getting bounced around from foster home to foster home, he probably spent a lot of Christmases not getting any gift, let alone a separate one for his birthday. Maybe she should tell him…

“Uh oh,” Quirk announced, the fake honey gone from his tone.

“What?” Ronnie asked, tensing. If Quirk wasn’t being sarcastic, the news was usually bad—really, really bad.

“Yeah, it looks like the guards are giving themselves a little Christmas present and knocking off early.”

“What do you mean early?” Ronnie heard herself ask. It couldn’t be possible, they had logged and checked and confirmed the guards’ every route. They took no less than fifteen minutes per floor. They were like clockwork.

“I mean, you’ve got maybe three minutes, at most.”

Ronnie didn’t answer. There was no way she could cut through the rest of the metal and climb through in three minutes.

“I’m going to have to wait until the next guard sweep,” she said.

“And what about if they don’t go next hour?” Quirk asked the question that had already popped into her mind. “What if they take the rest of the day off?”

From a break-in thief’s standpoint, that would usually be a good thing. Now, however, when she needed the guards to activate the elevator? Not such a good thing.

“We can abort,” Quirk said, sounding more than a little hopeful that she would agree. He was not that fond of her working out in the field.

“So, what happens if I let the laser get hot to the touch?” she asked.

“You mean like how it could blow up in your hand and take not only take you but the entire wall?”

Ronnie gulped. “Yes, like that.”

But she had to risk it. Those billions weren’t going to transfer themselves into Greenpeace’s account by themselves.

As the pen warmed in her palm, she could only hope Quirk was exaggerating. Still, she kept her eyes squinted, just in case.

* * *

“No way,” Warp said for the fifth time as he fidgeted in his ergonomic chair.

Zach grabbed the tech by the shoulders and held him still. “Warp. You can do this. We can do this.”

“But, but, but,” Warp said pointing to the dot on monitor. “I am certain the Robin Hood Hacker will strike El Paso, but I don’t know where in the city.”

As the map zoomed in, that tiny point of light over El Paso broke off into half a dozen smaller lights.

“So those are the companies that the hacker has pinged during his ramping-up period?” Zach asked.

Robin Hood was good. Weeks before the actual job, he would hack into a wide range of companies’ financials. The hacker would test dozens of firewalls, never tipping his hand to which company was the target. So it was great they knew Robin Hood was in El Paso, but with so many targets, how could Zach hope to hone in on the one that was being hit today?

“Come on, Warp. You’ve come this far,” Zach encouraged. “You’ve got to have a way to narrow down the pool.”

“We’re not even the cyber crimes division,” Warp whined.

“Who needs those pussies?” Zach countered. “If the Robin Hood Hacker is in town, we are going to bring him down. Think of the bragging rights.”

Warp’s eyes scanned back and forth over Zach’s face. “It would be nice to hold my head high the next time I’m in DC for a tech conference.”

“For a conference?” Zach snorted. “They will call you to DC permanently.”

Zach knew that the computer array in Washington was like a geek’s mecca. Just the thought of the banks and banks of computer servers brightened Warp’s expression.

“You are a world–class hacker,” Zach added.

Unfortunately, the tech didn’t take that as a compliment. “Hacker? You think I’m a hacker?”

God, how Zach hated having to talk with the tech staff. It was like they lived in a different world. Operated on a different wavelength, and seemed to get pissed off at random stuff.

“I am a cracker,” Warp stated proudly.

Again, what did you say to that? As Zach knew it, “cracker” was derogatory slang for a white person. He really needed to bring in an interpreter with him.

“Okay, honky,” Zach responded, just trying to get Warp back on track.

“No,” Warp said, shaking his head so hard that his mini-fro swayed back and forth. “I don’t hack. That is an illegal entry into a system. I crack. I break through code to pursue hackers.”

“Whatever,” Zach said. “Can you crack this case?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try,” Warp said. “Right?” Although Zach was pretty sure the tech wasn’t talking to him. To prove his theory, Warp cocked his head as if he were listening to someone, then answered himself. “Right.”

Zach clapped Warp on the back and nearly knocked the kid over. “That’s the spirit. Now, how are we going to do this?”

The tech bit his lip as he called up each possible target. “I have a theory.”

“Of course you do.”

That got a wavering smile from Warp. Zach needed the tech confident. They needed to figure this out fast. Christmas was rapidly waning. This might be their best chance…ever to catch the Robin Hood Hacker.

“You see, I have tracked his last twenty jobs and found that in a median band width, he—”

“Warp,” Zach stopped the tech. “If you’ve got a hunch, let’s hear it.”

“I don’t do hunches,” Warp said, scratching his arm like he was about to get hives. “I deal in statistics and relative factors and—”

Zach gave the tech’s shoulder a squeeze, trying to infuse every ounce of confidence Zach had to share. “Warp, today we deal in hunches. So hit me with yours.”

Still, the tech didn’t seem so sure.

“What are hunches, Warp?” Zach asked. The scraggly-haired man looked at him with a blank expression. He was probably having a lengthy conversation internally, so Zach pressed on. “Your brain is the most sophisticated computer known to man. A hunch is just your subconscious working faster than your rational mind. So let’s get cracking.”

Warp slowly nodded as his fingers went back to his keyboard. He brought up a single company. The B & L Oil Refinery Holding Company. Zach stepped around the tech to get nice and close to the large monitor.

“I can find another one,” Warp offered, seeming to slip into his insecure persona, but Zach shook his head. He liked this one.

“No, this is inside the hacker’s wheelhouse,” Zach explained.

An ecologically unfriendly company with a history of evading clean-up laws and taxes. But most of the other companies the hacker had pinged were nearly as bad. A pesticide consortium, a bank known to still be issuing high risk mortgage loans, a cigarette retailer specializing in selling to the underage market. All of them perfect targets for a hacker who thought himself some kind of underdog financial vigilante.

Stealing from rich companies and giving to the poor. Although, Zach noticed, he also kept a tidy sum for himself. Not exactly a purely altruistic Robin Hood. Even if he didn’t take that cut, Zach would still bring him in.

Laws were laws.

And this oil company had probably broken most of them, but the business wasn’t the one under investigation. The Robin Hood Hacker was. If he had a target in El Paso, the oil company would be it.

“Let’s do this,” Zach said.

Warp looked around. “Do what?”

* * *

Ronnie shifted the hot laser from one hand to the other. Even though she’d wrapped her sleeve around her already gloved hands, her palms burned. “Seriously, you didn’t install some kind of heat sink in this thing?”

“Oh dearie,” Quirk replied, not bothering to cover his irritation. “What? In all of its six inches long and half an inch wide I didn’t somehow cram in a complicated heat conducting system never before created by man? That is what you thought you were holding in your hand?”

“Still, I think you might have anticipated—”

“That you couldn’t fit your booty-licious self-past some pipes, then have guards completely abandon their professional code of honor?” Ronnie waited for Quirk to think that through. He didn’t sound nearly as haughty as he continued. “Yeah, okay, that should have been on my radar. Point taken.”

Ronnie might have taken more pleasure in Quirk’s realization had it not been for the red hot metal beating waves of heat at her. Not cool. Not cool on so many levels.

“You’d better hurry, girlfriend,” Quirk encouraged. “They are making a beeline for the elevator.”

It was a little hard to hurry physics, though, Ronnie tried. She stopped going in a straight line and, instead, heated the metal in a perforated line. There just wasn’t time to melt it all.

Ronnie could hear the rattle of the elevator doors opening. Turning off the laser before it liquefied itself, Ronnie put her shoulder against the metal square and shoved.

“You did put a magnet on it before you punched it out, right?” Quirk reminded her a second too late.

Good news, the metal square gave, strings of heated metal dripped from the edges. Bad news, the square was about to fall on top of the elevator. And no matter how much spiked eggnog the guards had consumed, they were going to notice that.

Ronnie lashed out, grabbing the metal sheet, feeling the heat through her gloves. She tried to hold on, she really did, but damn.

The metal slipped from her grasp, falling down the long elevator shaft, ten stories. It hit the cement bottom, clattering. She held her breath as the sound reverberated up the access tunnel. The guards entered the elevator seemingly unaware.

Thank god for Celine’s “Little Drummer Boy.”

“They’re pressing the floor button,” Quirk informed her. “You’d best hurry.”

Only she couldn’t. Her stepping on top of their elevator? That they could hear. Ronnie had to wait until that first jerk of the cable to mask her movement. However, if she waited too long—well, goodbye, leg.

Cocking her head to listen to the motor grind, Ronnie teetered on the thin rim of metal. Balance bar wasn’t exactly her greatest gymnastic event. Okay, neither were uneven bars, floor work or vaulting, but that wasn’t the point. She more sensed than heard when the cables snapped tight.

Just as the elevator jerked upward, Ronnie’s foot came down on the elevator’s steel bracing. She allowed the rising car to lift her past the hole she had made and rise up one floor. With a loud, eggnog-induced laugh, the guards exited the elevator.

“Who knows how long they’re going to be,” Quirk said.

Ronnie turned on her laser. She had to get back into the access tunnel. There was no way to breach the penthouse from the outside.

“Maybe a distraction of some sort?” Quirk asked. “I could turn on a motion sensor on the other side of this floor?”

“We can’t alert them,” Ronnie said, wincing as the laser heated up. “This has got to be a clean entry and exit.”

“Like they ever are,” Quirk murmured in her ear.

How she hated when he was right.

* * *

Zach stepped on the gas, but then had to slam his foot on the brake as a blue minivan cut him off. Holiday traffic was really cramping his hot pursuit of the Robin Hood Hacker.

Speaking of hackers... “Warp, you can do this.”

“Of course we can,” the tech answered into Zach’s earbud.

Awesome. The confident Warp was showing up. “ETA until you are in the oil company’s computers?” Zach asked.

“You do realize that I am having to crack my way in behind Robin Hood, right? I have to tread just as carefully and not set off any alarms.”

Traffic piled up ahead. Seriously, did a blaring siren and flashing lights mean nothing to these holiday travelers? Zach jerked the wheel to the left, went up onto the embankment, and gunned it, despite being tilted nearly twenty degrees.

Over the sirens and rattle of the tires, Zach asked, “Are you trying to tell me that the Robin Hood Hacker is better than you?”

“Of course he is better than me,” Warp answered. “Everyone is better than me.”

Great. Now the insecure Warp showed up. “We just need you inside the first layer of—”

“Turn left!”

“But I’m—”

“Left!” Warp yelled, as lights flashed ahead at a train crossing.

Braking, Zach spun the wheel to the left, found a hole between oncoming traffic, and sped down a side street. Buildings with their red and green decorations flashed by. He felt a bit guilty for a moment, imagining his mother and fiancée waiting dinner for him. Not very patiently.

Maybe Ellard was right. Maybe Zach should go all-in again. Go to DC and see how far up the ladder he could go. His mom was healthy. He’d done his duty. Plus, moving to DC would make Julia happy. He would get far more a dose of culture than he would like, but during the day he would be working on cases far more intricate than check fraud or jaywalking.

“I’m in!” Warp exclaimed.

“And?” Zach asked, the thought of dinner slipping away.

“Nothing yet, but I am going to see if I can’t re-task a border satellite to El Paso for a more detailed picture of the area.”

Zach wished he had a dozen agents at his back, but that wasn’t going to happen. And maybe it was just as well. Because bringing in the Robin Hood hacker with only Warp would feel pretty damned good.

* * *

Ronnie backed out the last of the screws that held the penthouse access door in place. Before she finished the job, Ronnie made sure to attach one of the magnets to the panel, preventing it from falling and clattering down the elevator shaft.

Moving the door out of the way, Ronnie looked down the shaft. That was a drop. She didn’t mind heights. She just wasn’t all that fond of the fall.

Luckily, she had a secret weapon. Pulling two other magnets out of her bag, Ronnie got ready to make her journey around the periphery of the shaft. The magnets in her hands weren’t just “hold them tight” magnets. Oh no. These were more of Quirk’s prototypes.

“You’re sure this is going to work?”

“I’m sure if you don’t use them there is a greater than thirty percent chance you are going to fall down that shaft,” Quirk answered.

Not exactly reassuring.

In theory, these were traveling magnets. Not the kind you got for your fridge, but magnets that actually moved. Ronnie grabbed each by the handle and pressed them against the metal wall. Due to simple magnetic attraction, they stuck there. Now came the fun part.

She pulled up, clicking the handle out of its locked position, then turned it to the left. A small charge alternated the magnetic field. Through microscopic cycling of the repulsion and attraction, with the leading edge rotating through the positive cycling more frequently, the magnet moved to the left, while still maintaining enough grip on the wall to keep Ronnie safe.

In theory.

The metal beam she stood on barely supported half her foot. And as was well documented, her sense of balance was not the greatest. Without the magnets, well, Quirk’s estimates about a potential plummet were not far off.

Slowly, she allowed the magnets to do their work as they practically dragged her across the beam. Imagine that. A Quirk prototype that actually worked. Then one of the handles went wobbly, spinning around under her hand. Suddenly, one magnet was going left, while the other right and up.

“Quirk, your magnets are going rogue,” she growled.

“Don’t blame them. You must have done something.”

What did it say about their relationship that Quirk always sided with his toys?

As her foot lifted off the beam, Ronnie needed to do something or let the magnet go before it carried her up and off the beam. And what usually worked was hitting something. She lifted up her hand, pulled the magnet off the wall and slammed it back down again.

“Inanimate object abuse!” Quirk yelled in her ear.

“However, it worked,” Ronnie answered, guiding the magnet back to its rightful place.

After the little rebellion, Ronnie swiftly made her way around to the elevator doors. She paused, turning off the magnets before forcing the doors open. “Are the penthouse’s pressure sensors down?” Ronnie asked.

“Modified,” Quirk corrected her. “I reset their sensitivity so that they still show functional on the control panel in the security office, but will only trigger if, say, a horse steps onto the penthouse. Or, you know, a hacker who hasn’t exactly been faithful to her diet.”

Ronnie didn’t bother to take the bait. “Motion detectors?”

Quirk sighed. “Yes, Miss Micromanager. All the security features of the penthouse are under our control.”

With a deep breath, Ronnie placed a small hydraulic expander into the seam between the doors. With a single flip of the switch, the doors were parted and held open by the device.

“Quirk, you really are a genius.”

“I know.”

Ronnie smiled. The two had originally bonded over their mutual self-assurance during a game of Gauntlet. There really should be more cooperative video games. Nothing brought kindred spirits together like killing ogres.

Stepping out into the office, Ronnie lingered, making sure no alarms sounded. Once she was sure that Quirk really was as good as he said, she removed the device from the doors and allowed the elevator to close behind her.

Lacing her fingers together, Ronnie cracked her knuckles. Time to move onto some actual hacking. She did need to live up to her reputation. Ronnie slid into the CEO’s leather chair. She couldn’t help but spin around in it once. The thing wasn’t a chair, it was a work of art. But she hadn’t come here to appreciate the extravagance. She was here to extract some cash and give it to the charities the company should have been donating to.

Booting up the computer, Ronnie rolled out a gel keyboard onto the mahogany desk. The thing was state of the art, using subtle fluid movement to track her keystrokes, but it still wasn’t what she really wanted.

“Wouldn’t it be cool if I didn’t even need a keyboard,” Ronnie asked.

“Oh. My. God,” Quirk exclaimed. “Get over it. We are not implanting a keyboard in your brain.”

“Maybe not,” Ronnie said as the computer screen came to life. “But wouldn’t it be cool?”

“Of course,” Quirk answered. “Duh.”

Ah, they truly were two peas in a pod.

Rapidly, Ronnie entered the security code into the pop-up window. They’d figured that out weeks ago, then pinged the system again this morning, pretending to be the company’s backup server. It worked like a charm. Once the correct code was entered, a panel slid open behind her, revealing a wall of highly secured servers. The sleek black cases with their blue indicator lights flashing made her feel right at home. This was her playground.

Getting to the DOS prompt, Ronnie threw down some angle brackets and started with her first arg. She found a nice wormhole and took it as far into the code as it would allow.

Running up against the first firewall she couldn’t skirt, Ronnie raised her shoulders up and down, preparing for the hours it could take her to dig into the company’s financials.

“Um…” Quirk said in her ear.

Ronnie didn’t like “ums.” Not when they were so close. “You wanted to say something, Quirk?”

“Hold on, checking another traffic cam…”

While Ronnie didn’t stop the hack—she was in the middle of parsing out a patch—she did frown. What in the hell could Quirk need with traffic cam footage?

“Yeah, this is real,” he said.

“What is real?”

“We’ve got an FBI car hauling ass in your direction.”

“What?” Ronnie pressed. “Did you trip an alarm?”

“No! Did you?”

“No,” Ronnie shot back. “Of course not.”

“Well, I didn’t either,” Quirk sniped.

Distracted, Ronnie almost zeroed out some important files. “Are you sure the agent is coming here?”

“That would kind of be the reason we are monitoring all law enforcement vehicle’s GPS signals. And I am not sure where else an FBI car would be traveling over sixty mile an hour to in this part of town. There’s nothing else on the police scanner.”

Damn it. Was the guy just late for Christmas dinner, or had something in their approach to the hack tip off the FBI? They had been so freaking careful.

“Wait,” Ronnie said. “You said one car?”

“Yes. And now it is going seventy miles an hour.”

“If the guys in DC had figured us out, wouldn’t they have sent a fleet of black SUVs?”

Quirk paused. Ronnie kept typing. Even though she loved the feel and give of the gel keyboard, she kind of missed the clicking. It would normally soothe her in moments like this.

“I’m double-checking,” Quirk said. “Wherever he’s going, he doesn’t have any backup. It is just the one car. No new alerts beyond that lame all-points bulletin fax that went out earlier today.”

“Okay, so this may have nothing to do with us,” Ronnie said, relaxing, getting more into the Moby of the hack.

“Except for the fact that he just pulled into the oil company’s parking lot.”





CHAPTER 3

Zach jumped out of the car and rushed to the building’s main door. Two security guards sat behind a large granite desk. Zach put his badge up against the window.

“FBI.”

The guards looked to one another, then shook their heads. Who the hell shook their heads at a federal officer?

“Let me in!” Zach shouted through the glass. “Now.”

One of the guards cautiously came around the corner of the large desk and stepped out onto the checker board pattern floor. The guy wasn’t exactly steady on his feet. Zach waved for him to hurry up.

“What do you want?” the guard asked when he finally arrived at the door.

“Open the door.” The guy was wary, though, squinting his eyes, body angled away from Zach. “Look, I don’t care that you are wasted on the job. I just need in.”

“Why?”

“There is a high probability that you are being hacked as we speak,” Zach answered, trying really hard not to threaten the guy with his gun or start talking about how obstruction of justice was a felony.

The guard looked back to his partner. They exchanged a few words—Zach couldn’t tell through the glass what they were—but both men shook their head.

“Controls are showing green lights,” the guard responded.

“Of course they are. It is the Robin Hood Hacker.” That got the guy’s attention. So Zach pressed on. “You won’t know Robin Hood was here until the billions are missing from your boss’s back account.”

Gulping, the guard got out his key and opened the door.

Zach charged through the door as he checked in with Warp. “Where do I need to go?”

“The penthouse would be the most likely point of entry, since the main servers are located up in the CEO’s office,” the tech answered.

Zach turned to the guard. “I need to get into the Penthouse.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” the guard said, backing away from Zach. Even the other guard came out from behind the desk. “No one goes up there.”

“Don’t you make security rounds?”

“We’re not allowed up there, not even for rounds. There’s a double key system that has to be triggered to even get the elevator to go up that far.”

“There’s got to be another way,” Zach insisted.

The guards shook their heads. “Not without authorization from the top.”

Zach turned away from the men, moving out of earshot. “Warp, I need clearance.”

“I’m trying,” Warp said. “But it’s Christmas. I can’t get ahold of anyone with the authority to grant you access. I think they are in St. Barts…But…”

“But what?” Zach asked.

“I could fake the—”

“No,” Zach answered, interrupting Warp.

“I know you are the straightest of the straight arrows, but, Agent Hunt, if we were able to ask the owner of this company if we could go up to stop billions from being stolen from him, what do you think his answer would be?”

Zach shook his head. “Doesn’t matter until we actually get his permission.”

“Or I could just…”

“No.” The law was the law. “Besides, I thought you were a cracker?”

Warp must have heard that in his voice, because the tech backed down. “You’re the boss.”

Although Zach certainly didn’t feel like one right now. He wasn’t going to let that slow him down any, though. “Be sure to check with secretaries, janitorial staff. Someone besides the board of directors has got to have a way up there.”

“I’ll try,” Warp answered, not sounding all that hopeful.

Zach didn’t blame him. How could he, while standing in the lobby of the company that Robin Hood was about to hack and not being able to do anything about it?

Hold on. Maybe there was something he could do.

Force the hacker into an error.

He turned and found the closest security camera in the lobby. Zach walked up to it and stared straight at the camera.

“I’m coming.”

* * *

“OMG, he is hot,” Quirk said.

Yes, this agent— Zachary Hunt, if Quirk was correct in his identification— was easy on the eyes, okay, he was extremely easy on the eyes, however he was still a FBI agent in the lobby of this building.

“Options?” Ronnie asked, as she rooted under yet another firewall.

“What options?” Quirk asked. “We’ve got to abort.”

But that wasn’t an option to Ronnie. They had worked too long and too hard on this hack to quit now. It would take months before they could strike again. She couldn’t let a G-man, no matter how hot, stop her.

“There’s another option,” Ronnie stated.

“What do you mean?” Quirk said, then hurried on. “No. Ronnie. No.”

Ronnie pressed on, though. “The only reason this hack is taking so long is that fact I am staying under the radar. That I am tediously avoiding sounding any alarms.”

“No,” Quirk said. “Means no, Ronnie.”

“The FBI is already here,” she reminded Quirk. “I might as well bring the house down and extract the money.”

Quirk tsked in her ear. “I think you just want an excuse to meet the hunk.”

She ignored her assistant’s barb. She wasn’t interested in meeting anyone, especially not an FBI agent. That pairing would make Romeo and Juliet look like a John Hughes high school romantic comedy. Pretty in Cuffs is what hers would be called.

“I am doing it,” Ronnie said.

“Wait!” Quirk yelled in her ear. “At least let me get the secondary protocols in place.”

While she waited, Ronnie watched the video feed of the lobby. Special Agent Zachary Hunt paced across the black and white floor. He looked like he was arguing with himself—however, she could guess he had a geeky tech in his ear, as well. But no one was as good as Quirk. Which is why he worked with her.

Even so, could the world’s best two hackers steal over ten billion dollars with the FBI in the house?

Ronnie cracked her fingers again. It certainly was going to be fun to find out.

* * *

Zach strode the length of the glassed-in lobby. Clearly, the hacker hadn’t taken his bait. Everything still seemed hunky-dory at the company. Which meant they had to wait to get permission to get up to the penthouse.

What was taking the tech so damn long? “Warp, have you made any headway?”

“Like we said. It’s Christmas and there isn’t a Buddhist in the bunch.”

Zach had never been pissed off at Santa Claus before, but this was getting ridiculous. Just thinking about Robin Hood sitting over his keyboard, looking out over El Paso from the Penthouse window, thinking he was above the law, stuck in Zach’s craw. But it still wasn’t enough to get him to break the laws he swore to protect. Although Quirk’s offer to lie their way into the penthouse was looking more and more attractive. It was a siren song that Zach had to resist.

Alarms went off all around. Zach spun on his heel, pulling his gun in the same motion. “What’s going on?” When Warp didn’t answer, Zach yelled louder, “Is this you?”

“No!” Warp shouted back. “The Robin Hood Hacker is inside the company’s mainframe.”

Maybe this was his Christmas present after all. He owed St. Nick a few apologies, but they would have to wait. Charging past the desk, Zach hit the button for the elevator. Nothing lit up.

“It looks like Robin Hood has overridden the elevators.”

“You know what?” Zach said, jerking open the door to the stairwell. “I think I like the stairs better anyway.” The sound of his boots pounding against the concrete steps filled the stairwell, making it hard to hear Warp. “Come again?”

“The stairs don’t go all the way to the penthouse. They stop at the floor below.”

“No worries,” Zach answered, passing the second floor. That gung ho attitude got him up to the sixth floor. After that, he started to feel the strain in his thighs. He really needed to install that stationary bike in his basement.

“Any progress on the hack?” Zach asked, sounding a little more winded than he’d like.

“The crack is going pretty well. I think Robin Hood is a little flustered. He didn’t close several backdoors. I think I can stop the flow of funds.”

“Good,” Zach commented, passing the eleventh-floor landing. One more to go. Twenty-six more steps. Twenty-five. Twenty-four. Damn, these last few burned.

Finally he made it to the twelfth floor’s door. Aiming his gun, he pulled open the door and swept into the hallway, checking his corners. There wasn’t a sound. Nor should there be. He raced over to the elevator and pried open the doors.

Flipping on his flashlight, Zach surveyed the elevator shaft. “Looks like he came up the access shaft, then breached through the penthouse’s elevator doors.”

“That would be the route least likely to trip the alarms.”

Holstering his gun, Zach braced the doors open, then leaped to the cabling. Catching it, he wrapped his legs around the bundle. His suit was trashed from the grease and soot, but that was a small price to pay for being hot on the Robin Hood Hacker’s trail.

Hand over hand, Zach climbed the cabling. Now it was his arms’ turn to ache.

Once level with the penthouse, Zach said, “I need those doors opened.”

“I’m trying, but I think you’re going to have to manually open them.”

Easy to say when sitting in an ergonomic chair half a city away. Not so easy here. There was barely a ledge to stand on, let alone enough room to really get the leverage he would need.

Then he saw it. Two large magnets with handles. It must have been how Robin Hood had climbed across the elevator shaft. Now, of course, he just had to jump across the wide open space, catch onto the handles and not fall several stories. A risk that he was more than willing to take, knowing that the Robin Hood Hacker was just an elevator door away.

Zach climbed up several more feet on the cables. Best to try this stunt with gravity on his side. Bracing his feet against the metal, he shoved off. Twisting mid-air, he caught one handle and narrowly missed the other. Worse, the handle turned under his weight and the magnetic disc started moving to the left.

What the hell?

Quickly, he swung his feet, maneuvering his body over so that his other hand caught the second magnet. This one held. Once his feet were firmly on the beam, he turned the handle of the magnet and got it to stop its wandering. This hacker had some weird-ass toys.

No matter, he had a job to do. Releasing the magnets, he stepped onto the elevator door’s ledge. Now all he needed to do was open the elevator doors. Which, apparently, was harder than it looked. On the inside, there wasn’t enough space between the doors to even give his fingertips leverage. And simply pushing them apart just wasn’t happening.

“Warp,” Zach whispered harshly. “There’s no way to get these open?”

“Sorry, no.”

He could not come this freaking close and miss the hacker because of a stupid door. Then he looked to the magnets. Carefully, he turned the handle all the way around. It released its hold on the metal so fast that Zach nearly dropped the thing. He reattached the disc to the elevator door, then repeated the process with the other disc.

Taking in a deep breath, he turned the handles in opposite directions. Between their force and his upper body strength, the elevator doors cracked open. He shoved a foot between them and pushed. With a creak, the doors opened all the way.

Jumping through, Zach released the magnets and pulled his gun. He landed hard and dropped to his knee, sweeping his gun in an arc.

“FBI,” he announced…to no one. The office was empty.

How?

“Well?” Warp asked in his ear.

Zach rushed over to the desk. The hacker seemed to have abandoned his keyboard and everything else during their hasty escape. The computer screen had been left on the company’s bank account page.

“You stopped the transfer?” he asked.

“Holding at ten point one eight billion,” Warp said with a distinct sense of pride.

With the money safe, Zach could go after the hacker.

“I’m following him down the access tunnel,” Zach said, sprinting back to the elevator doors. “Do you think you could round up some back up now?”

“Oh, you know it.”

* * *

“Where’s the helicopter?” Ronnie asked, turning her back to the wind. Of course there had to be a storm coming in. That was just her rotten luck today.

“Darlin’, he is en route, you’re just going to have to shiver for a while.”

“Why isn’t he here now?” Ronnie demanded. She was a little short on patience after having her hack interrupted.

Quirk tsked her again. “Remember how you wouldn’t let me prepay for his services? Remember how you said the chances we would need a helicopter on this job were so slim that you wouldn’t waste the double overtime?”

Oh yeah. She did say that. Sometimes her frugalness did interfere with a speedy exit. But hey, she had an island country to buy. “Fine. ETA?”

“I don’t know,” Quirk stated. “How long does it take to make your apologies from Christmas dinner, get suited up and fly over?”

Ronnie stifled a scathing retort. This was her fault. Sort of.

“So how did the FBI know we were here?” she said tightening her collar around her neck.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Quirk said, although not with his usual snappy tone. She knew that he was as affronted as she was. This just didn’t happen to them.

“Uh oh.”

Every muscle in Ronnie body tensed. “What?”

“Okay, which do you want? The bad news or the really bad news?”

“Quirk!”

“The Feds have called for backup. Just about every on-duty cop in the city is heading for you.”

Ronnie’s body trembled and it wasn’t all from the cold. “And?”

“The helicopter pilot is in the middle of some kind of gift exchange that may—” “Double his pay,” Ronnie interrupted. She wasn’t going to get to use her own private island if she was incarcerated. There was a delay on the other side of the line. “I mean it, Quirk.”

“Oh, trust me, I love to spend your money, but even if he left right now…”

Ronnie didn’t have to ask Quirk for clarification. Not as sirens sounded on the wind. Red and blue lights flashed in the distance. The building would be swarmed within minutes.

“You’ve got to use it,” Quirk said.

“There’s got to be another way.”

“Nope,” Quirk said flatly. “We’re on to plan C.”

But Ronnie hated plan C. Okay, she’d loved plan C when they were thinking it up, but now that she had to implement it? Not so much.

“You better start stripping, or even plan C isn’t going to get you out of this mess.”

Ronnie knew her assistant was correct, however she was having a hard time putting that knowledge into action. The sirens helped, though. And knowing that an FBI agent might be barging through that rooftop door got her fingers moving. Quickly, she stripped out of her outerwear to reveal her “swallow suit.”

Skin tight, the aerodynamic body suit had another feature. “Wings.” Not really wings, but flaps of resilient fabric under her arms and between her legs. She zipped each of the pieces into place.

“Do you like the embellishments?” Quirk asked.

Ronnie hadn’t even noticed the tiny swallow stitched onto her shoulder. Somehow that gave her resolve. “Yes, I do.”

Still, looking over the side of the building, preparing to jump with just a glorified yoga outfit, Ronnie hesitated. “You know what to do if this doesn’t work out.”

“Oh please,” Quirk said in her ear. “Don’t be so maudlin.”

Wind whipping all around, Ronnie stepped onto the ledge.

It was now or never.





CHAPTER 4

“He’s on the roof!” Warp screamed in Zach’s ear.

Zach clutched the pipes. He’d just gotten around the junction and was on his way down. Now the hacker was on the roof? Damn it.

“No. Wait.” Warp said, then screamed again, this time much like a little girl. “He’s jumped!”

Jumped? Nothing in the hacker’s psych file indicated suicidal tendencies. If anything, his survival instinct measured off the charts.

“No, he’s flying!”

“Warp, damn it. Which is it?”

“The satellite feed is coming in at a low angle, but the dude is in some kind of hang gliding outfit, only without the hang glider.”

Zach had no idea whatsoever what that meant, but it did mean that he had to get out of there, pronto. And there was only one way to do it. No more “walking” his way down the pipes.

Instead, he released his grip and slid down the copper. He gained speed rapidly. He must have passed several floors by now. Looking down, the end of the tunnel rapidly approached. Braking with his feet, his shoes squeaked in protest. That floor was coming up pretty damned fast.

He hit way harder than he’d wanted to, but knee pain was a small price to pay for getting back onto the Robin Hood Hacker’s trail. Zach burst through the access door and into a small electrical room. Jerking open the door, he charged across the lobby, not even bothering to answer the shouting security guards.

Hitting the front door at full speed, Zach ran out into the parking lot. He looked up to find a figure in a black suit, with armpit wings, no less, sailing overhead.

Screw that.

Hopping into his car, he gunned the engine and squealed out into the street. Leaning forward, Zach watched the figure bank right. Sure the guy was high-flying now, but he had to come down sometime, and when he did, Zach was going to be right there.

Zach skid around the turn, keeping the suspect within sight. “Warp, are you tracking this?”

“He’s about to move out of range of the satellite, but I should have an image back within a few moments.”

Did it matter, though, since Zach had eyes on the suspect? Then bright flashes came from the suspect’s hands and the guy made nearly a U-turn…in the sky.

“Were those…?” Zach asked as he skid the car around.

“Yes, those were mini, handheld jet packs,” Warp said. “But I’ve lost him.”

So had Zach. He searched the skies above him, but no show. The hacker had gone between the highest buildings in El Paso.

“We need that satellite in position.”

Zach could hear Warp typing as he talked. “Border Patrol is already pissed off we’re realigning it. I don’t think they’re in any hurry to help us out.”

“Well, make them hurry!”

“Maybe I’ve got another way,” Warp commented.

Zach took his foot off the gas. Just a little. There was no point in rushing in any one direction when the Hacker could have doubled back. Zach had to give it to the guy. He was inventive and adaptive out in the field. A rare quality in a hacker. Most just sat behind a desk and got pasty white. This one climbed pipes and jumped off buildings. What were the FBI shrinks going to make of that?

“Okay, okay, okay,” Warp said. “We’re flipping through the traffic cams and I think I’ve got a location.”

“Where?”

“Turn left at the next block.”

Zach was more than happy to. Of course, due to traffic, he had to go up onto the sidewalk. Seriously, people still didn’t seem to catch onto the lights and sirens. And, with every cop in town was now descending onto the oil company building, Zach was on his own once again.

He followed Warp’s directions to the letter, driving deeper into the city.

“Robin Hood should be overhead!” Warp announced.

Only he wasn’t. There wasn’t anything in the sky. “Warp, he isn’t here.”

“But, but, but…” Warp stuttered, then the line went quiet. “Oh no,” the tech groaned.

“What?” Zach could tell by the guy’s voice this was bad. Really, really bad. Worse than just losing sight of the suspect. “Warp?”

“I’ve been…” the tech gulped loudly in Zach’s ear. “We’ve been hacked.”

“That can’t be,” Zach stated. “The guy is up in the air.”

“He must have an accomplice,” Warp said. “Because they have been feeding me fake traffic cam images, leading you astray.”

While Zach was pissed, mighty pissed, so much made sense. This wasn’t a single person executing these elaborate cyber heists. It was a team. Something the profilers back in DC never detected. Of course, Robin Hood had never been spotted before. Their crimes were elegant in their conception. Apparently, two heads did think better than one.

“Oh no,” Warp groaned again.

What could be worse than losing the suspect and having the FBI field office hacked?

“Oh god.”

Zach’s stomach dropped. There could only be one other aspect of this case that had gone wrong. “The bank account?”

“Gone,” Warp answered.

“How much?” Zach asked, although, from the tech’s tone, he pretty much knew already.

“All of it.”

That was billions and billions of dollars. “How?”

“They let me hack into a ghost account. It looked like I’d stopped the transfer, but the money has been siphoning the money all this time. They just got the last of it.”

And right under their noses.

Zach gripped the wheel and stepped on the gas again. “Tell me when the satellite feed is back up.”

“Where are you going?” Warp asked.

The only place the hacker would be going after stealing over ten billion dollars.

* * *

“We’ve lost them!” Quirk announced. His tone glowing with pride. “Hah! Take that, G-men.”

Ronnie would have smiled, except for, you know, the wind slapping her in the cheeks. Her only thought was getting to the rendezvous point. If the helicopter couldn’t come to her, she needed to get to it.

Using just her wings, since the jet packs, much like the pen laser, had rapidly overheated. Quirk really shouldn’t call them prototypes. He should call them use-it-once-before-it-overheats-types.

Ronnie glided over El Paso, passing over the FBI building.

“Kind of ironic, right?” Quirk said in her ear.

Yes, it kind of was. Banking in the wind, Ronnie headed out of town and toward the airport. Her target? The large parking garage. The tiny spot in the distance rapidly approached. She just needed to land, change clothes, and head out to the helicopter, then meet up with Quirk. As the garage loomed ahead, this C plan really might work.

That was, until a bullet ripped through her right wing. The torn fabric flapped wildly, throwing her off balance. Tilting askew, Ronnie was headed straight for one of the garage’s concrete pillars. Pulling her arms together, she cut her lift all together, falling from the sky. Tucking into crash position, she could only hope that she had enough velocity to make it through the pillars and into the garage, otherwise…well…otherwise, she was going to make a very artistic statement on the street below.

Her foot hit a pillar, spinning her around as she sailed through the large concrete opening. She hit the floor on her shoulder. Pain shot up her side. As she lay there on the third parking level, trying to figure out if all of her bones were intact, bullets chipped away at the ceiling.

“And he’s shooting left handed,” Quirk said, sounding slightly too impressed. “While driving a speeding car.”

“How the hell did he find me?” Ronnie croaked out, still guarding her ribs.

“No idea, but girl, you better get on the move.”

Catching her breath, Ronnie pushed up from the pavement and unzipped the fabric that connected her legs together. She didn’t have time to tuck the extra fabric in the pocket Quirk had made for them. The screech of metal as the FBI agent’s car bounced over the entrance to the parking garage kind of told her that Quirk was right, she needed to haul ass.

With her “wings” now nothing more than flapping fabric, Ronnie knew that she looked like some kind of drunken mermaid making a run for it, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care about pretty. She cared about practical.

But trying to outrace a car, uphill, was not going so great. Ronnie ducked her head over the side of the retaining wall to watch the FBI car pass the second turn. Damn the guy could drive.

“I’m not going to make it,” she said, as much to herself as to Quirk.

“Then honey darlin’, you better come up with a plan D.”

* * *

Zach laid on the emergency brake as he took yet another curve. The hacker couldn’t be that far ahead.

“Do we have satellite coverage yet?”

“Trying,” Warp answered, with that far-off voice of his. Either he was concentrating really hard, or having an internal argument that involved whether Big Bang Theory was a satire or homage to science fiction. Zach was learning you could never quite tell the difference with the tech.

Coming out of the curve, Zach punched the gas pedal, flying across the third level, aiming for the up ramp to level four. He was about the make the turn when his headlight bounced off metal. Slamming on the brakes, Zach laid down rubber, skidding to a stop just inches from a car parked sideways in the tight space of the up ramp.

He didn’t bother to curse or hit the steering wheel. Zach just popped his car door open and jumped out. He slid onto the car’s hood, then hit the ramp running. The hacker must have been heading for the roof, because that was exactly where Zach would run, and so far, he was batting a thousand on what the hacker was going to do next.

Except, of course, for Robin Hood stealing the oil company’s money, but honestly, Zach didn’t care about that. He was sure the oil company could take care of itself.

This was now personal.

The Robin Hood Hacker was going down.

* * *

Ronnie charged up the steps to the last level. Given that it was Christmas, the place was packed, end to end with cars. But no helicopter.

“Where’s my ride?”

“He says he’s en route,” Quirk answered.

“Okay, en route and being here are two distinctly—”

A shot rang out. Ronnie ducked behind the nearest vehicle. The bullet missed her—however, her back was covered in paint chips from the car that was hit. She dove behind the next car, trying to make it to the cover of the large electrical room at the corner of the garage.

“God, he’s hot,” Quirk breathed out. “You should see him, striding across the garage, arm out, firing shot after shot.

“Quirk!”

“Well, I mean, if he weren’t shooting at you, he’d be hot.”

She had little time to worry about Quirk’s crush. There were a good twenty feet between the last car and the electrical room. And with how rapidly the FBI agent was firing, she was not going to make it.

“I need a plan E,” Ronnie admitted.

“You do realize how crappy our plans C and D were, right?”

“Yeah,” Ronnie said, putting her hands over her head as the FBI agent shot off the side mirror of the car next to her.

Then the sweet, sweet sound of rotors filled the air. Her helicopter. It rose next to the garage in all of its escape-possibilities glory. There was no pretty way to make her escape. She was going to have jump for it and pray the FBI agent wasn’t going to shoot an unarmed person in the back.

“Tell the pilot to hold steady,” Ronnie shouted above the noise. The wash of the blades whisked away her words. Had Quirk heard her?

Taking a deep breath, Ronnie hopped onto the car next to her, then launched onto the edge of the ledge. A shot pinged off the cement.

Crap. Guess the FBI agent would shoot her in the back. One of the risks one took when they were the FBI’s most-wanted cyber- criminal, but there was no turning back now. Then the sound of the firing pin hitting metal filled the air. Then another. He was out of ammo.

Not wasting a moment, Ronnie jumped for the helicopter. Her foot found the railing as she grabbed for the handle of the door. The only casualty was her body suit, which ripped along the shoulder. Ronnie went to haul herself into the helicopter when it tipped precariously. Her body swung out, facing the FBI agent full on as he replaced his clip.

Ronnie really wanted to close her eyes if she was going to be shot to death, but Quirk was right. The agent really was just that hot.

* * *

Zach slapped the clip in and raised his weapon, but stopped as the hacker’s body suit ripped even further, revealing the curve of a breast. What the hell? Then Robin Hood’s blond hair tumbled out of its restraint, flying around her head like a halo.

“The Robin Hood Hacker isn’t a guy,” Warp said in his ear.

By no definition of the word, Zach thought as she looked into his eyes.

Then the helicopter righted itself, reminding him why he was here in the first place. To arrest the hacker, chick or not.

He raised his weapon, going for the good shot, but the hacker made her way into the chopper, slamming the door shut behind her. Zach shot, but he hit the door. Then the helicopter was hightailing it away. Maybe he could hit the gas tank or a rotor, but the chopper rapidly flew out over the desert. Zach fired until he ran out of ammo.

“The hacker is a woman,” Warp whispered into his ear, as if the tech were afraid to say it too loud.

“How quickly can we get our chopper in the air?” Zach asked.

“Again, it’s Christmas. I can’t imagine getting someone—”

“Then contact the local PD,” Zach ordered as he watched the chopper gain more and more distance. “They’ve got a rescue chopper.”

“But it’s out at a major accident on the I-85, and, before you ask, the news choppers are all out there, as well.”

This could not be happening. He could not have come so close to lose the hacker now. But that was exactly what was happening. The chopper was flying way under any radar. Once they made it past the outskirts of town, they could head anywhere. Including south, to Mexico, where they could lose themselves before you could say extradition.

Zach holstered his weapon and leaned against the concrete ledge, doing the only thing he could…

Watch the Robin Hood Hacker fly away.





EPILOGUE

Ronnie watched the sun set from the window of the train. The Mexican desert streaked past as they entered night. Freshened up and changed into actual clothes, the stress of the near miss slowly melted away.

Quirk opened the door to their compartment. How did he always look like he had walked off a Milan runway? The only concession to their anonymity was the hat he wore to hide his perfectly raven-black hair. And even the damned hat was high fashion.

“I thought we said ‘low key,’” Ronnie complained.

“What?” Quirk retorted. “I am not wearing feathers, sequins or appliqués, so, I repeat, what?”

Ronnie didn’t bother to argue the point. Or mention the fact that his pants were faux snakeskin or that his boots were orange. She could never win. However, she did stop him from sitting down.

“Nope,” she said. “We’re going to the dining car.”

“Ugh,” Quirk groaned. “I just want to sit down, apply some apricot exfoliating cream and take a nap.”

“After dinner,” Ronnie insisted, turning him around and nudging him through the door.

As the train rattled underfoot, they made their way down the hallway and into the dining car. The place was empty, except for one person sitting at the far end of the booth.

“I thought we’d bought out the car?” Quirk asked.

“We did,” Ronnie said, urging him forward.

The figure stood up and walked toward them.

“Oh my god!” Quirk squealed, then threw his hand to his mouth. “It’s William Shatner.”

Ronnie laughed as the sci-fi icon joined them. “Yes it is.”

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” Quirk repeated, over 

and over again.

Shatner extended his hand, but Quirk could only mutter his fan-boy chant. The star chuckled, clearly used to the reaction, then offered his hand to her. She was pretty much in awe, too, but managed to return the handshake.

“Thank you so much for making the trip,” Ronnie said as their hands parted.

“Can I call you Captain?” Quirk blurted.

Shatner nodded. “With the payment your friend made to get me here on Christmas? You can call me anything you like. Kirk. James T. Your call.”

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.”

Ronnie waited, hoping that Quirk could pull it together enough to say something coherent, then realized that was not going to happen. She turned to Shatner.

“When we reach Hermosillo there will be a private plane waiting to fly you to Los Angeles, where you will meet up with your new horse. There will be a climate-controlled trailer there you can drive up to your ranch at Three Rivers.”

The star cocked his head. “How did you get the imperial family to sell the stud? They swore they’d never part with him. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

Ronnie shrugged as Quirk continued his shock-induced mantra. “A girl’s got to have some secrets.”

“Well, I can’t thank you enough,” Shatner said, then eyed Quirk. “Just an hour of face-time, though, right?”

“Yeah,” Ronnie assured him. “Normally he’s a bright, articulate firebrand,” she said.

“They all are,” the star said with a smile.

Ronnie patted Quirk’s shoulder as she passed by. Hopefully he would come to his senses before the sixty minutes ran out.

“Wait,” Quirk blurted just as she was about to exit the car. He trotted up to her. “Thank you!” The normally glacially cool hacker wrapped her in a bear hug. “This is the best Christmas present ever.”

“Oh, but it’s not,” she said. “Meeting Shatner is your birthday present. Happy Birthday, Quirk.”

Tears filled her assistant’s eyes, and damn if her eyes didn’t respond. Years ago she’d sworn off feelings, or relationships of any sort. A hacker’s life was a life lived best alone.

Until now.

“Thank you so much, Ronnie,” Quirk rushed on to say. “But I’ve only got fifty eight minutes left and there are twenty-nine episodes—”

“Thirty, if you count the original pilot,” Shatner commented.

Quirk’s face lit up like a sci-fi super nova. He pointed his finger at his hero. “Just one of the things we’re going to debate.”

Ronnie pushed him toward his present. “Go.”

With one last quick hug, Quirk was gone. He was pelting Shatner with questions before she could even make it out the car. The star was going to wish for the “oh my god” mantra to come back after a few minutes of Quirk’s geekery.

Despite the near-death experience in the elevator shaft, the swallow suit nearly burning up and getting shot at, Christmas had turned out pretty damn good for once.

* * *

Zach walked up to his mother’s apartment. It was way later than even his usual. The aftermath of nearly catching the Robin Hood Hacker had taken far longer than it should have. But when you shatter the law enforcement’s worldview on the number-one most wanted cyber- criminal, there was some serious paperwork to be done.

He’d wanted to head home, but when he texted his mom, she’d hear nothing like that. It was still Christmas, and they were having dinner. End of story.

Before he could knock on the door, though, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He would have ignored it, since he’d already given like five different statements, but it was his boss, Danner.

“Yes, sir?”

“Sorry to bug you, Hunt, I know I said you had the rest of the night off, but what are we supposed to do with this guy in holding?”

Crap. Zach had forgotten all about the jaywalker. “Let him go.”

“Did I hear that right?” Danner asked. “Special Agent Zachary Hunt is letting a suspect walk?”

“The Christmas spirit has overcome me, sir,” Zach chuckled. “But tell him if he misses another court date, I will lock his ass up for Valentine’s Day.”

“Will do,” Danner said before the connection clicked off.

He didn’t even have time to knock as the door burst open. “Zachary!” his mother exclaimed as she launched into a hug. “It is so good to see you.” Wow, it looked like, for once, she was going to let his tardiness go—until she rubbed his back. “Finally.”

There it was. His mom’s patented guilt-inducing zinger. Luckily, he was too tired to really care. “Yep.”

As they entered the living room, Zach glanced around. “Julia left?”

His mother snorted. “Oh please, she didn’t make it through the first hour of waiting.”

“She’s gone home then?”

“Home? Julia? When she’s mad?” His mother was shaking her head. “No way. She joined some girlfriends who were going to a bar for eggnog shots.”

Yes, that did sound like Julia. He couldn’t blame her, though. It was Christmas, after all. Ellard had warned him.

“Son, that girl is absolutely beautiful, but high maintenance. If you want to keep her you’ve got to—”

“Don’t worry,” he interrupted his mother, guiding them to the dinner table. “I’ll make it up to her.”

His mom put a hand on his arm. “Dear, using sexual gymnastics to solve the problem will not work forever.”

“Mom…”

“I’m just saying that pleasing her in bed isn’t going to make up for—”

“Mom!”

His mother waved him off, then straightened the tablecloth. Most of the food was already plated and ready. “Just because I’m a senior citizen doesn’t mean that I can’t remember what it was like to be young and engaged.”

Zach sighed. “Mom, I was going to give her a ten pack punch card for her favorite Pilates studio.”

“Oh my,” his mother said frowning. “You mean sexual gratification isn’t working anymore?”

“Mother!” Her prying was bad enough. And when she was on the cusp of being right? “Can we just eat?” he begged.

“Of course,” she said, a smile replacing the frown. “I’ll get the turkey.” Zach started toward the kitchen, but she urged him to a chair. “No, no. You sit down. I’ll be right back out.”

He didn’t argue. His legs were tired. His arms were tired. His brain was tired. It had been one hell of a day. Then his phone dinged. He’d meant to turn the damn thing off, but he found the text was from a blocked number. A link to a video.

It took a few seconds of the film running for Zach to realize it was a compilation of satellite footage of the chase after Robin Hood. The hacker flinging herself off the oil company building. His car chasing her through El Paso. Then, finally, their confrontation on the garage roof.

The final shot lingered on the Robin Hood Hacker’s face just before she turned to board the helicopter. A smile flickered at the edge of her lips. With her hair flying around her face, the hacker looked a little like Julia in one of her old photo shoots. Only this woman wasn’t in a harness or strapped onto a dozen safety lines. She was actually riding the side of a helicopter in the air, tilting over nearly on its side, for that matter. There was nothing fake about that shot.

Below her picture were the words, “Better Luck Next Time.”

“Ta da!” his mother announced as she carried out the turkey on a platter.

Zach turned off his phone, slipping it back into his pocket, but not before thinking to himself…

Game on.
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PROLOGUE

Fortress of Kaffa

Genoese Outpost

AD 1347

The sentry stood upon the watchtower, although he knew not what good it did. For eight long months this outpost had been under siege. Just outside of arrow range, the Mongols’ leather tents stretched across the horizon as far as the eye could see—each with its flaming red flag, fluttering a salute to the great-grandson of Genghis Khan. Savages in fur-lined uniforms patrolled the front lines, making sure that the Italians did not escape their stony prison. As the last rays of daylight struck, the gilded domes topping each tent glowed as if they were bejeweled.

Their captors…The Golden Horde.

Without thought, the sentry reached his hand out to steady himself as a man-sized boulder slammed against the wall not ten feet below his position. The impact jarred his ankles and wrists, but his mind barely registered the attack. Over the past months, the catapult bombardments had become almost commonplace, like the dripping of rain from a thatched roof. Day and night without relief.

Yet from the first day, when the Horde charged over the easterly hills, none thought the Mongols could stomach a long campaign. The Genoese settled in, feeling protected by the mighty stone walls built by Italian craftsmen. Each day, they expected the khan to strike his tent city and move on to easier conquests, but this barbarian was no fool. He must have known, just as the sentry’s king did, that this port along the Black Sea was strategic to the flow of riches from the Far East to Europe.

Cut off from their docks and their supply ships for months, the sentry and his once proud countrymen were reduced to hunting rats to feed their families. But even the vermin grew thin and scarce. What would they do when even the mice were gone?

On the other hand, the Horde was blessed with waves upon waves of reinforcements and fresh supplies from the east. The khan must have smelled desperation in the air. The fortress must have reeked of it.

Movement to the south caught the sentry’s eye. It was too early for a night raid. He squinted against the glare of the gilded tents. A group of four, and now six, men were striking out from the camp. But for what purpose? And why away from the fortress and their eastern route home?

Seeing them, the sentry felt his first glimmer of hope. The men were dragging litters behind them. Litters filled with the Horde’s dead!

There truly was a God in heaven above!

* * *

Travanti dug his heels into the horse. Shouts rose behind him as he galloped through the camp, but he cared not. A flame to the south lit up the night sky. The conflagration meant only one thing. Death. The Black Death. Which made the news he bore even more vital. His horse skidded to a halt outside the khan’s tent. Two large guards tried to block him, but his hood fell back to reveal his shorn blond hair. They both backed away.

Though not of Mongol descent, Travanti was the khan’s honored messenger who traveled unscathed though the Golden Horde’s great realm. The guards backed away from his path, but they held their sword hilts tightly. How they wished to cut him in half. Yet, they did not. Fingering the deep scars on his arm, Travanti felt the source of his influence.

If these dense guards ever doubted the power that he wielded, they just needed to look toward the southern sky. So many warriors brought low—and not by steel. Not by the ax blade of an enemy. No, they died from unseen demons. Demons that took hold of flesh and pulled it apart, as a fat woman would a shank of lamb.

When the guards balked at opening the tent’s curtains, Travanti parted them himself. There was no time to stand on formality.

It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the gloom within. Once debauchery of the lowest form happened here. Dancing whores adorned themselves with jewelry that equaled the weight of fattened piglets. But now, only a smoldering fire pit remained. A few of the khan’s women clung to blankets at the edge of the tent, coughing and wheezing like sick chickens, plague stricken.

Travanti ignored it all and strode to the khan’s gilded throne. But the Mongol lord had lost so much weight that the gold chair seemed to swallow the ill man—as if he were a child trying to be a king.

The boy knelt in a bow, but it was not for the barbarian’s honor. No, Travanti supplicated himself to the man who stood behind the throne. Even hooded and hunched, it was clear that the khan’s advisor did not suffer the ills of the Horde.

“Sire, I journeyed to Tana, but they were all…” Travanti paused until the khan raised his eyes, “dead.”

“My eldest? My wives?” the khan asked, but from his tone, it seemed that he already knew the answer.

“All.”

Before Travanti could respond, the Mongol rose from his throne, pulling a gilded dagger from its sheath. The sharp blade found Travanti’s neck.

“Then, how is it that you still live?” The khan’s hot breath was upon Travanti’s face as the Mongol shoved the boy’s sleeve back to reveal the elaborately scarred pattern on his arm. “Is this what protects you? The words of your so-called angels?”

Before the khan could slit his throat, a coughing fit took away the Mongol’s will to punish. Collapsing onto the cold metal of his throne, the heir to the Horde spit up a handful of blood. Satisfied warmth spread through the boy. Dare to strike a child of God, and this was the ill anyone would suffer.

The Mongol called over an equally plague-stricken guard. “Prepare to retreat.”

It was only then that the hooded man stepped into the smoky light. “Is this how the great-grandson of Genghis shows his mettle?”

The words stirred enough anger in the Mongol that he rose to his feet, gilded dagger drawn. “Enough! Or I will show you the steel of a khan.”

“Brave words for a man who wishes to slink off in the night.”

The khan stumbled back a step. The force bled from his voice. “What would you have me do?” He pointed to his blackened skin, punctuated by oozing pustules. “Or can you conjure a salve for this?”

“I doubt not that you are defeated, but seek you no vengeance?”

“With my last breath,” the khan hissed.

For the first time since his second master had taken him in, Travanti saw the hooded man smile. “The Heir to the Horde has spoken.”

* * *

The sentry felt ill at ease. It was the damned silence. The Horde had fallen quiet as more and more of their kind burned atop pyres. No more catapults. No more bone-rattling impacts. He should have been happy, jubilant—yet, he was not. Not until he and his countrymen were upon the high seas, sailing for Italia. Sailing for home.

“They cannot last another day,” another guard said, breaking the strange, new quiet.

The younger man seemed right. Activity buzzed around the Horde’s camp. Hopefully, it signaled panic and disarray. A messy Mongolian retreat would make their escape by sea all the easier. The sentry was so busy imagining sea breezes in his hair that he nearly missed the incoming projectile.

“Down!”

He shoved the other soldier to the stone as the catapult’s load sailed overhead and landed with a sickening thud in the courtyard.

“Their last gasp,” the younger man said as he brushed off his tattered uniform.

Leave it to the Mongols to continue the fight up to their dying breaths.

“No!” A scream arose from the courtyard. “Run!”

The sentry headed down the ladder as he remembered the early days of the siege, when the Horde had catapulted barrels of oil followed by a few volleys of flaming arrows. The fortress was ablaze for days. Even though no more kindling was left, the sentry still feared what the Mongols might be capable of.

Rumors of magic, sorcerers, and witches were rampant.

Ever prepared for the worst, the sentry nearly lost what little was in his stomach when he saw what the barbarians had flung over their wall.

“No!” a woman screamed next to him. “It cannot be!”

The body’s foul odor bit his nose. Bloated and rotting, there was no doubt what had killed this Mongol. The plague.

“Quickly!” the sentry said to the nearest guard. “Throw it into the sea!”

“Beware!” a shout come from above, but the sentry was already charging the yard as the loud thunks of the catapults carried over the night air.

“Flee!” a woman shouted from somewhere above.

But to where? They were penned in by four stone walls. They had nowhere to go.

He raced across the courtyard without concern, bowling over a mother with a babe in her arms and knocking a boy on his arse. Nothing mattered. Nothing but informing the captain. He took the steps two at a time, bounding up to the war room.

The sentry shoved the door open, not bothering to stand on ceremony. “Sir, the Horde has…”

Was he too out of breath, or could he not bring himself to say the words that would doom the outpost?

“They fling bodies? Is it true?” the lieutenant asked, grabbing him by the collar.

“Aye, it is true.”

The lieutenant spun on his heel toward the captain. “We must flee by ship!”

“And spread this darkness to our home?” the older man asked.

“No one has fallen ill yet. We must make haste.”

As much as the sentry loved his captain, the lieutenant’s words were music to his ears. Home. They could flee by sea. Home.

But the captain slammed his fist onto the table. “Nay. We will dispose of the bodies downstream, and quarantine all who—”

The captain’s words were cut off. At first, the sentry did not know the cause, but then blood trickled from the senior officer’s lapel. With a wet thud, the captain fell facedown onto the table, revealing a hooded man with a still-bloody knife in his hand.

The room filled with the sound of steel being unsheathed. Yet, all were stunned. No one moved forward. No one even breathed.

“Flee this city, or all your lives are forfeited,” the man said forcefully.

The sentry stepped forward. Church envoy or no, this man could not butcher their captain before his very eyes, but the lieutenant held him back as he sheathed his blade.

“To the docks,” the lieutenant ordered.

It took not a single heartbeat before everyone in the room broke rank. Their captain wasn’t even cold, and his officers were scrambling all over themselves to disobey his orders. All made haste to the ships—vessels that could sail far, far from here.

The sentry stood, frozen.

His desire to flee was equal to the other men, but he owed his life thrice over to the captain. How could he betray him so callously? So he stood as the others coursed around him. Except for one. One person entered the room. A boy. A young, blond boy. One whom the sentry had never before seen. After such a long siege, how could that be?

* * *

Travanti didn’t even glance at the stunned soldier. Why should he? Within a single breath, his second master pulled the blade across the man’s throat and pushed his body on top of the captain’s. Such power in the thinnest of blades.

“The Hidden Hand must know of our success here,” the hooded figure said, indicating for the boy to come closer.

“Of course.” Travanti bowed his head as he rolled up his sleeve.

“We must be certain that these ships reach Italy, and then north.” The hooded man’s dark brown eyes were alive with possibility. “All of Europe must fall.”

The boy bit his lip as the blade sliced into his skin. What was a little pain when so much more good remained to be done?

 

 


CHAPTER 1

Undisclosed Location

Present Day

9:00 p.m., MST

The archaic symbol glowed red and then flared gold across Ronnie’s ultra-high-resolution LCD screen.

“Damn it, people,” she muttered. “I’m a little busy here. Could you spam me later?”

Each stroke of the brilliant script was crafted in a masterful flourish. Calligraphy. While the illuminated writing might possibly have been the most beautiful art Ronnie had ever seen, the symbols blocked her from making the third largest unauthorized funds transfer in history.

Others might call her task thievery. Ronnie liked to think of it as “wealth redistribution in action.”

With minimal keystrokes, Ronnie wiped the symbols from the screen. The insurance records were back, front and center, and ripe for the picking. Four thousand dollars a year for car insurance? Please. The company might scam their money legally, but she had just found a way to take it more creatively.

Crap. The IM window appeared again, flashing those gilded letters. Ronnie closed the pop-up. She blocked the pop-up. She deleted the pop-up. She deleted the program that created the pop-up. But still, the unintelligible lettering scrolled down her screen. Obviously, fatigue was setting in. She had already been at this hack for over three hours. Slowly, and ever so carefully, she had insinuated herself into the insurance company’s mainframe. But at this point, how could she truly be “one” with her computer if her joints were complaining?

Ronnie straightened upright until her back rested against her wooden chair. Sometimes pure genius could not be rushed. Raising her hands above her head, she purposefully relaxed her muscles and began a measured set of stretches to loosen the knot in her neck.

Normally, when she hacked, she did it in style. A leather, heated, massage-controlled, ergonomic masterpiece of a chair. But when delivering the deathblow, Ronnie liked to go medieval on their asses. And maybe even a little ninja. Though there was absolutely no reason to, on a monumental night such as tonight, she always dressed in sleek black. Ronnie had pulled her dark blonde hair into a tight bun. The ribbed turtleneck clung to her every curve and rubbed most agreeably against her skin as she worked the kinks out. Two-inch heeled boots added more height to her already tall frame.

Damn, but she looked good tonight. Too bad that nobody was around to see it. But given her vocation, how could there be?

As she flexed her head to the far left, she found only bare wall. To the right, she noticed only torn wallpaper. There wasn’t even a light fixture on the ceiling. Absolutely nothing distracted her. What other luxuries did she need when she had a rickety chair and a table for her wireless, Web-enabled, two-TB, and fifty-six-G RAM laptop? She needed nothing else. Except maybe a massage.

Outside the window, fireworks exploded, washing the stark room with yellows, greens, and reds. With each boom, the crowds in the streets cheered. Ronnie liked to think that the revelry was for her financial remodeling initiative, but she knew it was May fifth.

Cinco de Mayo. And boy, did these Latinos take their partying seriously.

As seriously as her secret admirer was about IM’ing her. The symbols scrolled and flashed and scrolled some more, obscuring the company’s financial slush fund—a healthy two billion dollars. Two billion dollars that she wanted—but couldn’t get to—because some freaking over-exuberant fan was trying to impress her. Ronnie stretched one last time, and then cracked each knuckle.

“Exactly how much did this firewall cost me?” she asked into her sub-vocal microphone as her fingers flew over the keyboard again.

“Four point seven million,” Quirk said. His voice sounded slightly effeminate as it relayed through her intra-molar receiver. Plus, the young hacker sounded distracted. Too distracted, given that his cut was a good 13 percent of their take-home fee of seven million.

Flicking her thumb, she brought up a webcam view of their cold room. Four perfectly white walls, not eggshell white, not Navajo, not light vanilla, but pure, white walls. Not because they had to be that color for the computer hubs, but because Quirk insisted that the room contrast with his hair. If he went to the expense of dyeing his hair twice, once with pitch black, then dark-lighted with midnight blue, the young man wanted to stand out. Not that anyone else was ever going to set eyes on him either, but Quirk could really be a queen when he wanted to. So, white the walls were—no big deal.

Ronnie’s eyes flickered to the thermometer on the cold room’s wall, showing a stable fifty-two degrees. That was for the computer hubs. Air-conditioning blew down from four evenly distributed vents, keeping the CPU towers running smoothly. Ronnie readjusted the webcam’s angle to see what in the hell was keeping Quirk so distracted. Her assistant was looking at the far wall, with its dozens of computer monitors.

The two center screens showed the activity on Ronnie’s computer, but the others were wildly divergent—radar views, real-time satellite images, and websites upon websites. But the screen that held her assistant’s attention was a television report.

“Is the plague making a comeback?” The subject was not all that surprising, given her assistant’s inclination toward mild-to-moderate hypochondria.

“Quirk,” she threatened.

Ronnie watched the über-hacker shrug as he answered, still staring at the news report. “Give or take a couple of hours of overtime.”

Symbols suddenly blocked her entire screen.

Ronnie was done.

“Then why in the fu—” She was so busy trying to extinguish the screen overlay that she couldn’t even curse properly. These were the never-ending symbols. “How in the hell is someone hacking me?”

Her tone must have clued Quirk in to the fact that a pay cut was on the horizon. He turned off the plague report and typed a few commands into his network of twenty-odd computers.

“They’re not hacking you. They’re riding a carrier signal from an ISPN that you’ve given direct, mainline access to.”

“No way! I haven’t—”

Quirk swung around to stare straight into the webcam. His color contacts-assisted glacial blue eyes sparked with annoyance. “Maybe you shouldn’t be banging Napster while going up against a Fortune Ten company.”

Ronnie was glad that she didn’t have a camera on her. Otherwise, Quirk would have seen her cheeks flush red as she found the offending window. Sure enough, she was trying to download Panic! At The Disco’s live bootleg. A track she had been hunting down for over a week. Downloading at 325 bytes/sec, better than CD quality.

“But I’m so close,” she whined as she continued to hack into the insurance company’s multilayered firewall.

“You’ve got to cut the flow,” he directed. Quirk could sound straight and even forceful when he wanted to.

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to find this quality bootleg—?”

Quirk cut her rant short by announcing, “You’ve just tripped an embedded alarm.”

Okay, that wasn’t supposed to happen. She held her breath as Quirk ran the cross-checks to see how bad it was. By the furrow of his brow and the bulging vein in his ever-so-pale forehead, she had tripped a doozy of an alarm.

“The FBI has been alerted to your extracurricular activities.”

“All right, all right,” Ronnie conceded as she aborted the music download. Still, the symbols trickled down the left side of her screen, and then finally stopped. A single, gilded letter hovered in the corner. She was about to swipe it away as well, but she found that her fingers hesitated. Something about the symbol stopped her. It was too pretty to just throw in the virtual trash can. With fingers flying, Ronnie took a screenshot of the symbol and then terminated the IM.

With any hope, permanently.

She had some serious wealth to redistribute.

* * *

Special Agent Zachary Hunt grabbed his coat and holstered his weapon in the same motion. “Come on!” he shouted to the other agents.

This was it. The Robin Hood hacker was online. This was his chance to catch her.

Running through the maze of desks comprising the bull pen of the El Paso FBI field office, Hunt didn’t even bother to enter the glassed-in tech support room. He just pointed a finger at their resident geek, Warp.

“You know what to do!”

“We’re on it!” the tech replied, even though he was the only person in the room. But Zach didn’t have time to worry about Warp’s multiple personality disorder. Zach had one thing, and one thing only, on his mind.

Her.

Still on the run, Zach hit the back of his partner’s head. “Grant. Now!”

He hit him hard enough to spin Special Agent Fifer around in his chair. The twenty-nine-year-old stood up smoothly, his weapon holstered and his coat already on. Within two steps, Grant was at his shoulder. Too close to Zach’s shoulder.

Six months ago, when Zach first met him, the guy was five feet, nine inches. Maybe on a good day, he stood five feet ten. But now? Fifer was somehow almost six feet tall? Grant might be young enough to still use the “I trained at Quantico” line to pick up women, but old enough that his growth plates had closed. Clearly, Fifer had to be putting lifts in his shoes. What level of hidden insecurity did that reveal about his partner?

Across the room, two agents laughed, causing Zach to crack the verbal whip.

“Move, people!” he shouted as he made his way to the door.

Ten steps out, and he’d be in the car. In thirteen minutes, he would be in the vicinity of the world’s most-wanted hacker. Within the hour, he’d have her bagged.

“Wait!” Special Agent Markum called out.

Zach didn’t even break his stride as the salt-and-pepper agent hustled over, handing him a “High Priority Fax.” Okay, anything faxed couldn’t be all that high priority. As Zach fixed his jacket collar, he scanned the page.

“Outbreak of Bubonic Plague in Europe. Report ASAP any cases in the United States.”

“No kidding,” Zach said as he tossed the paper onto his desk and exited into the warm evening air. If he saw anyone with black, blotchy blisters in his travels, he’d let them know. Otherwise, his focus was absolute.

Tonight, this yearlong chase would end.

He would arrest the Robin Hood hacker.

* * *

Ronnie cursed under her breath, which meant that Quirk heard every expletive, given the sub-vocal microphones implanted on either side of her voice box.

“Now, now,” her assistant chided. Like he didn’t cuss a blue streak if a single line of his own code got corrupted

.

But even with the colorful language, the bright, gold symbols were back, covering her screen. Covering the back door to the company’s financial accounts. Obviously, her assessment of permanently shutting down the IMs had been a bit overoptimistic. But she had to admit that something else distracted her almost as much as the glowing text.

The FBI had been alerted. Which meant that he was alerted that she was up to no good. Was he on the job when he heard? Was he at home? Was he on his way?

So many questions. So few answers. How could she concentrate on a bunch of stupid numbers when her instinct was to pace until she knew for sure?

“You planning on breaking into this account sometime tonight?”

Ronnie put on her game face. “I’m getting to it. Patience, Goth-boy.”

This was crunch time. She had a large fortune to acquire, and no FBI agent, no matter how hot, was going to get in her way.

* * *

“You’re going too fast,” Grant whined.

Zach’s eyes flickered over to him. Special Agent Grant Fifer was holding onto the “granny” handle for dear life. Once his partner realized that he was under scrutiny, he removed his hand, but his left hand remained plastered against the dashboard.

“We’ve got to slow down to make a right up ahead.”

Like Zach hadn’t already memorized the route they had to take. It was etched in his mind even deeper than the Miranda rights he recited to anyone he arrested.

“Seriously, it’s not that far ahead,” Grant persisted.

Overhead, the night sky lit up with silver as fireworks exploded brilliantly. Zach should have known that she was going to strike tonight. She would use the crowds to limit mobility and the loud explosions to cover any noise she might make while accessing electrical panels. The Robin Hood hacker did not make the FBI’s Most Wanted List for lack of brains.

Zach prepared for the right turn that Grant was so worried about when red lights flashed and bells went off. A train crossing. A train-barreling-down-the-tracks kind of crossing.

He wasn’t going to make it.

Zach slammed on the brakes. Out of the corner of his eye, Zach saw Grant’s body fly forward against his seat belt. Even with braking that hard, they still weren’t going to make it. Jerking the wheel to the right, Zach pulled the emergency brake until he couldn’t pull it up anymore. The smell of rubber filled the car as the tires skidded into a nearly perfect ninety-degree turn. Sure, Grant’s door bumped the red and white crossing bar, and they sprayed gravel everywhere, but they were on their way.

Fishtailing through the loose rocks lining the tracks, the tires finally found pavement and accelerated once more. The train laid on its horn as they passed. Given that it was going in the opposite direction, it seemed like they were traveling hundreds of miles an hour. The windows were just a blur, and before they could count the number of cars, they were clear of the train.

“Oh, Gawd…” Grant moaned. He must have realized that the next left turn they needed to take was just up ahead.

The bars rose over the train tracks as Zach repeated his earlier maneuver. Hard braking, wheels spun to the left, emergency brake for a crisp turn, release all of the above, and step on the gas. After nearly flying out of their seats over the tracks, they were zeroing in on their prey again.

“You know,” his partner began, and then licked his lips again before finishing, “you really need to get laid.”

No, Zach needed to catch her.

Warp’s excited voice came over their earpieces. “We just ramped up our new twenty-two gig RAM processor and—”

The geek was answering a question from, like, five minutes ago, and not even the right one.

“That’s great, Warp,” Zach said, trying to remain patient. “But are you integrating with the insurance company’s computer?”

“We will be in the loop in…Three. Two. One!”

* * *

A Star Trek-like Klaxon sounded from Ronnie’s four-way speakers. Red lights flashed from her illuminated keyboard, warning her that the FBI had docked with the company’s mainframe.

“Honestly, Quirk, could you be any more of a nerd?”

“I just keep raising the bar,” her assistant said with a certain amount of satisfaction. “Warp’s begun his countermeasures. Plus, they’ve got six cars en route.” With a playful tone, Quirk finished up. “Check your watch.”

She had almost forgotten. Pulling back her tightly knit sleeve, Ronnie found a highly collectible, yet normal-looking, Batgirl watch. The time flashed benignly, but when she hit the Date button, the entire surface of the watch transformed into a mini street map. Her location blinked in green as four red dots sped toward her.

“Is he with them?”

“What do you think?”

Ronnie’s heart raced at the thought. Zach not only knew that she was on the job, but he was racing to her location. She imagined his strong hands gripping the steering wheel, and his jaw clenching with tension.

“Which car?”

“Guess,” was Quirk’s only clue.

Sure enough, the fastest blinking car was a good measure ahead of the other five. As much as Ronnie thrilled at Special Agent Hunt’s arrival, she didn’t want to actually get caught. So with renewed haste, she packed up her laptop and stowed it in her Hello Kitty backpack. Okay, maybe a pink and white sack with a large silver reflector strip wasn’t exactly ninja, but a girl had to be true to herself.

Lastly, Ronnie pulled on a pair of black leather gloves, careful not to disturb the rows of white beads dotting the palms. “Switching to keyless-keyboard mode.”

“We have seriously got to think of a better name for those gloves.”

Glancing at her watch, she found that Zach had already covered half the distance. Damn, he was a good driver.

“Yeah, I’ll work on a cool acronym in my spare time,” Ronnie countered as she put on a pair of wraparound sunglasses, waiting until the metal in the frames attached to a thin cable running up through her turtleneck. The liquid LCD lens was now in communication with her laptop and, therefore, Quirk.

“Reroute visuals,” she ordered. Instantly, an image of her laptop’s screen bloomed onto her lens. Wireless at its coolest. “Infrared ready?”

“Please…”

“Computer-buffered image enhancement online?”

Quirk had possibly even less patience than Ronnie herself. “Just get your butt in gear, and let me worry about the hardware.”

More fireworks exploding reminded Ronnie that she only had a narrow window of time before the crowd dispersed. “I’m heading over.”

“Just do me a favor and actually lose them before you make the rendezvous.”

Ronnie grinned. Quirk hated this part—the moment of truth. Pitting one’s skills against another’s. His favorite part of any mission was building all these toys.

Hers, though?

Using all these toys.

* * *

Damn it, Zach cursed as the car idled noisily. A knot of drunk and stumbling Cinco de Mayo revelers stood between them and her. He could see the goddamn building she was in. He just couldn’t get to it.

He gunned the engine, but no one seemed to notice. All eyes were on the glittering blue and orange sky. Zach didn’t give a crap about the fireworks. He honked the horn. At first, people just booed him. Then they noticed the flashing blue and red lights. Finally, it must have penetrated their thick skulls that they were hindering a pursuit, for they cleared a path. Zach roared through it, covering the two blocks in seconds.

Skidding the car to a halt, Zach leapt out. He didn’t bother to check to see whether Grant had even survived the journey.

“I think we’ve got her stumped!” Warp’s high-pitched voice was a little too much for Zach’s earpiece.

“Whatever. I asked, like three minutes ago, which entrance is closest to her position?”

The techno-geek was a child prodigy, or, given his penchant to argue with himself, prodigies. Unfortunately, Warp had the attention span of a gnat.

“Oh, yeah. North by northwest.”

Zach turned back to Grant, who was only now extracting himself from the car. “I’ll take the front.”

“Who named you Agent in Charge?” Grant huffed.

Zach was in no mood to pull rank. “Establish the perimeter, and then take the back.”

Without hesitation, Zach charged toward the building. He was so close that he could smell her.

* * *

Ronnie took the stairs two at a time. She had no doubt what the commotion was outside. She was being pursued. And a little too close for her comfort. While she climbed, Ronnie continued typing into what appeared to be thin air, watching the results of her actions unfold on her lens. This time, the money would be hers for sure.

Then her least favorite command flashed before her eyes. “Access Denied.”

“No!”

“I told you,” Quirk chirped.

“Stay out of it,” she mumbled as she continued the hard climb, both up the stairs and through the myriad of cyber defenses.

“You’re going to have to stop running, Ronnie.” Before she could interrupt, Quirk continued, “The beads are registering each impact of your feet as a keystroke.”

“Okay,” Ronnie responded, “That’s clearly a design flaw.”

“Hey! Those are state-of-the-art, pressure and directionally sensitive ceramic fusion—”

Ronnie shook her head vigorously, even though Quirk couldn’t see her. Of course, she kept going right on up the steps. “Whatever. They’re not working now.”

“Because they are supposed to be used in a dust-free, static-controlled room cooled to fifty-two degrees.”

“Like I said, design flaw.”

Before Quirk could retort, another “Access Denied” flashed across her screen.

“Bitch all you want,” Quirk added. “But you ain’t hacking any deeper until you stop clod-hopping.”

As much as it pissed her off, her assistant was right. She stopped, turned to the wall, and used it as if it were a keyboard, making sure each stroke was accurate and precise.

“That’s better,” Quirk stated.

This time, “Access Granted” bloomed on her screen. Quickly, the two billion dollars began to transfer into her little ol’ account.

“No, that’s better,” Ronnie stated as she resumed her ascent.

 

 


CHAPTER 2

Second Undisclosed Location

9:21 p.m., MST

Quirk pulled on a cashmere sweater, making sure he didn’t muss his hair gel as he watched Warp once again try to thwart his boss’s attempts to drain the insurance company’s account.

“Sorry, Ronnie, but you’re going to have to keep up the pressure until the account is drained.”

She must be heeding his advice, because suddenly her proficiency rose steeply. Why did she put herself through this? Why wasn’t Ronnie content sitting in a cozy room like this? Quirk surveyed the snow-white walls punctuated by plasma screens. Why risk exposure—or worse, capture—when you could snuggle up with Project Runway, or…

Quirk sat up straighter and watched the telecast. Sure enough, another plague bulletin. Like he already didn’t have enough to worry about with Ebola and the West Nile virus? The plague, too? Did his suffering never cease?

“Is it just me, or are they getting better at this?” Ronnie asked. Was that a hint of desperation he heard?

Quirk focused his attention on her laptop feed. Sure enough, she was smack-dab in the middle of a standoff. The great Robin Hood hacker was stymied. He was actually happy that, every once in a while, Ronnie was reminded of why she needed him and his very specialized expertise.

“Warp may have made some improvements, but no one is as geeky as I,” Quirk said. He knew how to drag out a dramatic pause. “We are going cold.”

With flamboyance that Liberace would have been proud of, Quirk pressed a button, and a panel under the main computer tower opened up. Even at fifty-two degrees ambient temperature, frost poured out from the chamber of liquid nitrogen. Slowly, the tower lowered into the vat of freezing solution.

He watched as all processes on her laptop sped up exponentially.

“Whoa, there,” Ronnie said as her typing accelerated to keep pace with the processor speed. “You are lord of the geeks.”

He knew that, but it was still nice to hear it every once in a while. Not all was hunky-dory though. “Yeah, the only downside is that we have to finish the transfer before the chips completely freeze.”

“And how long is that?”

“Yeah, um. I’d hurry.”

Quirk watched the computer’s internal temperature plummet as the red dots converged toward Ronnie’s glowing green sphere. “And I mean spatially as well as temporally.”

“Huh?”

There was no way to say it gently. “They’re closing in on your position.”

* * *

Zach paused. Were those footsteps in the upper stairwell?

“Is she directly above me?” he asked Warp.

For once, the techie’s answer was direct and prompt. “She’s two floors up, and thirty feet to the south of you.”

“So, let’s get moving,” Grant urged as he joined Zach.

If the junior agent thought that he had startled him, Fifer was greatly mistaken. Zach had picked up on his entrance a good two stories ago. Those lifts inside Grant’s shoes must have given him away.

“Took you long enough,” Zach grumbled. “Let’s go.”

“Aren’t you going to bitch me out that I’m not guarding the back?”

Zach rolled his eyes as he continued up the staircase. “If I’d needed you back there, I would have told you to follow me. Now, move!”

“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Grant whined. “Why is she going up?”

“Don’t know,” Warp said, and then quickly followed up. “But we’ve got a new problem.”

No, Zach thought. There were no other problems. Tonight was a problem-free zone until he caught her.

“Um, yeah, guys, Interpol has requested that we take custody of an arsonist that tried to torch a Picasso at the El Paso Museum of Art.”

Was that all? A modern art critic with a Bic lighter? That didn’t even register on Zach’s problem radar. “Can do, after we wrap up things here.”

“More like now.”

Was that Warp being bossy? “Excuse me?”

“Sorry, Hunt, but Interpol is working on behalf of the Vatican.” Zach was about to ask what in the hell that had to do with anything even remotely involving him, when Warp rushed on, “And the deputy said to cut an agent and have him head over to the museum.”

“Just one?” he asked.

“Just one.”

With a savage grin, Zach turned to Grant. He could kill two birds with one stone. Make the deputy happy and ditch his partner.

“Screw you!” Grant shot back, but his partner must have seen in Zach’s eyes that he wasn’t in the mood to be screwed with. The younger agent turned to obey, but couldn’t keep from mouthing off. “You know, one day they’re going to figure out that you’re trying to catch her for yourself—and not because of the warrant, asshole.”

Not worrying about whether the statement was true, Zach headed up the stairs alone.

* * *

Ronnie hit the roof door at a run. She didn’t need to look at her watch to know that they were on her ass. She continued her flight across the dark roof as the fireworks display reached its crescendo. Each explosion was brighter and larger than the last. And each time, as they were designed to do, her infrared glasses adjusted and avoided that completely uncivilized whiting-out normally associated with light bursts. She might even consider a raise for Quirk if he kept developing bleeding-edge technology like this.

“South by southwest, right?” she asked as she geared up for the jump.

“The wind is coming in from the east, so it should be an easy—”

Putting all her concentration into her leap, Ronnie didn’t hear Quirk’s next words. She was only steps away from the edge. Throwing her weight forward, she planted her lead leg and—

A series of fireworks exploded one after another in blinding succession. A haze of white light obscured her vision. Disoriented, Ronnie tried to abort her jump, but there was no way. She had built up way too much momentum. She tried to correct in midair, but her legs were forward. Waving her arms, desperate to shift her center of gravity, she felt herself start to lose altitude.

In another breath, her lower body slammed into the edge of the other roof. She tried to force her upper half over the ledge, but gravity was a bitch, and she slid down the brick wall. Flailing, somehow one hand caught the ledge. Forcing herself to remain calm, Ronnie grabbed the ledge with her other hand. Under that much pressure, her gloves’ beads began snapping and popping.

“What in the hell are you doing out there?”

Quirk’s tone was livid. But she was hanging by ten fingers from the side of a freaking five-story building. “You had better hope that I die right this minute!”

The snapping, crackling, and popping continued.

“You’re upset?” he squealed. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to wire those beads?”

* * *

“I’ve stopped the bleeding! I’ve stopped the money transfer!” Warp was nearly beside himself with pride. Problem was, that wasn’t what Zach wanted to know.

“That’s great, Warp, but I asked whether you had an image yet?” Zach repeated as he carefully checked the fifth-floor landing. There wasn’t anywhere else to go. The roof door was right in front of him. He needed to know what was on the other side.

“Sorry. Our satellite feed of the area is fritzed.”

Of course it was. Hacking into the NSA-secured satellite computer was child’s play to this chick. Zach’s jaw clenched and unclenched. This was not how he pictured this bust going down. “So essentially, that means I’m going out there blind?”

“No, no,” Warp assured him, adamant. “Another satellite will come into view in three minutes.”

Zach looked at his watch. The second hand was going around way too slowly to wait another one hundred and eighty seconds. Not when she could be right beyond this door. He tightened his grip on the gun.

“I’ll be on the roof, then.”

* * *

Ronnie ever so carefully swung her legs to the side. Her only chance of getting off this damn ledge was to use leverage to counteract the gravity that wanted to plummet her to the pavement five stories down. But she lost another finger’s grip and had to abort her attempt. The added weight popped more beads.

“Now what are you doing?” her assistant complained as she hung precariously by one hand.

“So help me, Quirk…”

Before she could work up a really good revenge plan, the squeak of hinges stopped her. She knew that sound. She had just made it when she opened the rusted roof door. They couldn’t be that close, could they? Could he?

Adrenaline fueled her muscles, and in one panic-driven move, she swung her leg over the ledge and wrestled the rest of her body over. But she couldn’t stop there. She needed to get away.

* * *

Zach abandoned caution. He heard something. It must be her. “How far?”

“It looks like the south-by-southwest corner.” Warp said. “Sixty feet ahead.”

He checked his corners at a run—until he realized that wasn’t a step up ahead. That was the ledge. “Warp, buddy, twenty feet of that is open air.”

“What?” Zach was about to explain, but Warp’s excited voice cut him off. “Hey, we just regained the partial satellite feed. Oh, boy…”

“Oh, boy, what, Warp?”

The techno-geek cleared his throat before he answered. “Well, you see…”

“Warp!”

“She’s on the other roof.”

Turning back to the ledge, Zach looked at the gap between the buildings. There’s no way that she jumped it. No way, right? He checked the ledge, no sign of a grappling device or ladder.

She had jumped it.

He backed away from the ledge as Warp reported to the rest of the agents, “We have lost the suspect atop the—”

Warp didn’t finish his sentence because Zach wasn’t backing away in defeat. He was giving himself room to build up speed before he leapt. The distance flew by, and Zach actually thought he had a chance of clearing the ledge, but at the last second, his trajectory flattened. His body made it over, but his shins weren’t quite so lucky. He went down, hard. But he was across.

Damn, that hurt! But he rolled up and was on his feet before his body could tell him to stay down. Nothing broken, or least nothing bad enough to stop his pursuit.

“Belay that last,” Warp said as Zach brought his gun to bear. “Hunt is still on her tail.”

* * *

Ronnie ducked behind another chicken coop. Unlike the last bare rooftop, this one was a maze of shacks, coops, and downright garbage. Good for hiding, but not so good for navigating while still attempting to siphon money protected by triple-encryption layers, and now the FBI. Especially when half her beads were out on her keyless-keyboard-mode gloves.

She also made a note to tell Quirk that he was right about one thing. They did need a cooler name for those.

“Ronnie, come on,” Quirk begged. “We’ve got over a billion. Let’s cut and run.”

“Never,” she said as she made her way to the other side of the stinky coop, and then typed frantically, making certain that money still flowed into her account.

Pigeons squawked to the north, irritated by her pursuers.

Quirk must have heard it, too. “Okay, can’t you hear the heavy footsteps of fate behind you?”

Damn it, she had to stop again to block an extremely clever move on Warp’s part. “Yes, but as you know, we don’t get our ‘commission’ unless we nab the entire amount.”

“Which sucks, I might add.”

Grinning, Ronnie overrode another line delete, and the money really started pouring in. “It does, and I don’t know about you, but I want to buy some more toys.”

Shouts carried on the wind took a little bit of the satisfaction away, but she was still the best, and that money was hers, damn it!

* * *

Crap. Real crap. Chicken crap. It was slippery. Zach quickly scraped the bottom of his shoe and continued his pursuit. She was so close.

“Well?” he whispered into his headset.

“Yeah, hold on.”

Zach’s brow furrowed. Warp might give you the wrong answer to your question. He might hyperventilate. But put you on hold? That didn’t sound good.

“Hold on?” Zach asked.

“I’m, yeah, okay. No bueno.”

Zach paused his steps, but kept his gun at the ready. “To what, Warp?”

“Um, well, you see…we lost not only the satellite feed, but the patch into the corporation’s account.”

“So we’re all blind?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

Behind him, Zach could hear the other agents gathering force, weaving through the ramshackle maze. Bolder, he moved forward. Satellite or not. Patch or not. He was going to get his woman tonight.

* * *

Hah! Ronnie had kicked Warp out of the server onto his pasty white ass. The money was pouring into her account like a thunderstorm. Only a few more minutes, and her life would be enriched by another two billion dollars.

Sweet.

“Resting on your laurels?” Quirk asked.

With the FBI out of the cyber picture, she could resume her headlong flight, because two billion dollars didn’t do anyone a lot of good in prison. And she could see the stairwell door. Another ten steps and she would be free!

But the muzzle of a gun at her neck brought her to a skidding halt. She was caught. Red-handed.

How?

The gun cocked. It didn’t matter how. He was serious.

Slowly, she raised her hands in the air. “All right. All right. I give up.” Still, the man pressed the barrel to her flesh. “Just don’t shoot.”

The man pulled the gun back, then pulled the trigger.

Water shot all over her chest and face. Laughter poured out of the maze as half a dozen kids tumbled out, all firing water guns at her.

“Damn it, remember what I said about expensive electronic equipment and water toys?” Quirk demanded in her ear.

Ronnie couldn’t answer, as she was laughing too hard. Even when she “lost” these little simulations, there was fun to be had. She got to hone her skills, keeping her sharp for the day that the FBI was really on her ass, and she gave these kids a fun-filled evening of cat and mouse.

Flipping several coins in the air, Ronnie smiled. “Mucho bueno.”

The kids scrambled for the American silver dollars as she looked out over the horizon. Mexico City. Alive with Cinco de Mayo festivities. Alive with fireworks. Alive with youth.

A view like this, and, very shortly, two billion dollars richer?

Nights like this didn’t come along very often.

* * *

“Oh, God!” Warp wailed as if it were his own money being stolen. “She’s got one point six. Point seven.”

The geek’s distress stripped away any last bit of caution in Zach’s search. He rushed through the maze.

“Point eight. Point nine!”

Was that her up ahead? If he was going to stop her, it needed to be now. He burst through the last of the shacks, gun arm out, safety off.

“Freeze!”

No Ronnie. No one at all. Zach stumbled to a stop as Warp finished his countdown.

“An even two billion. She’s got it all!”

But he didn’t need the geek’s announcement. Zach already knew it. Knew it, because a laptop was propped open on a chair. The screen flashed an orange $2,000,000,000.00, along with her lovely catchphrase “Better Luck Next Time!”

Zach charged over to the keyboard. Maybe with Warp’s help, he could somehow trace her. Find out where she really was.

But before he could even voice this hope, the number on the screen started going down. Fast. Maybe they were able to get the upper hand on her, for once.

“Warp, were you able to install the reverse worm?”

“Hell, no. She shut that puppy down hard.”

Zach stood there, confused. “If we aren’t reclaiming the funds, then where is the money going?”

But he didn’t need to wait long. Once the new account had drained one hundred million off, it automatically closed and flashed, “Ethiopian WHO Hunger Relief Program.” Immediately, another account opened, and twenty five million filled it. The “Ukrainian Alternate Energy Source Program,” and then another.

Enraged, Zach knocked the laptop from its perch. “Damn it!”

Other agents rushed to the scene, staring at the spectacle Zach was making, but he didn’t care.

How could this have happened?

How?

Behind him, Agent Halbaucher called in the update. “She’s left us a decoy. Let’s set up a four-mile perimeter and—”

“Don’t bother,” Zach stated, regaining his composure. “She’s nowhere nearby.”

He looked up into the night sky. There was a satellite tasked directly above their position in Texas. A satellite specifically located to capture her movements. Instead, Zach was certain that she had used it to track him. She was probably using it to watch him right this very second.

Halbaucher stepped up next to him. “But protocol states that—”

Zach shook his head and looked away from the sky and his fellow agents before anyone could see the hot tears springing to his eyes.

“She’s probably not even in the country…”

 

 


CHAPTER 3

CDC Animal Research Facility

Plum Island

9:48 p.m., MST

Dr. Amanda Rolph squirmed in her seat. The 1950s-style conference room with its peeling paint and probable asbestos-filled ceiling only exasperated her claustrophobia. Especially as another dozen people entered the cramped room.

Fighting the urge to jump up and run from the room, Amanda looked out the window. Moonlight illuminated acres of green farmland rolling out from the laboratory complex. Sheep lazily grazed, oblivious to the dire threat looming from the east.

Yet even amongst this pastoral scene, signs of this once-proud institution’s decline showed in broken fences and rusted machinery left to become part of the scenery. As newer and much more modern level-four disease research facilities sprang up around the world, Plum Island became obsolete. Their facility was slated for decommission, to be replaced by a brand-spanking-new facility in Kansas—until now.

Now that the plague was making a resurgence? Plum Island was once again the jewel in the CDC’s crown. Who else would be researching the bubonic plague but a bunch of silly animal researchers out in that old, decrepit facility? Since the plague had been treatable with a very high success rate with antibiotics for over a half century, the amount of funding that went into bubonic research was 0.0092 percent of the total CDC budget. The Black Death was a thing of the past—accounting for less than a thousand cases and only a handful of deaths per year. Compared to malaria with its 225 million people infected each year? The plague’s research had been relegated to this crumbling facility.

Only now it looked as though the Black Death had just been taking a break.

Guess the joke was on the naysayers. Unfortunately, all those naysayers were arriving on Plum Island in droves. It was one of those awkward mountain-coming-to- Mohammed moments. They couldn’t move Amanda’s zoonotic research to the mainland without a literal act of Congress. The pathogens she studied were some of the most lethal in the world. Therefore, all the CDC brass had to come to the island. And not just the CDC, either. Beyond their normal complement of Homeland Security staff, Plum Island now hosted agents from nearly every US law enforcement agency.

Which was fine and all, but seriously, why did they need ATF agents? This was the plague. Nevertheless, that forced a conference room meant to hold thirty to somehow cram in over seventy people.

At least Amanda was already seated next to her assistant, Jennifer Neffer, rather than coming in late, trying to find a place, like the stragglers who entered now. Plus, her grad student was somehow able to transmute her anxiety into a type of excitement. Her hands were shaking, but not from fear, like Amanda’s.

This was her very first agency-wide briefing, and the only thing she hoped for was to be passed over. Just don’t call on me, she chanted in her mind, making sure that the fates had plenty of warning. But how could she not be called on? She was the only one in the room whose sole research subject was the plague and since well, the Black Death was making a comeback, she was going to get tapped—no doubt about it.

Before Amanda could formulate a plan to divert any questions, Dr. Art Henderson, the recently appointed head of Plum Island’s languishing facility, rushed into the room, with three assistants hot on his heels. What should have been a nice pre-retirement position had become a lightning-rod post.

“Hello, all,” the silver-haired Southern gentleman said as he set a stack of papers on the end of the table with a thud.

Was it the sudden noise or his stature that made Amanda cringe? Sure, she had seen her boss around the building over the last few days, but never this close.

Every time she had almost crossed paths with him, she had ducked into someone’s office, the bathroom, or even just turned around and gone back the way she came. Amanda knew her intimidation was silly. He wasn’t that tall. Maybe six feet three inches, but he towered over her. He wasn’t that fat. Well, for a physician, he was way too overweight. It was even rumored that he snuck out onto the roof and smoked a few cigarettes. Quite the scandal.

But it wasn’t even that. No, every time she was about to pass him, she knew he’d look down and say, “Who is this uneducated imp? Get her from my sight.”

Or something akin to that.

He had the look of a man who could figure out in an instant that Amanda was out of her depth. So what if she carried a 4.25 grade point average throughout college? Who cared that she had gotten into med school at the age of twenty? Who cared that she finished a doctoral program at the same time? Who cared that her doctoral thesis on atypical disease transmission routes had gotten her a keynote speaker position at the AMA pathogens conference?

That was research. That was all accomplished within the incredibly safe confines of college campuses. This was the real world. The big, fat, overwhelming real world.

Amanda took a deep breath. This was all happening too fast. The sudden change of directors. Her promotion to primary researcher. And now the damn plague and all that it implied. Her head swam, and she tried to slow her breathing. Now would not be a good time to have a panic attack. Or an asthma attack. Or faint. No, none of those would be impressive to the audience here today.

Henderson abandoned his attempt to find the report. He looked at the dozen or so doctors sitting around the table, anxiously awaiting his first remarks.

“As you all know, this is only my fourth day on the job, and I’m basically relying on security to make sure you are actually on my staff, so feel free to chime in if I ask a question in your field of expertise.”

Somehow, hearing her new boss’s own admission that he was overwhelmed helped Amanda get a grip on her own growing anxiety. Maybe he wasn’t the ogre that she thought.

The large man dove back into the stack of papers, obviously intent on a certain page, but quickly gave up again. “The nationwide bulletin has been issued?”

“The fax went out to all FBI and Homeland Security offices,” the scientist next to Amanda spoke up.

Dr. Henderson searched the room for the person who spoke. “I’m sorry. You are?”

“Dr. Vincent MacVetti…” the scientist paused, apparently waiting for a glimpse of recognition from the director, but when he got none, MacVetti continued. “Besides being head of our domestic branch, I’m also the point person for all upper-echelon law enforcement communications.”

“Right,” Henderson said, then looked at the rest of the group. “How about everyone just shout out your name if we’ve never met…Or even if we have?” Henderson turned back to MacVetti. “Emergency rooms?”

A voice came from the other side of the table. “Dr. Evylin Tarmel, head of Medical Coordination.” Once Henderson found the tall woman, she continued, “And yes, an alert has been distributed to all emergency rooms with populations above one hundred thousand citizens.”

“And no group has taken credit for the outbreak?” Henderson asked of everyone and no one in particular.

“No,” came the answer from the one man in the room without a white coat. “Sorry. Andrew Devlin, your CIA liaison.”

“So no one is jumping out of their skin to take responsibility for the return of the Black Death?”

The shorter man shrugged. “As a matter of fact, the hot-listed groups are going out of their way to make sure that we know it’s not them.”

Henderson nodded, obviously processing the information. His eyes scanned the table. “Who’s the lead on the Yersinia pestis bacterium?”

Amanda paused long enough that everyone turned to look at her. The director followed their gaze. “Cat got your tongue?”

She liked it better when he was bouncing around the room. Why did he need to talk to her? Take MacVetti—he could easily answer any questions. But Henderson fixed her with his gaze and frowned. Her time was up. She cleared her throat, buying her another half a second from doom.

“Dr. Amanda Rolph.”

“Any new cases reported in Europe in the last four hours?” Henderson asked.

“No, sir.” You know, this might not go too badly if she could keep her answers to two words. But then, Jennifer nudged her. Damn it, if her assistant wanted to say something, she had a tongue. She nudged again, but Amanda kept her gaze forward.

Luckily, Henderson didn’t seem to notice her assistant’s prompting, since he moved on. “And still no cases in the States?”

Everyone in the room shook their heads.

“So this could be a natural anomaly after all,” the director said with a significant amount of relief.

Again, the audience seemed to answer as a single being, with a warm murmur of agreement.

Devlin nodded the most vigorously. “We might have dodged a bullet on this one.”

“All right, let’s keep up the—”

Before Henderson could finish his statement, Jennifer stepped on Amanda’s foot. Right on her little toe. Amanda couldn’t suppress a yelp.

The director’s sharp eyes turned to her. “Dr.…?”

“Rolph. Amanda,” she quickly added, as if being personable would stop a scolding.

“You wanted to add something?”

Amanda didn’t want to say another word—ever—in this blasted room, but Jennifer’s foot hovered over her own, just waiting to stomp down if she shirked.

Clearing her throat, Amanda plunged in. “Sir, I think we are just experiencing a lull in the spread.”

“A ‘lull?’”

The sarcastic texture of his question was not lost on Amanda, but the die was cast. She couldn’t back down without possibly needing a cast for her foot after Jennifer was done with it. “I believe these documented cases are just the warning shot over the bow.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Devlin spat. “Terrorists go for the big bang. They wouldn’t test-drive a bioweapon.”

That was just what she needed. Arrogant dismissal. If there was one thing that could get her over her pathological shyness, it was being dissed.

Her tone sharpened. “Nevertheless, this dip in cases is just a delay from the incubation period.”

Henderson cut in before Devlin could restate his disbelief. “I’m assuming you have some scientific proof to back up your claim?”

She might have temporarily had the courage to go toe to toe with an arrogant, uninformed, and nonmedical CIA liaison, but Amanda wasn’t sure she had the nerve to face off against the whole room, let alone the director. But again, Jennifer was not allowing her to back down. Her assistant brought up a map of Europe on the cramped room’s sole plasma screen. Each documented case of the plague was highlighted in red.

“We are aware of the zero patient, Dr. Rolph,” Henderson stated, sounding more annoyed than curious.

And Devlin wasn’t far behind. “Again, there are no Middle Eastern, Sub-Asian continental groups that have—”

She should keep Devlin around. He bugged her enough to prod her out of her self-imposed introversion. Glaring, Amanda challenged the liaison. “Doesn’t this pattern feel vaguely familiar to anyone?”

“The Asian epicenter is not uncommon, with diseases such as influenza and—” MacVetti was on a roll, but Amanda cut him off.

“I mean, regarding the plague in particular.”

The audience again formed a beehive mind-set, and their mumbling turned to downright scoffing. But Jennifer came to the rescue again. Her assistant brought up another map next to the current outbreak. They were nearly identical.

“What’s this?” Henderson asked.

“The plague,” Amanda answered plainly.

Before anyone could show their disgust, the second map sprang new cases, rapidly spreading across the whole of Italy.

“I…I don’t understand,” the director stated.

“This map is of the first plague. The Black Death.”

Luckily, Devlin was the first to find his voice. “You aren’t implying…”

Amanda shook her head. “I’m not implying anything. I’m saying that someone is re-creating the original bubonic plague. Down to the epicenter. The spread over the Black Sea. The lag in cases.”

Everyone watched thousands upon thousands of red dots spread over the map.

“Everything,” Amanda said just before the room erupted into argument.

Neighbor argued with neighbor. Some shouted at Amanda, others just spouted off to no one in particular. This was why she didn’t want to say anything—but exactly the reason she had to.

The only one not engaged in various states of disbelief and denial was Dr. Henderson. He was on his feet, but calm, studying both maps. The director turned back to Amanda. “Why couldn’t this just be a natural resurgence of the disease?”

Luckily, she had prepared for this question. Amanda had raised it herself several times during her research. “Because the region has changed dramatically since the last outbreak. The migration routes of the nomads have been eliminated—”

“But—” Devlin tried to interrupt. However, Amanda wasn’t about to give up the floor until her point was made.

“And unless I missed something on Nightline, the Mongols aren’t attacking an Italian outpost in Sub-Asia and hurling their plague dead over the walls.” She turned back to Henderson and leveled her tone. “The last disease spread was highly dependent upon several circumstances. Circumstances unique to that era. Circumstances that could never be naturally re-created today.”

Amanda took a long, hard look at the second map that was now so covered in red dots that no one could distinguish individual specks anymore. The map was splashed with huge red splotches, as if the screen itself had contracted the disease that had killed a quarter of the known world. But Mother Nature wasn’t leveling the evolutionary playing field anymore.

“Someone is seeding this disease purposefully.”

* * *

Lino allowed the motorized walkway to carry him along to his gate. Others bustled past him, not content with the speed of the conveyor belt underfoot. The young man didn’t even look up when they bumped into him, mumbling their apologies—or not, given their level of civility. Why should he bother?

Instead, Lino kept his hand to the rail. When it felt completely dry, he would put it back into his coat pocket, dampen the surface of his palm with the contagion, and then place it on the cool metal again. It slid under his touch, unknowing or uncaring that it carried the single greatest threat to humankind on its smooth surface.

Pulling up his sleeve, he scanned the intricate scars carved into his arm. He was on schedule. He would easily make his flight.

His work here in Venice was almost done. Within the hour, hundreds of unsuspecting citizens from dozens of nations would be contaminated. Within a day, they, and anyone they came in contact with, would be dead.

There was no more rewarding work than this, Lino thought as he stepped off the walkway and headed to gate twenty-two.

 

 


CHAPTER 4

Second Undisclosed Location

10:02 p.m., MST

Ronnie wiped sweat from her brow as she stared at the intricate alarm pad. She probably should have taken a taxi to the cold room, as it was a good three miles from the rooftop. But with the streets still full of partiers, she decided to hoof it.

At first, it had been at a nice walk. Her intent had been to soak up the sights and enjoy her victory. But with each passing step, she felt her feet move faster and faster until she covered the last mile at an all-out run. Had Zach been after her? How close had he “virtually” come to catching her? She had to know.

But this damn door alarm stopped her. What in the hell was this week’s code? Why couldn’t they just use retinal scans and DNA sniffers like everyone else? But, of course, Quirk disagreed, saying that was way too techno-geek. Which meant that they used elaborate, obscure, and usually extremely pop culture-oriented passcodes. Not geeky at all.

Let’s see…

Okay, the first number was the day Raiders of the Lost Ark was released. The second was easy. The month of Gene Roddenberry’s birthday. The third? Another no-brainer. The year that The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour went on the air.

Yeah, maybe she shouldn’t let Quirk pick the codes anymore.

At first, the pad flashed green, but once she put her gloved hand on the door, the screen turned an awful shade of magenta and began beeping loudly. Crap. This was a “hot” day. She had forgotten to key in the secondary code that they used on nights she was breaking about seventy-five international laws. Quirk took their security seriously.

If she let go of the metal, the handle would explode before she could get outside the blast radius. If she didn’t key in the correct code within the next thirty seconds, several hidden tranquilizer dart guns would shoot her.

And, typical, she had only listened with half an ear when Quirk was picking the backup code. Was it Aragorn? Spock? Han Solo? No. Ronnie distinctly remembered that Quirk was giving up on fantasy. He wanted a real man. With a real body. With real biceps.

That was it! Biceps. The scene from Speed when Keanu Reeves pulled himself up from under the bus. As the beeping accelerated, Ronnie typed in “Jack”…She could hear the mechanism inside the doorframe getting ready to shoot her with enough tranquilizers to knock out a horse.

Her fingers typed “Traven.” She didn’t want a repeat of the last time she screwed up a secondary passcode. It should have been simple. The original airing date of the best episode of Enterprise, but she had typed in the date using the typical format instead of the Star Trek standard Stardate format. Lo and behold, she had woken up, flat out, two days later.

Not fun.

Luckily, “Jack Traven” was the correct answer, and the alarm pad chirped the theme to The X-Files as the door opened. She rushed into the cold room, just in case those tranquilizer guns were feeling a little twitchy, but two things brought her feet to an absolute stop.

The first was the blast of chilled air. After just running in eighty-degree heat, with 100 percent humidity conditions, the room felt frigid. Nearly freezing the sweat to her face.

The other was the image on the main screen. There, in full Technicolor on the sixty-two-inch main screen, was Zach’s picture. He had come for her. He was up on a roof, looking skyward. Knowing that she was looking down on him. And by the look on his face, he had just realized her ruse.

Wow, was he was pissed. Even though they had never met, Ronnie had enough surveillance footage of him to tell his mood by the throbbing veins on each side of his temples. The slight squint of the right eye. He only did that when he was totally torqued. But could she see a slight upturn at the lips? Was he at all impressed, or even amused? Or did he just want blood?

With great effort, she turned away from the screen to find Quirk meticulously caring for the main computer tower. He had to ever-so-slowly warm the delicate electronics back to room temperature.

“So?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk frowned as he looked back over his shoulder. “You mean, if he had been pursuing you in the same ZIP code, let alone the same area code?”

“Duh.”

Her dark-haired assistant snorted. “He totally would have busted your JLO-sized ass.” He raised his perfectly waxed eyebrow. “Which, I’m not all that certain you wouldn’t have welcomed.”

“Ha!” she responded, closing the distance. “Not only would I have escaped, I would have still bagged the two billion bucks.”

Quirk turned back to his work. “You just keep telling yourself that.”

“Did you see me out there? I rocked!”

The youthful hacker’s tone sounded unimpressed. “Did you see the gun barrel pointed at your head? It was there, because I taught the kids to simulate Hunt and the other agents’ movements exactly.” He pointed to the smaller bank of screens as he typed. “Look at screen three if you don’t believe me.”

But when Ronnie glanced at the screen, there was a plague report. Great. Quirk would be using a magnifying glass to look for boils on his skin for the next six months.

“Sorry, go to four,” Quirk said. “I’m TiVoing three’s feed.”

Of course he was. Then he would drop the show down to DVD and play the “Six Signs of the Plague” report every morning to add to his daily “health checklist.”

“Now watch,” he ordered.

Screen four split in two. The left half showed Zach and the FBI’s movements, and the right showed the kids. As the chase neared a close, the two screens merged so that a cartoon Zach was the one who captured Ronnie, cuffed her, and then pulled her into a passionate kiss.

“Freak,” she said to Quirk as she pulled off her gear, throwing the thoroughly soaked equipment onto a table filled with dozens of beta devices.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Quirk shouted as he ran over, picking the discarded items up as if they were the crown jewels.

“Hey, hey, hey, yourself,” she said. “You promised me seamless, real-time infrared-to-normal spectrum integration in case of a bright flash.”

Quirk was still busy picking out the equipment, drying each with a dust-free cloth. “And how many times did those fireworks go off right by you, and voilà, no white-out?”

“Hello? Blinding snow as I went to jump.”

“The video feed took less than zero point one four seconds to kick in.”

“Yeah, well, zero point one four seconds is a long time in midair,” she answered as she tugged off her damaged gloves.

“Then join a freaking gym rather than leaping from tall buildings.”

Ronnie chucked the gloves across the room. Unfortunately, they landed palm-side down, popping a few more beads. Worse, they landed on one of her assistant’s proto-types. And, given the fact that Quirk was a huge fan of classic sci-fi, many of the items either looked like something out of Flash Gordon or a future issue of Scientific American. No matter. These were his babies.

Quirk rushed over to his workbench. “Oh! You are an evil, evil, evil woman.”

Ignoring her assistant, Ronnie took one of his precious no-dust rags to wipe the clinging sweat from her face. “Fund redistribution complete?”

“Down to the penny,” he said without looking up.

“Our cut?”

“Eleven point six two 2 percent of the total take.”

Ronnie smiled. Even beside himself with grief, Quirk knew his numbers. “For a grand total of?”

“A cool two hundred forty-two million, two hundred thousand dollars,” Quirk said as he surveyed all the equipment. “But I’m not even sure that covers the damage here.”

Once on a roll, not a lot could divert Quirk, so Ronnie turned her back while he enumerated each and every single, tiny component and what it was going to cost to get it repaired or replaced. Besides, she had a download to finish. Rapidly logging on to one of the auxiliary computers, Ronnie didn’t find the Panic! At The Disco bootleg, but the new Band of Horses cut was an adequate substitute.

“Well, for once, you’re right,” Quirk said from behind her.

Given the unusual admission from her assistant, Ronnie swiveled her seat around. She had to see this to believe it. “About?”

Quirk nodded toward the mega-screen at Zach’s image. “He’s even hotter when he’s pissed.”

When her assistant was right, he was right. Even though she had them memorized, Ronnie surveyed the agent’s every feature. Brown, close-cut hair. Not that G-man buzz cut, but a little longer on top, which made the bangs fall ever so perfectly over his forehead without a hint of product. If he had any mousse in there at all, he was a master at hiding it. Then that strong forehead, with just enough lines to know that he wasn’t a youngster, but not enough to make a woman worry that he might need Viagra. And his eyes. What could she say about those? Green, piercing, perfect. Full cheekbones and a square jaw were a given.

Oh, but those lips. What would they feel like? Or better, what would they taste like? Even though the image was a headshot, Ronnie knew the contours of his body. Broad shoulders, six-pack abs, and thighs that made her blush. Guess that’s what two hours a day at the gym brought you. Could she get a more perfect fantasy boyfriend?

Sure, some days she worried that she obsessed about a man she could never meet, but hey, what was the alternative? What real-life man could she have? She lived outside—way, way, outside—the law, living a life on the run. And any other hacker of her stature was either gay, or should have been. That lot was pretty pasty and anemic from years in front of the computer.

No, the Zach fantasy was the far superior option. Otherwise, she would have no love life. And women with no hope and no dreams usually ended up in a smelly house with a bunch of cats while they themselves gave up on personal hygiene. She was not going to become that woman. Not with that hunk’s picture to keep her company. That and another two hundred million bucks in the bank made her a pretty happy, well-adjusted chick.

* * *

Life was not good, Zach thought as he parked the car in front of the field office. Another three cars pulled in behind him. Even though he had known it was fruitless, they had still done their due diligence and combed the area for any evidence of the Robin Hood hacker.

Of course, there was none. And the one piece of equipment that might have held any clues he had thrown across the roof in a moment of rage. He was sure there would be a write-up on that incident in his future. And did he mention that his shins still hurt like a “mo” from that high-jump stunt?

Before the other agents cast him a curious eye, he exited the car and walked toward the entrance. Walked. He didn’t charge toward it, or even stride in that direction. Nope, walking without a limp was about the best he could muster at this point.

As he opened the door, Zach realized that his night was about to get even worse. Grant sat on top of his desk, grinning from ear to ear. The cat that ate the canary.

“I got my man…” Grant said, pointing his thumb toward the sole occupant of the holding cell, an older man with even more haunted eyes than Zach. Only Fifer could be proud of bringing in an obviously demented senior citizen who had chosen to torch a painting while security was in the room.

“And you?” Grant asked with that syrupy-sweet tone of someone who already knew the answer to his question.

Zach didn’t indulge his partner. Grant might have been away from the crime scene when everything went down, but, no doubt, his partner was filled in on the drama over the radio.

Biting back the pain from his shins, Zach headed for the coffee machine. He had never needed caffeine so much in his life. As he passed the holding cell, the old man lunged, grabbing Zach by the lapel.

“You must release me!”

Zach struggled, but the geezer had a grip like steel. During the struggle, the old man’s sleeves fell back to reveal a mass of old scars. What in the hell was this guy into?

“We must burn the false effigy to find the true symbol!”

There was no breaking the arsonist’s hold.

“The Hidden Hand must—”

Pulling back, Zach thought he was almost free, but then the old guy jerked him forward, banging Zach’s forehead against the bars. Add that to the list of bruises to both his body and ego that he had to endure today. Zach wasn’t surprised when his fist flew back reflexively to punch the perp and end this struggle right here and now, but something in the old man’s eyes stopped him.

It wasn’t insanity.

It was clarity. A level of clarity that Zach didn’t know existed.

“Armageddon comes, child,” the man said as he released his coat. “You must prepare.”

Like breaking from a trance, the arsonist stumbled backward. Zach lunged to catch him, but the old man crumpled to the floor.

“Dude, I got him into the car without resorting to violence,” Grant said, obviously mistaking the action as a punch. “That’s going on your record.”

Zach ignored his partner and watched as the man rose, mumbled to himself, and then finally slumped on the cot. Before Zach could get out his keys to open the cell and ask the old man what he meant, his boss’s door flew open.

“Hunt!”

Everyone else melted away as Zach sighed.

“In my office, now!”

This night was never going to end.

* * *

The room’s energy had shifted from angry grumbling to frantic confirmation as Amanda sat quietly. What else could she do? The sound of typing filled the room as the only layperson in the room continued to study the map.

“This may not be as bad as it seems,” the CIA liaison said.

Henderson cocked an eyebrow. “The first plague ravaged Europe and brought on the Dark Ages.”

“Okay, probably that bad for Europe, but the EU has been very cooperative about placing travel restrictions on international flights, even instigating body temperature checks before passengers board.” Seeming not quite as self-assured, Devlin scanned the room. “I mean, we might be able to keep this from crossing the pond.” He paused and looked at Amanda. “Right?”

Amanda kept her eyes averted as Henderson picked up the argument.

“He is right. If these fanatics are looking to re-create the Black Death, this continent might be spared.”

“I doubt it,” Amanda said before she thought. The spotlight was away from her. Why did she swing it back on herself?

Henderson was on his feet again. “But we weren’t involved in the last epidemic.”

His logic might feel sound, but Amanda knew in her gut that it was flawed. “The plague claimed a quarter of the world’s known population. I don’t think anywhere is safe this time.” She looked at Devlin. He, of all people, knew the resentment that the rest of the world felt toward America. If someone were willing to throw down the gauntlet of bioweapons onto the world stage, the United States wasn’t going to get a free pass.

“Especially not this country…not this time.”

* * *

Lino stood in line, exhibiting patience far beyond his years. While others grumbled about the long delays created by the new ear-temperature check, he was content to wait. The Hidden Hand had anticipated this precaution. Anticipated it, and used it to their advantage.

Just before it was his turn to have the flight attendant insert the cone into his ear, Lino used a cough to cover spraying his ear lobe with the contagion. Apologizing in Italian for the wait, the weary attendant placed the cone into his ear, and then waited for the beep.

Thirty-two degrees Celsius. Perfectly normal. Lino watched as she pulled off the plastic sleeve from the digital thermometer. His intent was not to contaminate the thermometer. That was impossible, since they were using the sterile technique. But the flight attendant? A small bead of contaminated liquid touched the attendant’s gloved finger. That was all it took.

He moved forward to make room for the next passenger, but stayed close enough to quench his curiosity. Perfectly executed, the flight attendant gently pulled down on the man’s earlobe before she inserted the thermometer. Once it beeped and the cone was free of his ear, the man rubbed it to shake that strange feeling of being somehow violated, and then walked off.

The contagion should last for at least another hundred passengers. Another hundred who would become ill, spreading it to their families and friends. Then, they would die. Then all of them would die.

With a grin on his lips, Lino boarded his plane. The nonstop flight from Venice to New York, New York.

 

 


CHAPTER 5

Undisclosed Location

10:48 p.m., MST

Ronnie was well into downloading her fourth bootleg as Quirk finished packing up the damaged equipment.

“You know…” her assistant began in his singsong voice. Ronnie braced herself. She wasn’t going to like what came out of his mouth next. “When we experience these technical difficulties during your little ‘training’ sessions, we could take a higher percentage of the total take to keep our profit margin up.”

She gave him a “don’t go there” look.

It didn’t work. “I mean, what’s the difference between eleven point four two and, let’s just go wild and say, sixteen point one?”

She gave him her “don’t you dare go there” look. This one worked.

“Fine, fine. It’s your paradise.”

Both looked over at screen eight. An ad for a beautifully tranquil island shimmered back at them. Beneath the picture was the price. 4.5 billion dollars. A small price, really, to pay for your own country.

Quirk obviously decided to try a new tack. “You know, someone could swoop in and buy your island out from under you before you fill your coffers.”

“With this information coming up on Google?”

Ronnie ran an Internet search on the island and read the results. “The island’s limited fresh water is contaminated with arsenic. Malaria infestation wiped out the indigenous population.” She turned to Quirk. “And now, with the plague stuff I could put in there? No one is going to buy this tiny municipality.”

“How did you…” Quirk looked at the top of the website. “That’s France’s official…” He got up. “Whatever. I’m out of here.”

The twenty-something checked his hair in a mirror. What gay man went outside without checking his appearance first?

Ronnie grinned. “We should probably pack up tomorrow and run silent for a few weeks before we head to Japan.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Satisfied with his level of beauty, Quirk headed for the door. “You’re not coming?”

Swinging her chair back toward the computer, Ronnie shrugged. “Nah. I’ve got to re-download that bootleg.”

“You’re not going to call him again, are you?”

She tried to sound innocent. Really, really innocent. “Who?”

Quirk spun her chair back around and pointed to the larger-than-life image of Zach.

“Come on! That was a phase I went through,” she deflected.

Her assistant seemed thoroughly unconvinced. “If you call him, you could give away that we’ve finally been able to patch into their internal surveillance.”

“Calling him didn’t even cross my mind.” Except, like, twelve million times.

“And they’ve upgraded their server. Warp may be a government worker, but he’s not stupid.” Quirk searched her face. “Today proved that he’s caught on to our tricks. He might just be able to trace us.”

Ronnie tilted her head. Trace them? Trace the two greatest cyber minds in the world?

Quirk must have read her mind. “Okay, maybe not track us down to this building, but at least within a hundred miles.”

“I know, totally, I know,” Ronnie tried to sound extremely convincing, since she had already cued up the speed dial number for the El Paso field office.

Quirk gave her that long, disbelieving look, then sighed. “Maybe even fifty miles.”

“Got it,” Ronnie said, trying to sit perfectly still.

“Okay then, tomorrow,” Quirk said as he walked out, shaking his head the whole time.

Thank goodness he was gone! Not a second later, a voice came over the Internet connection. “El Paso’s FBI field office switchboard. Who may I connect you with?”

* * *

How many different ways could Zach’s supervisor say that he screwed up? Dropped the ball? Came up empty? The Agent in Charge was going to have to pull out a thesaurus soon.

“Are you even paying attention, Hunt?” Danner asked.

“Yes, of course.”

Danner scowled, obviously not believing Zach one bit. “At some point, we’ve got to reassess our strategy.”

Zach sat up straighter. He had been waiting for this talk. The warm-up to pulling him as the point man on the Robin Hood hacker case. Trying to keep his breathing steady, he studied Danner’s face. Even though his boss was a ball-buster, this wasn’t easy for Danner.

“You’ve had a good four attempts, this last one with a running start, and you still haven’t even been able to identify where she was, let alone develop a strategy to catch her.”

Before Zach could ramp up his well-rehearsed defense, a knock came at the door.

“Later,” Danner said with authority.

But despite the obvious dismissal, Agent Hollinger cracked open the door.

“You deaf?” Danner demanded.

“No, sir…” Hollinger answered. “But…”

Danner didn’t have much patience on a good day. “But, what?”

“Well, somebody claiming to be the Robin Hood hacker is on the line for Hunt.”

“Yeah, right,” Danner replied. “Tell her to throw us a couple mil.”

Zach sighed. They got at least a dozen calls like this after one of her escapades. News spread fast over the Internet of her victories, and kooks always wanted to take credit.

“Why are you still standing there?” Danner asked Hollinger.

“Um, Warp was pretty excited. He said something about the way the signal was being rerouted had her signature.”

Zach was out of his chair. She had called the office before. But it had been months. Could it really be her? He looked at Danner, who clenched his jaw and then nodded toward the door. “Go.”

* * *

Muzak. Who put Muzak on their hold anymore? Obviously, the United States Government. While waiting for ever-so-Special Agent Hunt to come onto the line, Ronnie watched yet another plague report. Something about squirrels being a natural carrier, or something. And of course, the TiVo’s light was bright red. Quirk must have put “bubonic” into his wish list. She was so preoccupied with making fun of her assistant that she failed to hear him reenter the cold room.

“Ha! I knew it!” he shouted. “You have hunk-itis.”

How could Quirk have known? Not about the hunk-itis, that was pretty darn evident, but that she had called Zach tonight? Then Ronnie spotted another brain child that her assistant had developed—a small, perfectly proportioned helicopter nicknamed, Helo. And the worst thing about Helo? He ran silently. Well that and had enough surveillance equipment on it to make the Pentagon drool. That little punk had used the mini-chopper to spy on her.

“Shh…” Ronnie scolded as she put her hand over the phone’s receiver.

“Shh, my ass. You’ve got it bad,” Quirk countered as he sat down at a keyboard and started double-checking her scrambling and making sure the signal was ping-ponging off dozens of satellites.

Ronnie was about to scold him, but those damn symbols reappeared. How? She had logged on under a completely different account and accessed a new site. How could her stalker find her again?

Working quickly, she tried to shut them down before Quirk noticed. He was a little bit fussy about the whole unauthorized access into his sacred silicon village.

“Oh, you are so in trouble!” Quirk exclaimed. “I told you, no more Limp Bizkit!”

Obviously, he noticed.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”

That declaration might have been a bit premature. The ancient symbols pulsed and swirled across the entire screen. The sight was both beautiful and eerie. An otherworldly effect.

“Are we being possessed?” Quirk asked, seeming to only half kid.

“No,” Ronnie answered, still trying to purge the message. “The symbols are a modified form of Hebrew.”

“Modified by whom?”

“Angels,” she stated. “It’s angelic script.”

Quirk looked at the scrolling letters with new respect. “What mailing list did you get on?”

For just a moment, they both stared at the screen with near reverence. As the lettering sparkled, they could almost truly believe that angels handed down the writing to Isaiah.

That moment of amazement was clearly over, though, as Quirk exclaimed, “That’s it!”

Before Ronnie could stop him, her assistant disconnected the call.

* * *

Zach rushed into the tech room, with Danner not far behind.

“Line two,” Warp said, pointing to the blinking light.

He picked up the phone. “Hello?”

But there was nothing. Just a dial tone.

“Wrong line?”

Warp frantically checked and double-checked. “No way. She was on line two. I swear.”

“Maybe it wasn’t even her,” Danner postulated to the freaked-out tech.

“It was either her or God…” Warp must have realized that he stepped over the line. Way over the line. “Sir.”

Zach paced as Danner hounded the poor techie. “I’m not convinced.”

“Look at this,” Warp said as he showed the signal bouncing around satellites like a pinball.

“So?” Danner scoffed. “There are several dozen hackers who can hide their carrier signals that well.”

“Who else could do this?”

Warp artificially slowed the sequence of the bouncing, so that each leg of the journey became the segment of a line. Then the techie broke it down chronologically. Not even Zach could believe what he saw. Each segment of the signal’s travel was part of a letter. Which spelled out the Robin Hood hacker’s catchphrase, “Better Luck Next Time.”

Danner sighed. “It was her.”

Zach had known that, but now that they were all on the same page, he finally spoke up. “Why did she hang up? Did she detect your trace?”

“Of course she did,” Warp said, and then rushed on. “But she’s never given a shit about me tracking her…” He glanced at Danner. “Sorry, sir, but she usually gets off on kicking my ass.”

“True,” Zach jumped in, maybe a little too quickly. “Then why hang up?”

Warp looked over all his screens again. “I don’t know. Maybe something went wrong on her end.”

* * *

The symbols now invaded all of their screens. Even the TiVo’s light blinked erratically. This was bad.

“Seriously, why in the hell would someone spend this much time and energy sending you angel-speak?” Quirk demanded.

Ronnie didn’t want to answer him. She was going to get enough grief over this incident as it was.

“Well?” Quirk pushed.

She shrugged, trying to downplay her words. “It’s considered the Holy Grail of code breaking.”

“Come again?”

“There is intense debate amongst encryption scholars—”

Quirk glared over his keyboard at her. “That is to say, people with way too much time on their hands.”

“Cipher specialists are still wrangling over how angelic script should be read. Right to left, as Hebrew? Yet there is some indication that diagonal is the true form, and—”

“So this is some stupid-ass prank?” Quirk sounded indignant. “Some guy living at home with his mother, challenging you to a code-cracking contest?”

Her assistant was far too perceptive for Ronnie’s own good. She had to fess up. “More than likely.”

To make matters worse, the symbols accelerated their pace, far outstripping her and Quirk’s efforts.

“That’s it! No more chat rooms for you,” he said. Quirk paused, and then looked over at her. “For an entire month.”

Normally, she would balk at such parental treatment, but the damn symbols just kept coming.

“It’s just breached our secondary firewall,” Quirk announced, his tone dripping with blame.

Unfortunately, Ronnie could not argue. Someone was seriously kicking them around the yard. But who could it be? No one from the government. This hack was too freestyle. Too bold. Too flamboyant for salaried work. Then who? She knew or knew of every hacker of this caliber, and none could even come close to penetrating Quirk’s insanely layered defenses.

But that left her with the same question.

Then who?

* * *

After hours at the crime scene, another hour of being raked over the coals, and then another chunk of time brainstorming with Warp about why the Robin Hood hacker had bailed, Danner had finally sent him home to “cool his heels.” Zach wasn’t even sure what that meant exactly, but he was happy to leave. Get out of the stifling office and clear his thoughts.

Making his way toward the door, Zach gave the holding cell a wide berth. The old man was another unsettling aspect of an extraordinarily unsettled day. But the elderly man was turned with his back to the bars, sitting quietly. Too quietly.

Despite his desire to go home and get out of his G-man suit, Zach drifted toward the holding cell. “Hey.” No response. “Turn around.”

Still, the old man wouldn’t move. And he was mumbling again.

Grant, of course, didn’t miss an opportunity to hurl a barb. “Want me to grab the Taser gun?”

Zach ignored the jab. Something was wrong here. “Just watch my back.” He put the key in the door. “Mr. Loubom?” Still, no response—just an increase in muttering. “Francois?”

Zach just wanted to go home. But, no. This old guy had to be doing some kind of freaky meditation. Zach placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Turn around, nice and slow.”

Finally, Francois complied, tears in his eyes. Then the old man extended a bloody arm. What in the hell did somebody do to him? Then Zach realized that Loubom had used a pen cap to gouge more symbols into his arm.

“Can’t you see?” he asked, obviously feeling that his red-soaked arm held some kind of answer. “I must burn the painting.”

But all Zach could see was blood—and more blood. He yelled over his shoulder, “Call an ambulance! Get me the first-aid kit!”

Despite the potential danger, he pulled the man’s sleeve back down and clamped his bare hands over the wound to stop the bleeding. For the love of God, what had made the man mutilate himself like that?

“They speak to me, you know,” Francois said, sounding the most sane he had yet.

But Zach was still concerned that he had really lost it. “Who?”

The old man locked Zach’s gaze with his crystal-blue eyes.

“The angels.”

* * *

Angels sucked, or at least whoever was busy cramming angel-speak down their throats, sucked big time. Quirk was running the defensive, while she was trying to counter-hack and break into the intruder’s server. That was the theory, anyway. The reality was that things were not going well. Not at all.

Sweat, actual sweat, poured off Quirk’s brow. He was never going to forgive her if his hair gel failed because of perspiration.

“Quirk…” She couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “Maybe it’s time to admit defeat.”

“Never,” he hissed though bleach-whitened teeth. “I am lord of the geeks.”

Overall, he might be. But right now, someone was seriously out-hacking both of them. Yet, Quirk was taking this much harder. The system defenses were his babies. His domain. Someone, somewhere, was outgunning him. Simply put, their opponents had cooler stuff.

“Look, I promise never to divulge tonight’s momentary, freakish coup.”

Quirk breathed out sharply through his nose. What she suggested ran counter to his über-computer geek ego, but the reality was that they were beat.

“Or even tease me about it?” he asked.

“Not even a pun.”

For a moment she thought her assistant would shake his head “no,” but Quirk showed her how much he had grown over the last two years when he gave a sharp nod. “Pull the input cables.”

Ronnie abandoned her post and dug around behind the towers.

“Holy Batman!” Quirk said as the symbols accelerated to lightning speeds. “It’s a self-propagating program, and it’s got a foothold. We can’t let it get into the core.”

“And you would suggest?” she asked, pulling cords as fast as she could.

He sounded downright panicked. “I don’t know, but put the pedal to the metal.”

The processor lights blinked faster and faster. They had dozens of interlinking cables—each one screwed in as if its life depended on it. She would never make it in time. There was only one thing left to do. Taking a knife out of her boot, she sliced away. Sparks showered and smoke billowed from the secondary towers, but the main processor went down and stayed down—safe from prying eyes.

Crawling out from under the equipment, Ronnie looked up. All the screens had stopped their incessant scrolling, but each blazed with a single symbol. But how could that be? She had just cut the wiring. The screens should be blank.

Before she could investigate further, Quirk recovered from his shock. “Okay, seriously, I am taking away your hacker’s membership card.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” She nodded toward the angelic symbols. “Get a screenshot of that, would you?”

With great showmanship, Quirk hammered away at his now-defunct keyboard. Oh, yeah. She’d cut those cables as well.

“Maybe we should just pack up for tonight,” she conceded.

“Ya think?”

Contrite, Ronnie tugged on the free ends of the cables to see what they attached to, but Quirk slapped her shoulder as hard as a card-carrying member of the Rainbow Alliance could. “Just go home.”

“But I—”

“You’ve done enough damage. Go!” That tone was about as close to blowing his top as Quirk ever came, so Ronnie obeyed, grabbing her Hello Kitty bag and hitting the road.

Time to go home and soak out the intellectual defeat with a nice, long, bubbly, bubbly, bubbly bath. Anything to wash away the sight of all those symbols.

* * *

Francois ignored the medic cleaning his wounds. They fretted and lectured. What would they know of his duty to God? They thought him mad. Most did. Yet, being graced with the language of the angels, Francois did not bother with what others thought.

Each symbol, fresh to his flesh, sang to him. The script burned in his blood reminding him of his duty. A duty to stop the Hidden Hand at any cost. They had already targeted Europe. That continent was more than likely lost. Just like the last time, the Hidden Hand decided to make the world over in their hideous image.

That was why, upon hearing of the first case of the Black Death in Venice, Francois left his homeland and trekked to the Americas. He had failed to predict the Hidden Hand’s bold move. Now his last hope was to stop the spread across the Atlantic Ocean.

Which was why he sought the Picasso. Yet, even in that, he was thwarted. How he wished to see the script of the angels. To have them talk to him in their purity. Then, he could mark the occasion upon his flesh. Dug in there to forever be at his avail.

If only the agent had listened to him. If only he could have broken through the man’s stubborn denial. He could see the compassion in the man’s eyes. He could feel the worry through his grip. How many other agents had passed by the cell, not even giving Francois the least regard?

But now, the agent was gone. Off to live his life, not knowing how incredibly short lived it was going to be.

* * *

Jennifer nudged her again. Amanda had shut out the endless interdepartmental bickering and gone back into the only safe place she knew. Numbers. Facts. Science.

So clean. So neat. So precise. So unlike human nature.

She looked at Jennifer. Why had she disturbed her? Why had her assistant reminded her that she was in a room full of her betters?

Henderson cleared his throat, and then Amanda knew why her assistant had given her a heads-up. The director looked ready to make a call. How to handle the current situation given this new, potentially devastating information?

“Unless we have anything else, I am going to brief the president.”

Attendees answered with a quiet rumbling, signaling that they were unwilling to commit to anything yet. Amanda squirmed in her seat, trying to keep her feet out from under Jennifer’s abusive heel.

“Yes, Dr. Rolph?”

She was on the spot. No sense in missing this opportunity. “What is your recommendation going to be, sir?”

Henderson rattled them off. “In addition to the current measures, we should step up surveillance on incoming international flights. We’ll do post flight temperature checks, and quarantine all those with elevated temps.” Amanda didn’t even realize that she was shaking her head until the director responded.

“You disagree?” he asked.

She fidgeted under his cool gaze. He wasn’t necessarily challenging. But he wasn’t exactly being supportive, either.

Finally, Amanda let out her breath and straightened her shoulders. “Sir, we need to discontinue all incoming European flights and ships.”

It was Henderson’s turn to shake his head. However, Devlin spoke first. “We don’t want to create a panic.”

Thank God it was Devlin. She could snap back at him. “Um, with all due respect, yes, I think we do.”

The director looked at his assistant. “She is a member of my staff, right?”

“Sir,” Amanda said, beginning to feel her face flush. “The risk is—”

This time, Henderson wasn’t joking at all. “As I said, we will quarantine anyone, and I mean anyone, with a ninety-eight point nine degree temperature.”

“But—”

MacVetti overrode her. “Fever is the first and best indicator for the early contagious phase.”

While Amanda appreciated her supervisor trying to protect her, even from herself, in this she could hold her own. Well, at least she hoped so.

“In a sick patient, yes.” She paused before she really shook the room. What if she were wrong? But this was too important. More important than even her nearly paralyzing social phobia.

“But in a carrier?” Amanda pressed. “No. In a carrier state, temperature monitoring is useless.”

The room held a quizzical breath. What she spoke of was beyond unreasonable. It was unheard of.

Devlin just seemed confused, though. “Um, it was my impression that there was no carrier state with the plague.”

“Naturally? There isn’t.”

It was clear by his tone that MacVetti was tiring of her theories. “Then why—?”

Amanda hurried on. “But someone who is vaccinated and physically carrying the virus on their person? On their clothes? That person will walk right through your screening.”

Devlin snorted loudly, seeming to convey the entire room’s disdain. Yet, somehow Henderson kept his tone civil.

“That would require someone to actually have a vaccine for the Black Plague.”

Amanda shrugged, trying not to reveal her innards quivering. “It’s bacterial. It can be done.”

MacVetti looked her square in the eye. Each glance told her to sit down and shut up. “Do you have any idea of the resources it would take to develop a human-quality vaccine? And do it under our radar?”

Amanda couldn’t stand the mix of disappointment and anger brewing in MacVetti’s eyes. She looked down at her hands to keep from crying—right there in front of everyone. Why couldn’t someone with a backbone think of this? Why did it have to be her?

Henderson stood. “My recommendations stand.”

The director was almost out of the room when Amanda finally spoke up. “They already have it.”

MacVetti’s head snapped around to face her. “What are you talking about?”

“The vaccine…” She gulped not once, but twice. “I think they already have one.”

Devlin rolled his eyes. “Okay, now I’m ready to check her credentials.”

But, yet again, Jennifer rose to the rescue by providing visual aids. This new map showed the original spread of the plague, but it centered on areas untouched by the incredibly high death count.

“It has long been a subject of debate on how these isolated population pockets survived the plague, virtually unscathed.”

MacVetti’s cheeks billowed. He was beyond pissed. “Not so much debate as a conclusion that they carried a gene that conferred natural resistance.”

Jennifer didn’t need prompting. Her assistant was already bringing up a second map that showed a slightly different spread of the plague. The isolated pockets weren’t as crisp, and there were many more small enclaves of survivors.

Amanda used a laser pointer to highlight the new clusters of survivors. “These other pockets are areas of residence of direct, full-blooded relatives of those who survived.” Devlin tried to interrupt, but she talked right over him. “Which was determined through tracking of church records, inheritance documents, and lordship titles.”

She nodded to her assistant, who brought up a wholly different map. This one showed a schematic of an area in Southeast Asia. Quickly, an unidentified disease coursed over the continent, leaving behind small pockets of survivors, much like the plague map.

“Out of all the documented epidemics, this cholera outbreak is the only one whose pattern is at all similar to the Black Plague ‘islands’ of survival.”

MacVetti sighed. “Like I said, genetic resistance.”

Amanda shook her head with authority. “This isn’t the fourteenth-century outbreak of influenza. It’s the 1970 pandemic.” She zoomed in on the pockets of survival. “These ‘islands’ represent areas with heavy Western influences—and medical workers who were vaccinated.”

Now MacVetti’s bluster wasn’t anger. It was confusion. “But for the plague…There’s no way…Vaccination theory didn’t even come into play for another…Another…”

“Four hundred years,” Henderson finished for him.

Shrugging, Amanda switched to the plague map. “Nevertheless, my theory is that a terrorist organization that far predates the Islamic extremists has vaccinated carriers spreading the disease across the world.”

The entire room quieted as a new map showed the potential spread of the disease with the planet’s current population. Soon, the screen just glowed a bright red.

* * *

Lino pretended to stumble and right himself on the overhead compartment. The pilot had turned off the “Fasten Seat Belt” sign, and Lino had taken the opportunity to make sure that his mission was successful. Certainly, seeding the railing and passengers behind him in line had gone according to plan, but he had not gotten this assignment at such a young and tender age because he only did an adequate job.

His superiors knew that he would go to any lengths to see that this disease spread among the heathens. The unworthy. So he dragged his slightly moist hand along the overhead compartment. Anyone he missed earlier would certainly need to touch the lever to get his or her bags out at the end of the flight. The people would unwittingly contaminate themselves.

That was the simple beauty of their plan. The unenlightened masses were such sheep. They grazed the same pasture. They followed along in a single line. They could so easily be led to the slaughterhouse.

Finally, the earth would be cleansed of the undeserving.

Lino finished his journey to the forward bathroom and entered, being particularly careful to lock the door. No one needed to see what he did next. With skill approaching art, Lino meticulously took a hidden blade from his metal belt buckle and carved into his skin his most recent success. He let the blood drain into the sink, as he made absolutely certain the symbols were perfect in all ways.

That was the way of the Hidden Hand, after all.

 

 


CHAPTER 6

Special Agent Zachary Hunt’s Home

10:32 p.m., MST

Zach pulled into his driveway, still talking on his cell. He might have left work physically, but mentally? Mentally, he was still all over the case.

“That’s what you said last time, Warp.”

“But we’re super-sure that we can locate her the next time she calls.”

Entering the house, Zach turned on the hallway light and started sorting the mail. “We’ll see.”

“You’ll see! We’ve got taps on your home phone, your cell, and all three phones at the Starbucks…”

While Warp rambled on, Zach carefully removed any item of mail with Julia Levie’s name on it and set it inside a box. A box filled with the remains of their relationship. A rose lamp and some designer plates. Oh, sorry, flatware. Did he feel a twinge of sadness as he surveyed the small box that contained the fragments of an old life?

Nah.

“All the lines at your gym,” Warp babbled on. “The grocery store near work and…”

Only half listening to Warp’s mind-numbingly thorough list of possible contact points, Zach climbed down the stairs to the basement. After a night like tonight, he definitely needed to hit the stationary bike. Quickly, he pulled off his work clothes and changed into shorts and running shoes as Warp tried to break the record for the longest sentence uttered without taking a breath.

“Oh, oh, and the Blockbuster around the corner. Even that little video store where you get—”

“I got it,” Zach interrupted. Where did Warp find all his information? “You’ve got all the bases covered.”

Warp sounded ever so confident. “She can’t get in contact with you without us knowing about it.”

Zach climbed onto his exercise bike. “Good to know.”

Before Warp could launch into another diatribe about the reams of code he had written to track her down, Zach turned off his cell phone. Not just hung up the call, but physically turned off the phone. He didn’t want to think about work anymore. He was home, and months ago, he had taken a vow to lead a more balanced life, which meant leaving work at work—at least while he was down here.

As he warmed up his legs in first gear, Zach put in his iPod earbuds. Van Halen cued up. Perfect.

“Hey, sexy,” a voice purred in his earbuds.

“Hey there, yourself,” Zach responded.

* * *

Sinking lower in the bubbles, Ronnie leaned against the porcelain tub. Clandestine phone calls with Zach. So secret that not even Quirk knew about them.

“I was afraid you were going to miss our time window,” she said to cover her almost teenage awkwardness. They weren’t even in the same room, and still she felt so very flustered.

“Yeah, sorry I’m late,” Zach said. “I had a tough day at work. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

She chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

“So what was with the hang-up? Got tired of waiting for me?”

Even though the iPod was voice only, Ronnie could almost see the corners of his eyes crinkle as he gave a sly grin. Or at least that’s what she imagined he was doing, and it worked for her. “Nah. Quirk caught me.”

The statement wasn’t exactly a lie. Quirk had hung up on her. It just wasn’t exactly the truth regarding the near-critical meltdown they’d had. Could he tell the difference yet?

“So, were we as close as Warp thought to shutting you down, or were you just throwing him a bone?”

Guess not. Which gave her leeway to embellish even more. “I’m generous that way.”

She took a sip of her merlot. Could the night end any more perfectly?

“You realize, of course, that you can’t run forever?” Zach asked.

Oh, how she wished she had a video feed. “It’s so cute, the way you try to talk me into turning myself in.”

“I’m serious,” he said, and he sounded it. “How can you live like this?”

“What?” I’m in a penthouse suite.” Another embellishment. Who would pay beaucoup bucks for an overpriced room when you had a country of your very own to buy? Besides, this room wasn’t half bad. It was clean and had a standalone bathtub. What more could a girl on a budget ask for?

“Yeah, but you’re paying for it with someone else’s money,” Zach shot back.

“Hey!” That hurt. Who was he to get up into her grill like that? “I didn’t spend tens of millions of dollars to develop a point-to-point ultra-low frequency communications device that also serves as a bug detector and plays music, to have you proselytize.”

“Then maybe you should explain to me why you did spend the money.”

Hello? This was not how the fantasy was supposed to play out.

“You know, I’ve turned to the dark side. I’ve embraced the criminal life. I don’t need to explain why I’m flaunting regulations and protocol.” She was going to stop, but she was on a roll even Quirk would be proud of. “Maybe you should step up to the plate and say why you haven’t reported our communications to your superiors.” Coming down the mountain even more righteously, she asked, “Why have you continued to engage in illegal correspondence with a wanted felon? And don’t give me that bull answer about how you are trying to get me to see the evil of my ways.”

Ronnie wasn’t sure that she was really done, but she was definitely out of breath. That had been quite the rant. She even felt a little light-headed. What exactly could he say to all of that? What did she want him to say? She waited for his response, and then waited some more.

* * *

Zach’s legs quit pedaling. Damn, he wanted to be mad at her. He would have loved to just kick sand right back at the unrepentant felon, but Ronnie had a point. What in the hell was he doing? Did he really want her to come in from the cold? Wasn’t it pretty apparent after the first month of this off-the-books relationship that she would never give herself up? Then what was he doing, still talking to her? What had he gotten himself into? How could he respond to her questions when he couldn’t even answer them himself?

As the moments dragged on, the only thing filling this most uncomfortable silence was the music. Thank God it was still playing, or he might actually have to respond to her unanswerable questions.

“Please tell me that isn’t Van Halen playing,” she teased.

Zach couldn’t help but chuckle. Classic Ronnie. She could ride a five-minute anger tidal wave, then hop off and playfully splash you with water. He took the opposite approach. He liked to chew his cud. Hash something over and over again. That was something else she had taught him. Let it go.

“Van Halen?” Zach replied. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.”

While she launched into another rant, Ronnie’s voice was more playful. “Okay, I spend hours downloading music and risk incarceration to bring you cutting-edge boot-legs, and you’re listening to Van Halen? Sammy Hagar’s Van Halen?”

“Yep, and proud of it,” he confirmed, grinning.

“I didn’t even load that song into memory, and I certainly didn’t put it into your playlists.”

Zach’s face relaxed into a true smile. This was why he was still talking to her, and he had to admit that it had nothing to do with convincing her to come clean. “I know you are the über-hacker, but I know my way around a mouse.”

“And you choose to display that talent by adding Hagar to the mix?”

He played right along. “Yep, and proud of it.”

The sound of her laughter filled his ears. Would it sound as sweet in person? “You really need to get out more. And, hey, are you still going to your cousin’s bachelor party in Ciudad Juarez?”

Another classic Ronnie move. Conversation jump. Sometimes he needed a diagram to remind him of the fifteen different threads they were following. He’d given up trying to keep their conversations linear. Where Ronnie led, you just followed. Even if you didn’t necessarily want to.

“Yep, and not proud of it.”

“I thought you didn’t want to schlep all the way across the border?” Ronnie asked.

Zach sighed. Not the subject that he wanted to spend their precious minutes on, but he knew that she was like a dog with a bone, so he answered, “I don’t, but I missed Skip’s last one, so—”

“Last one?” Ronnie interrupted. “He’s been married before?”

“Oh, he’s been married five times and has seven kids.” Then, pausing for the perfect comic moment—something else he had also learned from Ronnie—Zach finished with, “All with different mothers.”

“And you think our relationship dynamic is weird?” Ronnie joked.

“Maybe there’s hope for us yet,” Zach quickly added, regretted it, and then didn’t.

Had he really just spoken such a truth so casually? When he started to speak, the words had been a joke. A play on words. The sentiment was anything but a laughing matter. Was there any hope, any hope at all, for them? And why wasn’t she saying anything? Why was there silence again? God, was one of them going to have the guts to actually speak what had been unspoken for months? Did he have the guts to?

“You know, Ronnie,” Zach started awkwardly, “I was thinking…”

What was he thinking, though? He had decided to go to his cousin’s party for another reason. And it had nothing to do with familial obligation, but could he bring himself to tell her?

He started again. “Maybe. Maybe we…Or you could…” Oh, Jesus, this wasn’t going well. Another do-over. Stick to the facts, and maybe, just maybe he could get a sentence out. “You know, the bachelor party is outside the US, and I was thinking that maybe we could—”

“Zach, who are you talking to?” A voice came from across the room.

No, it couldn’t be. It was Julia. In the room. With Ronnie on the line.

Oh crap, crap, crap!

As his former fiancée walked toward him, Zach fumbled with the iPod, disconnecting the line. Ronnie did not need to hear this.

* * *

What in the hell was going on? Zach might have thought he turned off the transceiver, but he was horribly mistaken. She could hear each and every painful word.

His words came through crystal clear. “Julia? What? How? Where?”

“I still have keys, Zachary.”

Shit. Julia sounded as freaking beautiful as her picture. His ex-fiancée had given up a modeling career to work with the homeless. Bitch.

“But why?” he asked.

“You made it pretty clear that you wanted me to come by tonight to pick up my mail?”

Damn! Why in the hell hadn’t she installed video surveillance in Zach’s basement? She needed to see his face. She needed to see his reaction. Really, she just needed to be there.

“And back to my question,” Julia said. “Who were you talking to? And when did you convert the basement into a gym? I’ve only been gone a few weeks.”

“A few weeks?” Ronnie squeaked. What the hell?

“Let’s not do this again, okay?” Zach mumbled.

“Who were you talking to, Zach? Or would you rather I tell Grant that you’ve been secluding yourself in the basement, talking to no one in particular?”

Ronnie could tell that hit a nerve with Zach. His words came out far tighter. “Julia, that threat is beneath you…Come on.”

Each of his ex-fiancée’s words were punctuated with determination. “Who were you talking to?”

Ronnie strained to hear. Was that silence, or was Zach whispering? Had they moved outside the iPod’s range?

Finally, a sigh. “Myself,” Zach said. “I was…Working on…”

How was he going to get out of this one? Zach couldn’t exactly tell the truth, here or ever, about them.

“I was working on…self-affirmations.”

“Self-affirmations?” Ronnie’s words echoed Julia’s.

“Self-affirmations?” Julia demanded.

“Yeah, the ones my therapist gave me.”

Even through the tinny connection, Ronnie could hear Julia’s anger.

“Therapist? You, all-knowing, emotionally so well equipped that he refused for a year to go see someone even after I begged him, is now going to a therapist?”

Ronnie could hear that Zach’s back was up. “Yeah, the one you recommended. Dr. Webster.”

“Dr. Webster?” Julia sure could sound bitter when she wanted to. “Really? Zach, just admit you aren’t—”

“Hey, you can call his office and check. Tuesday afternoons, 3:00 p.m.”

Julia sounded as surprised as Ronnie by the news.

“You, you went into therapy?” All the bitterness left Julia’s voice. “You went for us?”

Leaning forward in the bath, Ronnie held her breath. What was his answer going to be? But instead of Zach’s voice, she was greeted by a harsh disconnect sound.

“No!” Ronnie yelled as she desperately tried to reestablish the signal. Well? Did you? Did you go into therapy for Julia?

But, no luck. The line was dead.

* * *

How much had Ronnie heard? Zach’s mind desperately tried to backtrack the last few minutes’ exchange. His heart sank. What must she be thinking?

“Well?” Julia asked. A mixture of fear, tenderness, and hope on her face. “Did you do it for us?”

Grinding his teeth, Zach realized that he owed his ex-fiancée the truth. Well, at least as much of the truth that didn’t land him in a federal penitentiary. “No, I did it for me.”

But he still saw in her face a glimmer of hope. A hope that, if he looked hard enough inside himself, he had perhaps encouraged. Lord knew that they’d done this song and dance often enough in the early days of their breakup.

Zach leveled his gaze at her. She needed to know that he meant each and every word. She had to hear him this time.

“It’s over, Julia. I’m sorry, but you know it’s been over for a lot longer than a few weeks.”

Julia reached out and touched his arm as he moved toward the stairs. “But we could—”

“No,” he said as he removed her hand from his skin. “We can’t.”

Rapidly, he climbed the steps. He needed to get Julia out of here so that he could call Ronnie back. The hacker must be going berserk by now.

As soon as they hit the landing, Julia rushed to his side. “I think—”

“Julia!” That was too harsh, but damn it, how many times had they had this exact same conversation? The woman just wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. He tried to drop the harshness in his tone, but retain the unequivocal firmness. “And let’s be clear—you haven’t lived here for almost nine months.”

He picked up the box from the hallway table. “So I think it’s about time that you put in an address change.”

Julia jerked the box from his grasp. “You know, you really are being a selfish asshole!”

Usually he would have risen to his own defense, but that just led to more arguments. More time together. More time for her to convince him of the error of his ways. Why not just be honest for once?

“Yep. Probably I am.”

Julia’s lip trembled as tears glistened in her eyes. Was she finally getting it?

He tried to be gentler with this request. There was no need to hurt her much more than he already had. “And how about those keys?”

Blinking back tears, Julia slowly took the front door key off the ring. “I don’t understand what happened. Last year at this time, we were getting ready to marry. I just…I don’t understand.”

God, he felt like a jerk—what with her eyes swimming in a pool of pain. A pain he had created. But it was also a pain he couldn’t take away. He couldn’t turn back the clock, or, more accurately, wouldn’t turn it back, even if he could.

“I don’t understand it, really, either, but it has changed, and we both need to adjust.”

As she put the key into his palm, she tried to hold his hand, but he purposefully pulled it out of her grasp. Julia searched his eyes one last time. But he knew the only thing she would find there was an urgency to have her out of the house. Finally, she gulped back a sob and fled out the front door.

A year ago, he would have run after her to comfort her. A month ago, he would have waited a few minutes, and then called her to make sure she was okay. A week ago, he would have called one of her friends to let him or her know that Julia would need some support.

Tonight? Tonight, he just threw the dead bolt and raced back down the stairs to the basement. Another woman needed him tonight.

Within seconds, he fumbled with the iPod, desperate to get Ronnie back on the line. Sammy Hagar sang in his ear as he scrolled through the menu. He hit the “Look Up” option, but a message streamed across the screen.

“Unauthorized contact time. If this is an emergency, enter your override code…And this better be life or death, dude.”

More classic Ronnie. Well, this was life or death, so he rapidly began inputting the code. Or at least tried to rapidly put it in. What in the hell was Darth Vader’s first name?

“Damn it, Ronnie!” he cursed as he searched his memory.

Skywalker. Now, the last name would have been easy. Anakin! His thumb slid around the circular keypad effortlessly. The next one, he knew. Elvis Presley’s birthday. Ronnie knew his love for the King. But what in the hell was Steven Spielberg’s first feature film?

* * *

Covered in a thick terry cloth robe, Ronnie watched as the second code was confirmed. Zach called back! He hadn’t tumbled into bed with that over-plucked eyebrow wench. All was not lost. Maybe he could explain why Julia said she was still living there up to two weeks ago rather than the nine months ago Zach had told her. And what was up with the therapist ruse, anyway?

He missed the third code. Jaws? Was he crazy? You didn’t get the director’s gig to Jaws your first film out. While he tried again, Ronnie held her iPod in a death grip. For the love of God, the movie starred Goldie Hawn! How could he forget about The Sugarland Express?

Ronnie knew she shouldn’t care this much. Zach was supposed to be a fantasy. And fantasies shouldn’t churn your gut like this. But, damn it! She had to know if he lied to her. Did he have that in him? Was he playing her? Just wait until she got him on the line!

But as he keyed in the correct code, she felt her throat constrict. Choking off with emotion. Was he calling back to give her the boot? Was he calling to apologize? What would she say? Could she even say anything?

Come on, come on, come on!

“Ronnie?” Zach asked as the connection completed.

After all that preparing, all Ronnie could squeak out was a weak, “Yeah?”

Luckily, he didn’t wait for her to continue. “Look, I didn’t want our conversation to end like…Well, like it did.”

Her words came out in a rush, along with all the worry. “You mean with the fiancée you told me had been gone for over nine months who was really living with you up until a few weeks ago—interrupting the very first time that we’ve ever talked about meeting for a face-to-face conversation?”

“Yeah, the one that ended like that.”

Damn it, he still hadn’t given her any indication of what had happened. Where was his head? His heart?

“First off, let me be very clear,” Zach finally said. “I broke off the engagement nine months ago.”

Again, her throat nearly shut itself off. Could it really be true?

“Why?”

“You know why.”

A sniffle was her only response. Nine months ago was the first time she had ever called him. Had he been telling the truth, or was Julia?

“Then why was she pretty adamant about only being gone for three weeks?”

“Look, having her move her stuff out had been like trying to get ticks off a good hunting dog.”

She didn’t think she loved him any more than when he brought out those down- home homilies. “You couldn’t hide the fact that you are from the Midwest if you tried, dude.”

“Then you should know that I’m not lying.”

True, but…”You lied to Julia.”

“When?”

“Self-affirmations?”

* * *

Zach was really, really, really, hoping that Ronnie wouldn’t bring that up, but the woman had a photographic memory that rivaled no other.

“Okay, that was to protect her feelings.”

“What if she does call Dr. Webster?” Ronnie asked, then waited for an answer. But what could he say? Damn, but the hacker was quick on the uptake. “No. You’re kidding, Zach? You’re really seeing a shrink?”

“No!” was his first response, but then he had to own up to the truth. “Well, he’s not a shrink per se. He’s a licensed family counselor.”

Ronnie, of course, was all over that splitting of hairs. “Same diff,” she snorted, and then her tone transformed into true curiosity. “Why in the world would you go into therapy?”

There were so many answers to the question, but he couldn’t bring himself to articulate any of them fully. “You know why.”

“To figure out why you dumped a beautiful, in-the-flesh woman to carry on with a hoodlum?” Ronnie teased, although he wasn’t sure how fun this was anymore—to either of them.

Zach sat down hard on the carpeted floor. This was it. The talk. The talk his therapist said he was supposed to have with her for months. Of course, poor Dr. Webster thought that Ronnie was just a shy, Internet divorcée. The doctor had no idea that they were living a real-life West Side Story.

“You know, I’ve kind of adjusted to the whole hoodlum aspect,” Zach said. “It’s the lack of the in-the-flesh part that’s not so fun anymore.”

Mötley Crüe began to play as the silence stretched out, and then Ronnie gave a curt response. “I agree.”

He took a deep breath before he cast the die that might change his life forever. “The real reason I agreed to go to Skip’s party was that it would give me a good excuse to be off American soil for the weekend.”

“Your badge is pretty much useless in Mexico.”

“Yes, it is.”

Zach could almost hear the wheels in Ronnie’s head spinning. He had a lot to lose if this meeting didn’t go well. But Ronnie? Her life was potentially on the line.

“Just because you don’t have official standing in Mexico doesn’t mean that you couldn’t coordinate with the Federales to have me arrested.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said, trying to reassure her.

“You job is your life, and your job is to catch me.”

A year ago, she would have been ever so right. But now? Tonight, when he ached to see her lips turn up in a smile?

“When I’m on duty, yeah it is. But off duty?” He paused. This was so whacked out. Nothing about this made sense, yet somehow, it was about the only thing that felt right to him. “I think I’m proving right now that I can separate the two.”

Another long pause on her end. While the silence grated, there was nothing else for him to say. He had made his case. It was up to her to believe him or not.

Finally, she sighed. “Even if I believe your Kansas-honest face and we meet, what then?” she said.

Zach relaxed against the wall. This might actually work. “We talk.”

“Okay, dude, if I’m going to risk getting executed for treason, there had better be more than talking involved in this rendezvous.”

He chuckled. If his dream last night was any indication, Ronnie didn’t need to worry about the rest. “Trust me, if the talking part goes well, there will be way more going on, but we’ve got to meet face to face first.”

All playfulness vanished from her voice. He’d never heard her tone so uncertain. “I don’t know…”

Hearing her sound so vulnerable made him want to be with her even more, but that also made him that much more impatient with this phone-pseudo-romance crap.

“Is this really satisfying anymore?” he asked, then hurried on without waiting for her answer. “At first, this felt exciting and dangerous, but now…” Zach was surprised when the words came out of his mouth. “Now, it just hurts.” Was it time to be this honest? “All I want to do every night is curl up in bed with you and kiss the top of your head before we go to sleep.”

“Okay, dude, if I’m going to risk getting executed—”

“I meant after we do the other stuff,” Zach stated, just a little exasperated. Ronnie could spin a conversation about terminal cancer into a joke if she wanted to. But tonight, they needed to actually make progress.

“So?” he asked.

Again, the quiet, concerned side of Ronnie came out. “What if…Well, what if the talking doesn’t go so well?”

The answer to that question was easy. She might not like the answer, though. “Then I’ll get shit-faced at the party, sleep off the hangover on Sunday, and start hunting you again on Monday.”

Her response was a lighthearted, “Okay.”

Ugh. This had to get resolved. Zach pressed, “I mean, we’ve got to see if this connection we feel is—”

“I said, okay.”

“Damn it, Ronnie, hear me out. We’ve got to—”

* * *

“Zach!” Ronnie interrupted. When that boy climbed onto his high horse, he just didn’t want to come down. “I said okay, okay?” I’ll meet you in Ciudad Juarez.”

“Oh,” he said, and then paused. “Really?”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Ronnie was certain that was the last thing he thought she was going to say. “Really.”

“Wow.”

“With a capital ‘W,’ “ she replied. God, how she wished that she had a video feed. Wait. In a few hours, she wouldn’t need one. They would be meeting in Mexico. Her stomach flipped, churning up all those butterflies.

“Okay, then,” Zach’s drawl coming out. “Well…”

The guy was obviously still reeling. Good. She liked surprising him. “We should both get to bed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

“Yeah, right. Okay.”

“Night, Zach,” Ronnie said as she turned off the connection. She didn’t want his freaking out to douse her buzz. How long had she wanted this? How many times, like a teenage girl swooning over a teacher, did she look at his picture and imagine kissing him? But just like that young girl, Ronnie never thought that she would live the dream.

God, did she even remember how to kiss? It had been so very long that she feared she’d screw it up. When did you part your lips? What in the hell did you do with your tongue, anyway? And even though she loved to tease him about his sexual hang-ups, she had a few concerns of her own. Not that long ago, he’d been with Miss-Julia-I’ve-Won-Every-Beauty-Contest-I’ve-Entered-And-Even-Some-I-Didn’t. How was she going to compare to that?

Why in the hell hadn’t she done crunches this morning?

* * *

Amanda walked by Henderson’s office yet again. Ever since he finished his teleconference with the president, dozens of doctors had flowed through his door—giving reports and taking orders. Six people were still knotted around his desk.

Even though she hadn’t been summoned, Amanda paced the hallways. It went against her introversion to be so bold, but she had no other option. She had to convince the director that she wasn’t a crackpot. She was trying to stop the worst epidemic that the world had ever seen. Unfortunately, it was rhetoric like that which made people skeptical.

She hovered near the director’s door as the researchers slowly melted away. Once the room cleared, Amanda still didn’t enter. Who was she to keep pestering the director? But Amanda had to know what transpired in that meeting. Had Henderson presented even a single one of her theories to the president?

“I can’t decide if you are the little chicken who thought the sky was falling or a well-informed stalker,” the director said without even looking up from his desk.

Amanda hadn’t even thought he knew she was there. “You’re not blond,” she mumbled as she worked up the courage to step forward.

“I’m sorry?”

Oh, God, had she said that out loud? How was she going to get out of this one?

“You did respond, did you not?” the director asked as he looked up from his paperwork. The crinkle at the edge of his eyes took away any sting in his words.

Cheeks reddening, Amanda cleared her throat. “I’m partial to blonds.”

The older man chuckled and nodded, as if she had actually said something funny. “Well, glad to know that I’m safe from your obsession, but I’m afraid that makes you a doomsdayer.”

“Or I’m the only correct person on your staff,” she said before she could stop herself. Where did she get the boldness today? But while she had it, Amanda challenged, “Did you even bring up the subject of suspending incoming European flights?”

The humor left Henderson’s eyes. “Do you know how many of those flights are scheduled in the next twenty-four hours alone?”

Without hesitation, Amanda answered. “One hundred and seventy-nine planes with an average of 212 passengers, each for a grand total of 39,000 chances that the plague is on its way.”

“We are doing everything we can,” the director stated, sounding as tired as Amanda felt.

Still, she couldn’t stop herself. “So, are we turning planes back in the air? Refusing to let them land?”

“Dr. Rolph…”

She’d heard that tone before. From practically every professor she had ever had. So, she was well prepared for it. She brought props. And lots of them. Amanda pulled up map after pandemic map on her iPad, dating to the twelve hundreds.

His lips thinned to a tight line. “I might be shy of a week on this job, but I assure you, I am aware of the eighty-year pandemic cycle that the planet goes through.”

“Yes, but have you ever asked yourself why?”

“Why, what?”

Amanda arranged the maps in chronological order. “Why eighty years? Why is the influenza virus so adept at changing its genetic code and thereby its protein markers? So adept that last year’s vaccine is useless?”

Again, could the director sound any more tired? “Far greater men, and women, have asked that question and settled on the fact that it is natural selection.”

“Then where did this plague acquire its resistance to antibiotics? Are you trying to tell me that we were over-treating the squirrel population?”

“Dr. Rolph, what you are suggesting is—”

Amanda knew where he was going and had to cut him off. “Is that this new plague has been genetically engineered, weaponized, and then purposefully released.”

“Yes, that suggestion,” he said, combing his thick fingers through his hair. “In certain circles, such a claim would be considered grounds for dismissal.”

Stepping closer, Amanda tried to pour every ounce of confidence into her words. “They have the medical knowledge to do this. They have the dedication—”

“Who are they?” he demanded.

“I don’t know, but…” That was the one factor missing in her theory. Who would do such a thing? But just because she didn’t know the group’s name, that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. “Mark my words. By 0900, we will have our first case in the States. By noon, several clusters. By this time tomorrow? You’ll get to see what a real panic looks like.”

Henderson searched her face. “How can you be so sure?”

Amanda looked over the dozens of maps representing so many years. So many dead. So many chances to experiment without scrutiny.

“Because they’ve had centuries to practice.”

* * *

The sky was still black as Lino’s plane landed at John F. Kennedy International Airport. Even the time difference worked in his favor. Before they could even pull up to the gate, several passengers were unbuckling their seat belts and reaching for the overhead compartment. Lino grinned. These braggarts would receive the highest dose of contagion.

While the rest of the passengers were busy jostling for their luggage, Lino sat quietly. Where could they go? All this rushing and jockeying for position—as if it would get them off the plane any sooner. You could almost hear them bleat as they waited impatiently in the aisle. But soon, very soon, you would hear them moaning, begging for death.

Oh, how Lino wished he could see their overanxious faces then. The young man surveyed the passengers around him, counting them off in his head. One, two, three, four. If this contagion did its job, one of those four would be dead. He counted another set and studied their faces. Not one of them thought that they were going to die within the next week. Many of them would spread the Black Death to those closest to them. They would know the horror of watching their families and friends fall sick around them.

Finally, the hatch opened, and the sheep began their exit. Lino waited until the knot had dispersed, and then, making certain his hand was moist, he dragged his palm along the top of the seats. One could never be too thorough. This task was too important to leave anything to chance.

Once inside the terminal, Lino was struck with how quiet and still the huge concourse was in the early-morning hours. Almost churchlike. A cough from one of the exiting passengers echoed off the high ceilings. Lino felt a great sense of satisfaction course through him. It was so rewarding to see your handiwork come to fruition.

He was so preoccupied by his sense of fulfillment that he almost missed the unscheduled contact. Anyone else would have passed by the security guard unaware, but Lino could see in the woman’s eyes that she had a soul that could watch millions drop around her, and she would stand unflinching. Here was one of his own.

Diverting his course, he approached her, flavoring his English with more accent than his cultured education usually allowed. “Madame, can you direct me to this gate?” he asked, showing her his ticket to Los Angeles. She took the document and studied it before she answered.

“Of course, sir,” she responded and raised her arm to point to the left. The casual action pulled back her sleeve, revealing three short lines of tattooed symbols on her wrist. Tattooed, not carved. She was an acolyte, not yet anointed. Despite his disdain for her rank, the guard still served her purpose. He scanned the message again, but it still did not make sense. He was supposed to fly to the West Coast in order to spread the plague from both shores. His eyes flickered to hers, asking the unspoken question.

“You’d best hurry, sir, or you’ll miss your flight.”

The guard handed him back his ticket. Only it wasn’t his ticket. So there was no mistake. The plan had changed. Another challenge.

“Good luck,” she said before she walked away.

Lino straightened his back. He would need no luck. He was anointed in blood. He was chosen. But this was no time to rest on his laurels. He had a connecting flight to El Paso to catch.

 

 


CHAPTER 7

Plum Island

9:19 a.m., EST

“Dr. Rolph?” a voice asked.

Amanda started awake, jerking her face off her pile of papers. Unfortunately, one CIA briefing had become glued to her lip by dried saliva. And of course, Dr. Henderson was at her door.

“Yes, sir,” she said, not knowing why she nearly saluted. It must have been the nearly seventy-two hours without any real sleep.

“I need you to pack up,” he said as he brought his tall, wide frame into her tiny, cramped office.

If his presence had not awakened her, his words certainly did. She scrambled to walk back her previous wild theory. Make that wild theories. As much as her new post intimidated her, she did not want to leave so soon.

“Sir, if you will just let me explain—”

He shook his salt-and-pepper head. “Just pack.”

How Amanda hated being the damned harbinger of doom. Why had she forced her conjectures on her new boss? Why? She glanced out to her assistant’s desk to find Jennifer packing as well.

At least they could walk out of the building together.

She opened her mouth to argue, but then shut it again. There was no point. By the set of Henderson’s shoulders, she could tell his mind was made up.

Sagging under the weight of exhaustion and humiliation, Amanda bent her head. “And whom should I forward all of my data to?”

“Forward?” Henderson asked.

Oh, God. They didn’t even want her data? Great. She would be transferred to Michigan to root out Starry-Eyed Duck Syndrome.

“I’ll just gather my stuff,” she mumbled, rising as she opened her desk drawer. “Do you want security to escort me out?”

Henderson squinted his bloodshot eyes. “What in damnation are you talking about?”

Amanda’s eyes shifted from Henderson to her assistant at the door. Jennifer’s arms were overloaded with files as she balanced a three-hole punch and stapler under her chin. If they were being fired, Amanda doubted they were going to let Jennifer take off with the best three-hole punch on the island.

“I’m not fired?”

Breath whistled through Henderson’s pinched nose as he shook his head. “Clearly, you haven’t heard.”

“Heard?” Amanda parroted, not knowing what else to say.

“The first American case of the plague.” Henderson grabbed a remote control off her desk and turned on the overhead screen. “Reported at 9:18 this morning.”

Amanda gulped as Henderson flipped through several channels, all reporting the same thing. “The plague is here.”

She looked back at her boss. “Where?” she asked, not needing to qualify where she meant.

“A passenger off a flight from Venice.”

Amanda sat down. Hard.

“We are moving you from these offices to the main conference room, where you’ll have another dozen assistants to sift through all of the data,” Henderson said, but Amanda barely heard him.

Being a harbinger of doom was bad.

Being right? Even worse.

* * *

Quirk stood on his tippy-toes trying to spot Ronnie. Why did she always do this? Wait until the last conceivable moment to board? After all, she had left the cold room at what, 10:00 last night? While he had been up half the night rooting through the carnage of their near miss. Besides, just assessing the damage done, he had to reassure himself that the components could indeed be fixed. He had the knowledge. He had the technology. Making sure his cyber babies kept a positive mental attitude could be time-consuming.

Quirk had fallen asleep between a CPU and a high-speed router. Then at the crack of dawn, he was up, shipping the myriad of components to the States. Even the ones damaged beyond repair would go home for a proper burial.

He looked down at the tickets. Ten o’clock a.m. He looked at his watch. Nine forty. As he was searching the crowd, a man bumped right into him, and then stayed there. Quirk glared down at the squat Mexican, but he didn’t budge.

“Um, el personal-o space-o?” Quirk asked, but the man just stood there. Having no greater depth of the Spanish language, it was he who moved to the left to get some breathing room.

Well, not exactly breathing room. The airport was crammed with under-bathed Latin Americans. The stench was so thick that Quirk remembered why he had started to develop nose plugs that could pass as fashion accessories. And given that body odor was a product of bacterial growth, he didn’t like to be uncouth, but ay, Chihuahua! These people were walking pathogen factories.

Which reminded him…

Despite that he was anxious to find Ronnie, Quirk checked his phone.

It is here was still the last text from his CDC BFF. The plague. It had reached North America. New York, in fact. How long until the Black Death cast its long shadow down Mexico way?

Quirk turned to the television screen. All morning long, they had been running plague reports. Granted, these were in Spanish, but Quirk could spot a boil in any language. This show was obviously going over the early signs of the disease. With practiced routine, he went through the checklist.

Fever. Nope.

Sub-mandibular lymph nodes enlarged? Nope.

Blackened patches of skin? Nope.

The patient on the screen stuck out his tongue. It was covered with the worst yellow film. Yellow film? Quirk nearly panicked. Jennifer hadn’t informed him that was one of the early signs! He hadn’t checked it in the mirror this morning. He would have to give Jennifer, his CDC BFF, a scolding—that is, once he found someone to check his tongue. Quirk glanced left, then right. Where was Ronnie when he needed her? He turned back to the rotund gentleman.

“Excuse me?”

“No hablo inglés.”

“No kidding,” Quirk said, glancing around the crowd. No one looked especially inglés equipped. So he stuck his tongue out at the man, mumbling, “Yellowo filmo?”

“Really, Quirk, you need to work on your pickup lines.”

He turned back to find his boss right behind him. Quirk kept his tongue out, slurring his words. “Is it yellow?”

Ronnie just shook her head. “Seriously, Quirk, butch up.”

She came this late, and then gave him attitude? “Where have you been?” he demanded.

“Buying our tickets.”

“Are you sun-addled?” Quirk asked as he pulled the travel documents out of his very stylish leather bag. “I’ve got them right here. I always have them right here.”

“Yeah, to Acapulco, but we’re going to Ciudad Juarez,” Ronnie said as the crowd dispersed and boarded began.

Quirk tilted his head. Geniuses could be so damn exasperating. “Is this a real place, Ronnie, or one you made up in your head?”

“We’re going to Ciudad Juarez.”

“No. Real or not, we are going to Acapulco,” Quirk insisted.

An airline employee nodded toward them. “Señor. Señorita. You board?”

Quirk put a finger up to “hold” the employee as he turned to Ronnie. “Ciudad Juarez wouldn’t happen to be anywhere near El Paso, Texas, would it?”

Ronnie tried to look innocent, but it didn’t come naturally to her. “In the general vicinity.”

Oh, he was pissed! After everything that happened last night, Ronnie was just now learning that they had to think with their big heads. “This is about him, isn’t it?”

Ronnie gave up on her attempt at naïveté and threw up her hands. “Fine. Go to Acapulco. I’ll catch up with you in Los Angeles.”

“Has it even occurred to you that he is setting you up? That he’s luring you there?”

Ronnie was right back in his face. “How do you even know that he asked me?”

Quirk pulled out the ultimate gay power move—the hand on the hip. “Because you talked to him last night.”

“You hung up on—”

“No,” he said firmly. The charade was over. The “don’t ask, don’t tell” phase of this little flirtation was over. “You talked to him after you got back to the hotel room.”

“What?” She actually sounded flustered, but his boss must have seen the truth in his eyes. He wasn’t bluffing. “I mean, how would you—”

“Darling, did you really think you could spend forty million dollars to develop a point-to-point communications device without me knowing about it?”

Ronnie started backpedaling. Obviously, this was not how she expected this conversation to go. “I just—”

He showed his palm. “Don’t.” He lowered his hand. “We’ll deal with my hurt feelings over being left out, excluded, dissed, and all the abandonment issues this brings up for me later. Right now, I just need you to get your lack-of-squats ass on that plane.”

“I can’t.” Her eyes pleaded with him to understand. “I’m going to meet him.”

Even though the airline employee hovered just out of hearing range, the two stood in strained silence. Ronnie had lied to him. She was jeopardizing both of their lives, and didn’t even have the courtesy to inform before the fact. In Buffy’s immortal words, “Love, man, it makes you do the wacky.” Well, it was Quirk’s job to de-whack her.

“You do realize that Mexico has a well-enforced extradition treaty with the United States?”

But Ronnie stood her ground. “Yes, I do. But just like you risk the White Party every year, I’ve got to do this.”

“Excuse me, but last call,” another gate employee said with a thick accent.

Quirk picked up his bags and looked Ronnie squarely in the eye. “Go to your doom. I’m going to the land of bronzed men.”

Ronnie just gazed downward, so he turned away from her. But that wasn’t all he had to say. “And, just so you know, had I developed the technology rather than you outsourcing it, the music wouldn’t skip every time you made a call.”

Seriously, what was she doing trying to have a meaningful relationship with Dudley Do-Right, no matter how hot he was? With a burst of self-righteous anger and great aplomb, Quirk strode onto the plane, heading for anonymous sex.

* * *

Francois pretended to sleep. It was not difficult, since the doctor had heavily sedated him to keep him from injuring himself. But there had been no need. The symbols were etched. His task was documented. Until he could burn that damnable Picasso, there was no need to further cut himself. But the agents could not fathom this fact, so they kept a sharp eye on him. They constantly monitored his every movement.

That is, until now. Now the gaggle of agents was clustered around the television. The broadcast drifted across the room. It seemed that the first case of the bubonic plague had crossed the pond. The bull pen was abuzz with anxiety, fear, and excitement.

Americans. Francois snorted before he could stop himself, and then had to cover his action—as if he were just snoring. But the Americans were just so damned arrogant. So certain that an ocean on either coast would keep all danger away. It hadn’t worked in either Great War, and it didn’t work this time.

Those who were afraid had every right to be. Most likely, they were men or women with children. The Black Death always took a heavy toll, but its most caustic effects were upon the young. Those who were excited were just blasted fools. There was no fighting this plague. No amount of sharpshooting could stop the bacterium from rolling across the country unchecked.

Francois had a difficult time hearing the entirety of the report, as some agents were busy theorizing out loud, while the rest were shushing them. But truly, the Frenchman didn’t need to hear the details. He knew enough.

The first case had been diagnosed in a woman who had just arrived in New York from Venice. It could mean only one thing.

The Hidden Hand was here.

He was here.

Francois did not have much time left.

* * *

Ronnie had to shove hard to get her bag into the overhead compartment. She’d packed her entire wardrobe for this little sojourn. Not that she had any idea what she was going to wear. In her line of work, she didn’t have much reason to get all gussied up. She looked over her shoulder down the long aisle. No Quirk. His plane had taken off over three hours ago. He was probably touching down in Acapulco right about now, but damn, she could use the gay gene right about now.

Realizing that she was holding up the final boarding, Ronnie sat down in her seat and pulled out a Cosmopolitan she’d bought in the terminal. It was in Spanish, but she got the gist fairly well. To get a man, you had to look like a caffeinated model and be a sex goddess. She did not have either strength going for her. Flipping through the pages, Ronnie became very aware of exactly how little she had going for her. Bulimia was suddenly becoming a lifestyle option.

A commotion toward the front of the plane pulled her attention away from the magazine. Come on, she thought. They were already fifteen minutes behind because of mechanical difficulties, which was cutting into her panic time. She wanted to get to the bar early and have a few margaritas before Zach arrived. If you were going to get horribly rejected, it was best to do it slightly toasted.

Then she heard an ever-so-effeminate voice whine, “But this is an emergency!”

It couldn’t be! But there was Quirk, hands full of shopping bags trying to squeeze past the flight crew. They were never going to let him on with all those carry-ons, but Quirk leaned into the flight attendant’s ear and whispered something to make her blush. Still flustered, the woman let him by. If her assistant ever turned his sights toward conquering the females, he would have it made.

After a dozen “sorrys,” Quirk was at her row. She couldn’t hide her relief.

“I thought you had your heart set on a cabana boy?”

“Somebody’s got to protect you from yourself.”

Ronnie laughed for the first time in this nerve-racking day. “Yeah, right. You realized if Zach did show up and didn’t arrest me, that he’d be looking mighty fine.”

Quirk held up his phone and snapped a picture. “You’re going to want to capture the memories.” He looked down at the screen, and then at her. “You aren’t seriously going to wear that, are you?”

Under his critical gaze, Ronnie squirmed, but was luckily rescued by the flight attendant, who urged him to stow his numerous bags in the overhead compartment.

“More phones?” Ronnie teased, but Quirk raised an eyebrow as he opened one of the bags.

Her assistant pulled out the skimpiest of skimpy red dresses, then another in black, and another in dark purple.

“Sweetie, if he is going to risk getting fired or even imprisoned for meeting you, then I am going to make sure that he doesn’t regret it.”

* * *

Zach pulled out the black turtleneck from his bag. Too pretentious. Too George Clooney. Although…Damn it, but guys on the cover of GQ were usually wearing one. He shoved the garment back in the bag. It was always good to keep your options open.

He stared at the box of condoms on the nightstand. The pack was brand spanking new. Its plastic wrap was still intact. Jesus, if he brought them along, would it make him look like a hound dog? Would Ronnie get the mistaken impression that sex was the only reason he had wanted to meet her? But what was the other option? If things did go according to plan, would they find some run-down, all-night pharmacy south of the border?

After only a second of pondering the second option, Zach tossed the prophylactics into his bag. Be prepared. That was his motto, but he doubted it was what his Boy Scout leader had in mind.

The turtleneck came out again. He wasn’t posing for the cover of a magazine, after all. But if he didn’t bring it, what would he wear Sunday when they went out? Zach snorted. Who was he kidding? Did he have any right to think the cop and robber would ever have a second date?

Oh, how he hated his therapist right about now. This was all Dr. Webster’s fault. The guy wouldn’t stop harping about fantasy projections and fears of intimacy. Every time Zach would complain about Ronnie, the good doctor would always turn the topic around to focus on him. Why was he so afraid to meet? Why was Zach reluctant to bring the relationship into the real world?

Well, maybe, just maybe, it was because someday he might be forced to arrest her ass. But, of course, he couldn’t say that to Webster. Instead, he’d gone and invited Ronnie to meet him, and it hadn’t been until after the high had worn off that he remembered that he was breaking about fifteen federal laws.

Bad FBI agent! Bad!

But what good was he to the Bureau when his heart was divided like this? He couldn’t stop thinking about her, and not in a “how do I apprehend a fugitive?” kind of way. More in a “How do your eyelashes glisten in the morning?” kind of way.

Okay, that was it. No more internal arguing. No more doubt. No more inner turmoil. He was going, and that was that. Tucking the turtleneck back in before he zipped his bag closed, Zach checked his watch. Crap. He was running late. Well, not exactly late. Late as in he was tapping into the three-hour lead time he had given himself. On the weekend, traffic across the border could be unpredictable, and he wanted to have plenty of time to find the bar and knock back a few beers to take the edge off before she arrived.

Before he could start doubting himself again, Zach headed for the door. Alarm set and keys in hand, he left the house and strode toward his car. Bag in the trunk, and he was ready to leave. But as he opened the car, he noticed a little “Welcome to Our House” garden sign by the front door. A bunny chewed on a cute little carrot. He’d walked past that thing every day for months, and had forgotten it was even there. The last of Julia’s decorating touches.

He knelt, pulled the sign from the ground, and chucked it in the trash can. That phase of his life was over.

Zach settled in behind the wheel and went to start the engine when the passenger side door opened. His hand instinctively flew to his gun, which wasn’t there. Luckily, the intruder was just Grant.

“What do you want, Fifer?”

The younger agent hopped into the car and had on his seat belt before answering. “Coming to your cousin’s party with you.”

“You’re not invited. Get out.”

“Is that a way to treat a trusted colleague, Hunt?”

“Get out.”

Grant looked him up and down. “You know, you actually look somewhat fashionable, for once. And to go to a bawdy bachelor party?”

Zach’s teeth ground against one another. “Get out.”

“Is that really hair product in your hair?”

“Get out.”

“And if I am not mistaken, and I seldom am, you got a manicure this morning.”

Unconsciously, Zach pulled his hands back from the wheel. How in the hell could Grant miss a shell casing lying in the middle of the street, but somehow notice that Zach’s nails were buffed?

“Get out.”

“Hey, all I’m saying is you are looking to get laid tonight, my friend.”

“Get out.”

Grant put his head back on the SUV’s headrest. “Make me.”

Zach was certain that he was grinding the enamel off his teeth. He knew he doth protest too much. Grant pulled this kind of crap all the time, and Zach usually just let it slide. After all, to Fifer it was just a two-hour drive to a bachelor party where they would split up until the drive home. But wait! That was his out.

“I’m planning on staying the weekend.”

But Grant’s face just lit up as he pulled his bag into the car. “Me, too!”

Zach groaned as Grant flipped through the SUV’s music selection. “Hey, you got any Snoop Dogg in here?”

This was going to be a really, really, really long drive.

 

 


CHAPTER 8

Plum Island

10:44 a.m., EST

Amanda stared at the electron microscope picture of the bacterium, Yersinia pestis, extracted from a New York plague victim. The pudgy bacterium looked so innocent. Like any other of the millions of Gram-negative bacteria in the body. But this one packed a punch.

Many of her colleagues in this room would argue with her anthropomorphizing a microscopic organ. Was Yersinia pestis any more sinister by nature than Lactobacillus, the bacterium that helped humans to digest milk? Did Yersinia pestis take pleasure in the havoc it wreaked?

To Amanda, the bacterium certainly seemed to. Was it by intelligent design or selection of the meanest that Yersinia pestis found the nearly perfect host in the common flea? The bacterium somehow figured out how to hitch a ride on the bloodsucking parasites. Jumping from infected host to new victim in the flea’s saliva. Okay, so Yersinia pestis had to count on the fact that fleas regurgitated into their bites, but still it was a pretty slick operation.

Add in the fact that because of superstition, all cats—not just black cats—were killed off by the droves in medieval Europe. Which led to an overpopulation of rats, which led to an overpopulation of fleas, and one could see how Yersinia pestis could spread so rampantly through the known world.

And Yersinia pestis wasn’t just clever, but ambitious as well. The reason the plague took such a heavy toll, becoming the Black Death, was the fact that the bacteria attacked the body’s immune system, killing or incapacitating the host’s white cells. From there, they hit the bloodstream—spreading to every part of the body, destroying tissue as they went.

Forget about sharks. Yersinia pestis was a nearly perfect killing machine.

Jennifer walked in and set another picture beside the current plague bacterium. Amanda scanned the new photo. This sample dated back to the fourteen hundreds. Yersinia pestis pulled from the tooth pulp of long-dead Black Death victims. It is how scientists first established that the Gram-negative bacteria had been the culprit during the Middle Ages.

Wow, Jennifer was quick. The World Health Organization had just asked Plum Island to verify that the current Yersinia pestis was the same strain as the 1347 pandemic. Jennifer hadn’t just looked up the files online, but had gone down into the basement and pulled the original reports.

Amanda scanned the documents quickly. Everything seemed to be lining up perfectly. Both the current bacteria and the 1347 plague carried all the same genetic markers. The same bipolar staining. The same negative uptake of indole. In every way, they seemed to be the same strain—except with one vital difference. This new strain was showing significant antibiotic resistance. Even to third-generation aminoglycoside?

Trying not to jump to conclusions that would get her laughed at, Amanda reread the results. It wasn’t uncommon in this age of “give a pill for every sniffle” that bacteria had become more and more resistant to common-use antibiotics. Just look at the distant cousin of Yersinia pestis: Mycobacterium tuberculosis. That ancient bacterium could become resistant to an antibiotic over just the course of a two-month treatment window.

But how had Yersinia pestis developed resistance to an antibiotic it hadn’t even seen before?

If this didn’t support her theory regarding weaponization, what would?

“Thanks, Jennifer.”

Her assistant gave her that look, though. Like, “Is that all you’ve got?”

Amanda studied the reports again. Except for the antibiotic resistance, they seemed the same. Jennifer pointed to the current strain’s electron microscope picture. Then to the 1347’s photo. They appeared to be identical, except…Wait.

The protein markers on the current Yersinia pestis seemed more prominent. Like way more prominent. Like three times as many markers as the 1347 photo.

Amanda sat up abruptly.

Whoever had done this was absolutely evil, yet outstandingly brilliant.

“Get Dr. Henderson,” Amanda directed Jennifer. “He’s got to see this.”

* * *

Ronnie couldn’t believe that she had let Quirk talk her into this. Banging another elbow on the airplane’s bathroom stall, she cursed under her breath. Another bruise, and for what? She looked in the mirror. It was hopeless. Yet another low-cut, spaghetti-strapped nightmare. Her body shape wasn’t meant for silk and satin. The fabric fell awkwardly off her not-quite-so-feminine broad shoulders. Usually, she liked being tall for a woman, but these dresses were cut for some petite little debutante without any cleavage.

The super-Wonderbra wasn’t helping, either. Her breasts were a good two inches north of where they normally hung out. She tried to adjust the straps again, but the apparatus was determined to give her perky nipples.

“Well?” Quirk asked from outside the stall.

“I am not coming out in this Britney Spears reject.”

Her assistant jiggled the door. He was intent to continue this little in-flight fashion show. “Let the audience decide.”

Tentatively, Ronnie opened the lock and stepped out. Well, the men gave the thumbs-up, or more accurately, other anatomical appendages, to the dress. The women however, scowled. Ronnie stepped back into the cramped bathroom and threw the bolt.

“Okay, okay. That one was a little bold,” Quirk admitted through the door as she ripped the dress off. “I’m telling you, try the black one.”

Ronnie looked down at the forest of bags at her feet. “There are fifteen black ones in here.”

“The one with the piping and long sleeves.”

Even though she didn’t know why she did it, Ronnie dug through the inventory. Luckily, only one dress fit that description. There was something different about this dress. It felt soft on her skin, not all slippery. And the sleeves gave the garment a classier look, rather than the cocktail-whore look the rest had going for them.

“Well?” Quirk prompted.

Shimmying into the sleek, black dress, Ronnie was surprised at how well it fit. The thing might have sleeves, but they made up for that material by not really giving it a back. She could feel cool air all the way down to the rise of her buttocks. The front didn’t waste much fabric, either. The neckline plunged down and ended just a hair’s breadth from her bra’s scalloped edge.

“I don’t know…”

“Get out here!”

She was nervous about exiting. Not because they might like it, but because they might not. Ronnie never pictured herself as the type of woman to fill out a dress like this. Dresses like this were reserved for the über-pretty. The ones who didn’t dream of electric sheep.

Opening the door, she was met with a rumbling of “ahs.” Even the women nodded approvingly.

“We’ve got a winner,” Quirk said then guided her back to their seats. “Now for some makeup.” Before Ronnie could ask exactly what he had in mind, Quirk signaled to the flight attendant. “Yes, señorita, could you please have the pilot announce that everyone should close their shades, and have him turn off the cabin lights?”

“Excuse me?” she said.

“Lights-o off. Shades-o down.”

Even though her words were accented, she made it very clear that she was fluent in English. “I understood your words, señor. I just did not believe you were saying them.”

Ronnie tried to quiet him down, but Quirk would have none of it. “How else can I apply makeup worthy of a goddess in this harsh lighting?”

The flight attendant’s eyebrow shot up. “Genius is always a burden, señor. Make do, like the rest of us.”

Quirk seemed ready to go another round, but Ronnie pulled him down into his seat. “I just want some eyeliner and mascara, anyway.”

Her assistant gave her one of those looks, then pulled out a case that would put Estée Lauder to shame. “I’m thinking that we should start with the gold.”

Ronnie gripped Quirk’s wrist. “If I end up looking like a transvestite, so help me…”

* * *

Francois remained with his head against the wall, listening to the room with his eyes blissfully closed. News report after news report covered the growing panic that spread from New York outward. Another dozen victims had been hospitalized, and they were not all from the same flight. The first case was not an anomaly. The Black Death was here. He had failed thrice.

When the front door opened, Francois cracked an eyelid open. But he could not have seen what he thought he had seen. Jerking upright, Francois stared straight ahead. He could not believe his luck. There it was. The painting. He had thought it beyond his reach. Stored in some dim evidence locker in downtown El Paso. How could it be in the same room as he?

Not ten feet from the bars that held him was the scorched canvas, sealed in plastic, and carried in by an older agent. But as much as he wished to rush forward and press his claim, the Frenchman knew he could not. They did not understand why he must have it. They did know what it held.

“Dude, get over it,” the younger agent said to the older.

The gray-haired agent shook his head. “I’m telling you. They made me sign my life away.”

The sandy-blond man shook his head. “The El Paso Police Department just doesn’t want to be responsible if anything happens to it.”

“My point, exactly. I was looking forward to my retirement benefits.”

Francois couldn’t help that his brow furrowed. Why would the local authorities release the painting to the Federal Bureau of Investigation? Why, in fact, was he in the Bureau’s custody in the first place?

After the rapture of the fire, all was a blur until this morning. Francois had not questioned in whose custody he was in, only that he had failed. He had known it was a risk to set the painting on fire in the museum, but he sensed that time was constricting. Francois should have been at a local jail.

Why had the federal government taken an interest in a crazed old man?

* * *

Amanda studied the readout until her eyes almost bled. Every bit of data streaming in from New York and a dozen other cities only worsened her initial prognosis.

“Amanda?” a voice, seemingly distant and unimportant, spoke.

Startled back to reality, she found Dr. Henderson standing over her. “You said you had something to report?”

Wiping a tear from the corner of her eye, Amanda nodded, signaling Jennifer to bring up the latest information.

“We’ve got a problem.”

“Just one?” the director said as he sat down.

She grinned at his attempted joke, but the theory Amanda was about to present was absolutely no laughing matter.

“The plague is definitively not natural.”

Henderson stretched, yawning like a man who hadn’t gotten any sleep in a very long time. “That is what you keep insisting.”

“Now I have proof.”

The director sat up. “You have my attention.”

“And mine,” Devlin said as he joined them near the monitor.

Good. She might need a little encouragement to get through this presentation.

“As you are aware,” Amanda started, “the current theory for the New York flight victims is that they were all exposed in Venice.” She waited until they nodded. “The only problem with that is the timeline doesn’t add up.”

Jennifer called up a listing of all the passengers on the red-eye flight. “You are also aware that quickest incubation period for the bubonic plague is twenty-four hours.” Amanda pointed to the map showing where each of the passengers had been twenty-four hours from when the first victim became clinical. The dots were spread all over Europe, Russia, and even Africa. “How did all of these people come into contact with the plague in all of these disparate locations, then somehow all board the same plane?”

Devlin snorted, but Henderson nodded. “It would be statistically impossible.”

“But what does that mean?” Devlin asked.

Her assistant fast-forwarded the passengers’ trek to Venice until all the dots were clustered at the airport. “It means that someone infected them with a strain of Yersenia pestis that is much more virulent, moving through the latency phase faster, attacking the body with more force.”

“That would imply a level of bioengineering that we are years away from,” Henderson noted.

Normally the director would have been spot on, except for the fact that he wasn’t. “Just look at how quickly our first New York victim became stricken and sought medical care.” Jennifer brought up the medical record. “I mean, the problem with the plague is the fact that the first wave of symptoms seem to be nothing more than the average flu. It isn’t until day two or three, when the lymph nodes in the groin and neck begin to swell, that people head to the hospital.”

Henderson stood up and read the report aloud. “Upon admission, patient complained of high fever, 102 Fahrenheit, muscle cramping and flushed skin, especially on the extremities.”

“If we agree that the infection must have occurred at the Venice airport, those symptoms occurred within nine hours.”

Devlin looked from Amanda to the director, and then back at the screen. “I am no epidemiologist…” That was an understatement. “But if I were going to bioengineer a bug, wouldn’t I want people walking around for longer not showing symptoms? Wouldn’t it spread wider that way?”

Henderson looked Amanda’s way.

“It would if you were relying on natural spread of the disease,” Amanda explained.

“And if you weren’t waiting for Mother Nature?”

Amanda looked at the new map that Jennifer displayed. Cases were springing up all over the country, Canada, and even Latin America. “Then you would be spreading the disease manually. Getting it onto as many airline passengers as you could and have it come on as quickly as it could…”

She nodded for Jennifer to hit the fast-forward button again. Red shot out across the United States, infecting nearly every corner of it. “So that the plague would spread like wildfire.”

“I understand how that would augment the exposure to the plague, but you said the bacterium itself was weaponized? That this plague was creating symptoms and death far quicker?”

Amanda nodded for Jennifer to bring up the 1347 Yersinia pestis alongside the current plague. Her assistant had even colorized the protein markers—making the tremendous increase in them all the more stark.

Devlin looked clueless, but by Henderson’s frown, he understood the implications all too well.

“The increased protein markers are a huge red flag to the immune system,” Henderson said, although it seemed like it was more to himself than to anyone else.

“Um,” Devlin said. “Isn’t that a good thing? The faster this plague is recognized the faster the body can fight it?”

The director seemed lost in a world of his own, so Amanda answered. “Normally yes, but due to the ability of Yersenia pestis to invade and even kill the white cells, these markers are accelerating the plague’s ability to destroy the host’s immune system.”

Everyone turned back to the screen.

“This isn’t our ancestors’ plague,” Amanda stated as her assistant brought up a slide of US patient zero’s neck—where a large, dark-stained boil already brewed under the skin. “This is a modern-day apocalypse.”

Not even Devlin argued.

 

 


CHAPTER 9

US–Mexican Border

7:03 p.m., MST

Zach stepped on the gas. They watched the sun go down as they wasted over an hour at the border. His generous three-hour buffer had been whittled down to barely an hour. And with this traffic? He would be lucky to make it to the rendezvous on time. Up ahead, a streetlight flashed red as car horns blared in the evening air. Zach felt his hands tighten on the wheel.

Nearly three hours of rap would have tested his patience on a good day. But today? Yet another Nelly song came on. The pulsing rhythm did nothing to soothe his agitation. He was ready to punch Grant in the face and shove his body from the car, but that might give away the fact that he was a bit on edge.

“Is that aftershave you’re wearing?”

“Shut up.”

“Dude, I am telling you. The chicks at this party won’t even require you to bathe.”

Zach shook his head. “You are pathetic.”

“I am telling you, man, that’s why your cousin is having the party on this side of the river. These whores, they’ll do anything you ever read in Hustler and for dirt cheap.”

“I’m so glad you are helping counteract that whole American pig tourist image we have,” Again, Zach regretted that tonight, of all nights, Grant had decided to tag along.

Grant punched him in the shoulder. “No, dude. I was telling you this so you will relax. I know you’re shit with the ladies, but tonight, tonight, you are guaranteed a score!”

If only Fifer knew what he was talking about.

* * *

“What did I tell you about frowning?” Quirk asked Ronnie as he elbowed a nice, little old Mexican grandmother out of their way, bringing them almost to the front of the plane. How long would it take to taxi and empty out a plane, anyway?

“We’re going to be late,” Ronnie said, echoing Quirk’s internal impatience.

But Quirk couldn’t let her know that he was just as worried as she was, so he tugged the edge of her dress to bring the V-neck down so it just kissed the top of her lace bra. “As we should be. Now think only neutral thoughts.”

Ronnie didn’t quite smile at that, but at least she wasn’t frowning as the knot dispersed. Quickly, they made their way down the staircase to the tarmac. His boss was right, of course. They were going to be late, but Carson Kressley himself would pull the fashion laurels from Quirk’s head if he did not complete the ensemble.

“Over here,” Quirk urged as he pulled away from the crowd rushing toward the gate. Once away from prying eyes and cell-phone cameras, he pulled out a pair of stilettos. “Put these on.”

“No! Quirk, damn it, we’ve got to—”

Before his boss could launch into an Aristotle-length diatribe about how late they were, Quirk pulled out the ultimate couture weapon. A mirror. But this was no ordinary mirror. He had obtained this precious object backstage from Versace himself. He unfolded it once, and then pulled out leaf after leaf until they interlocked into a nearly full-length mirror. The sight of herself dressed for a night out on the town shut Ronnie up in a big hurry. A hand flew to her lips in surprise.

Quirk gently urged the appendage away from her face. “Now, now. We have to watch the lip liner.”

* * *

Zach gagged back a retch as they entered the “bar.” Brothel, landfill dump, or pig farm would also have been accurate descriptions. He had to avert his eyes more than once as strippers bounced their wares rather enthusiastically.

“Zach! My man!” his cousin Skip slurred, as he stumbled over to him. “You came.”

Not for you, Zach wanted to say, but didn’t want to ruin the sixth-time-to-the-altar buzz that Skip had going on.

“And you brought an amigo!” his cousin shouted, even though he was standing all of two feet away.

“He’s not my friend,” Zach stated, but the two were already in a BFF hug.

Skip tried to draw them deeper into the debauchery. “Come and meet Consuela. She’ll do all three of us for twenty bucks!”

Zach resisted the urge, which turned out not to be that difficult at all.

Instead, he let his cousin relieve him of Grant and searched the bar for Ronnie. Of course, he had absolutely no idea what she looked like, but he didn’t think Ronnie was any of these washed up and dragged out “women,” though.

Or at least he hoped not.

* * *

“Andale! Hurry!” Ronnie shouted as she hit the back of the taxi driver’s seat. She hated to be that American tourist, but exactly how long could it take to get across town?

It must have been nearly eighty degrees, and even with all the windows rolled down, sweat trickled down her back. Horns sounded all around them, making it feel like they were center stage in a circus than the city’s main thoroughfare.

“What did I tell you about frowning?” Quirk said as he powdered her forehead once again. “I’ve put wrinkle-filling foundation on you, but darling, it can’t overcome furrows.”

Well, then, what did glaring do for her makeup? Ronnie wondered as she shot Quirk a harsh glance. “Andale!”

The dress constricted her midriff. She could barely feel her legs anymore. And the shoes? She had walked, like, two steps in them, and she swore that she had the beginnings of bunions. Each time she looked up she felt like she had blinders on, but they were just the false eyelashes Quirk had applied.

He, he was happy for the delay. All the more time to make her into Frankenstein’s monster.

She looked at her watch again. Eight thirty-five. She had kept Zach waiting for over a half an hour. Would he wait for her?

As the taxi finally moved forward another two and a half feet, they could finally see what had caused the traffic jam. An overturned goat cart. Yes, a cart pulled by goats. This wasn’t happening. She could not possibly miss her one chance to meet Zach over an accident with goats.

She smacked the driver’s seat again.

Please don’t let it be over because of goats.

* * *

“Honey, honey,” Quirk tried to reassure her. “Girls are allowed. No. Girls are expected to be fashionably late.” He eased her back into the seat. “Plus, putting on lip liner and shouting orders are mutually exclusive.” When she went to argue he cocked his head. “So, stop with the talking!”

He could feel her squirm, though. She was a bundle of nervous energy as the hairs on her forearm stood up, and her jaw moved without her saying anything. Had he known traffic was going to be like this, he would have dropped a Valium, or two, into her drink on the plane. Hell, he would have dropped one himself.

Before he could stop her, Ronnie leaned forward and punished the poor plastic seat again. “Andale!”

“Hon, I don’t even think that’s Mexican.” He did his best to quiet her. “Settle down, darling. You are going to mess up your hair.”

Did she not understand that perfectly coiffed hair required absolute stillness? In this humidity, they would be lucky to get an hour out of the two bottles of hair spray that he put on that mane of hers.

They rolled, gaining speed until the car in front of them slammed on the brakes. They crashed into its rear bumper. Quirk barely kept the powder from spilling all over Ronnie’s smoking-hot black dress. He was not going to let a little traffic accident ruin that couture.

Their driver launched out of the taxi shaking his fist, yelling something about a “bendajo.”

“That’s it!” Ronnie said as she opened the car door.

She was out of the car, wobbling down the street.

“You can’t run in stilettos!” Quirk yelled after her as he gathered their thousand bags.

Throwing payment onto the driver’s seat, he hightailed it after Ronnie.

Heteros.

* * *

“Look over here!” Grant yelled.

However, it wasn’t so much “over here” as it was right in front of Zach on the bar. Grant doing Jell-O shots off of one of the working girl’s…Well, “leaving nothing to the imagination” was coined for just such an occasion. Some things you just couldn’t unsee.

As much as you wanted to.

He checked his watch again. Eight forty-nine. There was late, and then there was “stood up” late. Zach dug his iPod out from his pocket. It still just showed Poison’s “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” waiting to be cued up. No message from Ronnie.

Not that he expected there to be. Communications outside their scheduled times was strictly on a 9-1-1 basis. He’d barely avoided having his hand blown off last night just trying to explain to Ronnie about Julia.

Was that why Ronnie wasn’t here? Julia? Had Ronnie had second thoughts about meeting a guy who had ditched his fiancée for a voice over the line? A felon’s voice, no less?

The guy next to him coughed and coughed until he hacked up something onto the bar. Awesome. And if Zach spent much more time in here with the smoke and grime, he too would be coughing up some asbestos lung cheese. To help Zach make up his mind, someone lit up a stogie. The acrid smoke stung his eyes.

Swigging back the last of his beer, Zach rose from his stool and headed toward the back of the bar. Grant called after him, “Where you going?”

“Outside.”

Grant laughed as only a drunk could laugh. “What? To meet your mystery lover-girl?”

“Shut up,” Zach snapped more out of embarrassment than anger.

Pushing past Skip and his new foursome, Zach made his way out into the alley. With the foul stench rising from the open sewer, maybe he should have gone out the front door. But with the ladies of the night prowling and cars honking, Zach thought he might find some peace out here.

But just like the rest of the evening, this idea was shit, too.

The door burst open as a young woman staggered out the door, drunk off her ass. Was this chick even eighteen?

She practically fell into the wall, doubling over, retching.

Really? This just topped the night.

He wanted to ignore her, but his mother’s frowning face wouldn’t leave him alone. What did she always say? “Being a gentleman, especially when you didn’t feel like being a gentleman, is the measure of a man.” He wasn’t quite sure if this was the exact situation she had in mind, but he couldn’t just let the girl puke all over herself.

Zach went over and cautiously pulled her hair back. It was the least that he could do. She staggered forward another step, lurching with each hurl. Finally, she stopped, gasping and crying. He tried to urge her back to the bar, when she folded herself in his arms.

Yep, this is what you got when you tried to help out. Puke on your brand new turtleneck. Firmly, he put his hands on her shoulders and backed her away.

“Okay, that is not how a lady behaves toward a gentleman.”

Suddenly, she lashed out with her elbow, clocking him on the jaw. Reeling back, Zach felt his chin. That was going to bruise.

“What the…?”

Was she just flailing, or…

The roundhouse kick to his belly pretty much proved that the first blow wasn’t an accident. He put an arm up to block the next kick, but she hammered away.

“I don’t know what your drama is, lady, daddy issues or whatever, but you had better lay off.”

She did anything but that. Instead, she hauled back and punched him square in the mouth, splitting open his lip. He dabbed the blood away. Unfortunately, his mother also taught him never to hit a woman. Ever.

“I got a barber shave this morning, just so I wouldn’t have any nicks.” Zach spun out of the way of a groin kick. “That’s it!”

What his mother didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

“On a night like tonight, you do not mess with a man’s equipment!”

He waited until she opened up her midriff for a kick, and then landed a punch to her belly. She doubled over with a groan, yet still came out swinging. He blocked another blow and landed a right hook to her jaw. As she dropped, Zach caught her before she hit the pavement.

Just because he was protecting himself, didn’t mean he had to be rude.

What did she think? That he was her john, and she could just roll him?

No matter why the girl had attacked him, this was not going to look good if Ronnie came around the corner. You know, him dragging a beat-up hooker down an alley and all. However, if there was one woman who might understand, it was Ronnie.

That is, if she ever showed up.

Hooking his arms under the woman’s, Zach hefted her down the alley. He couldn’t just leave her here, exposed and vulnerable.

He might have heard the squeak of a sole sooner if he hadn’t been cursing his luck so loudly. Zach’s hand flew to his belt—only it was empty. Mexican alley. Right. Therefore, no gun. Once he heard the second footfall, Zach was releasing his grip on the girl and came around swinging.

He clocked one guy unawares, sending the large thug reeling backward. The second wasn’t quite so easy, but Zach got a backhanded slap in before following up with a lashing kick to the guy’s kneecap.

The first man recovered pretty damn quickly and tackled Zach from the side, but he was able to use the momentum to swing the attacker around, and slam him against the crumbling brick wall. An elbow to the solar plexus doubled the guy over.

Shoving himself off the wall, Zach turned to his other attacker. This time, the guy wasn’t quite so eager to rush him. Perfect. Zach did the rushing, but held back his blow until he saw the other guy commit his left fist. Which meant Zach came in with a low swing to the guy’s right side.

Knocked off-balance, the attacker stumbled, and Zach kicked the guy’s hip, hard, knocking him to his knees.

Now to get the hell out of here and find out what—

The prongs of the Taser bit into his shoulder. Current arced through his body.

Agony ripped through Zach’s muscles as his teeth clattered.

Falling to the ground, he couldn’t fight fifty thousand volts of electricity.

Boots, scuffed and dirty, stepped in front of Zach.

“Get the van back here,” was the last thing Zach heard before darkness overtook him.

* * *

Ronnie tried to hurry down the darkened street, but she tripped on her heels. Again. She wanted to pull the damn things off, but then her nylons would get runs, and then she would have to take those off, and pretty soon, before she knew it, she’d be standing there in a tattered dress, hair askew.

That was not how she wanted to look when she finally met Zach.

“Ronnie!” a voice called from half a block away. “Wait up!”

She ignored it. Far too high-pitched for Zach’s voice, she knew it was Quirk chasing after her. Well, he could chase. She had only one stop in mind. Zach’s cousin’s bachelor party. And she wasn’t going for the party favors.

Ronnie was about to make her last right turn when Quirk caught up with her. He grabbed her by the sleeve, jerking her to a halt.

“Don’t you dare go around that corner before I get last looks!” he demanded.

“Quirk!”

Her assistant ignored her, though. He pulled up the hem of her dress, revealing far too much thigh for her taste, and then pulled down the neckline. Quirk then cupped her breasts, shoving them up.

“That’s enough!”

To her surprise, instead of arguing, Quirk kissed her on the cheek. “I could almost bed you…Almost.”

She gave him a peck back. That was high praise in Quirk’s world.

Taking in a deep breath, Ronnie stepped forward careful to balance properly on her heels. They clicked along as she approached the flickering lights announcing Corona and Dos Equis in the window.

Before she could make it to the door, a van went speeding by, splashing stagnant water onto the sidewalk. She barely jumped out of the way in time. It would not do for her to reek of dog pee and old cabbage.

Straightening her dress, Ronnie opened the door to the bar. Make that disaster zone. Sure, there was a bar. With naked women dancing while men groped at their legs. Mariachi music blared as patrons hooted.

This was Zach’s cousin’s idea of fun? Ronnie certainly hoped it didn’t run in the family. Ronnie hadn’t been to too many bars, but she was pretty sure that this wasn’t the norm. What would Quirk call this party? Besides disgusting?

Off the hook. That’s what he would call it.

Ronnie’s eyes swept over the crowd. No Zach. She double-checked the fondlers, but Zach was not amongst them. Of course, there was a shadowy back area. Would he be back there? Given how late she was, wouldn’t he be at the front of the bar? Looking for her?

Unless he found someone else to satisfy his “in person” needs.

She really should just walk out. Try to contact him though their communications channels, but Ronnie felt a morbid sense of duty to make sure Zach wasn’t here. Luckily, the naked women on the bar fascinated the bulk of the men. She guessed that despite Quirk’s best efforts, Ronnie had too many clothes on for them.

Keeping to the edge of the room, Ronnie made her way to the back area lined with booths. The first one had a couple, well, fornicating. Yes, full-on fornication. Ronnie averted her eyes. She didn’t consider herself a prude, but come on. They were doing it in a booth in a bar!

Quickly, she made her way down the line of them, finding much of the same. Except, of course, for the last one, which involved a lizard and a bottle of tequila. She really should have just assumed that Zach was not back here.

But if not here, then where?

Had he even come?

Ronnie grabbed her iPod. There was nothing else to try, except to attempt to communicate with Zach.

She should have told him that she was running late.

But really, what kind of bond did they have if he couldn’t even wait an hour for her? How did that compare to the months and months that led up to this night?

Once again, though, Ronnie’s imagination had gotten away with her. It was so easy to conjure up all of these romantic notions when you only spoke to a guy three nights a week for exactly sixty-two minutes.

As she walked toward the exit, Ronnie cast her eyes to the floor so that she did not have to see why the men were all chanting, “Lo, lo, lo!”

Besides, Zach had his career to think about. Hell, not just his career, but also his freedom. If he were caught meeting her off the books? Forget parole.

Sure, there were a thousand perfectly sane reasons for Zach standing her up. But not a one of them, not one, took away the soul-wrenching pain of walking out that door all by herself.

 

 


CHAPTER 10

Ciudad Juarez

9:26 p.m., MST

Quirk watched as Ronnie stumbled out of the bar. Alone. He used infrared goggles to search up and down the street. Where in the hell was Zach? Perched atop a building across from the bar, Quirk used the high-powered zoom to check the entire area, but still no Hunt.

Heteros. They would never learn. And to waste such an outfit?

Still, this turn of events shocked even this world-weary hacker. It had never, ever occurred to Quirk that the corn-fed Dudley Do-Right wouldn’t show. Would he try to arrest Ronnie? Sure, Quirk was prepared for that. It played right into the agent’s Midwest morality. But to stand her up? To leave a woman in the lurch? To hurt her feelings like this? Quirk never would have guessed that the hunk had it in him to be this cruel.

Using the scope, he zoomed in on his boss. Ronnie looked like absolute hell. Courtney-Love-after-a-bender kind of hell. It wasn’t so much her wet dress or the mussed hair. It was the look on Ronnie’s face. Complete and utter devastation. He guessed that Hunt wasn’t the stand-up guy that he pretended to be.

But wait! A car pulled up to the curb near Ronnie. Maybe Zach was just being stealthy, after all. Ronnie leaned in to the passenger’s window as Quirk tightened his focus on the driver.

Oh, no. That definitely wasn’t Hunt. It was a toothless Mexican. Even though Quirk couldn’t speak the language, it was clear that the man was looking for something other than directions. And there went Ronnie’s middle finger, flipping off the potential john.

Oh, that was it! The last humiliation.

Whipping out his laptop, Quirk first checked the glands under his neck to be sure they weren’t enlarged. You never could be too careful with the plague on the loose. Then, he looked up Zach’s financial information. No one dissed Ronnie like this without paying, and paying a lot.

“Credit score of eight hundred fifty, huh?” Quirk asked the screen. “Well, not anymore.” Hunt’s credit plummeted to two hundred and fifty. Some homeless people had better credit now. “And don’t bother trying to use your ATM, you prick.”

Feeling a certain amount of satisfaction after trashing Zach’s finances, Quirk packed up his belongings. Now he could see why Ronnie wanted to buy an island paradise and keep it all to herself.

When even a Walton-style guy like Zach turned out to be a dick, what hope was there?

Quirk hoped that the agent felt even a fraction of the pain Ronnie did.

* * *

Zach forced his body to remain slack as the two thugs lifted him from the van. He wished he could say this level of control was due to his highly honed skills, but with the wallop of the Taser hit, he wasn’t sure if he could resist even if he wanted to.

Not too gently, they dragged him across rough terrain. Even though his muscles were slack, Zach’s mind spun. They must be outside the city, but they couldn’t have traveled more than thirty minutes. Forty-five, tops. He tried to keep time by his heartbeat, but there was no doubt that he had passed out a few times. Still, it couldn’t have been that long. His cuts and scrapes from the bitch-slapping session stung rather than ached.

No, not much time had passed at all. Certainly not long enough for Grant to notice that he was gone. Zach had to stifle a snort. Who was he kidding? Fifer wasn’t going to miss him until it came time for a ride home. Either his partner was nose-deep in tits or a captive as well.

The thugs stopped and knocked at a door. Then, in hushed tones, they obtained entrance. That made three men with him, and at least another behind the door. Zach’s heels bounced over a metal landing. No steps up to the door—which meant that this most likely wasn’t a residential dwelling. He tried to re-create a map in his head. Where in the hell had they taken him?

As they dragged him across the room, Zach’s fingers ran over the rough cement floor. So he was right. This definitely wasn’t a house, and the thugs’ footsteps didn’t echo, which eliminated a warehouse. Was it a store? A garage?

But what did it matter? If this were the usual type of federal agent snatch, this place would be fortified with a veritable army of drug soldiers. Escape, or even rescue, would be impossible. His only hope was that the State Department would give his kidnappers “consideration” and arrange for his release.

If he weren’t lucky? Well, not getting to meet Ronnie would suddenly not be his worst regret in life. Not having any skin would be.

They crossed into another room. This one sounded much smaller, and his captors hauled him into a chair. Zach had no choice but to let himself fall face-first onto the table, landing right on his jaw—where the she-bitch landed a punch. Still, he remained passive. Motionless. He kept his breathing slow and steady.

Would this ruse help him obtain vital information? He doubted it, but letting his mind whirl and his training flow through his veins kept the panic at bay. The more in control he felt, the less likely he was to hurl.

* * *

Ronnie stood under the lamppost, hugging herself. She couldn’t think of what else to do. First, a man who she thought loved her had stood her up. Then, she was mistaken for a hooker. Tears stung her eyes. If only she hadn’t been late! If only…

She choked, thinking of the thousand what-ifs that sprang to mind. But none of them would miraculously make Zach appear before her. But damn it, she was nearly an hour late. Oh, how she wished she could blame Quirk for this, but she knew better. If Zach had shown up at all, he would have waited. It would have taken the modern equivalent of wild horses to pull him away.

Another car pulled up to the curb. Okay, this was the last time she arranged a blind date in the red-light district. But this car was a cab. A cab with a twenty-something knight in shining armor. Sagging with relief, she got into the vehicle, and they sped away from the site of her humiliation.

“Ronnie,” Quirk said with actual concern in his voice. Not the usual “your baggy jeans and ill-fitting sweatshirt is embarrassing me” kind of concern, but she simply couldn’t face him.

God, why had she let herself believe that Zach cared for her? Why had she risked her heart like that? She was pretty sure she would have been less disappointed if Zach had actually tried to arrest her. At least then, she could have looked into his eyes and seen how he really felt about her. Now? Oh, God, she had to choke back the tears again.

“Come on, hon,” Quirk coaxed, and she finally looked over at him. He patted a towel draped over his shoulder. “I’m completely prepared for the mother of all good cries.”

Normally, she would have had a great comeback or at least a scathing look to offer, but tonight she just leaned on her assistant and laid her head upon the terry cloth towel.

“And here you go.” Quirk pulled out a pint of Häagen-Dazs ice cream and a spoon. “If it’s any consolation, this is how I usually end up after the White Party.”

For some strange reason, that did make Ronnie feel better—enough to take the proffered spoonful of ice cream.

* * *

Lino arrived at the small airport, greeted by a foursome in long, black, traditional priestly robes. He did not acknowledge their presence. Why should he? While they wore the same frock, none could walk in his stead.

The group parted to reveal another clothed in black, only his robe needed twice the yardage. Deacon Havar. Forced by protocol to bow to this wide-girthed superior, Lino inclined his head, but no more than four degrees. He would not give one so weak in the flesh more honor than that.

The sly insult did not get past the deacon, though. His chest puffed out as he rolled up his sleeve, revealing an elaborate weaving of symbols. Lino scanned them, taking in the minor accomplishments that elevated this man to deacon. Havar had recruited a few souls into the Hidden Hand. He helped create a small-armed guard, the Hand’s Shield, to protect their most precious resource. Yet for all of the symbols dug into his flesh, he had little actual experience fighting out in the world.

Lino again lowered his head in well-schooled deference, and then tugged his sleeve up. As Havar read the symbols streaming down Lino’s arm to his elbow and back around, the deacon’s eyes widened. He glanced up in Lino’s eyes. The question was clear.

Was Lino friend or foe? Lino grinned. If one must ask, the answer usually was foe.

In the end, Havar took a step back, not bothering to finish the tale written deeply in Lino’s flesh.

“On the morn, we will collect Brother Loubom and the Picasso.”

Inclining his head was Lino’s only answer. Why waste the breath of one such as Havar? Tomorrow they would have the traitor and his muse so that Lino could get back to his true task.

That of bringing the world to heel to the Hidden Hand.

* * *

Zach heard the door open. The steps were heavy, measured, and deliberate. By the way the thugs shuffled, the general of their little army had just walked in.

“Jorge, I’ll get the smelling salts,” one of the underlings said.

“Don’t bother,” the new man said in a thick Mexican accent. “The gringo is awake.”

Without warning, Jorge punched Zach in the kidney. He couldn’t stifle the moan. Fingers dug into his hair and jerked his head up to meet his captor’s scarred face.

“Don’t ever try to fool me again, cabrón,” Jorge said just before he punched him in the kidney again.

“I don’t know who in the fuck you think you kidnapped, but I’m FBI,” Zach said through clenched teeth, not wanting the man to hear the pain in his voice.

“Good for you,” Jorge said as he punched him again. “I’m C-fucking-IA.”

Zach’s mind raced. Jorge was lying, obviously. But why? Why not just admit that he was a drug lord?

“Who is the Robin Hood hacker?” Jorge asked.

For a moment, Zach couldn’t even process the question, which earned him another punch in the kidney. The pain didn’t help him process the request any faster. Why did a cocaine distributor care about Ronnie?

“I asked you a question,” Jorge reminded him, the threat clear in his voice.

Until he knew what in the hell was going on, Zach kept his responses to a minimum. “Access the files yourself, prick.”

Another punch. “When is the last time that you spoke with her?”

Angered, Zach looked into the cold eyes of his captor. “Again, if you are C-fucking-IA, then check the El Paso field office’s phone records.”

Another punch, and this time Jorge put his back into it. Zach tried to keep his breathing steady, but the pain took its toll.

“I will ask you one more time, and then I will really hurt you.” The Mexican leveled his gaze to emphasize each word. “When did you speak with her?”

With equal emphasis, Zach answered. “Bite me.”

Jorge obviously didn’t like the suggestion, because he wailed on Zach’s sides. Still handcuffed, Zach had no recourse but to double over. He wasn’t going to give the prick the satisfaction of knowing how badly the beating hurt. Finally, the punches stopped, and the supposed CIA agent tossed something onto the table. Zach kept his eyes closed, forcing Jorge to grab him by the hair again.

Opening his lids, Zach found his iPod staring back at him.

Jorge leaned in close and whispered into his ear. “Just because we’ve got brown skin doesn’t mean we don’t know a hidden communications device when we see it.” He released Zach’s hair and straightened over him. “We know you talked to her last night. We picked up a scrambled signal coming from your home.”

Zach spit out blood. “Then why the fuck did you ask me?”

“Because we need your help.”

“Help?” Zach said, a little too high-pitched for an FBI agent. But the word had startled him. Gaining control of his voice, he continued, “Yeah, right.” Zach glanced around the small, interrogation-style room. “This is how I’d go about securing an FBI agent’s assistance.”

Jorge took this opportunity to use his fists again. Zach squeezed his eyes shut and ground his teeth together during the beating. But he was even more committed to keeping silent. He might have been tortured into giving away state secrets, but to give up Ronnie?

Never.

* * *

Quirk struggled with one hand to put the key, an actual stupid, awkward, metal key, into the hotel room’s lock and used his other arm to support Ronnie. If she was going to continue to have these little breakdowns, she needed to cut back on the Krispy Kremes.

Finally the lock gave, and he stumbled into the room under the weight of his boss, five thousand dollars’ worth of fashion, and another twenty pounds of electronics. They really needed to hire a Sherpa for trips like this.

“Oh, God…” Ronnie moaned, forcing Quirk to look up.

No! He had forgotten about the arrangements he had made. The entire room was awash in romantic candlelight. Rose petals graced the lace bedspread, a red and black teddy hung from the bathroom door, and a large…Well, let’s just say sexual aid, lay on the dresser.

“Oh, dear,” he apologized. “I was a tad too optimistic.”

Frantically, Quirk tried to put away all the reminders of the night Ronnie should have had. He looked over his shoulder to find his boss still standing, stunned, in the doorway. Sometimes he was just too damn good at his job. Way better a job done than Zach tonight.

“Hon, go take a bath,” he encouraged. “It will do you good.”

Ronnie shook her head, not moving from the doorway. “I’m fine.”

Quirk guided her into the bathroom as he looked her up and down. From the streaked mascara to the rumpled dress, Ronnie looked anything but fine. “Let’s just say it will do me good. Now go.”

Almost like a child too sleepy to fight, his boss started to the tub, but Quirk stopped her. “Hand it over.”

Ronnie pulled her purse closer to her chest.

“Give it up, woman. I’m not joking.”

Still Ronnie clung to the clutch. He had to pry her fingers from the clasp. “Don’t make me beat your ass at designer trivia for it.”

Reluctantly, she pulled out her iPod, but still refused to hand it over.

This was going to be a long night if Ronnie couldn’t bring herself to accept that Zach was a sorry-assed hetero loser.

“And if Mr. Super-Special Agent called,” Quirk asked, “what exactly could he say to make you feel better?”

Ronnie lowered her head. She must have known there was nothing, but maybe she needed to be convinced.

“He wasn’t in a horrible car accident.” Still, she didn’t respond. “His brother didn’t need an emergency liver transplant.” Quirk tugged the communication device from her stiff fingers. “And he wasn’t kidnapped by Mexican nationals, so just take a bath already.”

* * *

Jorge kicked the back of Zach’s knee. “Just tell me when you’d like me to stop, puto.”

“Now would be great,” Zach grunted.

Pointing to the iPod, Jorge leaned in, at eye level with Zach. “Then tell me how to work it.”

“Oh,” Zach said, “Not if I need to do that.”

Jorge gave a one-two punch to Zach’s already-brutalized kidney. “You don’t get it, do you, chollo?” He gave a third blow. “You’ll tell me, or you’ll die.”

Aching, Zach kept his gazed fixed toward the one-way mirror in front of him. They would get nothing. Jorge must have sensed his defiance, because the butt of the gun came down hard into his shoulder. Even though it made no sense, it was becoming more and more likely that Zach’s captor was a foreign CIA operative. While Jorge was fast and loose with the punishment, the Mexican kept it away from Zach’s face. He hit areas that induced high levels of pain with minimal external damage. Zach’s own country was doing this to him.

Wincing, Zach knew that couldn’t be true. This prick had to be a rogue agent, looking to cash in on the bounty on Ronnie’s head.

“Tell me the code, puto, or you will die.”

Zach held Jorge’s gaze. “Then I’ll die.”

The Mexican raised his hand again, but the door opened.

“Torture wasn’t part of our deal, Jorge.”

Zach knew that voice. He craned his sore neck to find Grant—with that cheesy smile on his face.

Jorge grew even cockier than before. “He is a boy born to milk and honey. A little pain will go a long way.”

As Zach tried to process his shock, Grant walked around the table to face him. “I don’t know. He’s got a pretty big hard-on for her.”

“All the more reason to beat the resistance from him.”

Zach finally found his voice. “You fucking bastard…this is going on your record.”

Fifer shrugged. “Dude, it already has. I was ordered to make sure you went to this damn party.” He turned to Jorge. “Which, I might add, had a skank factor of 100 out of 100.”

The Mexican shrugged. “We had to be sure he went outside.”

The conversation was a blur. “Ordered? Ordered by whom?”

“The director himself. Dawg, I am telling you, this is for real. We need the Robin Hood hacker, like now.”

Zach shook his head, leaning back from the table. Anything to get away from Grant.

“The director would never! The FBI would never authorize an agent to be apprehended.”

“Not on US soil, they won’t. But here? Come on, federal agents get snatched all the time. What’s one more?”

Zach straightened. Obviously, Grant was in on this with Jorge. Two lowlife scum trying to score the reward for Ronnie.

Grant put his hands on the rickety table and leaned toward Zach. “Dude, why do you think they left you on her case? Jesus, you haven’t caught her for how long? They were about to reassign you when she called the field office. Talk about luck, man. They left you on the hook as bait.”

Zach’s mind spun. They wanted Ronnie, yet they had snatched him. Why not wait until she showed up? The only conclusion was that they didn’t know. They didn’t know that she was in town. That changed everything. He had a slim advantage, and he planned to use it.

“All this for some fucking reward.”

Grant slammed his hand down on the table. “Zach, focus. This is a completely sanctioned mission.”

Oh, Zach was focused, all right. “Prove it.”

Opening a laptop, Grant brought up a report regarding the plague. “The Black Death is back, man. It is here. And the only clue we have as to why it is written in this…”

Symbols unfamiliar to Zach scrolled down the page. They might have been unknown, but they did help clarify one thing for Zach. The US government hadn’t gone to all this trouble just to catch an outside-the-law hacker. They needed her hacking skills. Another slim advantage for Zach to use.

“Just make the damn call already,” Grant said, pushing the iPod to Zach.

Zach turned his head to stare at the wall. “Figure it out yourself.”

“And trigger the self-destruct mechanism?” Grant said in a singsong voice.

He couldn’t help but look at his ex-partner.

Grant chuckled. “What? You didn’t know that the woman you are so desperate to protect had the case lined in plastique. The dogs went nuts over it.”

Zach sighed. He made sure it was a big sigh. A defeated sigh. He had to make sure Grant and the others believed that he truly had given up. At some point, he would need to contact Ronnie. He just had to make sure that it looked like he was capitulating—and not part of his plan.

Okay, not so much a plan, but the inkling of a plan.

 

 


CHAPTER 11

Plum Island

12:02 a.m., EST

Amanda studied the ancient map, looking at the pockets of plague resistance. The key had to lie in these areas of respite. These areas of vaccinated populations. Whoever created this plague must have taken precautions—just like they did back in 1347. They wouldn’t let loose a rampant, weaponized Yersinia pestis without some kind of vaccine formulated.

They also had to protect the person wielding the bacterium, spreading it throughout the Venice airport and beyond.

She glanced around the room at the other scientists who were tracking the plague. Amanda was certain that they all thought her insane for poring over the 1347 pandemic. She just had this nagging feeling in her gut that if they could figure out how they had done it last time, she could figure out how they could stop it this time.

Jennifer wasn’t back yet, though. She’d tasked her assistant with researching any instance of the subject vaccination in relation to the plague. This research could not have happened in a vacuum. Someone, somewhere must have knowledge of this global plot to wipe out the bulk of mankind.

Noticing her assistant hurrying down the hall, Amanda sat up and stretched. Dear God, how long had it been since she’d slept? Forget about showering. Instead of coming into the conference room, Jennifer stood out in the hall, signaling Amanda over.

Stepping out into the hallway, Amanda took the paper Jennifer offered. Her assistant didn’t have to explain its contents as Amanda’s eyes scanned the e-mail. Despite the fact that she didn’t understand half the symbols on the paper, the Latin—the Latin—she did understand. Vindication and fury duked it out in her veins.

Amanda walked back into the conference room as Devlin popped another cherry throat lozenge into his mouth. She could smell the bitter, medicinal smell from here. His tongue must be a bright red by now. Jennifer pointed to the time stamp on the e-mail. Yesterday morning. Amanda went to confront the CIA liaison, but Jennifer shook her head. Her assistant was right. Here was not the place.

Instead, she walked up to Devlin. “Henderson’s office. Now.”

“And why in the hell would I ever follow your—”

She held up the paper long enough for his eyes to dilate. Amanda didn’t bother telling him to follow her second time. He fell in right behind her on the short walk over to Henderson’s office.

Several officials sat in a semicircle around the director’s desk.

“Sir, we need to speak,” Amanda stated. “Privately.”

“Well, we were just going over the best way to quarantine those exposed but not yet symptomatic from—”

“This is more important.”

Henderson cocked his head, studying her face. What he really should have been looking at was her fists. Those were shaking in barely contained anger.

“All right, then,” the director said, and then turned to the officials crowding his office. “Ladies and gentlemen, take a five-minute break.”

Amanda moved out of the doorway as the scientists filed out of the office. She didn’t look any of them in the eye because they would all be asking the same question with their looks. “What could be more important than containing the spread of the plague?”

Once everyone was out, Amanda stepped into the office, allowing Devlin to pass by her without giving him a swift kick to the shin. Jennifer shut the door behind them.

“I think I had better sit down before you start,” Henderson said, landing hard in his leather chair.

She passed the paper to him. As he scanned it, his frown became deeper and deeper. Finally, he looked up at Devlin. “This is your e-mail?”

“I do not know how she got hold of official, confidential—”

“I asked,” Henderson interrupted, “if this truly came from your e-mail account.”

The man’s toe scuffing the floor like a busted third grader gave them their answer.

Amanda turned on Devlin. “All this time, you hammered me about how preposterous my theories were, and here is the proof of them.”

“Hold on, Dr. Rolph,” Henderson cautioned. “We have some kind of intercepted communication between individuals of an organization known as the Hidden Hand discussing how to best “protect” themselves from the plague. There is quite a bit of latitude interrupting such—”

“Look at the time stamp of the original correspondence,” Amanda urged, waiting for Henderson’s pupils to dilate. “It is dated over a week ago. This Hidden Hand was discussing it at least several days before the start of the plague.”

“Mr. Devlin? How would you like to explain the fact that the CIA had knowledge of a group discussing the Black Death along with a possible prophylaxis, and did not feel the need to share it with the division of the CDC tasked with fighting the plague?”

Now it was Devlin’s turn to squirm.

“It was on a need-to-know basis. My superiors didn’t think you needed to know.”

Henderson rose from his desk, his fist slamming against the wood. “How about you assume that we do now?”

The CIA liaison’s eyes darted to the door, but Jennifer strategically blocked his exit. “Like you said, especially with those unexplained symbols, there were numerous ways to interpret the communiqué.”

Amanda wasn’t letting him off the hook so easily.

“Who wrote this?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who was it meant for?”

Devlin looked away. “I. Don’t. Know.”

“Then, why do you even have it?”

This time, the CIA liaison locked eyes with her. “Why do you think?” His eyes scanned over to Henderson. “I was sent to see if any of you might be involved in the Hidden Hand.” Devlin turned to her. “Especially you.”

“Me?” Amanda squeaked.

* * *

Quirk scooped rose petals into a small trash can. His burden never ceased. But before he could get truly riled, he cocked his head. Yep, the bathwater was still flowing. Ronnie could try to hide the sound of her crying, but Niagara Falls couldn’t drown out that sorrow.

Moving on to the nightstand, Quirk almost threw out the motorized dildo, and then thought twice about it. It hadn’t been used. There was no point in wasting such a useful device. He tossed it into his suitcase, and then Quirk came across the infamous iPod. Such a little toy that had caused so much damage. That definitely could go into the trash, but before he could toss it, the thing chimed.

“Unauthorized contact time. Override code being input.”

Oh, no. Zach was definitely not going to get back into Ronnie’s life with a belated, lame excuse. Even before the bastard could load in the sequence, Quirk aborted the contact and typed in a little message for Mr. Loverboy.

“Go fuck yourself.”

* * *

Zach watched the words roll across the screen. He didn’t blame Ronnie. She must be confused and very, very livid.

Grant kept a wide berth from the iPod. “What does it say?”

“Go fuck yourself,” Zach replied.

Jorge went to his go-to response. A kidney punch.

Fingers flying, Grant brought up pictures of plague victims. “These aren’t from the fourteenth century, Zach. These are victims in Italy. Now. Today.”

The bodies were bloated and blotchy. Zach could only imagine how they smelled.

“The US might be lucky and have ten percent of the population survive, but Mexico?” Grant said, his eyes sliding over to Jorge. “His people may speak Spanish, but their blood is that of the indigenous people of the Americas. A population that has never seen this bacteria before. A population that has very limited medical resources.”

Jorge spoke through a clenched jaw. “A population that will die out completely unless you make that fucking call.”

Zach looked at both men, and then at the screen. They could be playing him. But Zach did see that fax just before heading out to chase down Ronnie. And he knew that Europe had already seen hundreds of plague deaths. But were these two just leveraging that tragedy for their own endgame?

“She is a hacker. What good is she against a bacterium?”

Jorge’s hand went up to strike.

“And so help me,” Zach growled. “If you hit me one more time…”

The Mexican chuckled. “You will do what?”

“Let you kill me,” Zach held his voice steady.

Jorge looked like he was ready to do just that when Grant stepped between them.

“This plague isn’t natural,” Grant explained.

Zach’s eyes narrowed. What game was Grant playing?

“Look, Langley can’t break this code, or at least not fast enough,” his ex-partner said. “We need the Robin Hood hacker to break the code so that we can determine how they are protecting themselves from this weaponized strain.”

“Who are ‘they’?” Zach asked.

“The Hidden Hand.”

* * *

“Any organization like this Hidden Hand that wanted to pull something of this caliber off,” Devlin continued, “would need some pretty heavy-duty backup. Scientists willing to do their bidding.”

“Wait,” Amanda said, as her brain finally caught up with her mouth. “Back to me. Why investigate me?”

Devlin frowned. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Amanda looked at Henderson, who shrugged. “Why don’t you enlighten us, Devlin?”

“Too smart for her own damn good,” the CIA liaison began after clearing his throat. “She’s got a soft spot for the plague, plus, no family. No husband. No boyfriend. Not even a sexting partner. High student loan debt. I could go on all day. Dr. Rolph is a prime target for foreign agency recruitment.”

Blinking back tears, Amanda tried to hold her reaction in. To think that because she had lost her parents early, sucked at dating, and decided to take a low-paying government job instead of a six-figure pharmaceutical deal, she somehow was suspect. She looked at Jennifer, who oozed sympathy. The grad student was in about the same boat as Amanda.

“Well, Dr. Rolph, did you help to create this weaponized form of the plague?” Dr. Henderson asked.

“No,” Amanda said through clenched teeth.

“All right, then,” the director said, turning back to Devlin. “I take it that you don’t have any proof of anyone here being involved, or I can only assume the DHS guards would have swooped down on them.”

The CIA liaison looked at the floor. “Not yet.”

“So, isn’t the more important question,” Amanda stated, “what is the CIA doing to find this source of ‘protection?’”

“I don’t know.”

Dr. Henderson glared at Devlin. “We are in the thick of it, son. If you know anything, just tell us.”

Amanda watched as the CIA liaison popped another throat lozenge in while he shook his head from side to side. Finally he cleared his throat.

“I really don’t know,” he said. “How they were going to decode the full message was a ‘need to know’ that clearly I didn’t need to know.”

As much as she wanted to believe that Devlin was holding out on them, his hunched, puppy-dog posture indicated that he wasn’t. He looked more embarrassed that he wasn’t high enough up on the food chain to know the details.

Perhaps they couldn’t control things out in the world, but they certainly could control things within the facility.

“We’ve got to start acting like there is a viable vaccine out there,” Amanda said.

Henderson shook his head. “I don’t want to start a riot of speculation. We need everyone to stay focused on their tasks.”

“Fine then, just the four of us,” Amanda countered. “But we’ve got to trust that the CIA is going to find the vaccine and bring it to us for mass production.”

The director sat at his desk.

Jennifer nudged her from behind. Ugh. She’d already gone out so far out on a limb that she feared it would crack under her.

“This is why they accelerated the bacterium’s virulence,” Amanda explained. “They needed to infect as many people as possible before we could develop any of our own ‘protection.’ Our only hope is to take a successful vaccine and multiply it.”

She took a step closer to the desk. Why she had to be all assertive, Amanda didn’t know, but she did know this bacterium. She did know what was going to happen to the world’s population if they didn’t act decisively.

“We’ve got to be prepared.”

Henderson finally nodded. “Quietly, though. Get the techs down in the wet lab prepping for a modified live vaccine. Let everyone think that we’re just gearing up for a run of our own.”

Amanda took a deep breath—the first she had really taken since the first confirmed case of bubonic plague came from Europe. At least they had a name for who created the plague—The Hidden Hand. They also knew why and how the Hidden Hand hoped to accomplish the most egregious use of bio-warfare that man had ever seen.

Now they only had to somehow stop it—the most virulent, antibiotic-resistant menace to mankind.

Okay, maybe she shouldn’t have taken that deep breath just yet.

Especially not as Jennifer and Devlin coughed at the same time. She turned to her grad student, who tried to wave her off, but Amanda persisted. Reaching out, she put the back of her hand to Jennifer’s forehead. The skin burned.

Amanda snatched her hand back. “How long?”

Jennifer wouldn’t meet her gaze.

“What’s wrong?” Henderson asked.

She turned to Devlin. “And you?”

“And me, what?” the CIA liaison shot back.

Ignoring his rudeness, she felt his cheek. It was on fire. “How long have you had a fever?”

“I feel kind of crummy,” Devlin said, his eyes darting from person to person. “But I’m fine.”

“Check your lymph nodes,” Amanda instructed. Now that she looked at Jennifer, really looked at her, she could see the flushing to her arms, the rosy cheeks that did not indicate health.

Devlin barely touched his neck. “No. No. They can’t be swollen.”

“But they are.”

Henderson stepped back. “They have the plague?”

Amanda didn’t bother answering. What else could they have, the swine flu?

“We’ve been under lockdown since the first case landed in New York,” Henderson rushed on, seeming to want to reassure himself this wasn’t happening. “There’s no way we could have been infected by…”

Didn’t he get it? Didn’t they all get it? This was no accident. No natural spread of the disease.

“We’ve been purposefully infected,” Amanda said, finding it silly to have to state something so obvious.

“I…I haven’t been feeling well, either,” Henderson admitted. Neither had she. Everyone had chalked it up to stress and fatigue, when really, someone had been planting the bacteria right in the heart of the laboratory.

“Dear God,” Henderson said, his tone wounded. “They truly are brilliant, aren’t they?”

Amanda nodded. Who better to infect than the people charged with stopping the plague?

The plan was so simple, elegant, and ironic that Amanda would have laughed, except for the fact that they would all be dead within twenty-four hours.

 

 


CHAPTER 12

Ciudad Juarez Hotel

11:12 p.m., MST

Ronnie wiped her eyes. Her hand came back black. It turned out that five coats of mascara and tears didn’t play together so well.

Ugh. And with the hot, steaming water creating a veritable fog around her, the stench of the three cans of hair spray Quirk used nearly gagged her. Not that her stomach felt all that great before. Each time she felt any morsel of numbness setting in, that last image of Zach flashed in her mind. The sound of his voice during their last conversation, worried, yet hopeful, caressed her ears.

Fantasy was so much better than reality.

After so long in the bath, her fingers had long ago raisined. Perhaps it was time to wash her hair and get to bed. She leaned over the porcelain tub and fished around in her “go” bag, but couldn’t find any shampoo. Really? Quirk put that much product in her hair and didn’t give her some way to get it back out again?

Feeling leaden, her legs complained as she rose from the bath. Grabbing a robe off the hook, she pulled it on before stepping out into the bedroom.

“Quirk, did you pack shampoo, or what?”

Her assistant turned around, hand shoved behind his back. Ronnie strode over as Quirk held her iPod above his head.

“Is that him?” she asked, already knowing the answer. Her legs no longer felt heavy.

“Who else?” he said, squirming away. “Someone has to be strong for you.”

“Is that the 9-1-1 override code?”

Her assistant still wouldn’t hand it over. “If he’s in physical danger, I will bed a woman!”

He tried to stand on his tippy-toes, but Ronnie was a good two inches taller than he. She snatched the iPod from Quirk’s grasp and put the earbuds in.

“Zach?” Ronnie asked, half afraid of the response she was going to get. Was he pissed? Distant? Dismissive?

“Ronnie, I—” Zach said before the line went quiet.

“I, what?” she nearly shouted.

A rustling came on the line, and then another voice, heavily Latin influenced, spoke. “We have him, so you’d best listen carefully.”

Ronnie’s back straightened to a rod.

Quirk cocked his head. “What, is he begging you to meet him again?”

She shook her head and mouthed, “He’s been kidnapped.”

Her assistant snorted. “Yeah, right.” Then he went back to packing.

As the man on the line took a deep breath, Ronnie put a bud in Quirk’s ear.

“Unless you agree to surrender yourself at the time and place of our choosing, and then do as you are instructed, Special Agent Zachary Hunt will die.”

“Damn it!” Quirk muttered.

No freaking kidding. This was one instance where she did not want to tell Quirk that she told him so. But here they were. Ronnie shoved her assistant toward his laptop. Quirk popped the earbud out as he sat on the bed.

“All right, all right. I’ll put a trace on it,” Quirk conceded.

Ronnie turned her attention back to Zach’s captor. “I need to speak with Zach.”

“You have little room to demand anything.”

“Look,” she said. “Clearly, you need something from me, and I am not giving it to you until I am sure that Zach is safe.”

“Um, perhaps we shouldn’t antagonize the kidnappers quite so much,” Quirk piped up.

She mouthed, “Find him,” as Zach’s captor went into some long, rambling speech about how he was in control.

Ronnie cut him off. “Put him on the line or this is going to be an extremely one-sided conversation.”

No response. Ronnie held her breath.

Had she pushed too hard?

* * *

Zach watched the veins in Jorge’s forehead bulge. Guess the operative wasn’t used to having anyone talk to him like that, let alone a woman. Grant shrugged, though.

“Let the lovebirds talk.”

Brusquely, Jorge stuffed the buds in Zach’s ears.

“Hey, sexy,” he said, trying not to sound too tortured.

“Hey there, yourself,” Ronnie answered, but he could hear the strain in her voice. They both knew that they were being monitored. She hadn’t stayed out of jail for so long by being naïve. Naïve like they could carry on an illicit relationship behind the backs of the FBI and the CIA.

“Have they injured you?” she asked.

“Depends on your definition…”

Jorge leaned in close. “Tell her what we want.”

“How many are holding you?” she asked. Unfortunately, her question was piped in to the whole room.

Zach answered as quickly as he could. “Five that I know of, but—”

The buds were ripped out. Jorge put them back into his own ears.

“That will be enough,” the CIA agent grunted. “Now you will hear our terms.”

No matter how politically correct Grant tried to appear, Zach knew that no matter what Jorge promised Ronnie, there was no way that he was leaving this room alive.

* * *

Ronnie only half-listened as the man went on and on about the conditions of this supposed meeting. “You will come alone and unarmed, blah, blah, blah.”

Or at least, that was all she heard as Quirk’s eyebrows nearly met in the middle of his forehead as he pounded away at the keyboard. Finally, his face tilted up with a smile. Quirk gave a thumbs-up and turned the screen toward her.

A nice, green circle showed where the CIA was keeping Zach.

“Hey,” she said, interrupting the operative’s diatribe. “Let’s not do that and say that we did.”

She could hear the man fume on the other side before he spoke. “You do not seem to understand—”

“Let me talk to Zach, or—”

* * *

“Or what?” Jorge chuckled. “You will trigger the self-destruct mechanism?”

The operative shoved the iPod toward Zach, who noticed that Grant, ever so brave, backed away to the farthest corner of the room.

“I would warn against it, since your precious agent is the one holding the device.”

Well, not so much holding it, as not being able to get outside of the iPod’s blast range. Would Ronnie really detonate it? Would she save her skin and crispy-fry his?

Ronnie’s voice echoed in the small room. “Really? On no, whatever will I do?”

Zach knew she was being sarcastic, but Jorge didn’t seem to quite understand the difference. Once Ronnie’s tone got serious, maybe he would. “Don’t screw with me, spook,” she said. “I know that you are company trained. So listen to the stress levels in my voice. I am not bluffing. I am not exaggerating. Let. Me. Talk. To. Zach.”

Seriously, were they not listening to her? The woman meant it, yet Jorge and Grant grinned stupidly at one another.

“Or?” Jorge asked.

Ronnie’s voice filled the room. “You, my dear sir, die.”

“You are a hacker who lives off the grid. So what exactly do you propose to do to me?” Jorge challenged.

Zach was pretty darn sure that Jorge did not want to know.

“Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”

* * *

Ronnie bit her lip. She was serious. But was she committed to this course of action?

“You try anything, and I will kill him without hesitation,” the operative stated. “Without regret. Without remorse.”

She knew that. She’d heard it in his voice. Even if she did exactly what he wanted, Ronnie knew that Zach would never survive his encounter with the CIA. He could raise way too many questions back home.

And unfortunately, they had given the CIA the perfect cover for Zach’s death. He had, after all, come across the border to fraternize with one of the FBI’s Most Wanted suspects. Zach getting “accidently” killed as he made his escape would be an easy sell.

Ronnie glanced at Quirk. His lips were set in a firm line. As master-level hackers, they always knew that this day might come. Of course, they assumed that it would be one of them on the other side of this call. They were prepared. She just wasn’t sure if she could go through with their contingency plan.

“Just give Zach the earpieces,” she said, hoping against hope that the agent would finally become reasonable.

“Over my dead body,” Jorge growled.

Gulping, she answered, “Okay.”

Ronnie nodded at Quirk. He pulled out a small wireless detonator. He rested his hand on hers as she hit the button.

* * *

Zach watched as the red lights on the iPod flashed faster and faster. He’d always thought the lights were just part of Ronnie’s fashion sense, but now he realized that they also served as a countdown.

As they blinked at an accelerated rate, Zach hoped Ronnie would know that he forgave her. He wasn’t getting out of here, anyway. She might as well protect herself by destroying the evidence.

Jorge smiled fiercely as the iPod’s screen bloomed red and the word “Boom,” flared white. Then the tiniest pop sounded.

Zach stared at the iPod, but it just sat there with “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” ready to play.

Jorge, however, was not so lucky. His eyes dilated, and his smile faded as blood dripped out of his ears.

He tilted back, then forward, before crashing to the floor—dead.

“Like I said,” Ronnie said over the speakers, “release him.”

Zach leveled his gaze at Grant. “You heard the woman.”

 

 


CHAPTER 13

El Paso FBI Field Office

9:15 a.m. MST

“Francois,” a voice called.

But who would do so, especially flavored with a perfect French accent?

He opened his eyes to find a black-frocked deacon standing before his cell. Francois’ blood ran cold, tingling the marks upon his arms.

“Francois. It is time to come home,” Deacon Havar stated as he extended a hand into the cell. His sleeve fell back, revealing marks very similar to Francois’s own. Some blanched white with scarring. Others oozing fresh. Just as Francois’s. Only the deacon’s intent was far different than his.

Francois’s were carved for salvation. The deacon’s for damnation.

“Hey!” an agent called from behind. “Stay back from the cell. Don’t let that guy fool you. He goes from zero to sixty.”

The deacon inclined his head and slipped his arm out of the cell, his sleeve once again covering their shared secret. “I would like to speak with your superior.”

It wasn’t until Havar moved away from the bars that Francois realized that the deacon had not come alone. A cluster of four young priests held onto his hem as if they were chicks following their mother. Only one stood apart from the rest.

Lino.

His eyes pierced the air, skewering Francois where he stood.

Francois’ scars flared again.

It was as if his own flesh knew that he did not have long to live.

* * *

Amanda sat beside Jennifer in the infirmary. Even though her assistant was hooked up to two different IV lines, she still typed frantically on her laptop. Not that Amanda was much better. By monitoring temperature spikes, she was about four hours behind Jennifer and Devlin. Those two must have been exposed to an early source of contagion, where Amanda and Henderson were hit in the secondary wave.

The director also typed away at the far side of the beds. Amanda balanced her laptop on her knees, working while the IV antibiotics dripped into her veins.

Most other patients crammed into the tiny medical station were more sensible. They rested or watched the only television. Of course, the sole programming consisted of more and more reports of the Black Death’s march across America and the world. The only continent still untouched was Antarctica. Since the very first plague victim, all incoming and outgoing air traffic was shut down—much as Amanda suggested in the plague’s dawning hours.

How many lives could have been saved if that Venice flight had been turned around in midair? Amanda felt that she should have done more to convince Henderson. She should have insisted on being on the call with the president.

Back then, though, she was the girl who cried wolf. But now that the wolf was literally at their door? Now, she was the girl who everyone counted on. What if she couldn’t find the vaccinated populations? What if she couldn’t find a vaccine repository?

Jennifer tapped Amanda’s computer. The message was clear. Work.

Unfortunately, Jennifer was right. No point in belaboring the past—it was gone. They had to find Hidden Hand safe houses. Before she could get back to combing through hospital intake records, Devlin pointed to the television.

“Turn it up!”

Craning her neck to see what all the fuss was about, Amanda found Anderson Cooper on-screen. So, it was going to be a major announcement. The reporter looked haggard. The usual spark in his eye was dulled. Even makeup couldn’t cover the dark circles. She’d seen it before. In herself. Anderson wasn’t just whipped—he was stricken.

“Authorities are urging everyone to stay indoors, and I couldn’t agree more. People, this isn’t the time to panic. This is the time to use common sense. Only venture outside if you must get a loved one to a hospital, and even then, wear a mask, or—”

Anderson stopped as a piece of paper was shoved at him from off camera. His eyes scanned the page once, and then again. He looked up, not toward the camera, but to someone to the left of it.

“Is this for real?” Anderson asked. The muffled voice answered her agreement. The reporter still asked, “All of it?”

Again, the muffled voice said, “Yes.”

Anderson shuffled in his chair, and then his eyes found the camera. “I am so sorry, New York…”

So sorry about what? Now everyone in the infirmary was glued to the television.

“The governor has…The governor has declared that New York City hospitals are now closed. They are overrun with plague victims and can accept no more.”

Amanda looked at Jennifer. Neither was necessarily surprised. It was simply step eighteen in the bio-warfare manual. At some point, the health care system would become saturated and completely ineffective, which only accelerated the death count. And not just from plague victims. Now, heart attack victims who could have been saved would die. Even cases of appendicitis or a child’s strep throat could result in death. The body count would balloon from here.

The only surprising thing was how horribly quickly all this was happening. This should be day three or four into the disease cycle. Not day one.

Anderson shifted in his seat. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t get treatment. Officials are rolling out a program where antibiotics can be delivered to you. Medics will bring the antibiotics to your door, knock, and you must wait at least a minute before opening your door to accept them.”

Amanda didn’t see why he was so nervous until he cleared his throat, and then had to cough. It was like watching America’s slow decline into the plague.

Finally catching his breath, Anderson continued. “They will identify homes in need of antibiotics…well…they are requesting that you put a red ‘X’ on your door. Again, I am so very sorry, New York.”

Amanda glanced at Jennifer. The “X” was not part of the plan. The plan was a coordinated online request form along with door placards to identify plague victims. However, Amanda could see why the New York authorities had foregone those niceties. Again, they weren’t supposed to get to this point until day three or four. That would have given officials two to three days to educate the public. Get the placards out to the neighborhoods before they were needed.

Now, though? A bright red “X” probably was more representative of the dire circumstances.

Jennifer raised her eyebrows. Now, what are we going to do? was the clear question.

Which was an extremely good question. Amanda thought that she would have hours and hours more of data streaming in from the hospitals, and then the online data from antibiotic requests. How in the hell was she going to track red “Xs” on the doors?

“I am going to need more bandwidth,” Amanda said as Jennifer’s eyes slid over to Devlin. “And yes, access to the CIA’s database. Can you do it?”

Jennifer gave a sly smile as she typed like a madwoman.

Amanda had no idea how her assistant was going to carry out the task ahead. However, if it got her the data that she needed, she didn’t care. Not with the plague on the move.

* * *

Lino ignored Brother Loubom. The man would be dead soon enough. His legacy of betrayal ended. Lino studied the half-burnt Picasso. Such an ugly painting. Why would one take God’s most perfect specimen, man, and distort it so?

Man was made in God’s image. Such a painting was not just in bad taste; it amounted to heresy. It should be burned. Not to see what lay beneath the oils, but to destroy the thing, so that no man’s eyes ever had to look upon it again.

With one ear, he listened to the deacon arguing with the FBI officer. Another sign of Havar’s weakness. At the first sign that the FBI was not going to cooperate fully and immediately, Lino would have ordered their destruction. They had already spread God’s gift to the four corners of the world. These FBI agents would be stricken within days. Why prolong the time that they breathed?

Lino itched to take action. To purify this office and slit the old man’s throat, but for now the deacon outranked him. However, with such a poor showing here, Lino seriously doubted how long even that would last.

* * *

While the argument continued between Deacon Havar and the FBI agent, Francois watched the blond acolyte. To look so very innocent, but to be filled with such hatred. Lino seemed the obedient servant, which he was, only to a most vile master.

Francois knew Lino’s callous soul from experience. No wonder the boy had risen through the ranks so quickly. Even as a child, the boy had shown no remorse or regret. He had been raised to be the perfect instrument of the Hidden Hand’s grotesque experiment.

Havar’s group stood cloaked in priestly black. The crosses hanging from their necks mocked Francois’s faith and the very church that they pretended to serve. Certainly, these emissaries loved the Catholic Church. However, they wished it to regress to the time of the Spanish Inquisition.

“Special Agent Danner,” the deacon barked loud enough to draw Francois from his musings. Havar must have realized that every head in the office turned his way, for his next words were far more measured. “I believe that Interpol made it clear that we were to be given all due consideration.”

Francois watched, spellbound, as the Special Agent in Charge sat on the corner of the desk. He did not seem agitated or overly impressed by the deacon.

“And you have been. We have agreed to hand over the prisoner despite the fact that the State of Texas could detain him on breaking and entering charges, arson, and—”

Deacon Havar shoved his chest forward, glaring—the look of a man seldom thwarted. “All of which dim in comparison to Francois’s moral crimes.”

“Which is why the Attorney General has expedited your extradition request.”

Ah, so that is why the federal government cared for someone as inconsequential as he. Of course, the Hidden Hand moved deep within the shadows, orchestrating the events as they saw fit. However, they did not seem to count on the resolve of Special Agent in Charge Danner.

The deacon gritted his teeth. “But the painting—”

“Is the property of the El Paso Museum of Art, which has declined to donate the work to the church,” Danner said.

“But it is damaged beyond repair,” Havar said, unable to contain his exasperation.

Special Agent in Charge Danner cocked his head to the side. “Which does beg the question—why you would want it so badly?”

Francois felt a grin form on his otherwise stolid lips. Seldom was the Hidden Hand’s desire kept at bay for even a moment. It was clear that the deacon had to take a moment to regroup. Spinning a plausible reason why the church would want the half-burnt work of a communist painter took some time.

In the end, Havar simply changed the subject. “Fine, then. We shall depart with Brother Loubom.”

Francois tensed. His luck had run out. He doubted very much if he would live long enough to see even the airport once deposited within the deacon’s care.

Danner stood. “As soon as the doctor gets here and gives me a medical release stating that he is healthy enough to travel, he is all yours.”

“We have a plane to catch.”

“And this guy committed arson, attacked an FBI agent, and then proceeded to cut himself up over the last twenty-four hours,” Danner stated, indicating Francois. “He’s not going anywhere until I receive third-party verification that he’s mentally stable enough to travel.”

The deacon’s wide face blotched with anger—a blazing shade of magenta. A color Picasso himself would have approved of. “So, this is your country’s highest level of consideration?”

“Guess so,” Danner said, turning toward his office. “Take it or leave it.”

The deacon gathered himself to go. “We shall leave it…for the moment.”

Swiftly, Havar turned his bulk toward the door, forcing his entourage to hurry behind him. All, except for Lino. Lino stayed, glaring into the cell.

Francois did not flinch from his gaze. The boy may be anointed in blood, but Francois had seen more death than any man should bear. Try as he might, Lino could not unnerve him.

“Lino!” the deacon barked.

The boy’s frown deepened as he finally turned away and strode from the office.

Once the door shut behind them, Francois breathed out. Fortune had granted him a stay of execution. But a stay only. He had no doubt that the Hidden Hand would be back to collect him.

Until then, all Francois could do was pray that God sent him a guardian angel.

 

 


CHAPTER 14

Somewhere over Mexico

9:34 a.m., MST

Ronnie strained to see past the dusty helicopter window. The rotors beat overhead, drowning out even her thoughts. But she didn’t need to hear her thoughts, for she had only one.

Zach.

What if her stunt hadn’t intimidated the CIA? What if they decided to kill Zach, rather than release him? She knew that she shouldn’t be thinking about that right now, but what else could she think about?

“Visual confirmation,” the burly pilot grunted.

The guy must have topped two hundred and fifty pounds. He smelled as though he had drunk two hundred and fifty gallons of bourbon last night. But his hand was steady on the joystick, and damn, he could see farther than Ronnie could.

She pulled up the binoculars to scan the ramshackle tumble of buildings up ahead. Low and squat, they hugged the desert, and the desert protected them with a heavy covering of sand.

“Fire?” the pilot asked gruffly.

“No!” Ronnie answered. “Jesus, no.”

The guy chewed on the butt of a long-dead cigar. “Your dime.”

She shot a look at Quirk. The question on her face was clear.

Where in the hell did you get him?

Quirk rolled his eyes as he broke out tech equipment in the back of the helicopter. “You do not want to know.”

Ronnie tensed her jaw. She loved Quirk beyond all measure, but this was Zach’s life they were talking about. Without having to say a word, her assistant got the message loud and clear.

“Look, darlin’,” he said while stringing Ethernet cabling between two computers. “You didn’t give me much time to scrape up a combat-ready helicopter pilot.”

“I thought you were getting us some gunmen?” she asked.

Quirk glanced up from what he was doing. “Even in Mexico, it’s a little hard at four in the morning to scare up some discreet gunmen. Your request, not mine.”

Chewing her lip, Ronnie wondered if she hadn’t been overly cautious. Would the CIA expect her to commission a helicopter? Would they expect her to storm their castle? She was known more for her finesse than her use of firepower.

“You’re still pinging them, right?” she asked.

Quirk rolled his eyes again. Even distracted and traveling in a speeding helicopter, Quirk could put on a cyber-attack show. They had to keep the CIA believing that they were trying to hack their way out of this problem. So far, they made runs at the safe house’s firewalls, tried to cut off the power, and scramble their security measures. Of course, none of that had worked, but that was also part of the plan.

Given a few days, she and Quirk could have taken the place down from the inside out. However, Ronnie knew that they did not have a few days. It turned out that “in your face” hacking actually took days, if not months, of careful study. Control attacks to monitor how a system reacted, then perform another calculated breach. The process could be slow and tedious, but that’s how she had earned her 100 percent success rate. A lot of good it did her now.

If the CIA really did believe that she held the key to unlocking a code involving the outbreak of the plague, Zach had a few hours—maximum. They needed quick, decisive action. Not exactly her strong suit.

Ronnie looked over her shoulder at the array of monitors that Quirk had set up. That CIA safe house may look like a ghetto from the outside, but scans revealed several gun turrets covered by desert camouflage, and even a tank hidden within lead-lined walls. Heat signatures showed five people in there, but that could have been a grossly low value. With the right amount of heat shielding, two dozen men could be in there, all waiting to take them down.

How well prepared were the CIA for an all-out assault?

“We are bulletproof, right?” she asked. Her nerves were getting the better of her.

“I refer you to the lack of Helicopters-R-Us in the general vicinity.”

Groaning, Ronnie really started to doubt herself. “Picking up any signals?”

They had knocked out all satellite feeds in the area and shut down the site’s radar and thermal imaging capabilities, but still…

“Besides a rather loud Mexican radio station giving away what sounds like bull testicles to the sixth caller, no.”

“Are you sure? The CIA has been toying with—”

Quirk’s deep frown stopped her inquiry. Of course, Quirk was checking all the frequencies and bandwidths.

“Sorry.”

Normally, he would have made her pay for her micromanaging with some form of 1980s music trivia, but clearly Quirk was giving her some leeway, given the circumstances. For that, she was grateful. She really was not in the mood to figure out the B-side track from the 1982 single by A Flock of Seagulls, “I Ran (So Far Away).”

“And just as a heads-up, it looks like this plague is on steroids,” Quirk reported, texting his contact back.

Like Ronnie needed any more bad news.

“So, check your lymph nodes already,” Quirk scolded. She wasn’t going to check anything until Zach was safe and sound.

“Is that a friendly?” the pilot asked.

She scanned the area ahead. The dirt road appeared empty. Wait! Was someone leaving the safe house through its dented tin door? More accurately, someone was stumbling out the door. Trying to adjust the binoculars, Ronnie knocked them out of focus. Her fingers scrambled to bring them back from blurry-ville.

“Should I fire?” the pilot asked casually.

“For the love of all that is holy, no!”

Ronnie fumbled with the dials until the image fuzzed out, and then came back into sharp focus. She would know that chin anywhere.

“It’s a friendly,” Ronnie said with a smile. It was the friendliest.

* * *

Quirk took the binoculars from Ronnie. How such an incredibly competent hacker could mess up the world’s most expensive binoculars was beyond him. Fiddling with the multiple rings, he brought Zach’s face into such relief that it looked like the FBI agent stood right in front of him.

Even in pain, those features were chiseled to perfection. Quirk let out a whistle. “Even bruised, he is one fine specimen.”

Ronnie did not argue with him as she turned to the pilot. “Set us down.”

But the beefcake shook his head. “No can do.”

“Um…yes can do,” his boss countered.

Quirk could have warned the pilot not to bother arguing with Ronnie when she was in this mood. But in truth, Quirk wanted to watch the pilot’s jaw tense up and down. Clearly, his lymph nodes were not bursting with the Black Death.

“We are in a hostile environment chosen by the enemy,” the hunk gruffed. “If I land, we lose any slight advantage that we may have.”

His boss put two fists on her hips and skewered the pilot with a look that would have melted solid metal.

“Yeah, like you said. It’s my dime.” Even more forcefully, Ronnie commanded, “Land.”

The pilot grunted. Not quite accepting, but not arguing either. So maybe the guy was as big a teddy bear as he looked.

While the pilot maneuvered the chopper, preparing for a landing, Quirk’s phone vibrated in his pocket. For the tenth time. He loved Jennifer with all his heart, but he just didn’t have the time to dish on why Tim Gunn wasn’t a part of Project Runway All Stars. There it went again. Okay, maybe it was actual plague stuff she was talking about. Quirk pulled the phone out and scanned her texts. Jennifer was asking for CIA clearance? Um, a weird request, but since he was already patched into the agency’s mainframe, there was no reason he couldn’t accommodate her. The CIA wasn’t exactly in Quirk’s close friend “circle.”

“As you wish,” he typed, and then routed the data stream to her IP address. Quirk certainly hoped Jennifer’s day was going better than theirs.

Then the helicopter set down on the dusty, dusty ground. Before Quirk could offer even the slightest scolding on how careful she should be, Ronnie was out of the helicopter. As soon as her boots hit the dirt, the chopper lifted off again.

“Um, I think Ronnie meant for us to stay on the ground.”

The pilot looked over his shoulder. “Sorry. It’s not your dime,” he said.

Even though their gazes met for only a second, Quirk felt his cheeks flush and his heart race.

A teddy bear and a top?

This must be Quirk’s lucky day.

“So,” Quirk said as he sat down in the copilot’s seat. “How long have you been an illegal mercenary pilot? Hmmm?”

* * *

Ronnie raced toward Zach as he lurched forward. She caught him just before he went down.

She forced a playful tone. “Hey, sexy.”

Zach couldn’t pretend that he was in anything but agony. “Hey there, yourself.”

Even that seemed to take the last of Zach’s energy as he sank to his knees. Ronnie lowered beside him. To her surprise, his lips tugged up in a little grin.

“I don’t know what you were expecting,” Zach said through pain-clenched teeth, “But this is not how I pictured our first date.”

She couldn’t help but smile back. “Yeah, you missed quite the outfit.”

How many times had she dreamed of this moment? Their slow walk across the room. Her hair flowing back. His eyes gazing into hers. The reality? She was too busy choking on dirt to really appreciate the moment.

Besides, they didn’t have a moment. They needed to get the hell out of there before the CIA decided to drop a bomb on them. Literally. Ronnie rose to her feet, expecting Zach to follow, but he stayed down.

“Um, I’m digging the scenery,” Ronnie said as playfully as she could under the circumstances, “but we’ve got to get back into the air.”

Zach tugged up his shirt, exposing his midsection—mottled in blacks, purples, and blues. Ronnie’s hand flew to her mouth. She knew he had been tortured, but to actually see the damage…

And all for her.

He could have just told them where she was. He could have lured her here without her being any the wiser. She would have followed him without question. Yet he hadn’t. Zach had taken this beating to protect her. If they weren’t under threat of death, she would have laid a lip-lock on him right there.

However, she saw the pain in his eyes. Not from the physical pain, but from shame. That somehow it was his fault that he was injured. Too injured to even rise.

Men.

So she joked, “Okay, this is going a little far to prove that you didn’t stand me up.”

He chuckled. Even that seemed to hurt, but it softened his features.

“Come on,” Ronnie encouraged. “We’ve got an ultrasound on board. Let’s get you up there.”

Ronnie watched Zach accustom himself to the pain. He gritted his teeth and took three short breaths before he leaned in to her. It took the strength of both of them to get him on his feet, and even then, Zach pressed against her. Not that she was complaining.

As they hobbled over to the landing helicopter, Zach winced. “An ultrasound machine? On a helicopter?”

“Yeah, and trust me,” Ronnie said. “It did not come cheap.”

* * *

Zach landed hard on the chopper floor as it lifted off before they climbed fully in. Zach would have thought at some point that his pain receptors would give out. However, that was just wishful thinking. The helicopter lurched, and he slammed into a metal bench as his vision blurred.

Ronnie tried to steady him, but the damage was done. As tenderly as she could while riding a bucking, accelerating helicopter, Ronnie helped him into a jump seat. Even with all of that, he couldn’t take his eyes away from her. Okay, some of that may have been him trying to keep his head from spinning. The other was for a much less practical reason.

She turned to the pilot, sending her blonde ponytail swishing across his face. Zach wouldn’t complain. They were finally in the same ZIP code and on the same chopper. Too bad that he felt halfway to passing out.

“Anything?” she asked the pilot.

“All clear,” the big man replied.

“All?” Ronnie emphasized.

“Nothing on the deck,” the pilot said as he held the cold butt of a cigar between his teeth. Zach knew from experience that old dogs like the pilot didn’t like to be questioned.

Ronnie swung back to the young man sitting behind half a dozen monitors. From the dark hair to the well-manicured fingertips, Zach could only assume that it was Quirk. How very jealous Warp would be.

“You are sure that you knocked out the satellite coverage for our entire area?” Ronnie asked.

The young man kept typing. “Even the Chinese.”

“Crap,” Ronnie said, hitting her palm against the bulkhead.

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Zach asked, wincing as fire shot along a broken rib.

Neither Quirk nor Ronnie looked in his direction. Instead, their eyes met over the monitors. Their years of working together were so very apparent. They’d clearly reached some mutual decision.

Ronnie frowned, but Quirk was all smiles.

“That can only mean one thing,” Quirk stated, and then turned that flirtatious smile in Zach’s direction. “We’re going to need you to strip.”

Zach’s eyes shot a look at Ronnie. Her assistant was joking, right? From the sympathetic look on her face, Quirk wasn’t. Ronnie knelt beside Zach, placing her hand on his knee.

“If they are staying this clear, then they must have planted a tracking device on you.”

Damn it! Of course, Grant had planted something on him. That’s what Zach would have done if the roles had been reversed. Zach would have thought of it if his head weren’t threatening to split in two. He tugged his turtleneck up, but couldn’t quite get it over his head. It didn’t exactly help that Quirk was licking his lips.

“Turn around,” Ronnie instructed her assistant.

“But—”

Ronnie gave Quirk a look that could have—seriously—lifted paint off the wall. Zach had always imagined what Ronnie looked like when silence filled their phone conversations. She didn’t disappoint. Too bad he was in hypovolemic shock.

Quirk huffed, grabbed a laptop, and turned to the pilot.

“You have other clothes for me, I assume?” Zach asked.

Ronnie looked at Quirk, who glanced over his shoulder, more than a little contrite. Ronnie cocked her head to the side, ready to scold her assistant.

* * *

“What?” Quirk demanded. “I was already three percent over budget.” Ronnie tried to get a word in edgewise, but Quirk overrode her. “You are the one who said no more spending, period!”

Oh, just try to squirm out of that one, little missy. Quirk knew that Ronnie wanted to look all in-charge for her lover boy, but Quirk wasn’t taking the fall for this one.

“Quite the well-prepared jailbreak,” Mr. Hunk-o-Matic said, and then gritted his teeth in pain. Was it wrong that Quirk found him even more appetizing when his eyes squinted just so?

“It’s our first,” Ronnie said to Zach, seeming to accept the fact that Quirk had won their last little exchange until she turned to him. “Give Zach your pants.”

“No!” he protested in horror.

“Quirk!”

“I can’t,” he said, a bit sheepish. “I’m going commando,” he admitted.

Of all the days…

Seriously, what did Ronnie expect after giving him only three hours to plan, prepare, and execute the most kick-ass rescue in the history of mankind? Some small details may have slipped past. Like underwear.

“Um,” Zach said with a frown. “Can’t I at least keep my own briefs?”

“No!” both Quirk and Ronnie answered. At least they were on the same page about some things.

Ronnie turned to the very confused-looking FBI agent. “The CIA has been experimenting with fiber-thin passive wire elements that can be activated from up to three miles away. We can’t take the risk with any item that they had access to while you were detained.”

“So if anyone is going commando…” Quirk commented. Of course, Ronnie gave him her finely honed “if looks could kill I’d be serving life imprisonment” look. Quirk was about to preemptively respond when a pair of brown camo pants landed on his head.

Snatching them away from his face, Quirk turned to find the pilot in nothing but his nice, tight, form-fitting long johns.

“My, my,” Quirk said, smiling. “This day is looking up.”

* * *

Amanda maxed out the additional bandwidth Jennifer had gotten to broaden her search. How her assistant scrounged around for access to the CIA’s web search monitoring software so quickly, Amanda didn’t know—and quite frankly, didn’t want to know. They could be convicted of espionage later. Because they certainly couldn’t ask for help from their CIA liaison, could they?

She glanced over at Devlin, who didn’t even bother pretending to work. If the CIA liaison wasn’t using the bandwidth, why shouldn’t they borrow it?

Rapidly, she sorted through the searches for “Black Death,” and “bubonic plague.” The numbers were staggering. In the hundreds of millions. Really, those were not the ones that she needed. Those represented people infected or worried about infection. Those were definitely not the Hidden Hand.

No, she honed in on keyword searches, such as “spread of the plague,” and “real-time death count,” words that would be more consistent with an organization monitoring the spread of their weapon. She also looked up “survivor stories,” and “instances of resistance.” The Hidden Hand would be very interested in such information. And with the plague raging throughout the country, those who did not have any form of natural immunity would be identified much faster than the regular Black Death cycle.

Jennifer nudged Amanda.

She looked up as her assistant indicated the infirmary around them—crammed with beds and patients. In fact, there were so many that the newer victims were being set up in the cafeteria. In the end, Amanda had no doubt that every single one of the seventy-nine inhabitants of Plum Island would end up on an IV drip.

Amanda cocked an eyebrow to her assistant as Jennifer nodded toward the back of the room. The one where the first patients had been admitted.

The beds were filled with scientists and guards. Exactly what one would suspect, given that this was Plum Island, after all. Wait. There wasn’t just one guard down here, but all of the guards. And they were the sickest. One was even on oxygen already. His bubonic plague had become pneumonic plague—the most deadly of the plague strains.

“They infected the guards first.”

Jennifer nodded solemnly.

Getting the guards sick first certainly did not seem accidental.

“Special Bulletin” blared from the television just before Anderson Cooper came back on.

“The governors of New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut have agreed that hospitals within the entire tristate area are now at maximum capacity, and all three states have adopted the ‘Antibiotic Home Delivery’ system.” Anderson pierced the camera with those eyes of his. “Please, listen. Medical personnel urge you to stay home if you are not infected yet, and to please place a red ‘X’ on your door if you are. Medics will begin delivering antibiotics within the hour. Please do not panic. Help is on the way.”

But help wasn’t on the way. Not really. Even with the most sophisticated of intravenous antibiotics combinations, Jennifer was no better. And Amanda could feel her own lymph nodes swelling and her fingertips tingling as the plague clogged her capillaries.

And now, knowing that the guards had been incapacitated? The Hidden Hand not only wished to eliminate any threat to finding a cure for the plague—they clearly were planning on taking over Plum Island at some point.

Jennifer slammed her laptop cover closed and motioned for the nurse to come over.

“What are you doing?” Amanda asked.

Her assistant’s only response was to slam Amanda’s laptop cover closed as well. When the nurse walked over, Jennifer tugged at her IV line.

“Don’t,” the nurse said. “You could yank it out.”

With the fierce look in Jennifer’s eyes, that was exactly what her assistant wanted to happen. To get unhooked from the IV, so they could go back upstairs and get to work at full throttle.

Amanda turned to the nurse. “Cap us off.”

“These medications are vital to your—”

“I’m lead on the bubonic plague,” Amanda explained. “Don’t make me contradict you.” She indicated the other patients. Amanda lowered her voice. “We’re just rearranging chairs on the Titanic.”

The nurse knew that “the treatments” were simply to make them more comfortable until…well…until the end. Finally, the nurse sighed, and began the process of untethering them.

Amanda grinned at Jennifer. They were getting back to work, all right.

 

 


CHAPTER 15

Nearby, somewhere over Mexico

10:19 a.m., MST

Grant hated helicopters. They were noisy, dirty, and usually smelled like ass. And this charming piece of scrap metal the Mexican army called a helicopter? Let’s just say that in comparison, the bar last night had a Parisian bouquet.

But the ends would justify the means. They had better.

He had not spent a year of his life wearing cheap suits and pretending to care about law enforcement without an impeccable exit strategy. If he didn’t get back into his Armani suit soon, he feared that his skin would simply slough off.

Oh, and when he delivered the Robin Hood hacker to his superiors? And helped stop the single largest threat to national security since the Civil War? Um, yeah, he’d get his Armani suit back, and so much more.

“Well?” he demanded of the mustached pilot. Grant would never understand Latinos’ fascination with bushy facial hair.

“We have a lock,” the man replied in a thick accent.

Grant looked at the digital screen that had hastily been mounted onto the rusting dashboard. Zach’s chopper was tracking northwest, just as he had guessed. Soon, this damned assignment would be over.

Good thing, because Grant had his tailor on standby.

* * *

Ronnie glanced away as Zach finished dressing. Not that she didn’t want to look. Um, even bruised, those abs were to die for, but they reminded her of the beating he took. For her. Had it tainted his feelings?

Since meeting on that dusty road outside the CIA safe house things had been, well, strained. Granted, Zach was badly injured, and they were fleeing for their lives on a helicopter, but still. The butterflies just wouldn’t go away. Each time she caught a glimpse of that strong jawline or those eyes, Ronnie felt as though, somehow, she had entered her own surveillance footage. He really couldn’t be here, with her, could he?

“So the metal blocks the signal?” Zach asked Quirk, as her assistant stuffed the FBI agent’s clothes into an aluminum tube.

Quirk’s well-manscaped eyebrow shot up. “Hardly. We want it amplified.”

God, her assistant could be such a queen sometimes. She would have stepped in to spare Zach the drama, but she was having a hard time calibrating the ultrasound machine.

“But um,” Zach asked tentatively, “aren’t we just dumping the clothes over the side?”

“And have them get a quick visual that we outwitted them?” Quirk snorted as he pulled out a model airplane. Okay, Quirk would kill her if she ever used the term “model” for that piece of high-tech awesomeness. It was more like a souped-up fighter jet, only scaled down to be two feet long. “I am way cooler than that.”

Quirk turned to the pilot. “Speed?”

“Three hundred and seventy-seven kph,” the pilot answered in his usual brusque manner.

Quirk typed the number into the small jet’s onboard keyboard, but then paused. “Three hundred and seventy-seven?” Oh, my. That man knows how to handle his stick.”

“Quirk…” Ronnie warned as she came to Zach’s side. If she had any hope of not chasing the FBI agent away, Quirk was going to have to keep the not-so-subtle innuendos to a minimum.

Of course, her assistant did not oblige. While checking the tube’s attachment to the plane’s fuselage with one hand, Quirk waved his other hand in the general vicinity of Zach.

* * *

“Oh, sure,” Quirk said as he put the finishing touches on his baby. “We can risk our lives to save your squeeze, but I can’t take a moment to—”

“Quirk!”

Yes, Ronnie, the truth did hurt. But there was no point in pursuing her unjust behavior, since their chopper was being pursued. By men with guns.

“All right. Here we go.” He turned to the pilot, who just needed his beard trimmed a bit to really accentuate his jawline. “Ready?”

“Always,” the pilot grunted.

Those slightly yellowed-by-cigar teeth and squinting, flint eyes captured Quirk.

“You did say that we were ready, right?” Ronnie interjected before Quirk got weak in the knees.

“On my mark,” Quirk announced as the pilot gripped the joystick tightly. “Three…two…one…”

In unison, almost like great sex, Quirk felt the pilot turn the chopper as Quirk opened the side door and released the decoy plane. It flew straight and true, directly on the path they had been heading. The metal of the chopper vibrated, making Quirk’s teeth chatter as it laid over, gaining speed, taking them nearly ninety degrees away from the plane’s trajectory. The decoy plane carrying Zach’s tracked clothes should throw those CIA goons off their track by miles.

Once the chopper leveled out and Quirk shut the door, he made a show of dusting off his hands. “I am that good.”

“Maybe,” Ronnie admitted, “but now, we wait.”

Yes, waiting. Quirk’s least favorite part.

* * *

“Why don’t we have a visual?” Grant demanded. The damned digital readout showed that they should be right on Zach’s ass by now, yet he could see nothing but blue skies all around.

The pilot just shrugged. Did the man not know that Grant’s career—no, life—depended on the next few minutes? However, the mustached pilot seemed to have little regard for career advancement.

“There,” the Federale pilot said, pointing ahead.

Grant had to squint to make out the faintest exhaust trail. “That’s no chopper.”

Instead, it was a toy plane. A freaking toy plane.

They must have realized that Zach’s clothes were traceable. He’d have to yell at the techs back home who swore that the thin metal fiber couldn’t be found.

“Fire on it.”

The pilot popped the safety off the trigger and locked onto the tiny plane.

A warning flashed in bright red on the screen. “Better Luck Next Time.”

The Robin Hood hacker’s tagline.

“Fire!” Grant yelled, knowing that destroying the plane would in no way get back at Zach and that binary bitch, but he did take a measure of satisfaction as the small plane blew up, scattering Zach’s clothes, and about a hundred thousand dollars in tracking equipment, to the wind.

Oh, they might have thought that they won the day, but clearly the Robin Hood hacker didn’t realize that Grant had an unlimited budget for this mission.

Sitting back in the flight seat, Grant gave the order. “Activate the secondary tracking device.”

The pilot nodded, punching in the code.

Zach wasn’t getting away. The sanctimonious prick wasn’t going to live another day.

* * *

“How long until we land?” Ronnie asked the pilot. If they were on schedule, they should be able to pick up their getaway car and cross back into Texas within the hour.

Before the pilot could answer, Quirk shouted, “We’ve got two fast-moving bogeys approaching from the east!”

Ronnie spun on her heel. That couldn’t be. They’d knocked out all eyes in the air and had gotten rid of the tracking device on Zach. But looking down at the radar screen, Quirk was correct. Actually, another two blimps popped up on the readout.

“I am telling you, they’ve perfected it,” Quirk insisted.

The FBI agent raised an eyebrow. “Perfected what?”

Ronnie really didn’t want to believe that it could be true. “They are at least five years away from field-testing it.”

Quirk shrugged. “Guess we are getting a look into the future, then.”

Zach leaned forward, guarding his injured ribs. They had shot him full of antibiotics, steroids, and painkillers—sometimes Quirk’s hypochondria and encyclopedic knowledge of remedies did come in handy, but pain still etched the FBI agent’s face.

All for her, and here she couldn’t even save him. Ronnie sat down next to Zach. Gently, she ran her hands over his arms.

“How long were you unconscious?” Ronnie asked.

“I wasn’t,” Zach stated, but when Ronnie cocked her head, he cast his eyes down. “No more than a few minutes.” He looked back up. “Did they shoot me up with something?”

Quirk snorted. “You could say that.”

Ronnie glared at her assistant. As if they didn’t have enough to worry about. She resented having to be sarcasm patrol as well.

“They’ve been experimenting with an ultrathin metal fiber that—”

“I know,” Zach interrupted. “The clothes.”

“Yes, well, no,” Ronnie said as her hands coursed over his wide shoulders and back. Oh, to be in such close physical contact for some other reason than trying to save their lives. “What I am looking for is even more advanced. The metallic ions are inert until they are hit by a burst of microwaves, and then they realign, transforming that microwave energy into a narrow burst of radio signal.”

The helicopter jolted, nearly sending Ronnie to the floor. It was only Zach’s strong hands that kept her seated. For a moment he held her there, despite the danger of them both falling over. Their body heat mingled. God, how she wanted to taste those cracked and bruised lips. Zach leaned in. Ronnie leaned in.

“Um, yeah,” Quirk interjected. Ronnie snapped back and began her gentle probing of Zach’s skin, trying to find the insertion point. “Once that burst of energy is released, the ions revert to their inert, impossible-to-detect state.”

“Nearly impossible,” Ronnie corrected him. They had to find the thin, metal thread—or they were worse than sitting ducks.

“Well, it might not matter now,” Quirk said, not sounding like his usual snarky self. “Looks like four jets and a chase helicopter.”

To punctuate her assistant’s words, a missile went off to the left, rocking the helicopter.

“I take it that this wasn’t just a family misunderstanding,” the pilot grumbled.

She didn’t blame the guy. They hadn’t been exactly forthcoming about why they needed the helicopter when they booked it.

It was Zach’s jaw that worked overtime, though. “We’ve got to talk.”

“Sure,” Ronnie said frantically searching up his neck for evidence of the fiber. “Let me just pour a glass of wine.”

* * *

Zach grabbed Ronnie’s hand. He loved her sense of humor, but not with this weight on his conscience. “I’m serious.”

Another explosion nearly shattered the window behind them as they lurched to the left.

“Ha! Just try to lock on to us,” Quirk shouted, working on five different devices.

Zach tugged Ronnie’s chin up to face him. “They don’t want to down the chopper. They want to force us to land.”

As another explosion rocked them to the right, Ronnie frowned. “Dude, it doesn’t—”

“They want you to decode for them, Ronnie, and…” Zach could hardly believe what he was about to say. “And I think you should.”

“After what they did to you?” she hissed, pulling away from him.

“Yes,” Zach rushed on. “This is about the world being stricken by—”

“I get it,” Ronnie interrupted, but then her eyes softened. “You don’t think I get it? I am totally on board with helping to save the world—”

“Um, with a little help?” Quirk interjected.

Ronnie didn’t even glance in her assistant’s direction as she answered. “But not for them.”

Zach could completely understand her reluctance. After the way Grant had treated him? The way he was treating them now? Then, add in the fact that Ronnie was on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list for cybercrimes. Still, he needed her to hear him out.

“Ronnie, they need you alive so—”

But she shook her head. “Zach, you know that I love your optimism, but they may leave me alive, but they’ll kill you.” Ronnie nodded toward Quirk and the pilot. “All of you.”

“Yep,” the pilot said as he ground his cigar between his teeth, all the while flying them through a war zone.

Despite the pilot’s expertise, another explosion hit so closely that the wall of the chopper flared red and the helicopter veered so far over, Zach was pretty damn sure that they were going to crash-land. Finally, the pilot righted the aircraft, but now they only cruised a few yards above the ground.

“I think they’ve decided that even Ronnie is expendable,” Quirk informed them.

And Zach couldn’t argue. Out of the front, now cracked, window, the two jets banked sharply, coming back for another pass. His own government was going to shoot down a civilian chopper. Grant was willing to kill the very woman who could help him.

“Yeah, we’ve got a problem,” the pilot announced, clutching the joystick with both hands. “We’re leaking fuel. I need a plan ‘B,’ pronto.”

What plan B? But then, Zach saw Quirk and Ronnie exchange a look.

“What?” he asked. “You mean you really have a plan ‘B’?”

* * *

Um, yes they had a plan B, but if plan A had been poorly planned with questionable execution, then plan B, well, plan B was suicidal. Ronnie was so loath to broach it that Quirk was the one who had to speak up.

“We do have El Blinko.”

Zach looked at Quirk, then at her. “What’s that?”

“An EM gun,” Quirk supplied.

“We hope,” Ronnie countered. Even hope was a bit of a stretch.

“That thing will take down my bird,” the pilot grumbled, grinding down on the cigar. However, Quirk was quite full of himself.

“No, no, no,” her assistant said as he rummaged around in their gear. “That’s the super-cool thing. It is unidirectional.”

“Sort of,” Ronnie added quickly as Zach frowned. “It’s a prototype.”

Despite the pilot’s original qualms as the chopper rocked back and forth—nearly spiraling out of control—he seemed more open to the idea than Ronnie.

“How proto is proto?”

Ronnie rushed in before Quirk could add his spin to it. “Pretty proto.”

Quirk crossed his arms. “It worked in Zurich.”

“It took out a city block in Zurich.” Ronnie answered as the chopper rocked nearly horizontal, forcing her to grip the seat, and then get slammed back against the bulkhead as the pilot righted the craft. Therefore, she did not argue as Quirk kept right on putting the EM gun together as they argued.

“One,” Quirk emphasized, with a single finger up in the air. “Just one block.” Ronnie tried to introduce some reality to the situation, but Quirk talked right over her. “I’m telling you, I’ve made some modifications. It’s got a way tighter range.”

This time, when the helicopter bucked, everyone was thrown to the floor. Not that she didn’t mind Zach’s legs wrapped around her, but she would prefer it not to be because he was busy trying to keep a large crate from falling on both of them.

“It’ll work,” Quirk insisted as he rose.

“Or?” Zach asked, holding out a hand to help Ronnie to her feet.

“We go down,” the pilot finished in his surly manner.

Ronnie’s assistant tried to point out the window, except that the chopper bucked and nearly knocked him on his butt. “Like we aren’t already.”

Quirk must have realized that he had just insulted the pilot, for he quickly followed up with, “Not that you aren’t the best pilot, but come on! Who can stand up to five-on-one action? It is now or never.”

With explosions sounding all around and them leaking fuel, what choice did any of them have? The pilot gave a curt nod.

“Goody!” Quirk exclaimed as he put the finishing touches on the device. “I’ve been utilizing the spark-gap model of electromagnetic—”

“Okay,” Ronnie stated, “even I don’t care. Just get it out.”

Quirk pouted just a bit, and then pulled out his prize. Unfortunately, he had modeled it after the classic Flash Gordon ray gun—something that didn’t escape the pilot.

“I changed my mind,” he grunted.

But there was no turning back. “We’ve got to try,” Ronnie said as she held her hand out for the gun, but Quirk pulled it to his chest.

“It’s my design.”

“Since when have you shot a real gun?”

Wounded but practical, Quirk went to turn the weapon over to her, but Zach intercepted it.

“And since when have you shot at real people?” he asked.

“Yeah, but—” Before she could fully respond, Zach unlatched the helicopter door, aimed at the planes and fired. The gun revved, making a wicked science fiction whooshing beep sound, and then shot out glitter along with a light show.

“What the—?” Zach asked himself, in shock.

Ronnie tried to brace Zach’s hand, but before she could, the gun actually fired. As in fired big time. As in the recoil threw Zach against the bulkhead—nearly knocking him unconscious.

“Sorry. I should have explained that the gun packs the punch of the equivalent of two hundred and fifty thousand joules of energy.”

Zach shook his head, trying to clear his vision. “That would have been good to know.”

The chopper swooped and dodged as missiles headed their way.

“Not only didn’t your damn gun work—”

“It worked!” Quirk insisted. “Just wait!”

But the missiles kept coming.

“I’m waiting…” the pilot said, not sounding at all patient.

“They must have maximum shielding,” Quirk concluded, turning a knob on the gun. “This thing is going to eleven.”

Ronnie took up the gun, since, you know, Zach was still tilted at a weird angle. She braced herself against the door and fired at the approaching missiles.

Just feet from hitting their side, the missiles sputtered, losing speed and altitude, then dropped from the sky, crashing to the earth. Ronnie didn’t wait. She took aim with the holographic sight and fired at the planes.

The gun revved, and at least she was partially prepared for the kick. Her shoulder, however, might never be the same again. At least she wasn’t on her butt. The lead plane’s wings tilted precariously as its partner’s nose suddenly dipped down. The two nearly collided with one another on their way down. The canopies popped off one jet as the pilot ejected.

His plane crashed in a fiery pyre while the other righted itself, streaking out of range.

“One down. Four to go!” she yelled over the wind as Zach gave her a weak smile while pressing the wound on the back of his head.

For the first time in a while, their helicopter actually flew in a straight line. It was a weird sensation. As the other two planes made their runs, Ronnie took aim. She fired, but the pilots must have caught on to the weapon, as they both backed away, trying to outrace the invisible enemy. One succeeded. The other began circling and circling to the right. The EM burst must have knocked out their left rudder controls.

Ronnie would take it. “Two down. Three to go.”

Without missing a beat, she aimed at the plane streaking by, and fired. The thing dropped a good hundred feet in the air before rolling beyond the horizon.

“We’ve only got one plane and the chase chopper to worry about,” Ronnie informed Zach. He did his best to look optimistic.

“Yeah, about that,” Quirk began. She turned to face her assistant. She did not want to know what was about to come out of his mouth. “You only have one more shot.”

“What?” she looked down at the EM gun, wishing she had taken more interest in Quirk’s side project.

“Remember?” Quirk asked, and then launched into an imitation of her that even Ronnie had to give him credit for. “Why pay for more than five shots? When are we ever going to need more than five EM pulses?”

Damn it! She should have known that once she got mixed up with Zach, they would, at some point, clearly need six EM shots. But alas, she was too busy manufacturing an iPod to communicate with the FBI agent chasing her to think of it.

Ronnie turned to the pilot. “Up to you.”

“If you can get the plane, I can take the chopper.”

You know, she could see why Quirk was drooling.

“I could take the stick,” Ronnie suggested to the pilot.

“You can fly a helicopter?” Zach asked as he rose gingerly from the floor.

Quirk snorted. “Sure. If Comanche Chopper Extreme counts.”

As the plane made its way around to make another run at them, Ronnie helped Zach to a seat.

“Hey, I’m number five in the world.”

The pilot grinned. “I’m number one.”

Okay. This is going to be fun.

She aimed and fired the ray gun directly in the path of the oncoming plane. The burst must have caught the navigation system. The plane zigged to the left, and then zagged to the right, and then upward. Ronnie lost sight of the plane as it climbed past their view.

“All right,” Ronnie stated as the chase helicopter tilted forward, advancing on their injured chopper. “Let’s see what Mr. Comanche-Number-One can do.”

 

 


CHAPTER 16

Somewhere over Mexico

10:40 a.m., MST

Ah, that pilot and his joystick. Quirk was so very glad that Ronnie was finally beginning to understand his new man. Just the way he gritted that cigar between his teeth sent shivers up Quirk’s back. Either that, or the constant vibration of the strained metal had settled into his joints.

The pilot looked at Ronnie, then nodded toward the gun turret. “Even number one could use some help,” he said.

Quirk raised an eyebrow. Ronnie? On a machine gun? Sure, the woman slayed at video games, but live ammo? However, poor super-Special Agent Hunter still looked nauseated and perhaps a bit dizzy.

“Keep them busy,” Quirk said to Ronnie, who was strapping into the gun seat. He looked down at the ray gun. “I might be able to get another wallop out of this baby.”

Quirk sat down next to the FBI agent as the helicopter tilted at a forty-five degree angle. Their thighs brushed one another. Normally, Quirk would have made a great witty comment, but Zach looked ready to hurl. And while Quirk loved witty repartee, he loved cleaning off his shoes less.

“How about a forward, circle, right?” Ronnie asked the pilot.

Quirk had absolutely no idea what his boss meant. He usually kept earbuds in when she played, preferring some Lady Gaga or Lady Antebellum to the screeching sounds of war. Of course, the irony of actually now being in the screeching sounds of war did not escape Quirk. Maybe next time, he would pay slightly better attention to Ronnie’s hobbies.

The pilot, not surprised in the least, seemed to know exactly what Ronnie was talking about. He reversed course and dropped enough altitude for Quirk’s booty to come off the seat. Ronnie took advantage of the situation, shooting at the chase helicopter’s belly. But the other pilot must have also been a high-ranking member of the Comanche club, because he slid out of range.

Zach’s hands gripped the seat beside Quirk. The guy was green. Literally green. Quirk would normally take the time to comfort such a fine-looking man, but, you know, they were in the middle of a firefight.

“X, square, left, left,” the pilot bellowed.

Quirk couldn’t take the time, though, to watch the aftermath of his actions. Quirk had an EM-burst ray gun to fix. The energy stores were virtually nonexistent. As close as that other chopper was, Quirk wouldn’t need much juice to create a burst to take out their equipment.

As their helicopter swerved and dipped and lunged, Quirk calibrated the gun. The power level inched up from red to orange. If he could scrape up enough to get into the yellow zone…

Glancing out the door, Quirk realized that they would not have the luxury for even yellow as the other chopper barreled toward them.

“Don’t worry!” Quirk shouted, jumping up and pointing the gun out the door.

* * *

“No!” Ronnie cried out.

Zach ignored his churning stomach and launched for Quirk. But her assistant aimed and fired. Unfortunately, this was exactly the same moment that their pilot turned the chopper hard…into the pulse.

Even though he couldn’t see the beam, Zach felt its effects immediately on their craft. While never a steady ride, the chopper now streaked through the sky completely un-helmed. Zach could feel his stomach crawling into his throat.

And the other chopper was no better. It lay over on its side, careening toward them.

“Damn it!” the pilot cursed as he struggled with the controls, hitting each and every button—none of which responded.

“But we were losing!” Quirk demanded, as the other chopper crossed in front of them, missing a collision by inches.

“Losing?” the pilot demanded as he wrestled with the joystick.

Ronnie climbed out of the gun seat, yanking on equipment. “We weren’t losing. We were baiting him for a triangle, circle, right, square maneuver.”

Zach was clueless, and Quirk looked even less informed.

She huffed as she lifted a large case out from under the seat. “We were going to take out his rear blade!”

“Oh, crap,” Quirk said, and then knelt by the case.

“What are you doing?” Zach asked as the two hackers worked frantically.

“Our equipment was completely shielded, so we are going to interface with the chopper’s—”

“We don’t have time for this crap!” the pilot growled.

To punctuate his words, the chase chopper plowed into a hillside, flaring brightly—even in full sunlight. Smoke billowed from the crash site. Zach stared into the fire. Was Grant burning right now? And did he care?

It turned out, with pain lancing his side, that Zach distinctly did not.

Quirk dragged cabling to the pilot’s seat. “Oh, darling, you haven’t seen how fast I can work. Now spread ‘em.”

Had Quirk said that to him, Zach thought, there would have been no spreading. Either the pilot really was as into Quirk as Quirk thought, or the man knew what Quirk needed, for he did readjust for the skinny assistant to get between his legs to the control panel.

Zach grabbed hold of a metal handle as the chopper lost more and more and more altitude. And that ridge up ahead was getting closer and closer and closer.

“Now!” Quirk yelled.

The pilot grabbed the joystick with both hands and pulled upward. At first, the chopper didn’t respond, but as the sparsely vegetated hillside flew at them, the vehicle lurched upward as the rotors suddenly kicked into gear. They skimmed over the ridge close enough to yank out some weeds, but they skimmed over nonetheless.

But once over the hill, the chopper again sputtered. Good thing that they were heading toward a valley, because the blades stopped thump, thump, thumping overhead.

“What’s wrong?” Ronnie demanded.

“Nothing!” Quirk insisted. “I’m patched in.”

The pilot shoved the two toward the back of the chopper. “It’s not the electronics.”

“Then what—?”

“We’re out of gas,” the pilot said spitting out that chewed-up wad of cigar.

“Oh, crap,” Ronnie said, whirling around. “Everyone get strapped in!”

Zach was already ahead of her, pulling the straps over his head and latching them at his waist. Ronnie bounced off the bulkhead and slid in sideways to her seat. Her eyes spoke the fifteen million apologies that seemed on the tip of her tongue. He wanted to comfort her and reassure her that none of it was her fault, but he didn’t have time.

Instead, he smiled. A warm smile. A real smile. If they were going to die, it would be together.

“This really is going down as the lamest rescue attempt in the history of rescue attempts,” Zach said.

The guilt that haunted her eyes cleared as she strapped herself in. “But come on, shouldn’t we get an ‘A’ for effort?”

Zach leaned in. Yes, she should get an A, and a whole lot more. The space between them closed. He could smell the kiwi in her hair. She had laugh lines at the corners of her eyes that he had always imagined would be right there, crinkling for him.

Her lips parted. Finally, he would get to taste—

“Hang on!” the pilot yelled as the helicopter tilted precariously forward, throwing them all against their restraints.

* * *

Ronnie’s hand lashed out, grabbing hold of Zach’s. The ground was now like a bull’s-eye for the chopper. The only good thing from their staggering, limping, and erratic flight was they didn’t have much altitude.

How many tons of metal were about to hit—with how many pounds of pressure? She would have done the calculations in her head except for, you know—they were about to find out.

This was it.

She squeezed Zach’s hand. How Ronnie wanted to clench her eyes closed, but the sight before her refused to let them close.

The blades hit first. The metal screeched as they bent askew, which, by some sheer, dumb luck, toppled them over so that the gears and roof took the brunt of the collision. The chopper rolled, and the torque threatened to tear the straps that held them in. But in a burst of shattered glass and twisted steel, it groaned to a halt.

“Get out!” The pilot yelled.

Ronnie fumbled with her latch. Her fingers were numb from gripping Zach so tightly. He helped her with the buckle as the pilot opened the side door.

“Now!”

In a tangle of limbs, they all scrambled out as cut wires sparked and popped. They ran and stumbled as many yards as they could before the chopper blew. The force knocked them all to the ground.

Ronnie lay there for a moment, making sure that she could feel all her limbs. It wasn’t just shock telling her that she had survived the crash. But the aches and shooting pains from every quarter of her body confirmed that she was, in fact, alive. Rolling onto her back, she scanned the area. Everyone else looked tattered all to hell, but alive as well.

Zach helped her to sit up. God, he looked like hell. Probably just a good reflection of how well she had fared.

She patted his arm as another fireball roared from the wreckage into the sky.

“Okay, so maybe not an ‘A’…”

* * *

Grant winced against the sun, the throbbing in his shoulder, and their abject failure. Who could have guessed that the bitch had an EM gun? A gun that actually shot directional EM pulses? He was seriously going to have to have a talk with the guys in R&D at Langley.

Luckily, their work with ionic metal components was pretty damned cutting edge. As his pilot smoldered on the ground next to him, Grant bit down hard on his back molar. He cracked the thin porcelain cap, cutting his cheek. He would have to have a good talking-to with the tech boys about that, too.

As moisture washed over the filament in his tooth, it activated the metal, creating an extremely temporary broadcast signal.

“No joy,” Grant said to the air, thick with acrid smoke. “The package is loose.” Of course, Grant couldn’t hear his superiors back in Washington, not with his earpiece dead, but he could certainly imagine the general mood. Pissed off and scared. “I repeat. The fucking package is on the loose.”

His tongue played with the edge of the cap. Tiny metal fragments floated up amongst the blood. Who knew if they even got that last bit? Grant surveyed the dry, barren Mexican countryside.

While the Federales would send someone for their downed pilots, Grant doubted very much if they would help him give chase. The CIA had already strained relations with the Mexican government over just the concept of kidnapping Zach to get to the Robin Hood hacker.

Now, to know that she’d pulled out an EM gun? They were not going to have the cojones to challenge her. No one did. Except for Grant.

One might think that after losing four jets, a chopper, and a literally half-baked pilot, it would have put a damper on his optimism. But Grant just whistled as he headed north.

Round one seldom went to the ultimate victor.

* * *

Zach ground his teeth, which didn’t really do anything to ward off the pain in his side. However, it certainly made him feel like he was doing something. Especially since Ronnie had put him on a “hunk” time-out. Or was that what Quirk called it? Either way, it galled him to have to sit on the sidelines as the other three pulled anything functional from the burned-out husk of the helicopter.

He watched as Ronnie brushed aside a stray lock as she rummaged through the wreckage. One would think, after being tortured and shot down out of the sky, that he might be a wee bit resentful of Ronnie.

Lord knew that if his mother had anything to say about it, she would say, “Once trouble, always trouble,” or “A lady who puts her elbows on the dinner table is no lady.” And he would be steaming right about now.

Granny, however? God rest her soul, she would be saying something like, “Such a dear to try to rescue you, no?” or “It’s the effort that counts.”

Yeah, he usually did fall on Granny’s side. Because how could he be upset with Ronnie? She’d risked her life, Quirk’s, and, as it turned out, the pilot’s—to save him. How many times did his therapist insist that Zach needed to find out exactly how committed Ronnie was to the relationship? Zach was pretty sure that taking on the CIA was pretty damn committed. He could hardly wait to tell Dr. Webster. Not.

Ronnie lugged a large, charred metallic suitcase over and plopped it down before stretching her back. Under any other circumstances, he would have hopped up to give her a hand.

Unfortunately, these were extremely difficult circumstances, as his right kidney throbbed. Literally, throbbed. Instead of rising, he nodded to the pilot, who was still in long johns and walking away from the wreckage. “Where’s he going?” Zach asked Ronnie.

Ronnie lifted her hand above her eyes to shield them from the afternoon sun. “Probably to get a sawed-off shotgun.”

“Wait!” Quirk shouted unceremoniously dropping his equipment nearly on Zach’s feet as he rushed after the pilot. “Wait!”

To Zach’s surprise, the pilot did stop as Quirk panted the ten whole steps he had to run. “Where are you going?”

“You destroyed a helicopter I’d assembled by hand. Where do you think I’m going?”

“But, but, but,” Quirk protested, “can’t you stay for lunch? I think I salvaged some Brie and crackers.”

Zach didn’t think that the burly pilot looked like a Brie kind of guy. So he wasn’t exactly surprised when the pilot turned and continued walking down the dusty valley floor.

“He’ll be back,” Quirk said as he rejoined them.

Ronnie snorted. “Yeah, with a sawed-off shotgun.”

“Whichever,” Zach said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Zach did not like the fact that Grant’s helicopter had gone down just over the ridge. While he hoped fervently that his ex-partner had died in that fiery crash, they couldn’t be sure. And if Zach had learned something over the past twenty-four hours, it was not to assume anything.

“Already on it,” Quirk said with a wave of his hand. He popped the locks on a briefcase, bringing to bear half a dozen computers running half a dozen programs that Zach didn’t even know existed. “But I gotta say, even if I get our satcom working, we’ve got to wait for us to move into a new satellite’s coverage range. Then, mounting an evacuation could take—”

“Pay double,” Ronnie announced.

Okay, Zach hadn’t known her for long, but paying double? That seemed far outside Ronnie’s comfort zone. The expression on Quirk’s face and his inability to respond immediately confirmed Zach’s suspicions.

“Double?” Quirk stammered. “Did I just hear you correctly?”

“Pay whatever you have to,” Ronnie confirmed. “I want out of here by nightfall.”

“Ja, mein Kommandant, “ Quirk replied.

Ronnie frowned, and then turned to Zach. “And now we’ve got some metallic ions to remove.”

Damn it. He’d forgotten about the plant. He still had a tracking device embedded somewhere in his skin. You would think that he could feel a microfilament, but with all of his cuts and bruises? Where didn’t his body hurt?

Ronnie grinned, though, as she sat down cross-legged next to him. Was it the glow of the fire behind her, or was she just that radiant? Not in the high couture, fake eyelashes kind of way. Hell, she had soot streaks in her hair, and it looked like her left eyebrow was half-singed off. But she glowed in the kind of way that he could imagine waking up to each morning.

If they could make it through this, exactly what other challenge could the world throw at them that they couldn’t tackle? Together? She reached out to check his left shoulder, but he caught her hand instead, tenderly pulling it to his cheek.

“Ronnie…”

Instead of easing into him, she stiffened. “Not now.”

“Then when?” he asked.

* * *

Ronnie gulped. There was Zach, looking all doe-eyed at her. His voice was thick with passion. Why couldn’t she just lean in and quench a thirst that had been parching her for months? Except…

“I’ve had a picture of this…” Ronnie looked into Zach’s eyes. One was bloodshot, while the other was nearly swollen shut. He’d never looked so handsome. “A picture of us for so long.”

“Then why?” he asked, so close that she could taste his cologne.

She simply glanced over her shoulder. The chopper was still aflame, along with dozens of pieces of wreckage. And now, a goat, of all things, walked across the valley toward them. Seriously—a goat.

“And this isn’t it,” she sighed. “It just isn’t.”

Zach leaned back, seeming to get it, or he just caught scent of her more-than- aromatic scent. Either way, she went back to checking for the filament. Ronnie fingered her way through his hair. How many times had she dreamed of tugging on these locks?

“Then we need to talk,” Zach said.

“Talk?” Ronnie asked. “Again with the talking! We haven’t even had a first date yet, dude.”

Zach cocked his head. Why did he have to look so damn cute? Ronnie thought. It was even harder to resist him in person. At least over the iPod he couldn’t chide her with those crackling eyes.

“Fine,” she said going back to picking through his hair like a groupie baboon.

“Were you serious about helping to decode the Hidden Hand’s cipher?”

Ronnie shifted up onto her knees. Between all of the cuts and scrapes and burns, there were a thousand places where the tiny wound from the filament insertion could hide.

“I may hate the CIA, but I’m not exactly going to let mankind get thrown back into the Dark Ages out of spite.”

Granted, she wanted her own island to get far, far, far away from other humans, but that didn’t mean she wanted them all gone. Well, at least not the majority of them.

“Then I think—”

“Stop,” she ordered.

“But—”

“No, I mean stop moving,” she said as she parted his hair at the nape of his neck. “I think I found it.”

There it was. The tiny punctate lesion. The only reason she found it, really, was because it was starting to scab over. All the rest of Zach’s wounds were still fresh and bleeding. She grabbed a pair of jeweler’s tweezers from the case next to her and grabbed the tiny end of the filament. Ever so carefully, she snaked the metal out from under Zach’s skin.

She held up the bloody fiber that looked more like a spider’s silk than a tracking device. Zach leaned in, tilting his head.

“That is what gave us away?”

“Yep,” Ronnie replied, putting the thing in a lead-lined tube. Quirk would have a field day with the material once he got it back to his mad-scientist laboratory. She had every confidence that he would not only be able replicate the device, but also find a way to deactivate it without having to go all ape on someone.

Once the cap was screwed on nice and tight, blocking any transmission that might give away their location, Ronnie sat back on her heels.

“Now, you were saying something regarding the salvation of our world from a weaponized strain of the Black Death?”

A smile played at the edge of his lips. Good. He was starting to get her dark humor.

“Yes, we were,” he replied, and then caught her gaze again. How she wanted to get lost in those brilliant blues, but unfortunately, there really was a weaponized strain of the Black Death on the loose. “I recognized something while I was being interrogated.”

By the look of the bruises Zach had before her efficiency-challenged rescue, he hadn’t been interrogated—he had been tortured.

“I realized that I had seen the symbols they needed decoded before,” Zach said.

“Where?”

Zach grabbed a stick from the ground and began drawing. “Back in El Paso, a crazed old man had carved them into his skin.”

Ronnie frowned. “Carved?”

“Yeah. I mean, I just thought he was clinically insane. He’d just tried to torch a painting—”

“The Picasso?” Ronnie interjected.

“Yes,” Zach said, stopping his artistic rendering in the dirt. “How did you know?”

Um, besides tracking everything that happened in the El Paso FBI office? Ronnie felt maybe that was something best held back until the second date. She shrugged, trying to look as casual as she could. “Must have caught it on the news.”

Luckily, Zach went back to his drawing. “Anyway, I am pretty damn sure that at least one of those symbols was in the Hidden Hand documents that Grant showed me.”

Zach leaned back, revealing the symbol.

Crap. Of all the symbols in the world, it had to be that one. The one that had been burned into their monitors back in the cold room.

She turned to Quirk. “Grab my laptop.”

“What? Do I look like your bitch?” Quirk said, hand on hip. “Do I?”

Ronnie cut him some slack. After all, his hair was mussed, and he was working in distinctly non-clean room conditions. As he returned to fixing their communications equipment, Ronnie dug through the various cases and found her laptop. She flipped it open, finding the screenshot that she was looking for.

The angelic script glittered gold.

“You mean like this one?” she asked Zach.

“Exactly.”

Ronnie sat down hard. “Guess it wasn’t spam.”

* * *

“How…how did you get this?” Zach asked. He should have known, though, that Ronnie would not be just a step, but a full block ahead of everyone else. Yet, it still seemed shocking to see the same symbol glow on her screen that had been etched in the old man’s flesh, and again in the Hidden Hand’s papers.

“Long story,” Ronnie said with a sigh. “Just know that angelic script has been considered unbreakable for millennia.”

Zach nodded. “Yeah, that’s the impression I got. Grant said that the entire team at Langley couldn’t crack it.”

“Well, why didn’t they just say so?” Ronnie said, chuckling. “We could have avoided several helicopter crashes if they’d just appealed to my competitive nature.”

“So, what are you going to do?” he asked, although he pretty much knew the answer.

Ronnie settled back into a cross-legged stance, stretching her neck from one side to the other. “Um, crack it?”

He was pretty sure that she meant the code and not her neck. But with Ronnie, you couldn’t ever be 100 percent sure.

“Just like that?”

“Well, not exactly,” she responded, lacing her fingers together and then extending them. “Let Quirk know that I will be back in three hours.”

“Be back?” Zach asked as Ronnie began typing. “Where are you going?”

Ronnie didn’t answer. Instead, her eyes tracked back and forth across the screen as her fingers flew along the keyboard.

“Ronnie?” he asked, but again, he got no answer. He put his hand up, waving it. But still nothing.

“Quirk!” he yelled.

The young man straightened from his task. “Oh, my God. You two are so needy! A match made in heaven.”

“There’s something wrong with Ronnie.”

“Seriously, what?” Quirk asked, although Zach noticed that the man did hurry over. “I am trying to save our lives here. Along with keeping up to date on everything plague.”

Quirk stepped in front of Ronnie. “Okay, what seems to be the problem?”

“She isn’t responding,” Zach pointed out, although that should have been pretty damn clear when she didn’t even look up as Quirk approached. He snapped his fingers in front of Ronnie. Nothing.

“Really? I mean it doesn’t exactly seem to be a great use of time management, but you called me over for this?”

“Yes.” Zach wasn’t sure if he could really fulfill the promise of his “don’t mess with me” stare, but he brought it to bear anyway.

Quirk cocked his head. “You really don’t know?”

“No.”

“She’s looping. Cycling? OCD’ing to the max?” Quirk must have sensed Zach’s confusion, because he followed up with actual compassion in his voice. “Ronnie’s got obsessive-compulsive disorder. She didn’t mention this little mental condition? It’s her secret behind the sauce.”

Zach watched as Ronnie’s eyes flickered, watching the data that flowed so quickly across the screen that it was a blur. How could she be reading that, let alone taking it all in? But her fingers raced nearly as fast as the data, moving symbols from one side of the screen to another, turning them over, flipping them vertically. It was like watching a Rubik’s cube on crack.

“Did she say anything before she went into the zone?” Quirk asked.

He had to peel his eyes away from the screen. The colors and movement were hypnotizing even him. However, he had no idea whatsoever what it all meant.

“Yeah. Ronnie said she’d be back in three hours.”

Quirk rose, dusting off his hands. “Well, then. There you have it.”

“Have what?” Zach really did not like the sensation of being behind the curve. And with these two? He had a feeling that he had better get used to it.

“She estimated that it would take her three hours to break the cipher.”

“What?” Zach challenged. “I thought it was an unbreakable code that has stood up for thousands of years.”

Quirk shrugged. “Only because Ronnie hasn’t put her mind to it.”

The assistant went back to his task. Zach studied Ronnie. She didn’t look at peace. Nor did she seem stressed. She just seemed intent. Zach knew that she was smart. Obviously. And cunning. No one got on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list by accident. But to see that intellect in action?

It truly was a sight to behold.

 

 


CHAPTER 17

Plum Island

1:05 p.m., EST

Amanda turned away from the conference room’s television screen. As if she needed to hear Anderson give more bad news. Such as, now every large urban city across America had to shut down their hospitals and go to the “Antibiotic Home Delivery” system.

Antibiotics weren’t going to cut it, though. Not with Jennifer sitting next to her hacking away. None of the treatments seemed to slow the course of the plague at all. If anything, they just seemed to piss off Yersinia pestis.

No, they needed to concentrate on finding the vaccinated populations.

At this point in the conference room, it was pretty much just Jennifer and Amanda. The last of the scientists had gone down for treatment. It was eerie how still the upper floor was after the hustle, bustle, and coughing from the infirmary.

“Anything yet?” Dr. Henderson asked as he walked in. Guess he followed their lead to get the hell out of the infirmary. The director rolled his sleeve down to cover not only the bandage where the IV catheter was, but several boils that were about to rupture.

Amanda shook her head. “No. it could take days to compile all the information.”

The director didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. They all knew that they didn’t have several days. If they didn’t find a vaccine within the next twenty-four hours…

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” Devlin said bursting into the room.

Trying to play it cool, Amanda shrugged.

The CIA liaison turned to Dr. Henderson. “I’m sorry, but I have to speak to you regarding Dr. Rolph’s conduct.”

Henderson slouched into the nearest chair. “It is a free country, Mr. Devlin.”

Devlin glared at Amanda. “I would like to know why my broadband width has been hijacked by Dr. Rolph.”

“I am not sure if you are aware, Mr. Devlin, but we do have a plague going on.”

“Yes,” Devlin stated, flinging his hand as if he could just brush that minor inconvenience away. “I mean, why is she tapped into the CIA database?”

Henderson swung his head toward her. “That seems to be a fair question, Dr. Rolph.”

Amanda’s eyes darted to Jennifer. She’d asked her assistant to get her more bandwidth. Guess she should have asked Jennifer where she planned on getting it.

“I’m drilling down into the data to pick up subtle variations in the spread of the disease to extrapolate the predictive model for vaccinated populations.”

Devlin sneered. “Through Yahoo and purchase histories on Amazon?”

“Well, Dr. Rolph?” The director’s eyebrow shot up. “That data does seem slightly broader than I gave you permission for.”

“Permission?” Devlin spat out. “She’s committed felony espionage.”

An elbow poked Amanda in the back. Damn Jennifer.

“I…I…” Amanda said, still not sure how she was going to explain it. How far she had come. A day ago she would have stammered for ten minutes. Two days ago, she would have just run from the room. Now? Now she would rather ask forgiveness than permission. “I need the data.”

“Jesus, give it up,” Devlin snapped. “The CIA is all over this.”

Henderson rose. “You mean like the CIA withholding vital information regarding the spread of the plague to America within twelve hours? The theory that if we possibly hadn’t ignored, could have saved millions upon millions of lives?” Devlin opened his mouth to argue, but Henderson overrode him. “At this point, Amanda gets to follow just about any hunch she wants.”

With that the large man hefted himself from the chair.

“Thank you, sir,” Amanda responded.

As he walked past, he nodded. “You are welcome. Although it is I who should be thankful that we have a Chicken Little in-house.”

Amanda wasn’t quite sure if that was much of a compliment. As soon as Henderson was out of earshot, Devlin turned on her.

“Don’t get too comfy in your role of teacher’s pet,” he hissed. “My director will be weighing in.”

Politics. It was like being in grade school all over again. Yet, she liked how brave she felt standing up to Devlin. He truly did inspire her to be a stronger person. “Yes, well, given that we are in the worst pandemic the world has ever known, I’m pretty sure that my director can beat up your director.”

Jennifer snorted behind her.

She met Devlin’s angry gaze. “Are we done here?”

The man stormed out. Amanda guessed that was his answer. She turned to her assistant, who wore a look about as proud as Amanda felt.

“So now that we don’t have to be on the down low, let’s really start digging into non-affected population movements.”

* * *

Quirk really didn’t like working in the field. Like, an actual field. With a herd of goats that had decided to see what all the fuss was about. As if it weren’t hard enough to try to throw together a sat phone after three-quarters of your stuff got toasty-fried in a crash, you had to keep the various components away from a nanny goat.

A ding brought him back to his phone. The text read, I wouldn’t recommend getting the plague. No fun. Just FYI.

Quirk texted back, trying to keep anxiety from reaching his words. “Oh, please. You’ll say anything to get out of work.”

The next time I see you, I’ll be sure to cough on you.

Oh, Jennifer knew how to get back at him. She knew even the thought of such a travesty would make the hairs on his neck stand on end. Luckily, he knew how to get right back at her. Like he was going to let the fact that she was plague stricken stop him from winning this little exchange.

And I will remind you of your last attempt to get rid of that pesky cellulitis on your thighs.

No response. Had he been too cruel? But come on, trying to smear cottage cheese, real cottage cheese, on your legs to make your own cottage cheese go away? Quirk knew the advice had come from a glossy women’s magazine, but come on.

He was about to text when Jennifer’s response came through. Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.

Quirk ran his thumb over the screen. To have a friend in such pain…

“Looks like somebody is coming,” the FBI agent said, as he gazed through the high- definition binoculars that only had one lens working.

Scanning the horizon, Quirk couldn’t see anything. “Perhaps it’s a mirage.”

Heat drifted up in waves as the late-afternoon sun beat down upon them.

“Nope,” Zach answered. “I’m pretty damned sure that is a truck’s exhaust.”

Quickly Quirk typed, Get rest. I will teach you to dare to exchange barbs with a gay man later.

Closing the window, Quirk looked out over the rolling hills and, as Zach indicated, there appeared to be a vehicle approaching. Yet, that couldn’t be. Quirk was still waiting for the satellite that they hadn’t knocked out to come into position. The FBI agent rose and handed him the scope. It was the first time in hours that the man had moved away from Ronnie’s side. Quirk could sympathize, though. He too, used to stand vigil over her—until he realized that is was just plain boring to sit around and watch a chick type really fast. Zach would learn.

Quirk took the binoculars and squinted one eye. Sure enough, an old, beat-up pickup hauled ass in their direction. Maybe it was just a farmer looking for his goats.

But wait. Was that a pair of sooty long johns that Quirk spotted?

“He is drawn to me,” Quirk said as he handed the binoculars back.

Zach took them back. “Yes, but is that a sawed-off shotgun on the rack?”

Even if it was, Quirk knew that the pilot would never use it. Their bond was far too strong.

Within moments, Quirk didn’t need any sight aid. The truck came into clear view. How his heart went aflutter as the burly man barreled toward them. Quirk began shooing away the goats and gathering his equipment. His knight in shining armor had arrived.

Zach, on the other hand, stood in front of Ronnie, scowling at the approaching vehicle as if his searing glare alone could protect her. Guess all those meds had kicked in. The FBI agent only looked beaten up, rather than done for.

The truck bounced and jostled over the rough terrain, yet the pilot sat ever-so-cool in the front seat. Quirk was so ready by the time the truck skidded to a halt in front of them. “Hi, there.”

“Get in.”

God, how Quirk liked a man of action.

Zach eyed the shotgun. “Look, buddy, we don’t want any—”

“I’m taking you as far as an ATM at the border so you can put some kind of down payment on building back my bird,” the pilot grumbled in his gravelly voice. “After that, you can worry.”

“Told ya!” Quirk said just to rub it in. “Help me load up.”

But the FBI agent turned to Ronnie, who still had that “I’ve left this realm” look about her. But who cared? That meant that Quirk got to jump in and ride next to the pilot.

Like he said. His day was looking up.

* * *

Ronnie could hear sounds, but her brain simply ignored them, shunting those electrical impulses away. They had no place here. The only items her brain chose to let through the filter of her mind’s eye were the symbols. They blazed before her, brilliant in their glory, fierce in protecting their secrets. She could swear that they were so deeply etched in the back of her retinas that they felt a part of her.

Each red corpuscle coursing through her veins was afire with the symbols—nearly carrying as much oxygen as her blood. They tumbled and sped, taunting her. Teasing her. Luring her deeper and deeper into their game. They were like putty in her hands—only the putty refused to create the masterpiece she envisioned.

For all their familiarity, they were still an inch out of reach. Kind of like how she would stare so hard at Zach’s image, straining to make him come alive in her world.

Zach.

The voice. Was it Zach?

She could feel the tug toward the world she had left behind. Yet how could she leave the swarming symbols without understanding their secrets?

Her body shook, and then shook again, knocking her fingers from the keyboard.

“Ronnie,” a voice called. A deep voice. A man’s voice. Zach’s voice?

Roused by the baritone, she let the symbols slip away. Like bright, beautiful sand through her fingers, the code slid through, leaving no trace that it had been there before.

She blinked several times to clear the screenshot she had in her mind.

Where was she? A dry valley lay before her. The sun was about to set, so it must be dusk. Why did her butt hurt so badly? And why, exactly, was a goat nibbling at the hem of her shirt? But the most glorious of all wonders was the fact that Zach knelt in front of her. Not a picture of Zach, but the actual man.

Ronnie smiled. The land of gilded symbols was beautiful, but this was even better.

“Ronnie, we’ve got to go,” Zach said, urging her up.

Then the haze of decrypting evaporated as pain shot up her legs. She really needed to stick to ergonomic chairs with vibro-massage.

Zach helped her to rise, and then scooped up her laptop without her even asking. He guided them to the dustiest pickup in the history of pickups. Quirk was already seated with a smile that outshone the setting sun. Which meant, of course, that just to the left of him sat the pilot.

How he got back to them, Ronnie didn’t know, but even she was glad to see that he had a new cigar to chew on.

“Did you break the code?” Quirk asked, scooting over to make room for her.

“As far as I can,” Ronnie answered, turning to Zach, who loaded up last. “I need to see those symbols on the arsonist’s arm.”

“Well, then I guess we need to head to El Paso.”

Ronnie nodded, and then regretted it. The post-cyber-vortex headache was settling in. Much more measured, she nodded to the pilot, who was now their driver. “El Paso it is.”

* * *

Amanda let the numbers scroll by. On one hand, it was scary to see how much data the CIA collected on American citizens. And since the plague broke out? They were tracking everything that everyone was doing. They had even hacked into the Nielsen ratings, keeping track of what people were watching on television.

On the other hand, Amanda was grateful. It provided her with a wealth of information. Almost too much information. She had zeroed in on any household or complex that was not showing extreme stress regarding the plague. Even better yet, dwellings without television. The Hidden Hand seemed like an organization that would be primetime-averse.

Still, she struggled to isolate populations. Nothing she found edged into the statistically relevant category. Amanda looked at Jennifer, but her assistant shook her head. Apparently, she was having no better luck.

So far, their calculations had been based on a stringent theorem. Take, for instance, the fact that they only counted a single occurrence of apparent resistance—even if an entire family seemed immune. The theorem stipulated that if one person in the family had resistance to the plague, the rest of the family was highly likely to as well.

However, didn’t that apply to the Hidden Hand as well? Wouldn’t they have vaccinated clusters of families, or members of the rank and file?

“What if we counted each resistant case as its own nidus?” Amanda asked Jennifer. Her assistant’s eyes widened, and then narrowed. Her fingers rushed over the keyboard.

A new set of parameters came up. With many more islands.

Now to just figure out which was the Hidden Hand.

 

 


CHAPTER 18

El Paso FBI Field Office

8:32 p.m., MST

Zach lay belly-down on the roof, peering through a set of binoculars to the building he used to call his work—the El Paso FBI Field Office. Now he was surveilling it for what amounted to a jailbreak. However, Ronnie couldn’t get any further with the decoding unless they had Francois, and Zach didn’t think that the FBI was just going to hand the old guy over to them.

Still, it gave him pause to think of the number of laws he was about to break. Infinite numbers of laws. His indictment would read like a laundry list of class one felonies, and even treason. The only silver lining in this entire screwed-up scenario was Ronnie lying next to him. Of course, he wished it were under completely different circumstances, but just having her chest rising and falling next to his felt right. As a decorated FBI agent, it shouldn’t, but it did.

“Looks like about twelve agents, plus another seven support staff,” Ronnie said as she swung the binoculars down. Their eyes met. She studied his features. Her mind seemed to work like a micro-expression computer. “You still okay with this?”

“No,” he answered honestly.

It was one thing to get caught up in the moment after a helicopter crash. He was all full of adrenaline and fury. But now? In the cool of the El Paso night? Considering an armed assault on his colleagues?

Again, she seemed to read him perfectly. “Quirk’s going to do everything he can to neutralize the people in there. We should be able to get in and grab Francois without a shot being fired.”

The “should” in that sentence was the one that worried him. If Ronnie were so damned sure that they wouldn’t need to fire a shot, she probably wouldn’t have had them haul enough armaments to lay siege to Fort Knox up five flights of stairs. The remains of Ronnie and Quirk’s equipment were scavenged from the helicopter. Half of the stuff he didn’t even recognize as weapons, like the large metal disc that supposedly could alter a bullet’s course—or even pull a gun from an assailant’s hand.

However, if Ronnie thought she was going to need all of this, then that told Zach just how deadly these items are. Jorge’s expression as those iPod earbuds’ directional charge blew his brains out would never fade.

Ronnie laid a hand on his arm. Zach was sure that she meant it to be comforting, but it only reinforced how worried she was.

“They’ve declared you rogue, Zach. They have shoot-on-sight permission.”

Ronnie was right, of course. Quirk had intercepted the communiqués from Mexico to Quantico. There was no coming back from this. No matter that it was Grant who kidnapped and tortured him. The official story had the facts flipped. The entire twenty-four hours had gone sideways—seriously sideways. Too sideways to ever recover his career.

He was an outlaw. Plain and simple.

His mom was going to be so proud. Like Thanksgiving dinners hadn’t been awkward enough. Now he might never get to eat overcooked turkey and barely defrosted green beans. Damn it, but he had to choke back tears.

Unfortunately the well-coiffed hacker sitting next to him had no problems with weeping softly as he typed. Quirk’s distress at having to leave “The One,” their pilot and grudging chauffeur, at the border was still evident in every sigh and sniffle.

“Um, that would be shoot-on-sight for all three of us,” Quirk corrected, wiping a tear from his cheek.

True, but the hackers were used to it. Even a few hours of life on the lam left a sour taste in Zach’s mouth. His badge hadn’t just been a form of identification. It had been him.

“If there was any other way…” Ronnie said as her fingers slid down to his hand and gave it a squeeze before she went back to surveying the area.

But there had to be, didn’t there? The answer to their dilemma couldn’t be breaking out a known arsonist from his FBI field office. Could it? Yet running through all of the other scenarios, Zach came up with nothing. Even if they went to Washington and tried to get Ronnie directly into Langley, no guarantees existed—for her or their safety.

Still. He had contacts. Contacts whom he trusted. Maybe they should try to work through established channels before taking such rash action.

He went to open his mouth when lights across the street flickered, and then went off.

“Quirk, we are still at T minus five,” Ronnie hissed at her assistant.

“Hey, that was not me.”

Well, clearly the power to the field office and the entire side of the street had been cut off.

“This couldn’t just be a coincidence?” Zach asked, pretty much knowing the answer as emergency lighting bloomed to life, then crackled brightly, blowing itself out. In the darkened office, agents scrambled for flashlights. Zach scanned the building, his eyes finding the tech support department. Warp rushed into the room, nearly knocking over his Green Lantern coffee cup. “But if that isn’t us, then who?”

Ronnie sucked in a breath. Her eyes widened with surprise. “Um,” she said. “I think I just spotted some ninja priests.”

“What?” Zach asked as he raised his own binoculars. But sure enough, four men draped in black made their way into the building. Zach would have assumed that they were a mercenary team, except each of the men had a bright, white collar at his neck. A priest’s collar. Ronnie’s assessment was pretty damn accurate. They did appear to be ninja priests.

Quirk grabbed the binoculars from Zach, and then whistled. “Sometimes I love my job.”

Then the flash of a gun muzzle, and then another. Those were shots. Shots fired with a silencer. These assailants didn’t give a damn about the agents’ welfare. His friends’ welfare.

Zach leapt up.

“Wait!” Ronnie called out as he made his way to the fire escape. “We’ve got to modify our entry plan.”

Zach swung his leg over the metal ladder. Whether Ronnie followed was her business. He couldn’t let his colleagues get slaughtered. Securing his insteps on either side of the ladder, he loosened his hold and let gravity take him down.

* * *

Ronnie watched Zach slide down the ladder. Her eyes flickered to Quirk, whose jaw had dropped. And to think that she might one day, after they got clear of the CIA and ninja priests, she might actually date the guy who had just performed that feat? She watched as Zach hit the ground, un-holstered his weapon, and crouched in perfect FBI-trained position, running across the street.

Shaking off the awe, Ronnie grabbed as many items as she could carry.

“Figure out how they got in,” Ronnie ordered Quirk as she climbed onto the ladder. She tried to replicate Zach’s maneuver, but nearly broke a finger and risked plummeting three stories. Reverting to the step-by-step method, Ronnie rushed down the stairs—the metal clanging.

“What did I tell you about clod-hopping?” Quirk complained, not seeming to realize or perhaps care that his voice was equally painful against her eardrums.

Trying to strap the diversion disc onto her back, Ronnie raced across the street. Gone was their meticulous plan to enter through the rooftop and come down the elevator shaft, exiting right next to the locked prisoner’s cell where Quirk, in a perfectly timed hack, blew the lock. As she caught up to Zach, it looked as though he planned on walking, or more accurately, barging, in the front door.

He stopped at the entrance, and then held up three fingers. Each one that went down tightened Ronnie’s chest. Sure, she was a worldly, elite hacker. Sure, she liked to be out in the field. But she also went up against kids with water guns. As another muzzle flash flared from the interior of the building, Ronnie realized that she wasn’t quite so fond of live fire exercises.

Shoving open the glass door, Zach charged in, gun at the ready.

“I can’t tell FBI from ninja priests, but we’ve got three bodies moving together down the corridor to your right,” Quirk informed.

“They’re off to the right,” Ronnie whispered to Zach as they made their way through the lobby.

Zach nodded. “That’s the direction of the holding cells.”

Behind the desk, they found their first victim. Even Ronnie recognized the man. It was Special Agent Markum. Blood splattered his white shirt, pooling around his head. Zach knelt, tried to find a pulse, and then shook his head.

Oh, God. Zach used to play basketball with him.

Ninja priests were no longer so cute.

* * *

Zach tensed his jaw. Revenge would come later. Now he had to put aside the rage building just beneath his breastbone. Not just his office was under attack. The entire world was. And this crazy old man was important enough to lay an FBI field office under assault. Important enough for Zach to bottle that pressure in his chest and put it up on a shelf, brewing and growing until he let it out again.

He moved them forward in the near dark. His memory of the office guided them around desks and potted plants. Zach pulled Ronnie behind a hibiscus as two bloodied agents ran past them into the street. He didn’t blame them. At least they were alive—unlike Markum. They were up against a callous, callous enemy. As soon as the agents left his line of sight, Zach motioned Ronnie to get them on the go.

Tightening the grip on his gun, they pushed through another set of glass doors into the main bull pen. Even in the low light, blood glistened. Men he’d known and worked with for years lay dead on the ground. Their unseeing eyes stared blankly at him. So many wives, husbands, and children to be notified. But no more. Not if he could help it.

The tiniest pop sounded at his left. Jerking Ronnie with him, Zach dove under a desk. So they’d left a sentry. A gunman to secure their exit and provide sniper coverage against reinforcements.

Zach lifted his weapon to return fire, but Ronnie grabbed his arm.

“Wait.” Ronnie indicated the screen of the palmtop device she held. Zach assumed that he’d be looking at an infrared screen to track body heat, but instead, the image was the polar opposite. It tracked the least-warm objects in the room. Unfortunately, that meant the rapidly cooling bodies flared a bright blue. “Quirk, do you have control over the power supply yet?”

Zach watched as she cocked her head, listening. Either she had an earbud implanted, or, as Warp had long suspected, Quirk and Ronnie truly did have mind talk. She nodded at the unknown reply. “Copy that. You see that vent behind him?” she asked. “All right. You know what to do.”

Zach queried her with a look as shots rang out from the other side of the office. He glanced down to the screen. Their guy held on tight to his position.

“Just be ready,” Ronnie whispered.

“For what?”

Ronnie indicated the sniper. “Quirk. Now.”

Billows of cold air rushed from the vent, startling the gunman. Instinctively, he surged forward, away from the cover of the desk. Zach shot, tagging the guy in the shoulder and spinning him around. Pings sounded above their heads as the guy’s shots went far wide of their mark. Zach aimed for the chest and pulled the trigger.

Perhaps revenge wouldn’t have to wait. The shot drove the guy back, but not down. He must have been wearing a vest. Well, the vest did not protect one place. Zach popped off a shot, square to the forehead. The assailant wobbled, and then crumpled to the ground as Ronnie gasped behind him.

He turned to find her face blanched, and the usual spark in her eye extinguished.

* * *

Ronnie felt Zach catch hold of her arm as she stared at the gunman. She’d seen death before. But never up close. She’d even killed a man, Jorge, to save Zach. But she had simply had to press a button from far, far away. Even Quirk’s simulations of the C4 earbuds had used the Powder puff Girls as examples. A little hard to get queasy over cartoon blood.

This time, though, she’d actually seen a man die. She had seen the life vanish from his features. Even though he was an enemy, she couldn’t shake his desperation in the end.

“Ronnie, get down!” Quirk yelled in her ear.

She shoved Zach down with her as the too-familiar ping of a silencer sounded as bullets whizzed past her ear. Well, not past Zach’s. The tip of his ear now bore a red line. A bullet track.

Ronnie gulped. She didn’t have time for shock, survivor’s guilt, or even freaking out as shouts carried from deeper in the building.

“Quirk, get Warp whatever juice he needs,” Ronnie ordered as loud FBI fire was returned. “And try to figure out a way to flag us as friendlies.”

“Will do, but it looks like the main fight is in front of the holding cell. Might want to take the back route.”

She turned to find Zach studying her.

“Good to go?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Totally a lie.

Zach looked down at her hand, which clutched his tightly. “Not that I mind, but it’s probably best if I aim with both hands…”

“Oh, sorry,” she said, dropping her grip, but she didn’t feel quite as stable as a moment before. “Quirk thinks that we should take the side hall and double back around through the kitchen.”

Ronnie went to point out the route, but found that her finger was shaking too badly.

“Got it,” Zach said, but studied her face again. Ronnie put on her best “I’m ready for a good ol’ gunfight” face. He must have bought it, for he turned and checked his corners before ducking under an adjacent desk.

She followed close on his heels, relieved that the shouts and mayhem subsided the farther they followed the side hallway. Ronnie knew that at some point they would need to head back toward the action, but for now, she would rest her ears and nerves.

Zach put up a hand. Ronnie stopped as he ducked his head around the corner. “Crap.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Warp’s got all the lights back on. We’re never going to be able to sneak past the doorway.”

Ronnie pulled up the schematic. “No worries. I can just have Quirk—”

The sound of metal bouncing its way down the hallway diverted her attention. There, spinning end over end, was a grenade. A live grenade. Strangely, all Ronnie could think was…damn, these ninja priests are well armed.

“Move!” Zach yelled, grabbing her arm and flinging her around the corner. He was on her tail as the explosion lifted them up and off their feet. Fire hit the end of the hallway, splashing some in their direction. They scrambled back, dancing from the flames.

“In here!” Zach jerked open the door to the tech room.

Warp rose from his chair. “Agent Hunt!”

“Get down!” Zach demanded, shoving both her and Warp to the ground as he spun on his heel, firing behind them. A grunt answered as a dark figure retreated beyond view. “Stay here,” Zach whispered as he inched his way to the door.

The FBI tech tried to rise, but Ronnie tugged him back down. “When Zach says to stay, you stay.”

For the first time, Warp seemed to register that she was even there. His interest had been so focused on Zach that he seemed shocked that another person was in the room. Ronnie had always suspected that the shaggy-headed Warp had a guy-crush on Zach, and now she was sure of it.

“But, but…” Warp pushed his glasses up on his nose. “They are saying that Agent Hunt is doing this.”

“Warp, you don’t believe anything the ‘man’ says,” Ronnie scolded. For a government-sanctioned hacker, he had a very trusting view of Big Brother. “I need you to coordinate with Quirk.”

He blinked twice. “Quirk?” Pulling away, the geek ran his fingers through his hair. “But that would make you…That means you are…”

“The Robin Hood hacker, yeah,” Ronnie acknowledged, really needing to get him back to his keyboard.

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” Warp said, wheezing as his hands flew to his chest. “Oh. My. God.”

Ronnie was used to tech boys gushing over her…online. To see one do so in person was a bit disconcerting. Plus, the whole “another grenade could fly in at any moment” thing was a problem.

“Breath, dude, breathe,” Ronnie encouraged.

“Yeah, have him hang around you for a week and see how he feels,” Quirk added in her ear.

The tech’s eyes darted from Zach near the door to Ronnie and back. “If you aren’t attacking, then why are you here?”

“Okay, so we did plan to break in,” Ronnie admitted, not having time to develop a plausible lie. “But come on, Warp, is this my style at all?”

The tech shook his head sharply. “No. I told them you would have tried to breach through the elevator shaft after incapacitating all the alarms.”

“Not bad,” Ronnie said. Actually, he was too freaking close to their original plan. She and Quirk were going to have to get more creative. “So, you have got to know that we wouldn’t come in with guns blazing.”

“You don’t even carry a gun.”

Ronnie nodded. Warp wasn’t just a fanboy; he was a huge fanboy. And because he was tasked with tracking her down, he was king of the Robin Hood hacker fanboys.

“And now, we need your help to stop any more agents getting killed.”

“Hey, you may need his help, but I don’t,” Quirk argued in her ear.

Luckily, Warp couldn’t hear Quirk’s disdain. “Okay, yeah,” Warp said. “What do I need to do?”

“I don’t like it. It’s too quiet.” Zach stated from the door. “Where’s the guy who threw the grenade?”

“Quirk?”

* * *

Maybe it was best that they brought on Warp, since Ronnie clearly thought that Quirk could somehow counter hack the assault hack, keep track of each and every assailant, and grieve the loss of “The One.”

Quirk checked the monitor, flipping into infrared mode. “He’s backed away and stationed himself toward the lobby. I don’t think you’re going to be able to exit in that direction.”

Some static was on the line as Ronnie moved around. If only she’d let him hire a doctor to surgically implant her mic.

“Zach and I are going to head out,” Ronnie said in a rush. “You and Warp work on cutting off the ninja priests’ counter-surveillance.”

Yeah, like he hadn’t thought of that. How he hated it when she had to show off in front of strangers. “Wow. What a shockingly brilliant idea.”

“Just patch him in.”

Quirk hit the keyboard, dialing Warp’s number. As he watched the two blips that represented Zach and Ronnie move out of the room, a very nervous voice answered the phone. “Hello?”

Well, at least the civil servant was polite. “Yeah, Warp, get your groove on. There’s a van parked a block away from the building. We need to lay down some serious interference.”

“Wait. Now that I have a communications channel, let me contact the fire department—”

“Done.”

“And the closest field office in Albuquerque—”

“Done.”

“Then the local—”

Quirk cut the nerd off. “Look, we’re going to have every city department plus a gaggle of news choppers descending on us in five minutes. We need to make sure that everyone survives for the next five minutes.”

Something shifted in Warp’s tone. His voice sounded stronger. Less wigged-out. “On it.”

Well. Okay, then. Maybe Quirk was going to like having an assistant of his very own.

* * *

Zach studied the palmtop in Ronnie’s hand. Although, he could probably guess what was happening from the gunfire and screams. The assailants had the agents pinned near the holding cell. Given the blitz attack, Zach was surprised that three agents still stood. But soon, the assailants would pull out the grenades, and none would be left.

The Hidden Hand must have wanted Francois alive, or this whole thing would have been over minutes ago. To get to the action, he and Ronnie only needed to pass through the kitchen to get to the bull pen, but there was a gap between the desks. A good ten-foot gap—without cover. And the gunmen had taken up protected positions by the doorway.

“I’m going to need some kind of distraction to get into the room,” he told Ronnie.

She bit the edge of her lip. “The boys are still trying to make sure that they can’t see you get into the room.”

“You got anything in that bag of tricks in your pack?” he asked.

“Well…” Ronnie said, a bit of red coming to her cheeks. “We’ve got a fibrillator.”

“You mean, defibrillator?”

She shook her head. “No, I mean fibrillator.” Ronnie pulled a shoe box-sized device from her pack. “Basically, it creates a sound that is known to put the heart into fibrillation.”

“You mean—it kills people with noise?”

“Temporarily kills people with a finely tuned pitch that overexcites the electrical node of the heart.”

Zach stared at the woman he thought he had come to know over the last nine months. But he didn’t have time to explore the choices that Ronnie made with her spare time. There were more pressing matters. “Exactly how temporarily are we talking?”

“Um…remember how ‘beta’ the ray gun was?” From his nod, she continued. “Yeah, that EM pulser was miles down the production road.”

Since Zach wasn’t going to stop his agents’ hearts on the hope that they started again, he nodded toward her pack. “Anything else?”

“It’s another of our ‘super-beta’ items. We like to call them ‘blue light’ specials,” she said, hurrying on. “It’s a disc that hyper—”

Light strobed as a blast of noise hit.

Well, Zach had asked for a distraction, and someone setting off a flashbang grenade in the bull pen provided it. Actually, over-provided it. Luckily, Zach had been so focused on Ronnie’s bizarre assortment of devices that he was turned away from the brunt of the flash. And his ears had been ringing since the crash, so no real loss there.

What the flashbang did mean was that the enemy was on the move. So Zach was on the move.

“Stay here,” he ordered as he slid out the doorway and into the bull pen.

“No! Wait!” Ronnie yelled, but it was too late. He was committed.

 


CHAPTER 19

El Paso Field Office

8:49 p.m., MST

Ronnie fumbled with the disc’s controls. Dear God, when they developed the damned thing, why didn’t they make the “On” button easier to find? That was it. From now on, every item they developed would have a 9-1-1 emergency easy “On” button that freaking glowed in the dark.

“It’s the second-to-right control,” Quirk yelled into her ear.

Yes, because a second-to-right control on a round object was so easy to find.

“Your other right!”

Finally, Ronnie hit the correct control, and the metal discs within metal discs began to spin, clunking and chugging—just like a mini-MRI machine. Only this device wasn’t meant for imaging. It was meant for protection. Or at least she hoped it was.

Zach had leapt from hiding, firing toward the two assailants. Unfortunately, what he didn’t know was that a flashbang grenade was used to signal the guy at the door to join the party. Now the love of her life was smack-dab in the middle of the kill zone.

Over Zach’s shoulder, she watched the third gunman raise his automatic weapon. There was no way that the disc would work from here. If anything, it would accelerate the bullets through Zach. Not exactly what she needed.

No, the only way to save Zach was to join Zach…unarmed in the middle of a firefight.

But what was a girl to do?

As the gunman braced the weapon against his hip, Ronnie burst from the kitchen, holding the metal disc in front of her.

“Hold on!”

* * *

Ronnie’s instruction made no sense. And what in the hell was she doing out here, anyway? Hadn’t he told her to stay in the kitchen? Then, Zach heard the rattle of gunfire at his left. He turned to return fire, but even as he squeezed the trigger, he knew that there was no way he could avoid that hail of bullets.

Zach prepared for the pain. But instead, the bullets slowed in midair. He could actually see the bullets coming right for him. Zach couldn’t help but stare as the bullets slowed to a stop. They hung there in the air for a surreal moment, and then gained speed. But not toward him—toward Ronnie. Or, more accurately, to the metal disc that Ronnie held.

Seeming to sense the shift in the fight, the other gunmen fired upon him as well, with equally bizarre results.

“Hold on!” she yelled again.

Ronnie still made no sense—until his gun wobbled in his hand. Then, it outright fought his grip. Zach clung as tightly as he could, but the damn thing flew from his hand and sailed across the room, hitting the disc hard enough to knock Ronnie back a foot.

Then, the other guns followed suit. At least the disc disarmed them all. The only problem was that Zach’s belt buckle started tugging toward her. He grabbed hold of the nearest desk until he realized that it, too, was making its way to Ronnie.

Now paper clips, pens, staplers, and even thumbtacks hurled her way.

“Turn it off!”

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” Ronnie shouted as she took another step toward the kitchen.

* * *

“The third button to the left!” Quirk yelled in Ronnie’s ear.

Again, not freaking helpful, as all the desks in the bull pen clattered their way to her. Luckily, the kitchen doorway was too narrow for them to fit through. They piled up at the door like a strange, tangled football huddle. And she was lucky she wasn’t smack-dab in the middle of it. The magnet lashed to her arm wanted very much to go to the metal objects as they came to her. Ronnie had to dig her heels in, fighting the mutual attraction.

As she searched for the elusive “Off” switch, she heard a rattling behind her. The refrigerator lurched forward, rocking from one side to the other.

“Drop it!” Quirk urged.

But how could she, if Zach might still be in trouble?

Then the break room table and chairs began their zombie-like march forward. As the microwave zinged its way through the air, Ronnie dropped the disc and fled down the back hallway, vowing to make field tests a more essential step in their production process.

Hopefully, if anything, she narrowed the odds for Zach.

* * *

Zach ducked under a left hook and brought his own fist up into the guy’s solar plexus. The man doubled over. Zach grabbed the assailant’s lapel and jerked him forward as his knee came up to nail the guy in the stomach.

But this ninja priest was no pushover as he tackled Zach around the waist and shoved them both back. Zach’s head slammed against the wall, doubling the number of stars he was already seeing. The assailant punched Zach on the right side. It hurt ten thousand times worse than it should have, but after the beating Jorge gave him? Zach was lucky to still be standing.

Using what little strength he had, Zach pivoted, swinging his opponent around and slamming the guy against the ramshackle pile of desks. His opponent clutched at his midriff. Zach backed away, ready for some kind of fake-out maneuver followed by an attack, but the man gasped twice and then fell still.

Cautious, Zach glanced behind the man to find him impaled on the leg of a desk.

While completely unplanned, Zach would take it. He surveyed the room in a glance, finding the other attackers long gone. On the other side of the room lay two agents. Zach rushed over, checking their vitals. Weak, but there. With sirens in the distance, he knew the backup Quirk had called for was already on its way.

Which was great for the downed men. Not so great for grabbing Francois and getting out of here before the police showed up. Plus, he had one wayward hacker to find.

“Ronnie!” he yelled as he grabbed the keys to the cell from a belt that had belonged to one of the agents. Damn it! Where was she?

As the sirens grew louder and louder, he’d have to find her once he secured Francois. Zach found the old man huddled in the corner of his cell. Had he been hit? Shoving the key into the lock, he grabbed the door and opened it with a clang.

“Francois?”

The man’s head swiveled around. His gaze seemed far off as he mumbled something in Latin.

“Francois, you need to come with me.” And answer about a thousand questions, but Zach thought he might wait until a little later for that part.

The arsonist shook his head, trying to tuck his body back into the fetal position.

“You’ve got to come with me,” Zach urged, trying to get the man on his feet. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

“No,” the old man said in English. “The time is gone.”

This only seemed to deflate the old man even more. Like a blow-up doll with the air leaked out, he slumped into a pile of bones.

“Damn it,” Zach said shaking Francois. “These men did not risk their lives for you to give up.”

Francois looked up, his eyes brighter. “But I am a dead man.”

“Not yet,” Zach informed the guy as he hauled him to his feet. “Not freaking yet.”

“They will come. They will hunt us,” Francois said, still resisting Zach as he urged the man toward the cell door. “The end is nigh.”

Zach swung the old man around. “Yes, yes it is,” Zach agreed, not knowing the whole story, but after the sophisticated extraction attempt, he didn’t need to know much more. Major forces were at work, way over Zach’s pay grade. But that’s what they had Ronnie and Quirk for. He just needed to get Francois’s ass out of here before the cops showed up.

“Which is exactly why you are going to pull it together and fight them.”

Francois eyes sharpened. “Then you believe?” he said as he rolled up his sleeve to reveal the carved symbols.

“God help me,” Zach said, suppressing an urge to form the sign of the cross. “I do.”

With renewed vigor, Zach got Francois up, only to find a gun pointed at them.

“I’m sorry, Hunt, but I can’t let you walk out of here with him.”

Zach found Special Agent in Charge Danner blocking their exit.

“You’ve got to know I didn’t do this,” Zach said, indicating the dead and wounded around the bull pen.

“We’re going to let Quantico figure that out,” Danner responded, holding out a pair of cuffs. “Put them on yourself.”

Zach declined. “Danner, you’ve got to believe that I am not overstating the facts, and that if I don’t walk out of here with this man right now, the world could cease to exist as we know it.”

“I don’t have to believe anything, Hunt. I just have to do my sworn duty.”

Weighing his options, none seemed any better. Zach could put the cuffs on, which would lead to their incarceration—which meant they were dead. Whether here, being transferred, or in jail, Francois was right. They would be dead. Option two. Charge Danner with a fully loaded weapon, and more than likely Zach was dead, and Francois was still in custody, which would result in the Frenchman being dead.

So far, all options ended with someone ending up dead.

“Don’t make me turn this on,” Ronnie said, stepping from around the corner, holding up the metal disc. Its lights glowed an ominous red. “Don’t make me.”

Perhaps never gladder to see someone in his life, Zach flashed her a warm smile.

However, Danner more harshly studied the woman, then the disc, and then the woman. “The Robin Hood hacker, I presume?”

“At your service, but unless you want me to take that gun, your belt, and quite possibly the fillings in your molars, I would lower that weapon.”

Zach watched emotions roll over his boss’s face. In the end, Danner was a pragmatist. He lowered his weapon.

“Grant was the traitor, Danner, not me. Look into it, and you will see.”

“Oh, I will,” his boss promised.

Backing away, with Ronnie holding the disc between them and Danner’s bullets, Zach urged Francois along, but the old man balked.

“The painting. We must have the painting.”

“We don’t have time—”

But the Frenchman was far stronger than he looked, and jerked out of Zach’s grasp. He headed for Danner’s office.

“No, Francois. The painting will be in the evidence—”

Zach didn’t bother finishing his sentence as Francois walked out of the office with the crated Picasso. Zach eyed his boss. Could Danner be involved? But if Danner was involved, then would they really have needed to assault the place?

Before he could ask, sirens blared, bearing down on the field office. Whatever answers Zach wanted were going to have to wait until later. Way later. Taking Ronnie’s hand, he led them through the back halls of the office. If they could get out the back exit and hoof it to the rendezvous point, they might just make it.

Bursting out the emergency door and into the side street, Zach stopped short. A large SWAT van raced up, skidding to a stop. It wasn’t a SWAT van, though, or at least none like he’d ever seen before. This one was coal black, without a single marking. And the men piling out of the vehicle? Each wore black leather, and each wore a cross around his neck.

“Feel free to fire up the disc,” Zach told Ronnie. When she didn’t answer, he glanced over at her.

“Yeah, about that…”

* * *

“The refrigerator really messed it up,” Ronnie continued.

“But you said—”

Ronnie shrugged, knowing that nothing she could say or do would lessen the blow. “I was bluffing. The disc is shot.”

The look of disappointment that crossed Zach’s face nearly undid her. After a breath, he was back at it, though. “What about Quirk? Surely he must have—”

Yes, she too was used to him pulling something out of a hat, but…”After the magnet fritzed, I haven’t heard from him.”

She could only assume that Quirk had followed protocol and had gotten the heck out of the vicinity. Her assistant liked to call it the pirate’s code.

Zach’s expression looked more pained than it had after he stumbled out of that CIA safe house.

“I’m so sorry.”

Sorry for everything. Sorry for getting him mixed up in this mess. Sorry for not field- testing the magnetic disc in a kitchen environment.

Zach squeezed her hand. “It’s okay.”

As the men, armed to the teeth, approached, squealing tires also announced the police on the other side of the building. None of it seemed okay.

“I got to meet you,” he said, leaning in.

It was absurd timing. It was crazy to stop and kiss right now, but absurd and crazy were meaningless right now. Time hung, suspended.

Then the wash of chopper rotors buffeted them back. Buffeted everyone back as it streaked in from the sky, then hovered right in front of them. Quirk opened the door.

“Told ya he’s into me,” the young man announced, as the gruff pilot nodded to Ronnie.

* * *

Oh, if only he could capture the look on his boss’s face. Except, of course, for the dozen or so ninja priests and law enforcement personnel bearing down on them.

“You coming aboard, or what?” Quirk asked.

Ronnie was the first to snap out of it and grab hold of Quirk’s outstretched hand. Zach bounded in after her, hauling a crate in with him. That left the old man, who seemed equally perplexed that there was a helicopter in front of him, yet oddly at ease with the fact as well. Quirk helped the man to board.

“We are good to go.”

Which was a good thing, since the ninja priests had also recovered and had begun shooting. As they gained altitude, the old man glanced around.

“How very strange.”

Right. This coming from a guy who tried to torch a Picasso.

Bullets pinged off the undercarriage as the pilot swooped them up and away. Ronnie turned to Quirk.

“When did you throw this together?”

Quirk shook his head. “Not me. You need to thank my sunshine at the controls.”

In a very rare occasion, Ronnie stammered to express herself. “I…I’m not sure…How to…Huh?”

“Please,” the pilot answered. “Like you people were getting out of this by yourselves.”

Quirk urged Ronnie into her seat. “To avoid radar, he’s going to have to do some spectacular low-altitude flying, so strap in.”

Once Quirk got everyone else settled and himself secured in the copilot seat, he nodded to the pilot. “Let her rip.”

Oh, and how did he. The helicopter tilted and swooshed through buildings, threading a needle between two high rises and then ducking under a bridge. If this was any indication of how the man handled himself in bed…

Quirk fanned himself as the chopper laid over. Like he said, the day was definitely looking up.

* * *

Lino stood amongst the clamor of the other men loading into the van as the helicopter veered out of view. To think that one man, Francois Loboum, felt him above God’s will and escaped the Almighty’s wrath. Perhaps the old, fallen priest did have a guardian angel.

Much as Lucifer had his comrades, so must Francois.

Could Francois not see that a cleansing purge was God’s way? Seldom did the Bible talk of conferences and political pacts. No, God spoke of fire and plague. Something the Hidden Hand was adept at unleashing.

Lino gave a deep sigh as he climbed into the all-too-modern van. He never should have allowed Deacon Havar to convince him to leave Francois’s extraction to others. Lino would have snuck in like a thief in the night, slit the old man’s throat, and then snuck back out again without anyone the wiser. But Havar wanted Francois alive.

Certainly the obese deacon had justified his orders that they would compel vital information out of Francois, but Lino sensed it had more to do with Havar’s desire to torture the old man.

Weakness of flesh. Weakness of spirit.

And to think that such weakness had caused the death of Brother Michael. The man had been the one who first taught Lino the symbols of the angels. The symbols that would rule his life. But if poor Michael had been careless enough to be killed, perhaps it would not be worth Lino’s time to mourn him.

What of the painting? They had long suspected that the communist Picasso wandered from the fold. But to have so brashly impregnated one of his paintings with heresy? Now, that too was in the hands of the unbelievers.

As the van skidded out, filling the night air with the acrid smell of rubber, the driver called out to Lino. “Deacon Havar wants to know your plan from here.”

Oh, now the flabby man wished Lino’s counsel.

While he accepted the proffered phone, Lino had absolutely no ambition to impart the truth to the deacon. Francois could seek few harbors during such a storm as this. Lino intended to find him…alone.

* * *

Dr. Henderson walked into the room. “Good. You are both sitting.”

More than likely because neither Amanda nor Jennifer had the energy to stand. Neither did Dr. Henderson, for he leaned heavily against the doorframe.

“Dr. MacVetti just died.”

That didn’t make sense. They’d had two guards die, but those men had been deep into the Black Death’s grip, with bloody froth at their lips, struggling to breathe as boils broke out all over their bodies.

“But MacVetti was barely second stage,” Amanda commented, refraining from checking her own lymph nodes. However, she glanced at Jennifer, whose already ashen lips had gone white at the news.

“He had mild heart disease, but it was enough to throw a clot to his brain. He stroked out.”

That was the problem with the plague. Sometimes it didn’t wait to kill you itself. It just added fuel to an already diseased portion of the body. No one was safe.

Sounds came from the hallway as Dr. Henderson frowned.

“What is it?”

Amanda’s mind went fairly wild with speculation. She had been studying the Hidden Hand so closely that she felt like they were right beside her at times. Were they now coming down the hallway?

Instead, Henderson moved out of the way for half a dozen scientists. Colleagues—most who had not exactly ever been on Team Amanda.

Each nodded as they passed by, and then lined up across from her desk.

“Well?” Dr. Conek asked.

“Well, what?”

“We are here to do whatever you need us to do.”

“But—”

Dr. Conek slowly shook his head. “We discussed it. We aren’t going to wait down in the infirmary until it becomes a morgue. MacVetti did everything right. Took his meds, rested, and now look at him.”

The new group got into their seats as Conek finished. “So fill us in on your Chicken Little Project, and let’s get going.”

Amanda gulped back tears. Even Dr. Henderson sat down. Jennifer, on the other hand, had no problem handing out assignments. Maybe, just maybe, with ten brains working on the same project, they would find the elusive Hidden Hand.

 

 


CHAPTER 20

Undisclosed Location

11:32 p.m., MST

Francois sat upon the motel’s lumpy mattress, allowing the woman to examine his arm. While her gaze was obsessed with the markings dug deep into the flesh, Francois only had eyes for the painting that sat across from them, propped upon the faux wood table.

They had not allowed him to burn it. Not yet. On the other side of the room, the FBI agent who had saved him held a lighter and a hair spray can—a cheap and easily assembled torch. The FBI agent did not seem to trust Francois with the items. Which was probably warranted.

The desire to burn the painting and see the beauty of the angels’ gift to man flamed inside Francois. He had come so far and thought himself thwarted. That God might have seen fit to grant him another chance? This he would not waste.

“So you read these diagonally?” the woman asked.

Francois nodded. Normally, he would not so casually reveal such secrets, but the woman had the language of the angels all over her laptop screen. And not just any symbols. But those most precious to their guardians. Secret symbols. Yet there they glistened and shimmered. If the angels so blessed her, he would be of no hindrance.

“I had guessed as much. Is it read right to left, down the center line?”

Again, he nodded. This one truly must have a pure soul if the angels had given her such knowledge.

“What I don’t get is, where do I start next?” the woman said, indicating to the most recent symbols cut into his flesh. “Do I move the entire set down, or start from the top to create the new center line?”

Francois could not help but flinch as she touched an especially fresh symbol.

“Sorry,” she murmured, taking more care as she leaned over his arm.

“When did they begin speaking to you?” Francois asked.

The woman frowned. “Who?”

“The angels?”

The FBI agent stepped forward. “Okay. I’ve been more than patient. I have taken a lot…well, not exactly on faith here, but on necessity.”

The dutiful doubters. Those who balanced on the edge of a sword. Not having enough faith, but neither having too much distrust. Francois knew how this man felt. Francois himself had experienced it decades ago.

Then it had been burned out of him.

Literally.

“Perhaps it is best if I show you,” Francois suggested.

* * *

Zach watched the old man’s face as Francois tenderly dragged his finger along the frame of the Picasso. Zach wasn’t exactly a modern art guy, but even he recognized the cubist painting. Francois held out his hand for the lighter and hair spray. It was pretty low tech; however, the items made a handy flamethrower when you were running from the law.

Usually, Zach thought of himself as a man of action. He liked learning stuff by doing. He’d always hated classrooms, with their chalkboards or whiteboards, and desks. Give him a chance to fieldstrip an AK-47 any day over learning the penal code.

But here he stood, not wanting to take action. Sure, it had sounded all well and good to go ahead and burn the rest of the Picasso. Why not? It was already torched along one side. However, standing here in the broke-down motel with one weird eye staring at him, an eye that the master himself had painted, made Zach a little queasy.

Again, his mother would be so proud.

Zach looked at the door. The pilot was still guarding it, peeking out the curtain at regular intervals to make sure that their location was still secure. Then, of course, Quirk was staring at the pilot, so they were covered there.

He glanced at Ronnie, who shrugged. “He insists that the symbols will only be revealed if we burn the painting at a high-intensity temperature.”

Hence, the spray can and the lighter.

Ronnie took a step closer, covering Zach’s hand with hers.

“Quirk, what’s the update?”

Her assistant checked his smartphone. “Another hundred thousand cases reported in the last hour. And it’s confirmed that the entire staff of Plum Island is infected.”

The plague was spreading faster than anyone had guessed, and was far more lethal than anyone had feared. If the CIA believed that this angelic script held the key to stopping the plague—enough to set up and kidnap an FBI agent to coerce an outlaw hacker into helping—then well, there had to be something to it.

Still, what in the hell did Picasso have to do with any of this?

Zach could, of course, ask those questions. But by the set of the old man’s jaw, he doubted if he would get many answers.

“I’ll do it.” Zach said. Francois opened his mouth to protest, but Zach rode right over him. “That’s a deal breaker.”

The old man got that look in his eye, like he had back at the field office—right before he tried to pull Zach through the bars. A hint of madness tinged with desperation. Zach held steady, though. While Francois held a lot of information, the old man also needed to learn how to bottle the crazy up.

“Deal. Breaker,” Zach emphasized.

Francois gripped the painting’s frame, seemingly unable to let go even as he nodded. Ronnie stepped in, and at first gently, and then with more and more torque, pulled the painting away from Francois. Zach bet the old man had some splinters under his nails.

Taking in a deep breath, not believing, out of a day of completely unbelievable events, that he was about to set fire to a Picasso, Zach glanced overhead. The fire alarm had been disabled—not that it had batteries in the first place.

Zach flicked the lighter, watching the tiny flame dance above the metal. He shook the hair spray, more to give himself time to work up the nerve than the bottle needed shaking.

Ronnie gave a tight, not-quite-reassuring smile. Zach hit the nozzle, spraying fire before him. He took a step closer to the painting, watching the heat beat from the flame toward the canvas. He took another step. Now the flames licked the paint, melting it. Zach took care to only torch the portion of the painting already singed, trying to build up the nerve to put flame to the remaining masterpiece. Then the rest of the canvas caught fire, curling and crackling.

In for a penny, in for a pound, right? Zach stepped even closer, bringing the full flame to the painting. An already oddly placed eye melted into an elbow, blurring the image. Then the entire picture caught fire, consuming itself within moments. Only at the end, as the flames converged on the center of the painting, did something gold flicker.

As the canvas went up in smoke, the gilded symbol grew brighter and brighter, pulsing of its own accord, floating before them, flaring a warning across the ages. Zach’s thumb stung from the heat of the lighter, but he kept the torch to bear.

If angels did exist and they wanted to speak, this was definitely how they would.

Then the symbol burned nearly white as it exploded in ash.

No one moved. No one even breathed.

“Holy Batman’s undergarments,” Quirk finally commented.

Snapping back, Zach released the nozzle and the lighter. The room felt too still without the whoosh of the fire. He sought Ronnie’s gaze, except she seemed to be having a religious experience herself. Zach felt moved, and he didn’t even understand what in the hell the symbol even meant.

Ronnie met his gaze. Her eyes were half-closed, as if she’d just been roused from slumber but was not yet awake. He’d never thought that any woman could look so beautiful. Then, she blurted out, “Crap!”

* * *

Ronnie looked through her phone. Please, please, please let me have snapped a picture, she thought. Maybe somewhere in that trancelike state, she had actually captured the symbols that they were so desperate to find. But the last photo that showed up was the screenshot of Zach. Um, maybe since he was standing right next to her, she might want to delete that one.

“I didn’t get a picture of it,” she moaned. She could see it in her mind’s eye, but it wasn’t one she recognized. Could she remember all of the details for proper analysis?

“Oh, please,” Quirk said, turning his smartphone toward her. Footage of the entire event replayed. “And, as a bonus, I now have on film that you can’t survive in the wild without me.”

Ronnie could totally kiss her completely arrogant, gay assistant right on the mouth. Fortunately, he didn’t expect that of her. She turned to Francois. At first she didn’t understand what he was doing. Then as realization hit, she rushed over, grabbing his hand.

“Francois! Don’t.”

But it was too late. He had already carved the symbol into his arm.

“You don’t have to do that anymore,” she chided, taking the edge of her shirt and blotting the blood.

“There is no ‘have,’” he commented. “I need to.”

Ronnie didn’t get it, but she did. In her mind’s eye, the symbol glittered, sending off rays to the depths of her…well…soul.

“Um,” a baritone voice came from the other side of the room. “For the new guy, what in the hell just happened?”

Ronnie turned to find Quirk trying to shush the pilot, but Zach plopped down on the edge of the bed. “Yeah, for a guy who’s been on the inside of this…What in the hell just happened?”

She glanced at Francois, but he had retreated once again into his Latin mumblings. Looked like she was going to have to wing it alone on this one. Ronnie turned the desk’s rickety chair around and sat facing the men. Crossing her arms over the back of the chair, she gave it her best effort, even though her own mind was still reeling.

“The symbol flaring out is probably the easiest to explain.” From Zach’s raised eyebrow, she hurried on. “Clearly, they must have impregnated the symbol into the canvas with a magnesium substrate. That’s what caused the brilliant light show.”

And what a light show it had been. She glanced at Francois, who either nodded or was simply rocking back and forth.

“But why?” Zach asked. “Why, with premeditation, hide a piece of angelic script in a painting?”

Excellent question. How could a modern art painting be connected to a reemergence of the Black Death? She needed to work all this out as much for herself as for the men seeking to understand.

“Everyone wants to keep secrets,” Ronnie explained. “From the Templars with their advanced symbology, to the US using the Navajo language during World War II, we want our secrets kept secret.”

It was her lifeblood, actually. Revealing secrets, burrowing into others’ deepest, most tightly held vaults. Usually, she was after cash. In this case, though, they had created an elaborate encryption to hold something so much more valuable. Information.

Quirk frowned, even though Ronnie knew how much he hated to encourage wrinkles. “But then why put such an important piece of secret script in such a prominent public image?”

Ronnie chuckled. “Have you ever lost your keys?”

“Excuse me?” Quirk countered, now arching his eyebrow.

“Not just you, but everyone. We forget things. We lose things. Now imagine an ancient organization trying to operate through the ages. Sure, they could hide their secrets, but then they risked losing them forever.”

“And we are talking about the Hidden Hand, then?” Zach asked.

Ronnie glanced at Francois, who shook his head absently. “No. I think the Hidden Hand uses angelic script, but the clues we are tracking down are from a resistance group within the Hidden Hand. Those who don’t agree with their goal.”

“The Hand within the Hand,” Francois whispered.

“Yes,” Ronnie agreed. “And I think they prepared for this day. When the Hidden Hand came out from the shadows. The resistance used the paintings as a fail-safe mechanism. So if the worst happened, someone like Francois could piece the puzzle back together.”

“In paintings, though?” Quirk pressed, although Ronnie didn’t blame him. If she hadn’t seen the symbol flare in all of its golden glory, Ronnie wouldn’t have believed it either. “Seriously, people, let’s at least get them onto floppy drives.”

“Francois?” she asked gently, as the man mumbled in Latin. “Why did the Hand within the Hand choose paintings?

“It is the angels who chose it,” Francois said. Clearly looking confused, he asked Ronnie, “Did they not tell you?”

Ronnie shook her head, “No.”

The guy really did believe that angels were talking to him. Which created a minor reality problem. Sure, the symbols were angelic script, but a group of men decided on using the paintings for their safekeeping.

“Could it be the theory of hiding in plain sight?” Zach proposed.

“No,” Quirk answered flatly.

Uh-oh. Her assistant wasn’t used to anyone but Ronnie disagreeing with him—not even a smoking-hot FBI agent. However, Zach had no problem coming right back at Quirk.

“But I might suggest that the paintings, and therefore the symbols, have been doing just fine. That they are still available to us kind of proves my point.”

Good one. Not that she would admit that in front of Quirk. It would only rev the hacker up and make him start criticizing Zach’s choice of hair-care products.

“Maybe the Hidden Hand chose paintings because the arts are many times protected, even in times of upheaval?” Ronnie suggested, trying to weave between Zach and Quirk. “Considered national treasures? That they, out of any other vehicle, might survive through the ages?”

“Of course,” Francois answered. “As I said, the angels know best.”

Ronnie wanted to press him for a clearer answer, but the old man went back to rocking back and forth mumbling scripture and reading the symbols carved into his arm. Clearly, he had kept meticulous records—a process that seemed to take as heavy a toll on his mind as well as his flesh.

“Okay, I am going to take that as a ‘yes.’” Zach said as he leaned in. “Now, the question is, do we have any idea what you are decoding? What this information is?”

Ronnie bit her lip. She hated to speculate. She liked nice, long equations that took as much of the risk out of an endeavor as possible. “My best guess is that they are locations. What we will find in those locations, I’m not sure.”

“Well, luckily, you’ve got my speedy texting fingers, and me,” Quirk announced. However, Ronnie was pretty sure the second half was for the pilot.

“What do you mean?”

Apparently just to show off, Quirk texted and explained at the same. “I’ve got a BFF at the CDC…”

Of course he did. A hypochondriac at Quirk’s level? The man probably had a BFF at the Surgeon General’s office, the World Health Organization, and probably the American Cancer Society just to be sure to cover all his bases.

“And she says the CIA is looking for Hidden Hand vaccine vaults,” Quirk said, then jerked his head upright. “I like the sound of that.”

As did Ronnie. Now, some of the text was beginning to make sense. Talk of the nectar given by God and a prick to spare the ferryman.

“Great,” Zach said. “Let’s go crash their party and get the vaccine.”

Ronnie shook her head, though. “It isn’t that simple. This is a cipher built with code and layered over code. I need way more information before I can pinpoint any one location.” The room seemed to sag as she continued. “I am going to have to correlate this new symbol with all of the other symbols, then extrapolate where the next—”

“That will not be necessary,” Francois stated as he rose from the bed. “I know exactly where we must go.”

Ronnie waited for the elderly man to elaborate, but he just picked up his jacket and strode to the door. Zach blocked his path.

“Mind filling us in?”

Francois seemed truly perplexed as he looked at each of them.

“Why, Graceland, of course.”

* * *

Amanda coughed into the crook of her elbow. Not that she couldn’t just walk up to any of the remaining scientists and cough directly in their faces. They were all infected. Each was flushed with fever. Their fingernails were blackening as their lungs filled with fluid.

She didn’t blame two who had gone back downstairs. Nor the two who had laid their heads down for a quick rest and were now still slumbering away. Absently, Amanda scratched her arm—only to feel wet, thick liquid under her fingernails.

The boils were rupturing, which meant that her lymph nodes were rupturing. Which meant her immune system’s last resorts were giving out. Amanda turned to Jennifer. Her assistant’s lymph nodes had been gone for over four hours. Now her arms were a wreck of pustules and open sores. Yet still she typed. Slower than even an hour before, with breaks to catch her breath.

“I want to grow up to be just like you,” Amanda said, placing her hand over Jennifer’s. Her assistant gave it a weak squeeze, and then went back to calculating the average mean derivation of plague resistance in the tristate area.

“Amanda, you had better listen to this,” Henderson said as he turned up the television. Anderson Cooper was back on, and looking a hell of a lot like Jennifer. They weren’t even bothering with makeup anymore. How could any makeup cover bloodshot eyes?

“All US air travel has been suspended. I repeat, even small, private aircraft have been grounded. The only aircraft allowed in the sky is Air Force One. Please be advised that if you attempt to fly and ignore demands to land, you will be shot down.” Anderson stopped and wiped his face with his hand. “This is what it has come to, my fellow citizens. Anybody that is considering fleeing, please think it through…Where are you going to go?”

Devlin, who must have snuck in during the broadcast, turned the volume back down. “I’ve got equally bad news.”

Seriously, how much worse could any news get?

“Our CIA operative, the one tasked with finding the code breaker, has gone silent. We don’t know if he is dead or gone underground because he was hunted, but we’re pretty sure the hacker has escaped.”

Amanda felt the air rush from her lungs. The entire point of doing all of this was to be ready when the Hidden Hand’s code was broken. What were they doing, then? What hope did they have left?

Devlin, though, gave a tight grin. “So, I’d like to offer my assistance in any way I can.” He looked at Henderson. “Better late than never, right?”

The CIA liaison then turned his gaze on Amanda. “May I?”

Why the hell not? Amanda thought as she scooted her chair over.

If they were on a fool’s errand, they might as well all be fools together.

 

 


CHAPTER 21

Memphis, Tennessee

2:57 a.m., CST

Graceland. Graceland. Graceland. Quirk repeated the name over and over again in his head. Graceland. It couldn’t be true, could it? He would pinch himself, except, you know, he didn’t want to bruise his well-moisturized, delicate skin.

He was so excited that he didn’t even complain that the small aircraft they “borrowed” didn’t have sparkling water, nor did he even utter a peep when he was crammed in the back of this “borrowed” SUV with the stinky Frenchman and Ronnie. They were in Memphis on their way to Graceland. How could he complain?

Graceland.

Ah, to visit where Elvis had lived and died. To breathe the air that the King breathed.

The only downside to being a world-renowned hacker was that you seldom went sightseeing. You lived your life in safe houses and lead-lined rooms. Which worked out nicely with his desire to avoid all form of germ contact, but oh, Graceland was so worth the risk—of even the plague.

Which reminded him. Quirk checked his phone—no messages from Jennifer. But from the newscasts it looked like Tennessee hadn’t been hit hard yet by the Black Death because, well, it was Tennessee. Probably not a lot of travelers from Venice booked their next flight to Memphis. But the rest of the country? Especially New York?

He didn’t even try to suppress the shudder. All those infected—breathing, hacking, and coughing. Again, the shudder. Quirk turned to Ronnie to give her a well-deserved “I told you so,” to find her laptop open and fingers on the keyboard, but her head was propped up against the window. Given that the French guy was unabashedly snoring, Quirk assumed that Ronnie was asleep as well.

Quirk looked ahead at the passenger’s seat to find Zach in nearly the same position. Oh, the nerve! He’d gone all special agent to secure the shotgun position, and then fell asleep? That just wouldn’t do.

As he opened his mouth to let the entire car know his disdain, Quirk caught the pilot’s eyes watching him in the rearview mirror. Those liquid brown orbs, so like molten chocolate, silenced Quirk. Fine. Maybe he didn’t have to awaken everyone. He could let them know his disappointment upon their arrival.

Quirk gave a little shrug. Of course, he rolled his eyes so that the pilot knew exactly the toll keeping silent was taking.

Then the pilot winked.

Okay, there were definite perks to being on the road.

* * *

Zach opened the car door and was met with warm, heavy air. It was just early May, and already the South was ready to drown visitors with humidity. He glanced across the street to the wrought iron gates that guarded the mansion. They were aptly decorated with musical notes and Elvis’s iconic figure. They were the perfect protectors of the white columns of Graceland, even this late at night, illuminated against the dark sky.

Funny, Zach had been here…how many times? Yet, never at night. During his childhood, they’d come to Elvis’s mansion, but always during the day with the mobs and mobs of tours. Which was kind of ironic, since Elvis had moved out here to the “country” to get away from the maddening crowds. In the end, the maddening crowds had followed him to Graceland.

Weird to be here again, especially under these circumstances.

Although Quirk didn’t seem to share his unease. Even though they were across the street from the mansion, the kid was snapping picture after picture, making the pilot move this way or that to get the best shot. Of course, he’d said they needed surveillance pictures, but come on, he knew a fan photo shoot when he saw one.

It was odd to think that such every day, ordinary, suburban items such as a strip mall surrounded a prominent landmark like Graceland. The mansion, in some small way, reminded Zach of the White House. How surprised he’d been to find the nation’s seat of power surrounded on every side by…well, everything and anything. The White House was an oasis in a sea of city buildings. Much like Graceland.

Next to him, Ronnie began to get out of the car, stretching as she straightened.

“So that’s the King’s crib, eh?”

“Yep.”

“Well, security is so bad that 2005 is calling and wants it back,” Ronnie said as she yawned, pulling out her palmtop. “I broke through its firewall in, like, twenty-two seconds flat. After we neutralize the two security guards, we should be able to slide in and get whatever painting we need—”

“Of Elvis,” Zach added. “The painting we need is of Elvis. It was his father’s last gift before Elvis died.”

“Okay…” Ronnie said, tilting her head.

Zach tried to shrug it off. “Dad was a pretty big fan. We came here on summer breaks.”

It wasn’t until that moment that Zach realized that Graceland was the last family vacation before his dad…He shook off the memory. What in the hell was he doing dwelling on crap like that, when the world was under siege by the Hidden Hand?

“Anyway, I know exactly where the painting is hung.”

Ronnie went to say something, but Quirk burst into their conversation. “So, are we ready?”

“We?” Ronnie answered. “Since when do ‘we’ do the actual recon work?”

“Um, since it’s Graceland,” Quirk rambled on, pulling out his tablet. “I say we go in the back here…”

Zach looked at the schematic and shook his head. “Nice try.”

“What?” Quirk said apparently trying to look innocent.

Ronnie glanced at Zach. “Yes, I’d love to hear what Quirk is up to.”

“That,” Zach said pointing to the map, “is the window to the jungle room.”

The young assistant took in a sharp breath. He was busted, and he seemed to know it.

“Quirk?” Ronnie pressed.

“Well, yes, it is the jungle room, but that doesn’t mean that it isn’t the most strategic location for insertion.”

Again, nice try. Zach pointed to the room on the map that had served as Elvis’s living room. “The painting is just to the right of the front door. I go in there, grab the painting, and then come back out again.” He nodded toward the pilot. “Our driver will have the SUV revved and ready for the road. I should be in and out within a minute.”

Zach thought that pretty much settled things, when Francois stepped off the curb and headed for the mansion.

* * *

Ronnie rushed along with the others to corral Francois back to the car, but the Frenchman was on a mission. Actually, he seemed more like a moth to a flame. He had a singular purpose, and that was to get into Graceland.

“Yeah,” the pilot sighed as he stopped giving chase. “I’ll get the car.”

As Zach tried to wrangle Francois, Ronnie turned to Quirk. “I’ll take the property, you take the periphery.”

The younger man frowned, clearly wanting to be at “one” with Graceland, but even Quirk must have realized that now was not the time to argue. Her assistant brought up the energy grid that serviced the area with two swipes of his finger across his palmtop.

“Bring down a whole city block so they don’t zero in on Graceland as the target,” Ronnie added as she set off a perimeter breach at the back of the property. All 13.8 acres to the back of the property. With only two guards, one of them was going to have to hop in that golf cart and ride out to check on the alarm. That would leave only one guard at the gate. Which wouldn’t have been a problem, had Francois not decided to go on his walkabout.

The entire block plunged into darkness. Streetlights went out. The mansion’s façade darkened. Hopefully, security would chalk it all up to a power surge or downed power line.

Zach was clearly trying not to make a scene. However, no amount of coaxing stopped the old man’s march to the gates of Graceland. Even now, the gate’s guard exited the little shack behind the fence and stood watching the very awkward group.

“Down all video feeds,” Ronnie whispered. Many of these buildings might have backup generators.

“Look,” Quirk retorted, “you worry about those gorgeous gates, hon. I’ve got the rest.”

They had to trot to keep up as Francois and Zach reached the wrought iron gates. Francois stopped, swaying from side to side, his eyes intent on the mansion behind them.

“I am really sorry,” Zach said to the uniformed guard. “We were just trying to show Grandpa Graceland, and he kind of…”

Zach indicated the clearly altered Francois.

“I understand,” the guard said, although he didn’t exactly look all that understanding. “But you are all going to have to back up. This is private property.”

“You heard the man, Francois,” Zach said, trying to urge the Frenchman back. “We’ve got to go.”

Francois refused to budge. Zach spoke to the old man as his eyes darted to Ronnie. “The nice guard can’t open the gates for us.”

Ronnie knew a cue when she heard one. Tapping into Graceland’s security matrix, she hit the controls for the gate. A loud clunk sounded and the metal lurched; however, the sides did not swing open.

“What the hell?” the guard drawled, backing up.

She hit the command again. Again, the gate clunked, but did not open. Damn it! There must have been a physical lock that wasn’t controlled electronically. The guard went to pull his gun. Zach reached for his, but it was long gone back in El Paso, and since they didn’t have a safe house in Tennessee…Imagine that—he was unarmed.

Zach was FBI through and through. He charged the gate, hitting it squarely with his shoulder. The gate groaned but didn’t give way.

“Get back!” the guard yelled, pulling his weapon out with a shaky hand.

“The latch,” Ronnie urged.

Zach slipped his hand between the ironwork and popped the metal latch holding the gate shut. Freed of its restraint, the gate swung open as the guard stumbled. His hand flew to the radio on his shoulder.

“We’ve got intruders!”

But Zach was there, knocking the radio from his hand, getting the guard in a chokehold before the man could even raise a finger. “Just relax,” Zach said, closing off the man’s windpipe. “I swear—it’s just like taking a nap.”

The guard did anything but relax, flailing and clutching at Zach’s hands, and then he slowed, closing his eyes. Zach let up as the guard went slack. He bent down to check the guy’s pulse, however. Francois didn’t miss a beat as he headed straight toward the mansion’s front door. Ronnie checked the security feed. The offsite monitors were only getting static. Unfortunately, the damned the golf cart was making a quick U-turn, making a beeline for the mansion. The other guard must have heard at least some of the guard’s transmission.

“Damn it, Quirk,” she hissed. “You’ve got to throw up enough interference to block communications.”

“Um, I’m doing my part,” he replied. “Yell at Mr. Hellfire in a Hurry up there.”

As Zach dragged the unconscious guard to the small shack, Ronnie hurried after Francois. Her assistant didn’t keep up the pace. “Quirk!”

“What?” he protested. “I can’t hack and run at the same time.”

Ronnie had perhaps never felt so vindicated. “Which is why I insist on training under all conditions.”

“Oh, forgive me. I’m not all Lara Croft.”

She ignored his barb, which really wasn’t that much of a barb, all things considered. Instead, she concentrated on getting that front door unlocked. Zach caught up with them just as they passed the large stone lions that stood sentry at the entrance to the mansion.

“Are we good to go?” Zach asked on the run.

Ahead of them, Francois climbed the four steps up to the front door and opened it.

Since no blaring alarm went off to wake the neighbors, Ronnie answered, “Guess so.”

With the sound of the golf cart’s whine coming around the corner, they rushed into the mansion.

* * *

The door nearly hit Quirk as Zach slammed it shut, but still Quirk did not move an inch. Why would he? Here he stood in Elvis Presley’s mansion. White, pure white, washed over him—only punctuated by bright blues and reds. Graceland’s classic revival style was everything Quirk could have ever imagined, and more.

Sure, it was small by today’s standards of McMansions, but Quirk could imagine how Elvis must have felt when he first walked into the house. Coming from such humble roots, this two-story mansion must have seemed like a palace. And the fact that the King decorated Graceland like a palace? Ah, that just captured Quirk’s affection all the more.

As an orphan bounced from foster home to foster home, Quirk had clung to an old cassette that some random social worker had given to him, Elvis: 50 Greatest Hits. She’d said that if Presley could rise from nothing to be the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll, Quirk could do anything he set his mind to do.

And being the single greatest hacker was what he set his mind upon. Ronnie didn’t count, of course. She was some kind of OCD-fueled cyborg who had code running through her veins.

No, Quirk had risen to his position on some good ol’ hard work and lots of panache. And here he stood in the King’s presence. Straight ahead, the tiled foyer opened into an elegant hallway. A marble staircase, roped off to visitors, led to the second floor—the floor with Elvis’s bedroom, and even the bathroom…where he finally succumbed. Quirk might have raced up those stairs, except his feet were rooted in place. He couldn’t move an inch until he soaked up every last glorious moment of what lay before him.

Even the emergency lighting did nothing but enhance the magical surroundings.

To his left was the dining room. How many legends sat at that table and broke bread with Elvis? To the right lay the living room, where the rest of the team was gathered. They were all obsessed with the painting and hadn’t stopped to appreciate the low, white couch or the mirror-topped fireplace. And the peacock stained-glass windows that separated the living room from the music room?

Beyond the doorway sat a grand piano. How often had Elvis tickled those ivories? A chill started at the base of Quirk’s skull and ran straight down his spine. Quirk was all shook up.

“Quirk,” Ronnie whispered, but he ignored her until she grabbed his wrist and jerked him down.

Flashlight beams cut through the windows, sending streaks of light across the room. Light bounced off the mirrors above the fireplace, illuminating the room to nearly daylight.

That was when he saw the painting in question. It was of Elvis. Not the young, brash Elvis or the older jumpsuit Elvis, but the Elvis who had just realized exactly how heavy the burden of fame could become. It was eloquent, yet haunting.

And they were going to burn it.

* * *

Ronnie kept Quirk down, and Zach did the same with Francois. Each seemed in a trance of his own.

Footsteps rang out on the stone steps outside. The guard was coming to check on the front door.

“It’s locked, right?” Zach whispered.

Oh. Crap. She’d been a little preoccupied.

As the doorknob turned, Ronnie pulled out her palmtop and keyed in the codes. The knob made it around three-quarters of the way, then caught. The guard jiggled it again, but it held.

Rapid footsteps announced the guard leaving. Luckily, the Presley’s didn’t trust their security staff all that much, and didn’t give them keys to the mansion. They would probably have another good ten minutes before someone higher up the food chain came to check the house.

“We need to get moving.”

Zach helped Francois to his feet. “I’ll grab the painting.”

“No!” Quirk announced—far too loudly, given the situation. In a manner far quieter than his “oh, snap” persona, Quirk continued, “No, I’ve got it.”

Her normally exercise-averse assistant reverently lifted the Elvis painting from the wall and hugged it to his body. “This way.”

Quirk headed down the hallway, away from the front door. Zach raised an eyebrow. This wasn’t the plan. However, Quirk was right. They couldn’t go out the front. They were going to have to make for the back of the property and meet up with the SUV on the other side of the fence.

They followed Quirk down the hallway and past the stairs where he dodged to the left, opening a door as if he had lived here his whole life. They passed through a small hallway and then headed left.

Where they all stumbled to a stop.

“Quirk…” Ronnie threatened.

Thick, green shag carpet stretched out before them, ending at the edge of a pool fed by a waterfall cascading down a faux stone wall. Ferns hung from the rafters, and even the ceiling was lined in green shag.

So this was the infamous jungle room.

When Quirk didn’t answer, apparently so enthralled with the carved wooden furniture and strangely, a teddy bear in the far corner, Ronnie elbowed him.

“Quirk!”

The young man had to shake his head several times before being able to focus on her annoyance.

“What the hell are we doing here?” she pressed.

“Um,” Quirk said, regaining his composure. “We needed to get to the back of the house. We are at the back of the house.”

Several sets of squealing tires announced the arrival of the main security service.

“We must burn it. Now,” Francois said. “If we are to be captured, we must all know the symbol, quadrupling our chances of spreading our knowledge.”

For an old guy who spent half his time mumbling in Latin, he did have a point. Guess he had been at this hidden angelic script thing the longest.

Ronnie nodded to Zach, but Quirk stepped between them. “Please. Let me.”

Normally, Ronnie would have shut her assistant down. However, she heard something in his tone. Not pleading or desperate, not how Francois had been, but reverential. Even Zach must have sensed the change, because he simply handed over the can of Aqua Net and the lighter.

Ronnie whipped out her phone, hitting the video record button. Who knew what Elvis was going to reveal?

* * *

Quirk gently leaned the painting up against the jungle pool. Elvis must have known it would come to this. Or at the least, his father, Vernon, who gave him the painting. They meant for Elvis to be a part of this angelic legacy.

Picasso had already burnt, but you know, it was Picasso. Who but a bunch of chai- loving intelligentsia would care? But Elvis?

Quirk had to be strong, though. For the King, and for the world.

He struck up the lighter. He squeezed the spray nozzle. Fire shot out in front of him. As the flame licked the saintly image, he began to hum, and then sing, “Love Me Tender.”

The canvas caught fire, crackling before them. Only Elvis’s visage didn’t melt or distort. He stayed ever the King as the fire consumed the painting.

To Quirk’s surprise, another voice took up the song at “Take me to your heart…”

He turned to find Zach’s tenor added to the melody. Soon, Francois and even Ronnie were singing along as the last of the painting flared before the symbol sparked to life. Only this time, it wasn’t just a single angelic script in the center. A host of musical notes surrounded the symbol.

So fitting for the King.

Then it was all gone. Vanishing with a final spark that floated down, extinguished only when it hit the pool of water.

A car screeching to a halt just outside the window shattered the eloquent moment.

Was Quirk surprised that their pilot drove the SUV? Not in the least.

“Need a ride?” he shouted.

Zach nodded as he picked up a chair to break the elaborate leaded-glass window.

“Guess he really does know you,” Ronnie admitted as the pane shattered.

Yes, Quirk thought, yes, the pilot did.

* * *

Ronnie caught hold of her laptop as the SUV bounced over the back acreage of Graceland, and then smashed through a wooden fence. They raced onto other property, angling toward a side street exit from the neighborhood.

At this point, she trusted the pilot to get them out of here. Her focus had to be on this latest symbol. She had seen it before. Or at least the three angelic script runes that made up this altered symbol. Rapidly, she scrolled through her burgeoning inventory of angelic script.

There the three symbols were. Each was the head of a major line of script. Ronnie followed a hunch and took those three lines and overlapped them. Nothing—just garbage. The sequence made no sense. Even with the information Francois had contributed on how to decipher the mess, this newest symbol still made no sense.

Finally, the tires hit asphalt, and they fishtailed onto a two-lane road. Ronnie’s elbow knocked into Zach’s side. Flinching, he angled his body away from her.

“So sorry,” she mumbled feeling like all she had in her for Zach were apologies.

“It’s okay,” he said, but his clenched jaw said otherwise. “Find anything?”

“I’m not sure…”

Ronnie tried to concentrate on the screen, but that would be a heck of a lot easier if Zach weren’t sitting right next to her. Things had been simpler when he was in the front seat. However, when they were all piling into the car after the jungle room, no one had challenged Quirk’s claim to the passenger’s seat.

Now she was either worried about accidently ramming some part of her body into his black and blue rib cage, or missing him being closer, with their body heat mingling.

Ugh. See? It was thoughts like that which kept her from solving the puzzle.

And quite a puzzle it was. This latest set of symbols definitely wasn’t fitting into her very limited view of angelic script. She looked to Francois, but his eyes were already closed, despite the sharp right and left turns the SUV was making.

“Junk DNA,” a voice from the front seat said. Quirk poked his head between the seats, showing her his screen. Of course, he had hacked into her feed, reading her work. “Doesn’t it look like junk DNA?”

In too much of a hurry to care about Quirk’s lack of boundaries and scold him for it, Ronnie studied the garbled text with a new eye. Could her assistant be right? Was this sequence intentionally left undecipherable?

Zach shifted next to her, reading over her shoulder. “I thought DNA was pretty damned important?”

“It is,” she answered as she brought up an image of the double helix. “Only scientists have found large chunks of it that didn’t make any sense. It is considered ‘non-coding’ DNA, since it doesn’t make any proteins.”

Quirk chimed in, “Hence the ‘junk’ part.”

“Only now, they don’t believe it is ‘junk’ at all,” Ronnie said as she searched the definition of the term. There it was. “Many believe that it has a translational role.”

Translation: Yes. That pile of “junk” script was really a placeholder. It told her that something needed to go there. And she knew just the something. Rapidly, Ronnie brought up a sequence she had built back in Mexico. While she couldn’t break the entire set of symbols, there were a few that at least made a little sense. She plugged this set into the gap of the “junk” script?

As her mind sought to decipher this new line, Ronnie sensed people talking around her. She could feel Zach move toward and away from her, but her mind whirled with possibilities. Her fingers tapped at the keyboard, dragging this symbol into place, and then rejecting it for another, and then bringing it back, only to reverse the order.

The gilded symbols became like water, malleable and fluid under her touch. They swam across her screen, diving and gliding into place. They pulsed in beat with Elvis’s tune, seeming to want to assemble themselves in the right position.

Then, there it was. A list. An indisputable list glistened back at her.

She looked at Zach, or where Zach should be. She looked on the other side. No Francois. Both driver and passenger seats were empty.

What the…?

“Hey!” Quirk called out. “I think she’s rejoined us mere humans.”

Ronnie blinked, trying to make sense of Quirk’s words as Zach leaned back into the car.

“Hey there, sexy.”

His playful tone drained her anxiety. “Hey there, yourself.” She looked out the door to find they were at a small airstrip. “How long was I out?”

Zach looked at his watch. “A little over an hour and fifteen minutes. The pilot’s got the plane ready. We just need a destination.”

She frowned. While she had cracked a large part of the code, it had only given her an extensive list of painters’ names. No locations. Just names.

“Monet, Renoir,” Quirk read from his screen. “And Charles Schulz?”

Yes, strangely, the Peanuts creator was on the angels’ list, but after the Elvis painting, nothing would really surprise her. Quirk went on reciting a veritable Who’s Who of famous painters. Which was great, but that didn’t exactly give the pilot a direction to head in, or a new destination.

“Well, over seventy percent of these artists are represented at the Met,” Quirk turned his computer screen, showing them the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. “I mean, it’s not one hundred percent, but…”

Ronnie turned to Zach. “I don’t think we can expect one hundred percent assurance for any of this. But based on the amount of ‘junk’ code I’ve got, we are going to have to find a whole lot of paintings very quickly.”

“Then the Metropolitan Museum of Art it is.”

“Of course,” Francois stated matter-of-factly, walking past them toward the plane. “Isn’t that where you thought we were heading?”

Seriously?

After all that time, effort, and code breaking?

Ronnie glared at the old man’s back as he made his way to the twin-engine plane, never wanting to throttle one of her elders so badly in her life. Zach squeezed her shoulder, somehow diluting her anger.

“If Francois knew it all, he wouldn’t need us, right?”

Damn right, Ronnie thought as they headed to the plane. She felt like shaking the old man back to his senses until she saw the drops of blood following behind him, like an injured puppy dog.

Ronnie sighed. Francois was giving as much as he could. After carrying this burden for so long, it was pretty surprising that he could give anything at all.

* * *

“There has been a break in at Graceland,” an acolyte announced as he rushed into the room.

Very slowly, rising from his meditation, Lino opened his eyes to receive the agitated messenger.

“A man fitting Brother Loboum’s description set afire a portrait.”

Of course, Francois had. The man was cagey and sloppy all at once. He was privy to some of the Hidden Hand’s most sacred truths, yet still could not find his way through a straight-lined maze. For every painting that Francois torched, he lit a beacon in the night for Lino to follow.

And the Presley painting…

Vernon, Vernon, Vernon. Such a dark chapter in the Hand’s history. Their core had wavered. Disheartened by modern medicine’s ability to prevent or cure the cleansing scourge, they had sought to infiltrate modern culture. Curry favor amongst the elite. What had that Presley boy done besides learn how to oscillate his iliosacral junction?

Those responsible for such a lowering of the Hand’s sights were feeble, weak, and ultimately ineffectual. Ones even as easy to manipulate as Vernon had turned on the Hand. Betraying the order and their purpose. Shortly after, there had been a cleansing purge within the Hand.

A purge that rid them of any not strong enough to conceive and execute a worldwide plague of biblical proportions. Lino had been born to this task, and he would not falter.

Brother Loboum would find more than paintings burning at his next destination.

Francois had tipped his hand greatly.

Lino turned to the messenger. “Have the jet prepared. We go back to New York.”

 

 


CHAPTER 22

Plum Island

4:16 a.m., EST

Amanda jerked upright, blinking, keeping herself from falling asleep. The data was finally starting to make sense. She had identified over ten thousand possible loci. Now the only job left was to hone that down to a Hidden Hand safe house on the Eastern Seaboard.

Yeah, no matter how you sliced it, nothing about it qualified as “only.”

A noise near the door attracted her attention. Although a part of her didn’t want to expend the energy to even turn her head, she did—but wished she hadn’t. Not with Henderson and Devlin dragging a co-worker out.

The director caught her gaze. “We’ve taken all the food out of the refrigerator units…”

She sighed. He didn’t have to tell her what they were using the industrial-sized refrigerators for. Clearly, the death count had risen to a point where they now needed to be concerned about contamination from the corpses. Normally, Black Death victims were burned, but with the rainy weather outside, there would be no pyres.

“How many?” Amanda felt she needed to ask.

Henderson glanced around the room. Half the scientists remained, and most of them listed on their seats looking not long for this world. As the director and Devlin continued their grim task, Amanda glanced at Jennifer.

Her assistant lay over the desk, resting her head on her crossed arms. She was just resting, right? Amanda watched her assistant’s chest. It was rising and falling, right? She put her hand near Jennifer’s nose, but couldn’t feel any breath.

Amanda snatched her hand away. Her assistant was barely recognizable—with her puffy face from lack of lymph drainage to her skin—mottled with oozing boils. Then, those dark blue lips.

Carefully, she reached out and shook her assistant’s shoulder. “Jennifer?”

No response. Amanda refused to believe that her best friend was dead.

“Jennifer?” She shook harder.

Then, with a raspy cough, her assistant opened her bloodshot eyes and gave a weak grin. Amanda nearly burst into tears. Instead, she put on a brave face and smiled back, rubbing Jennifer’s back. The woman tried to sit up, but Amanda urged her to lie down.

“Get some rest.”

Jennifer’s forefinger and thumb made the sign for “little.”

“Yes, Jen, just a little more rest.”

As her friend let gravity close her eyelids, Amanda let the tears flow. She might as well cry while she still could.

* * *

Zach watched through the plane window as terrain streaked by, but not nearly fast enough. The pilot had to keep them under the radar, and therefore couldn’t gain the altitude needed to really increase speed. What should have been a five-hour flight was now a grueling six-hour plus roller-coaster ride. To stay out of any major airport or military base’s flight zone, they had to zigzag their way up the Eastern Seaboard.

He had to give credit to the pilot. By faking a blown transponder and sketchy radio, the guy had threaded this difficult needle all the way to New York. But the way the pilot kept glancing down at the fuel gauge, Zach had a feeling they were going to make it into the Essex County Regional Airport on fumes.

Even if they had to make an emergency landing, Zach could never blame the guy. If it hadn’t been for the pilot, they’d probably still be in Mexico under the Federales’ custody, or worse, turned back over to the CIA.

Zach glanced at Quirk, who slept with his mouth open just slightly. Between checks of the fuel gauge, the pilot would glance at Quirk. Who knew how much of the pilot’s cooperation was due to financial gain, and how much was because of this somewhat odd attraction? They said opposites attracted, but this was a pretty extreme case. Seriously, who knew how the heart worked?

Zach turned his attention to Ronnie, who was hunched over her computer as Francois leaned on her shoulder, snoring blissfully away. By the way Ronnie fidgeted in her seat and bit her lip, she wasn’t in “the zone.” He’d already learned that if she were, she wouldn’t move a muscle, except for those in her fingers as they flew over the keyboard. Zach wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not that she was only using her normal brain RAM speed.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art boasted some of the most sophisticated antitheft systems in the world. To think that Ronnie could stage a break-in, orchestrated in under eight hours, seemed ludicrous. But ludicrous was the norm these past twenty-four hours.

Every joint ached from the abuse of the last day, but whatever mixture of meds Quirk kept coming up with certainly took the edge off. At some point, though, the injuries were going to catch up with him. And when they did? He wanted a morphine drip, please.

“TXM918, we are still not picking up your transponder,” air traffic control stated in Zach’s headset.

The pilot rubbed the radio handpiece on his jeans, crackling the connection. “Be advised, Essex, that we are low on fuel and coming in with minimal altitude.”

“TXM918, be advised that you cannot land here. We are inside the red zone. Please divert to Logan Airport.”

“Tell that to my fuel gauge,” the pilot said, and then snapped off the radio.

The red zone. As they had flown through the night, they’d heard snippets of local radio stations announcing at first mass evacuations, and then orders of quarantine. They had traveled from the green zone of Tennessee, to the yellow zone of Charleston, to the orange zone of Washington D.C., and now the red zone of New York. They truly were flying into the thick of the storm.

All to burn a bunch of paintings, hoping that it led them to the organization that had started all of this. To find a supposed vaccine. There were way too many “hopes” and “supposes” in that equation for Zach. He preferred a little door-breaking and hot-car pursuit. The closest they were coming to his FBI wheelhouse was to steal a car, stay under the speed limit, and make their way into the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

“This is going to get bumpy,” the pilot warned as they dropped what little altitude they had.

Soon, those little specks in the early morning light became cars. Lines and lines of cars. Zach surveyed the freeway as they flew parallel to it. The road was nothing more than a parking lot, though. All eight lanes were at a standstill. Then he spotted the roadblock. They were turning back all traffic exiting the city and putting those cars on the freeway going eastbound.

A car tried to break past the roadblock and strike west over the uneven ground. They didn’t get far, though, as the National Guard fired, blowing out their tires. Jesus. What the hell had happened overnight?

Then Zach saw what had happened.

A line of bodies, covered in bright red tarps, stretched for as far as the eye could see. No, not just a line of bodies, but lines of bodies. As they flew further, they found bodies not covered by tarps. The corpses’ blue lips stood out against their stark, pale faces. Some were already bloating. Others looked like heat-baked dolls.

The plague. Not the theoretical plague or the video footage of the plague, but the actual plague played out beneath them. The entire field surrounding the airport was a vast, grotesque morgue.

They were barely over the last body when the wheels touched down on the tarmac. The plane bounced once, and then settled on the ground as wind screeched in the downed flaps.

Zach looked back at Ronnie, her eyes wide and glistening with tears. Their quest was no longer intellectual.

As they rolled down the landing strip and turned toward the hangar, Quirk roused.

“So, what did I miss?”

No one had the heart to answer him.

Pulling the plane to a stop, the pilot unstrapped himself. “I’ll go steal a helicopter.”

* * *

“Quirk. Stop looking down,” Ronnie reminded Quirk, but how could she expect him to not look out the helicopter window?

New York, a city they had visited a million times over. A city they both loved, had turned into what looked like the set from a zombie apocalypse movie. Only the dead that littered the streets weren’t getting up again. They were dead. Gone. Dead because Ronnie wasn’t smart enough to figure all this out. A vaccine was out there, but she couldn’t find it.

How many other cities would suffer the same fate? How many would die because she couldn’t crack the angels’ code? Not that she believed the angels had actually sent the code. Because if they were really angels, why wouldn’t they just tell her where in the hell the vaccine was located?

“Is it yellow?” Quirk slurred as he opened his mouth wide, sticking out his tongue.

“For the tenth time, no, it looks fine.”

Still, the young man went back to his compulsive checking of his lymph nodes. He grabbed her hand off her laptop and placed it against his forehead. “Do I feel warm? I think I feel warm.”

Ronnie jerked her hand back. “Quirk, you are fine. We’ve barely been in contact with anyone.”

Still, she wiped her palm onto her jeans. It was hard to delete from memory the sight of those bright red tarps and those blue, black lips of the dead. At least now they flew high above downtown Manhattan, so that the carnage below was only offered in fleeting glimpses of disarray.

“Do we have an entrance strategy to the museum?” Zach asked.

Right. They had to get his and everyone’s mind back to the task at hand rather than the grisly sight down below.

Ronnie elbowed Quirk. “We are going in by the back loading dock.”

Which sounded so confident, only it wasn’t. Sure, she’d figured out the guard’s inspection schedule based on key carding information, and Quirk had taped a loop of video feed for each of the rooms they were going to hit. He’s uploaded the footage to a backup drive inside the security hub.

But the rest? The electronic, all-seeing, all-knowing, and ever-present security measures? Those were going to be a bitch to get around. Oh, how she wished they could do a smash and grab, like Graceland. Here, if they knocked out the building’s electricity, iron gates would lower at all the major junctures within the museum and would mechanically lock until an override was entered from inside the security office. Given that they needed to hit over eight of the nineteen departments, that just wasn’t going to work.

If she had three weeks, Ronnie could breeze them in and out of there. But in these short hours? With these kinds of security measures? Not that Ronnie would have minded a few weeks with Zach, a la Entrapment-style practice, the Met was possibly the most secure building in the world beyond the Pentagon. With art theft being a four-billion dollar a year business and the Met containing, what, forty billion dollars’ worth of art, the museum had every reason to be über-cautious.

Which meant they had the most advanced technology installed. Motion sensors, optical lasers, vibration detectors, high-grade steel anchors for paintings, and a host of other preventive measures. The worst of it, though? The Met had adopted the Catch Me If You Can rotation of their security. Meaning a room that used to be equipped with lasers might now have vibration detectors. It forced any potential thief to worry about all security measures all the time.

Since she was that potential thief, it was up to her to countermand every conceivable antitheft method known to mankind.

 

And Quirk wondered why she had so many wrinkles.

“Are you sure about the loading docks?” Zach asked as they flew over Central Park, which was eerily empty. Normally at this time of day there would be early-morning yoga classes and Tai Chi groups scattered across the greens. Instead, the entire park had been cordoned off. But as the plague grew and the panic around it, how long would that last?

Zach indicated across the street from the park to the large Greco-Roman building that housed the Met. The building dominated perhaps Ronnie’s favorite stretch of road in the world, the “Museum Mile.”

“Shouldn’t we go in through the roof, or something?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shook her head. She didn’t have time to explain the concept of a security “shell”—the tough outer coating of protection that museums used to keep thieves out. Well over 70 percent of museum break-ins were attempted from the roof or the floor just below the roof. Clearly, way too many people had watched way too many Tom Cruise movies. Therefore, a museum’s thickest “shell” was protecting the roof or the floor just below the roof. The second area they secured the most tightly was the front entrance, since another good 15 percent of break-ins were smash and grabs like they’d done at Graceland. While the loading docks did account for over 5 percent of all break-ins, the museum relied on a heavy guard presence during transfers, but otherwise relied on fortified steel doors with elaborate, electronic-locking mechanisms.

Basically, putty in her hands.

Getting in the loading-dock doors never concerned Ronnie. Penetrating the shell was relatively simple. Once they got inside the museum? That’s when things got complicated and dicey. While the NYPD was extremely busy taking care of looters and rioters on the eastside, an alarm tripped at the Met would still be responded to in force.

“All right. The loading dock it is,” Zach answered, seeming to understand her vigorous head shake.

The helicopter barely bobbled as it landed on a flat patch of the park. The museum was directly across the street. Zach hopped out first, helping her, and then Quirk, of course now decked out in a makeshift surgical mask and gloves, and Francois out of the chopper. The pilot lifted off immediately, streaking away toward the East Thirty-Fourth Street Helipad.

Why did it feel like all hope left with him?

* * *

Zach stopped the foursome at the entrance to the alley. He looked down at Ronnie’s palmtop. Half of the screen showed what the cameras were picking up. The footage showed the four approaching from the north side. The other half of the screen showed what Ronnie was transmitting to the security hub—a perfectly empty street.

“They’re only seeing what we want them to see. We’re good.” Quirk reassured them, although it rang a little false, since he was saying it from behind a medical mask.

The other problem was the sunrise. Very soon, their footage loop of early-morning glow wasn’t going to cut it.

Francois went to step into the alleyway, but Zach had a tight grip on the edge of his sleeve. The guy was not going to rush them into anything this time. “Hold up. Let Ronnie do her stuff.”

A smile swept over her lips. Then it was quickly replaced by the grimace that had sat there since landing. She was worried. Really worried, which made Zach extremely worried. The woman was usually all bluster and confidence, scoffing at any challenge to her skills with a keyboard.

“Here goes,” Ronnie said as she entered in the last command.

The tiniest click answered her maneuver. The small side doors to the museum popped open an inch. They all held their breath. Zach’s eyes scanned the half dozen screens that Quirk had open on his palmtop, showing each of the security boards. Not a single red light flashed.

Step one, complete.

He went to step out, but Ronnie hissed, “Wait.”

“What is that security panel monitoring?” she asked her assistant.

Quirk zoomed in on the set of controls which read “External laser scan.”

So much for Step one.

Quirk frowned. “They don’t have that one up on a scope. The computer must be scanning the laser feed continuously and only alerting them if there is some derivation in the mean movement.”

Zach didn’t understand half of that. He just knew it was bad for them.

“I am going to have to ping back the differential as we move forward to keep the mean above the white line.”

Again, Zach didn’t know what she meant. However, Quirk nodded.

“What do I have to do?” Zach asked.

“Move very, very slowly, and in a straight line. We have got to follow within inches of each other. Otherwise, I won’t be able to keep up with the algorithm.”

Zach turned to Francois. “Did you hear Ronnie?”

“I might be borderline psychotic, my dear man, but I can hear.”

Somehow, that didn’t comfort Zach in the least.

* * *

Quirk didn’t want to be within inches of anyone, even Ronnie. Yet here they were, shuffling down the street like some kind of time-delayed conga line. Zach had taken Ronnie seriously about the very, very, very slowly part. If it took them much longer, they might as well head to Ronnie’s island and wait out the plague.

Balancing his palmtop on one hand, Quirk checked the glands in his throat with the other. Was that left one just a bit larger? Were his cuticles turning darker—foreshadowing the black nails that spelled a quick death?

He tapped his palmtop, bringing up his text program. Nothing new from his BFF. Usually, she was updating him every ten minutes with what an ass their CIA liaison was or how handsome their new director was in a Sean Connery or Clint Eastwood kind of way. Now silence. That couldn’t be good.

“Stop,” Ronnie whispered.

The group ground to a halt. What now?

“I think I have built an evolving algorithm,” Ronnie said, not that anyone but Quirk would understand her. “Zach, take a step forward.”

Quirk winced as the FBI agent lifted his foot. Ronnie took no countermeasures. Would her program really work, or was this one of those instances where her ego had slightly outgrown her skills?

As the FBI agent moved forward, the bundle of data that streamed from the sensors to the security computers showed only a steady state.

“Take another.”

The program held, delivering the nice, boring data that they wanted it to deliver. Thank God. If Quirk had to smell the Frenchman’s odd aroma of stale smoke and pomegranates one more time…. They moved forward more quickly, loosening their formation until they made it to the opened door of the Met.

Zach took their handy can of hair spray and shot it into the doorway this time—sans fire. Laser beams crisscrossed the inner doorway.

“Ugh,” Ronnie groaned. “They must have upgraded.”

“Oh, please,” Quirk said. What they had done was old school. These museum security companies loved to roll out the bright, shiny red laser beam grid. “Look how pretty they are.” When in reality, well, over 90 percent of all museum heists were inside jobs. Quirk just needed to re-create the effect.

Watching his palmtop that gave real-time footage of the door from inside the loading bay, Quirk stuck his hand through a gap in the laser sights, keyed in the correct code, and voilà, the lasers went to sleep. Ronnie, of course, compensated by sending packets of data that made it look like the lasers were still up and running.

“Beauty before age,” Quirk said to Zach, happy to finally be out of the alley and into the interior of the Met, which had microfine, particle-filtered, and self-contained air flow. Pulling down his mask, Quirk took a nice, big gulp of sanitized air.

* * *

Ronnie set up shop just outside the European Paintings gallery. The large, vaulted room held the bulk of the paintings they needed. The rest were scattered throughout the museum. Some were in the Islamic Art Wing, the Medieval Wing, and lastly, the new American Wing on the second floor. Those could wait until she “picked” the European Paintings lock.

Sitting cross-legged on the cool cream tile, Ronnie cracked her knuckles. She’d picked this hallway since the security measures were minimal because of the guards’ hourly physical inspections. Those guards walked by at staggered intervals, supposedly random, but humans were human and built for routine. And the one gallery they always passed by was the European Paintings. Therefore, the defenses couldn’t be too complicated, since they needed to be reset hourly.

However, any money the museum saved on protective measures in the hallway, they more than spent on the gallery’s interior defenses. First, Ronnie had to raise the large titanium lattice gate that blocked the entrance to the gallery. Actually opening the lattice would require only a few commands. Convincing the computer system that the gate was actually still down was quite another thing.

The damn gate had something like fifteen sensors hooked to it. Even the air movement created by the gate rising was monitored by micro-barometers. If she didn’t disable or trick each and every one of them, each and every inch that they opened the gate…well…they definitely would not have time to grab the entire set of paintings they needed.

And given the amount of “junk” code left, they needed as many symbols as possible. Whoever had created this cipher knew what they were doing. Because of the sophistication of the code, Ronnie knew that there were linchpins embedded. Symbols that linked to other symbols. Symbols that made sense of the cluster. The Elvis symbol represented one. There had to be more, though. This European gallery represented their best chance to find those invaluable linchpins.

Ronnie was also beginning to formulate an idea that there might be a cipher within a cipher. That the date of the painting might be nearly as important as the symbol itself. If they burned them in chronological sequence, would that reveal a deeper layer to the code?

Could she gain some insight into which of the locations held the best chance at harboring some of this elusive vaccine? Could it help her find a stash on this continent? Ronnie refused to think otherwise. There had to be a supply here.

True, the Hidden Hand was maniacal and believed in a horrific vision of the world that rattled her marrow, but they were by no means stupid. Like all secret organizations, they had to by their nature be small, compact, and cloistered. If they truly wished to bring about a new world order, they were going to have to deputize a bunch of collaborators. Such as Hitler did in France during the Second World War.

To remain the Hidden Hand, they had to stay small. Which meant that they simply didn’t have the manpower to take over the world, even if its population had been decimated by three-quarters. Therefore, they must have a stash of vaccines in America. They would have to inoculate these collaborators, and most importantly, their families, to have any leverage at all. At least that was what Ronnie chose to believe.

With renewed vigor, Ronnie pinged the gate’s defenses, calibrating her attack so that once it launched, it would be flawless.

* * *

Zach studied Ronnie as she typed and typed and typed. Her posture rigid, she was in “the zone,” that was for sure. Unlike other times, though, Quirk paced back and forth.

“What’s wrong?”

Quirk scowled. “She’s obsessing.”

“Um,” Zach commented as he checked on Francois, making sure that the old man stayed on this side of the gate’s defenses. “I thought that’s what she did.”

“Yes, when there are a large number of factors to consider and correlate. But this? This is pure nerves.”

“How can you tell?”

Quirk showed him a screen, not that Zach could make heads or tails of it. “She isn’t calculating how to get in, she is calculating the risk to get in.”

“I don’t understand.” Actually, that was an understatement, but it did give Quirk pause.

More slowly, Quirk explained. “She keeps cycling scenarios over and over again, trying to get the risk of entry to zero. Which, of course…”

Yeah, Zach knew what little chance any of them had to achieve zero risk.

“But why?” Zach asked. “She’s used to this kind of pressure.”

Quirk scoffed. “You are freaking kidding me, right?”

“What am I missing?”

“Um, the entire world depending on her?” Quirk explained. “I mean, if we try to hit a bank and we fail, the worst that happens is that other hackers make fun of us. But here?”

Zach got it. Here was a completely different ball game.

“Then what do we do?” he asked.

“We?” Quirk said backing up. “We don’t do anything. This is all you, in all your hotness glory.”

Zach frowned. His hotness or lack thereof had very little to do with convincing Ronnie to commit to an acknowledged less-than-perfect entry.

He crouched beside her, putting his hand on her knee.

“Hey.” Who knew if she couldn’t hear him, or just chose not to? “Ronnie, darlin’, we’ve got to get this party started.”

The slight shake of the head she gave him was better than nothing.

“Ronnie. Look at me.”

She just shook her head again. Gently, he reached out and tilted her chin up.

“Babe, you’ve got to pull the trigger.”

Her eyes refocused from the cyber world to this one. “But if I make the breach, and—”

“We,” Zach corrected. “When we make the breach, we could set off the alarms.”

Worry seemed to weigh down her eyelids. “If we set off an alarm. Now? We’ll never have enough time.”

“No. No we won’t,” Zach agreed.

Ronnie scanned his face, seeming to wait for him to reassure her. But how could he? Zach was used to holding people’s lives in his hand. Perhaps not all of them all at once, but he knew the indecision that could tear at you. Do you shoot now, or wait? Will your inaction or action cause another’s death? There was no getting around it. Only getting through it.

“If we delay much longer, though, we will definitely be found.”

He cupped her cheek as she slowly nodded. Zach leaned in. Her courage and vulnerability were an intoxicating mixture. Before he could close the distance, a smile tugged on her lips.

“Not here, either,” she whispered.

Sure, disappointment stung, but at least Ronnie was back to herself.

* * *

Francois stood at the cold, steel gate. Just beyond the mesh were some of the world’s greatest works of art. Pristine. Provocative. Protected. But no more. Now many of them would enter into the realm of the hallowed.

The paintings glistened in the low light. Francois could almost imagine them whispering to each other the secrets of the past.

What had it felt like to take brush to canvas knowing your work would not just be displayed for generations, but physically secure for generations to come? Francois paused. Perhaps he did. know The wounds on his arms throbbed, reminding him of his duty.

So many years he thought himself mad. To be trapped with the knowledge of the apocalypse looming. To know that angels existed, but unable to prove their form. Now he was blessed; his doubt had evaporated. This was a time when good and evil stalked the earth, playing out their war through men such as he and Lino.

Francois glanced at the trio behind him. Good souls. Confused, and many times resistant souls, but good, nonetheless. For all their help, though, they still did not believe. They attempted to explain away the miracles dancing before their eyes with scientific this or mathematical that. Could they truly see this through to the end without faith? Without the faith that burned in his chest?

For little did they know, the worst was yet to come.

 

 


CHAPTER 23

Metropolitan Museum of Art

7:10 a.m., EST

Quirk watched the security screen as the gallery’s gate rattled up along its tracks. So far, so good. Next to him, Ronnie fidgeted with a dozen different values. He wanted to tell her, honey, it is going to blow the alarm or not, but he kept silent. She looked to be in a punch-now, ask-questions-later mood.

For once, the dice rolled in their favor, and the gate went up without a hitch, a red flashing light, or people shooting at them.

He picked up the satchel with what remained of their bag of tricks when Ronnie’s hand flew up.

“Get back!” she yelled.

No one questioned her odd order. They all scrambled back from the open door.

Quirk scanned all the security feeds. Damn, but one of the graphs was fluctuating from green up into the yellowish orange range. A guard noticed, and began studying the variable.

Temperature.

“Hold your breath,” Ronnie whispered, sucking in one of her own. Quirk gulped down some air and waited.

Ever so slowly, the colorful graph flickered into the orange, then back down to a canary yellow, then finally settled in a lovely, light forest green.

“Let it out slowly,” she instructed.

Quirk kept his nose pinched as he exhaled air milliliter by milliliter. The gauge went into a concerning chartreuse then morphed back to that refreshing mint color. The guard got bored and went back to watching “Lost” reruns.

Zach scowled. “I didn’t think this room had temperature sensors.”

“Yeah,” Ronnie answered, “Neither did we.”

Those dumb rotating defenses, Quirk thought. Okay, they weren’t dumb, they were entirely too sophisticated for their own good. They forced the group to drop their core body temperature to seventy-two degrees, be able to move without causing the air to stir, and create no pressure on the floor.

Or, at least that is what an average art thief would need to do. You know, ones without the mad hacking skills. Ronnie was already working on a compensating algorithm. She was feeding data back to the system that compensated for their added heat.

“Francois, take a step forward,” Ronnie asked.

“Hold on,” Quirk interrupted. “Shouldn’t Zach go first? He is the hottest.”

His boss frowned, “Quirk, enough.”

“No,” Quirk hurried on. “I mean, literally, he is the hottest.”

He showed Ronnie the heat scan. Zach registered nine eight point nine. A good three tenths of a degree warmer than any of them.

“See?” Quirk challenged. “Scientific proof that he’s smoking hot.”

Ronnie’s lips drew down, but she nodded to the FBI agent. “He’s right. Your heat signature will challenge my counterprogramming the most.”

They hung back as Zach inched forward. “Am I supposed to do anything?” the FBI agent asked.

“Nope,” Quirk answered. “Just work your natural hottie-self.”

* * *

Zach became acutely aware that all eyes were on him. He was pretty damn sure that his temperature was going up under the scrutiny.

“We’ve got a cool lime going on,” Quirk stated, looking relieved.

He guessed that was a good thing as Ronnie instructed Francois to join him, but after a few feet, Ronnie pulled them back.

“You are just too hot, dude,” Quirk stated.

That had definitely never been a problem before now.

Ronnie agreed, “Not only are you warmer, but you radiate your heat further, comingling with anyone else.”

Before the world’s future hung in the balance, Zach had some distinct ideas about how to comingle heat, but now it just presented a roadblock.

“We’ve got to go with ‘plan D,’” Ronnie stated.

“I didn’t even know we had a ‘plan C,’” Zach admitted.

Ronnie’s cheeks flushed a bit. “Yeah, that was kind of ‘we hope our luck doesn’t run out.’”

Clearly, that had been a pipe dream.

“So, what next?” he asked.

“We don’t have time to run a full hack on the temperature sensors. Those are brand spanking new, with all the latest anti-tampering software. The best I can do is run interference.”

“But I can’t go in,” Zach clarified.

“Correct.” Ronnie said, looking up. “It also means that we can’t use the torches to cut down the paintings.”

Crap. He hadn’t even thought of that. Ronnie truly was running circles around him. “Then, how are we going to get them down?”

“I’ve got a few ideas, but they are going to take some time,” Ronnie explained. “Which means that we won’t have time to get the paintings from the other collections. Unless…”

“Unless?” he asked. Not liking the sound of it.

“You and Francois go to the other exhibits.”

“No,” Zach stated flatly. “We are not splitting up.

“As we know, not all exhibits have the same defenses. The chances that the other, more minor exhibits have all these bells and whistles is slim,” Ronnie hurried on, “so you and Francois could gather the other paintings while we figure out how to deal with the bulk of these.”

“No,” Zach emphasized.

“Zach,” Ronnie sighed. “I get it. Trust me. I do not want you out of my sight, either, but there’s just no other way to get all this done in the time we have. You’ve got to go.”

“No,” Zach repeated. He did not go through all of this hell to lose her. Even for half a second.

* * *

Ronnie grabbed Zach’s hand. God, how she loved his determination and fierce desire to be at her side. Unfortunately, it forced her to speak some harsh truths. Truths she knew might hurt his feelings, but these truths needed to be spoken.

Ugh. How she hated being a grown-up!

“Zach, if you stay, what are you going to do?” His eyes scanned her features. Begging her not to go where she needed to go. “You can’t go in the room. So, what are you going to do while our time whittles down?”

“I don’t like it.”

That was an improvement over the curt “no’s” he had been giving her.

“Like Quirk would say, you’ve got to get your full FBI on.”

Zach’s eyes followed her gaze as her assistant nodded vigorously in agreement.

He looked back at her. “I am hotfooting it back here if there is even a whiff of trouble.”

Ronnie squeezed his hand. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

His features softened as he entwined his fingers in hers.

“Um?” Quirk stated. “Are we going to rob this museum, or not?”

And just like that, Zach was back to being a Special Agent demigod. He dropped her hand and picked up both acetylene torches. “Since you can’t use yours?”

“Go for it. We’ve got to play it cool. Literally.” Ronnie turned to Francois. “We just need you to tell us which paintings we need to grab.”

The old man looked startled, as if he didn’t understand why in the world she would ask him such a question.

She coaxed Francois along. “We have the list of painters. Now we need to know which of the paintings we need to burn.”

“How would I know such a thing?”

Dear God. Now was not the time for the Frenchman’s mind to go offline. “But your carvings, and your time within the Hidden Hand…”

Francois’ eyes looked crystal clear as he spoke. “My dear, the angels have not yet told me.”

Ronnie blinked. Now they not only needed to get one painting from each artist, but all the paintings from that artist. How long would that take? And could they even be sure to find the right painting with the right symbol?

“So we grab all the paintings from the artist on the list?” Zach asked.

“I guess,” Ronnie said, glancing over her shoulder at the room full of the masterworks. That just quadrupled the number of paintings they had to secure.

Zach seemed unshaken by the news. “We’re off then.”

With that said, he guided Francois around the corner, angling toward the African artwork exhibit. Would he look back? Would she break and ask him to stay?

“Again,” Quirk nagged. “The whole world depends on our expediency thing.”

Ronnie turned back to the European gallery. “Kind of like how we might have known about the heat sensors if you hadn’t been making gooey eyes at the pilot?”

“Touché.”

She might have taken more satisfaction in besting Quirk at his own game if she had any clear idea of how they were going to get all the paintings that they needed off the wall without increasing the heat in the room. With about five hours lead time, she could have found the source code for the heat sensors, but they were down to about fifteen minutes before her loop would start to fray.

Quirk must have come to the same conclusion. “We’ve got a few toys,” he said, indicating the duffel bag filled with their beta projects. However, none seemed suited for the task.

“I am thinking that we flash-freeze the metal?” she offered. “Making it more brittle and easier to break?”

“Great idea,” Quirk said, and then chuckled. “Of course, that would require being able to flash-freeze the metal. And of course, that would lower the temperature of the room, throwing us into the blue on their sensors.”

Damn it, her assistant was right. Every scenario she posed in her head was equally improbable. She took a moment to settle her mind, glancing around the room at the masterpieces. Ronnie had been so stressed out she didn’t even realize that one of her favorite Monet works was right in front of her—Water Lilies. A painting she not only loved but desperately needed to burn if they were going to save the world.

It turned out that stealing some of the most famous paintings in the world was hard. Who knew?

* * *

Lino strode through the door. How convenient that the heretics and betrayers had broken into the Metropolitan Museum of Art. One of his men held a computing device, tracing the illustrious hackers’ cyber footsteps. This man was, of course, no match for the whore’s skills, but they needed to only get so far upon her work. From there, Lino had other plans.

He liked the large echoing chamber they entered. It smelled of musk and pine. To think, once the plague ran its course all places such as this would be the Hidden Hand’s. This indulgent notion that the great masters should be availed to the public would cease. Great beauty would be reserved for great men.

His team of four quickly crossed through the docking bay and headed down a side hallway. Lino had limited his team to be numbered four, slipping in under the hacker’s shadow.

Rapidly, they made their way to the security station. A large, numeric keypad blocked their entry. No matter. God’s grace once again shined down upon them. Long entrenched in the world of art and commerce, the Hidden Hand had many fingers.

One of his men typed in the current access code. Once the door opened, Lino’s team burst into the room, swiftly dispatching the guards. Even the one who had offered up the security code. He choked and gagged at Lino’s feet. Clutching at Lino’s pant leg, asking with his eyes, Why?

The answer was simple. Lino tired of betrayers. If this man could so easily be coerced to betray his employer, what did that say for his devotion to the Hidden Hand? One of Lino’s men moved to snap the man’s neck, but that would not do. No, this man must suffer in equal measure to his fickle morals.

Lino leaned in and whispered, “It may hearken you to know that your family will soon join you.”

The guard’s eyes dilated and his fingers clawed at Lino’s clothes, but nothing would shake his decision.

The long season of betrayal was coming to a swift end.

* * *

Amanda hit the “Refresh” key. Again. Nothing happened. Why wasn’t the CIA data updating? She looked over to Devlin, who seemed to be having the same problem.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“I think the better question is, “What did you do?”

Henderson glanced over. “What’s wrong?”

She took a deep breath. Well, as deep a breath as she could with pneumonia rattling around in her lungs. Amanda could feel herself becoming shrill. It was one thing to be called a Chicken Little. It was quite another to act like one.

“The CIA data stream seems to have been cut off.”

“Or someone is hogging it again,” Devlin countered.

Before she could retort, Henderson put up a blotchy hand. “Or what if it wasn’t someone here doing the cutting off?”

To think that the CIA had a Hidden Hand mole? Exactly how organized were these people? Had they infected Langley as efficiently as they had infected Plum Island?

“I’m going to contact my superiors,” Devlin said as he rose creakily.

“You do that,” Henderson said, getting back to work.

Amanda stared at the frozen screen. She had been gutting it out. Working on faith that somehow her work could change the course of the disease. That somehow she could isolate vaccinated populations in order to find the cure. But if the CIA was compromised, even if she did somehow pull the rabbit out of the hat, who in the world could actually retrieve the vaccine?

She looked up to find Henderson watching her. He had never seemed quite so grandfatherly as he did right now.

“You can’t stop being Chicken Little now, Rolph,” the director said, and then went back to work.

It wasn’t exactly the most rousing pep talk in history. However, it was exactly what she needed to hear.

Closing out the frozen screen, Amanda focused on the data they had already collected. There had to be enough information there. There just had to be.

 

 


CHAPTER 24

Metropolitan Museum of Art

7:35 a.m., EST

Quirk groaned as his box cutter snapped off. Again. The stupid painting, a Degas, if he wasn’t mistaking his ballerina painters, refused to be freed from its frame. Museums had taken to attaching the canvas to thick metal plates, thereby preventing someone like Quirk from cutting the painting out of the frame. Like he said. Stupid.

Unlike Zach and Francois. They hit the old painting lottery. The other display halls were rotating through much lighter defenses. A little goading from Ronnie’s algorithm added to having two acetylene torches and the boys were literally cutting through their grocery list. But he and Ronnie?

They had tried everything to lift the paintings from their moorings—to no avail.

“Be careful not to work up a sweat,” Ronnie said from the other side of the room as she worked to free a Giorgione.

“Har, har,” Quirk laughed sarcastically, not needing her to start in on his lack of an exercise regime. Was it so wrong that he liked his arms lanky and not muscle-bound?

“No, seriously,” she said, blotting her own forehead. “They’ve got humidity sensors, and while not linked to an alarm, if a guard notices the temp spike and humidity…”

It might have them looking in the wrong direction. Their direction.

“Fine, but—”

His palmtop rattled along the wooden floor.

“Quirk!”

“On it!” He dove for the device, snapping it up. That had to be some mondo alert to have kicked off the vibration setting.

Quirk flipped through the screens. Everything seemed fine. They hadn’t trigged anything here or in the Pacific Islands exhibit where Zach and Francois were collecting the last of their set.

Wait. What was that? A silent alarm had been tripped. But none of the museum exhibits were armed with silent alarms. Those alarms were about as loud as they could get.

“Quirk?”

“Tasking.” He followed the thread of the alarm back to its source. “It looks like it is coming from the core computer.”

Ronnie was on it. “Zach, are you anywhere near the security office?”

The FBI agent’s voice came over Quirk’s earpiece. “No. Is there a problem?”

“Maybe.”

Well, not maybe, there was definitely a problem, just whether it was catastrophic or not was the question. Quirk studied all the feeds coming in from the security room. Had two of the guards gone out on patrol? That was off schedule. Had they changed their routine because of the temperature change? But then, where was the third guard? They always left a guard to attend the monitors.

But what was on the security screen? Quirk zoomed in. They had to be kidding! Someone spilled ketchup on the keyboard.

Wait. Ketchup didn’t glisten. He risked tilting the camera to the floor.

“Oh, my God,” he breathed out.

* * *

“Come again? I didn’t get that,” Zach stated, finishing burning through the Asian masterpiece, The Wave, cabling. The damn thing had to weigh a hundred pounds. How could a canvas and wooden frame weigh a hundred pounds?

“Zach,” Ronnie said, then gulped. His ears perked up. It was never good news when Ronnie gulped before speaking. “Someone has killed the guards and set off a silent alarm.”

He didn’t bother to ask who it was. The Hidden Hand had obviously followed them. He didn’t even bother to ask how. They were ninja priests.

“I am on my way back to you,” Zach said, but then pulled to a halt as a shadow passed by the hallway. He grabbed Francois and shoved the Frenchman against the wall. Zach watched the bronze mirror as the reflection of four men cloaked in black passed by, then paused.

Ronnie was speaking in his ear, but he turned the earpiece off. The last thing he needed was for his position to be given away by a malfunctioning audio piece. He stood there waiting, hoping the men would move off, but they clearly were having a confab. Trying to decide in which direction to head.

“Lino,” Francois hissed, trying to take a step forward. Zach held him in place, but studied the golden-haired man. Actually, this Lino looked like a teenage boy. Yet the others clearly deferred to him.

Luckily, the boy leader was as decisive as he was tall. With a snap of his head, he got the others moving down the hallway. But not all of them. Two were left behind. At exactly the junction Zach needed to pass to get back to Ronnie.

Zach didn’t want to admit it, but given the automatic weapons of those two, he and Francois were trapped.

* * *

Ronnie tried not to freak out, she really did, but how could she not? In crisp HD video, she watched Zach retreat into the exhibit.

“Honey, we’ve got bigger fish to fry,” Quirk stated.

She tried to ignore her assistant, but he shoved his palmtop over hers. “Zach is at least safe. Those other two are making a beeline for this exhibit.” He indicated around them. “And if you hadn’t noticed, we are a little shy on defenses.”

Quirk was right. That didn’t make her heart hurt any less to watch Zach have to slink into the shadows.

“Girlfriend. Now!”

Ronnie tore her eyes from the Asian exhibit feed and refocused on the approaching blips on the grid. Quirk brought up another screen showing the actual men. “It looks like that one thinks he’s grade ‘A’ hacker.”

That the man did. From the keystrokes, the hacker was trying to find their heat signature. Which could work to their advantage. Ronnie had to be subtle. She couldn’t just give away their position. She had to make the guy believe that he really had broken into one of the world’s most sophisticated security systems.

Thank goodness these guys were just that arrogant.

Carefully, Ronnie brought up just the wisp of a reading, and then brought it back down. That got the guy to stop. From his excited hand gestures, he thought he was on to something. Another deft flash of a signal caught his attention. He pointed to a room.

The Medieval Gallery. The gallery where she had planted their false heat signature.

The younger man clearly seemed more skeptical of this “find.” But in the end, he trusted the technology rather than his gut. Thank God.

The two turned to the right and headed down a hallway, angling away, a full city block away from them.

“Phew,” Quirk exhaled. “Next time, we bring more deodorant.”

He was kidding. Ronnie wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

Now to get Zach the hell out of there.

* * *

Zach wished he could create a weapon out of thin air. A Glock in his hand would sure feel nice.

He made sure Francois followed close behind as they made their way through the Asian Art Wing. Lots of pottery, but no weapons. Why the hell couldn’t they have gotten trapped in the armament gallery? He’d take a broadsword right about now. And a suit of armor? Priceless.

“Here,” Francois whispered, leading them into the Australian Aboriginal Art exhibit.

Zach tried to resist; however, the old man could be strong when he wanted to be. In the wan light, Zach could make out dozens of the prerequisite pots and clay shards. Nothing that could help their cause, though.

Until Francois pointed out a case. A case filled with aboriginal weapons. Many knives and even a few spears, but those required them to get far too close to the enemy. They needed long-range weapons. A boomerang caught Zach’s eye. Not exactly what he would have put on his wish list, but if they were deadly enough to bring down large game, they could work here.

Zach switched on his earpiece. “Ronnie. I need the—”

Before he even asked, the case’s latch sprung open. She must have been watching.

“Service with a smile,” she replied, only her tone seemed about half as lighthearted as her words.

“Give me five, and we will be on our way.”

Turning off the communications device, he turned to find Francois picking up a didgeridoo. The long, hollow stick was decorated with elaborate dots and aboriginal artwork.

“You do realize that is a musical instrument,” Zach explained as he picked up a few stone knives just in case.

Francois swung the wooden staff up and over his head, then around his side finally coming to rest in an attack angle. Okay. Good to remember. Francois did descend from a line of ninja priests.

Cautiously, they made their way back to the fork in the hallways. The paintings they needed were stacked to the side.

Zach indicated to the framed canvases. “If this goes sideways…”

Francois nodded toward the acetylene torches. If they couldn’t get the pictures to Ronnie, they could at least burn them, and she could record the symbols. But Zach didn’t want to walk too far down that path. If Ronnie wanted to burn them in a specific order, that was what he was going to make sure happened.

He felt the heft of the weight of the boomerang in his hand. The carved wood shaped in a lazy “V” didn’t seem nearly heavy enough to do the job. It was either the boomerang or start chucking statues at the armed men. How many years had it been since he’d thrown a boomerang, though? College? Childhood? Would he have the speed or even accuracy to take down one, let alone two, men?

Francois crouched next to him ready to unfurl his attack.

Thankfully, like all sentries, the two men had let down their guard just a hair. One faced toward them, but the other had his back to them. All the better. It would give Zach time to get off at least one good shot if not two before they started firing. When it came down to it, they were bringing a boomerang and a didgeridoo to a gunfight.

Zach gripped the smooth end of the boomerang in his right hand and kept the other ready in this left. Turning sideways, he cocked his arm back. It was a lot like shooting a baseball from first base to catch a guy stealing second base. Using every ounce of strength he could muster from his sore muscles, Zach flung the boomerang at the man facing in their direction.

The weapon whistled through the air, spinning sideways. Not waiting for that one to connect, Zach tossed the second boomerang into his right hand, reeled back, and let it fly.

The first hit the assailant in the left shoulder. Luckily, it was the guy’s gun arm that got knocked back. The other boomerang hit the gunman right at the base of the skull. He stumbled forward before catching himself on the wall.

Francois got that dappled didgeridoo whipping as he charged, cracking one assailant in the back of the knee. The first boomerang whisked its way back. Zach caught it in mid-air, turned it over, and flung it again, hitting the man in the chest and knocking him back as Francois brought his staff squarely to his belly.

As the second boomerang came back, Zach caught it. Instead of letting it fly, he raised it. The first gunman recovered, bringing his semiautomatic rifle up, but Zach was there first, using the crook of the boomerang to hook the gun, jerking it from the man’s hands. The metal clanged on the floor and skidded out of sight.

Zach pulled the stone knife from his belt.

This was more like it.

* * *

Francois shifted his weight to his back foot, bunching the muscle there, preparing for the explosive movement forward, cracking the staff across the gunman’s temple. The skin split, sending the man staggering back. Blood gushed down the assailant’s forehead. Still, his lips curled in a snarl dating back to a Neanderthal challenge.

Despite his aching flesh and weary joints, Francois was more than happy to oblige. He arched the didgeridoo back around, slamming into the man’s shoulder. They had to keep the men from firing. The sound of a gun’s discharge would surely bring Lino back.

For the briefest moment, Francois’s arms locked as he remembered the cruelty in the young man’s eyes. Lino fed on destruction and mayhem as others ate a meal. His assailant seized the distraction and lashed out with a kick, nearly dislocating Francois’s leg from his hip. He truly was getting too old for this. In his young days? Fresh from his years of training, this man would not have stood for three seconds.

Now though, it took every bit of grace and training for Francois to prevent himself from falling to the floor. He tried to bring the staff up, but the gunman’s hand darted out, hitting Francois in the throat. Choking, dizzy, and disabled, Francois stumbled away—watching the gun rise, aiming straight for his heart.

* * *

Ronnie’s hands flew up to her mouth as the muscles in the gunman’s arm tensed, ready to fire. Then Zach was there. The flash of a stone blade as the assailant doubled over, clutching the bone hilt sticking out from his chest.

“Dang,” Quirk said from beside her. “They are going primeval on their asses.”

She couldn’t disagree. The FBI agent blocked a blow from the first man with his boomerang, and then followed up with a right hook. Francois seemed recovered as he brought the staff around and smacked the guy in the jaw.

With that the two assailants were down.

Ronnie watched Zach bring his hand up to his ear, opening their line. “On our way.”

“Oh, crap,” Quirk said next to her.

“What?”

Her assistant pointed to the screen that had been following Lino and the other assailant. They had left a breadcrumb trail leading away from the European Masters toward the emergency exit. Quirk had even created the scenario that one of them was injured and the other was going back to help them make it out. Her assistant had woven a story of triumph and tragedy for this little mockingbird scenario.

And it had worked perfectly…until now. Lino seemed to sniff a rat as he paused next to the door. He argued with his tech guy. Ronnie chewed her lip. They really, really, really needed him to buy it and leave.

In the end, though, Lino backhanded his assistant, then turned directly to the camera. Ronnie cringed as the man walked up until his face filled the frame and then smiled.

“Zach,” Ronnie said as Lino sprinted down the hall, coming right for them. “You’ve got to haul some ass.”

“Working on it,” Zach replied. “We’re carrying about a billion dollars’ worth of art.”

Ronnie glanced at the screen. They weren’t making good enough time. Lino would get there first. “Dump it.”

“No way.”

On-screen, they watched Zach grab one of the paintings from Francois, freeing up the older man. But now it was Zach lagging behind.

“Get the gate ready,” Ronnie instructed Quirk.

“Aren’t we leaving?”

She shook her head. Zach was right. The whole point of this endeavor was to gather the paintings. And since they couldn’t get a single one off the walls of this gallery, they needed to come up with a plan…what were they up to? Plan G?

“We’ve got to take our stand here.”

Quirk glanced around. This gallery was clearly a dead end. “Then how are we getting out?”

“I have no freaking idea.”

 

 


CHAPTER 25

Metropolitan Museum of Art

10:55 a.m., EST

“What the hell?” Zach asked, running as fast as he could while carrying what felt like a ton of bricks. “Are these paintings made of lead?”

“Um,” Ronnie answered in his ear, “Yes. Some of the frames have lead weights to discourage snatch and grabs.”

Okay. Good to know. At least he felt less the weakling. Francois rounded the corner ahead of him at just about the same time a bullet hit a statue and ricocheted right past Zach’s nose.

Francois must have been hit as he careened to the right. An arm lashed out and grabbed the older man, dragging him into the European Masters room. Coming right for Zach were Lino and another man, firing away.

Zach swung The Wave in front of him, praying that Ronnie was right about that lead thing. Sure enough, the bullets pinged off the lead backing and deflected harmlessly. But that wouldn’t last forever.

As the metal gate rattled, closing off the room, Zach chucked the paintings, sliding them across the floor and into the gallery. With one last heave, he dove forward, hitting his shoulder hard, and then rolling into the room.

The metal gate clanged shut.

Alarms went off—ringing, blaring, flashing lights. So much for their stealth entry and exit. Of course, the blond guy shooting at them wasn’t helping much, either.

He came up, pulling the gun he’d nabbed from the other gunmen.

“No!” Ronnie yelled, but he’d already squeezed off half a dozen rounds. All of which bounced off the mesh, zipping around the room. “That’s titanium-hardened steel.”

The good news, though, was that if Zach couldn’t shoot out, Lino couldn’t shoot in.

Although the young, blond man didn’t seem at all discouraged by that fact. He walked up to the metal gate, surveyed its periphery, and then sneered.

* * *

Francois limped forward amongst the cacophony of alarms. “Leave, Lino!”

The acolyte did not seem inclined to obey. His words were flavored by a thick Slavic influence. “Trapping yourself. How insightful of you.”

Lino was like a cub prancing about as a full-maned lion. How sure of the world Francois had been at that age. Still righteous in his belief that the Hidden Hand fulfilled God’s work rather than made a blasphemy of it.

“You must know, somewhere in your heart, Lino, that your path is corrupt. That God would not want such destruction brought in his name.”

The young man’s cruel smile only spread. “We are here to finish the work He started. We are His Hand.”

Perhaps Francois could reach Lino the way another brother so long ago had reached Francois. “Why not allow God to move in his own time? If he wished this destruction, could he not so easily do it himself?”

“Ah,” Lino sighed. “Why then, did God give me the means to bring the world so low, Brother Loboum? Why indeed?”

Sirens sounded in the distance, rising above even the clamor around them. Francois had to admit that Lino was not like him. Not in full. For even in his youthful arrogance, somewhere within Francois’s heart doubt brewed. The man who stood before him had no such reservations. He had been forged as steel to carry out the Hand’s macabre mission.

There was no reasoning with the man. Francois slid the knife through the thin slit of the metal mesh into Lino’s side. Was it wrong to take pleasure in the look of surprise on the whelp’s face? It was not a fatal blow, but to Lino’s ego? Yes, a fine blow indeed.

As the young man pulled his hand away from the bloody wound in his side, Francois found that glimmer of doubt he had been looking for.

“You may be vaccinated, Lino, but you are not immortal.”

Fury twisted Lino’s face. “Cut through it,” the young man barked at his assistant.

“But the police—”

“Now.”

* * *

Probably best not to piss off the crazed religious lunatic, Quirk thought but didn’t bother to voice, because, well, the crazed religious lunatic was already pissed off.

The metal shone blue under the assailant’s torch. They didn’t even have to make a very big hole. Just enough for a gun barrel, and then it would be like shooting…well, shooting four idiots in a gallery. Zach had tipped over the benches to act as a cover, but really, how long was that going to hold off the semiautomatic weapons?

Ronnie suddenly turned to Zach. “Burn them.”

“What?”

But, Ronnie being Ronnie, she picked up the acetylene torch and set fire to The Wave. The beautifully stylized crest of a foamy ocean wave warped and bubbled.

Quirk grabbed her wrist. “You are going to set off the fire alarms!”

Ronnie glanced at Lino’s man who had nearly made a muzzle-sized hole in the mesh gate. “Exactly.”

Quirk followed her gaze to the ceiling. “Got it!”

Zach still looked confused, so Quirk shoved the burning painting at him while Ronnie moved onto the next. “Use this to light the others on fire.”

Quirk had to give it to the FBI agent. He looked completely perplexed, but did exactly what was asked of him, setting a Monet aflame. What was once a delicate reverential moment was now a fire frenzy. Francois used the other torch to light even more masterpieces. Quirk got his camera out, recording the swirling symbols. So many and who knew in what order, but at the least they were capturing them.

Then, as the flames licked up the wall, the automated fire suppression system kicked in. The first step, the glorious first step, was for a heavy, bulletproof acrylic shield to lower in front of the metal mesh. The plastic guard was necessary to block the doorway so when sprinklers overhead shot out their FE-13 mist, the fire suppression gas would be contained to this room—and only this room.

Lino shoved his gun through the hole in the mesh and fired, point-blank, yet the shield held. A white, heavy mist filled the room. Zach gulped in a big breath and hunkered to the ground. Quirk snickered.

“Dude, that’s so 1996.”

Quirk took in a deep breath. Modern halogenated compounds were perfectly safe to inhale. Zach looked only moderately embarrassed as he continued setting paintings on fire.

The symbols glittered, dancing amongst the fog like characters in a fairy tale. So many. Maybe too many for his boss to interpret in real time. The mist loved these crackling symbols, though, as the white particles were drawn to the magnesium fire.

The scene would all have been so very beautiful if it wasn’t for the little facts that Lino was trying to shoot his way in, the police were about to descend on the building, and the Black Death was on a rampage.

* * *

Zach set the last painting on fire. The mist made the act seem almost magical—as if they hadn’t just destroyed a huge swath of the world’s greatest paintings. What would his mother call it? Wanton destruction? His only small comfort was that the painters, the originators of these exquisite works of art, had always intended, when the worst came, for them to be set alight. But it felt a small comfort that the only remains left of over a dozen masterpieces were scorched frames.

Suddenly, the gunfire stopped. Zach turned to see Lino step back from the mesh. Was he backing away in defeat? He should have been walking away in defeat. After all, the police and fire sirens were right outside the front door. Instead, the cocky bastard just smiled that cool, insidious smile.

“As I stated,” Lino said. “Trapped.”

With that, the prick nodded to his man. An explosion rocked the building, sending soot and ash into the air as the lights cut out. Just as the emergency lighting bloomed to life, a second explosion sounded from downstairs, plunging the room into complete darkness. The only illumination in the gallery was from Ronnie’s screens.

In the eerie, wan light, Lino’s teeth glistened in a fierce smile before he turned and charged down the hallway to the exit.

Ronnie was already at work trying to get the gates to lift, but Zach could tell by the set of her jaw that it wasn’t going well.

“Talk to me.”

“We’ve lost the hydraulic lifts to get the gates up.”

Zach raced to the front of the room and put his shoulder into it. With a grunt, he pushed up on the acrylic shield. It rose a quarter of an inch, and then slammed back down. Even with all four of them, he doubted that they could raise it the foot they needed to crawl out.

“Tell me you’ve got a ‘Plan H.’”

* * *

Okay, it was more like Plan L, for ludicrous. She hoped that everyone in the room remembered that when they packed to break Zach out of the CIA safe house that they had not expected to assault the Metropolitan Museum of Art, let alone escape an airtight room, with the police breathing down their necks to boot.

“Helo,” Ronnie said. Zach looked confused, but Quirk brightened.

“Oh, my God!” Quirk exclaimed. “Brilliant!”

He immediately swiped his screen, dismissing the security feed, which was now nothing more than a blank blue screen, and booted up Helo’s command sequence.

“Do I even want to know what he’s doing?” Zach asked.

“Probably not.”

From the other side of the gate, one of their equipment bags shook and lifted a few inches from the ground. Then the bag burst open, and their small, perfectly-to-model helicopter hovered above the ground.

“Meet Helo.”

Quirk’s smile could not be contained. “I always knew I liked aviation.”

With a few deft moves of his wrist, her assistant got Helo up and zipping down the hallway, when the craft suddenly lost altitude and circled lazily to the left.

“Quirk?”

“I don’t know,” he said, rapidly trying to compensate. Then his palmtop sparked. Quirk’s pupils dilated as he turned to her. “Oh, no. The FE-13.”

She was way ahead of him, wiping off her screen, shaking off any remnants of the substance. While it was safe to inhale, if not a little stinky, the one major drawback of the fire retardant was its penchant to fritz electronic devices. Especially high-end electronic devices. Which of course, all of theirs were.

“Pass the controls to me,” Ronnie ordered, but Quirk stalled.

“No, it’s okay. I’ve got—”

Then his entire screen went blue, then fuchsia, and then a glaring yellow.

Poor Helo ducked and swerved without guidance. Ronnie keyed in the code, taking control, steadying out the mini-helicopter’s flight.

“I’ll take it from here,” Quirk said, reaching for her palmtop.

“Hey, you might have built it, but who tested out the controls?”

Before Quirk could argue, Zach stepped between them. Physically. “No matter who is driving, I don’t get how this toy—” Even Zach stopped at Quirk’s sharp glare. “I mean, incredible feat of engineering, is going to get us out of this room, especially since it is flying away from us.”

She loved how cute Zach looked when he was trying to go all logical on her. His was a linear mind. God love it, so linear. She and Quirk didn’t just think outside the box—they lived outside it.

Many people would ask why you would need a perfectly functioning mini-helicopter rigged with a directional blast payload. Those people were not Ronnie and Quirk. Of course, they thought they were going to use Helo during the break-in of the vault at Lloyd’s of London, but hey, they at least knew that they might need it for something important.

“Just watch and learn,” she teased.

* * *

Lino squinted. Was that a sliver of light up ahead? The emergency exit could not be far. Which was a most fortunate thing, since the yells of the police were in the building. They had enough firepower to subdue any attempt to contain them, but Lino would rather that they make their escape without notice. So, fewer witnesses to dispose of.

“What’s that?” the brother next to him asked.

Slowing, Lino cocked his head. A tinny, oscillating buzz filled the air. He raised his gun. What could still be functioning after the complete blackout?

A spotlight came around the corner, blinding him for an instant. He shot reflexively, knowing that he missed the mark. Once his eyes adjusted, a strangely small helicopter flew directly for them. Ducking, the vehicle streaked over their heads, and then made the turn to go up the steps.

They fired, rocking the helicopter to and fro, but the damnable thing disappeared out of sight.

That witch and her mechanical familiars.

They did not have the time to dispose of the witch and her companions. At the eleventh hour, did it really matter? He’d seen enough of the angelic script to know where they headed next.

To the heart of the Hidden Hand.

There, they would meet God’s final fury.

* * *

Zach watched the screen as the helicopter bobbed and weaved. It had taken several hits during its encounter with Lino. Would it make it to wherever Ronnie needed it to go? He’d guessed somewhere above them, but since he’d never been to the Met, one of those things that his mother kept bugging him about, he wasn’t sure where.

“No, you’ve got stabilize its flight path by compensating to the right,” Quirk whined over Ronnie’s shoulder. Backseat drivers were bad enough. Mini-helicopter backseat drivers, Zach imagined, were the worst.

“I’ve got it,” Ronnie emphasized although the chopper did seem to be veering to the left a lot.

Finally, the craft burst from the staircase and coursed into the second level, shining its bright light on the American Wing. Instead of the typical blocked, square galleries on this floor and just about every other museum in the world this new wing was built in what Zach could only describe as “fish eye” bubbles. Each room’s front came out in a circular manner, resembling that a fish eye.

This concentric pattern was reflected everywhere in the architecture of the wing. The burnished hardwood floors must have been meticulously cut and shaped into sweeping half circles. Even the glass roof above was held together by curved metal.

No wonder his mom had been pestering him to take her.

“You’re losing too much, well, not altitude, but height!”

Quirk was right. The helicopter listed to the left until it finally hit a curved wall, bounced and landed on its rotors, which ground against the beautiful hardwood floor.

“I take it that wasn’t supposed to happen?” Zach asked.

Ronnie looked away, frowning. Clearly not.

Zach cocked an ear. He could hear Helo’s motor whine. It must have “landed” somewhere above them. He was about to ask why they couldn’t just blow the thing then remembered the whole directional thing. They needed the blast directed down, not up.

“Give it to me!” Quirk implored. “We have a connection.”

Ronnie didn’t seem too convinced.

“Fine, then you try to crab-walk Helo over.”

Despite her lack of conviction that Quirk could accomplish the task, clearly Ronnie didn’t want to try. She handed Quirk the controls. With the tip of his tongue sticking out, Quirk rocked the palmtop back and forth, his own body swaying almost like he was soothing a baby.

“Come on,” Quirk whispered to the screen. “You can do it,” He urged as the view tipped this way then that. “You don’t want the other über-blinged-out mini-helicopters to call you turtle, do you?”

Whether it was Quirk’s finesse with the controls or the coaching, the chopper tilted over, skittered on its side, and then righted itself. A bit of wobbling, but it hovered over the floor.

“That’s my boy!” Quirk announced as he guided Helo to land. He indicated the stone benches. “I’d suggest we take cover…”

Zach pretty much knew why, but felt forced to ask. “Because we aren’t sure how big the blast is going to be?” Ronnie looking down at her toes confirmed the fact. “Because you guys haven’t beta-tested it yet?”

Quirk waved him off. “Tomatoes. Toe-mah-toes.”

No matter, they had to get to cover. Zach urged Ronnie down as Quirk scrambled under the other bench with Francois.

“Five. Four. Three,” Quirk counted down. “Three and a half.”

“Quirk…”

“Fine. Two. One.”

The ceiling shook as the overhead explosion shook the infrastructure. It, however, did not collapse. Ronnie went to crawl out from the bench, but Zach noted the hairline fractures running through the paint directly above them. Cracks that converged on the base of the chandelier. Cracks that were growing wider by the moment.

He put his hand on the back of her head and pulled her close just before the crystals in the chandelier tinkled and then came crashing toward them. Glass shattered everywhere as huge chunks of the ceiling slammed down, hitting the bench and bouncing off.

Zach tucked Ronnie’s head under his shoulder, using his back to deflect any debris. Finally, the avalanche of ceiling stopped, leaving a strange calm in the air. He looked out from the bench, the air choked with dust.

Ronnie un-tucked her head. Little specks of plaster coated her eyelashes. Zach brushed them gently with his fingertips, and then dusted off her nose. Their eyes locked. Even before he could lean in, Ronnie put her finger on his lips.

He got it.

Not here.

* * *

“I think I’ve—” Amanda started but then stopped when she realized that she was the only one awake. Jennifer was conked out beside her. Henderson had fallen asleep leaning back in his chair, and the rest of the scientists were well…gone.

Amanda hated to use that euphemism, but she honestly couldn’t even think of the harsh truth.

And where was Devlin, still contacting his superiors? Like she really cared.

Despite the fact that the numbers were becoming a blur, Amanda had narrowed over twenty thousand possible loci down to only a few hundred. Which still sucked. But what was a Chicken Little to do but forge on, believing there could be a way to hold the sky up?

A cough sounded behind her. She turned to find Anderson Cooper on the television screen. His presence had become almost natural. As if the reporter was in the room with them, living, and dying, through the plague with them.

Once his coughing fit was over, he looked back at the camera. “I don’t know how much longer I can stay on…” Another cough interrupted him. He must have the pneumatic strain of the plague. So he was right. Probably not much longer.

“I just wanted to tell you personally that it has been a privilege to be with you here, at the end. They didn’t want me to report this, but I feel like we have been through so much together, that I must be honest…”

His body wracked with a pneumatic cough, Anderson had to grip the chair to keep from falling over. After a few heaving breaths, he continued. “We have run out of antibiotics. Not just New York or the tristate area, but across the country. Across the world.”

He gulped hard, and then chuckled. “To be honest, they weren’t doing a whole hell of a lot of good anyway.” But then he sobered. “So please, be with the ones you love…and pray. That is all that is left to us.”

The screen went static as tears streamed down Amanda’s cheeks. She leaned over Jennifer and wrapped her arms around her friend. The woman wasn’t even coughing now. A sure sign that the body was giving in to the plague. It didn’t even have the energy to repulse the bacterium.

Amanda sent a swift prayer to the heavens, but then went back to her computer. She was possibly the only person in the world who had something other than prayer to offer. She had the cure.

If she could just find the damn thing.

 

 


CHAPTER 26

Metropolitan Museum of Art

11:18 a.m., EST

Quirk watched Francois’s feet disappear through the hole in the ceiling. They had left Quirk for last, since he was the slightest. See? Not going to the gym could be a positive thing.

He teetered on the edge of the bench that was turned on its end. Zach’s hand emerged from the hole.

“Grab hold.”

Then an exactly opposite order came from the other side of the gates. “Freeze!”

Three cops. No, four. Make it five—were at the gate. “Police! Get down!”

Get down? Did they not realize everything they had just done was to get up?

Quirk grabbed hold of Zach’s hand. Thank goodness the FBI agent did go to the gym, as he lifted him through the breach in the ceiling. The poor, late-to-the-party police fired and fired away, but the acrylic guard held.

Once on the second floor, Quirk gained his feet.

“This way!” Ronnie yelled, running toward the stairs that led to the roof garden café.

As he hurried to catch up, Quirk noticed a painting. Sargent’s infamous Madame X. The subject’s porcelain skin nearly glowed against the warm brown backdrop. Her hand pressed against the mahogany table.

“Give me that,” he urged Zach. The FBI agent raised an eyebrow, but he must have learned not to bother questioning Quirk’s evil genius. Zach handed over the torch, and then headed after Ronnie.

Quirk turned the torch on the ever-elegant Madame X. She always seemed to hold a secret, but now she revealed it in the form of a glittering, gold symbol.

Francois was already carving it into his arm when the shouts carried from the stairwell. Time to haul ass. Putting the injured Frenchman’s arm around his neck, Quirk urged Francois up the stairs.

They hit the door at a run and stumbled out onto the roof garden. From the darkened museum, the morning sun seemed surreal. Everything seemed so pristine up here. The striking sculptures. The lovely garden. The refined café. Almost as if the brutality of the world had not yet made its presence known up here.

“We’ve got to contact the pilot,” Ronnie said.

Quirk rolled his eyes as their chopper floated up between the buildings and flew straight toward them.

* * *

Zach would never again doubt the pilot’s devotion to Quirk. They seemed to have a connection that did, in fact, defy the time and space continuum. Zach wedged a chair under the roof’s doorknob, knowing it would not hold long, but perhaps long enough for all of them to get on the chopper.

The pilot expertly hovered the helicopter only inches off the roof as Ronnie helped Francois into the chopper. Quirk was next, and Zach joined them. Ronnie was only halfway in when the roof door burst open.

“Stop!”

So that’s what it sounded like to be on the other end of a law enforcement proclamation. Zach hoped he didn’t sound quite so nervous. As shots whizzed by, Zach pulled his weapon. Even shooting cover fire could accidently injure a poor cop who was just trying to do his job. Who had risked his life just by stepping out onto the plague- filled streets. Zach couldn’t risk one of these bullets hitting the chopper, though.

As chairs blew across the open-air café in the wake of the chopper’s rotors, Zach had a way better idea. “Land the chopper!”

The pilot shook his head. “No can do.”

“The roof can’t support the weight,” Ronnie added.

“Exactly.”

Ronnie must have caught on to Zach’s plan O as she turned to the pilot. “Put her down!”

“Your dime,” the pilot grumbled as he lowered the chopper onto the roof.

Within moments, telltale cracks formed under the helicopter’s struts. With a tight grin, the pilot tilted the chopper just a bit forward, forcing their weight onto the tip of the struts. Cracks became crevices, which became full-on fracture lines. The cement broke apart as the underlying wooden beams cracked under the weight. Soon, the entire roof listed, forcing the cops to flock back to the stairwell.

Zach hopped in the chopper as it took off, just as the roof collapsed inward. Below them, Zach could see the interior to the previously resplendent American Wing. Now it looked like a bombed-out shelter.

Yeah. He was never getting invited to Thanksgiving ever again.

 

 


CHAPTER 27

Skies over New York

11:56 a.m., EST

Ronnie studied the new symbols. They had gathered so much information at the Met that it actually caused her to have a headache. Were there too many symbols, or too few? With each new symbol came a hundred variables. Where each one fit in the intricate sequence that was angelic script, was still a mystery.

However, it was becoming clearer and clearer that these most recent symbols were actual longitudes and latitudes.

The problem? Too damn many of them. Even if she ignored the sites outside the United States, there had to be at least a dozen scattered across North America. And just because there was a dot on a map, that did not mean that a facility was there that stored vaccine.

Would the Hidden Hand have antiserum at each location, or would they control access to their greatest asset and hide it at just one of them?

With half an ear, Ronnie heard the pilot ask where they should head.

“I think we just need to get out of the city,” Zach replied.

Ronnie could already feel the tug of the symbols. Her inner world wanted to consume her entire attention. But not yet. Her fingers flew across her keyboard, and a new set of coordinates appeared on the pilot’s dashboard.

“If that’s where the lady wants to go…”

The helicopter leaned left as it banked northeast. Zach raised an eyebrow.

“You’ll see,” she smiled. Ronnie waited for her assistant to pounce on that statement, fracturing the little moment between she and Zach. Wait. What was Quirk doing?

She looked at the back of the chopper. The back, mind you. Not the copilot’s seat. Not in the jump seat that had an excellent view of the pilot’s profile. For goodness’s sake, Francois was sitting closer to the pilot than her assistant. Instead, Quirk sat on the floor of the helicopter—turned away from the rest of them.

Even though the symbols called to her like sirens of gold, Ronnie rose and made her way to the back of the chopper.

“Quirk, what’s up?”

He looked up, tears glistening in his eyes. And not his usual self-pity tears, but real tears.

“What’s wrong?”

He tried to shake it off. “Nothing.”

Ronnie sat next to him. Quirk tilted his phone to her. “Jennifer…”

“Your contact at the CDC?”

Quirk sniffled once. “Yeah. She’s in the late stages of the plague.”

Ronnie squinted to read the texts upside down. That made no sense. The plague normally took four days to reach fatality.

“But isn’t that way early?”

He nodded. “That’s part of the weaponization. The Hidden Hand found a way to accelerate the plague’s course.”

Ronnie felt first her throat, then her chest, and then her heart tighten. She thought they had at least another day to find the vaccine. Now they had mere hours?

Quirk looked up, eyes rimmed in red. “Can I tell her anything? Give her any hope?”

Hope? Ronnie just about choked. Since when was she the font of hope? How could she disappoint Quirk, who looked like a puppy that had been kicked and then told Santa didn’t exist?

“I’m sure the symbols will help us pinpoint a vaccine repository on the Eastern Seaboard.”

Okay, maybe sure wasn’t the exact word she would use or even pinpoint or precisely on the Eastern Seaboard, but Quirk’s fingers flew across the tiny keyboard.

Now Ronnie just had to figure out how to fulfill her words.

* * *

Amanda glanced up from her computer to the abnormally still conference room. Without Anderson’s voice in the background, the place felt like a morgue.

Devlin was still missing, and even Henderson had left to find some potable water. Amanda turned to Jennifer—only the woman was gone. How in the hell had Jennifer gone anywhere? Her assistant was too sick to get very far at all. Amanda’s head ached as she rose too quickly. Steadying herself on the table, she let the dizziness and nausea wash over her. The pressure on her neck from her lymph nodes forced her to swallow hard to get her saliva down her throat. Those poor lymph nodes had tried so hard in vain to stop the bacteria’s spread to her bloodstream.

However, the beds of her nails had a distinct blue tint to them. None too soon, they would blacken as the bacteria destroyed her blood vessels. Sometimes it really was better to be naïve. Every hour, she could feel the plague advancing in her body. She knew each insidious step the bacteria would take to overwhelm her immune system—and ultimately choke the life from her.

A faint clicking caught her attention. She followed the sound to find Jennifer curled under a desk. A sweatshirt was rolled up under her head as a pillow.

“Jennifer?” Amanda asked as she dropped to her knees. “What are you doing?”

As the woman typed on a tiny keyboard, it became obvious. She was texting.

“We’ve got to find you a bed,” Amanda said, taking the phone from Jennifer’s swollen hand.

Her assistant’s chest heaved up and down, trying to breathe against the fluid building up in her lungs. Still, Jennifer used up some of her precious strength to press the phone into Amanda’s hand.

What could be so important in a text?

Amanda scanned the messages, mainly to keep Jennifer calm, but then stopped when she saw the word “vaccine.” Scrolling back, Amanda realized that her assistant had been in communication from someone other than the CDC. That wasn’t just against protocol or espionage. It was downright treason.

Then she realized that it hadn’t been Jennifer talking about the vaccine, but the other person stating they were en route to retrieve the vaccine.

“Who is this?” Amanda typed.

The response on the screen, “Um. Who are you to ask me who I am?”

Now was not the time to play semantics. “What do you know of the vaccine?”

There was a delay, so Amanda typed, “Jennifer is too ill to text. This is her boss, Dr. Amanda Rolph.”

Still, no response.

Who knew who was on the other end of this connection? Was it the people who had spread the plague, or could there really be another faction out there fighting the Black Death as hard as she was?

In the end, Amanda realized that if Jennifer trusted them, then she needed to as well.

“I might be able to help you find the vaccine.”

* * *

Quirk straightened up. “Ronnie, look at this!”

As she scanned the text, his boss’ eyes narrowed. “How well do you know Jennifer?”

“She’s my CDC BFF. If there’s an outbreak, she lets me know.” Ronnie didn’t seem to understand quite how close that made them. “Remember how we avoided that cholera outbreak in Micronesia last year?”

“Vaguely.”

“It was Jen who alerted me, way before the official alert went out. She’s solid.”

Still, Ronnie frowned. “But her boss? Can we be sure she isn’t Hidden Hand?”

Quirk typed rapidly. “Are you part of the Hidden Hand?”

“Not exactly what I meant,” Ronnie scolded.

Quirk arched his eyebrow, all the way. “Tell me that you have pinpointed the vaccine cache, and I’ll put this Dr. Rolph through a full-on Rorschach test.” Apparently, Ronnie could not oblige. “Jennifer trusts her, and I trust Jennifer.”

He didn’t bother to add that Jennifer was also his beauty BFF. How many nights had they plucked their eyebrows together, even if on separate continents? Lord knew that he needed someone girly, since Ronnie thought towel-drying your hair added as much body as blow-drying it.

Ronnie held out her hand and took the phone. She rapidly typed, “How?”

Yep, that was his boss. Miss Chatty.

* * *

Amanda rocked back onto her heels, staring at the text. Such a simple question that begged a thousand others. Not the least of which—Was she really going to go through with handing perhaps the most sensitive wartime information in the history of wartime information over to a stranger?

A stranger who seemed in the position to actually act on her information?

“I have data that isolates areas of probable vaccinated populations.”

Amanda wasn’t sure what to expect, but the word, “Stateside?” popped up.

“Yes,” Amanda answered. “Several.”

Another long pause, then, “Here is a secure link. Send me everything you have. Hopefully, we can compare the data and pinpoint a nearby location.”

“What’s your data’s source?”

This time, the response from the other end was nearly instantaneous. “Trust me. You don’t want to know.”

Amanda was about to ask for a slightly more scientific explanation when the door opened.

“Dr. Rolph?”

Tucking the phone into her pocket, Amanda rose, albeit stiffly. “Yes?”

She found Devlin standing in the doorway. He looked like hell. Dark circles overtook his eyes, and his shirt was streaked with blood.

Amanda glanced down at Jennifer. If this was where she chose to stay, so be it. Amanda reached down to the tattered towel that Jennifer had fashioned as a blanket and pulled it up over her shoulder, tucking the woman in.

“Oh, God,” Devlin said. “How long as she been like this?”

Devlin’s hand flew to his own lymph nodes. “Jesus. We started showing symptoms at the same time.”

That they did. Amanda was about to walk past him when she realized that yes, in fact Devlin and Jennifer had come down with their primary symptoms at approximately the same time. Even spiking fevers within an hour of each other. Yet here Devlin stood, looking like hell but with no boils or blisters, and his fingernails looked pinker than even Amanda’s.

She was about to open her mouth, and then slammed it shut again.

Who had been her most outspoken critic during the early outbreak? Who had Hidden Hand materials in his possession? Who refused to send her theories up his chain of command?

Sure, Devlin looked rough, but no rougher than any guy without a shower for two days who had a mild flu. Where was the waxy cast to his skin? The reddened pustules along his arms? Amanda’s had ruptured hours ago.

Instinctively, she took a step away. Not because she feared he was infected, but because she feared that he wasn’t.

Unfortunately, her move allowed Devlin to see her computer screen, which was still uploading the data to Jennifer’s contact. His eyes darted, taking in the information. Devlin’s fingers gripped the edge of the table, his face flashing fury.

“Dr. Rolph, what have you done?”

He rushed her. Amanda grabbed the only thing nearby—a phone—and defended herself, knocking Devlin across the head. Her antigen-antibody inflamed joints flared as he slumped to the floor.

Of course, that was the moment when Dr. Henderson decided to walk through the door.

“Amanda, what have you done?”

* * *

Ronnie watched as the data scrolled in from the CDC. Most of it she didn’t understand. Something about the plague’s fomite vectors and intracellular disruption. No, what she needed was deeper. Ronnie opened the file labeled “Vaccine Loci.”

She skimmed through the documentation. Clearly, Dr. Rolph had been tracking at first hospital intake data, and then when the hospitals closed, home identifiers who were having antibiotics delivered to their doors, and then finally, the death count.

The numbers were staggering. So staggering that Ronnie didn’t even log them in her brain. She just kept skimming until she got to the conclusion, where Dr. Rolph identified small areas around the world that defied a pattern of increased resistance to the plague. Areas where there was a not-exactly-conspicuous lack of plague victims, but a statistical dip in cases. Most would probably chalk those differences up to an anomaly, within the margin of error. As a matter of fact, Dr. Rolph was splitting some pretty fine hairs. Finer than even Ronnie would.

Could these impossibly crunched numbers help identify the Hidden Hand’s stronghold? Did they really indicate vaccinated populations, or were they just figments of Dr. Rolph’s imagination?

Ronnie hit the icon to bring up the world map. Tiny pockets of statistically lower plague victims sprang up across the globe. While small, these areas numbered in the hundreds.

Gulping, Ronnie leaned back. Long ago, she had accepted the fact that the Hidden Hand had bioengineered the plague, and, being evil geniuses, had manufactured both an antiserum to treat acute cases and a vaccine to protect their own and those that swore allegiance to them.

“What’s wrong?” Zach asked. “Is the information bogus?”

No. That was the problem. The information seemed eerily correct. If Ronnie had any doubt about the Hidden Hand’s fortitude or ability to carry out a mass extinction, this data shattered it. Each of the tiny dots represented a Hidden Hand presence. Each was either within or near a major population center. They had established their presence exactly where it would be needed once those cities fell to the plague. Nation capitals. State capitals. Seats of power. Places where survivors would look for guidance. The Hidden Hand would be there to pick up the pieces and rebuild the world in their image.

“Ronnie?”

She still couldn’t answer him. Not with the ruin of the world staring back at her. To see the scope and breadth of the Hidden Hand’s campaign sucked the words right out of her mouth. If their enemy was this well organized, its network sprawled across the world, how well fortified would one of their vaccine repositories be? If the Hidden Hand had these kinds of unlimited resources, how could they overcome them with just a few hours of preparation?

Look at how well the Met had gone. And the museum only wanted to deter robberies. They were not prepared to shoot on sight. She wanted to voice this all to Zach, but she simply couldn’t.

Quirk was at her shoulder though, seldom at a loss for words. “What are those?”

Her assistant pointed to the scattered dots located in outlying locations. While far fewer in number, they still added up to dozens. These were barely blips. When she didn’t immediately answer him, he reached over and keyed in a few commands.

Dr. Rolph’s map overlapped the map that Ronnie had been working on. Her heart sank even further when the vast majority of the locales did not match. How could that be? Ronnie supposedly had a list of Hidden Hand safe houses, and Dr. Rolph had a list of vaccinated populations. Wouldn’t they be the same?

Something was off. It was like looking at a constellation sideways. They were at the edge of a pattern. So close that Ronnie could taste it in the back of her mouth. She turned the maps upside down, inverted them, and even stretched them, but she could not get them to line up.

“How did the musical symbols from Elvis factor in?” Quirk asked.

The musical symbols? Ronnie had chalked them up to an homage. What if they weren’t?

“Francois, are the members of the Hand within the Hand only painters?” she asked.

The old man opened his eyes. “Of course not.”

Ronnie smiled as she scrolled to the Graceland burning. She incorporated the musical notes, translated them into Hebrew, and then modified it all into angelic script. She plugged the numbers in. The map warped and dilated, and then came to rest.

“Dang,” Quirk said, pointing to Europe. “Venice is like a red-light district.”

The neighborhood of Santa Croce in Venice, Italy, did flare brightly. It took a moment for it to sink in. Santa Croce was a junction of lower plague victims and an area designated by angelic script. Others appeared as well. One in Siberia, and another at the horn in Africa.

“Told you the King was the key,” Quirk announced. Perhaps he was right.

She scrolled the new map over. There were several locales scattered in Latin America. Quickly, she scrolled up, pulling the United States into view.

Sure enough, several other junctions glowed red. One in San Simeon, another in South Dakota, with another in New Orleans.

But one? One shone right out at her.

Cutler, Maine.

One of the most northern points along Maine’s rugged, rocky, isolated coast, Cutler was exactly the kind of place Ronnie would have chosen if she needed to hide the cure for the Black Death.

 

 


CHAPTER 28

Undisclosed Location

12:37 p.m., EST

Zach stood in the center of a perfectly white room. It was almost hard to look at the walls. They shimmered so brightly. Was this what heaven would feel like? Probably for Ronnie and Quirk, since the only things that punctuated those pristine walls were plasma screens, computer bays, and tech equipment he’d never seen before.

“So this is what your cold room looks like,” Zach commented, knowing that Warp would give his left nut to even have a picture of it, let alone stand amongst the Robin Hood hacker’s infinite greatness.

“Oh, please,” Quirk said, rolling his eyes. “This is only a minor backup station.”

Ronnie grinned as she loaded up equipment bags. “You should see the one in Tokyo.”

Yes, Zach would have to see the one in Japan, because he could not imagine how anything could outdo this one located in the rolling countryside of upstate New York. On the far wall were two magnetic discs very similar to the one Ronnie used in El Paso, only these were about five times the size. A bank of computer drives, three deep, rose up to the ceiling. And the feeds they were monitoring? Zach couldn’t identify half of them.

“This truly is…” Zach didn’t have the words to complete the thought.

Ronnie’s lips bloomed into a full-on smile. “Well, then, maybe I shouldn’t show you the armory.”

“Armory?”

The Robin Hood hacker was known for her ability to run her operations miles—if not continents—away from her target. Besides stealing well over a hundred billion dollars, she had yet to be charged with even breaking and entering. And she had an armory?

“Duh,” she said, as she hit a few commands, and the wall with the computer banks slid open to reveal a room not nearly as neat and tidy. Weapons lay at odd angles. Pistols, assault rifles, and even RPG launchers. “A girl has got to be prepared.”

There was prepared, and then there was this. Not that Zach was complaining, mind you.

“Ever since the Zetas cartel targeted the hacker group, Anonymous, and brutally kidnapped one of them,” Ronnie said, her voice not quite as chipper. “We’ve had to stock up.”

Quirk chimed in as he joined them. “I tell her to put her toys away, but does she?” He waved his hand dismissively. “And the pilot is getting antsy. We promised to be in and out in three minutes. You know how Francois likes to touch equipment he shouldn’t.”

“Take your pick,” Ronnie said to Zach, indicating the stockpile of weapons.

Um. Did Zach mention how much he loved her?

* * *

Amanda’s hand shook, finding it hard to grip the syringe as she pulled a vial of Devlin’s blood out of his arm. The CIA liaison was tied to a chair in her office, his mouth bound by a gag. While shocked, Dr. Henderson had heard her out and decided that they needed proof that Devlin was faking his condition before condemning her.

Someone had contaminated the facility with the plague. Was that person sitting in front of her?

As she pulled the needle from his arm, Devlin roused. He glanced down at the needle poke. Eyes dilating, his head snapped up as Dr. Henderson used the last of the phone cord to bind Devlin’s feet to the chair. They’d had to use what they had available. Completely jury-rigging the entire hostage-taking system.

Devlin tried to shout something, but the gag muffled his attempt. But it probably went something like: “Dr. Rolph just sent highly classified information to the enemy.” Luckily, Dr. Henderson had agreed with the wisdom of gagging the CIA liaison to keep from bothering Jennifer.

Even though Devlin was bound and gagged, he gave escape a run for its money. He banged the chair back and forth, to and fro.

“Are you sure the agglutination test will be definitive?” Dr. Henderson asked.

“Definitive?” Amanda queried. “No. But highly suspect? Yes.”

Trying to ignore the spectacle that Devlin was putting on, Amanda moved to her makeshift laboratory. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to perform this basic field test.

Amanda mixed a drop of Devlin’s blood with a drop of serum filled with fragments of the bacteria’s cell wall onto a microscope slide. If Devlin had antibodies preexisting in his system, they would clump together, forming ringlets. If he didn’t, the two fluids would simply mix together, a smooth combination of the two.

“Umph. Trllmk,” Devlin tried to say, fighting against the gag.

“Well?” Dr. Henderson asked as his eyes flickered over to the CIA liaison. “If this doesn’t clump, we have broken about half a dozen laws for nothing.”

“It isn’t instantaneous,” Amanda answered, well aware that simply drawing Devlin’s blood without his permission was considered assault. “It can take a few minutes.”

She got discouraged, though, as the fluids just swirled together going from clear on one side and red to the other, to a pinkish fluid in the middle. Absolutely no sign that antibodies were in Devlin’s blood.

“Maybe I should check under the microscope.” It had been years, probably back in Microbiology 101, since she’d performed such a crude test. “I might be able to identify micro-agglutination.”

Dr. Henderson nodded as Devlin nearly tipped his chair over backwards. So much for staying quiet.

When Amanda picked up the slide, tilting it accidentally, a clump settled on the edge of the fluid pool. She had forgotten step three. Rock the slide to isolate the clumping on the periphery.

Gently, she tilted the slide back and forth as more and more—and more—clumps appeared.

Amanda and Dr. Henderson looked from the slide, to each other, and to Devlin.

The CIA liaison was suddenly perfectly still.

* * *

Ronnie shifted on the chopper’s seat. Not because of rough flying, although the storm brewing was knocking them around far more on this leg of the trip than it had heading out of Manhattan, but because there was literally no room for her legs. The helicopter’s interior was crammed full of computing equipment and weapons.

Zach sat on the floor of the chopper like a little boy next to a Christmas tree. He felt the heft of each gun, turning it over in his hands and checking the sights. Then, if the weapon passed muster, he would try to find somewhere to pack it. He already had, like, four guns on his hip with extra clips, plus a smaller pistol on each ankle. The guy was going to be walking bowlegged soon.

“Seriously, Ronnie, there are, like, three other satellites closer than the one you are trying to re-task,” Quirk whined, despite the fact he had enough toys littered around him to make him a very happy boy as well.

“I need this one.”

Quirk snorted. “Ronnie, you’ve got to get over your superstitions. Just because a satellite’s call sign shares your birthday, does not make it your ‘lucky’ satellite.”

Ronnie just shrugged, letting him think that was her reason for wanting this particular satellite. Far better than arguing over the real one. She did, however, have to shut him up before he sniffed out her real ploy.

“There!” she said as she brought up the satellite image of the coordinates off of Maine’s northern coast. “Satisfied?”

Hitting the zoom key, Ronnie punched in deeper and deeper to the structure that sat upon that rocky cliff. It was some kind of building. No, more like a mansion. No, the closer they got, the more it looked like the Hidden Hand had built themselves a castle.

A full-on medieval castle.

Although in New England, just being a castle wasn’t that big a deal. There were probably a dozen of the structures within a hundred miles. But a castle this big? With turrets and ramparts and a central courtyard? That was a big deal.

Even Francois, who had gone back to his mumbling meditation, came over for a look. Was it a bad sign that the Frenchman’s pupils spread wide at the sight?

“What is it made of?” Zach asked as he rose from the floor and made room on the seat next to her.

She switched modes, finding one of the satellite’s opticals that registered density. “Looks like stone, but this portion…” Ronnie indicated the centermost section of the castle, right at the heart of the compound. “Everything is pinging back. It must be some high-density metal. Titanium or tungsten.”

“Which is also going to shield the interior to any EM pulse we might use,” Quirk added.

Ronnie felt that weight on her breastbone again. Even though she knew the Hidden Hand would have some gnarly defenses, it was still a blow to see them in action.

“Do we have anything to penetrate the metal shielding?” Zach asked.

She looked at Quirk, even though she knew the answer. Even if they had a hundred acetylene torches, it would take them a week to cut through metal that thick. Zach glanced at both of them, but didn’t even bother to ask for clarification.

“I’m assuming that this is where they would be hiding any vaccine—if they do have any?”

Ronnie nodded, letting him figure out that despite all the high-tech equipment and firepower they had, they didn’t have enough to get to the vaccine.

“What’s that flare there on the edge of the image?” Quirk asked.

“I’m not sure,” Ronnie answered as she zoomed in to the base of the castle.

“Switch to ground-penetrating radar,” Zach suggested. Then, when she raised an eyebrow at him, he finished. “I mean, you have got to have some ground-penetrating radar, right?”

Of course her satellite had ground-penetrating radar. She was just glad Zach could appreciate that fact.

A few keystrokes later, the image shifted from opaque angles to a jumble of lines and squiggles.

“Here,” Quirk said trying to take her laptop. “Put it through the 3-D imaging software.”

Ronnie held tight to her computer. “I’ve got it.”

Okay, after about ten attempts to bring the image into focus, maybe she didn’t.

“Don’t be hogging the hologram if you can’t use it properly.”

But Ronnie finally figured it out, projecting the image in 3-D before them.

“Holy mother of…” Quirk breathed out.

“Damn,” Zach added.

Even Francois contributed, “Baise.”

The castle was massive, with machine guns instead of archers for long-range defense and a metal-encased core, and the grounds had a sprawling underground complex.

“Check out the heat signature,” Ronnie said, pointing to the lower chambers. “Or should I say, lack of heat signature?”

One room in the underground complex was showing a stable fifty-three degrees. The perfect temperature to store vials upon vials of vaccines.

“At least we know for sure that they are there,” Zach offered, clearly trying to cheer her up.

Which was great—except that they had a major problem. How in the hell were they going to break into the grounds, penetrate that metal shielding, and fight their way through the castle to the staircase that led them down into the completely rock-walled subterranean chamber?

Ronnie looked at the others. No one exactly seemed brimming with ideas either.

* * *

Francois sat back as the rest bandied about ideas for breaching the castle. Did they not know the Hidden Hand would have thought of each of these earthbound ploys? They’d had centuries to perfect their stronghold. Centuries of war and famine and strife to challenge their defenses and shore them up.

No.

The answer would come from the heavens, as it was wont to do. He gazed upon his arm. So many new symbols outlined in dried blood. The angels were talkative of late. Almighty God in his wisdom had retreated from man’s daily life. In infinite understanding, God had left man to develop his own free will.

But the angels? Ah, the angels who loved man could not allow such evil as the Hidden Hand to flourish. They had walked amongst man, teaching those who would resist the Hand’s quest for dominion over the earth.

Many spoke of the end of days—shouting it from street corners and pulpits. But Francois did not, or more likely, refused to believe, that the true apocalypse was upon them. That this could not be God’s will for mankind.

Perhaps it was man who had gotten himself into this position, but it would be grace from on high that would deliver them from it.

Francois felt certain of such. So again, he studied the symbols on his arm, hoping to divine what the angels needed of him.

* * *

Quirk typed. That’s what he did best. Coding. Surveillance. Hacking. Ronnie and Zach were busy talking insertion points and tensile strength. While he loved building prototypes, the entire Mexico debacle had taught him one thing…do not try to fire those prototypes.

No, he was much happier with the current plan. Have him run all the cyber interference and leave the Captain America stuff to Ozzie and Harriet over there. Even now, he had found miles upon miles worth of cabling hidden underground servicing buried gun turrets. They hadn’t even landed at the castle, and Quirk had saved Ronnie’s little hiney yet again.

He glanced over his computer monitor, mainly to check if the pilot was busy flexing those biceps of his, and found Francois, his hands pressed together in prayer. Yep, probably if there ever were a time for full-on begging of the heavens for a boon, it was now.

Quirk sent his own little request up to the big guy when he heard his name mentioned. Not in that good way, where Ronnie was reassuring Zach that Quirk was, in fact, the fastest coder in the world.

No. From the way she said his name, Quirk could tell that Ronnie wanted something from him. A large something. A mega-sized something. His eyes narrowed as he looked up to find her standing in front of him, a sickly sweet smile on her face.

Ugh! Perhaps there wasn’t a God after all.

* * *

Lino stood, patient and tall. Others scurried about the castle’s war room, worried for the fly who thought to spoil God’s picnic. The door behind him burst open, and by the insufferable grunting the man made as he crossed the room, it could be only Deacon Havar. Lino did not turn or slide his eyes away from the long-range radar.

“I demand that you step aside, Lino.”

The man spoke as if he held God’s authority. Seldom did God allow a man such as Havar, filled with consistent failings, to hold anything of His—let alone authority.

“Had you allowed me to kill Francois at the field office, we would not be here,” Lino remarked. “At this tentative juncture.”

From the corner of his eye, Lino saw the deacon scowl. “We would have had to kill the entire office.”

“Yes, and how more efficient that would have been, no?”

Havar’s cheeks billowed in and out. His fleshy nostrils constricted, making every breath a wheeze. “It was not my failing during the assault on El Paso or the Met. That falls on your narrow shoulders.”

A grin flickered on Lino’s lips. So many had tried to intimidate him because of his lean stature. So many had failed.

“Again, fruit from the poisoned tree. Indecisive action requires so much tidying afterward.”

Now each breath of the deacon’s rang in Lino’s ear. He tired of this man’s pomp and dyspnea. In addition, the fly grew so much closer. Nearly within range of their missiles.

“Go back to your chambers, Havar. Enjoy your last moments indulging yourself.”

The man took in a sharp breath. “You have so little faith in our defenses?”

Lino finally turned to the deacon who thought himself the better. “God is our defense. It is only that you should not see our ultimate victory. Regrettably, you shall be in stage four of the plague by the time it is accomplished.”

“I am anointed,” the deacon hissed.

“El Paso was your true baptism, Father. Had you succeeded, you would have been vaccinated at a ceremony in Venice. Again, regrettably, you failed…”

Deacon Havar shook his head side to side, yet Lino could see the man’s mind begin to grasp his new reality. A hand flew to his neck, where the glands were already swelling.

“You said it was a side effect of the vaccination.”

“I lied.”

With as much satisfaction as a man of God could enjoy, Lino watched as the deacon realized he would be no better than the paupers who died spitting up blood in the street.

“Sir, they have passed the outer marker.”

He urged the deacon to the door. “Enjoy the next few hours…before your lungs fill with blood.”

Havar defeated, sagging, shuffling, left the room.

Lino turned back to the radar.

Finally. Time to end this stalemate.

 

 


CHAPTER 29

Skies over Maine

2:03 p.m., EST

The helicopter skimmed over the roiling sea. The threatening storm was now in full rage. Rain hit the windshield in sheets, clattering like gunfire. Ronnie steeled herself. Soon, that would be real gunfire.

She glanced over to find Quirk typing rapidly. “Is there a problem with the countermeasures?”

“Did you know that there have been seven shark attacks in the region?” Quirk informed the entire aircraft. “That basically, we are flying over the same waters that Jaws swam in?”

“First off, that was Martha’s Vineyard. And secondly, it was a film.” She turned to Zach. “Which was not Steven Spielberg’s first.”

He put his hands up in mock defeat. “I got it.”

Quirk returned to finding YouTube footage of local shark attacks as Zach nodded toward the distant speck on the cliff. The castle. Although, with the weather and distance, the structure looked more like a hobbit house.

“Are you worried?” Zach asked her.

“That they haven’t thrown anything at us, despite the fact that we’ve been in range for two minutes?” Ronnie said with a sigh. “Yes, but this could be an instance of ‘they know that we know that they know’ kind of thing.”

Zach didn’t seem entirely satisfied by that answer, but let it go as the helicopter swooped left—taking them overland. This close to the castle, the Hidden Hand’s underwater defenses were nearly as good as its ground defenses. Ronnie checked the screen monitoring the various mines and water-to-air missiles. All were quiet.

This assault was like a hack—only they weren’t dealing with code, but with actual lives. And like a hack, this attack was as much a mind game as anything. The targets knew that they were vulnerable to attack. They planned for it. The hackers knew that the targets planned for the attack, so they always had to find chinks in their cyber armor. Back doors. Side entrances. Weak firewalls.

It basically came down to who knew what in which order, and whether they had time to adapt. Lino must have known what went down in Mexico. He also knew that he had been outflanked at the Met. Ronnie had a pretty deep bag of tricks, but even she was running out of them. What if she’d shown Lino enough to anticipate her next move?

While the Hidden Hand was filled with soulless bastards, it did not make them stupid. If anything, it made them all the more dangerous. Lines that Ronnie would not cross, the Hidden Hand would leap over with joy.

And clearly Lino was holding back, waiting until he saw the whites of their proverbial eyes. But waiting for what?

“Did you know that shark attacks rise steeply during a storm? The agitation of the water—”

“Quirk.” She waited until he looked up at her. “Did you get my laptop in the box?”

He rolled his eyes and went back to his shark research. Yes, Quirk’s quirks even got on her nerves at times. But Ronnie knew that when her assistant was on a roll, she couldn’t stop him. Or at least not without wild horses. Instead, she simply double-checked herself as they sped over the thick forest surrounding the castle.

The clear box seemed so benign. Yet in the end, it could save all their lives.

“I take it that isn’t just plastic,” Zach said, leaning over to study the construction of the clear box.

“Not exactly. It is lead-impregnated, airtight, watertight, and maximum EM-shielded.”

Zach’s eyebrow lifted. “That’s been field-tested?”

Ronnie felt her cheeks flush. “Okay, so maybe I should have said, ‘in theory’ to start off with.”

“Okay, but if your computer is in that impenetrable box, then…”

She pulled out an older version of the keyless-keyboard gloves. These ceramic tiles on her fingertips were much larger, heavier, and quite frankly, a fashion eyesore. But at least they had all their keys.

“These are—”

“KeKe-G’s,” Quirk interrupted.

Okay. That was a cooler name. Ronnie went to explain to Zach what her assistant was talking about when alarms blared.

Guess it was time to find out who was faster on the draw.

* * *

Zach steadied the launcher against the floor of the helicopter, which was easier said than done. Between the bucking winds and the pilot’s maneuvers to evade the six missiles flying toward them, the best Zach could do was not fall out the open door.

“Fire!” Ronnie yelled from the other side of the chopper, where she manned her own launcher.

He hit the lever, and three countermeasures flew out from the launcher, spraying out in a fan pattern. The missiles took the bait, sharply banking to hone in on the new heat signature. Explosions rang out as the missiles detonated far away from them.

Pretty slick.

“Oh, crap!” Ronnie blurted out. She turned to see that one of her missiles not only did not detonate, but also had banked around, heading straight for them. “It must be backtracking the countermeasure’s path.”

That smart missile was hauling ass in their direction.

“Zach, fire another countermeasure!”

He wanted to argue that he was on the other side of the helicopter from the missile, but why bother? Ronnie was giving the orders. He hit the lever, and the countermeasure shot out of the launcher.

 

“Keep us parallel!” Ronnie shouted to the pilot.

The missile came straight for them through the downpour. It felt impossibly wrong that the helicopter stopped its forward momentum and hovered in the battering winds, awaiting its doom.

“Get down!”

Zach threw himself to the floor as the missile flew in Ronnie’s door. It scorched them as it exited his door, streaking after the countermeasure. It exploded just above the forest, setting treetops ablaze despite the soaking rain.

Ronnie had one of those smiles people get when they know that they just cheated death. He rose to join her when Francois exclaimed, “Dear God!”

If something caused Francois to take the Lord’s name in vain…

The sight through the chopper’s window should have been something out of the Dark Ages. The castle before them loomed on the horizon, every bit the symbol of power and domination that the builders had intended. The 3-D holographic image did not do the enormous structure justice.

Red flags emblazed with gilded angelic script whipped in the fierce wind atop stone turrets. Dotted all along the towers were narrow archers’ windows—the ancient equivalent for modern-day snipers. And the Hidden Hand had shown itself more than willing to adopt technology. How many gunmen were hidden in the shadow of the stone?

Long, wide ramparts, equally well guarded, connected each tower.

Talk about a tough, protective outer shell.

A huge, elaborately carved wooden gate stood closed. And, Zach guessed, locked pretty damned tight. The empty moat encircled the castle. Were they expecting the storm to fill it?

What did the Hidden Hand know that Ronnie didn’t?

* * *

Amanda chewed on the edge of her thumbnail. Not very sanitary in the middle of a plague, but what the heck? She already had it, right? Dr. Henderson sat on the edge of her desk. His shoulders were slumped. A tall, proud man—nearly broken in half.

He absently scratched his itchy arm. Probably a boil. Amanda physically had to stop herself from taking her nails to her skin. The burning sensation was nearly undeniable. Her own throat, choked by her lymph nodes, expanded to the size of small lemons.

“We should hear what he has to say,” Henderson declared.

She shook her head. “How exactly is he going to explain that?

Amanda indicated the five—count them, five—slides where they had reproduced the same effect. Each one came back positive. Devlin had preexposure antibodies. Not a whole lot of ways you could get those besides a vaccination.

“Still,” Henderson said frowning before he paused. It seemed to take a moment to gather his strength back again. “He would know if he was vaccinated intentionally.”

Amanda made sure to keep her face placid. This was one of those times that Jennifer would have stomped on her foot to speak up. Instead her assistant was in a near coma under the table. Amanda wanted to tell Henderson everything, but she feared how he would take it.

She wasn’t sure how he would take her little texting adventure, and Amanda didn’t want to end up tied to a chair next to Devlin.

“We’ve got to try,” Henderson stated as he stood up. The director leaned over Devlin. “If you scream…”

Honestly, at this point, who would hear the CIA liaison, or more importantly, who would care? With everyone in various stages of the Black Death, a mouthy operative was the least of their concerns.

The CIA liaison nodded, so Henderson removed the gag.

“I’m not the traitor; she is,” Devlin said, indicating Amanda.

“See?” she said hoping she didn’t sound too guilty.

Dr. Henderson eyed her then focused on Devlin. “How do you explain having active, IgM-type antibodies in your blood stream? Antibodies that take weeks to form?”

“I have no idea,” Devlin asserted. “But I do know that she sent state secrets to an unknown party!”

Amanda shrugged as Devlin went on to give the entire incriminating evidence. The guy did have a good memory—she had to give him that.

Henderson turned to her. “Well?”

She stuck to the facts as best she could. “When I realized that Jennifer and Devlin had been infected within the same time frame, and that his lymph nodes weren’t even enlarged, he attacked me. So, I defended myself.”

Amanda hoped that was close enough to the story she had given Henderson when he walked in on her. By the cloud over his features he still wasn’t convinced, so she motioned toward the computer. “Check it yourself.”

A little too quickly, he took her up on her offer.

“Check for an upload link,” Devlin offered.

Behind Henderson’s back, Amanda frowned at Devlin, which only fueled him more. “Plus, her phone. Check her phone for unauthorized numbers.”

Her boss finished with the computer. “Nothing there. He’s right, though. I should check your phone as well.”

Amanda had done an excellent job covering her tracks on the computer, but Jennifer’s phone? She’d been lucky to clear the call log.

She handed over her phone, and then made a show of pulling out Jennifer’s as well. “Here are both of our phones.”

Henderson sat down, squinting at the tiny screen. Finally he set both phones down. “They look clean.”

“No. No. No. No.” The CIA liaison said thumping his chair forward then back. “You’ve got the wrong—”

Her boss stuffed the gag back into Devlin’s mouth. With a deep sigh, Henderson slumped into a chair. “Now, what do we do with him?”

Amanda felt her stomach drop. She had no idea what to do with Devlin, but she had assumed that Henderson would. “Tell someone at the CIA?”

“Who, though?” Her boss postulated as he rubbed his temples. “How do we know they didn’t vaccinate Devlin and send him in?”

“There’s got to be someone you trust, right?”

Henderson was the director of Plum Island. He had to have connections. He had to know someone who could get the information to someone who could act on it. Amanda didn’t want to think that she had to rely solely on the person on the other side of a text to save the known world.

* * *

The time for gawking was over. Ronnie handed Zach a vest.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Your bulletproof vest,” Ronnie answered, then turned to the pilot. “Bring us into the landing coordinates.”

Zach held up what on the surface might look like a sweater vest. “This? This is bulletproof.”

“Yep,” she said, pulling on hers, tucking it under her weighed down equipment belt. “Think of Kevlar, only we’ve added some metal ions to the mix.”

“I still don’t get the ‘bulletproof’ part.”

Ronnie kind of loved it when he got all Doubting Thomas on her. “Put it on.”

After he donned the garment, she flicked a finger at his chest. Which she should have known better than to do as her nail hit solid metal. “Ouch,” she said sucking on her stinging finger.

Zach thumped his chest as well, then shaking out his hand. “How the hell…”

“Just like the metal ions in the CIA’s device aligned under a microwave burst,” Ronnie explained, “these align under pressure. The more pressure, the more the ions bond.”

“Creating a thicker and thicker shield?” Zach postulated.

“Bingo,” she said as the pilot swooped down into a clearing near the castle and hovered over the landing spot. Ronnie turned to Francois. “You aren’t going to stay in the chopper like you promised are you?”

The Frenchman cocked his head slightly. She tossed Francois a vest. Of course because she’d had to give her nice sleek black one to Zach, Ronnie was wearing Quirk’s, which, of course, had a prominent Hello Kitty on the front, which meant that Francois got the backup vest with Chococat. She and Francois were just going to have to deal with it.

“We’re ready,” Ronnie informed the pilot.

“I’m just going to touch down,” he answered. “Let you off-load the equipment, then dust off.”

Yes, she had gotten used to his aversion of actually landing the chopper. Heaven forbid.

* * *

Francois helped lift a large disc from the helicopter as the helicopter’s rotors spun dizzyingly overhead, adding even more force to the storm’s pounding rain. Ronnie tossed a metal case over his head. It landed on the soaked grass and bounced. Yet other items Ronnie handed Francois with the reverence of a saintly relic.

Next to him, Zach hauled a crate off the deck, and then stumbled back. Francois caught him by the elbow. Then he, too, felt a shifting underfoot. It could not be an earthquake—not this far north and not this close to stripping the Hidden Hand of all they held dear.

Underfoot, large metal hooks ripped through the meadow waving in the air like so many heads of a snake.

“Liftoff!” Zach yelled above the wash of the rotors.

Ronnie responded, but the wind snatched away her words. Either the pilot heard, or he attempted to get the helicopter in the air of his own accord, but the hooks latched onto the struts of the craft, jerking the craft back toward the ground.

Zach pushed Francois to the ground as the helicopter tipped nearly on its side, bringing its swirling blades just inches from their heads. Crates, bundles, and computers tumbled from the open bay door. Above them, Ronnie clung to a cable. Then, she lost her grip and crashed beside them.

“We’ve got to stay clear of the rotors,” she groaned, nursing the shoulder that she fell on.

Francois could not agree more. Then, the helicopter tipped upright, as hooks from the other side brought it level. Trapped, but level. The pilot fought fiercely, testing the restraints on one side, and then the other.

Zach tugged on one of the hooks. “They must be magnetized.”

A strong, unseen force might have held them on. But one of the hooks broke, sending the helicopter tilting wildly to the side. At the least, the rotors were away from them as they scrambled to safety.

But was it truly safe? Quirk cried out from the helicopter, “Incoming!”

Through heavy raindrops, even Francois’s old eyes could make out at least six missiles heading their way. And with the helicopter flailing violently, they had a clear target.

“The countermeasures!” Zach yelled, but Ronnie tugged them toward the tumble of equipment.

“Find the EM rifle!”

Zach complied, but Francois stared out across the soaked field, past the moat to the topmost turret. Lino would be watching from there—regardless of a veering helicopter or inbound missiles.

Francois would not flinch.

 

 


CHAPTER 30

Cutler, Maine

4:12 p.m., EST

Zach ripped a crate open, revealing a bunch of what looked like ninja stars—but no rifles.

“Here!” Ronnie yelled as she tossed him what seemed like a typical pump-action rifle. “You’ve got to aim pretty damn close for the EM pulse to work.”

Her words sounded impossible. But which of her words had sounded reasonable? Trusting Ronnie, Zach wiped the rain from his eyes and swung the rifle up, targeting the nearest missile. He braced his back leg, ready for the recoil. Yet when he pulled the trigger, there was no more kick than a regular weapon. Did it work? Did the rifle actually shoot something?

Then the missile pitched and wavered, sailing over the helicopter and crashing into the field, exploding in a brilliant red flash. Zach couldn’t waste any time staring at the sight. He had five other missiles to take down. Pumping the rifle with one hand, he caught it with the other and aimed.

Keeping both eyes open, he tracked the second missile and fired. It spun on its axis, narrowly missing the chopper before disappearing over the edge of the cliff. After pumping another shot, he turned to the third streaking toward them. Only this one came from the other side of the chopper.

“Ronnie!”

She looked up from her task to see the problem. If he shot, the chopper would be caught in the EM pulse. And as the helicopter bucked up and down and sideways, how could he get to the other side?

“Hit the deck!” she yelled back.

Zach didn’t understand what she meant until he did as requested. Once on the ground, he realized what she meant. He might not be able to shoot over or around the helicopter, but under? Under, he could do. Zach fired a third time, sending the missile off into the woods to unleash its destruction.

Not having time to rise, Zach rolled to his left, targeting another incoming missile.

Four down. Two to go.

* * *

Ronnie tilted the gopher, trying to get the damned thing to work. Their hybrid, ground-penetrating radar and electronic disrupter was not faring well in its first field test. She could see the hook’s controlling mechanism beneath about three feet of dirt. Could she disrupt it? No.

She tried everything. Using energy bursts. Low-frequency modulation. Even a high pitched sound blast, yet those damn hooks still held the helicopter in thrall. Inside the craft, she could see the pilot struggling and Quirk hanging on for dear life in the co-pilot’s seat.

Nothing was happening as it was supposed to. And it was all her fault. Again.

She’d underestimated Lino. She should have known that he would know the best place to land for a frontal assault. Okay, so maybe the whole magnetized hooks thing she shouldn’t feel bad about missing, but still. If she didn’t get ahead of the curve…

Zach dashed past her, setting up for his next shot. As she jangled the gopher’s controls, trying to wake it up, Ronnie watched the FBI agent aim. His posture was filled with intent. Muscles tightened. Eyes squinted, he was a chiseled hero through and through. No wonder his body temperature ran at 98.9 degrees.

He fired and hit his mark true. The fifth missile lurched once, and then fell out of the sky, exploding “harmlessly” on the grass.

The joystick jiggled under her touch. The gopher had caught onto one of the hook’s controls. Almost wishing the damn thing were a real gopher that could chew through the damn wiring, Ronnie urged the machine to sever the line’s connection.

“Ronnie!” She turned to find Zach flexing his bicep, pumping the rifle, and then firing—to no avail. “It stopped working.”

No, it didn’t stop working. They just ran into the “when will we ever need more than five EM pulses?” phenomenon. Which meant that the helicopter was a sitting duck.

Unless she could get the gopher to do its job, the pilot and Quirk were dead.

* * *

Quirk clung to the seat as the bravest man in the world tried to save their lives. Damn Ronnie and her cost-cutting “Rule of 5” EM pulses. In the real world it turned out the enemy had no such limitation.

He could see the strength in the pilot’s arms as he tried to physically wrestle the helicopter from the clutches of the steel hooks. The missile bore down on them. Not that Quirk hadn’t felt like he had a bull’s-eye on him for the past twenty-four hours; now, he felt as though he had one painted on his chest.

The red-tipped bomb on wings headed right for them, dead on. There would be no riding parallel or countermeasures or—

Suddenly, the helicopter careened sideways as a hook sheared off. Then, another let loose. The pilot hit the stick, shooting the chopper straight into the air. The missile cruised right beneath them, but did not seem fooled as it turned, arcing back around, honing in on them.

Quirk grabbed hold of the seat as the chopper nearly dropped from the sky, recovering just inches from the ground—where, by the way, those stupid hooks were still fishing around for some railings.

“Um. Up and at ‘em?” Quirk suggested, never wanting his pilot to feel pressured or anything.

The chopper swooped sideways and then back again, like some four-square dancer. Then back again. Then, it finally angled forward, racing barely above the grassy meadow.

“Did we get hit by an EM blast?” Quirk asked, pulling out his equipment. “I can—”

“No,” the pilot grunted as he jerked the helicopter to the right, compensating for a gust of gale-force wind.

“Then what?”

The pilot looked over at him with a tight frown. “We’re out of gas.”

* * *

Ronnie watched as the helicopter seemed to hiccup, gaining altitude just before it dropped past the cliff. The missile had no such hesitation as it followed. The sound of the blast rose above the wind, and the horizon glowed red.

“Quirk!” Ronnie yelled as Zach grabbed her arm, pulling her back. She hit her earpiece, cycling through the frequencies. “Quirk. Pilot. Anyone?”

“You thought to challenge God’s will?” a cool, serpentine voice answered.

As tears mixed with rain, Ronnie steadied her voice before she answered Lino. “You betcha.”

“Don’t let him get in your head,” Zach whispered.

What Zach didn’t know was that Lino couldn’t get in her head. She had to believe Quirk was alive. He was not just vital to the mission, but vital to her. She had to believe the pilot was every bit as good as Quirk thought he was.

And she hadn’t heard a death cry. What she thought she had heard was a squealed, “I love you.” Which she doubted very much was directed at her.

How much had they already accomplished on pretty much faith alone? Ronnie glanced to Francois, who nodded solemnly.

“Game on,” she hissed into the microphone. “Game freaking on.”

Sure, Quirk would have probably quoted Braveheart or something, but she thought she’d done Quirk proud. Cutting the connection to Lino, Ronnie headed over to the large metal discs.

“Let’s get these set up.”

* * *

Zach helped Ronnie use air-compressed pistons to secure the second magnetic disc into position. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about—”

“Nope,” Ronnie said then looked at the wreckage of their equipment. “We’ve got to find the RPG launcher before they get their snipers involved.”

He wanted to reach out to her, except that there really were snipers probably setting their range. Only the sheets of rain and wind shear had saved them so far.

“Here we go,” Ronnie said, pulling a bent and misshapen rocket-propelled grenade launcher from the rubble of their equipment. At one time, the thing probably had been a sight to behold. It should have fit three RPGs in a revolver-style set of chambers. The only problem was two of them were trashed beyond use.

Ronnie shrugged. “I think we only had time to off-load one RPG, anyway.”

So much for their grand plan. Two minutes into the mission, and they were down by half the equipment and…well, he didn’t want to think about personnel. Maybe Ronnie’s “let’s embrace denial” technique had some validity to it.

As the storm soaked through to his skin, Zach helped her load the launcher. Then, she backed away. “All yours.”

Zach eyed the gate far across the field. It was a little like hitting the strike zone, pitching from center field. And only one chance to make it count. He seldom got performance anxiety, but come on.

Then, Ronnie winked at him and wiggled her fingers. “Don’t worry,” she said. He had no idea what she meant as she put on a pair of cracked glasses. “I’ve got your back.”

* * *

Okay, that would have sounded a lot more reassuring if her glasses didn’t spark and fritz half of her display. However, if her laptop was still working, then she had to believe that the helicopter wasn’t at the bottom of the ocean. Right?

Zach set the launcher on his shoulder and leveled the sight. This time he did need to brace himself, because the rocket’s force nearly knocked him over. She couldn’t worry about him, though. She had a missile to keep on track.

How she adored Zach, but his aim was off. Statistics ran down the good side of her holographic glasses showing he was about ten degrees off, and the wind was blowing in from the west, multiplying his error.

Typing into the air as big fat raindrops splattered on her glasses, Ronnie compensated for the angle. The RPG smoothly corrected course, angling straight for the gate. With just a few more adjustments, the RPG hit the castle’s entrance, shattering the thick wood, opening up the path into the compound.

For once, things went as planned. Now they only needed to—

“Francois!” Zach yelled as the Frenchman headed across the soggy grass. “Wait!”

But when did the old man wait on anything? “Seriously, we need to put a bell on him,” Ronnie commented as she hurried over to the first hyper-magnets. “Zach, set the other one.”

Rapidly, she got hers spinning, generating the magnetic field they would need.

“How do I turn it on?” he asked.

“Hit the button to the left…Never mind,” she said racing over and turning his on as well.

“Ready” she queried, knowing what she asked.

“Can I say ‘no?’”

“If we’re going to catch up with him,” Ronnie said taking Zach’s hand. “Probably not.”

* * *

Francois strode across the increasingly muddy field. The rain poured down like a cleansing baptism. Lightning danced in the sky as thunder boomed. Was that God’s anger or encouragement?

It wasn’t that he didn’t hear the shouts behind him, Francois instead chose to listen to the angels. They sang in his mind. He need only look to his carved flesh to know the melody.

He was close enough now to be able to see the gunmen positioned on the other side of the gate, defending the courtyard. He could sense the other men along the high stone ramparts and even those positioned within the towers. He mostly sensed Lino.

Was the acolyte furious that his missiles did not strike true, or did he welcome them to storm the castle? Was the boy arrogant enough to think he could hide behind an army when he had so much to account for?

The sound of gunfire, so much gunfire, filled the air, squeezing in between the raindrops. The metal should be tearing through his flesh, searing his heart, yet it did not. Instead the small lead bullets, so very lethal if they hit their mark, were tugged to the right or to the left. They whizzed past leaving his flesh unmarred.

“Dude,” Ronnie said as she trotted to catch up, “you have seriously got to wait for the signal.”

“I second that,” Zach concurred.

Francois ignored the two who had come to this struggle only so recently and charged ahead.

* * *

Forget a bell, Francois needed a freaking leash, Zach thought. The nearer they came to the castle, the less time the magnets had to deflect the bullets’ path. Ronnie fell in behind him as the path carved ahead narrowed to single file only.

Francois hit the bridge at a run, crossing over the strangely empty moat.

Zach’s shoulder twinged. Did a bullet hit him? Then, he felt a zap to his belly. What the…?

Below them, the moat glowed blue, and then crackled as bolts of electricity arced and jumped beneath their feet. Which would have been fine—except for the fact that tendrils of current were finding those microscopic metal ions Ronnie was talking about.

“The vests!” he yelled as he ripped his off.

Ronnie looked like she wanted to argue, but then she was zapped in the chest. The girl couldn’t pull the vest off fast enough. “Fine. Kevlar next time.”

The only one who didn’t seem to mind—or even notice the problem—was Francois. Which was probably best, since the magnets seemed to be running out of juice, and those bullets were getting closer and closer.

Zach turned to Ronnie. “I don’t think we can get much farther.”

From her nod, Zach grabbed Francois by the collar and hauled him back. The guards at the gates grew bolder, stepping out from under the stone arch, shooting faster and faster. This had better work, or…Well, jumping into the moat was not an option.

Ronnie handed Zach what looked like a heavy pistol. He passed it to the Frenchman. “On my mark,” Zach stated as Ronnie gave him his pistol. “And I mean, on my mark, Francois, shoot up.”

The Frenchman seemed intent on charging straight into the castle, but even Francois must have sensed the firepower blocking his way.

“Three. Two. One.”

Zach fired, grappling with the gun. A large spike shot out, and then broke apart, expanding into a three-point grappling hook. Next to him, Francois and Ronnie followed suit. They each hooked the zip line to their reinforced belts. Before the Hidden Hand could regroup, the zip line sped them up the wall. Rain, already wind-whipped, lashed into his eyes.

“Keep running!” Zach yelled as the magnets’ pull suddenly increased. Ronnie was pushing them to the limit. His guns, and anything metal he carried, tugged him backward. Which meant his quads were doing overtime to keep up with the zip line.

The benefit, though, was not just bullets, but the Hidden Hand’s guns were snatched from the men. The weapons flew across the field.

Finally the trio reached the top and flung themselves over the wall. But the magnetic pull was just as strong on the other side of the rampart. They were pinned by the very magnets they needed to use to keep bullets away. Men converged on their position, sans their guns. That didn’t mean that the trio couldn’t be physically overrun.

“Turn off!” Ronnie urged the device in her hand. “Come on, come on, come on!”

One of those “come ons” must have worked, because suddenly Zach could raise his gun. Ronnie pushed it down, though.

“No. Use these.”

She tossed him a set of what looked like ninja stars. Trusting that they were so much more than just steel stars, Zach tossed them toward the rapidly approaching men.

Zach was worried his aim would be off. He shouldn’t have been. The damn things must have been heat seeking as they changed directory on the fly, striking each of the men in the chest. Their adversaries stumbled to a stop in unison, clearly expecting to fall over dead.

Unfortunately, they did not.

Instead they regrouped, shouting their rage.

“Ronnie?”

“Wait for it…” she coaxed.

He brought his gun up, shoving Francois behind him, just in case. But Zach never should’ve doubted Ronnie. The men didn’t charge three steps when the stars glowed a bright electric blue, and then Tasered the hell out of them. They dropped like spastic flies to the stone.

Ronnie pulled handful after handful of the stars from her bag and flung them down into the courtyard brimming with the enemy.

“They’ve got biometric sensors,” Ronnie explained as she threw more to the men below. “No sense in wasting the charge if they strike wood or metal.”

No. No sense in that at all. Zach shook his head. He couldn’t even imagine the R&D discussions she and Quirk had.

As the last of the men went down, Ronnie repositioned her grappling hook and placed it over the interior lip of the rampart.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Getting down?” Ronnie said with that cock of her head that made you feel like a little bit of an idiot.

Zach threw a thumb at Francois. “I don’t know how much repelling experience Mr. Loubom has—”

Ronnie hit the switch on her zip line. “They are reversible.” She went over the side and slowly walked down the wall. “See?”

Reversible zip lines. Damn if that woman didn’t keep on surprising him.

* * *

Lino watched the security monitor as Francois’s boots hit the courtyard’s stone. Fury swirled over and around Lino, like one of the storm’s waves. Had the castle’s defenses been left to him, they would have not been so easily overcome. Lino’s efforts to spread the plague had gone off with expert precision. He infected the entire world with the Black Death.

How little the commander of this garrison had to accomplish. Repulse three attackers. Deacon Havar had all of the funds, resources, and power to make that happen, yet here they stood, their inner wall breached.

Perhaps it would be too kind to allow Havar to die so swiftly. Perhaps they should give him antiserum, just enough to delay the bacteria’s rampage and prolong the agonizing symptoms. God’s wrath was a mighty one.

Lino felt a little more at peace with that thought.

“There’s another one,” a subordinate announced as a monitor blinked out then turned to a haze of static.

Down to only three working monitors, which Lino had no doubt would go down within minutes, Lino turned to leave. Granted, the woman was resourceful—but oh so brash. She might have found the outer defenses, clearly too reliant upon modern technology, easy to scale. However, the inner defenses? Those designed to keep any and all from the serum that could grant life or death? Those she would find not so easy to breach.

“Sir,” the subordinate asked. “Where are you going?”

Lino did not bother to answer. If the man could not see God’s vengeance reflected in Lino’s posture, no words could ever make him understand.

 

 


CHAPTER 31

Plum Island

4:41 p.m., EST

“You know that I’m not the traitor,” Devlin hissed as soon as Henderson walked out of the conference room.

Amanda cocked her head. “You’re the one with the antibodies.”

That shut the CIA liaison up.

She went back to correlating the data. With no new information from the CIA databank, Amanda wasn’t quite sure what she could accomplish. However, it felt wrong to sit there doing nothing. What could she do besides just sit and watch a staticky television?

“I am telling you—I am not Hidden Hand.” When Amanda ignored him, Devlin continued. “Since I was not vaccinated, there has got to be another scientific possibility for the antibodies. Damn it, Amanda, think.”

She turned away from him. “So I suppose you were in Sri Lanka in 1996?”

“No,” Devlin said, hanging his head. “I was in China at the time.”

Amanda’s head snapped around. “Where? Exactly?”

“Inner Manchuria,” Devlin said narrowing his eyes. “Why?”

Crap. Amanda delved back into the CDC archives. “Did you get sick?”

“Sure. I mean, it’s Asia. There’s a bird, goat, pig flu going around twenty-four seven.”

Yes, yes there was. However, in 1996, Amanda confirmed that there had been a minor outbreak of pneumonic plague.

“What?” Devlin pushed. “Why?”

Amanda turned back to him. “It took nearly three years to get the confirmation from the Chinese, but you were most likely exposed to the plague during your visit.”

“Great!” Devlin said then frowned. “Then why didn’t I get sick and die? Why didn’t everyone there get sick and die?”

“Because,” Amanda explained, “Yersinia pestis is nearly endemic there, infecting upwards of a thousand known cases per year. Occasionally it gets a head of steam and causes an outbreak, but it is a fairly attenuated strain.”

Devlin shook his head. “You lost me, doc.”

“The more a bacterium or virus goes through a host, it tends to become less and less virulent. Also, the population has more and more antibodies, and so becomes more and more resistant.”

“That’s where I got my antibodies, then? China?”

“Yes,” Amanda admitted. “More than likely.”

Devlin sighed heavily, dropping his chin to his chest. Amanda had truly believed the CIA liaison to be the Hidden Hand’s mole. It had all fallen into place. No one else in the facility was healthy. Everyone was either dead or was staring down death on the near horizon.

“How about you untie me, then?” Devlin asked.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Amanda said as she knelt down, starting with his feet.

To her surprise, Devlin chuckled. “Just glad to know you aren’t a traitor, either.”

“So you aren’t going to hit me over the head with a phone once I untie you?”

“No,” Devlin said. “Definitely not.”

“Amanda,” Dr. Henderson said as he entered the conference room. “What are you doing?”

She stood, feeling silly, guilty, and downright stupid. “Devlin gained his immunity naturally. He wasn’t vaccinated.”

“I know,” Henderson replied as he pulled a gun on them. “Because I am.”

* * *

Ronnie paused as Zach opened the door to the Hidden Hand’s dining hall. They had made it across the courtyard without incident. As she had hoped, Lino had put the bulk of his men on the wall and the courtyard. A show of force. A force that was now unconscious.

The three rushed inside as Zach closed and barred the door behind them. Ronnie wished she could make the sound of her footfalls disappear. In the cavernous hall, each step echoed off the high, stone walls. Even after seeing the massive dining hall on the 3-D image, nothing could prepare her for the actual room. It truly did seem right out of the fourteen hundreds.

Row after row of thick, wooden tables and benches stretched on for what seemed forever. Thick, woven tapestries covered the walls. Each one depicted a scene from the Bible. Clearly not the part of the Bible that talked about turning the other cheek. No, these wall hangings were the hellfire-and-brimstone kind. Demons ate the hearts out of nonbelievers, and God was portrayed as, um, kind of a jerk.

Above their heads flew banners with angelic coats of arms for each table.

Ronnie drew in a slow breath, trying not to let the stillness overwhelm her. She’d almost rather be fighting off an army rather than walking through this dining hall, seeing the hard-core preparations the Hidden Hand had made. This wasn’t just some “hey, let’s destroy the world” plot. These people had thought this through. They had seating arrangements already figured out for their new world order.

She typed a command into the air, switching her focus back to her cracked lens. The screen was fuzzy and fritzed every two seconds, but gave her enough information to know that the entire castle’s surveillance was down. Which on one hand was great. The enemy couldn’t see them. On the other hand, they couldn’t see what in the hell Lino was up to.

Sure, they had knocked out over thirty men in the courtyard. That still left well over two dozen guards who could be lurking around every corner. Ronnie didn’t realize how nervous she was until Zach’s hand found hers. He gave it a squeeze. Which was helpful, since they just walked past a full suit of armor. Each time they passed one of them, Ronnie held her breath, half expecting it to jump out at her.

Quirk, on the other hand, would have been admiring the Game of Thrones vibe of the dining hall. More than likely, he would have talked the pilot into trying on one of the suits of armor. But Quirk wasn’t here. And who knew what happened to the pilot? They had planned on radio silence until the vaccine chamber was breached. So as long as her KeKe-G glasses were interfaced with her laptop, she held onto hope. It could be a false hope, but it was a hope, nonetheless.

“Isn’t it strange that we have gotten this far unmolested?” Francois asked.

Zach looked at her as well.

Ugh. Didn’t they know you didn’t jinx something like this? There were times during a cyber-breach that you just strolled along. Of course, that usually meant that they had something nasty waiting for you on the other side.

“My guess?” she said. “They never expected their shell to be penetrated. Which is why I angled us toward the more social areas of the castle. Away from their security hub.”

Zach frowned. “Really? That’s what you are going with? That the Hidden Hand didn’t want to get the dining hall messy with our blood?”

Damn Zach and his intuition.

“Or…” Ronnie said as they neared the large, thick, wooden door that led out of the dining hall.

“Or?”

Even Francois seemed interested in her answer. Great time for him to tune in.

“Well…or there are twenty men on the other side of that door armed with automatic machine guns?”

Cocking his head to the side, Zach asked, “And which one do you think is more likely?”

“Oh, the twenty armed gunmen. Totally,” Ronnie replied.

* * *

Zach gripped his weapon. One gun against twenty? Francois had picked up a spear and still had on Ronnie’s super special bulletproof vest, but still. Neither of them would last ten seconds once the door was opened.

Ronnie had to have a plan, didn’t she?

“Hon?” he asked as she slid her gloved fingers over a statue set in an alcove. It was hard to pay attention to what she was doing, given the fact that Zach could practically see the gunmen on the other side of the stout door. Waiting for him to throw the crossbar up and step into the kill zone that was the hallway. He had a few flashbang grenades. However, he was hoping to keep hold of those for an emergency.

It truly was sad when twenty armed gunmen just didn’t quite seem like the emergency it used to. That was, of course, until the door opened.

“Babe?”

“Got it,” Ronnie said pulling the statue of a monk off its pedestal. Beneath the wood carving sat a very sophisticated-looking keypad.

That was the Hidden Hand. All medieval on the outside, and all techie on the inside.

“And that opens…?”

“Give me a second, and I’ll show you,” she said as she typed into thin air. Zach knew that the keys were motion activated, and she could see the results of her efforts in her glasses, but it was still a little freaky to watch.

Francois went to open his mouth, then closed it again, eyeing beneath the door, where shadows definitely moved. It seemed the natives were getting restless. He glanced to Ronnie who was busy biting her lip. Zach didn’t bother to ask the ETA on her project. She would be done when she was done.

He backed up, putting the automatic weapon to his shoulder. The Frenchman too retreated from the door. Soon, the option to toss a flashbang would be gone.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the grand dining hall as if a thousand candles blazed. Thunder rumbled, shaking the stained glass windows in their frame. Even the weather seemed impatient with their progress.

Zach flexed and un-flexed his fingers. A loud clunk sounded. Zach braced, ready for the horde to come through that door.

“Well?” Ronnie asked. “Did you want to get out of here or what?”

He checked over his shoulder. Sure enough, a passage had opened behind them. “How?”

Ronnie shrugged. “They tried to hide it, but you know, I’m me.”

From anyone else, that would have been pure arrogance. From Ronnie? Just the facts, ma’am.

“They’re opening it,” Francois said, pointing to the metal spike peeking through the crack in the dining hall door, lifting the crossbar.

“Then let’s not be here,” Zach suggested.

Zach made sure that Francois and Ronnie were through the door before he entered the narrow passageway. The hidden door smoothly and silently closed behind them.

“Could you smash that?” Ronnie asked as she pointed to the control panel.

Zach was more than happy to use the butt of his assault rifle to demolish the circuitry. A loud crash came from the dining hall, and then the unmistakable clatter of gunfire.

“This way,” Ronnie urged him to the staircase…leading up.

“But I thought we needed to get down to the vault.”

Ronnie indicated the door. “Be my guest to try and get down that extremely well- protected stairwell. For me, though, I’m going to go up to see what the hell they spent so much tech to hide, then follow the secret passage up and over the dining hall and come down behind all those armed men.”

Good thing he knew that she’d say no to a kiss right about now; otherwise, he would have planted one on her right this second.

* * *

Amanda felt her strength seep away as she stared at Dr. Henderson, the director of the Plum Island zoonotic disease research facility. Make that the Hidden Hand’s mole.

“How?” she choked out.

The elderly man smiled like the gentleman he was not, as he picked at one of his boils. Only it wasn’t a boil—it was a fake. He lifted up the boil, revealing perfectly normal skin beneath it. Henderson took in a deep breath with a single rattle.

“That is how you fake the plague,” he remarked, seeming surprisingly chipper. Why shouldn’t he, though? He’d just won. “And I already warned our Northernmost Province of your friends’ arrival. They were more than ready for them.”

Amanda’s heart rate accelerated. As much of a lying bastard as Henderson was, he still gave away some truth. So Quirk and Ronnie had made it to a vaccine stronghold. And since Henderson only implied that they were dead, Amanda believed very much that they were still alive.

Which meant there was hope. Which meant she needed to find a way to stay out of that gun’s way.

Unfortunately, Henderson leveled the weapon at her. “It truly was amazing watching you work, Amanda. I should have shut you down long ago, but you were just so brilliant. I suppose you won’t join us?”

As much as she wanted to lie, Amanda knew he would never believe her. Better to go out with her conscious intact.

“No,” she answered.

“Too bad,” Henderson said as he cocked the gun.

Amanda flinched, waiting for the shot, when Devlin hurled himself over in his chair, knocking into Henderson.

“Run!” the CIA liaison screamed.

She bolted to the side, angling for the door. Henderson righted himself and shot at Devlin. Blood gushed from the side of his head.

Without prompting, her feet got moving, streaking past the director and out into the hall. Shots zinged past her as she made for the stairs. Head pounding, lungs burning, and her muscles complaining, Amanda ran for her life.

* * *

As the trio went up the staircase, the noise of the calamity below subsided. The gunmen in the dining hall must not have known about the passage they now fled down. Which only inflamed Francois’s curiosity. What could the Hidden Hand hold so dear they did not tell their own men about it?

Francois’s foot stumbled on one of the steps. The near dark conditions were not very helpful to aged eyes. The FBI agent grabbed his elbow, steadying him.

“Just a few more.”

Ahead of them, Ronnie opened a door, but did not go through it. “Oh my…”

Zach rushed forward with his gun up, yet even he stumbled to a stop. “What the…?”

Francois cautiously took the next three steps to join his companions. Now he could understand their shock. He might have been equally stuporous had he not had this scene drilled into his head since childhood.

Before them lay what seemed to be the perfect recreation of the khan’s great tent. Silk lined the walls and ceiling, making it seem as if they were out upon the Steppes. Rugs covered the stone floor, so thick they made you believe that there was grass beneath the wool. The attention to detail, though, was not why the others had faltered.

It was the mummified bodies positioned around the tent. On the throne sat the great- grandson of Genghis Khan. His serving women huddled in the corner. The only two bodies standing were the Hidden Hand’s master, and, standing before the khan’s throne was, of course, the boy who killed the world. Travanti. Even now, in death, his pale, pale blond hair shone against his withered features.

The Hidden Hand sanctified this moment—when they sealed their first victory by convincing the khan to throw his infected dead over the fort’s walls. An act that set human civilization back centuries, if not millennia. But their plan had worked—perhaps better than even they had imagined. The devastation that the Black Death wrought took its toll on even the Hidden Hand.

They did not seem to notice the irony that the boy-man Travanti actually died of the plague. Their medieval attempts at vaccination were somewhat rudimentary at best.

Francois was ashamed to say he did not denounce and reject the Hidden Hand when he learned of their plan to scourge the earth with the Black Death. Or when he learned they would take the coward’s way out and receive the inoculation themselves. No, it had been when he discovered that Travanti had died only a few weeks later of the plague. As a matter of fact, much of the Hidden Hand leadership fell.

The news had struck Francois like a bolt from the sky. As if God himself had shaken Francois to bring sense into him. The Hidden Hand had unleashed hell on earth, yet it had consumed nearly all of them. Their attempt to create a new world order was shattered by the very plague they let loose to destroy the old world order.

Suddenly, in that moment of realization, the Hidden Hand’s power seemed so very petty. Children playing at a game best left to God. The width and breadth of the Hidden Hand’s cruelty and delusion became crystalline. From that spark of clarity, Francois had spent every waking second, and many in his dreams, working to undo the Hidden Hand’s scheme.

And here he was—standing within the recreation of the cult’s most sacred moment.

Francois took his spear and slashed viciously at the silk.

“How could I guess you would come to defile the womb?”

The sinister sweetness told Francois who spoke the words long before the curtain parted to reveal the latest golden-haired child of the Hidden Hand.

Lino.

* * *

Zach’s gun went up, but Ronnie knocked it back down. “No.”

Lino cocked his head. “How did you know?”

Ronnie had absolutely no idea what the guy was talking about, but every minute they were debating, they were alive. Normally she would have had faith that Quirk was listening and researching what in the hell Lino was talking about, but now, she was on her own.

“You wouldn’t have walked in here if you didn’t have countermeasures,” she answered, trying to exude a confidence she did not have. Not while her mind whirred. Out of all the places in this damned castle, how did he find them?

The man who wanted to kill off three-quarters of the world’s population smiled that really obnoxious smile of his. “The lightest element, yet so very effective.”

Zach clutched his gun. “What is he talking about?”

“Hydrogen,” Ronnie answered at least reasoning through one of the variables. “Hydrogen gas, to be specific.”

“Wouldn’t we smell it?” Zach pressed, clearly itching to shoot the man who stood before them.

Ronnie shook her head. The Hidden Hand were deranged, but had some serious scientists on their side. “No. It is an odorless, colorless gas that is possibly the most explosive in the world.”

Lino, almost graciously, nodded. “It started leaking into the room when you overrode the lock.”

Damn it. Of course the freaking Hidden Hand would have physical countermeasures. This was, after all, their freaky, secret shrine featuring mummies.

“One shot,” Lino stated. “Actually, one little spark will set off an explosion even greater than a grenade.”

He wasn’t exaggerating. Not in the least. Even at 4 percent concentration of hydrogen in the air…

“Who does that?” Zach asked.

Well, um, Ronnie didn’t bother to voice that Quirk had installed such a system into their latest safe house in Micronesia. Of course, theirs would only have incapacitated the intruder.

“If it’s odorless and colorless,” Zach said slowly through his clenched teeth. Not shooting Lino seemed to be taking its toll. “How in the hell do we know that he isn’t bluffing?”

Lino, however, did not seem to be bluffing at all. “Look at your fingernails.”

Since Zach wasn’t about drop his stare from Lino, Ronnie glanced down at his hand.

Sure enough, the tips of his fingers were blue. There was adequate hydrogen in the room’s air to start dislodging oxygen from their red cells. Forget about not being able to fire a gun—or even risk metal hitting stone that would throw off a spark that would ignite the room. Soon, they would get dizzy and disoriented, and then suffocate. Hydrogen caused death about ten times faster than carbon monoxide.

Zach, though, had a distinctly different take on their predicament. “Then the prick can’t come after us, either. A kind of hydrogen stalemate.”

“Ah, but I have a way out,” Lino grinned as the door behind them latched closed. “I wanted to stay to watch you slowly suffocate. To watch God take from you his gift and sanctify our mission.”

Ronnie’s head was spinning, but she didn’t think it was from the hydrogen.

“I say we take the chance,” Zach suggested, finger on the trigger.

“Um, remember the Hindenburg?” The FBI agent’s eyes flicked over to her as she continued. “Now imagine that explosion contained by stone.”

Zach was a bright enough guy to realize that wouldn’t be good. At least not yet.

The entire surface of her glasses, even the cracked parts, displayed every fact regarding hydrogen. She’d never missed Quirk more. He would have had this data down cold. Come on, the gas that exploded on the Hindenburg? That was Quirk’s wheelhouse.

* * *

Zach noticed Ronnie’s fingers stop their frantic air-typing as her face clouded over. Then, like a binary switch, those digits flew again.

“Francois?” she asked.

“Yes?” the Frenchman responded glaring the whole while at Lino.

“How about you turn that spear around and go at him with the wooden end?”

The older man looked at Ronnie as though he was surprised that he’d been the one tapped. She nodded. Francois then fixed Lino with a vicious smile. The Hidden Hand’s golden-haired boy didn’t seem any too pleased, but equally seemed determined to not be intimidated.

“A single spark,” Lino said, low and slow.

Guess Lino wasn’t quite as ready to go up in flames as one might assume a hard-core “bring on the Apocalypse” kind of guy would be. Was Ronnie trying to leverage this fact? Or did she have something else in mind?

Francois didn’t seem to be thinking past “go at him,” though. However, the Frenchman did have enough presence of mind to turn the spear around as he charged Lino. Grabbing a piece of firewood from the cold brazier, Lino defended himself, clearly trying to angle back to the door from which he arrived.

The two men struck and parried, dancing cautiously on the other side of the room.

“What’s the exit strategy?” Zach asked as Francois was knocked back. The guy had the heart of a lion, only he didn’t quite understand that he wasn’t exactly in full-maned form anymore.

Ronnie got that look in her eye. “We are going to make some rain.”

As per usual, Zach had absolutely no idea what she meant, and as per usual, he was just going to ride it out with her.

“Open my pack and grab the largest piece of equipment in there.”

Keeping his gun aimed at the fighting men, Zach knelt, and, one-handed, opened the bag. “What does it look like?”

“Doesn’t matter. It just matters that it is big,” Ronnie said as she typed.

Um, that made no sense whatsoever. What did, though, anymore? Zach fished around and came up with an octagonal-shaped doohickey device. He couldn’t even guess at its use.

“Got it.”

“Great,” Ronnie said glancing over. “Open the plastic latch, but don’t open it, okay?”

Zach wasn’t so sure it was okay. Following Ronnie’s instruction meant holstering his gun. And with the crack of wood and groan of impact, he wasn’t so sure how much longer Francois could keep Lino at bay.

“Kind of time sensitive here,” Ronnie reminded him.

He had trusted her so far. If she wanted a plastic box opened, he might as well open it. “You going to tell me what we are doing?”

“Toss it up there,” Ronnie responded. “Have it smash against the stone as high up against the wall as possible.”

“But—”

“On my count. Five…”

* * *

Francois doubled over as Lino brought to bear his wooden log. Francois’s reflexes were not what they once were, and this young man before him was fresh to his strength. Which is why Francois allowed himself to stay doubled over longer than need be. There was prowess and then there was wisdom. Let the young whelp bask in his power. Let him overreach.

“You know what they knew?” Lino said, circling Francois. “They knew you to be a Judas. They followed you to find the other betrayers.”

Francois set his jaw against such petty manipulations.

“Four!” Ronnie shouted.

He did not know what the woman spoke of. It did not matter. Ending Lino’s life was his only concern.

“Batisk. Rommey. Floret,” Lino went on to list Francois’s contacts. “Dead because you were too much of a simpleton to know the Hand allowed you to live only so that you might lead us to them all.”

Blinking, Francois tried to deny the truth in the young man’s words. It could not be. They had been so very careful. And after Francois had left the Hidden Hand, he had been so bent on finding all the paintings that he hadn’t given it a second thought to the others. Francois had just assumed that they disapproved of his seeking the angels’ paintings on his own. To know that they all died because of him?

“Three!”

The woman’s countdown mattered not to Francois. The time to feign weakness was over. Francois cut up with his staff. The wood shaft should have connected with Lino’s chin, but the young man sprang backward, bringing his own heavy log down upon Francois’s shoulder.

Ten years ago Francois would have not have fallen to his knees. Twenty years ago Francois could have dodged the blow. Thirty years ago Lino would not still have been able to strike the blow.

As it was, Francois slammed into the floor. Only the thick carpet beneath his knees broke his fall. His mangled arm let loose of the spear as it tumbled beside him.

“Two!”

Francois looked up into Lino’s hard, dispassionate eyes. Even with all his errors and the blood upon his hands, Francois realized that he would have done it all over again, without hesitation.

* * *

“One!” Ronnie yelled to Zach, and then turned to Francois. “Get down!”

Zach’s throw catapulted the Cipher-Meister, Quirk’s mastermind, toward the ceiling. Damn, that guy had an arm on him. The case flung open before hitting the stone. The plastic shattered on impact, exposing the platinum-coated electronics within.

She grabbed Zach’s wrist, dragging him down to rug level as the air sucked upward, creating a wind that lifted her hair.

“What’s happening?” Zach asked, but Ronnie couldn’t answer him. Not with Lino about to clobber Francois.

“Shoot!”

“But you said—”

She didn’t have time to explain that hydrogen was lighter than air. As the internal vortex strengthened, she simply pointed to Lino.

And even through his doubts, Zach raised his gun and fired, clipping Lino in the arm. The spark from the firing pin ignited a nearly invisible flame that climbed to the ceiling as the air drafted it up, catching the tent on fire. That white-hot hydrogen flame crackled along the edge of the fabric, sparking a yellow-orange fire. This conflagration stayed suspended midair caught by the updraft of the hydrogen flame.

Suddenly the wind shifted, pulling the flaming cloth toward the opposite wall. Lino must have exited, for he was nowhere to be seen. Francois was on the floor, but Ronnie couldn’t tell if it was because he was following her orders or if he had collapsed there.

“We need to get out of here!” Zach yelled over the growing din of wind and fire.

“No!” she shouted back, tugging him to the carpet. “We’ve got to stay down!”

Even though it was becoming harder and harder to breathe, Ronnie calculated in her head exactly how much oxygen this rescue was going to consume. Would she save them from burning alive, only to kill them through suffocation?

Zach pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her as the fire danced and snapped above their heads. Even the plastic case hovered near the ceiling as sparks shot out of the electronics.

Come on, come on, come on.

Between the hydrogen displacing oxygen and the fire downright consuming it, they didn’t have much air left to breathe.

“What is happening?” Zach asked.

“Nothing, damn it,” Ronnie answered. “The platinum in the electronics should be acting as a catalyst to—”

Then an explosion rang out above, shattering the case. Anything that wasn’t platinum fell to the floor, but all of those tiny platinum-coated parts? Those stayed suspended, helping hydrogen to bond with oxygen.

Mirroring the storm outside, thunder clapped overhead as water poured down.

“How?” Zach asked, trying to catch his breath as the oxygen level lowered even more.

“‘H’ two ‘O,’” Ronnie commented. “Hydrogen just needed a little help to get together with oxygen, to create water.”

“That’s why it’s harder to breathe?” Zach commented, gulping for air now.

Ronnie nodded, trying to conserve her own air. They just needed to ride out this phase until the combustible hydrogen was consumed then they could—

Without warning, Zach rose up, aiming his gun at the stained glass window. “Let’s get some air in here.”

“No!” Ronnie shouted, but it was too late.

Yes, Zach’s shot blew out the window, and yes, the remaining hydrogen was sucked outside. Unfortunately, because of the built-up pressure, Zach too was pulled to the window. Ronnie grabbed hold of the heavy, gilded throne as the khan’s body was lifted up and out of the broken pane.

Zach tried to scramble for purchase as he involuntarily headed for the window. She clutched the hem of his pants, but the wet fabric slipped through her fingers. Their eyes met as he gripped the broken edges of the window. If there were any way humanly possible, he would stay.

Unfortunately, physics dictated that he should go.

“Zach!” she cried as he vanished out the window in a final gush of air.

Tears streaming down her face, Ronnie held tight to the throne even as it was raised a few inches off the floor. Then with a thud it came back down. Rising to her feet, she rushed over to the window.

First Quirk. Now Zach.

 

 


CHAPTER 32

Cutler, Maine

5:01 p.m., EST

Zach felt raindrops hit his face, then splash off. The rain was cold—icy cold—yet Zach didn’t seem to mind. Weird. All he knew was that not just every joint in his body ached, but every attachment to every joint seared with pain as well. And what in the hell had happened to his kidneys?

Something scratchy but soft lay underneath him. He probably should check what it was, but hey. He deserved a few moments, right? Zach let the raindrops fall and splash and fall and splash.

Then a voice, sounding distant yet urgent, called his name. “Zach!” A woman’s voice. A determined voice.

Slowly, he opened his eyes and peered through a hole in the wooden roof to find a woman leaning over a stony ledge. He smiled. She burst into tears.

“Hang on!” she yelled. Why was she crying? Then she turned to the room behind her. “No! Francois! Don’t leave without me.”

The woman turned back to Zach. “I’ll be right down.”

“It’s okay,” he said even though he wasn’t quite certain that was true. “Go after him.”

“Are you sure?” she asked from the second-story window.

Even though it made his head spin, Zach sat up, at least partially. “I’m sure.”

She gave him a radiant smile, despite the tears, and then bolted from view. He was sad to see her go and had a hard time remembering her face. He loved her. Of that there was no doubt, yet it felt as if he had only met her a few days ago.

Again. Weird.

Still, he could feel her lips against his. Wait. Could he remember that? They had kissed, right? With all of this passion built up inside, they had to have consummated it, didn’t they?

That mystery could probably wait, though, since his priority might be to figure out exactly why he had fallen out of a castle window into an apparent hay shed. He might want to start there.

Rolling to his side, he stopped short. There lay a mummified corpse. A corpse with a crown.

Memories flooded back as Zach pushed away from the dead man.

Khan. Genghis’s grandson if he wasn’t mistaken. Who died from the plague. Urgency fueled Zach’s muscles. Time to get the hell out of here. But another sparkle of gold caught his eye. A gilded dagger. How many innocents had died by that blade? Given the fact he’d lost all his weapons, Zach didn’t have time to be choosy.

Taking the dagger off the corpse’s belt, Zach rolled out of the hay and onto the slick paving stones. The rain now beat down, streaking down his face, dripping from his nose.

Things were still a little hazy, but he knew one thing for certain.

Ronnie needed his help.

* * *

Ronnie raced down the passage, trying to catch up with Francois. Forget bell or leash, the guy needed a freaking cattle prod. To make her leave Zach like that? Sprawled out, who knew how injured? But not even her feelings, her big time feelings for Zach, could matter now that they were so close.

Sprinting, she heard Francois going up another flight of stairs. Normally, she would ask why in the hell he was going up the stairs instead of down them toward the vaccine vault, but she already knew why. Lino.

The Hidden Hand’s boy toy. The plan had been to draw him out, but not quite this far out, and certainly not up.

And why in the hell couldn’t Francois trust her? She had a plan. Yes, it was dangerous, and yes, given every statistic and probability, it was going to fail spectacularly, but which of her plans didn’t have those riders?

Francois’s lust for revenge overshadowed their need to secure the vaccine.

Ronnie wished she could say she was running after him because of some warm connection. Like he had become her father figure or something, but the fact of the matter was, she feared he would take on Lino and succumb too quickly. They needed Lino distracted until they made their move.

Which had been explained to Francois like ten times. Clearly, Francois did not understand exactly how hard it was to break into one of the world’s most safeguarded mainframes while running down a stone hallway.

Ronnie checked her lenses. Her hack was nearly complete. Well, it looked nearly complete. She’d never really gotten this far before to know where “complete” lived. She only needed a few more minutes to be sure.

Then a cry. Angry, pained, and aged, echoed off the walls.

Francois must have found Lino.

* * *

Lino stalked along the edge of the roof, eager to meet this betrayer hand to hand. So much preparation had been made for this day. None could spoil it. God’s word would be uncontroversial. Who could challenge the Hidden Hand once it completed its stunning act of faith?

Francois, less sure-footed than before, stepped onto the roof of the castle. The area had originally been fortified as a helipad, but the men had taken to using the flat surface as a training ground. Given the lack of retaining wall and sheer drop, three stories down, the danger added some excitement to morning exercises.

Lino knew each and every crack in the stone underfoot. Each spur of rock that might trip one unawares. And what of his opponent?

While fury seemed to burn in the traitor’s veins, exhaustion etched his features. Long, gray hair matted by rain framed a craggy visage. Wrinkled and old. Burnt out by a life dedicated to thwarting God’s will. To think that this feeble, failing, faltering man had once occupied Lino’s position. No wonder the Hidden Hand’s success was only borne now.

Still, Francois strode toward him as the woman lingered in the doorway. Once he dispatched the old man, Lino had a delicious plan awaiting her. He might be able to be lenient with Francois. The burden of carrying God’s will weighed heavily. Most could not bear it without cracking. For Brother Loubom, Lino would send him swiftly to his maker. The woman, though? The infidel? She would feel God’s wrath…personally, and intimately.

But first, he must dispatch the old man.

Francois spoke over his shoulder to the woman. “May I use the steel end?”

“Go for it,” the woman remarked as she typed against the stone wall.

The old man tossed the spear, catching it in midair, then tucking the shaft under his arm, preparing to strike. Lino would need no weapon other than his hands. He allowed Francois to lunge and commit to strike. Stepping to the side, Lino not only avoided the attack, he brought his elbow down at the bend of Francois’s arm, knocking the spear to the side.

A perfect opening. Spinning, Lino brought his hand and base of the palm forward, slamming into Francois’s solar plexus.

Only, instead of the old man dropping to the rain-soaked ground, it was Lino who had to stumble back.

* * *

Francois looked down at the vest Ronnie had provided. A perfect handprint was at the center, etched in gray metal. The fabric had become steel under Lino’s thrust. A blow that should have shattered Francois’s sternum nearly broke Lino’s hand.

For perhaps the first time in his young life, Lino’s face registered shock. His eyes dilated as he clutched his hand to his chest. So the whelp did feel pain. Francois pounced as Lino shook out the injury.

Francois stabbed forward with the spear, trying to gouge the wound from the stone knife. However, he missed Lino’s midriff. Instead, he only tore his clothes. As Lino pivoted away, Francois yanked the spear back. The sharp edge was equally capable of cutting on the way back. This time the blade caught skin, tearing a thin line of red across Lino’s side.

The boy’s head snapped around, his glare piercing.

Not feeling quite so immortal?

The boy was nothing if not persistent, though. Lino twisted, bringing his leg around, slamming his foot into Francois’s knee. The joint buckled, forcing Francois to use the spear as a crutch.

A backhanded slap from Lino split Francois’s lip. Blood spewed across the slick stone. Francois brought the spear around low, trying to trip Lino, but the younger man jumped over the wooden handle then danced out of range.

Nearly panting, Francois let the cold rain soak into his skin. He had not come up here to this rooftop thinking he would ever leave the castle. All Lino had to do was outwit Francois’s aged joints.

So with each swipe, Francois forced Lino closer and closer to the ledge.

To end one, the two must die.

* * *

Ronnie typed like a madwoman. Really, really mad. As rain streaked her glasses, adding a watercolor effect to the screens, Ronnie cracked the last firewall. She was in. She had the controls. Or at least, she thought she did. Once she rang this bell, there would be no un-ringing it. She would reveal to Lino and the Hidden Hand her entire plan.

If Quirk wasn’t doing what he needed to do…If Zach wasn’t in position…If she did this and it didn’t work…

Well, the world would end. No, it was worse than that. The world would descend into the medieval hellish vision of the Hidden Hand. It was never good when you seriously considered that the dead could turn out to be the lucky ones.

So intent on her next course of action, Ronnie didn’t hear the shift in the fighting.

“Pendre!” Francois called out.

Ronnie turned to find Lino leaping toward her. The rain and wind blew his linen jacket open. And she would have considered his graceful movements beautiful if he had not been leaping at her.

Ronnie tried to get out of the way, but slipped on the wet rock. It all felt like slow motion. Lino’s look of pure hatred. Her frozen muscles. Even if she green-lit her plan right this second, it couldn’t save her—or the world.

Then Francois was there, tackling the younger man. The two men hit the stone right in front of her. Ronnie scampered out of the way as Lino sprang up with Francois, rising more slowly.

“Run!” Ronnie yelled. Francois’s part was over. Now it was up to her.

Either the older man did not hear, or chose to ignore her. He lunged at Lino, who easily avoided the strike, then brought his arm down, breaking the spear in half. Catching the blade in, Lino lashed out.

“No!” Ronnie yelled as the blade drove deep into Francois’s stomach.

The old man clutched at the spear, almost seeming to want to keep it in his abdomen, but Lino jerked the blade out. The older man teetered, and then fell, landing facedown. The rocks around Francois pooled with bright red blood.

Lino did not even try to hide the savage pleasure he took from killing an old man. He stood in the downpour, spear tip pointed toward her.

“How does it feel to know that you are defeated?” Lino asked.

Ronnie tore her eyes away from Francois. She could do nothing for him but finish their shared goal. Get the vaccine. Save the world.

“Defeated?” Ronnie asked, typing again. “Um, awkward. We are on the cusp of victory.”

Lino stepped toward her as she stepped away. “You will never get to the vaccine repository.”

“Me? No. Zach? No,” Ronnie said as she hit her earpiece. “Quirk?”

“Yes?” a rather annoyed voice said into her ear.

She’d never been so glad to hear her prickly assistant before.

* * *

Quirk shoved on the metal case, trying to get it through the hole he’d cut in the limestone. The damn thing was an inch wider than the stupid opening.

“Um, did you actually want something, Ronnie? Because I am a little busy here.”

Leave it Ronnie to want to chat just when he was about to get the hell out of Dodge with the vaccines and antiserum. He looked back at the rows upon rows of refrigeration units that lay in the subterranean chamber. The Hidden Hand was ready to inoculate a whole bunch of new followers—that was for sure.

He was supposed to grab as many cases as he could, but the one thing they couldn’t predict was how large the special carrying cases would be. They had assumed standard briefcase size. Instead, the Hidden Hand had, as always, gone jumbo. How the hell was he going to get the vials out?

Quirk peered through the opening he’d blasted. Not bad, although he probably shouldn’t give up his day job. And he didn’t have time to set more charges.

Stepping to the side, his wet suit squeaked as he tried once again to get the entire case through. It was futile, though. Sighing, and glad that Ronnie could hear his distress, Quirk opened the case and removed the smaller plastic cases.

“I expected a slightly warmer response to the fact that I was, in fact, still alive.”

* * *

Ronnie was ecstatic Quirk wasn’t just alive but as whiny as ever. The only problem with showing her assistant her full relief was the minor detail that Lino stalked her. She needed to keep him distracted for just a few moments longer.

Lino tossed the spearhead from hand to hand. “You think with your degrees and your science to be above God’s will.”

She kept pace with Lino, moving in a clockwise fashion. A slow dance that would have been sure to end in her rather quick death, if, you know, she wasn’t her. Ronnie just needed to keep that blade away from her neck for a bit longer.

Data flowed down her glasses on the left and angelic script flowed down the right. Somehow science and the divine were going to have to get along for at least a few seconds.

“You realize your problem with this whole medieval part two thing, right?” she baited him. Hopefully, she was keeping him more interested in her words than in her jugular. “Each castle, like each firewall, has its back door. Its fatal flaw.”

Lino’s smile only grew. “And you think you’ve found mine?”

“Oh, yeah,” Ronnie smiled right back. “We are walking off with your vaccine as we speak.”

His eyes flickered across her features as a frown settled. “Never.”

“The cavern?” Ronnie prompted. “The airtight, surrounded by rock, theoretically impenetrable, cavern?”

Lino gripped the spear shaft, his boastful twirling meeting its end. Rain beat down upon both of them. The wind threatened to blow them both off the side, yet each stood rooted in place.

“How,” he hissed.

Ronnie shrugged, even though she impressed herself with the plan. “The sea caves.” She looked out over the castle’s wall to the raging sea beyond. The base of that sheer cliff was pocked with small alcoves created by millennia of battering waves. “It was only a matter of some properly positioned C4 to break through into the vault.”

“All this was a ruse, then?” Lino asked, picking up the pace again. “You pretended to assault the upper layers of the castle to throw us off the scent of your man down below?”

Not wanting to look like she was gloating, she only nodded rather than rub his nose in it.

“So clever,” Lino stated. “Yet ever so predictable.”

It was Ronnie’s turn to study Lino’s features. What in the hell did he mean?

“Uh-oh,” Quirk said into her ear.

“Uh-oh, what-o?” Ronnie asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

* * *

Quirk gulped as three gunmen entered the room. This was not part of Ronnie’s plan. The men were dressed up all snazzy in their medieval attire. Kind of like being assaulted by people in a very mean Renaissance fair…in a mad scientist’s lair. Clearly, they had orders not to attack so close to the precious vaccine vaults, but how long would that last?

“I guess we must have triggered some kind of alarm,” Quirk said into his mic.

Ronnie didn’t respond. She didn’t have to. He knew her too well.

Either she pulled something out of the hat, like right now, or they were all dead.

At the least I got to meet the pilot, Quirk thought.

With a sigh, he waited for Ronnie’s response. That woman had better live up to all the Robin Hood hacker hype. Otherwise, he was seriously going to haunt her in the next life and beyond. Way beyond.

* * *

Zach held the man in a chokehold, waiting until he fell unconscious. Taking advantage of the chaos in the courtyard, Zach backed another step into the stoop. Even with the disarray as the men roused from their Tasing, looking about as sure of themselves as Zach, it wouldn’t take them long to spot the guy in the fatigues. Spot him, and then kill him.

Hence, the guy in a chokehold. Finally the man slumped, unconscious. Rapidly Zach stripped the man of his medieval-style uniform and donned it himself. Although from the plain tan color to lack of insignia, Zach had nabbed himself a page or squire. Not great.

How was he going to break into the security room as a lowly page?

Lowly or not, he needed to head across the courtyard and make his way into the upper turret. Zach wasn’t exactly sure what he was supposed to do in the security room. That part of the plan was still a little vague. Actually, a lot was vague. The only thing that stood out in sharp relief in Zach’s mind was the look of relief on Ronnie’s face. That was going to just have to get him through everything else.

Stepping out from the stoop, Zach was met with a lot more activity than a few seconds ago. Men were regrouping into their squads or whatever knights called themselves. He’d better hightail it.

“You!” a shout called from behind.

Zach was loath to see who called him, but with dozens of armed men between him and the tower, he couldn’t exactly make a run for it. Turning on the heel of his leather boot, Zach faced the man who had flagged him down. This one was dressed in full silver armor with a bright red cape flowing behind him. Okay, so that’s what a knight was supposed to look like.

The guy didn’t even give Zach the once-over. He handed him a thick parchment with a wax seal. Zach recognized the symbol as one of the angelic script. “Take this immediately to the war room.”

Zach accepted the scroll.

“Make haste!” the knight barked.

“Yes, sir,” Zach said, and then thought better of it. “My lord. I mean, my liege.”

The guy must have thought Zach’s awkwardness was still from the Tasing, for the knight grabbed him by both shoulders and gave them an urgent squeeze. “Godspeed to you.”

As Zach set off, unnoticed by the growing throng of guards, he realized that maybe being a page wasn’t such a bad thing, after all.

* * *

Lino slowed his pace, savoring the startled-doe look in the whore’s eyes. Her soaked garments hung from her frame like ratty doll’s clothing. Truly, she seemed just another cog in the wheel now. No arrogance or bravado.

He took a step closer, but she did not take one back. The distance they’d kept was melting beneath the downpour. Lino stepped forward again. Now he could see the details of her anguish. The lines that crept out from under the lenses, the deep furrow of her brow.

The spearhead felt good in his hand. The blade was stained with Brother Loubom’s blood. Soon, another’s blood would anoint the sharp edge. This average, broken spear would find a place in the Hidden Hand’s new shrine. A legacy to Lino’s contribution to a world ruled by God’s mighty fist.

Was that a twitch of her lip? He glanced down to her hands. Those fingers, even though down at her side in apparent defeat, still flexed.

What was the heretic up to? Or did it matter? He would finish her before she could cast her digital magic.

“You will feel the heavens’ wrath,” Lino sneered as he took another step.

“Actually?” Ronnie said, not sounding cowed at all. “You’d best be the one to maybe watch your back.”

Lino followed her gaze up the black tumbling clouds over them. From the bruised sky, a beam shot through, hitting the castle’s edge, and then sweeping toward them. He retreated from the laser that cut the stone like butter.

“Guess Reagan got some things right.”

* * *

Ronnie watched the blank expression on Lino’s face. Guess the Hidden Hand wasn’t big on US history. Lino truly looked at her as though she’d actually performed magic.

But she couldn’t pay too much attention to the guy, since keeping that “Star Wars” laser turned on and on-track took some doing. No wonder they couldn’t get the damned thing to work. It was like trying to herd a thousand feral cats, all burning at a thousand degrees Celsius.

Sending an X-ray laser generated from a satellite had been a brilliant, bold, and completely unrealistic endeavor in the seventies. Now, though? With her lines upon lines of containment code and algorithms upon algorithms to compensate for the variation in energy output? That strategic defense system was cranking out some serious joules.

And wasn’t it fitting to use the laser-defense system against the world’s greatest threat, the Hidden Hand?

* * *

Quirk clutched the vials to his chest as the chamber began to shake. Great. Now an earthquake. His luck just couldn’t get much worse, could it?

But wait. They were in Maine, of all places—not Los Angeles.

His guards looked at one another, and then at the huge glass cases that flanked them. Yeah, Quirk wouldn’t want to be them if those came tumbling down. Then the ceiling began to smoke as dust flew off the rock from a single pinpoint above the guards’ heads.

Then the limestone turned a bright yellow, then orange, before a stark red beam punched through the ceiling. Once through the stone, it burned through the refrigeration units, vaporizing huge swaths of vaccine. Men scattered for cover as glass cracked and shattered.

If that wasn’t an X-ray laser, Quirk had never seen one. Well, of course he had never actually seen one, since they weren’t supposed to exist, but damn if it wasn’t an X-ray laser.

If this wasn’t a true miracle, what was? The Reagan Strategic Defense System worked. Quirk actually owed Ronnie an apology.

Then the laser arced to the back wall, cutting a perfect passage to the sea. The roar of the ocean filled the chamber as an unnatural lightning swept across the sky, angling back to the castle. Unfortunately, the guards noticed the escape route and raised their weapons. Hopping over to the exit, Quirk put his flippers back on. Someone really needed to put Velcro on those things.

Shots rang out as Quirk dove out of the hole. Sea spray filled his nostrils right before he hit the water. Bullets streaked all around him as he swam deeper and deeper, like a mermaid. They were all just very lucky that Quirk had a swimmer’s body.

* * *

The laser swung back around, slicing through the stone, cutting a swatch between Ronnie and Lino. The man stumbled back as the crevice opened, loose rock crumbling underfoot.

The haughtiness returned to Lino’s eyes. He clutched the spearhead in his hand, backing away several steps. Ronnie knew that he was not retreating. He was regrouping for a jump. Ronnie had no weapon. She couldn’t swing the laser back around so quickly if she tried. And it had a far greater task at hand—making sure that no one followed Quirk and the vaccine.

Ronnie looked down at Francois, blinking away tears mixed with raindrops. He had been so brave at the end. Would she be that brave when that knife was buried in her belly?

Ready or not, she was about to find out.

Lino crouched, preparing to make his dash, when a deafening crack resounded. The corner of the castle tilted as if it were nothing more than a foam toy. The section that Lino stood upon wavered, swaying back and forth. Lino delayed long enough that the laser made its way back in his direction.

No matter. The man gritted his teeth, snarling at Ronnie. But the gap became wider and wider. The laser got closer and closer. Lino’s muscles bunched as he sprinted toward her.

Perhaps he thought that he could beat the laser. But Lino didn’t realize that the colored core of the laser was only one quarter the diameter of the actual energy beam. The rest was invisible to the naked eye. Hence, the “X-ray” part of the laser’s name.

Mid-leap, Lino was caught in the intense energy field of the beam, screaming as the skin was burnt from the entire right side of his body. As the corner of the building fell away, Lino tumbled with it.

Ronnie stood in the rain, trembling at the sudden silence.

 

 


CHAPTER 33

Plum Island, New York

4:07 p.m., EST

Amanda ran straight into a tray as she crashed into the infirmary. She had to choke back the smell. There were at least three dead and bloating corpses. No one to help her, and no help she could offer them.

She checked both cell phones again. Not only did they not have any bars, they didn’t even have service. Amanda picked up the nearest landline. It, too, was dead. Henderson must have sabotaged all the communication channels.

Maybe she should have just stayed in the conference room and taken a bullet along with Devlin. Perhaps she would have been there when Jennifer was put out of her misery. Amanda squeezed her eyes shut against the guilt. She had fled for one singular purpose. Someone had to survive to explain the truth. Amanda couldn’t let Henderson get away with it. Not if she could help it.

To think—the entire time he had been watching her like a snake might a mouse. Slithering in the background—waiting until the right moment to strike. Amanda pushed aside the thought and dug through the medicine cabinet. The thing was in disarray. How many Code Blues had the medical staff gone through until they realized it was a moot point?

Which didn’t leave many supplies. Amanda checked one label, and then tossed the vial aside. She checked another, and another, until she found the one she was looking for. Stilling her trembling hands, she drew up the full vial into a syringe.

“I thought you’d come here,” Henderson said as he walked through the swinging door of the infirmary. “Always the victim, aren’t you, Amanda? Always taking on the weight of the world.”

Yep. That was she. Except that she was done with the whole victim thing. Or at least, that’s what she hoped.

“They got the vaccine,” Amanda said, taking a step closer. “You know that, right?”

Henderson glared at her. “I cut off the cell phone tower.”

“Before that,” Amanda tried to sound confident as she took another step forward. “They texted me that they are on their way.”

She held out Jennifer’s phone with the old texts on it, hoping that Henderson’s eyesight matched his age.

“You are lying.”

“Why would I?” Amanda said as she inched closer. “I just want to die seeing the look on your face that you lost.”

Henderson snatched for the phone, which she gladly gave him. It kept him distracted while she jammed the hypodermic needle into his gun arm. The phone clattered to the floor as Henderson tried to bring the gun up, but his arm wouldn’t obey. As a matter of fact, his hand contracted down.

“Epinephrine,” she said as Henderson’s eyes dilated to near-black saucers. “It’s constricting your blood vessels as we speak.” The director gasped. “And making your heart beat a hundred times harder and faster than it should.”

He grabbed hold of a bed, trying to right himself as blood-tinged tears sprang to his eyes.

Amanda leaned in close, taking the gun from his spasming hand. “And you might be vaccinated, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have the plague.”

Henderson looked down at his fingernails turning black.

“That’s right—all of your antibodies are binding to the bacteria, clogging your capillaries, and now, with your blood pressure?” Amanda explained. “It is trashing those weakened blood vessels.”

Doubling over, Henderson hacked and hacked, spitting out blood.

“Oh, yeah, and your lungs are a little fragile as well,” Amanda said as she got out of range.

The man who thought he would be king of Plum Island gasped. His next breath sounded like scuba gear. His last breath sounded like a flood.

He fell onto a cot, his dead eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.

Amanda would have thought she would have felt a twinge of something. Sadness. Remorse. But all she felt was relief.

Grabbing as many drugs as she could, she stacked them on the crash cart and wheeled it toward the stairs. Since she had no idea if Ronnie had obtained the vaccine or if they were in fact on their way, she needed to stabilize Jennifer’s condition for as long as she could.

Her own legs trembling, Amanda realized she might need to save some of the medication for herself.

* * *

Zach stopped his mad rush to the security hub as a brilliant beam of light streaked across the courtyard. Men yelled and scattered. Horses spooked and stampeded away. A section of the castle crashed down not a dozen yards from him.

Panic filled the air of the Hidden Hand’s stronghold.

All this, Ronnie had done. Zach wasn’t even sure how, but he knew it was her handiwork. But as much as he wished to stay and watch the guards lose their minds, he had his own work to accomplish.

Breaking into a run, Zach hauled ass to the turret. The guards lowered their spears as Zach waved the parchment with the angelic seal at them. Without question, they let him pass. Yep, it was great to be a page.

He took the stone steps two at a time, mainly because there was no way in hell he could take them three at a time. The staircase ended at a stout, wooden door. Two guards turned from the window, seeming startled that anyone approached. Zach again showed the parchment. One of the guards tried to take it from him.

“No,” Zach said, pulling the scroll back. “I was told to deliver it directly to the…” Crap—what would the head of security have been called in medieval days? “Commander of the Watch.” Yeah, that was it. Thank you, George R. R. Martin.

The guards opened the ancient door into a very modern room. Even Ronnie would have been impressed. Of course, she had already hacked her way into their mainframe. She had the keys to the kingdom with the exception of one very important function.

The auto-destruct. That one had to be done by hand, in person.

Now, if Zach could just remember how in the hell to do it.

* * *

It took the laser making its way back for Ronnie to snap out of her shock. She had done it. Well, maybe not done all of it, but if their luck held at all, Quirk should be securing the vaccine on the helicopter.

Now to rendezvous with Zach and get to that helicopter herself. Ronnie stumbled as she headed to the stairs. Francois’s body lay so still on the cold, stone roof. One of them would not be heading anywhere ever again.

Ronnie dropped to her knees to check his pulse, even though it was way clear he was gone. Blood pooled so thickly around the body that even the storm couldn’t wash it away fast enough. She had barely known him, and for the most part he had been a pain in her ass, but she couldn’t help but feel her throat constrict as she closed his eyes.

Francois had spent the greater part of his life trying to prevent this tragedy. He had died to protect her. To protect the world. And who would know of it? Who would know that the name Francois Loubom should be ranked right up there with Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill? No, not up there with them. Above them.

That is, if they could actually get the vaccine the hell out of Maine and into the hands of the CDC.

With a silent promise to remember Francois always, Ronnie rose and ran for the stairs. Zach should be in position at any moment.

* * *

Zach was not in position. Not by a long shot. He couldn’t remember much about the full plan. However, he did know that he was going to come in here guns blazing. Not decked out in a page’s outfit with only the khan’s short blade.

He should have already triggered the auto-destruct sequence and been hightailing it to the rendezvous point by now. Or, in his condition, figuring out where he rendezvous point was. Of course that meant he had to subdue the room.

Besides the commander, there were four other tech support officers in the room. Zach had only lasted this long in the room because he murmured something about waiting for a response to run back to the Captain of the Guard. Thank God they didn’t ask him what the guy’s name was. Zach’s time was running out.

“Look!” one of the techies said pointing to a screen mainly filled with static. The only thing clear on the monitor was a bright red beam…heading straight for them. The loud cracking hum filled the air.

Which, on the one hand was great, as the men ran, fleeing the room. On the other hand, Zach was pretty damn sure the beam wasn’t supposed to come anywhere near this room. They needed the self-destruct to blow to make sure no one followed them to Plum Island.

Yes! That was where they were supposed to be heading. Plum Island. He couldn’t head there if he didn’t get the damned self-destruct online.

“Did you really think it would be that easy?” a voice said from the back of the room.

“Nothing’s been easy, Grant.”

Zach might be a little punch-drunk, but he could never forget the voice of the man who’d betrayed not just his partner or his agency, but his country as well.

Grant stepped from behind the bank of monitors, that shit-eating grin on his face. “What can I say? I land on my feet.”

Sure, he did. Zach really shouldn’t be surprised that Grant was here. “The Hidden Hand must have made a lucrative offer.”

Grant shrugged. “Actually, it was I who propositioned them.”

“Of course you did,” Zach said as he inched the khan’s blade from his belt.

“Right about when I tracked you to Graceland, I thought, why? I mean, why track you down when it was pretty clear who was going to win? Sometimes you’ve just got to pick a side.”

“Actually,” Zach said. “You kind of pick a side ahead of time, then stick with it.”

Grant snorted. “That’s your problem, Zach, always thinking so linearly.” Zach loosened the knife, but the ex-FBI and ex-CIA agent brought up his gun. “Like I said. Linearly.” Grant cocked his head to the side. “Did you know that after the Black Death, because of the smaller work force, wages actually rose? That the plague helped spur economic prosperity and helped solidify the middle class?”

Walking to the center of the room, Grant smiled. “The Hidden Hand has got some amazing room for career upward mobility. And, did I mention excellent health benefits?” Grant rubbed his upper arm. “A plague vaccine with each new hire. You really should read their pamphlet. It’s pretty impressive.”

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Zach answered, praying that his ruse worked as the high- energy beam cut its way through the room. Smoke filled the air.

“Oh, well,” Grant said as he leveled the gun. “I guess I won’t be getting that ‘refer a friend’ bonus.”

Zach menaced with his knife, but threw a sweeping low kick. Grant awkwardly avoided the kick, but that was all the distraction Zach needed. Rushing forward, he knocked Grant’s gun arm to the side and sliced with the khan’s knife. Grant screamed like the little girl he was, grabbing his side. He brought the gun around, as if that could help him.

All those hours Grant spent training in deception, he really should have spent some time in hand-to-hand combat. Zach elbowed Grant in the wound, forcing the man to drop his guard on the left side. Zach grabbed Grant’s gun hand and forced it back around. Pulling the trigger again and again and again, Zach put three bullets in Grant’s belly.

The man looked downright shocked as his knees gave out. Zach snatched the gun away as Grant slumped to the floor.

“How’s that retirement plan working out?” Zach asked as he turned back to the task at hand.

Leaning over the control keyboard—now smeared with Grant’s blood, Zach typed in his name. Ronnie was supposed to keep this specific, yet simple. The back door to the auto-detonation system opened. Then, of course, came the dreaded security question.

Who is the leader of the Ewok nation?

Seriously? A ray beam from outer space was about to fry his ass, and he had to remember something from Star Wars? Okay, so maybe there was some irony there, but still…

* * *

Ronnie rushed down the stairs still trying to get the laser under control. The damn stone castle dampened her signal, then the X-ray beam itself was ionizing the atmosphere enough to really fritz the connection.

No matter how hard she tried, the beam seemed to have a mind of its own. Basically the laser had gone rogue. Out the window, she watched the beam blink out for a moment only to appear two hundred feet to the left then back to the right. Right inside the security room. If the central mainframe was damaged, they could forget about any escape.

She stopped on the steps and used the stone wall to help increase her keystrokes’ accuracy. It didn’t make any difference. The beam danced along the wall, gouging it, then headed out into the fields, only to come back again.

Okay time for the beam to go beddy-bye. Ronnie typed in the override code only for the satellite to reject it. Um, not a great time for the beam to go all HAL 9000. She tried every trick in her very extensive list of tricks, but nothing worked. Then she realized why.

Sure, the satellite’s job had been promoted as a way to knock nuclear missiles out of the sky; however, its higher purpose and function was to actually take out the missile silo itself. Specifically, the computer system running the silo.

Unfortunately, the only way she could hack into the satellite’s controls so quickly was to convince the satellite that a castle in Cutler, Maine was actually a Russian missile silo in Siberia. At first, she could control the direction of the laser, but now that the satellite had locked on to the Hidden Hand’s mainframe?

There was no keeping the satellite from the electronics hub.

* * *

The name of the Powder puff Girls’ creator?

Come on, Ronnie. It is me you built these questions for. Ask me the Kansas City Royals overall ERA or something. That he could answer.

He typed in Groucho Marx, knowing it was wrong but hoping the next question was one he could answer.

The screen flashed red, and then letters scrolled across. Dude. Seriously, have you listened to nothing I’ve ever said?

Clearly, no.

The walls vibrated as the laser chewed its way back through the castle’s thick stone.

Okay. Last chance. What is the proper answer to this greeting…Hey, sexy.

Zach smiled. This one he could answer.

“Hey there, yourself,” he typed.

The rest of the monitors went blank. The remaining screen bloomed a bright, happy green. A timer began ticking down as the laser broke through the door, aiming straight for him. There was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide as the air shimmered in advance of the blazing energy beam. Still, Zach wedged himself in the furthest corner.

Then the laser stalled, sputtering. It wove right, then left. As if it were a hunting dog who’d lost its scent. Still, the beam set fire to anything it touched. Zach covered his nose with his tunic. How to get around the laser without getting crispy-fried himself?

Inch by inch, the beam advanced on his position. Then the laser stopped, burning straight down. The floor melted away as the room thrummed with energy.

Zach turned his face away from the blistering heat. His last thoughts were of Ronnie.

Okay, maybe not last thoughts, as the beam suddenly lurched, buzzing away from him and the security room, making a beeline away from here. Not waiting for the laser to change its mind, Zach skirted around the now-gaping hole in the floor, Grant’s body, and made for the stairs, only…well…there weren’t any steps, at least not anymore.

* * *

Ronnie watched as the laser angled away from the turret and made for the southern fields. They were in luck that the Hidden Hand had planned for a lot of different attack scenarios, including a site-wide power outage. They had a generator and backup computer system in an underground bunker near the edge of the property.

All she had to do was boot that baby up, remotely. With the main computer system going down for the auto-destruct sequence, the satellite had latched on to the next most active electronic bay. And since that computer system was busy trying to figure out the last digit of pi and the Star Wars satellite was running out of fuel, they should be set.

That is, if they could get to the rendezvous point. Ronnie hurried down the rest of the stairs, jumping over a jagged gouge in the floor. All those hideous tapestries were now on fire, singeing down to their last thread. The only thing that kept the place from burning was the torrent of rain.

Ronnie kept to the center of the dining hall, and then made the first right. She hit the chapel doors at a run.

Streaks of light, from the lightning, the laser, or from those on high shone through the high, narrow stained glass windows. Windows decorated with angels of all types were each casting their own set of swirling angelic script on the floor.

Tentatively, Ronnie stepped inside the chapel. If the symbols had been captivating at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, this was…well, heavenly. She glanced up at the windows. Where were the symbols coming from? The stained glass, while beautiful in its own right, did not appear to have the pattern etched into the paint. How were the symbols appearing?

Then she noticed thin strips of glass within the glass. Though they appeared nearly indistinguishable from the other pieces, these clearly were picking up the ultraviolet waves from the laser, splashing the symbols on the chapel’s floor.

It made absolutely no sense, though. How could the craftsmen of the stained glass windows know there would be ultraviolet light to reveal the symbols? For a devout non-believer, Ronnie’s denial in the unknown was wavering a bit. Okay, maybe a lot.

Especially given the message of the symbols. It would take her several hours on the computer to read them all, but their meaning was clear.

Peace. Love. Hope.

Ronnie’s eyes involuntarily filled with tears. Francois would have loved this place. A bastion of respite at the heart of such evil.

She took picture after picture of the symbols. They had to be recorded, but as the laser moved further and further away, sputtering more and more, the symbols faded.

A noise came from behind her.

“Zach?” she asked as she turned around, her voice still filled with wonder.

Only it wasn’t Zach at the entrance. Instead, there stood a half-burned Lino. His right side was marred by heat and radiation. His face melded into a Picasso-like visage. Lino’s skin, okay not really skin, but an oozing film glistened in the light.

The features untouched by the laser were equally contorted. Contorted by rage. The rage kept him moving despite his body’s fatal injury.

Ronnie backed down the aisle toward the altar. She had no weapon and no defense as he stalked toward her.

“Bitch,” he slurred as saliva dripped from the lipless side of his mouth.

“Look around you, Lino,” Ronnie urged, pointing to the floor and the fading symbols. “Even the angels are begging you to let it go.”

He closed his good eye against the sight, but the eye without lids must have seen what lay before him. Lino chose to ignore the message. “You will die,” he spat out, sending chunks of tissue to the floor.

Ronnie gulped, keeping her eyes from the ground. Unfortunately, that meant looking at Lino’s ruined body. But even in ruin, he seemed intent on revenge. And Ronnie was all out of toys. She’d even take the untested fibrillator, but it was back on the helicopter.

And where in the hell was Zach?

* * *

Zach’s foot slipped. His fingers dug into the tiny cracks in the stone wall. His foot fished in thin air, then found a purchase. He hissed out a breath. Glancing beneath him, the ground was still too far down to jump and take his chances on a good roll.

Given the state of panic and disarray below in the courtyard, there wasn’t going to be any help soon. Some were fleeing, while others stuck to their posts, trying to put out the myriad of fires that the laser had started, while others were combating flooding. He hated to tell them that in about two minutes, none of any of their efforts would matter. The entire complex would be blown sky-high.

Yeah, that kind of thinking wasn’t going to get him off this turret any faster. Taking in another breath, Zach edged his way to a window ledge. He glanced in, but the room was blown out. No way down there. Nope, he had to make it down the sheer drop. Just another fifty of these holds on the way down, and he’d be good to go. Somehow, that did not make him feel any better.

After another slip, Zach righted himself.

“You!” a voice called.

Zach looked down to find the knight from before shouting at him.

“Page, to me!”

This was a bad idea. He wouldn’t even try it, except for the fact that every other idea was actually worse.

Steeling himself for the impact, Zach pushed himself off the wall, twisting in midair. He hit the knight, knocking him from his saddle. The two crashed to the ground, but the knight’s armor shielded them both from the brunt of the impact.

They sprang to their feet.

“That’s a good man,” the knight said, patting Zach’s shoulder.

The guy was making it really hard for Zach to attack. After all, the knight had quite possibly just saved his life.

“I must be off,” Zach said, pointing to the collapsing castle.

The knight nearly let him go, and then noticed something along Zach’s neck. The tunic must have gotten torn in his fight with Grant, revealing the camouflage beneath. The knight went for his sword. Turned out that the guy was Hidden Hand through and through. The full set of armor probably should have clued Zach in to that fact.

Zach threw a punch, cracking into the man’s nose, sending him reeling.

Scanning the area, Zach came up with no weapons. And that knight was regrouping pretty quickly, yelling for reinforcements. Then Zach saw it. A little black star embedded in a piece of wood. He snatched it from the railing praying that the Taser star still had juice. The only problem, the knight was encased in armor. How in the hell was Zach going to get it to the guy’s skin?

Then the knight heaved back, raising his broadsword with both arms, exposing his midriff below his chest plate. Zach flung the star, nailing the guy in the belly. However, the star didn’t fire immediately, and the knight swung the broadsword down, aiming for the crown of Zach’s head.

Then the little Taser kicked in, knotting the knight’s muscles, clenching his arms. The broadsword clattered to the ground as the guy fell on his side twitching and flailing.

Now, to get to Ronnie.

* * *Ronnie tried to put the pew between her and Lino, but the man went berserk, smashing the wooden bench with a single downward blow.

The monster that had lurked beneath Lino’s surface now fully out for the world to see. No more refinement. No more aloof arrogance. Lino was nothing more than raw, undiluted, fury.

She backed away until she could back up no longer. The edge of the altar poked into her spine.

Lino lunged forward. Ronnie gasped, clutching her fists so tightly that she popped beads from her gloves. Lino retreated seeming awfully pleased with himself. Now he was just toying with her.

“We will rise again,” he sneered, pulling up his congealed lip.

This time he came at her, not toying at all. She tried to duck out from under the attack, but Lino caught her by the throat, slamming her against the altar. His burnt hand was moist against her neck. She could feel the actual muscles constrict around her windpipe. Lino’s scorched finger dug into the flesh. Was he going to choke her, or tear her trachea from her throat?

Ronnie’s hand groped behind her, trying to find something, anything, to use against him. One finger touched an object, only it was just out of reach. Her lungs screamed for oxygen as her sight constricted down.

With her other hand, she ripped at Lino’s arm, gouging at his arm, shredding flesh under her fingernails. His grip wasn’t like a vise. It was a vise. Only then did Ronnie realize that this might truly be the end. She would just be one more body they would find after the self-destruct did its job.

Closing her eyes, Ronnie tried to picture Zach, but her mind was past concentrating on anything else except getting air.

Then she heard the clattering of hooves against stone. She didn’t think that was one of the “going to the light” events. Cracking open her eyes, she watched a white horse, a charger, really carrying her knight in shining armor. The armor glowed—or was it the loss of oxygen?

“Ronnie!” Zach shouted, but they all knew he would be too late.

Lino redoubled his efforts, forcing her back, clamping off her windpipe. Even in his state, he could sense victory. The only problem? Lino had forced her an inch closer to the cross on the altar. Using the tip of her fingernails, she coaxed the silver object to tip over into her hand.

With the last of her strength, Ronnie gripped the cross, pulling it from its stand, driving the end through the exposed muscles of Lino’s abdomen. The silver sank in with a slurping sound. Lino’s grip squeezed all the tighter and then let go.

“That is for Francois,” Ronnie choked out as Lino fell to the ground, the cross sticking out from his belly like a flag.

Dizzy, Ronnie stumbled toward Zach as he dismounted.

As oxygen finally reached her lungs, Zach caught her before she hit the stone.

“Hey, sexy,” he said brushing back her hair with his gloved hand.

Ronnie just smiled her answer, mainly because she couldn’t use her throat yet. Catching her breath, Ronnie felt her chest rise and fall against the metal chest plate of Zach’s armor. Granted, it was a little early in the relationship for dress-up, but still. Damn.

“Hey there, yourself,” she responded.

Time to get off her butt. Ronnie pushed off the altar, although her muscles still shook.

“Take it slow,” Zach said steadying her.

The only problem with that proclamation was the floor rumbling beneath them.

* * *

Zach grabbed Ronnie and tucked her under him as an explosion rocked the castle. He let the back of his armor take a pounding from the shattered glass, mortar, and rock. Finally, the debris stopped, only to have another explosion sound from across the courtyard.

“You did reset the auto-destruct timer for five minutes instead of three, right?” Ronnie asked.

Oh. Crap. He knew he’d forgotten something. A big something.

Ronnie must have read his response in his face, because she rose to her feet. “We have got to get out of here.”

No kidding. The horse had turned tail after the first explosion and was long gone. Rubble and rock blocked the only entrance to the chapel.

“Come on,” Ronnie said grabbing his hand as she climbed up onto the altar.

“What are you—?”

Despite a bruised neck and about a hundred little nicks and scratches, Ronnie beamed back at him as she pointed to the one remaining window. Above them soared the archangel. What exactly did that have to do with them, though?

She urged him upward until they stood on the altar, looking out the broken lower window to the raging sea below.

“Whoa,” he said as explosion after explosion rang out and the very foundation of the castle shook.

As a fireball whooshed toward them, they ran down the altar and leapt though the window. The force of the blast caught them, hurling them out over the ocean. For a moment it felt like they were going to fly forever, then that nasty gravity kicked in and they plummeted down the cliff.

Somehow in it all, they never lost hold of each other’s hands. That is, until they hit the frigid water. Zach gulped a breath before going under. Next to him, Ronnie plunged into the water, and then buoyed back up. Zach just kept sinking.

The armor. Trying to stay calm he tried to grope for the ties, but his fingers refused to loosen the leather ties. He kicked hard, trying to overcome the fifty pounds of added weight—to no avail. Zach could barely see Ronnie’s shoes anymore as she broke the surface.

At least she was safe.

* * *

Ronnie gasped for breath, spitting out seawater. Explosions still rang out above them. The Hidden Hand apparently took their self-destruct mechanisms very seriously. So much the better.

Shivering, Ronnie spun around in the water looking for Zach. Where was he? And where in the hell was the helicopter? Quirk? The pilot? Then she felt something brush her shoe. Sucking in a deep breath, Ronnie dove into the chilly water.

The storm had churned up the sea, taking visibility down to almost nothing. With the exception of Zach’s silver armor that glowed nearly as brightly as it had in the chapel. Very heavy armor. She swam down beside him as he kicked furiously, trying to get to the surface.

Grabbing the armor by the shoulder, she added her strength to the effort. Using every last bit of verve they had left, she got him to the surface. His face broke the water next to her, gasping and sputtering. Then he started sinking again.

No!

She blew out five times fast, then gulped a breath, and headed down.

Zach tugged on a strap, showing her what they needed to untie, but the leather knots had swelled in the water, making them nearly impossible to undo. Finally, as his face blotched, trying not to take a breath, Zach pushed her away.

Ronnie shook her head. He was so not giving up.

Zach stopped kicking, though. There was no way she could get him back to the surface without his help. His body sunk in the water. Damn him and his stupid idea of sacrificing himself.

Then her eye caught a glimmer of gold at his waist. Screw untying the leather. Ronnie grabbed the khan’s blade and sliced at the ties. She only needed to get one side free. Bubbles tumbled from Zach’s mouth. In another few seconds, he wasn’t going to be able to stop himself from taking a breath.

Finally, the leather gave way, and the breastplate tilted, allowing Zach to duck under it. Side by side, they struck for the surface. Even with wind and rain lashing their faces, Ronnie had never been so glad to face a storm.

“Look,” Zach sputtered, pointing up.

Above the conflagration that used to be the Hidden Hand’s castle, a huge, glittering symbol rose. One like none she had seen before. Then, just as quickly, it dispersed along the wind.

“What?” Zach started, then spit out some seawater. “What did it say?”

“I have no idea,” Ronnie replied, bobbing along with the waves. “No idea at all.”

“Where is the chopper?” Zach asked as his teeth chattered.

That was pretty much the sixty-four thousand dollar question, wasn’t it? Which of course, she did not have the answer to either.

So now that they didn’t have to worry about getting crispy-fried, they had to be concerned with acute, fatal hypothermia.

Awesome.

* * *

Quirk pointed out the front windshield of the two-engine seaplane. “There! I think that’s them.”

The only response he got from the pilot was a grunt as the plane began banking starboard. Which was more than enough for Quirk. He hadn’t even bothered to ask the pilot what happened to the helicopter, or where he’d gotten the seaplane. Quirk liked to keep the mystery alive in their relationship.

Making it look like there weren’t nearly enough hurricane-strength winds, the pilot brought them down low over the waves, then landed softly on the ocean. Water sprayed out behind them as they slowed, pulling the plane right next to bobbing swimmers.

Quirk hopped out of the copilot’s seat and opened the hatch door.

“Fancy meeting you here,” he said, but then Ronnie frowned that frown.

Dog paddling in frigid ocean water was not her best look.

He helped her climb onto the pontoon and into the cab, suddenly regretting taking off the wet suit. Zach made it halfway up before nearly falling backward. Great. More sloppy wet hands all over his new sweater. Alas, fashion must, under only the direst of circumstances, take a backseat to function. Darn it.

Quirk surveyed the water. “Where’s Francois?”

He turned to find Ronnie pulling a blanket over her shoulders. The way she didn’t look at him told Quirk that Francois was lost. Even though he hadn’t really liked the guy, seriously, black loafers with khaki pants, the Frenchman did smell of freshly baked sourdough bread.

Still, he didn’t think Francois would want them moping around. Not with the Hidden Hand’s castle afire and their precious vaccine in the hold. No, Francois would want them to haul ass out of here.

Which was exactly what Quirk had planned. Shutting the door, he gave the pilot the thumbs-up. Without hesitation, the seaplane skimmed out over the water. Quirk rushed to take his seat as the pilot lifted them off the ocean and directly into the storm’s wake.

* * *

Zach peeled off his sopping-wet T-shirt. His chest and abdomen were a mottled black and blue—a harsh reminder of the last few days. Gingerly, he dried off with a towel. He glanced up to find Ronnie staring at his injuries. Zach had dreamed of her staring at his body like that, but not for this reason.

Donning the clothes that Quirk provided, Zach turned to Ronnie. “Your turn.”

He held up a towel to provide her with some measure of privacy. It was almost hard to imagine that they had beaten the Hidden Hand. Well, they couldn’t exactly declare “mission accomplished” yet. Not with Plum Island ignoring their hails. He wouldn’t let himself consider the possibility that the Hidden Hand had taken over the facility.

Even under the best of circumstances, you know, those circumstances where everyone has succumbed to the plague rather than being hostilely taken over by a cult, the Hidden Hand needed to manufacture vaccine, lots and lots of vaccine. How could they do that if there was no one left alive with the skills necessary?

“We’ll know soon enough,” Ronnie said, touching his arm. He’d call her out on being a psychic, but they were all probably thinking the same thing.

“We couldn’t come this far…”

He couldn’t even finish the sentence. Instead, he lifted his arm, letting Ronnie tuck down against his chest. Heat mingled as their bodies tried to thaw out from their icy plunge.

As they flew, Zach thought of his mother and sister. Had they done as he told them? Stayed home? Avoided contact with anyone and everyone? Or would he go home to find a red “X” upon their door?

As Ronnie snuggled up against him, he put thoughts of his family aside. If there was one thing his grandmother had taught him, it was “no sense in worrying until the worry finds you.”

Besides, he had the woman in his arms who just saved the freaking world. She deserved his undivided attention. He pulled another blanket over her back, and then on second thought, pulled another one over his.

“Thank you,” she said, still with her cheek against his chest.

“For what?”

Ronnie tilted her chin up. “For riding to my emotional and physical rescue.”

Zach leaned in, ready to taste her salty lips, but Ronnie laid her head back down on his shirt.

“Not here. Got it,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead. The way her head rose and fell with his breath and how her arms wrapped around his waist, Zach wasn’t going to complain.

* * *

Amanda huffed a breath as she inched the crash cart up the last stair. Winded, she leaned against the wall, trying desperately not to cough again. Her lungs hurt—physically hurt. She could feel where the bacterium had taken hold and burrowed in. She could feel her immune system trying to fight Yersinia pestis—to no avail.

She looked down the long, empty hallway. Amanda knew it was only a couple of yards, but it felt like five end-to-end football fields. Okay, it was time to admit that she, too, was in the last stages of the plague. Turning on the tank of the crash cart, Amanda put the mask to her face and inhaled. She stood there probably longer than she should have, replenishing her body’s desperate need for oxygen.

But standing here sucking on the mask wasn’t going to help Jennifer, if her friend could be helped at all. With one last inhale, Amanda turned off the tank and pushed the cart forward. The one wobbly wheel complained as they made their way down the hall.

After the gruesome scene in the infirmary, Amanda shouldn’t have been shocked by all the blood pooling around Devlin’s head, but she was. No matter what a jerk he’d been, in the end, he’d saved her life—and paid the cost with his own.

Guiding the cart, she gave Devlin’s body a wide berth as she made her way to Jennifer. The woman didn’t rouse as Amanda turned her over onto her side. Pulling up more epinephrine, this time in a therapeutic dose, Amanda heard a groan. Dropping what she was doing, she rushed over to Devlin.

“Oh, man,” he said weakly. “That hurt.”

Amanda dropped to her knees, wiping away the clotted blood. Underneath it was a perfect line where the bullet had grazed the scalp. Okay, not just grazed it but dug into it, only bouncing off the skull bone.

“Is it going to scar?” Devlin asked as he sat upright, seeming stronger by the moment.

Given the fact that bone glistened back at her…oh, yeah.

“Here,” she said, putting his hand against the gauze squares. “Put pressure on the wound.”

He winced but obeyed. “And Henderson?”

“Let’s just say that he got the sixty-second version of the plague.”

Devlin cocked his head, but then seemed to think better of it. “As long as he’s dead.”

Yes, Henderson was definitely dead, but how much longer until Jennifer and Amanda joined him?

 

 


CHAPTER 34

Over the Atlantic Ocean

5:43 p.m., EST

Ronnie took aim. “Hold still!”

Quirk bobbed and weaved. How her assistant could avoid her in this cramped seaplane, Ronnie had no idea.

“No!” Quirk said, avoiding the hypodermic needle in her hand. “No needles.”

Ugh! For such a hypochondriac, Quirk certainly did not like to take his medicine.

“It is the vaccine for the plague,” Ronnie reminded Quirk as he tried to crawl under the plane’s dash. She pulled him back into his seat. “Or, would you rather get the plague, and then have the antiserum injected into your belly?”

Quirk’s eyes dilated. “No way. They have to put it in my abdomen?”

Of course they didn’t, but Quirk didn’t need to know that, so Ronnie solemnly nodded.

He gulped, then yelped, grabbing at his other arm. “Ouch!” Quirk yelled at Zach.

The ploy had worked perfectly. She’d spent the last five minutes convincing Quirk that she was the danger—only to have Zach come in from the other side with the vaccine at the last moment. Her syringe didn’t even have any of the precious vaccine in it.

“Totally uncalled for,” Quirk mumbled as he inspected the tiny pinprick. “Don’t I get a bandage or something?”

“Better buckle up,” the pilot said as he pointed to a lighthouse on the horizon. At least something on the island still worked, indicating the facilities still had power. Score one for the Plague Busters.

Ronnie strapped into her seat, watching the vague outline of the island came into view. The pilot banked as they flew over the narrow finger of the island. That wasn’t where they were headed, though. It was to the broader stretch of the island, where the laboratories were positioned. As they descended, Ronnie noted the gray and blue buildings. Although, it was eerie. Not a person or animal moved. However, given the weather, she seriously doubted that anyone would be running around—with or without the plague.

Smoothly the pilot brought the seaplane around, landing on the surging waves, drawing them up alongside the small pier.

Zach cocked his gun.

Yeah. They still weren’t done with those yet.

* * *

Zach urged the trio between the two main buildings. Protected from the rain, Quirk pulled out his palmtop.

“This is the entrance closest to the conference room,” he reported.

Quirk shouldn’t have known that. After 9/11, the island had come under Homeland Security jurisdiction. The plans to the laboratories were locked behind one of the highest security clearances you could get. This was Quirk, after all, so it came as no great surprise that the hacker was in the know.

Zach checked the door handle. The metal turned easily under his palm. Not good. Or at least not good for any hope of finding survivors. He looked at Ronnie as she frowned. What else could they do but investigate? Opening the door, they crept along the empty hallway. Blood smeared the walls and pooled on the tile.

“Aren’t you glad we poked you?” Ronnie asked Quirk.

The young man simply checked his lymph nodes as they turned a corner. Several bloated bodies littered the floor. Quirk clutched Zach’s arm. Under any other circumstances, Zach would have pushed him away, but seeing this? Zach was giving Quirk a pass.

They made it to the stairs. Just one floor up. Taking each step carefully, Zach led the way. Only the echo of their footsteps marked their passage. No other noise met them. Making sure the others were behind him, Zach jerked open the door to the second floor.

No bodies. Not even any blood. That gave him hope that maybe someone was still alive to help. If there wasn’t? They didn’t have enough fuel to make it to the CDC headquarters in Atlanta. And the rest of the level four laboratories simply didn’t have the facilities to produce vaccine in the massive quantities they needed.

“It should be that one,” Quirk whispered as he pointed to the conference room.

Hoping for the best but prepared for the worst, Zach made for the door.

* * *

Amanda held Jennifer’s hand. It lay slack under her fingers. The woman still breathed, but that was about as much as they could ask of her. Despite all the medication pumped into her body, Jennifer was dying.

Coughing and spitting up blood, Amanda wasn’t far behind. The glands in her throat had nearly cut off her breathing, and the pain in her joints? At least, Jennifer didn’t feel the pain anymore.

Devlin sat in the opposite corner, still holding the gauze against his head wound.

How many hours had passed since Quirk’s last communication? Was his team all dead, like Amanda’s colleagues?

The CIA liaison’s head jerked up. “What was that?”

She had no idea. Just then, the door burst open. A man with a gun rushed in. “Hands up!”

Only Devlin didn’t comply. Instead, he pulled out his own weapon. “Who the hell are you?”

“The cavalry. Now, drop it.”

Devlin’s jaw tensed. “Not before you do.”

The two men aimed at one another as a woman edged into the room.

“Guys, we are on the same side,” she said surveying the scene. “Right?”

The men, however, did not lower their weapons. Another, skinnier, man burst in. “Or for goodness’s sake! We have lives to save.”

The skinny man strode right over to Amanda as Devlin pointed to the armed man.

“Dr. Rolph, I presume?”

“Quirk?” Amanda asked tentatively.

“Um,” the man said, twirling around. “In the middle of the Black Death, a man this well dressed? Who else would it be than Quirk?”

For some reason, Amanda jumped up. Pustules and all, she hugged him.

“Let’s watch the wool,” Quirk said gently, moving her back. He handed her a small, plastic box holding dozens of small vials.

Amanda was afraid to let herself believe that it was true. Could the vaccine—and even more importantly, the antiserum—really be at her fingertips? She turned to ask Quirk if it really could be happening, but the slight man sat down hard next to Jennifer.

“Is she even…?”

Then Jennifer took in a rattled breath.

“Yes, but not for long,” Amanda commented as she opened a syringe and pulled out an aliquot of the antiserum. In theory, she should run multiple tests to check for the purity of the sample, its biochemical composition, and run several animal tests to be certain of the serum’s efficacy. However, in this world ravaged by the Black Death, none of that mattered.

For Jennifer, for everyone, the Hidden Hand’s immunological concoction had better work.

“What are you doing?” Devlin asked from across the room. “You can’t just—”

“Watch me,” Amanda answered as she pushed the needle into Jennifer’s vein and slowly injected the antiserum.

“Wait. Don’t you have to give it to her in her belly?” Quirk asked.

“No, but I do have to go slow. I can’t risk an allergic reaction.”

Quirk glanced over his shoulder, giving the other woman quite the glare. The woman just shrugged.

Amanda finished pushing the antiserum. “Now, we are just going to have to wait and see.”

* * *

Ronnie stepped between the two men. “See? Logical and reasonable behavior by the doctor. Let’s take notes.”

She really did not want to end up getting shot by some upstart agent of the CIA, HHS, DHS, or whatever branch of government he worked for. Zach moved to the side, keeping his gun aimed. He really wasn’t exactly helping to defuse the tension in the room.

“Devlin,” the doctor pleaded, “this is Special Agent Hunt and…”

“The Robin Hood hacker,” Ronnie finished for Amanda.

The man’s eyes flickered from Zach, to her, and then back again. “You are both wanted fugitives, then.”

“Only because my ex-partner jumped over to the dark side,” Zach growled.

“Yeah,” Ronnie added. “He’s still a little bitter about that, so Devlin, why don’t you lower your weapon, so we can discuss how we are going to manufacture and distribute the cure to the weaponized Black Death.”

Devlin scoffed, which seemed odd, given the fact that the guy was outnumbered three to one. Well, Quirk was a little preoccupied, so more like two to one. If only she had her magnetic disc.

“I don’t know what world you and your boyfriend live in…” Ronnie knew that Devlin meant that as insult, but she kind of liked the ring to it. “But I’m not going to drop anything until I have proof.”

“Her pulse is getting stronger,” Amanda said from the sick woman’s bedside. “The serum is stabilizing her.”

“I said proof,” Devlin emphasized, tightening his finger around the trigger. Then he swatted his neck. “What the—?” he said, and then listed sideways.

Ronnie turned to find Quirk holding a tiny blow dart.

* * *

“Ugh,” Quirk sighed as Zach took the gun from Devlin and helped him to a chair. Heteros.”

“I’d totally forgotten about the micro-dart tube,” Ronnie admitted.

“Yep,” Quirk beamed. “Small enough to fit in your pocket, yet powerful enough to knock out an elephant, or a douche, whichever comes first.”

The Fentanyl and Valium combination seemed to do the trick as Devlin swayed.

“She’s opening her eyes,” Amanda said.

Slipping the patent-pending blow dart into his pocket, Quirk sat next to Jennifer. Her eyelids were beyond puffy, and forget about dark circles. There were dark lakes under her eyes. But she was alive, proving that the Hidden Hand could get something right. The antidote.

“Slacker,” he teased Jennifer. The tiniest grin answered him. “What, cat got your tongue? Or, you know, submandibular lymph nodes?”

“No,” Amanda said next to him. “Don’t you know?”

“Know what?” Quirk asked as Jennifer tried to bring her hand up.

“Jennifer’s mute.”

Quirk shook his head. “Um, darling, I have never seen a woman talk more.”

“Text more,” Amanda corrected. “If she has to communicate, she normally signs.”

Weak, Jennifer brought her hand up and made a series of figures.

“What did she say?” Quirk asked.

Amanda chuckled. “Jennifer said, ‘Leave it to the assistants to save the day.’”

“Um, yeah, duh,” Quirk answered.

Okay, there was tangible proof the world would be right again.

* * *

Zach tucked Devlin’s gun into the back of his belt. Even loopy, Zach didn’t trust the guy. Turning, he found Ronnie watching Quirk, Jennifer, and Amanda. Tears glistened in her eyes.

“It’s really working?” he asked.

Looking like she was trying to shrug off the moisture in her eyes, Ronnie nodded. “We should have enough to get as many of the scientists as possible healed to start wide-spread production.”

“You did it, Ronnie,” Zach took her hand. “You saved the world.”

She swung her head to the side, kicking at the floor. “I think I preferred it when my contributions were anonymous.”

“Really?” Zach questioned, pulling her closer. “You liked it better when we were just two voices on the line?”

“Okay, maybe that is an upside,” she grinned that grin he had always imagined when they were on the phone. Now to see it? To experience it? Yes, all of the hell of the past few days became completely and utterly worth it.

He wrapped his arms around the lower part of her back. Zach searched her face looking for signs of whether Ronnie was ready. How long had they both waited for this moment? They had both risked everything for it. Zach leaned in, but she put a hand on his chest.

“I know,” he said. “Not the right time.”

* * *

“Oh, no,” Ronnie said, grabbing his shirt, bringing them only inches apart. “I think it’s the perfect time.”

She closed her eyes as their lips met. Searing heat burned, warming her body through and through. Zach’s kiss somehow managed to be gentle, and yet commanded her to give herself to him. And she did. Like no other man, Ronnie gave him every ounce of her love packed into this one kiss.

It was the most perfect moment in her life, until…

She felt a cold, hard, metal handcuff snap onto her wrist.

Zach backed a step. “I am so sorry.”

It truly looked like he meant it. Just like she did.

“No, I’m the one who is sorry,” Ronnie said as she pulled out a little black box from her pocket and aimed it at the man she loved more than life itself.

The fibrillator did its job only too effectively. Zach dropped the other cuff and clutched his chest.

“Okay, that’s our cue to leave,” Quirk announced, rushing to her side and urging her to the door. “Exit stage left.”

How could she leave Zach as he fell to the floor, twitching and gasping for air?

“Amanda, would you mind terribly defibrillating him for us?” Quirk requested. “It would be spectacular.” Quirk was no longer content to just urge her to the door. He shoved her through it and into the hallway.

Ronnie balked, though. Could she go through with this?

Quirk jangled the metal bracelet on her arm. “You see this? This was Zach doing what he does best. What he thought was best. Now we’ve got to do our thing.”

How come their thing was running—always running away?

“This is who we are,” Quirk reminded her.

Ronnie heard the whine of the defibrillator paddles and then the loud zap of the discharge. Then the paddles whined again. What if they didn’t work? What if she killed Zach?

“Don’t be afraid to go to three hundred on that thing,” Quirk yelled over his shoulder to Amanda as he pushed Ronnie down the hall. The paddles zapped again. “Move it!”

With a sad realization, Ronnie knew that Quirk was right. What was done was done. They were international fugitives. If they were caught, there would be no escape.

She had just saved the world; now it was time to save herself.

With a silent prayer to the angels who had been watching over them, Ronnie hauled ass for the exit.

 

 


EPILOGUE

El Paso FBI Field Office

Two Weeks Later

Zach rubbed his sternum. His heart still hurt. Whether it was from the fibrillation or watching Ronnie run away, he wasn’t sure.

He looked back at his desk—something else he was going to have to say good-bye to. It was weird to think that he’d been halfway around the world and back, hunting down the Hidden Hand’s leadership, only to return to El Paso.

However, he wasn’t staying for long. Just enough time to get his house packed up and then head to Quantico. Sure, they had scooped up some of the Hidden Hand’s lieutenants in the field, but the real brains and financial backing of the cult? They were still at large. As it turned out, Lino had been nothing more than a page of sorts, running errands for the Hidden Hand. Until they tracked down the true power brokers, another bioweapon attack loomed on the horizon.

And no one was better suited to finding the bastards than Zach. He funneled every ounce of frustration into making the Hidden Hand pay for his loss.

Jamming the last of his personal belongings into a satchel, Zach took a look around the room. Too few desks were filled. Too many were left empty. Besides Ronnie, Zach had lost so many fellow agents. Either from Lino’s savage attack or the plague, most of the men he worked with were lost forever.

Perhaps it was best that he was moving on. Way too many memories were here. Like Grant and his stupid smirk. That was one bastard he was not going to miss.

He headed to the exit when Danner came out of his office. “Hunt, can I have a word?”

Zach sighed as he followed Danner. He’d hoped to get out of there without any awkward good-byes. Zach had let the upper brass take care of his transfer. Nothing personal against Danner. It was just that the last time he saw his supervisor, he was holding a gun to his head.

Fortunately, Danner didn’t ask Zach to sit down, nor did he seat himself. “On the behalf of all the men who survived that night, I just wanted to thank you.”

“No worries,” Zach answered, pointing his feet to the door. Most of what happened after that night was classified. Extremely classified.

“And…” Danner’s lips pursed, and then relaxed. “I am sorry that I didn’t trust you more.”

Zach chuckled. “No, sir. You had every right to doubt me. I was carrying on an off-the-books relationship with a known felon.”

“Still,” his supervisor said, far more reflective than Zach had ever seen him, “I wish it could have turned out better for you.”

Cheeks burning, Zach shook his head, the ache in his chest throbbing. “Nope. I pretty much got exactly what I should have expected.”

“Well, then,” Danner said awkwardly, “I guess I just wanted to say that you will be missed.”

His supervisor put his hand out. Before Zach could take it, Warp burst into the office. “Sorry to interrupt, but are we taking our own cars or driving with the vans?”

“The moving company is taking care of everything, Warp.” Zach replied. “We are flying to Virginia later tonight.”

“Oh!” the techie said hitting his forehead. “Should have read the entire memo. Okay, we’ll go pack our motherboards.”

As they watched the techie’s lanky frame rush from view, Danner chuckled. “Him or should I say, ‘them’? Probably not gonna miss them.”

Zach understood why. Warp had one of the most grating personalities in the world. However, Zach knew what they were up against in the Hidden Hand. He witnessed firsthand the extremely complex electronic security they employed. If he couldn’t have Ronnie—and it still felt like a kick in the gut to admit that he couldn’t have her—he was going to need the second best in the world, and unfortunately that came in a package bundled full of neuroses named Warp.

“I should get going,” Zach said as he made his way to the door.

“Take care,” Danner replied with a curt wave.

Taking care was about the last thing on Zach’s mind as he got into the rental car. His own car was probably stripped down to the chassis somewhere in Mexico. So strange how something like that didn’t bug him at all anymore. What a shift in priorities.

He gunned the engine and pulled out into a nearly deserted street. People were still leery about going outside and resuming their normal lives. A normal life? Zach seriously doubted any of them would get back to “normal” any time soon.

It took half the time to get to his house than it used to, and sure enough, the movers were already at work. Zach gave a nod as he made his way into the house. He really should be paying attention to what they were packing and what they weren’t, but he was way too amped to care.

“This came for you,” one of the men said, handing him a package marked with the seal of the FBI. The box originated from Quantico.

Zach ripped open the package to find a new tablet. They had been promising him one. He pressed the “On” button to find all of his files from the last two weeks already preloaded. Great. He could go down into the basement, get in one last workout before they flew back east, and get caught up on his reading.

Trying not to care that this might be the last time he went down those stairs, Zach made his way to the basement. The crew had pretty much packed up everything but the stationary bike. That was okay. That was all he wanted, anyway.

Zach propped the tablet up between the handlebars and started cycling. Maybe he could load his music from the cloud. Sure enough, it only took a few touches to the screen. He popped in his earbuds as Ratt began to play.

“Hey, sexy,” a very familiar voice purred.

“Hey there, yourself,” he answered with a broad smile.

* * *

Ronnie soaked in Zach’s every feature. It had possibly been the longest two weeks of her life. She watched as his head bobbed from side to side as he cycled hard. But what in the hell did you say to the guy you fibrillated?

“You are certainly looking better than the last time I saw you.”

On-screen, Zach’s strong hand came up to his breastbone. “Yeah, you could have warned me exactly how badly that was going to hurt.”

“Or what?” Ronnie said starting off playful but getting doubtful toward the end. “You wouldn’t have done it?”

He stopped cycling and stared straight into the camera. “I would do it again right now if I had to.”

It was her heart’s turn to flutter. Ronnie’s cheeks blushed as she felt his stare. Even though he was half a world away, she could still remember the heat of his embrace. Damn the stupid United States Government! How long would it have taken them to figure out that Ronnie was on their side—well at least regarding the Hidden Hand?

They didn’t have time to have Ronnie arrested or Zach investigated and up on charges. They needed to be chasing down the Hidden Hand—ASAP. So convincing the CIA, FBI, and probably NATO that Zach was going to arrest her was the only way that they could make sure he was in the position to head up the Hidden Hand task force.

And she, of course, had to play the part of the selfish hacker, only out for herself.

“So, what have you been up to?” Zach asked, getting serious about his cycling again.

“Oh, you know,” Ronnie said, leaning back in her chair. “Running around the world, tracking down clues that you leave us in dead drops. Developing a truly untraceable point-to-point communication device capable of video conferencing.”

Someone cleared his throat behind her. She turned to find Quirk’s hand on his hip while the other hand held a paint can. “You developed an untraceable what?”

“Fine. We developed—” Quirk’s glare made her correct herself again. “Quirk developed, with very minimal help from me, your tablet.”

Her assistant was apparently satisfied that credit had been given where credit was due, and returned to painting the walls pure white. And somehow he had talked the pilot into helping. Ronnie left the two men in overalls to their task.

When she turned back to the screen, Zach was watching her intently. “Are you sure you didn’t leave something out?”

Ronnie frowned. Did he know about the pesticide consortium she was going to hit next week?

“Nothing about a stash of plague vaccines finding their way to the front door of the World Health Organization?” Zach coaxed. “And a check for nearly three billion dollars to fund vaccinating underdeveloped countries? The Francois Foundation? Sound familiar?”

“Oh, yeah,” Ronnie said biting her lip. “That.”

“What happened to your island, Miss-I-Hate-People?”

It turned out that wanting to be left alone was only fun if it was your idea, not because the rest of the population had been wiped out.

“So I went on a little shopping spree for pharmaceuticals?” Ronnie joked. “A girl’s gotta be true to herself.”

But Zach didn’t seem like he was buying her flippant attitude. He knew her that well. “Francois would be proud, Ronnie. I can’t think of a better way to honor him.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. This was not how this was supposed to go. And not just because it reminded her that she had spent nearly every last penny creating the fund. It reminded her of why she needed to forgo her island paradise.

Luckily, the music, if you could call it that, gave her a reason to change the subject. “Tell me that isn’t Ratt playing?”

“What? What’s wrong with ‘Round and Round?’ “

“Um, just about everything.”

As Zach tried to defend his dubious musical taste, Ronnie moved the window of the streaming video to reveal her desktop. The golden symbol from the Hidden Hand’s castle glistened. She still had no idea what it meant. Which was why she put the gilded script where she could stare at it every day.

Alongside the screen, an IM box scrolled. No matter what she and Quirk tried, the script couldn’t be stopped. They had changed monitors, video cards, and cabling, but each time they rebooted her computer, the symbols scrolled down the edge.

Whether Ronnie liked it or not, the angels were still talking to her.
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PROLOGUE

North Mariana Islands, South Pacific

10:30am Hagåtña Time

Ronnie stood on her tiptoes as the muzzle of the gun pushed her chin upward. The man berated her in Japanese. Yeah, too bad she didn’t speak Japanese. Of course, her assistant should have been translating for her, but her mic was currently being crushed by the gun.

“Ta?” the man asked, grinding the muzzle into her skin.

She didn’t know how she’d gotten into this situation. She didn’t know what the guy wanted. She didn’t know where Zach was.

All she knew was that the guy looked ready to fire.

 


CHAPTER 1

North Mariana Islands, South Pacific

12 Minutes Earlier

“Would you slow down, Ronnie?” her assistant asked.

“Um, let me think about that,” Ronnie replied to Quirk. “That would be a ‘no.’”

She was late. Really late. And they both knew what happened the last time she was this late. Zach had been kidnapped. Then the whole stopping-the–rampant-Black-Death thing. Ronnie would rather avoid that whole scenario again if she could. Which meant hauling ass right about now.

“The sensors are just showing the pounding of your not-so-delicate feet.”

Ronnie snugged what might look like a baseball cap tighter onto her head. But it wasn’t a baseball cap at all. It was truly a marvel of modern technology. The fabric of the cap was crisscrossed with fibers that were picking up her mind’s electrical activity.

They were testing out another prototype. Which, of course, meant the thing was not working as it was supposed to. Then again, it was meant to be used in a laboratory setting, not on the mean streets of Micronesia.

She could see the clothing factory just down the street. The North Mariana Islands had been the hub of high fashion clothing construction for decades. But then, with even cheaper Chinese factories, the islands lost their main industry to the mainland. After the plague, though, which had hit China hard, the industry had swung back to the islands, since their population had been relatively isolated during the plague and had minimal losses.

She could hear the legion of sewing machines stitching away all around her. There was only one shop that interested her, though, and that was the Lee & Yin Clothiers factory. After the fashion industry had abandoned the islands, Lee & Yin had diversified into other more unsavory pursuits. Drugs, gambling, and prostitution, to name a few. They had accumulated quite a syndicate and had used this factory as their cover. Now that clothes assembly was back in town, they weren’t beneath restarting their legitimate business.

The part that Ronnie cared about was that they kept their secure servers on the property. There were hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of bank accounts in that computer vault. There were accounts from the Caymans, Switzerland, and even Malta, the new super-rich tax haven country.

And Ronnie meant to steal it all. She and Quirk had been pinging the system for weeks, probing its weaknesses. The security wasn’t all that much, actually. Thugs usually didn’t think in terms of geek. They thought a rotating password and a few security guards were enough. They thought through their security as if they would be the ones to assault their servers, not world-class hackers.

Their mistake.

On her back she carried a pack filled with high tech gear. She estimated it would take her seven minutes to transfer the funds once she was in the server room. Hundreds of millions of dollars, and they put up less than ten minutes’ worth of defenses. Gangsters, man.

But she should be glad. Usually she was breaching large corporations’ systems, which were extremely well guarded. Those could take hours to crack—not minutes.

But absconding with some spending cash wasn’t why she was in such a hurry. No, it was because Zach was going to be here. Not for a social visit, but on the job. Quirk had made sure that Warp had “discovered” their latest target. Zach was on the island to capture her.

This is what her love life had descended to. Zach and her date night would be observed by every law enforcement service in America and filmed through satellite imagery and thermal scans.

Awesome.

All of which she was about to be late for.

She hit the side door to the factory at full speed. She ran down the aisle between a hundred sewing machines. Thousands of dollars’ worth of silk and cashmere was being sewn into high end garments all around her.

The clatter of the sewing machines reverberated against the unpainted walls. The sound set her teeth on edge. No one even looked up at the blonde kaivalagi running through their midst. All eyes were focused down at their sewing.

These women worked under sweatshop conditions, yet their employers were sitting on several hundred million dollars in profit.

You would think that Ronnie would be used to the cruelty that humans could deal to one another, yet she was still shocked at it each and every time. Her desire to hit the gang where it hurt doubled.

The next door she went through held a floor-to-ceiling loom. The large shuttles clacked their way back and forth between the cotton fibers. This loom was making specialty prints. There were only a few employees here, mainly to make sure the loom didn’t get tangled or, worse, stop. This thing ran 24/7. According to Quirk, the loom itself made several grand a day for the syndicate.

She rushed through that room and burst into the next room. The dying room. The air was filled with colored steam that rose from the vats.

“Is he there yet?” Ronnie asked as she made her way to the staircase and headed up.

“Of course he is. The FBI agent is punctual.”

Ronnie just took the jab. Quirk wasn’t wrong. Zach was always on time, whereas Ronnie? Well, her tardiness wasn’t all her fault. Much blame could be laid at Quirk’s feet. How long did it take to put on make-up, anyway? They really needed to allow, in the future, if there were any future meetings, for an hour and a half to get her dressed.

At least she wasn’t in a hoochie dress and high heels this time. Nope. She was in her ninja gear. Black leggings. Black tight turtleneck. Black boots. Quirk had been scandalized, of course, but Ronnie had put her foot down. Zach was just going to have to get used to the real Ronnie.

If he missed his couture-wearing model girlfriend, then so be it.

Nearly winded, Ronnie made it to the top of the stairs. She put her hand on the doorknob. Was she ready for this? The servers were through the next room. But there was someone there to stop her.

Zach.

Turning the knob, Ronnie opened the door. There he was, across the room in his usual black suit, white shirt, and skinny tie. His blue eyes stood out against his dark hair. His lips parted in a grin.

That was about the time he pulled a gun on her.

Date night had officially begun.

* * *

Zach hated drawing down on Ronnie, but he had to for the benefit of Warp and half of the agency, who were watching with thermal imaging. They needed to see his arm out and ready to shoot—even though the only thing he wanted to do was rush over and hug his little hacker.

Ronnie wasn’t idle, though. Ronnie threw a metal disc down onto the floor, then flipped a switch. The metal rings began rotating, and soon Zach had to clutch onto his gun as it was pulled toward the hyper-magnets. He had to trust her one hundred percent as he pulled the trigger. The bullet flew about halfway across the room, then fell to the floor.

Finally, the gun flew from his hands as well, slamming into the disc, clanging loudly as metal hit metal.

Then Ronnie raised her arm. It looked like she was holding a gun, but he knew that not to be true. However, she did pull the trigger, and two prongs shot out of the weapon, connected by long wires. The metal prongs sunk into his chest. At first it felt like a pinch, then the voltage caught up.

Zach’s muscles spasmed, clenching under the Taser’s shock. A loud pop sounded in his ear as his hearing and microphone piece went on the fritz. Even though the Taser wasn’t at full capacity, it still hurt like hell. Zach grabbed the wires, yanking the prongs from his chest.

Ronnie ran over, throwing a right hook. Zach blocked it and straight-armed her limb down, pulling her close.

“Did it work?”

“They can’t hear,” Zach croaked out. “Although we’ve got to figure out a way to meet without me getting zapped.”

Ronnie leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. The effect was nearly as jolting as that of the Taser. His body felt electrified. Then she pulled away.

“Hopefully that made up for it,” Ronnie commented.

Yes, it kind of did.

“Um, I can still hear you two slurping,” Quirk said. “I think I deserve hazard pay or something. And, oh my God, your hypothalamus is lit up like a Christmas tree.”

Ronnie rolled her eyes. “Better get back to convincing them we’re enemies.”

With that she put a knee in his groin. For a woman who hoped to be using that equipment soon, you’d think she’d be a little kinder.

But they did have to make this look real. To that end, he backhanded her, snapping her head to the side. A bit of blood sprayed out. He hated to hit the woman he loved, but he also didn’t want either of them to hang for treason.

She recovered quickly with a back roundhouse kick. He caught her foot midair and spun her around. Ronnie landed hard on the floor. Face down. He reached to help her up, but her foot caught his chin and reeled him backward.

The hacker came at him with a combination of punches and kicks. Zach used his forearms to shield himself from most of them. Sad that the most physical contact they’d had was in the form of combat.

His therapist was going to have a field day with this one.

“Quirk, are they down yet?”

“Working on it. I mean, I’m just hacking into the DoD, so no biggie.”

A little tired of taking a pounding, and from a female hacker, no less, Zach took a swing of his own. It landed right on Ronnie’s lip. She stumbled back a few steps.

“Got it! You are good to go,” Quirk said.

Zach rushed forward and caught Ronnie before she pitched backward. He put a tender finger to her lip. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, tell the boys I’m sorry, too. But I had to make it look real. They couldn’t get any preferential treatment.”

Zach grinned. “They forgive you. So how long until the government has eyes on us again?”

“Eighty-six seconds.”

“Well, then, let’s make the most of them,” Zach said, leaning in to kiss her again. Less than a minute and a half was not ideal, but he’d take it. How many months had he been waiting for these eighty-six seconds? He’d fantasized about it over and over again. It was what kept him going all these months. But before their lips touched, the front and rear door burst open and several armed Asian men burst in.

* * *

Really? Now? The Triads, the Chinese equivalent of the mafia, had to burst in now? Right now? Not eighty-seven seconds from now?

They looked all tough and ready for business until the guns in their hands started to rattle. The automatic weapons flew out of their hands and landed on the magnets.

Taking advantage of their shock, Zach sucker-punched one and threw the guard into the other. Ronnie moved into action as well, firing her Taser at the nearest man. She cranked the voltage up, though. No reason to go easy on him. The last man beat a hasty retreat out down the hallway. He was sure to bring some friends back with him, though.

“Quirk!” Ronnie shouted.

“What?”

“We just got attacked by the Triad.”

“Bummer,” Quirk said.

“Quirk!”

“What? You’re the one who wanted the satellite knocked out. Ergo, I can’t see a thing.”

“Only because you assured me that physical security on the premises was light to non-existent.”

“Well, I wasn’t aware at the time that Lee & Ying were hosting a mediation meeting between the Triad and the Yakusa.”

“The Yakusa?” Zach asked.

“Yes, it just came across the CIA’s Far East desk. They are meeting to divvy up territories to end a turf war that’s lasted for seventeen years.”

Great. And they were in the middle of it.

Instead of breaking into an out-of-the-way, low-security facility, they had stumbled onto a summit of two of the largest criminal syndicates in the world.

“I’m bringing the satellite back online so we’re not blind,” Quirk said.

That would be helpful.

“Get out of there!” Quirk yelled. “There are over twenty armed men heading your way!”

Ronnie looked down at her plastic Taser. It was not going to do the trick. She flipped the switch and turned off the magnet. Zach leaned down and grabbed not only his gun back, but the automatic rifle, as well.

They were going to need each and every bullet in those guns.

“Which way?” Ronnie asked.

“Go out the way Zach came in, then take your first right.”

They took off, heading in the direction Quirk had given.

“No!” Quirk yelled. “Your other right!”

Ronnie wasn’t sure what he meant until they ran through the next door to find a dozen men sitting around a table. Half of the men had a dragon tattooed on their neck. The Yakusa. They had stumbled onto the meeting.

Another dozen guards stood guard along the periphery of the room.

“Oh, shi—”

Zach started to curse as Ronnie threw the switch and tossed the magnet onto the middle of the large round table.

Bullets flew but, thank goodness, her magnet bent their trajectory away from Ronnie and Zach and toward their bosses. Screams filled the air as the henchmen mowed down their own employers.

The guards nearest Zach and Ronnie were far enough away from the magnets to be able to turn their sights on the white intruders.

Ronnie pulled a small device from her bag and threw it, hard, at the wall behind the men. It exploded with a loud bang and bright flash. Sparks twinkled in the air.

“That was a pretty weak flash-bang grenade,” Zach noted.

“Oh, it was never meant to deafen or blind,” Ronnie said. “It’s laced with LSD.”

“What?” Zach exclaimed as he stared at the men, who had dropped their weapons and were now taking off their clothes. They certainly did seem to be tripping. So Ronnie had herself an LSD grenade. Good to know.

“You’d better stop lollygagging,” Quirk said. “Those guards are still on their way.”

“Which way?”

“How about you tell Zach the directions this time,” Quirk countered.

Yes, Ronnie was known to confuse her right from her left. “Will do.”

“Take the hall to your left, then your first right.”

Ronnie repeated the instructions.

Zach grabbed her by the elbow and guided her away from the door she wanted to go through. “Left,” he repeated.

Ronnie double-checked by starting the pledge of allegiance. Sure enough, Zach was correct. So left they went, then quickly took a right. The real right.

“Quirk, is this the way to the server room?” Ronnie asked.

* * *

“No,” Quirk said, yelling over the sound of the rotors. “It is the way to the exit.”

“I need to get to the server.”

His boss could be a little tunnel-blind at times.

“No way, no how. We’ve got a couple dozen armed guards from two of the most vicious organized crime organizations. They skin people alive for fun.”

“We need that money,” Ronnie said. “So which way?”

Quirk sighed. There was no reasoning with Ronnie when she was in this mood. The girl seriously liked her hundreds of millions.

“Fine. Take another right. It is one story above you.”

As the helicopter flew over the island, Quirk watched the dots on the screen that represented the hacker and the FBI agent. They moved steadily forward. The guards were all over the building. More guarding against an escape attempt than Ronnie going ahead with the hack. Maybe she was onto something.

“I am going to try to set up a distraction,” Quirk said. “Get ready to brace yourself.”

No answer came. They seemed always ready to brace themselves.

He turned to the pilot. “We need to get over there.”

The man grunted and chewed down hard on his cigar, veering the chopper back toward the industrial section of the city.

Quirk identified the propane tanks used to fuel the machinery. A single missile into those would definitely create a distraction. They arrived at the factory a good two minutes faster than Quirk expected. He sent the coordinates to the pilot.

“Hang on,” Quirk warned as his pilot pressed the firing button.

A missile shot out of the chopper and slammed into the propane tank. The thing blew in a glorious explosion of yellow and orange.

* * *

Zach helped Ronnie up from the floor.

“Quirk, you really need to qualify exactly how much we should brace in the future,” Ronnie said as she dusted herself off.

“Yes, well, you wanted a distraction. Do I ever do anything less than spectacular?”

Ronnie just shook her head. “Did it work?”

“Yes, the workers are fleeing the factory. It’s pandemonium out there. They are assuming you are using the explosion as cover for your escape. All the men are redirected toward the factory.”

Actually, using the explosion as a cover to get the hell out of here did sound like a good idea. “Ronnie, are you sure about this? We could get out of here.”

“A girl’s gotta have goals,” Ronnie said. “But you don’t need to come with me. As a matter of fact,” she said as she pulled a gun and aimed it at him, “You should get going.”

“What are you doing?”

“Creating reasonable doubt that you helped me steal the money,” Ronnie said before she shot at his feet. Zach danced back.

“It doesn’t have to be like this,” Zach pleaded.

“Go, Zach. I’ll fire to make it believable,” Ronnie said, then made good on her word.

Zach set off down the hallway, hating to run off from her. However, she was firing a bit close for comfort.

Would their meetings ever end in anything but tears?

 


CHAPTER 2

Ronnie watched as Zach turned the corner. Quirk was giving him the directions to get out of the warehouse by avoiding the remaining guards. She shot one last time just for good measure as tears streaked down her cheeks.

How many times would they have to part? What future could their lives hold with him as an FBI agent and her as one of the FBI’s most wanted?

While it pained her to see him go, she had something to do. Make that hundreds of millions of things to do. She sprinted down the hallway to the large thick metal door that marked the server room. The pass card that Quirk had made worked like a charm. The door swung open effortlessly.

The room was awash in blue. Server lights blinked, beaconing Ronnie into their midst. She felt like their goddess. They would open their secrets to her, she was sure of it. She’d spent weeks seducing them, convincing them she meant no harm.

While she was not nearly as melded with the computers as Quirk or Warp were, she did feel certain that these servers did not want to hide their ill-gotten gains. There were times during a hack that a system just seemed to give itself over to you. She was hoping that today would be such a day.

Ronnie entered in a few args to ping the system, see what kind of mood it was in today. The prompts all ran smoothly.

“You need to AOS things up,” Quirk commented. “I can keep them busy, but not forever.”

Per usual, her assistant wanted her fingers to work faster than her flesh would allow.

“Did you upload the dragon?” Quirk asked.

Unlike a worm or virus, a dragon was a program that kept track of all function of a computer. It let her know if anyone else was accessing the system and what exactly they were doing, including each and every key stroke.

“Not my first hack, Quirk.”

“No, but it could be your last if you don’t hurry your butt up.”

Ronnie continued on. “I’ve got DWIM.” Which meant that the computer was doing what she wanted. She was in. Now, just to navigate to the accounts and point the funds in the right direction.

“FROTZ!” Quirk cursed.

“What?”

“You’ve set off some kind of alarm. They’re sending men your way.”

Well, that wasn’t part of the plan. But when was it?

Ronnie kept up. The money was flowing. Could she abandon the station and trust the computer to complete the chore?

“Ronnie, seriously, they’re coming from four different directions.”

She stroked the side of the CPU. “Keep it up, baby.”

With one last command, to start the Gabriel routine as soon as the money was fully transferred. The program would not only wipe the memory of her hack, but make the computer extremely slow to run and put whoever came next through a series of menial tasks to do even the most basic functions.

Ronnie grabbed her pack and took off. “Which way?”

“Pilot wants you to go up, which means heading to the north stairwell.”

“Seriously, Quirk, I don’t know right from left and you expect me to know north?”

“It’s the direction that moss grows on trees.”

“Quirk,” Ronnie groaned.

“Fine. Take a right at the corner. You know, the hand that doesn’t do the pledge of allegiance.”

Ronnie would take task with Quirk’s condescending manner, except he just saved her a wrong turn. Damn him.

“Run,” Quirk said. “And I mean, run!”

She could hear the panic in his voice. Plus no barb about how she might want to increase her time on the Stairmaster, so Ronnie knew this was serious, not just Quirk being Quirk.

“They’re jumping out the windows…” Quirk said, clearly not sure the strategy for the guards.

Then the window near her shattered as men swung in on ropes. They landed and recovered quickly, each of them with a weapon in his hand.

“Um, I think they’re armed with bokkens,” Quirk stated.

Yes, yes, they were armed with bokkens. Obviously, they had eschewed any metal weapons that could be turned against them. The bokken was an ancient Asian martial arts weapon. Bokken meant “wooden sword,” and, in the right hands, could inflict as much damage as an actual sword. Each of the men snapped theirs up, tucking them under their armpit in the pre-attack position. And these bokkens seemed in the best possible hands, the Yakusa.

Ronnie could duke it out with Zach, knowing he would never truly hurt her, her split lip to the contrary. These men? They would kill here where she stood.

She lifted up her hands in surrender. One of the men jerked her pack from her back. Another came from the rear of the group and pulled a gun out, which he pressed to her throat, seeming mightily pleased with himself.

He rattled off a question in Japanese. Unfortunately, she didn’t speak Japanese.

This sucked. How did she get in this situation in the first place? Oh yeah, she was stealing their money, not knowing a major gangster accord was being held here. And where was Zach? Did he really leave her?

The man became even more agitated, digging the metal into her skin.

“I’ve got your money, and if you want it back, take me to your leader.”

She’d always wanted to say those words—of course, under drastically different circumstances. And she had to hope that someone in the group spoke enough English to understand her.

The man removed the weapon from under her chin and shoved it into her back, urging her down the hallway.

“Ronnie?” Quirk said in her ear. “What is going on?”

“We are going to go talk to the nice Yakusa and negotiate my release,” she said in a singsong voice.

“You’re captured?” Quirk asked the question he already knew the answer to.

“Hai,” she answered, since it was only one of the few Japanese words she knew. And even that came from watching Godzilla movies. She was so screwed.

* * *

Ronnie was so screwed. The men were taking her to a large meeting room. A meeting room filled with dozens of armed men. She’d better have one hell of a plan to get of this one.

Quirk had tried to anticipate what she might need. so he’d hacked into the building’s energy grid. Whatever she wanted to do, it was going to require a ton of electricity. That’s just how she rolled, and every toy in her bag was a power hog.

The pilot kept them circling the building. In just about any other nation, a police or air force helicopter would have intercepted them. However, on this island, they were the only chopper besides a sightseeing one. The island didn’t even have a standing army. They only had volunteer reservists.

And, not surprisingly, not a single one of them felt the urge to come and intervene in this little war they had going on. They more than likely thought the Chinese Triad and Japanese Yakusa were going at it.

Quirk wasn’t doing anything to dissuade that belief. Not if it kept the locals out of the way. One less worry, and Lord knew he had enough to worry about.

His laptop dinged. Someone was attempting an unauthorized communication with them. Quirk made sure that his response was being pinged off of half a dozen satellites before he answered.

“Rockford Private Investigation Agency,” he answered the call.

“Quirk?” A familiar voice answered. “It’s us. Warp.”

“Warp, what the hell are you doing calling me?”

“Are you watching this?” he asked.

“Of course. Do you have any backup in the area?”

“No,” Warp said. “It was supposed to be a snatch-and-grab.”

Of Ronnie, of course. “Do the authorities even know you’ve got an operation on the island?”

There was a pause.

“Warp?”

“No,” the IT tech finally sighed. So there would be no backup from Zach’s end.

Like Quirk said. Ronnie was so screwed.

* * *

Ronnie stumbled into the room. Two men sat behind a large desk. The rest of the men all looked like guards, armed to the teeth. The room was poorly lit, so it took Ronnie’s eyes a second to adjust enough to realize that someone was kneeling in front of them.

“Zach!”

The FBI agent turned to face her. Since he’d left her, he’d acquired a black eye and multiple bruises up and down his neck. Apparently, he’d tried to fight back against the bokken.

“You were supposed to go.”

Zach snorted. “Like I’d leave you.”

Oh, but how she wished he had.

“Enough. My money,” the Chinese Triad leader said.

“I can get it for you,” Ronnie said, trying to keep the both of them alive.

The man spit, though. “We are not simpletons. We know the Robin Hood Hacker immediately distributes the money as soon as she steals it. My hundreds of millions are already gone.”

Ronnie could feel the muzzle of a gun digging into the base of her cervical spine. “True, but I have the money in my own accounts. I can transfer it back to you.”

“You have two hundred million?” Zach asked.

“Yes,” the triad leader said. “You have that much? The rumor is you are broke after the plague.”

“That is broke to me,” Ronnie explained.

“Prove it,” the leader of the Yakusa said.

“I just need a bank account number.”

The Triad boss nodded sharply to one of his men, who handed her a scrap of paper with a long string of numbers.

“I just have to let my assistant know so that he can execute the transfer.”

The man nodded. Ronnie read off the numbers.

“Got them,” Quirk said. “Give me a sec.”

“It’ll just be a moment,” Ronnie relayed to them.

“You have one minute,” The Triad leader barked.

* * *

Zach wanted to punch the guy out for threatening Ronnie like that, but there were at least two dozen guns trained on them, plus another dozen bokkens. Which had proved extremely effective deterrents that last time Zach went up against them.

“Won’t even need that much time,” Ronnie said. “Quirk, are you ready?’

She cocked her head, clearly getting his answer.

“Alright, Quirk, give them everything we’ve got.”

Zach could tell by her tone that money was not what she was talking about. Just in time, Zach closed his eyes as every light in the room exploded, plunging them into darkness. The only illumination came from the electrical outlets sparking.

Zach brought his elbow up into the sternum of the guard behind him. The man, already dazed, reeled back. Zach jumped to his feet, continuing the attack, grabbing the guy’s gun and spraying the guards with automatic fire.

Then he hit the floor as they returned fire.

“Zach!” Ronnie yelled as she threw something at him. Night vision goggles. He donned them, gaining a distinct advantage. He took out another four or five guards. Swinging around, he found Ronnie diving for an electrical outlet. Despite the sparking, she plugged a small hand-held device into the socket. It looked like a gas dispensing nozzle.

“Quirk. Do it. Reverse polarity! Zach, close your eyes!”

Zach did as ordered. A loud crack and then a sustained sizzle filled the air. He couldn’t help but push up the goggles and take a peek.

A huge electrical arc sprouted from her nozzle and landed at the outlet on the other side of the room. Men screamed as they were caught in the electricity’s path. It was as if Ronnie commanded lightning itself. Then she flicked her wrist as a fly fisherman might.

The arc jumped from one socket to another, mowing down the guards on that side of the room. Soon, the smell of burning clothing and flesh clogged the air. But Ronnie wasn’t done. She flicked her wrist again, and the arc leapt to the far side of the room. Men scattered, running and screaming as the electricity sliced through the air.

“Quirk, that’s enough.”

As suddenly as it had appeared, the huge arc vanished, plunging the room into absolute darkness. Zach pushed his goggles down again. The room was littered with bodies. Those not dead were crawling to the exits.

“Well, that’s one way to clear a room,” Zach commented as he rose.

“Yeah, guys, they’ve got guards to burn, pun intended. And those reinforcements are hauling their ass your way.”

Ronnie packed the device back up. “Come on.”

They took off, following Quirk’s relayed instructions. He only had to correct Ronnie twice. A record.

Zach pushed through the rooftop door. They rushed onto the flat-topped building’s roof. But there was no helicopter.

“Quirk,” Ronnie snapped. “Where are you?”

“Yeah, we were taking some heavy fire. They’ve got AK-47s.”

“No kidding,” Zach said. His ears still rang from the firefight back in the office.

“Pilot can’t risk getting too close. He wants you to head south. Get at least a block and a half away.”

“What exactly is the point in having a getaway vehicle if it doesn’t help you get away?” Ronnie asked, but then a spate of gunfire shot up at the circling chopper, convinced both of them that they needed to get on the move.

Zach looked out over the retaining wall. “That next building isn’t far.” Luckily, the streets of the island were narrow and curving. They could do this.

Ronnie sighed. “I really do need to do more squats.”

He took her hand and they ran full out, then launched off the retaining wall. They soared through the air, then crashed down on the neighboring building’s roof. This one was more sloped. He had to lash out and grab a pipe to keep from slipping off.

Ronnie was already up, scrambling up the tile roof to the peak. She then ran along the narrow board. From there, she launched to the next building. Zach hurried to catch up.

“Agent Hunt!” a voice called out in his ear. Warp.

“Yes, I’m in pursuit.”

“Interpol is losing its mind right now. You disrupted a major meeting between the Triad and Yakusa.”

“Tell me about it,” Zach grunted as he shoved off the roof to the next building.

“They had planned a raid,” Warp informed him.

“Well, then how about they get their asses in here, then?”

Another spate of gunfire came from down the street. This time, though, they must have hit a rotor on the chopper, as the vehicle careened sideways, wobbling on its axis. The chopper disappeared behind two buildings. So much for their getaway vehicle.

Still, they headed south. The pilot would find a way to get back to them.

Hopefully.

They kept heading south until they ran out of buildings. They were at the ocean’s edge.

“Interpol staged their attack from a French frigate just across the twelve-mile international waters line. If you can get to that ship, you’ll be safe.”

Looking down at the dingy docks, there were plenty of small boats down there. Good to have a backup plan to the helicopter.

“Can you hotwire a boat?” he asked the hacker.

“Please,” Ronnie said, rolling her eyes.

She pointed to a large yacht. “I think we should nab the Zeus. It’s got some serious power under the hood.”

Zach raised an eyebrow. Where did Ronnie get this extensive knowledge of yachts?

Ronnie shrugged. “The Zeus was built with pirates in mind. Even the uber-rich have to be worried about being boarded. It was built for luxury, but also speed, so they could outrun their attackers.”

“But how do we get down to it?” Zach asked.

After pointing to an electrical wire that ran from the corner of the building down to the dock, Ronnie knelt down and cut the ends off the straps of her pack. She handed him one of the short woven bands, then put the pack on her back.

She placed the strap over the wire. “See you at the bottom.”

For such a high tech gal, she certainly could go low tech when needed.

* * *

The warm Pacific air blew through Ronnie’s hair, her braids long since unwoven. Her fingers cramped as she held onto the strap and streaked down the power cord, which turned out to be slightly harder than it looked. For one thing, the insulation on the cord was uneven, at times bunching, creating humps which threatened her hold on her strap.

And now, looking ahead, the end of the cord was pulling away from the post. If it came undone, they would be riding a live wire. Not a good thing. The ends sparked as they came unmoored.

Ronnie released the strap, hoping that Zach followed suit, just as the cord split from the post. She fell into the harbor as the end of the cord became an electrical snake. Zach fell near her as the cord flailed back and forth above them, powered by 230 Kv of electricity. Forget her little light show back at the office. This high voltage would fry them both in an instant.

She dove into the water, swimming under the nearest boat, and she didn’t surface until she had the boat between her and the cord.

Zach splashed up right beside her, blowing out a breath.

“Now what?” he asked.

She pointed to the large yacht at the end of the pier. Swimming like their lives depended on it—which, of course, they did—they struck out for the yacht.

Finally, Ronnie’s hand caught the stainless steel rung that led up a ladder on the aft side of the yacht. Clambering up, Ronnie’s very wet shoes hit the deck. She didn’t need to worry about slipping, since all walkable surfaces on the yacht were covered in either state-of-the-art high grip flooring or carpeting. You had to love the super-rich. Carpeting on a boat.

She hit the deck at a run, racing past the large party pit at the front of the boat. There were numerous coaches that surrounded two, not one, but two Jacuzzis, along with a fully stocked bar. Climbing the short set of stairs up to the bridge level, she opened the door and headed toward the controls.

Zach headed down the stairs to check below deck.

Surprisingly for such a fancy yacht, the thing still had a turn-key start. She easily broke through the resin to grab the two wires and tapped them together to start the engine. From there, she powered up the rest of the controls.

“Um, I think we stole the Triad’s yacht,” Zach said as he joined her.

“What makes you think that?”

“There were crates of weapons. Did you know there are five state rooms on this boat?”

“It’s the Zeus, after all,” Ronnie said.

“And they seem intent on re-securing it,” Zach said at the six gunmen running down the dock toward them. “They must have been guarding the boat at the gate.”

They must not have expected anyone to slide down a power line and swim to the yacht. Imagine that.

“Ronnie, are you stealing a Mangusta Zeus 165 super yacht?” Quirk asked in her ear.

“Yes.”

“Is it as magnificent as it looked in the catalog?”

“Surprisingly, the bridge is lined in plastic, fake wooden paneling.”

“No!” Quirk exclaimed.

“Yes.”

“Well, we can only hope they didn’t skimp in other areas.”

“Exactly.”

“What are you talking about?” Zach asked as Ronnie got the engines running and pulled the yacht out of the slip.

“You’ll see,” Ronnie said.

“I thought this thing was fast?” Zach said as they inched forward.

“We need to work up the speed,” Ronnie explained.

He put his hand on the bridge’s door. “I better get out there to lay down some cover fire, then.”

“No,” Ronnie said, putting her hand on his.

“But if I don’t back them off, they are going to spray this boat with bullets.”

“Remember when I said the Zeus was pirate proof? Well, we’re going to test that theory right now.”

* * *

The rattle of automatic weapon’s fire filled the bridge. Ronnie watched a bullet bounce off the windshield, and it didn’t even leave a scratch. Glad to see the glass was not just bullet resistant, but bullet proof.

“They weren’t kidding,” Zach said, putting a finger out to touch where the bullet glanced off.

Even so, Ronnie pushed the engines, milking as much speed as possible out of the yacht.

“How long until we rendezvous with Interpol?” Zach asked.

“Should be out there in eight minutes,” Ronnie answered.

“What? That fast?” Zach said.

“I know, this puppy can go 37 knots, which is over 100 miles per hour,” Ronnie said, patting the dashboard. She just needed to get it up to speed.

The shrill whine of Zodiac boats overtook her excitement. The long, low black boats fanned out around them, menacing their path.

“We just need to get past them,” Ronnie said. “Their top speed is 20 miles per hour.”

Which she wasn’t even doing right now. This yacht was powerful, but needed a long wind-up period to reach full speed.

Their firing at the boat was not the concern, it was being boarded. They would be easily overwhelmed by the dozens of guards. Fortunately, they were on a Zeus 165 super yacht. She surveyed the instruments on the panel. Ronnie found the one that was labeled with a skull and cross bones inside of a large red circle with a slash through it.

Quickly, she hit it. The sides of the yacht’s railing opened up and thick nets were hydraulically lifted, then dumped over the sides. Spikes popped out. Then the yacht sputtered for a moment as the entire anti-boarding net became electrified.

“How’s that for pirate-proof?” Ronnie asked.

“Impressive.”

“The tech came from the Japanese whalers, actually. This whole system was developed to keep Greenpeace off their boats.”

“Not from the Navy?” Zach asked.

“Nope. Whalers, go figure.”

The first zodiac pulled up parallel to them. The first man who attempted to board was thrown back over the Zodiac and landed thirty feet further back, in the water.

“The Italians know their luxury yacht customers, obviously.”

“And their pirates,” Zach commented.

The other zodiac boats backed off. Guess no one wanted to try the anti-boarding device again. They fired and fired, punching holes in acrylic shell of the boat, but were stopped by the boron carbide bullet proof material just under the surface.

Even the Triad soldiers seemed to understand that they weren’t going to shoot their way in. Instead, they took to crisscrossing her path. Like she was really going to slow down. She’d be more than happy to mow the Triad soldiers down.

The boat thrummed with power as the engines began to warm up to their full speed. Soon, the Zodiacs couldn’t keep up, and they fell back. Ronnie put her hand up and Zach gave her a high five.

Ronnie hit the anti-pirate button again. The net from the port side raised as it should. The starboard side, however, was caught.

“You’ve got to go out and raise it manually,” Ronnie said, pointing to the netting caught on the mechanism. “It is creating too much drag. I can’t get up to speed.”

Zach took in a deep breath. The guards were still peppering the boat with bullets.

“Not like that,” Ronnie said, pointing to her pack. The brave fool really would have gone out there unprotected. Silly FBI man. “Get the bulletproof shirt out.”

 


CHAPTER 3

Zach just went on faith as he rummaged through the pack. He found the electricity spout, plus several other items that he had no idea what they did. Ultimately, he found a tee-shirt rolled up at the bottom. He pulled it out to find it wasn’t a tee-shirt, but a long-sleeved turtleneck, although it was twice as heavy as it should have been.

He unfurled it. “This it?”

“Yes,” Ronnie said. “Put it on before you head out.”

“And what exactly is this supposed to do, besides be a fashion statement?”

“Oh, it will stop bullets,” Ronnie answered casually.

Zach knew his look was incredulous. The thing in his hands weighed a quarter of his bullet-proof vest, and it had been rolled up, for God’s sake. You couldn’t even bend a vest using all your strength.

“Just put it on,” Ronnie instructed with a tsk.

Zach unbuttoned his shirt and yanked it off. “Do you want to give me a little more reassurance?”

“Than just my word?” Ronnie said but there was a twinkle in her eye. “Fine. We fused boron, the same material that is stopping the bullets in the hull, with cotton, to create a lightweight body armor as effective as Kevlar, but actually useful.”

Zach pulled the turtleneck on. It certainly wasn’t as soft as brushed cotton, but could it really stop bullets? “How?”

“We bake the boron and cotton at temperatures exceeding 1000 degrees. It fuses the material. Plus, there are copper nanowires in there that should actually catch the bullets.”

“Should?” Zach asked.

“At least according to the Swiss scientist who first described the process.”

“It’s been tested, though, right?”

Ronnie just looked out the forward window, whistling a little tune. What else should he have expected from Ronnie and Quirk? The world was their R&D proving ground.

He smoothed the thick black fabric down and opened the bridge door.

“I’ve cut the electricity to the netting, so you just need to get it unhooked. The retraction motor should take it from there.”

Ronnie always made it seem so easy, didn’t she?

Zack ducked as he headed out the door. He didn’t take a single step before he was shot in the arm. However, not only did the fabric stop the bullet, it enveloped it. He picked the bullet out.

It really was miraculous.

Another bullet hit him on the chest, shoving him back a step. It was going to leave a bruise, but it didn’t even crack a rib like it would have if he’d been in a standard vest. Most women baked cakes, not impenetrable body armor. But that was Ronnie for you. He’d much rather have a lightweight bulletproof turtleneck than a red velvet cake, any day.

However, if they decided to go for a head or leg shot, he’d be done for, so Zach hurried over to the side of the boat and freed the netting. It rapidly whisked back into its hull storage unit.

He was about to turn back to the bridge when a glint on the horizon caught his eye.

Crap.

* * *

Ronnie pushed the boat’s throttle hard against the metal instrument panel. She knew she could eke a few more knots out of the yacht. Normally, top speed was calculated based on the ability of the engine to survive. She couldn’t care less if she ground the engine to dust. They just needed to get out to international waters.

They were less than five minutes from the invisible line. There was a smudge on the horizon that should be the frigate.

Zach burst into the bridge. “Get down!”

He tackled her and they fell to the floor just as a missile hit the bridge. The windows exploded inward, showering them with glass.

“Guess it isn’t RPG-proof,” Zach noted.

“If they target the engines, we’re toast.”

Of course, the next explosion was below deck.

He could hear the grinding of gears as the yacht slowed.

“I’ve got to get down there,” Ronnie said.

“No, you’ve got to get your butts on deck,” Quirk said.

Only then could they see the helicopter sweeping in from the west.

“Do you have another bullet-proof shirt?” Zach asked. Ronnie knocked her knuckle against her sternum.

“It’s my new little black dress. I wear it everywhere.”

He took her hand and they made their way out of the demolished bridge. Smoke billowed out of the engine compartment. They were at a dead stop in the water.

Ronnie scrambled out onto deck as the helicopter hovered overhead. It wasn’t the pilot’s fault this time. The guy couldn’t land the chopper on the yacht. It might have two hot tubs on deck, but there certainly wasn’t enough room to land.

Zach laced his fingers together and gave Ronnie a boost up. She grabbed hold of the struts and pulled herself up from there. The helicopter swerved to avoid another missile. Zach climbed on top of the charred bridge and launched himself into the air. His arm caught the prop.

Clearly, the pilot took that to mean he was aboard, as he zipped the chopper out over the open water, heading due east. Zach’s legs dangled as the helicopter gained speed. There was no way he could overcome gravity and acceleration. Instead, he just held on as they approached the frigate, which came into view quickly.

Then another missile was on its way. It whistled loudly, then the air all around him shimmered suddenly and the missile passed right by them.

“Insta-mirage!” Quirk yelled, even though Zach had no idea what that was, how they created it, or even how it saved them from the missile.

Once they were across the international waters line, the pilot slowed their speed. Zach went to climb up into the helicopter, but Ronnie stepped out onto the strut and stepped on his fingers.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve got to make this look real.”

True. With the frigate here as a launch point to the raid, probably every Interpol-signing nation had satellites trained on the air. Even the Triad seemed to understand that they were out of their league, as they turned back to shore.

“Again, sorry,” she said, cringing as she stomped on his left hand. Wincing, Zach had no other choice but to let go of the strut. She then stepped on his right hand.

“Better luck next time!” Ronnie yelled.

As Zach fell through the air, heading for the ocean’s surface, he’d never loved Ronnie quite so much. As he hit the water, Zach knew that no one was going to question his loyalty to the FBI now.

* * *

Ronnie felt awful, just awful. She could still hear the sound her boot made on his tender fingers.

“You’re sure he’s safe?” she asked Quirk.

“For the thousandth time,” he responded yes. He handed her a flash drive. “There’s a video loop of his rescue by the frigate.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. If Quirk was being so nonchalant, then everything was good.

Ronnie opened her laptop and looked at the program that had distributed Triad’s money. Already, heifer-donating programs in Sudan were tens of millions richer. That money could help eliminate starvation in the southern section of the civil war-torn country.

Another charity that gave micro-loans to village women in Colombia was also now flush. A feral cat spay and neuter program would also wake up to an early Christmas gift.

She then checked their account balance. She’d lied back there. They had been nearly broke after the plague. Those damn international vaccines had drained her accounts.

But now she was flush again. And they were going to need it for their next score. She had an island country to buy, after all.

Looking back to the frigate that was barely a smudge on the horizon, Ronnie hoped that someday she would have a companion to share it with. One that wasn’t gay, that was. Gay guys had their uses, but making her feel wanted wasn’t one of them.

Her finger went to her lip. The wound was still oozing a bit. Ronnie was loth to wipe her lips, since she could still feel Zach’s lips pressed against them.

She’d have to store that memory, since it would probably be months before they could meet in person again.

“No moping,” Quirk said, shaking his finger at her.

Easy for him to say. His boyfriend was sitting in the pilot seat. The two of them hadn’t spent more than an hour apart since they met. Whereas Ronnie and Zach could count their time apart in months.

Her fingers went back to her keyboard. Time to start the preliminary hack.

No point in crying over spilled milk or, apparently, boyfriends dumped in international waters.
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PROLOGUE

Fort Riley, Kansas

February 26, 1918

The sound of troops marching down the road made it clear that Dr. Reginald Hensley was on an army base—Fort Riley, to be exact. A military establishment with both a grand history and an infamous one. Fort Riley had once been the base for the elite cavalry headquarters of the Union army. It had housed the all-black “Buffalo Soldiers.” On the other hand, it had also been home to General Custer, once a greatly admired Civil war officer, later repudiated for his disastrous loss at the Battle of Bighorn.

The fort was steeped in history. Great and terrible men had walked through these grounds. But today, the fort was primed to go down in history for another stirring victory. A victory for the Hidden Hand.

America had only been in the Great War for under a year, but it was on the cusp of sending a huge number of troops to the conflict, most of them amassing at Fort Riley. Hundreds of thousands of sheep-like troops.

War was simply organized slaughter. But it would not be enough to stall the population explosion. A true culling had to be achieved to truly set the world aright. The Hidden Hand hadn’t started the World War, but they could certainly use it to their ends.

Dr. Hensley headed toward the infirmary, a large case of “vaccinations” in hand. Since inoculation for the flu had been created, this would be the largest mass vaccination effort in history. A perfect opportunity for the Hidden Hand. They had already tested the potentiated strain of influenza in Haskell County. It had spread rapidly enough and virulently enough that the county doctor had contacted the US Public Health department.

Which was just as well. The Army, so concerned that the troops would fall ill, were now even more interested in the new vaccine. The inoculation would, in theory, immunize the troops and protect them. That was, if the liquid inside the vaccine vials was truly an inoculation.

Instead, Hensley had made certain that instead of the vaccine, the virus was within those vials. If all went well, over the next few days, they would be injecting over 100,000 troops with influenza. Within weeks, as the troops were deployed, they would spread the virulent vaccine over the entire world.

A cleansing fire to rid the world of the rabble that now filled it. A purging like no other. Hensley’s hands shook as he thought of the mighty devastation he was about to unleash.

Others would find it odd that a doctor who had taken the Hippocratic oath. Given the fact that the original oath required doctors to swear to the Greek god and goddesses that they would do no harm to patients, Hensley wasn’t worried. He was doing the greater good.

Stepping into the infirmary, with its crisp white linens and smell of astringent, Hensley looked to the long line of men in their olive green uniforms. After these injections, the troops would be walking time bombs, each cough or sneeze an explosion of virus.

Ah, the final culmination of modern science. A biological weapon of unprecedented lethality. Forget the smallpox rubbed on blankets and given to the Indians. This would be the world’s greatest pandemic. Not that the Hidden Hand could ever take credit for it.

“Dr. Hensley?” a nurse asked, her hand extended. “Welcome.”

He declined to shake her hand. Such an unsanitary gesture.

“Are we ready?” he asked.

The nurse pointed to several stainless steel trays lined with glass syringes. “We just need the vaccine,” she said.

With a suppressed grin, Hensley held out the case to her. She took it and set it upon a gurney, opening it to reveal rows and rows of yellow-filled vials.

“It’s truly amazing, isn’t it?” she said with a bit of awe. “To think we can take such a lethal virus and make it inert.”

How little she knew. Still, Hensley had to keep up appearances. “Yes, yes it is.”

As the nurse started drawing the serum up into the syringes, Hensley thought of his brethren. Another of the Hidden Hand was in Boston, another in France, each doing the same as he. Inoculating troops with influenza.

They wished the virus to spread like wildfire.

The first soldier walked up, rolled up his sleeve, and looked the other way as Hensley injected him.

“Thank you,” the man said, rubbing his upper arm.

“You are very welcome,” Hensley said without a moment’s hesitation. The man might not know it, but he would be integral to history. Such as General Custer. Did he know the morning he woke on June 25th 1876 that he would die the next day, and that his name would live in infamy?

“What is your name, son?”

“Albert Gitchell, sir.”

“And your duty?”

“Cook.”

Hensley patted the man on the shoulder. They could not have planned this any better. Who better to spread the virus than someone preparing the meals for the other troops? God truly was on the Hidden Hand’s side.

“You can return to the kitchen now,” Hensley said.

Within a few weeks, the world would feel the power of the Hidden Hand.




 


CHAPTER 1

Ronnie ducked behind a man in a hula skirt who was doing a pretty good imitation of Gangnam style. What else could you expect at Mardi Gras?

Besides the crowds. Ronnie didn’t think she’d ever seen or felt so many bodies in one place. The crush of flesh was more than a little overwhelming. And the body odor? Thank God Mardi Gras was an outdoor parade.

Beads jangled against one another around her neck. She hadn’t flashed for them. She’d gotten them the old fashioned way, stealing. She was nervous enough about Zach ever seeing the girls—she wasn’t about to show her breasts off to the first drunk frat boy she ran into.

Shifting her mask, she tried to avoid the peacock feather that kept poking her in the eye.

“Let’s go with store-bought next time,” Ronnie said into her sub-vocal microphone.

“I can’t help that your head is misshapen,” Quirk shot back. He was a little tichy about his craft projects. “And that mask is effectively confusing all of the facial recognition software that the FBI has set up, so stop fussing with it.”

As she struggled to get past the crush of partiers, Ronnie began to question the wisdom of planning this operation during Mardi Gras. Yes, it provided a ton of distractions, but maybe it was too many. Over a million of them. And each and every one of them seemed to be between Ronnie and her target. This city’s infrastructure was built for just over 300,000 souls, not a million. Her mobility was seriously hampered. If the FBI found her, how could she escape quickly? The historic city was gridlocked and would be so for hours to come.

Ever since the Hidden Hand’s failed bubonic plague assault, Ronnie had been on the run. You would think that saving the world would get you a little more consideration. But if they wanted to keep them all out of jail, she and Quirk had to be on the lam.

That kind of put a cramp in hers and Zach’s budding relationship. They had met briefly in Micronesia, but that had been more of a tease than an actual rendezvous.

But today, she and Quirk were here to refill their coffers. After spending every last dime on the plague vaccine for developing countries, Ronnie needed to start saving for her own country again. She and Quirk had made some smaller scores, but those were to fund this operation.

They were eyeing a bank that helped launder drug money. Not just any drug money, but over twenty billion dollars in drug money. And she was the one with a target on her back? Seriously.

“You better get a move on, girlfriend,” Quirk encouraged as only he could. It was kind of easy to be bossy sitting in a nice air-conditioned cold room, rather than sweating out here with the world’s wildest partiers. A loud boom of a drum reverberated in Ronnie’s skull.

Ronnie slipped her sunglasses on and they bloomed with her computer screen. Along the side also ran a series of apps Quirk had installed. Mainly, they were monitoring police bands and such to make sure her hacking didn’t trigger any silent alarms. Then, of course, in the upper left corner was the streaming angelic script. She’d given up trying to shut it down long ago. The symbols had become her constant companions. But not very pleasant ones. They were like bullies constantly taunting her about how dumb she was. Lately, they had become even more urgent again. Not a good sign.

She had to put that out of her mind, though—she was here to rob a bank. Ronnie shimmied between a woman with false eyelashes studded with red crystals and a man with a beer belly poking out over his SpongeBob board shorts. The crowd was reaching a crescendo. The Mardi Gras king and queen must be approaching. Her cue to leave.

Getting away from the curb, Ronnie had a little more mobility. She passed several small shops. Finally, she came upon the Rio Grande Bank and Trust. It was such an unassuming building—which did not have an ATM out front. Their treasure was help deep inside their servers.

“Alarms managed?” she asked.

“Duh,” Quirk responded.

Taking full advantage of the crowd’s obsession with the parade’s king and queen, Ronnie went right up to the front door and used a small hydraulic device to punch out the lock. The crowd didn’t even notice the slight pop as they whooped and hollered. Perhaps another perk of Mardi Gras. They could probably bring in a ball and wrecking crew and the partiers wouldn’t bat a fake eyelash.

“How did it work?” Quirk asked regarding his prototype.

“Like a charm,” Ronnie answered, hiding her shock. Quirk and prototypes usually did not get along that well.

She entered the bank. “You’re sure no one is working today?”

“Besides patching into their security footage, did you see the parade outside? No one in town is working,” Quirk retorted.

He was right, of course, she just wanted to be sure. This break-in would fund them until they took on big tobacco. That next score would be a six-month operation in the making. This one had only taken six weeks.

The slow, careful probing of the bank’s defenses, creating back doors that wouldn’t raise alarms, prepping for the fund transfers—that was all the boring stuff. The hours of mind-numbing typing that seemed to have no end.

Now for the pay off. This was the fun part, at least for her. Quirk, not so much. He liked his safety.

The lobby of the bank looked like just about any other. Tile floor, teller windows on one side, manager desks on the other. Nothing she needed. She needed the vault. Not the money vault, but the server vault. It was guarded with even more high tech gadgets. The bank knew where most of their funds were— in cyberspace.

Ripe for the picking by someone with her skill set.

Ronnie made her way through the lobby and headed for the brand manager’s office. For as high tech as the security was, the lock for the basement was a regular metal key kept in his top drawer.

She snatched the key and headed to the door, waving to Quirk in the security camera as she went.

“Could you have picked more clashing colors?” Quirk asked.

“It’s a talent,” Ronnie replied, knowing that Quirk was still irritated he had not been able to pick the outfit for her.

Unlocking the door, she heard the roar of the crowd. The Mardi Gras king and queen must be getting close.

“You are one-minute-forty behind,” Quirk announced.

Ronnie could make up the time. Each round she had timed the travel from their safe house to the bank, she hadn’t factored in the magnitude of the Mardi Gras crowds. Rushing down the steps to the basement, she passed both the safety deposit box room and the cash vault. Lesser criminals would be distracted by the temptation in there. Ronnie, however, was laser-focused on the big prize. The completely untraceable twenty billion dollars in the shadow drug money accounts.

The servers were behind a nondescript door that announced, “No unauthorized personnel.”

The only nod toward the importance of what was behind that door was a keypad lock. Ronnie passed a scanner over the keypad.

“Go for it,” she told Quirk.

Her assistant was looking for skin oils on the keys. That would tell them the keys most touched. The security camera was blocked by the manager’s body every time he input the code. So they needed the basic numbers, then Quirk would correlate those to the man’s body movement to come up the code.

They could try to hack into the lock—however, the risk of exposure was too great. Far better to just get the code right the first time.

“Got it. 79984,” Quirk informed her.

Rapidly, she typed in the code and voila, the lock went green. Ronnie opened the door and stepped into the server room, taking a nice deep breath. She loved the smell of server rooms. It was a heady mix of steel and aluminum. She felt so at home.

“Girl, you better get a move on,” Quirk urged.

“How far is the queen?” she asked.

“Not her,” he responded. “Zach. He is en route.”

Ronnie’s pulse quickened. They had left enough bread crumbs for Zach’s techie, Warp, to figure out they were going to hit during Mardi Gras. But to know he was here? Just a few blocks away? That raised the stakes considerably. While she wouldn’t mind seeing him again, she definitely didn’t want to get caught.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s make some cyber magic.”

Attaching a cable from the computer in her Walking Dead backpack, Ronnie began, in her modest opinion, the most epic hack of all time.

* * *

Zach caught the fist as it flew towards his face. Grabbing hold of it, he twisted the attacker’s hand around, straining the guy’s wrist. Bar fights were just stupid, and this was the stupidest of them all. This one had started over whether or not you should put sausage in your gumbo.

Only in New Orleans, and only at Mardi Gras, would such a disagreement lead to violence.

The twenty-something partier was probably regretting throwing that punch about now. Besides, everyone knew that it wasn’t a proper gumbo without sausage.

“Take it somewhere else,” Zach harshly whispered into the man’s ear.

“Yeah, yeah,” the guy moaned, the scent of beer thick on his breath. “Just let go.”

Zach released the guy’s arm and shoved him toward the bar. “Think before you swing next time.”

This recon wasn’t going anywhere. The Robin Hood Hacker wasn’t going to show up in some seedy back-alley bar. But he needed to stay in the general area. Warp was about as certain as his two personalities would allow him to be that Ronnie was in New Orleans and going to hit an international bank.

Zach hopped in his car and gunned the engine. He laid on the horn, which didn’t move the drag queens at all. They just flipped their zebra boas at him. Guess he should be glad that was all they flipped at him.

“I’m going by foot,” Zach stated, jerking open the car door.

Damn, but Ronnie had picked the absolute best time and place to hit. New Orleans during Mardi Gras. The streets were clogged with revelers—although he doubted many knew the origin of the celebrations. It was supposed to be one last hedonistic splurge before Lent. Somehow, he doubted any of these people were going to embrace the sacrificial spirit of Lent. Instead, tomorrow, rather than atoning for their sins, they were all going to be hung over, praying to the porcelain god.

Zach really didn’t care, except it meant they wouldn’t be out on the street blocking him from his target, the Robin Hood Hacker. She was going after her biggest score yet. Twenty Billion.

“Warp, is she in the bank’s computers yet?”

“What do you think?” his techie answered.

At least he was in the right city. The last two times she had struck, Zach had been several time zones away. He should have just set up in the bank’s lobby. But that would have been too obvious. He had thought five blocks away would be close enough. As a gorilla-suited mother pushed a stroller in front of him, apparently it wasn’t.

Ducking the ape and her baby, Zach pushed into a group of co-eds. One of the girls flashed him. He tried to look away, but damn, those were some perfect breasts. Regrouping, he pushed through the college students.

“Hey!” the girl yelled, sloppy drunk. “Where’s my beads?”

“Hanging out with your self-respect,” Zach answered, before he charged down the sidewalk. Luckily, the loud music drowned out her curse-laden response. Such a lady. A high school marching band swung their drums to and fro down the center of the road as they made their way down North Street. Behind that rolled a float with a huge jester’s head on a steel spring. It rocked back and forth, looming toward the crowd, then back again. Each time it headed toward the revelers, they screamed in mock fright.

It would have been nice if Ronnie and he could have actually attended the parade, rather than playing this game of hacker/FBI agent cat and mouse. But alas, their lives weren’t that simple. And given that the last time he tried to arrest her she’d stopped his heart, Zach wasn’t taking any chances.

“Where’s my backup?” Zach asked.

Warp answered in his ear, “Three minutes behind you.”

That, Zach doubted. With this crowd, make it ten.

“Excuse me,” Zach said as he made his way between two seniors holding hands. They didn’t budge. “FBI,” he announced. Only then did they part, allowing him through. At least they came from a generation that respected authority. Or so he thought, until he realized the old man had a roach clip in his hand.

Really? Right here in public? If he didn’t have the Robin Hood Hacker to catch, Zach would have hauled them in just for disappointing him.

No wonder the air had a bitter twang to it. There was probably more marijuana being smoked here than at a Bob Marley concert. That smell mixed with all the sweat? It was not a pleasant aroma.

“She’s broken past the last firewall,” Warp yelled in Zach’s ear. “She’s siphoning the money already!”

“Can’t you slow her down?” Zach asked.

“Yeah, right. I can try, but…”

Zach couldn’t get mad at the tech—there was no one better in the world than Ronnie and Quirk combined. They were like the Hall & Oates of hackers. He meant that in the most flattering way possible. Ronnie would understand.

Or would she? How long had it been since they had spoken? There was that stolen moment in Micronesia, but beyond that? They couldn’t risk routine communications like they used to. Whatever relationship they had was now coasting off of their encounter with the Hidden Hand.

His therapy bills were shooting through the roof.

Was it worth it?

Given how fast his heart was beating, Zach would say “yes.”

“Take a right,” Warp said.

Zach complied.

“The bank will be on your left.”

Zach could see the sign for the Rio Grande Bank and Trust. The building was nondescript. Just another small storefront in the French Quarter. The problem was that he was going to have the cross the street, which meant figuring out how to make his way through the parade.

He saw his opening and darted out into the street. A horse reared, striking its hooves at him. Zach ducked and darted, nearly running over a majorette. Her baton came down, hitting him in the back of the head. Not a very auspicious start to the bust.

Recovering, he hurried to the other side of the street, diving into the wall of people. They parted with a sting of cursing. They had waited hours, if not days, for these places along the parade route. They did not appreciate Zach upsetting the seating order.

Finally, Zach burst out into a tiny patch of pavement devoid of Mardi Gras-ers. He regained his bearings and headed to the bank.

“The lock is punched out,” he noted.

“This is the place, then,” Warp responded.

Zach’s hand shook as he reached out to turn the handle. This wasn’t just any bust. It was the bust. The bust of the century. Stepping into the dim lobby of the bank, he made his way across the checkerboard floor, angling his way toward the door that led to the vaults.

He drew his weapon. Even though Ronnie never carried a gun, it wasn’t past her to be packing a laser or hyper-magnet. He couldn’t be too careful. Again, remembering back to the fibrillation event, Zach rubbed his chest, re-feeling the searing pain. Not their finest moment.

Trotting, Zach arrived at the door and pushed it open. It led down a short flight of stairs to the vaults. As quietly as he could, he made his way down the steps and past the safety deposit boxes and cash vault. Everything seemed in order until he spotted a door at the end of the hall. It was cracked open, and light streamed through the doorway.

“She’s here,” Zach whispered.

“Humdinger,” Warp answered, not all that helpful.

“Is she still siphoning?”

“You know it. Twenty billion takes a while.”

No kidding.

Zach sidled up to the doorjamb, trying to see inside. It looked empty, but Ronnie had to be here.

Shoving his shoulder into the door, Zach burst into the room. The very empty room. Off to the side was a small panel pulled from the wall, set aside. Laser burns marked the edge.

Good to see Ronnie was on her game and had her toys with her. It wouldn’t be a very exciting race without them.

“She’s broken through to the building next door,” Zach reported as he climbed through the hole. “I am in pursuit.”

“No surprise there,” Warp answered, although the sound of his typing filled the connection.

Zach burst out into a cold storage room. Sides of beef hung from the ceiling. Rounds of cheese were stacked on the shelves. Shoving aside the ribs, Zach sprinted to the door and ran through the rest of the storage area, heading up the stairs where he found a bustling kitchen.

Cooks, sous chefs, and busboys hustled around the stainless steel palace. They were preparing for all of those partiers to hit the restaurant as soon as the parade was over. At the far end of the kitchen, Zach caught sight of a peacock feather.

Two large men in white blocked his way. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”

Zach flashed his badge. “FBI.”

That got the documentation-questionable men out of the way. As a matter of fact, the kitchen melted of staff. Zach could care less what their immigration status was. He had the Robin Hood Hacker to catch.

As he raced along the stone floor, a copper pot swung out, nailing Zach in the head. The clank filled the room.

“Sorry!” a chef yelled as Zach booked it out of there.

Shoving through the swinging door, he entered the empty restaurant. The only sign of Ronnie’s passage was the front door swishing closed behind her. Zach ran through the maze of tables, reaching the front door.

He hit the street, but which way to go? Chasing down a peacock feather during Mardi Gras was like trying to find a piece of straw in a hay bale.

“Warp, did you pick her up?”

“We’re working on it.”

The “we” in that sentence wasn’t two people, but Warp’s two personalities. Good to know they were cooperating today.

But Zach couldn’t wait until they came up with an answer. Every moment he delayed let her get farther ahead, and Ronnie was the kind of girl who, if you gave her an inch, would take several hundred miles.

Zach set off to the left, scanning the crowd, trying to pick her out. He was looking for a disruption in the crowd. Except the crowd was in a frenzy. The float with the Carnival’s king and queen was approaching. The king was a huge Somali man, and by huge, Zach was talking four hundred pounds, easily. The guy’s fat rolls had fat rolls. His girth nearly took up the entire stage atop the green and purple float. The queen was a Megan Fox lookalike in a parrot feather G-string and pasties. And she was all over the king.

The sight was both frightening and mesmerizing. They epitomized Mardi Gras’s decadence.

“Agent Hunt, I’ve lost her in the crowd,” Warp reported.

Robin Hood Hacker. Right. Snapping back to his task, Zach cut across the street right behind the king’s float. Luckily, there was a band behind them. No batons. Zach rushed to where he last saw Ronnie. She was heading into a cobbler’s storefront. The guy was actually open during the parade.

“She’s on the roof!” Warp yelled in Zach’s ear.

The older man sat on a small stool, mending an old sole.

“FBI,” Zach said, presenting his badge.

The old man just nodded toward a set of stairs behind him.

Zach charged up the steps, trying to make up for lost time. He stopped at the top of the staircase. Putting his hand on the doorknob, he wasn’t sure he wanted Ronnie on the other side or not.

“She’s gone!” Warp reported. “She just vanished, man, her heat signature and everything.”

That sounded like Ronnie.

Zach jerked the door open, sweeping the rooftop with his gaze. Warp was right, Ronnie wasn’t there. Instead, there was a chair with an open laptop.

The screen read, “Mais sorte da próxima.”

“It looks Portuguese,” Zach said, snapping a picture for Warp.

The tech came back pretty quickly with the translation, although Zach was pretty damned sure he knew what it meant.

“Better luck next time.”

The Hacker’s catch phrase.

“She must be in Brazil for Mardi Gras. The bank’s headquarters are there,” Warp said. “I’m so sorry, Zach, I really thought we had her this time.”

This wouldn’t be the first time Ronnie had run a parallel operation on two different continents.

“And the money?”

Again, he was pretty sure of the answer.

“Completely siphoned,” Warp reported.

“I’m turning this over to the locals, then, and heading back to the hotel.”

“We’ll get her next time,” Warp tried to reassure him.

Zach seriously doubted it.

* * *

Ronnie hung back in the shadows of a stoop, watching the police run in and out of the cobbler’s small store. Finally, Zach came out of the building and walked past her hiding place. She reached am arm out, caught his wrist and pulled him into the shadows.

His hand went to his gun, but Ronnie laced her fingers over his. Zach’s other hand went to his Bluetooth to turn off his mic.

“Did they buy it?” she asked.

“They better,” he responded, leaning in for a kiss.

Their lips met, and a charge coursed from her lips to the rest of her body. She arched into Zach’s body, still warm from the pursuit. His arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her close.

He broke off the kiss and turned his mic back on. “No, it’s okay, Warp, my body temp is just going up because I am frustrated. I’m not getting sick.” Zach paused, listening to the answer. “We’re done for the day, buddy. How about you turn off all tracking?”

Ronnie could hear a tinny voice filtering from Zach’s Bluetooth, but couldn’t make out the words. They must have been to the affirmative, as Zach turned off his mic again.

“Now, where were we?”

She put a hand on Zach’s chest. “Deciding it was too dangerous to linger here. Meet you back at the hotel in ten?”

“Make it five,” Zach said as he backed away from her. She missed him already. They had been planning this rendezvous for six months. Beyond their fleeting contact in Micronesia, they knew that they had to figure out a way to convince the FBI that she was out of the country to be able to pull off a date night.

Hence another reason for Mardi Gras to be the day of the hack. It gave their rendezvous even more cover. For some reason, Ronnie started skipping down the street. Actually skipping.

“Happy now?” Quirk asked in her ear.

“I will be in five minutes,” Ronnie answered. “My decoy make it out okay?”

“Please, if I can get you out, you don’t think I can get our cat burglar decoy in Rio out?”

“Sheesh, just checking,” Ronnie shot back. But she wasn’t going to let Quirk ruin her good mood. “Once I sign off, I am going silent until tomorrow morning.”

“My ears thank you. There are some things you just can’t un-hear.”

“I mean it, Quirk. No contact. And I swear, if you call and it’s about Downtown Abbey, Mr. Bates, or the unfair homophobic treatment of Thomas…”

“Don’t worry, Miss Skippy. Now that your pathetic love life has turned around, the pilot and I are going to hit some of the New Orleans nightlife. Bourbon Street is calling our name.”

Quirk had been supremely kind in not flaunting his new love in front of her these last months. Which must have been torture, since he normally was all about the TMI.

“You guys have a great time,” she encouraged.

“Don’t you worry. We’ll put the king and queen of the Carnival to shame.”

Ronnie did not doubt it.

“Signing off for the night,” Ronnie said, before she turned off all of her communications devices.

By the time she was done, she had reached her hotel. Actually, their hotel. Quirk had made sure he booked her room adjoining Zach’s. Better yet, it was a double-door system, so that they could open them, creating a suite. Her assistant really had thought of everything. Which is why he worked for her.

Avoiding the cameras in the lobby, Ronnie made her way to the elevator and hit the button for the third floor. The hotel was nothing special. Zach was on government duty, which meant a nice, clean lobby, but nothing fancy, and low security, which made her job all the simpler.

She exited the elevator and made her way to the room. The hotel was so old that she actually had a physical key. She pushed it into the lock and turned the key. It felt weird, like some alien technology.

The inside of her room was about as plain and tidy as the lobby. No frills. Everything was a wash of beige. Although, if that kiss in the alley was any indication, they would be bringing their own spark, so she wasn’t all that worried about the accommodations. As long as the bed was comfortable, they were good to go.

Or was she getting ahead of herself?

No, with her body still tingling from the kiss, there was no doubt that tonight would be the night.

Finally.

Nothing was going to stand in the way.




 


CHAPTER 2

Dr. Amanda Rolf sat at her desk overlooking the pastures of Plum Island. Most of the CDC’s high tech laboratories had been moved to the Kansas City location. The island had been good to her, though, and so as the new head of zoonotic diseases, those that passed from animals to people, Amanda had chosen Plum as her command center.

It had survived hurricanes and an insider assault. The place would keep her and her staff safe.

Jennifer, Amanda’s assistant, raced into the room, signing away. Which was odd. Jennifer was mute, but usually relied on a raised eyebrow or texting to communicate. It must be something urgent.

Amanda drew her hand up, her arm then palm-down, pushed to the floor. “Slow down.”

Instead of slowing, Jennifer simply shoved a piece of paper at Amanda. She scanned it quickly, sitting down hard. This year’s influenza was rearing its ugly head. It was a virus that many times had created pandemics, the 1918 “Spanish Flu” being the last severe outbreak, killing nearly fifty million people. Many young, healthy individuals, which ran counter to the usual profile of the virus, which normally killed the young and elderly.

However, influenza made a yearly round, changing its outer protein coat just enough to fool the immune system. They already had a cocktail vaccine ready for this year based on the trends in the virus over the summer.

“I don’t understand,” Amanda said, looking up to Jennifer.

There was that eyebrow. Jennifer jabbed a finger at the bottom of the page. Much more carefully, Amanda read the last paragraph, describing patient zero.

The woman was from Haskell County, Kansas.

That couldn’t be right. In the early 1900s, influenza incubated in the Far East, then migrated to the West through trade routes. Nowadays, it spread through international travel. But it always originated from the Orient. That was how influenza worked. Or, at least, in nature.

Manmade, though?

That was another story.

“Get me the Director of the FBI,” Amanda ordered Jennifer.

If this was manmade, there was only one suspect.

The Hidden Hand.

* * *

Quirk shoved his tablet into his bag, then removed it, again. Ugh. He was supposed to be the fun one, and here he was considering taking his electronic umbilical cord with him to Mardi Gras.

Not that they were going into town. They were planning on partying at the airport bar. The pilot didn’t like to be as far away from his chopper as Bourbon Street. They were lucky that he had landed the damned thing at all.

The scowl on the man’s face reflected his frustration. Talk about a man of few words. His pilot was more a man of few grunts. But how cute he looked in his flannel plaid shirt. The official uniform for teddy bears worldwide.

And he was Quirk’s teddy bear. He’d even given up drinking whiskey between three and ten in the morning for Quirk. If that wasn’t love, Quirk didn’t know what was.

Who knew hiring the cheapest mercenary helicopter pilot in Mexico would yield such dividends. After living a life alone for so long, Quirk had to pinch himself frequently to make sure it was all real. Of course, having his pilot do the pinching was even better.

Thinking of which, Quirk realized that tonight Ronnie might actually have physical relations. She was so woefully out of practice that the chances the night ended in disaster were pretty high. For the last time, Quirk put his tablet into his bag and left it there. With Ronnie on the prowl, it was probably best.

Perhaps he’d best pick up a pint of Haagen-Dazs too, just in case.

* * *

Ronnie waited nervously on the edge of the bed. She felt like a teenager waiting on her prom date. Only this was so much more. A misstep in their relationship might end in arrest and execution. Slightly more grave concerns than pimples.

The click of the lock to Zach’s side of the door brought Ronnie to her feet.

He walked in, water still dripping from his hair. He’d thought to shower off the grunge of the day. Ronnie kicked herself. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She was coated in dry sweat. How romantic.

Then he was on the move. He rushed to her, wrapping his arms around her. They kissed. Not the hesitant, the cops are right around the corner kind of kiss, but the kind of kiss that made her glad she was on the pill. She was going to be putting it to the test tonight.

Or was she?

Breaking off the kiss, she looked into his hazel eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Since I’m committing treason, I think you can trust that I’m all in,” Zach said.

So true. You couldn’t ask much more from a guy.

She tilted her head and accepted his lips again. They were as hungry as hers.

Then the floor under her feet shook.

“Did the earth just move for you?” she asked.

“We must be good,” Zach said, pulling her closer.

Her phone went off. Ronnie dove for it.

“Are you okay?” Quirk asked.

“Yeah, but there was a tremor. Was it an earthquake?”

“No,” Quirk said, having to yell over bar music. “But I need you to look in your refrigerator.”

“Quirk, I don’t think I need a soda.”

“Just do it.”

She knew that tone, so Ronnie went over to the small mini-bar, got the key, and opened the refrigerator.

“Shit,” Zach breathed behind her.

No shit, she wanted to say, but didn’t even have time for it. The small bomb’s timer was ticking down rapidly. They had less than five seconds.

Zach grabbed her wrist, pulling her to the window. They leaped just as the blast exploded behind them, forcing their bodies through the glass. Shards burst all around them, the superheated air propelling them out into the night air.

Hand in hand, they flew until gravity caught up with them and they fell, hitting the awning. They bounced once, then landed on the thick canvas. Zach slid down, jumping to the pavement, then turned to catch her.

It should have been a simple maneuver, except the awning under her tipped forward, throwing her into Zach’s arms. He stumbled back a step, but held tight. Behind them, the building swayed unnaturally from side to side until it began to crumble.

Zach pulled them out into the street, clear of the flying debris. A bullet zipped over their heads. Zach pulled his gun, swinging around, shooting as he got them behind a car parked on the other side of the street.

People, screaming, panicking, ran from the hotel, flooding the street, only to be shot at. The area became a war zone.

Zach did his best to fend off the attackers, but there was at least one sniper down the street, and five gunmen. They wouldn’t last long. And Ronnie was weaponless. Everything she had was back in the hotel room. The room that was now a crumbling ruin.

“Quirk,” she grumbled.

“On it, Katniss,” Quirk answered.

Why he called her the heroine from the Hunger Games, Ronnie had no idea. It was a bad time to be clever.

Or maybe the best time, as their remote-controlled helicopter, Helo, came zipping through the sky. It aimed right for Ronnie, dropping something before it banked around to fire at the gunmen.

This was so much better than any stupid balloon. Who needed patrons when you had Quirk?

“Thanks, Finnick.”

Ronnie leaned down and picked up the prototype weapon. And by prototype, she meant uber prototype. Like, barely off the sketch board kind of prototype. But it was the only thing at her disposal. Her Dazzler.

While it sounded like something you would use on your favorite pair of jeans, it was actually an asynchronized high-intensity laser beam.

“I need you to cover me, but keep your eyes closed.”

“Those two things are kind of mutually exclusive.”

“Give it a try,” Ronnie urged, as she prepared to rise up and shoot over the car.

“Three. Two. One,” Ronnie said, then trusted Zach to start shooting. Squeezing her eyes closed, Ronnie pulled the trigger. It felt like nothing happened, so she peeked. Green light sprayed out from the muzzle, strobing and pulsing. It was so bright from this side, she could only imagine if she was being aimed at.

One of the men fell over and began spasming. Ronnie ducked down behind the car again.

“Not only is it high-intensity, it also can induce seizures even in normal individuals.”

The DOD had developed the Dazzler, but abandoned it due to the high cost and the fact the gun could hold only one charge. However, that one charge had just saved their lives.

Several heartbeats went by of silence. No shots.

Still, Zach shook his head. They couldn’t move out. The sniper was too far away for the Dazzler to have incapacitated him. He was probably just waiting for them to feel safe enough to step out, then take his shot.

Reinforcements must have shown up, as gunfire erupted from down the street again.

“Quirk, we need a more permanent solution to our predicament.”

“Girlfriend, keep your panties on. We’ll be there in three.”

Ducking, Ronnie looked down at the gouge in the pavement left by the bullet. “We don’t have three minutes.”

* * *

Ronnie wasn’t lying about that. He counted their odds at ten-to–one, and that was being generous.

“Warp, are you seeing this?”

“Is the Hacker with you? Did she just use a military-grade Dazzler?”

“Focus, Warp. We are under heavy attack.”

“Police are out at least five minutes. Tonight is a crime-heavy night. SWAT is at a hostage situation on the other side of the parish, so at least an hour for them.”

Zach groaned inwardly. The Hidden Hand weren’t stupid. They knew how long they had and, with their stronger numbers, would launch an attack that Zach and Ronnie couldn’t repel. He took her hand and squeezed it. At least they were together.

“I hate it when Quirk is so condescending,” Ronnie said as she scooted over to the car door. “Especially when he is right.”

“What’s he got up his sleeve?” Zach asked.

“He wants us to use the car as a battering ram.” Ronnie indicated to the window. “Can you?”

Taking the butt of his gun, Zach broke the glass. Ronnie stayed low, letting her hand fish around for the lock. The door popped open and Ronnie climbed in.

“Can you hot wire it?”

Ronnie rolled her eyes. “Blind-folded, hands tied behind with a monkey on my head.”

Zach wasn’t sure how a monkey would factor in on her efficiency, but he rolled with it as she broke off the steering column, ripped out the wires, and started tapping them together.

She was pretty much a pro.

The car revved to life as Ronnie slid down, far under the dashboard and put the car in gear. As best she could, she steered them out of the parking spot. They slammed into the rear bumper of the car in front of them, but given all the bullet holes, Zach doubted the owner of the car could get any more pissed.

Ronnie corrected trajectory and gunned them toward the attackers. They scattered in front of the car. Unfortunately, a large van was stopped sideways behind them, blocking them from fleeing down the street.

In some ways, they were in worse tactical situation now than they were before.

“Quirk, where are you?”

The sound of chopper blades answered her question. Zach looked up to find a speeding helicopter heading in their direction. Not only was it hauling ass toward them, but it swept by the sniper, knocking him from the roof. He splatted on the pavement in front of them.

“Quirk says the pilot won’t land down here. We need to get to a rooftop.”

Zach loved the fact that despite the fact that Quirk and his boyfriend had been dating this whole time, they still called the guy “the pilot.” His real name was Bernard Raccin, or something, so he could see why the burly guy stuck with “pilot.”

“Well, now that the sniper is out of the way, we should be able to make a break for it.”

“Agreed,” Ronnie answered, taking his hand.

Why was it that their most intimate contact involved running from attackers?

Zach shoved the car door open and hit the ground running. Bullets flew, but not nearly as accurately as before. Ronnie’s Dazzler must still be at work. He aimed for the first door he could find, slamming into it with his shoulder, splintering the lock off.

They stumbled into the dark warehouse.

“What the…”

* * *

Ronnie couldn’t answer Zach, as she was trying to shove a dragon’s head out of her way. To her right was the Burger King himself, along with a large panda bear costume.

“This must be where they store the parade decorations,” Zach finally said.

Which would have been fascinating, if it weren’t for the bullets zinging through the door.

“We’ve got to find a way up,” Ronnie said.

“Warp, schematics on the building?”

“Go straight, then enter the door on your left. It will take you up to the roof.”

“Thanks,” Zach said, then got them running again. “This way.”

“Oh, and Agent Hunt, Dr. Amanda Rolf has requested you visit Plum Island.”

“Yeah, let her know that if we survive the next few minutes, I’ll oblige.”

“What’s that?” Ronnie asked.

“Probably something to do with the Hidden Hand,” Zach answered. What else would Amanda want from him?

Ronnie trotted beside him as they made their way down the long rows of lions, tigers and bears, oh my. New Orleans went all out for Mardi Gras. Finally, they made their way to the door, and sure enough, it held a stairwell. They raced up the steps, bursting from the door as the helicopter hovered over the rooftop. The pilot was never too fond of landing.

Charging across the roof, Zach looked across the street to where his hotel used to stand. How much had changed in just a few moments? He’d thought himself to be seconds away from consummating a long delayed relationship, only to find himself on the lam again.

The entire point of this mission was to keep his and Ronnie’s relationship a secret. Now, that they were on how many satellite feeds? He couldn’t think about that now, though, not as he helped Ronnie into the helicopter, escaping from the Hidden Hand.

Within moments, they were flying out over New Orleans, heading to the airport.

“Where to?” Quirk asked.

“Plum Island,” Zach replied. He really should go into the local FBI field office for a briefing, but the paperwork would drag long into the night.

If the Hidden Hand had been so brash here, Zach knew they didn’t have much time before they went global. If they hadn’t already.

* * *

Amanda glanced to her watch. It had been over eight hours since summoning Agent Hunt, and he still wasn’t here.

She hit her intercom button. “Jennifer, do we have an ETA?”

The numbers were only worsening. The chance, already low, that this was a natural disaster were slimming by the minute. She needed someone whom she trusted out in the field—and the number of those trusted people she could count on one hand. After the betrayal of the head of the CDC last year, Amanda would never make the mistake of trusting anyone who hadn’t shown their adamant opposition of the Hidden Hand.

A text came to her phone. “They are landing now, but you’ve got another visitor.”

Amanda looked up to find the dark-haired CIA operative entering her office.

“Long time, no see,” Devon said as he walked toward her desk.

“I wish it were under far better circumstances,” Amanda said. She had never been too good at small talk.

Devon frowned. “The Hidden Hand?”

“I fear so,” Amanda said. “But let’s wait until Zach gets here for the full debrief.”

Sitting down, Devon propped his feet up on her desk. “Hey, the longer I can believe the world is safe, the better.”

Despite his flippant manner, Amanda knew Devon to be a loyal patriot and, most importantly, experienced with the secret organization they were facing. And given the international scope of the disease, his position within the CIA was definitely a bonus.

She heard voices in the outer office. From the baritone, Zach was here. But there was another, higher-pitched voice squealing. That would be Quirk. Amanda rose to look out her door to find the hacker hugging Jennifer. They were true BFFs. They TiVo’d the same obscure British shows and wore the same designer brands.

“I hate to break up the reunion, but the situation is time sensitive.”

Quirk waved her off. “Feel free to start without me. I’ll get my marching orders from Miss Sexually Frustrated over there.”

Amanda followed the thumb to find the Robin Hood Hacker, who wore a frown and dark jeans. The hacker certainly wasn’t as fashion-forward as Quirk or Jennifer. Amanda extended her hand.

“I’m glad you could join us.”

“It was either that or Riker’s prison,” Ronnie joked.

“Well, let me make the trip worth your while,” Amanda said, bringing up a map on the large screen. There was so much information to convey and so little time. “I believe the Hidden Hand has released a genetically modified version of the influenza virus.”

“Compared to the plague, what kind of losses are we looking at?” Devon asked, clearly not needing any more preamble. They all knew what they were doing here.

“Without international travel, it still managed to kill three percent of the population, which, in 1918 represented over fifty million dead.”

“And we have approximately 4.5 times as much population now as then,” Ronnie stated.

Zach did the math for all of them. “That would be over two hundred million people killed.”

Amanda nodded sadly. “And this is viral,” she added. “There is no cure. No antibiotics will work.”

“But it’s got to be worse than even that if you suspect the Hidden Hand,” Ronnie stated.

Amanda brought up an electron-microscope image of the virus. “Influenza is known to shift its protein markers, making even last year’s vaccine useless.” She zoomed in until they could see the small protein tags protruding from the virus’s cell wall. “The virility, though, is the main concern.”

She brought up another image of the body’s immune system. “The pandemic in 1918 was so devastating because the virus caused a cytokine storm.”

Off the frowns around the room, Amanda knew she had to go into more detail. “It is where the body’s immune system is overstimulated. The victims in 1918 actually died of an overwhelming vital system collapse, rather than the virus itself. Which is why young strong people died in a disproportional amount.”

“They had healthier immune systems? Which responded even more violently to the virus.” Quirk proposed.

“Exactly,” Amanda said. “And this new virus is potentiated by three more than the 1918 virus. People are dying within mere hours of exposure.”

Zach pushed away from the doorjamb. “Then we’d better get going.”

Amanda couldn’t agree more. “From current projections, if we don’t get the anti-serum into production within forty-eight hours, this epidemic will be unstoppable.”

“No pressure, though,” Quirk chuckled, giving Jennifer a quick hug goodbye.

Zach, Ronnie and Quirk turned to leave. “The epicenter was in Kansas,” Amanda explained, although no one else seemed to understand the importance. “Near Fort Riley.”

Again, it didn’t look like it was ringing any bells. “We have long believed that the Spanish Flu started stateside from a bad batch of vaccines.”

“And now you think those weren’t random, accidental vaccines,” Ronnie said, seeming to catch on.

“The Hidden Hand, then,” Zach finished the hacker’s thought.

“Yes,” Amanda stated. “Just like the plague, they have done this before. They have had decades to perfect it.”

“So Kansas, then?” Devlin asked.

Ronnie shook her head. “Any agent of the Hidden Hand will be long gone by now. We’ve got to go to the source, find their base of operations. The limited symbols we have been able to decode have been pointing across the pond. To England. Liverpool, exactly.”

“It would be good to have an ally in this, like Francois,” Amanda said.

“No one will be like Francois,” Ronnie answered abruptly. Amanda forgot how close the two had become before he sacrificed himself for the world.

“Of course,” Amanda said, inclining her head. “I just meant someone who knows the Hidden Hand’s inner circle.”

“Sorry,” Ronnie said. “You’re right, of course. We need a member of the resistance.”

Zach put his arm over Ronnie’s shoulders and led the trio out. It felt like they took all of the air out of the room with them. The weight of the problem settled onto Amanda’s shoulders and refused to move.

Devon looked to her. “Once they’re off, we need to close down our air space.”

The CIA agent wasn’t just talking about Plum Island, he was talking about the entire country.

“I agree,” Amanda said, and turned to Jennifer. “Get me the president of the United States.”

* * *

As sirens sounded, bearing down on the French Quarter, Alfonzo de Ferrer stood over the body of one of his men. The loss had been avoidable. He had told them to use a grenade, but in their infinite wisdom, his subordinate had chosen to get into a gun fight with a highly trained FBI agent who always had a helicopter at his back.

Their hubris had been their undoing. Much like it had been Lino’s. His second cousin had been so proud to be on the front wave of the plague, like his presence alone would assure victory.

Alfonzo knew his own strengths and his own limitations. Working with inferior subordinates was one of them.

He had asked for his own team to be brought from Berlin, but had been saddled with this team from Louisiana. Not exactly the cream of the crop, if they were stationed in this backwater.

The Robin Hood Hacker and her consort had been lucky to pick New Orleans for their rendezvous. They would not fare so well next time.

“Sir, do we retreat?” one of the surviving team members asked.

“What other option do we have?” Alfonzo responded.

The Hidden Hand was not used to having to retreat. They had been influencing human civilization for centuries. To think, a single hacker team had brought over seven hundred years’ worth of planning to its knees.

Alfonzo could not allow that to happen to phase two.

His family’s honor depended upon it.

Which was why he had been sent to keep tabs on Special Agent Zachary Hunt. Despite his official statement that he had disavowed the Robin Hood Hacker, Alfonzo knew that the agent couldn’t stay away from her for long. So when a little bird from the FBI informed Alfonzo’s superiors that Hunt was headed to New Orleans, so did Alfonzo.

To have come so close to ending the greatest threat that the Hidden Hand had faced since Richard the Lion Hearted.

But even the King could not avoid the Hidden Hand’s poisoned arrow. Gangrene was such a danger in that time. It was not uncommon that a man could be cut down in his prime by a simple infection.

In this modern age, they were going to need more than a strain of virulent staphylococcus to take down the hacker.

Perhaps this defeat was a blessing in disguise. Perhaps now Alfonzo would be given permission, cart blanche, to deal with the hacker his way. His was not a subtle manner. Alfonzo was the hammer to Lino’s assassin’s dagger.




 


CHAPTER 3

Ronnie was dreaming. She knew she was dreaming because she wasn’t worried. Tropical breezes tousled her hair. The current crisis was over and she was on the beach of her new island country. Zach was there and they had just finished doing things that made her blush.

Another reason she knew that it was a dream, because no way in reality was she that flexible. Ah, but wasn’t that what dreams were for?

She felt the abrupt jolt as the plane landed. With a sigh, the last vestige of the pure white sand evaporated and was replaced by the interior of the private jet. The CDC rode in class, man.

She opened her eyes to find her head leaning against Zach’s shoulder. Maybe reality wasn’t all that bad after all.

“Did you get any sleep?” she asked, sitting up, stretching her neck out.

“A little over the Atlantic,” he said, rising from his seat as the plane taxied to the gate.

“Any word from your boss?”

“Let’s just say I shouldn’t count on my pension for retirement.”

“I thought Amanda was explaining things?”

Zach leveled his gaze at her. “It was more the fact that I was filmed fleeing the hotel with the FBI’s most wanted cybercriminal before the Hidden Hand attacked that pissed him off.”

“Oh yeah, that,” Ronnie said, averting her eyes. She had caused him so many problems, including getting tortured by rogue CIA agents.

“Hey,” Zach said, catching her hand and pulling her close. “I wouldn’t change it for anything.”

“Even the minibar bomb?”

Zach grinned. “Okay, maybe that. But I will never regret finally getting to spend time with you.”

Ronnie’s cheeks heated up, along with other parts of her body. Why, oh why, didn’t the jet have a bedroom? She leaned her forehead against Zach’s.

“Ditto.”

God, that sounded lame, but she truly was at a loss for words. It was like pining after a Playgirl model, then suddenly being in the same room with him and having him express his devotion. It was all a little much.

Quirk, on the other hand, sauntered into the main cabin from the cockpit with his cheeks stubble-burned. Which begged the question, exactly who had been flying the jet while he and the pilot had been making out?

They had landed safely, so Ronnie couldn’t complain too much. And when it came to Quirk, it was better not to ask. Although it did make her a little jealous that Quirk and the pilot had an epic make-out session while she had slept. What was wrong with her? Sure she was exhausted from the hack, but she had eight hours with Zach and she had snoozed it away.

“Pilot has booked a smaller private plane to get us up to Liverpool,” Quirk said.

Ronnie tugged on her jacket and grabbed her laptop bag, a retro Tinker Bell backpack with a custom-made shock-absorbing chasse. She could drop the thing off of a roof and it would protect her laptop. Not that she wanted to test that anytime soon.

“Ready,” she announced.

“The hangar is all the way on the other side of the airport. And here I am in Gucci,” Quirk sighed.

“Let’s just make sure that none of us trigger any facial recognition software,” Ronnie retorted, trying to get Quirk back on track.

“Oh please, like I haven’t subbed us out in the databank already,” Quirk said, raising his perfectly threaded, never waxed, eyebrows. “Zach’s face traces back to Sam Worthington. I trace back to Sean Opry. The pilot comes up as Hugh Jackman.”

“And me?” Ronnie asked, worried for the response.

“Elphaba, of course,” Quirk said.

Off of Zach’s confused look, it was clear that he hadn’t attended Wicked three hundred times. “The Wicked Witch of the West,” Ronnie clarified. “At the least did I get the New York cast?

Quirk shrugged. “Maybe if you started doing some of the grunt work, you could get Katherine Heigl, but hey, as long as it is me, you get what you get. Which was the traveling cast.”

Ronnie knew not to argue with Quirk when he was in one of these moods. It got you nowhere except maybe to have your face linked to Lizzie Borden.

“Have you narrowed down where in Liverpool we should start looking?” Zach asked.

Quirk glanced over to her. “Do you ever do any work?”

Ronnie sighed. “The deal was, I deciphered, you correlated the information.”

“Yes, well, I had assumed you would actually decode it, completely.”

She could understand her assistant’s frustration. Even with everything she had learned from Francois, they were still missing something. There was a variable in the code that she just couldn’t nail down. So whatever intel they had was fractured. Tiny snippets of information. Which then fell on Quirk to put together. Despite his current attitude, he’d been a trooper about it.

Besides, he kind of deserved it after ordering her a pair of slacks two sizes too small and making her think she’d gained fifteen pounds. Payback was a bitch.

“It’ll teach you to negotiate with more precision in the future,” Ronnie countered. “Do you have a location?”

“Well, if those really are coordinates you dug up, then yes.”

“And if they aren’t?” Zach asked.

“Then we are screwed, and are on the wrong side of the pond,” Quirk said.

Ronnie ignored the exchange. “And the coordinates are…?”

Quirk brought up onto the screen the website for Dawson’s Music Store.

“Not feeling it,” Zach said.

“Oh, but you haven’t dug like I have,” Quirk said, bring up the “about us” page. “They were established way back in 1898—a great time for rebellious Hidden Hand members to form a secret society within a secret society. The building is relatively unchanged since then. Who knows how many clues could be hidden within its walls?”

“Still. It feels like a stretch,” Zach said.

“And you have another, more fertile, lead?” Quirk asked, knowing full well the answer.

“We’ll check it out,” Ronnie said, overriding Zach’s response. “The answer is, what, less than an hour away by plane?”

On cue, the jet’s hatch opened and a set of stairs hydraulically lowered. Zach took them two at a time, clearly in a hurry to see what this music store had to offer.

Ronnie trotted down behind him, the cool, misty air of London reminding her that she was far away from her tropical paradise.

An airport staff member held the door open to the gate.

The pilot caught up, and the four of them entered the concourse to find Heathrow in sheer chaos.

Red lights flashed above the other gates, announcing that international flights had been cancelled. People were lined up twenty deep at the customer service desks.

“Looks like they have stopped international travel from the American side,” Zach commented.

“They better let us take off,” Quirk said. “I’m not schlepping to Liverpool in a car.”

“No, it looks like internal British flights are still a go,” Zach confirmed.

As they passed a restaurant whose special was bangers and mash, there was no doubt they were in England. The restaurant also had split pea soup, but they didn’t have time to stop.

Ronnie paused in front of a map of the airport. They were in terminal one, and had to make it all the way over to terminal four. Luckily, there was a tram from terminal two to four, so they shouldn’t have to hear too much about Quirk’s blistered feet.

With Zach in the lead, they made their way through hoards of disgruntled travelers. You could easily tell the Americans who couldn’t get home. The stereotype of obnoxious American travelers was getting a run for its money today. Fists pounded on countertops. Voices were raised.

None of that was going to change the fact that stopping international travel was the best way to prevent a pandemic. They had less than two days to find the antiserum before the modified influenza got a foothold. After that, it would spread like wildfire, with or without the antiserum and vaccine.

Ronnie remembered the number. Two hundred million people would be dead if she didn’t get her crap together. A shiver passed down her spine. How did she get nominated savior of the world?

Oh yeah, it was her angelic fan club. Funny, she didn’t remember joining. And it was the worst fan club ever. It made her responsible for the world’s population and she didn’t even get a free T-shirt. What was up with that?

* * *

Zach sat in the backseat of the town car they had hired at the Liverpool airport. It was just a little weird not to have the pilot at the helm. The burly man was riding shotgun, scrutinizing the driver’s every move. Zach would leave him to it.

Instead, Zach turned to watch the streets of Liverpool scroll past. Despite its rich musical history, it looked like just about any other urban city in the world—a never-ending series of coffee shops and clothes boutiques. Despite the English drizzle, Liverpoolians were out in full force, their umbrellas spread wide, some black, others stark orange and even a few with polka dots. Each was individual as the denizens of the city.

The place reminded him of New Jersey or Detroit. A large town—in fact, Liverpool was the third largest English city, but not as iconic as London. Kind of like what it would feel like being Derek Jeter’s younger brother. You could be a mean shortstop, but never quite live up to the hype.

That was Liverpool. Zach wasn’t quite sure what he had been expecting, since this was the city that gave birth to the Beatles. Had he expected a town full of mop-haired beatniks?

Probably. Instead, it was just a city not unlike so many others. At risk for the pandemic just like every other city in the world. How many of those pedestrians would survive if the weaponized influenza struck?

“Look,” Quirk said, pointing out the window. “That’s the Cavern.”

Luckily, the town car pulled to a stop, waiting for a light.

“Focus,” Ronnie chided Quirk.

“What? Just because we are on our way to save the world, we can’t take a moment to sightsee?” Quirk shot back.

While Zach would never outwardly take sides in a tiff between Ronnie and Quirk, he kind of had to agree with Quirk on this one. The Cavern was the club where the Beatles were discovered. The owner of the club had been fascinated with basement clubs in Paris and had wanted to build something similar in England, only to honor the new art-form of rock and roll. The very first performers at the Cavern, as a matter of fact, were the Beatles. It was also the birthplace of the Rolling Stones, The Who, and Queen.

Basically, the who’s who of Zach’s rock pantheon.

As the car pulled away, Zach wondered whether, if they saved the world, they could come back and catch a set.

Although, with their luck, he would probably end up semi-conscious on the floor of some government building. Quirk was right, this was about as close to sightseeing as they would get.

After a few minutes, they arrived at the music store. It was a non-descript two-story brick building at the corner of two streets. Guitars stood in the window along with a few drums and keyboards. The core of any rock band’s equipment needs.

Exiting the car, Zach scanned the streets. Everything seemed normal. But didn’t it always? Until, of course, the building collapsed on itself. Zach had to trot to catch up with Ronnie, who was already through the front door. She waved down the first employee she found.

“I need to speak to your manager.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing I can help you with?” the Brit asked.

The hacker pulled out a tablet and showed him a passage of angelic script. “Can you identify what this is?”

Puzzled, the guy shook his head and struck out for the back of the store, probably to tell his manager about the fruitcakes that had just arrived. The guy disappeared behind a swinging set of doors. Within moments he was back out, waving for them to follow him.

They crossed into the storage area of the store. Amps, wires and drum kits were stacked everywhere. They went up a very old set of stairs to a second story office. A long and low Basset hound met them at the door. The dog thumped his tail against Zach’s shin.

The clerk led them in. “Here ya go.”

To Zach’s surprise they found a white-haired elderly woman at the desk. He had expected someone unshaven and in a beret.

“We don’t allow solicitation,” The woman said as the dog made his rounds from person to person. “So if you are here trying to sell me something, you’re out of luck.”

Zach didn’t have time to explain to the woman that the FBI weren’t door-to-door salesmen. “How long have you worked here?”

“Long enough to have met the Stones, Yardbirds, and Frankie Goes to Hollywood.” The manager nodded to a glass case. “The original handwritten sheet music to ‘Strawberry Fields’. Signed by all four Beatles.”

With her long white hair pulled back into a long ponytail, the woman did look like an institution. No wonder each of the office’s walls were covered in Beatles posters. It looked like each and every poster that had ever been produced was upon those walls. And at the center was a larger-than-life poster of each Beatle. It was like they were watching over the woman. It was a bit disconcerting. Zach nodded to Ronnie, who showed the woman a passage.

“Do you recognize this?”

“Is that Hebrew?”

Ronnie shook her head. “No, but close. It is modified Hebrew. It is angelic script. In theory, unbreakable.”

The older woman shrugged. “Sorry, I have no idea what you are talking about.”

“We were pointed in this direction,” Zach said. “Perhaps the owner of the store might know?”

“I doubt it. He is a punk twenty-something that inherited the franchise from his family. He’s playing a gig in Luxembourg right now.”

Zach pulled his credentials. “This is a matter of international security, ma’am. If you know anything, please tell us.”

“I’m sorry. I would, but I have no idea what you want from me.”

Zach could feel the groan from Ronnie and Quirk. The world was on the brink of a pandemic and this lead was panning out to be a bust. They really needed to find someone familiar with the Hidden Hand and the resistance within the crackpot organization. They needed to find the cache of antiserum, like yesterday.

The dog thumped his tail while drooling on Zach’s shoe. He leaned over and patted the dog’s head. It wasn’t the Basset’s fault they had traveled all the way across the world for nothing.

Quirk, though, didn’t seem finished. “But on your website,” Quirk said, pulling it up on his tablet. “Those symbols in the background look a hell of a lot like angelic script.”

The woman shrugged again. “We hired an artist to give us a grunge, rock ‘n’ roll look. You might want to speak with him.”

She turned to the clerk. “Can you get him the guy’s information?”

“Of course,” the clerk said, leading the way out.

That’s when the floor beneath Zach’s feet trembled. Not good. He looked to Ronnie and Zach, his eyebrow raised, asking the question they were all thinking.

Quirk slid the bar on his phone, speed-dialing the pilot. “Yeah, we’re going to need a lift, pronto.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when a grenade, shot from a rocket launcher, smashed through the storefront and exploded against the store’s back wall. They hadn’t been twenty feet from it. Glass blew out, shattering into a thousand shards. Fire engulfed the storeroom as smaller flames took hold in the office.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” the clerk screamed, tucking his head under his arms.

No duh. But gunmen would be waiting outside to pick off anyone trying to run from the buildings.

“How do we get to the roof?” Quirk asked, clearly expecting his boyfriend to show up at any minute.

A bullet zinged by. Zach shoved Ronnie back behind the door. Unfortunately, the manager was not as quick. Bright red spread across her white t-shirt. Apparently, the gunmen were not content to wait out on the street. Zach fired back, forcing the attackers down the steps.

“We need a plan,” he growled to Ronnie.

The hacker, however, was kneeling over the manager.

* * *

Ronnie propped the woman’s head up as blood streamed from her mouth. Another innocent life taken by the Hidden Hand. She really hated those effers.

“Cipher…” The woman croaked out.

“Look,” Quirk said as the stacks of sheet music burned. Angelic symbols rose in the air, dancing on the flames. The woman had lied. Someone with intimate knowledge of the Hidden Hand worked here.

“Are you getting this?” Ronnie asked, but Quirk just frowned. Of course he was recording this.

“Cipher…” the woman moaned again.

“I know,” Ronnie replied. “We need to decode the symbols.

“No, Cipher,” the woman answered firmly, then licked her lips, smearing bright red as her face went ashen.

“I think she means the dog,” the clerk said from under the desk.

Ronnie looked over to find the Basset hound digging at the pedestal that held the Beatles lyrics. He threw his head back, baying loudly, his jowls bouncing in rhythm with his ears.

“Cipher,” the woman breathed out, then went still.

As the fire gained steam, or more accurately smoke, Ronnie rose, knowing that she could do nothing more for the woman. She looked to the sheet music, covered now in broken glass.

“We’ve got to burn it,” Ronnie realized.

“No,” Zach said, stepping between her and the sheet music. His stance softened. “It’s the original ‘Strawberry Fields’.”

“Hey,” Quirk reminded Zach, “I had to burn Elvis.”

“This is different,” Zach said. “It’s the Beatles.”

As the Basset hound kept clawing at the pedestal, Ronnie took Zach’s hand. “They knew it would have to be burned at some point.”

“It’s a John song. He’ll never write another.” Zach said with a sigh, then shot through the doorway again. “I guess he would be the one person to understand.”

* * *

Ronnie didn’t wait for Zach to change his mind. She nodded for Quirk to do the deed.

He flicked his lighter on, holding the sheet music out. He set the corner on fire. The white paper blackened around the edges, curling and crackling. A series of gilded symbols floated up from the burning document. Intermixed were musical symbols. Quirk pointed his phone at the sight, recording everything.

“Grab the dog and let’s go,” Ronnie said to Quirk.

“How about you grab the dog?” Quirk shot back. “He’s got slobber all over him.”

Ronnie scanned the desk, found Cipher’s leash and hooked it on. “Now we just need somewhere to go.”

“Does this office have a bathroom?” Zach asked the clerk.

The guy blinked several times before answering. “Yeah.”

“And a fire escape?” Zach pressed.

“I think so.”

“Everyone to the loo!” Quirk announced, rushing toward the back of the office.

Zach got there first and used his elbow to knock out the window. Unfortunately, the opening drew the smoke which was choking the air. Quirk shimmied through the opening. The impact of his Guccis hitting the metal fire escape was a welcome sound. The clerk was the next one out. Then Zach leaned over, picked up the dog, and handed him over to the clerk as Quirk backed away.

“Eww, no way,” her assistant said.

Quirk was more of a cat person. Sleek, aloof, and would get totally pissed off if you interrupted him while grooming.

Ronnie took Zach’s hand, accepting the help up onto the sink, then out the window. Black sooty smoke billowed out with her. She wiped her eyes and came back with the back of her hand streaked with black. Sirens sounded in the distance as they rushed down the lattice of stairs to the street. Fire shot up out of the roof, threatening to spread to the other shops.

So far, no sniper fire. The Hidden Hand must not have surrounded the building yet. Someone must have gotten a little trigger happy.

“Now what?” Quirk asked.

“Wait for your boyfriend to pick us up,” Zach answered.

“I know that, I am saying once we get out of the reenactment of Backdraft. What do we do?”

That was always Quirk, thinking three steps ahead. Ronnie turned to the clerk.

“And you have no idea what is going on?”

“Less than nothing,” he said, his voice shaking.

Ronnie was kind of used to being ambushed. It was hard to remember a time before her life was filled with bombs and bullets. She hoped for the clerk’s sake that this was his last time.

Before she could open her mouth to tell Quirk to start a 360-degree review of the manager’s life, the Basset tugged on the leash. Cipher seemed quite insistent.

“He’s a scent hound,” the clerk offered.

“Really? This is what it comes down to?” Quirk said, clearly exasperated that a dog was outshining him at the moment. “We are following a dog to our next clue?”

As the Basset picked up speed, running on those short limbs of his, Ronnie nodded. “I guess so.”

After a few turns and detours down an especially smelly alley, the dog stopped at a residence, scratching at the door. The house seemed just like all the other homes on the lane. Two-story. Victorian in architecture. An established neighborhood.

Ronnie helped Cipher out by using the door knocker, a big heavy brass one in the shape of a bull’s head. Cocking an ear, she could hear movement behind the door. Yet it did not open. Ronnie knocked again.

“So impatient,” a voice said as the door opened.

The figure before them seemed impossible. The woman was a spitting image of the manager.

“Marjorie?” the clerk said.

“What?” The woman responded. “No, no, dearie. I am her twin sister. Abigail.”

“Ma’am,” Zach said, stepping forward. “May we come in and have a word?”

“Why, yes, certainly,” the old woman answered, although if she had known the news they brought, Ronnie seriously doubted the woman would have been so eager.

* * *

Zach watched as tears streaked down the old woman’s wrinkles. They were traveling down a stream of flesh. There had been no other way to tell Abigail the news other than straightforward and to the point.

“This is all my fault,” the woman said.

“What do you mean?” Ronnie asked.

“It was the Hidden Hand, wasn’t it?”

Everyone started that the old woman had tossed out the name like that. Most of the time, it took hours, if not days, to pry such information out of a person.

“Yes,” Zach answered.

The old woman sighed and leaned back in her overstuffed chair. The dog lay down at her feet. “Long ago, I was engaged to a young man. He was a member of the Hidden Hand. I had no interest in such things but Marjie? She was fascinated by all the cloak-and-dagger business. Even though they tended to only recruit from within their families, they took a shine to her. Indoctrinated her as one of their own.” Abigail took a sip of tea. “But then she realized what they were trying to do. ‘Cull’ the population. So she became a part of the Fist.”

“The Fist?” Ronnie asked.

“Yes, the resistance within the Hidden Hand.” The old woman looked to each of them. “I thought you were familiar with the group?”

“Let’s just say,” Quirk interjected, “That our last source of information was more than a little unreliable.”

Ronnie frowned, but Zach had to agree. Actually, Quirk was underreporting Francois’s condition. The man had his heart in the right place, but his mind? Francois’s mind was pretty much gone.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you much more,” the old woman said with a sniffle. “I only heard these things secondhand.”

The old woman’s eyes were bright with anger. Her sister was dead, her life turned upside down. She didn’t need interrogation. She needed sympathy.

“I know this is hard, Abigail, but is there anything, anything at all that you can think of? It would be helping save millions of lives,” Zach said.

“Have you spoken with Placido?”

“The tenor? No,” Ronnie answered. “Is he a member of the Fist?”

Abigail shrugged. “All I know is that he and Marjie were close.”

Ronnie looked over to Quirk, whose fingers were already flying over his keyboard. “On it.”

“Do you know of any painters?” Zach asked.

“No, why would I?”

Ronnie looked to Zach before she answered. “Because our impression is that painters were employed to keep the secret of the Fist.”

Abigail wiped a tear before answering. “Marjie was all about the music. All of her contacts were in the music world. I know that John Lennon was a close friend. Marjie helped the Beatles get their gig at the Cavern.”

So paintings weren’t the only art form the Fist used to keep their message safe. It made sense. Each cell must have created its own means of communication.

“Do you know of anyone else close to Marjorie?” Zach asked. “Anyone else who may have been in the Fist?”

The old woman shook her hair, scattering her white hair across her shoulders. “I’m sorry, no.”

“This may be nothing,” the clerk said. “But John gave the queen the original sheet music to ‘Ticket to Ride’ for her fiftieth birthday.”

Abigail nodded. “The queen has one of the largest collections of music in the world.”

Of course the queen did.

“Where is it stored?” Ronnie asked.

“Buckingham Palace,” Abigail answered.

Of course it was.

“You aren’t really thinking what I think you are thinking,” Zach challenged Ronnie.

“Why not?” Ronnie asked. “Think Devlin can grease some wheels to get us in?”

“No idea,” Quirk shrugged. “But I’ll get Jennifer on it.”

“Great,” Zach said with a sigh of relief to Ronnie. “For a second there, I thought you were going to try to break into the Palace.”

“Only if Devlin doesn’t come through.”

That did not give Zach much peace of mind.

* * *

Amanda looked across the desk to Devlin, who was taking copious notes. Jennifer was busy typing away on the tablet, as well. Amanda felt like a slacker just listening to Zach and Ronnie report from London.

“How is containment going?” Ronnie asked.

“Not well,” Amanda answered. “There were a lot of people infected before the quarantine. We’ve had over two hundred deaths already. An entire high school football team died within hours of each other.”

This was perhaps the worst thing about this virus. It actually targeted young, healthy people. The more athletic, the worse it was. People who had never gotten sick were now at the greatest risk. The more proficient their immune systems, the worse it was, as cytokine storm turned on the host.

They already had several bodies down in the quarantine morgue to gain samples from. Tissue cultures from those bodies would help provide the best clues to a vaccine. Well, not the best clue. The best clue would be the antiserum the Hidden Hand had developed to protect themselves and their allies.

“I’ll get right to work on this,” Devlin said. “But the Brits take their national treasures pretty seriously. Can I at least promise them you won’t burn the whole lot?”

While there was no answer, there was murmuring on the line.

“That was a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question,” Devlin pressed.

Ronnie came back on the phone. “Then that is a ‘no.’ We will burn whatever we need to burn.”

Devlin frowned, but jotted down the note.

“Is there any other support we can give you?” Amanda asked.

“Do you happen to know Placido Domingo’s private cell number?” Quirk asked.

Amanda thought that was perhaps the weirdest question she’d ever heard, yet her assistant waved her hand in the air. “I don’t, but Jennifer appears to have something,” Amanda replied.

Jennifer flipped her tablet around to show Amanda. “It looks like she’s got his private Twitter account, if that helps.”

“Hell, compared to a Basset hound, it’s golden,” Quirk said. “I’ll coordinate with Jen.”

Amanda wasn’t quite sure what that was all about, but felt confident Jennifer and Quirk would sort it out. The two operated through some kind of hive mind. It was a bit odd—okay, it was really disconcerting, however it worked for them so Amanda didn’t question it.

“We’ll get busy on our end,” Amanda assured Ronnie and Zach as the CIA agent pulled out his phone. “We’ll call once Devlin gets an answer.”

“Hey, I don’t have the time to hack the NSA or MI5 right now. Can you coordinate with Warp to get the satellite footage of where the Hidden Hand went after attacking the music store?”

Devlin gave a nod, so Amanda answered, “Sure thing.”

She loved how Quirk didn’t say that he couldn’t hack into two superpowers’ most guarded computers. He would only say that he didn’t have time for it. “We’ll get back to you as soon as we have anything.”

“Sounds good,” Ronnie said just before she hung up.

Now that the uber-hackers were on their way, something that had been bugging Amanda came to the forefront. “Jennifer, I want to start checking for antibodies with everyone on the island.”

The Hidden Hand had to have someone on the staff. That was just how they rolled. “Start with department heads and work your way down.”

Her assistant gave a curt nod which meant it was as good as done.

“It could backfire, like it did with me,” Devlin said. True, he had been exposed to the native bacterium and had antibodies to the plague, but that was a rare case.

“I’d rather have false positives than ignorant negatives.”

Devlin still frowned. “You do realize that you don’t have any legal grounds to ask for blood from people.”

Amanda was a big fan of civil liberties, even when a fourth of the world’s population was at stake. “Anyone who refuses will be quarantined.”

“You mean jailed,” Devlin said.

Amanda shrugged. “No, everyone on this island signed an agreement to allow me to take samples anytime, anywhere.”

Devlin smiled. “Quick learner, I see.”

Yes, Amanda had learned a thing or two.




 


CHAPTER 4

Quirk watched Zach close his phone. “Sorry, but it’s going to take Devlin at least 24-48 hours to get permission from the Royal Family to go into the Palace.”

“But Amanda was pretty adamant we didn’t have 24-48 hours to wait,” Quirk stated.

“Plan B, then,” Ronnie stated.

No one in the room looked happy. Breaking into Buckingham Palace had not been on anyone’s to-do list when they woke up that morning. Luckily, he was ahead of the curve, per usual.

“Well, I have some good news and some bad news,” Quirk said.

“Let’s hear it,” Zach said. Quirk had to give it to the G-man. He was a go-getter, all right.

“The good news is that the sheet music is stored just off of the music room, which is on the official tour.”

“And the bad news?” The clerk asked.

“The official tour doesn’t open until July.”

Zach squinted those precious blue eyes of his. “Then how are we getting in?”

“Ah, the Palace is closed to the public—however, they still give private tours to special guests.”

“And exactly how are we going to get an invitation?” Ronnie asked, squinting as well. However, it didn’t look quite so good on her.

“Well, Britain is looking for the US to scale back their tea tariffs, which is kind of ironic, given our country’s history.”

No one laughed. If the pilot had been here, he would have laughed, or at least chuckled in that burly man kind of way.

“Oh come on, no one remembers the Boston Tea Party?”

Ronnie frowned, clearly unconcerned with the wrinkles and fine lines that were starting to mark her features. “Quirk…”

“Fine. You two are going to be Mr. and Mrs. Hornbuckle, the niece and nephew-in-law of Senator Hornbuckle, a member of the Senate Finance Committee whose vote is still up in the air on the tea tariffs.”

“Is that going to work?” Zach asked.

Quirk would be insulted, except Zach had been out of the loop for nearly a year. Clearly, he had forgotten exactly what Quirk was capable of.

“You have an appointment with the docent at 2pm.”

That didn’t seem to satisfy the FBI agent, though. “They’re just going to let us in?” he challenged.

“Oh please, Chuck E. Cheese has better security than the Palace. Do you know how many breaches they’ve had in the last decade? One investigative reporter got a job after listing a reference as a pub. They called the number and the bartender just shouted out to the crowd if anyone knew the applicant and one guy at the end of the bar said he was a good bloke, and they still hired him So yeah, I think you’ll get in.”

“Hey!” the clerk protested.

“It can’t be that easy, can it?” Zach asked.

“Shush!” Ronnie scolded. “Don’t jinx us. And even though their security is lax compared to the White House, that doesn’t mean we’ll have free run of the place.”

“No weapons, I suppose?”

Quirk rolled his eyes. “Like I didn’t pack a couple of plastic guns with wooden bullets for an occasion just like this.”

“So we are good to go?” Zach asked.

Quirk nodded. “I’ll be running electronic surveillance interference while you are inside.”

“What about us?” the clerk asked, nodding to Abigail and the dog.

“You’ll need to go underground,” Zach said. “Find somewhere safe, off the beaten path for a few days.”

“We can go to my parents’ in Suffolk.”

Quirk shook his head. “No, you’ve got to think further afield than that. Nothing that a routine identity search wouldn’t bring up.”

The guy scowled, clearly racking his not too well-equipped brain. “How about an ex-girlfriend from college that I cheated on?”

“Perfect,” Quirk said.

“You’re still in contact?” Zach asked.

“Sure,” the clerk said shrugging. “She pokes me sometimes.”

“Pokes?” Zach asked.

Ronnie patted the FBI agent on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s a Facebook thing.”

Sometimes Quirk really questioned Ronnie’s choice in men, but then the FBI agent grinned that radiant grin and all was right with the world.

* * *

Zach readjusted his jacket. He wasn’t used to such a well-fitting suit. Quirk had outdone himself, commissioning a tailor to alter the wool suit. It was so well fitted that Zach was concerned that the plastic gun in his breast pocket would bulge. In his normal, off-the-rack suits, that wasn’t a problem.

He looked over to Ronnie, who was in an understated gray dress. She looked so different in this than in her normal black on black hacker wear. Ronnie was better suited for easy-to-wear ninja gear. Or a costume. He’d never thought to see her in business casual. Although she did look the part of a Senator’s niece.

Quirk had been quite restrained on her make-up, capitulating that it was the time for a “daytime” look. She’d never looked more beautiful. Ronnie glanced over and smiled, lighting up the overcast day.

Was this what normal people looked and felt like?

Did they just decide to go on vacation? Did they have to worry about pandemics and counter security measures? Zach didn’t think so. Vaguely, he could remember his life with Julia, escorting her to events like art shows and dinner parties.

On second thought, Zach wouldn’t trade this break-in of Buckingham Palace for anything. While his life with his ex-fiancé had looked perfect from the outside, he had been bored to the bone. He had just been going through the motions. Nothing with Ronnie was routine. Nothing at all. He knew that under that sedate gray dress she had strapped a gel keyboard to her belly, and she had a plastic gun strapped to her thigh. Nothing routine about that.

They arrived at the main gate to the Palace. The huge wrought iron gates swung open. The Royal Family’s gilded crest hung on the bars, surrounded by a black metal wreath.

If the Royals were shooting for imposing, they hit their mark.

A guard stood on either side of the gates, their blood-red jackets standing out against the gray brick wall. Each wore the traditional “bearskin” hat that towered over their heads. Both men looked straight ahead, not acknowledging their presence at all. But that was what these men were picked for—single-minded attention to the Royal Family’s safety.

They were lucky that the queen was in Scotland, which brought the number of guards at the palace to about half what there normally would be if she, or any of the Royal Family, were in attendance.

Feeling vaguely guilty that he was about to breach the queen’s residence, Zach walked past the guards and entered the large courtyard that stood before the palace. Gardens surrounded them as they made their way to the palace. The area right in front of the palace was lined in red bricks which, over the years, had faded to a terra cotta color. Ronnie stumbled and bumped into him. He leaned his arm to her.

“Sorry, not used to heels,” she apologized, which made him love her a bit more.

The Palace dominated the courtyard. Three stories high and nearly a city block wide, the building was a statement of power to be sure. The Royals had been living in this palace for centuries. It was easy to forget how young America was. This building was so much older than his country. Again, Zach had a twinge of guilt over what they were about to do.

“We need the intel,” Ronnie said, squeezing his hand.

Zach knew that she had done her best with the information from the music shop to try and piece together where the Hidden Hand’s European center of operations was located, but she just couldn’t do it with what they had. They needed more symbols to piece everything together.

Still, breaking into the queen of England’s house and burning up her music collection felt wrong.

They arrived at the main arched entrance to the castle. Another two guards stood perfectly straight in their starched red uniforms, although, this time, they stood in two small alcoves that were shaped in practically the same size and shape of Dr. Who’s Tardis. It was even the same color blue.

Again, the lack of security was a little unnerving. They were able to walk right up to the door and knock on the thick oak door. It opened almost immediately. A woman in a rumpled skirt and jacket with slicked-back hair opened the broad oak door.

“Mr. & Mrs. Hornbuckle?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” Zach answered, hoping there was nothing wrong. The woman seemed frazzled.

“Excellent, excellent, please, come in,” she said, shifting some papers in a leather organizer she was carrying. “This has been a bit last-minute notice, but we are happy to oblige our American friends.”

Clearly, she had been told about their supposed connection to the Senator.

“Thank you so much,” Ronnie said as they walked into the antechamber. Zach spied not only a set of metal detectors, but an x-ray machine. He looked to Ronnie, whose eyes were wide as saucers. That wasn’t supposed to be here. If they x-rayed them, this was all over, and they would end up in the Tower of London, or wherever they shipped people who had committed high crimes against the crown.

The woman dropped her keys into a basket and walked through the metal detector. Zach and Ronnie did the same. So far, so good. Luckily, the woman breezed right past the x-ray machine and headed down the long ornate hall. The walls were delicately gilded in a variety of flower patterns. Even the ceiling was elaborately decorated. Zach craned his neck to make out the intricate molding.

There was gold, silver, even alabaster. A ruby-encrusted lamp sat on an ivory side table. Who had a ruby lamp? The queen of England, apparently. Zach didn’t feel half as bad about burning her music collection now. The monarch probably wouldn’t even notice it missing.

Ronnie strode forward, nodding to the security cameras dotting the walls. Quirk had better be in control of that feed, otherwise their faces would be easily recognized. Since no guards bore down on them, Zach assumed the hacker had made it into the palace’s security computers.

Actually, with the light security, it was probably a bit like stealing candy from a baby.

As they made their way down the hallway and the woman’s pleasant English accent explained the history of the palace, Zach, again, was shocked at the lack of security. Beyond the guy at the metal detector, they hadn’t seen a guard since entering. If Quirk’s research was correct, there were only thirty guards on the entire premises.

Considering how large the palace was, according to their tour guide, there were over 775 rooms. That was less than 1 guard per 25 rooms. It seemed surreal that they could just walk into the queen’s residence like this. They were strolling down the hallway. No background checks. No security detail. Just them and a tour guide. No wonder Quirk was making fun of the Brits.

Zach had been to the White House several times. After 9/11, you could expect anything and everything, including a full body cavity search. Two supposed relatives of an important British lawmaker would be given about the same consideration as, say, Jay Leno. They would go through all of the same security measures as anyone else. They would never be whisked into the West Wing.

The tour guide took them through the Grand Ballroom and Zach had to admit it was pretty grand. The vaulted golden ceiling glowed a burnished yellow in the low light. The red carpet underfoot was lush and soft. Currently, instead of a large dance floor, the room was set up with large rows of tables, set for a reception.

“We will be hosting The Prime Minister of India and his wife this evening,” the host said, glowing with pride. The starched white table clothes and primrose china did look refined. What you would expect if you dined at the queen’s residence. They passed through quickly and made for the business end of the Palace.

“Buckingham is one of the few actual working palaces in the world,” the guide stated, walking backwards to deliver her blow-by-blow. “All of the queen’s business is conducted through these offices.”

They walked by several open doors where secretaries and administrators sat. So weird. To think you would go to Buckingham Palace to go to work. He could only imagine the Christmas Party. They took a left at the next junction and headed toward the state rooms. The chatter of the offices died down so, once again, only their footsteps marked their passing.

Finally, they reached the music room. A huge crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling. The far wall was a bank of curved windows, each lined by bright red curtains. The floor was tile, probably some expensive Italian kind. The lone piece of furniture was a grand piano. There was a door to the north. That must be where the sheet music was kept.

Unlike the rest of the rooms, which they had breezed past, Ronnie stepped into the music room and did a turn, taking it all in.

* * *

The tour guide’s words rolled over Ronnie. Something about how the music room was originally the Bow Drawing room for the bank of bow windows that overlooked the gardens. She could imagine one of the princesses sitting on a brocade chair, perched at the edge, leaning into her easel, putting an extra dab of pink onto a rose.

Ronnie wished she had such altruistic motives. Instead, she was here to torch the place. Or least some of its contents. She didn’t think the queen was going to make much of a distinction.

Zach raised an eyebrow, asking the question neither wanted to answer. But they had to get into the sheet music repository sooner rather than later. Ronnie nodded and Zach grabbed their tour guide around the neck. The woman didn’t let out a peep—the only sound was her heels sliding on the marble floor. There was no surprise or fear in her eyes. The look was more of revulsion. How uncouth this all was. How very rude to return her courtesy with such rudeness. If the woman could have spoken, Ronnie imagined she would say, “Typical Americans.”

As gently as he could, Zach eased her to the floor. He then scooped the guide into his arms. “Can you get the door?”

Of course, they couldn’t just leave her out here for any random guard to find. Ronnie opened the door to the storage room. Both she and Zach stopped in their tracks. Ronnie wasn’t quite sure what she was expecting, but this huge room, almost as large as the music room itself, was lined by oak drawers, each labeled with the era or the artist’s name. There had to be thousands, make that tens of thousands, of pieces of sheet music in here.

“Damn,” Quirk said. He must have been watching the feed that came from a micro camera in her glasses.

“Damn is right,” Zach said, setting the woman down gently on the floor. He took off his jacket and used it to prop her head up. Ronnie leaned down and put two aspirin in her hand. It was the least she could do. Perhaps it would lessen the woman’s judgment of them just a little to know that they’d thought ahead.

“How are we going to handle this?” Zach asked.

“Break out the matches, homies,” Quirk interjected. “One of the guards has left the security center. They will be making their rounds.”

Ronnie couldn’t believe how low tech this break-in and arson was. The only way they could go more Neanderthal would be to strike two stones together to make fire. Zach made his way to the drawer labeled, “Beatles,” and pulled out the sheet music.

“I suppose we should start with this, since we know John was involved.”

With a sympathetic smile, Ronnie nodded. After a deep sigh, Zach struck the match, setting fire to the corner of “Ticket to Ride.” Was that a tear streaking down his face as the old paper flared? A single symbol drifted off the paper. At first it flared orange, then it brightened to gold. Ronnie knew that it was just a chemical trick, manganate embedded in the paper, but right now, with the symbol glistening before her, it really did seem like angels were at work.

Then the illusions faded, the gold sparkling into vapor.

“At least it was worth it,” Zach said. “Right?”

“I think you should try Mozart next,” Quirk stated.

Ronnie couldn’t argue with her assistant’s logic. The whole point of the Fist was to embed clues in items they felt would stand the test of time. Mozart pretty much would have been a safe bet. Unlike many classic artists, he was very famous during his lifetime.

She found an entire bank of drawers dedicated to Amadeus. Ronnie pulled out a handful. The Beatles were one thing, but this felt sacrilegious somehow, no more so than burning down half of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Zach had a match ready. Ronnie placed them close to the small flame. The paper, old and dry, caught immediately. Numerous angelic symbols and musical notes appeared. They had learned from Elvis that those notes factored into the interpretation of the message. They never would have found the Hidden Hand’s New England stronghold without them. Where would these symbols lead?

The ground shook under their feet.

“No,” Zach said, but the ground shook again, along with screams.

“Yes,” Quirk answered. “We’ve got at least twelve gunmen approaching the palace.”

You had to give it to the Hidden Hand. They were freaking brazen. But wouldn’t you be, if you thought the world’s governments were going to come crashing down in forty-eight hours?

An explosion in the music room blew the door open, knocking Ronnie and Zach to their knees.

“You’ve got to get a groove on,” Quirk encouraged. “This is a full scale attack.”

Zach looked down at his small book of matches. They were not going to do the trick. And since they had to go through a metal detector, they couldn’t bring in a blow torch.

Then she got an idea. “Where’s the kitchen?

“We can’t get all of this to the stoves,” Zach commented.

“No, but I can bring something with a little bit more punch to the game.”

She took off her glasses and set them on a shelf. “You stay here and burn what you can. I’ll go get a flambée torch.”

Zach blinked once as if to make sure she had actually just said what she had, then he indicated to the door. “Be safe.”

“Quirk, guide me there.”

* * *

“You know it,” Quirk responded. The kitchens weren’t far, actually. Although the Hidden Hand was hitting the palace fast and hard. Even though the palace guards were actual soldiers, their red jackets and ornate, one-shot rifles were not going to do the trick.

And the bearskin hats were just useless in battle. One guard was running for cover and the huge black fur hat tipped backwards. It looked like some cruel Marge Simpson joke. The guard popped off his chin strap and the contraption fell to the blood-splattered ground.

“Take a left,” Quirk instructed. Even without the thermal imaging, Quirk could tell Ronnie was hauling ass. Her heavy breathing came over the feed loud and clear. How many times had he told her how important daily cardio training was?’ And did she listen? Um, no. Which was why he had to listen to her grunting and groaning.

“Now a right,” Quirk instructed. “Then through a set of steel swinging doors and you’ll be there.”

Ronnie didn’t meet any armed resistance, mainly because everyone else was running for their lives. The only ones running toward the palace right now were the Hidden Hand. First responders were a good five minutes out. Quirk should know—he was monitoring all emergency responses to the attack.

The big question now, though, was how was the Hidden Hand staying on their ass so well? Why had they even attacked back in New Orleans? Zach was easy enough to track. His travel arrangements had been made through the government. Even a baby hacker could have found out which room he was in. However, the bomb had been in Ronnie’s room.

Quirk didn’t like being outmaneuvered by a bunch of religious nut jobs. Actually, he didn’t like being outmaneuvered by anyone, but especially not a group that was trying to wipe out an entire generation.

“Got it,” Ronnie said, then, on the screen, turned on her heel and sprinted back out the kitchen door.

“A left then a right to get back,” Quirk informed his boss.

He watched the screen carefully. You never knew when Ronnie might forget her right from her left. A one-eighty IQ, and the woman still had to reenact the pledge of allegiance to tell the difference in which hand was right and which was left.

Then he spotted a figure moving quickly down one of the side hallways. He didn’t seem to be honing in on Ronnie’s location—however, they would cross paths at the next junction.

“You’ve got company from the north,” Quirk said.

Ronnie swiveled to her right.

“No, the other way. Your left,” Quirk said. “I pledge allegiance to…”

She turned in the other direction. And if he was reading the imaging correctly, she pulled her gun.

* * *

Ronnie hated guns. But after having so many pointed at you, you kinda had to embrace them. One more reason to hate the Hidden Hand. Tucking the kitchen blow torch under her arm, she aimed at the “T” in the hallway.

“Where is he?” she whispered.

“Three. Two. One,” Quirk counted off in her ear.

The first thing Ronnie saw was urban camouflage sleeve. It didn’t do much to conceal his presence in this gold and white hallway. Guess they didn’t have Victorian camo. The man stepped into view. Ronnie didn’t hesitate, she pulled the trigger. The plastic gun sounded the same as a regular one and the kick was just as jarring.

She clipped the guy’s shoulder, spinning him away from her.

From experience, she knew that a wounded gunman was even worse than a healthy gunman. Squinting her eyes, Ronnie pulled the trigger again. The man fell to the ground. A flinch of guilt passed through her, then it was gone. Yes, the gunman was another human, but he was Hidden Hand.

Stepping over his body, Ronnie didn’t feel a bit of sympathy toward him. The man wanted to wipe out a quarter to a third of the world’s population and create a feudal state. He was no innocent.

Picking up speed, Ronnie raced toward the music room. There, Zach had done his best with his book of matches to light as much of the sheet music as possible. Ronnie turned on the small flamethrower and passed it over several drawers. The air danced with gilded symbols.

“You better hurry,” Quirk said in her ear. “Forget the lone gunman, you’ve got a team of five converging on your position.”

Zach picked up the tour guide, slinging her over his shoulder. They couldn’t leave her here. Not with the fire and the Hidden Hand. Ronnie secured the camera glasses to the shelf so it could record any symbols that were released while they were on the run.

Ronnie took one last sweep with the torch, then pulled out her hair tie, wrapping it around the trigger, keeping the blowtorch firing.

As smoke billowed out of the room, they hurried off.

“Which way?”

“Depends,” Quirk answered.

Zach was keeping up, even carrying the tour guide. “On whether we want to get shot at?”

“No,” Quirk retorted. “On whether you want to get better armed or not.”

Ronnie didn’t know what he was talking about, since Quirk and the pilot were near Heathrow. Then the light bulb came on.

“The safe house?”

“You know it,” Quirk answered. Even though they never considered that they would be breaking into the queen’s palace, they certainly had every reason to have a safe house in the heart of London. It was only a few blocks away.

Screw this low tech stuff, Ronnie wanted to get back to her wheelhouse.

“I repeat, which way?”

“Straight down this hall, then make a right at the marble cherub.”

In just about any other building, that instruction would have sounded ludicrous. However, in the queen of England’s home, it made perfect sense.

“Take a left. It will lead you to the second floor.”

“But we need out of here,” Zach said.

“Hey, keep going straight if you want to take on five armed guards.”

Ronnie turned left. She had hit the other guy mainly because it was nearly point blank. She was no marksmen. Maybe after this she should be?

They climbed the stairs and ran down a hallway decorated in ancient lace and pearls. It would have been beautiful, except the only thing Ronnie could think of was how flammable the lace was going to be. Really, they needed lace over the wallpaper? Somebody really needed to talk to them about fire safety.

“Head south,” Quirk instructed.

Ronnie nearly tripped on her heels again as they made the right turn. The building rocked again from another missile. The Hidden Hand certainly wasn’t being shy. Quirk could have also told them to turn right at the large unicorn tapestry.

“Quirk, what’s up?” Ronnie asked as they sped toward the end of the hallway. No staircase. Nowhere to hide.

“Your exit.”

Ronnie skid to a halt as they reached the large window that capped the end of the hallway. It overlooked the Thames River. “Quirk, stop playing. What are we supposed to do?”

“Jump,” Quirk instructed.

“Jump?” Zach asked.

“That’s all you’ve got?”

“It will be unexpected,” Quirk offered.

“Yes, but isn’t there another way?”

“They’ve got the rest of the exits covered. Yours is a watery escape.”

Across the river was the tall “Eye of London,” Europe’s largest Ferris wheel. Further down river was the oddly bullet-shaped Gherkin building. They seemed so modern and out of place across the river from the ancient palace.

Zach seemed more concerned about the drop, though. “Quirk, that’s a long drop. How deep is the river?”

“Dude, the Thames is one of the most traveled rivers in the world. It is over 65 feet deep. Man up and jump already. They must be using heat sensors, as well, because they are on your ass.”

The building rocked again from another missile. The Hidden Hand certainly wasn’t being shy.

* * *

Quirk was so cavalier. Apparently, though, Quirk was right. It was their only way out. He took Ronnie’s hand and gave a nod.

First he shot the window and gave it a good kick. The glass shattered out, falling into the waters below.

“You ready?” he asked.

“Does it matter?” Ronnie responded.

“Not really,” Quirk said in his ear.

“Here goes.”

They climbed up on a mahogany end table. They didn’t really jump, so much as were shoved out by a blast at the door. The view was amazing—until, of course, they fell through the air and hit the cold water.

His sinuses stung as the river went up them. Luckily, the river was as deep as Quirk had promised. Once his momentum slowed, he kicked to the surface. He and Ronnie broke through to air at the same time. Her hair was plastered against her face, and all of that perfectly applied makeup was smeared.

She looked divine.

Ronnie gasped several times, spitting out water. “Come on,” she said, striking for the shore.

“Shouldn’t we go further downstream?” Zach asked as he swam with his head above water.

“No,” Ronnie said. “The safe house is just north of Big Ben.”

“Quirk, where are the guards?” Zach asked.

“Still converging on the palace.”

So maybe they could slip through their ranks and make it to the other side of the royal compound.

Ronnie got to the rocky retaining wall and started climbing up. A bullet pinged right above her. The five gunmen that had been after them were firing from the second story. So much for stealth and the element of surprise.

“The men on the ground are tacking your way,” Quirk informed them.

Zach scrambled up the last few feet of the embankment. Now it wasn’t about stealth, it was about speed.

“Zigzag!” Zach yelled. Ronnie obeyed and turned this way and that across the stone courtyard. Keeping low, Zach followed. Bullets dug into the concrete at his heels.

Not like he needed encouragement.

Ronnie made for Big Ben. It was the only cover for half a block. Stupid gardens. You’d think the English would have provided more cover for their palace. Ronnie disappeared into the tall structure. Apparently, the guards had all gone to the palace and left the tower unguarded.

All the better for them.

“Pilot is in the air. He says to get as high as you can.”

Well, Big Ben certainly fit that description. “On our way.”

Zach hit the door, shoving it open with his shoulder. “Ronnie?”

The lobby of the clock tower was done in the neo-Gothic style, or at least that’s what the large plaque said. All Zach saw was a bunch of stone and iron workings. There was a bookstore off to the left. Straight ahead was the largest stone spiral staircase that Zach had ever seen.

Ronnie grinned, water dripping from her clothes. “What are you worried about? It’s only 334 steps.”

“Seriously, there’s no elevator?” Zach asked, but Ronnie shook her head.

“Race you, then,” Zach said, charging forward.

He passed her easily as he took the steep steps two at a time. Then he realized Ronnie was still in heels. He went back and helped her navigate the uneven stone.

“Prada was not meant for marathons.”

An explosion rocked the tower. “Guess they figured out where we went,” Zach commented.

* * *

“Jesus, Quirk, can’t you block their thermal imaging?”

“What, do you think I’m watching re-runs of Red Dwarf over here?” Quirk protested.

Although she wouldn’t put it past him to have some Dr. Who running in the background.

“No, but we’ve got to go invisible.”

“Tasking.”

They finally made it to the bell tower. The huge cast iron bell hung in the middle of the chamber. Four other “smaller” bells huge in the four corners of the room. The clock mechanism was partitioned off to the side. She could see straight through the clock face to the Eye of London.

There was another, smaller set of stairs that led to the roof.

The building shook again.

“At least they’re not shooting directly at us,” Zach said.

“No, it’s worse,” Quirk said. “They are shooting at the base.”

“Why is that worse?” Ronnie asked.

“The tower has been leaning over the centuries, putting a strain on the iron scaffolding.”

Ronnie grabbed a hold of the railing as the building shook again. “So they are trying to knock us out of the tree then?”

“It would appear so, kitten.”

What else could they do but keep going up and hope that the pilot got there first? They didn’t get the chance, though, as another explosion slammed into the base of the building.

Ronnie had to put her arm out to keep from falling as the building tilted at a dangerous angle.

“We’ve got to get out!” Zach shouted as metal bent and screeched. The bells clanged as gravity swung the clapper into the side of the bells, reverberating through the chamber. Ronnie feared she would never hear again.

Forget a flash bang—just ring a large bell that loudly. She felt disoriented. It was only Zach’s arm around her waist that kept her moving forward. Decorations fell off the wall, sliding down toward the east wall.

It was like running up a slip-and–slide, as her wet shoes could barely keep up traction.

Zach pulled his gun and shot at the clock face. The frosted glass shattered. Zach climbed out and onto one of the hands of the clock. Ronnie followed as the tower started to free fall.

“Run.”

Zach ran across the side of the building that was now nearly horizontal to the ground. Ronnie scrambled along the outside of the tower after him. They reached the base of the building, leaping off into the courtyard just moments before the tower crashed to the ground, cracking down the middle, the two sides splitting open, revealing the staircase. The bells finally quieted.

They both just stood there for a moment. She didn’t know about Zach, but she was too shocked they had made it to move.

“Um, still armed guards on your ass,” Quirk said.

Well, so much for the get-as-high-as-possible plan. The helicopter was here, but being held back by gunmen. They needed to get to the safe house. It was their only chance.

“This way,” Ronnie said as she edged them down the alley toward the small gate that led them to Constitution Hill Road. Trying to act as casually as they could, they strolled down the street as smoke plumed from the Palace. It was far too soon for law enforcement to have established a perimeter. Hopefully, with them gone, the Hidden Hand would lay off their siege of the palace.

Sirens screamed in the distance as emergency vehicles descended on Buckingham.

Ronnie picked up their pace they took the next left. They were only a few blocks away.

“I’d start hauling ass, they’re following right behind you,” Quirk informed her.

She hated to tell him, but there was only so fast she could go in these heels. Zach held out his arm. “Brace against me.”

How the FBI agent got her. Ronnie grabbed hold of his arm as they began trotting, then, once she was stable enough, running.

They made it to the typical Tudor style house. Nothing about it screamed high tech safe house. Which was kind of the point. It was so bland that even Ronnie doubted she had the right address. There was a usual-looking buzzer to the right of the door.

She pressed the upper left corner and the panel opened to expose a complicated lock panel. Ronnie punched in the key code. Then a question flashed on the LED screen.

“When did principal photography start on Stargate?” the screen asked.

Quirk really could be annoying. Luckily, she knew this one. “February 1997.”

The next question came up. “Who is the best assistant in the entire world?”

Now most people would assume that the answer would be Quirk, however Ronnie wasn’t most people. He was talking about Dr. Who’s “companions.” Now to figure out which season Quirk was talking about. Ronnie crossed her fingers and typed in “Nyssa.” She was the youngest of the companions.

The ominous red blinking light went to green and the sound of dead bolt snapping open was her reward.

“You two are so weird,” Zach said. However, a smile played at the edge of his lips.

“You should see the challenge codes for our Madagascar safe house, this one was a walk in the park,” Ronnie said as her still-wet shoes squished water between her toes.

She had missed an answer once and ended up unconscious for three days. And that was from horse tranquilizers. Since then, Ronnie had paid significantly more attention to Quirk’s rambling diatribes regarding his favorite science fiction shows. Especially since this safe house was equipped with multi-pronged military-grade Tasers. She could only imagine a couple thousand volts would not be fun.

Ronnie opened the door, urging Zach through the entry. They only had thirty seconds to enter the house, then key in the response code on the inner pad before those Tasers got itchy.

The interior of the Tudor was as traditional as the outside. A nice fireplace, some upscale furniture. Ronnie quickly traveled through the living room to the kitchen, passing by a side-by-side refrigerator and industrial-sized microwave. While they never hoped to have to use a safe house, Quirk made sure they could survive a prolonged stay in one. And with Quirk’s love of jumbo Hot Pockets, they needed a large freezer and microwave.

But what she was after was the small, unassuming door to the basement. There was another keypad. Luckily, it simply wanted a numeric code. No guessing whether Ben Browder preferred boxers to briefs or, better yet, commando.

Nope, this challenge code was simply a combination of Richard Dean Anderson’s birthday, the date of her first period, and Quirk’s IQ.

Easy peasy.

Ronnie opened the door and flicked on the light to illuminate a long set of stairs. She was having a hard enough time on her heels—she wasn’t about to try to climb down in the dark.

“You ready to have your mind blown?” Ronnie asked Zach.

“Always.”

* * *

Zach had felt confident in his statement until row after row of lights flickered on, revealing a chamber of computer banks so large he was sure Langley would be jealous. Huge plasma screens lined the only exposed wall. Ronnie walked right past them as they bloomed to techno-colored life and headed to a large vault door.

She spun the wheel, then jerked the lever down.

He tried to brace himself for what was beyond the thick steel door, but nothing could have prepared him for the weapons room. Assault rifles lined the walls. An open box of grenades sat on the table. Hand guns were displayed in ascending order of caliber.

Zach would have probably ogled the lot, except a scream sounded from outside the house.

“Well, someone just tried to jimmy the front door,” Ronnie said, picking up an Uzi machine gun, wrapping the strap around her wrist.

“Wait,” Warp said in Zach’s ear. “I think that’s our MI5 contact.”

Ronnie looked to Zach. “We need the help,” he responded to her unasked question about what the hell MI5 was doing here.

The Robin Hood Hacker looked furious, but gave the go-ahead. “Let him in.”

“Do I need to remind you that this location was supposed to be secret?” Quirk lamented. “Especially from MI5?”

“Just do it,” Ronnie said.

With a heaving sigh Quirk must have opened the door, as a voice floated down from the house. “Hello?”

Ronnie certainly didn’t look like she was going to greet him, so Zach ran up the stairs to find a shaggy blond man shaking out his hand. He should have felt lucky he hadn’t gone up against the “fibrallator.”

“Vanderwalt?” Zach stated, sounding like he couldn’t believe his eyes. “He’s been my liaison with MI5 while we hunted the Hidden Hand,” Zach explained.

“You bloody Yanks,” the man said, then held out his hand to shake. “I told the CIA to give me some time and I’d get you in. You didn’t have to go burn down the bloody palace and knock down poor Big Ben.”

“We didn’t have the time then and we certainly don’t have it now,” Ronnie said as she joined them.

“The Robin Hood Hacker, herself?” Vanderwalt asked, holding his hand out.

“Half of her, at least,” Quirk said in Zach’s ear.

Ronnie shook the MI5 agent’s hand, although it looked like it sickened her a bit.

“If you are done with this little tea soiree,” Quirk said, “The Hidden Hand is heading your way.”

“Follow me and don’t touch anything,” Ronnie said, leading them back down the stairs.

“Oh. My. God,” Vanderwalt said as he openly stared at the high tech gadgetry that lay all around him. “I’d heard the rumors of course, but… wow.”

Zach knew how the man felt. If he thought of Ronnie as the Robin Hood Hacker, he too would be tongue-tied. Luckily, he knew her as Ronnie, and knew all of this flash and bang was simply a tool, not her.

“Is any of this from the open market?” he said, picking up a small flashing device. It flew out of his hand, spraying him with water.

“Did I not say ‘don’t touch anything’?” Ronnie demanded.

“He’s just lucky we didn’t have it filled with hydrochloric acid,” Quirk said in Zach’s ear. Vanderwalt look freaked out enough that it was probably good he hadn’t heard that last statement. “And I’ll give you one guess at who is at the door?”

* * *

Alfonzo looked at the Tudor house. His little informant had said they had fled to this address. The only reason Zach and Ronnie had escaped the Palace was the fact that his superiors wouldn’t allow an air strike.

When would they learn that the only way to deal with this hacker was to bring the full force of the Hidden Hand to bear? They hadn’t built a veritable world-class army over the centuries to let it lie fallow. If there was any time to show their might, it was now. The rest of the world would be subjugated within the week.

Well, it would be if they could subdue the hacker and her team.

One of his men went up and put his hand on the door. His entire body arched, held in thrall by a jolt of electricity. That would teach him for making a move without permission.

Alfonzo couldn’t wait until his personal team arrived from Berlin. No more of this sloppy work.

“Sir?” another of his men asked, indicating to the keypad next to the door.

In true Robin Hood Hacker style, Alfonzo was certain the code was deeply encrypted. Unbreakable.

Luckily, there were other ways to breach a door. “Take it out,” Alfonzo ordered.

With a nod, the man went back to one of the trucks, which was filled with the equipment needed for just such an occasion. His Viking ancestor, Rollo, would be proud. The blood of rulers flowed through Alfonzo’s veins. In the new world, Alfonzo would carve out a kingdom five times the size of Rollo’s. Twice the size of Alexander the Great’s.

He was a student of history and had learned the secret of all the great ancient leaders. One had to be as ruthless as they were ambitious. This is why he took such a high-risk assignment as taking on the Robin Hood Hacker. To the victor went the spoils. Everything the hacker owed became his. Not the Hidden Hands’. That would be socialism. No. All of the information and weapons would become his.

Alfonzo had no naïve notion of how the post-influenza world would be. Once the current governments were knocked off their perches, there would be a power vacuum. Alfonzo planned to step into that breach. He had recruited many from within the Hidden Hands ranks to form an alliance.

When the clawing and scraping for power began, Alfonzo would have his power base, and fueled with the hacker’s toys? He pitied the man who tried to best him. He planned to shock even the leaders of the Hidden Hand with the breadth and scope of his plans.

Let the Hidden Hand do the heavy work, culling the world’s population.

Alfonzo would take it from there.

* * *

“They’ve got C-4 and look ready to use it,” Quirk informed the team. Was it just Zach, or did the hacker’s voice seem a little more high pitched than normal? “Get what you can, then get out.”

Nope, it wasn’t just him. Quirk was spooked. Zach grabbed a large gym bag and packed it full of grenades and ammunition.

“I like how you pack,” Ronnie said with a grin.

“Well, I like your design aesthetic.”

“I don’t think Martha Stewart would approve, though,” Ronnie said, grabbing another pair of video glasses to replace the ones she left in the music room.

An explosion sounded from above.

“They’re in,” Quirk stated.

“Already?” Zach asked.

“The safe house was designed to protect against your average cat burglar or police action. Not an all-out Hidden Hand assault.”

“Guess there isn’t much protection against C-4.”

Ronnie rushed over to the vault door, throwing the bracing bar down. That might slow them down a bit. They really needed to get out of here and lose the Hidden Hand. That was far better than getting into some kind of shootout with a trained mercenary force.

The MI5 agent scowled. “And you really think that door is going to hold them?”

“No,” Ronnie admitted, “But it did make me feel better to do something.”

“I take it there is some kind of back door to this place?” Zach more stated than asked.

As another explosion shook the room, Ronnie led him to another door. “Follow me.”

This one opened to a long—a really, really long-ass—hallway.

“We just need to get to the other side,” Ronnie said.

Which was going to be a close call, as a blast wave threw them forward. He didn’t need Quirk to tell him that the Hidden Hand were through the vault door.

He took Ronnie’s hand and urged her forward. “Let’s put as much distance between us and them as we can.”

Ronnie’s heels clacked on the concrete as they ran down the hall. Vanderwalt puffed alongside. A bullet whizzed past Zach’s ear. He turned and fired his AK-47, but Ronnie tugged him forward.

“No, just run.”

But there was no cover he could see. If they allowed the Hidden Hand to set up at the end of the hallway, they would just be mowed down.

“Quirk, do it!” Ronnie yelled.

A loud mechanical sound filled the hallway. “Run!” she yelled, but Zach dropped to a knee and fired down the passage. He really should have grabbed a flak jacket.

Three gunmen turned the corner, firing like crazy.

Zach returned fire, but there was no way he could take them out before those bullets reached him.

He could see the bullets speeding toward him. He shouldn’t be able to see them, should he? Then he realized that the bullets were moving in slow motion. Then they dropped out of the air, clacking against the floor. The gunmen tried to advance but then struggled, dropping to their knees.

Zach found it hard to rise, as well. Instead, even with his hands flat on the ground, he could barely keep his body from being crushed to the floor. Then there were hands on the back of his jacket, pulling him backward.

He crossed some kind of invisible line and was able to stand. The Hidden Hand were not so lucky. They were laid flat out, struggling to breath.

“Hyper-gravity,” Ronnie said. “We took a few pointers from NASA’s artificial gravity program.”

Yes, she had.

“You know how I love to knock bullets out of the sky,” she said.

Yes, she did. Again, not normal, but oh so cool.




 


CHAPTER 5

Ronnie was squished up against Zach in the backseat of the four-wheel drive SUV. Unlike the nearly balmy conditions in New Orleans, it was the middle of winter in Austria. Snow capped the roofs and lined the streets. They had nearly flown into a blizzard. Luckily, it had blown itself out the day before, but it had deposited over two feet of fresh snow.

The ski resorts were in heaven, while the rest of the country was digging out from the drifts.

They had left Vanderwalt in England. They needed all the help they could to keep the Royal Navy off of their butts. While he wasn’t very happy with them, he did understand the danger to the world. He was their best advocate within the British government. He was coordinating with Devlin to smooth all of the feathers they had ruffled.

If there was one guy who could explain how the palace burning and Big Ben downed was a good thing, it was Vanderwalt—or so Zach said.

She looked over her shoulder to all of the equipment crammed in the back of the SUV. “You are sure we have everything?”

“Nearly cleaned out the safe house,” Quirk responded.

Given the fact that there was a large equipment case between her legs, Ronnie believed him.

Quirk drove them down the Rudolfskai toward Mozart’s museum. Based on how many symbols had come out of the famous composer’s sheet music, they felt pretty certain that Amadeus’s museum would be a target-rich environment. And they needed all the info they could get.

Her assistant was busy correlating the symbols from Buckingham Palace using the cipher that Ronnie had constructed. Unfortunately, most of the info from England was regarding the history of the Hidden Hand and the Fist—not the coordinates for the vaccine store house. A history lesson wasn’t helping.

And according to Warp, who was tasked with monitoring the Hidden Hand’s movement, the attack team was following close behind. In fact, they had already landed in Austria—however, he couldn’t tell if they were headed to the center of Salzburg or not.

The neighborhood they passed through looked like it hadn’t changed much since Mozart’s time. The homes were upper middle class, their front yards neat and tidy. A double-decker bus rumbled by, carrying a bunch of tourists leaving the museum. All the better. They needed the place pretty deserted.

The SUV passed the Staatsbrucke Bridge, then turned left into the museum’s parking lot that lay in front of the large two-story mansion. Ronnie guessed they had paved over the original gardens to make room for the cars. A small hat tip to modernism.

Quirk pulled the car to a stop. “You’ve got your Euros?”

Ronnie held up the colorful currency. “Not my first time in Europe,” Ronnie reminded him. They always traveled with at least enough money for cab fare in about ten different currencies.

The Euro made European travel so much easier. Before you would have to carry shillings, francs and pesetas. What a hassle. It was like trying to drive down the eastern coastline and having to change money every state. Not very efficient.

The Euro made life so much easier for continent-hopping hackers, which Ronnie was certain was on the European governments’ minds when they came up with the common currency.

“Are we doing this?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shook off her ruminations and popped her door open. “Absolutely.”

As the skies threatened more snow, they walked up to the museum entrance, last night’s snowfall crunching underfoot. Quirk pulled back out of the parking lot. He would wait somewhere nearby, though. Just like the pilot was waiting at the airport in case they needed a rather hasty retreat out of Salzburg.

The parking lot was empty. She followed Zach along the shoveled-out passage. The pavement glistened in the late afternoon light, melting along the edges even though it was barely above freezing. Tucking her mittened hands into her pocket, Ronnie climbed the low steps to the museum entrance, which was flanked by an arched porch. While the house was clearly Romanesque, the arch had a Spanish flare to it. Zach opened the door to reveal a large foyer. Crystal chandeliers lit the large antechamber. The floor was inlaid with varied shades of hardwood arranged in a diagonal pattern. The decorations were nearly as resplendent as at Buckingham.

Mozart certainly did not die poor. A beautiful Rembrandt painting hung on the western wall. The eastern wall was formed of windows. Beneath the large panes were display cases highlighting some of Mozart’s most famous work and personal letters.

A guard came up, his hand out. Zach passed over two burnt orange 10 Euro bills. The guard coughed as he accepted the money. When he reached out with the change, Zach shook his head.

“Go ahead and keep the change.”

A cheap as she was, Ronnie agreed with Zach. With influenza on the rampage, it was worth a few Euros to not get infected. Money was one of the main carriers of disease. The guard shrugged, then indicated down the main hallway toward what Ronnie could only assume was the music room.

And quite the music room it was. The enormous chamber contained possibly the largest grand piano Ronnie had ever seen. The black rock maple shone under the lights—one of the hardest woods known to man. A velvet-covered piano bench was pushed out at an angle.

To imagine, Mozart had sat there to compose some of his more eloquent work. There were also an ornate harpsichord and several violins on stands. From Quirk’s incessant yakking, Ronnie knew that not only was Mozart proficient at the piano, but at over half a dozen other instruments. The master also loved to receive other musicians into his home and have impromptu concerts. Ronnie guessed it was considered the “jamming” of his time.

She felt almost bad as they made their way across the room to the long display cases with sheets upon sheets of music. This was Mozart’s home. It felt like an invasion. Buckingham palace had been just so enormous that it was hard for it to feel too personal. This felt so intimate.

Zach, however, had his lighter out. They weren’t restricted by metal detectors here. Ronnie went over to the fire detector and pulled out the battery.

“Which one?” Zach asked.

“I don’t know if it matters,” Ronnie said.

She lifted the glass case and pulled out the first few sheets. Zach set them afire, but nothing happened. Well, something happened. They burned up, but no gold symbols arose.

“Okay, maybe it does matter,” Ronnie commented.

Zach grabbed another handful and set them alight, but the same thing happened. Nothing. No freaking symbols.

“These are Mozart’s, right?” Ronnie asked, shuffling through a few more sheets. Yes, they were Mozart’s and in his handwriting. So why weren’t they coughing up the symbols?

“Warp here,” a voice said in her ear. “I’ve been reviewing the footage from the palace and the sheets of music that yielded the symbols were ones he wrote while with the Freemasons.”

“Freemasons?” Zach asked. “Like the Illuminati?”

“Actually, the Illuminati were men of science, trying to prove the arcane with techniques modern to the time.”

“I was joking, Warp.”

“Yes, well that will teach you to mess with IT, won’t it?” Quirk questioned in her ear.

“Enough bickering. Why are the Freemasons important?” Ronnie asked.

Warp jumped in to explain. “I have been scouring the timeline for how many of the members of the Fist came to know one another. The Freemasons were on my list of secret societies that may be been associated with the resistance to the Hidden Hand.”

“And Mozart was a member?” Zach asked.

“Only later in his career, which is why I think these compositions aren’t showing symbols. They were written too early, before he joined the Freemasons.”

Ronnie swept her glasses past all of the sheet music in the case. “Do any of these others qualify?”

“Sorry, no. These are all of his earlier work.”

Zach frowned next to her.

“There are some, though, in the building,” Quirk interjected. “The ones out in the foyer are of the right time frame.”

Great. Now they had to go subdue the sickly guard.

“He’s not going to go down as easily as the tour guide. He had a gun on his hip,” Zach said.

Luckily, they weren’t under the restrictions of Buckingham Palace. Ronnie brought plenty of toys. She pulled out a high tech injector filled with M-99. The stuff was used to knock out elephants. However, she keyed in the guy’s approximate height and weight to titrate the dosage of tranquilizer. The guy had been shorter than Zach, but taller than her. That put him in the five-foot-ten to -eleven range. He looked to be in pretty good shape, with only the beginnings of a flat tire around his belly. She wouldn’t add that in, since it appeared he was becoming ill. They just needed the guard out, not dead.

“We are still going to have to get close enough to deliver the dose.”

“Not with a CO2 propellant,” Ronnie corrected. It was more a stainless steel blow dart. Many times, ancient technologies just needed a little freshening up. This was more of a “shot dart.” “Come on, I can hardly wait to see how it works.”

“Another prototype?” Zach asked as they exited the music room and headed down the hallway.

“What else do I carry?”

“Perhaps you should spend more time testing the inventions you already have, rather than keep making more.”

“That would make sense if it weren’t Quirk and I,” Ronnie said, rounding the corner.

The guard turned to greet them. “That wasn’t very long,” he said

Ronnie pulled the device out and squeezed the handle. The dart, long and narrow, flew through the air, striking the guard in the chest. She didn’t need to hit exposed flesh like the neck as the tribal warriors had to. Their darts were usually wooden and dull. They could not go through a shirt and undershirt. Hers, however, was made of galvanized steel and could penetrate a rhino’s hide.

The guard looked surprised as he pulled the dart out. Before he could comment, however, he slumped to the ground.

“Remind me not to piss you off,” Zach said.

“Oh please, I have much more interesting gadgets for you,” Ronnie said, making the FBI agent’s eyebrow go up. Crap, maybe she had oversold herself a bit. “Not like that. We developed an app to keep track of all college football games in real time.”

“Can’t wait to use it,” Zach said as he turned and opened the case with the sheet music. Without hesitation, he set the entire row on fire.

Immediately, symbols bloomed in the air before them. No matter how many times they did this, Ronnie would always be amazed.

“I’m heading back to pick you up,” Quirk informed her.

“Yes, I have been correlating all the faces that traveled from New Orleans to London and now to Austria. One in particular stood out,” Warp said.

For a government worker, the guy was a diehard. Ronnie’s phone dinged and she looked at the pictured that was sent over. If there was a picture in the dictionary for ‘religious zealot megalomaniac’ it would be this guy’s. Close-shorn dark hair, pinched eyes, and thin lips. The man just screamed cruelty. Even a random TSA photo caught his malevolence.

At least she could put a face to all the missiles.

“Do we have a name?” she asked.

“Working on it,” both Quirk and Warp said in unison. It was kind of cute to have two hackers in stereo.

They definitely needed double the brain power.

“Looks like they have left the airport, and according to traffic cams, they are heading straight for the museum.”

* * *

“This can’t be a coincidence,” Zach said.

“No,” Ronnie said, shaking her head. “They either have a spy within the five of us, or they’re somehow tracking us.”

Zach scratched at his arm, where he’d sustained an injury back in New Orleans.

“You’re bleeding,” Ronnie said, pointing to his shirt where red seeped through.

“I just got grazed back at the hotel.”

“Let me see it,” Ronnie said, ripping his sleeve to get to the wound. “Why didn’t you tell me you were injured?”

“It’s just a scratch,” Zach stated. “I don’t even think it was a bullet. I think I caught some shrapnel.”

Ronnie put on her glasses, “Quirk, are you seeing this?”

“What?” Zach asked.

“It wasn’t shrapnel, Zach, they tagged you,” she said as she pulled the skin tight, then picked out what looked like a grain of sand from the wound. “They must have been firing microchip rounds.”

“You mean they shot that into me?” Zach asked.

“Yes. On contact the bullet shattered, dispersing the chips into the flesh.”

“Super high tech. Super-secret tech,” Quirk added. “The DOD has been trying to perfect them for years.”

“Guess the Hidden Hand beat them to it,” Ronnie said, putting the chip into her pocket. “At least know how they were following us.”

“Speaking of which,” Warp said. “They are only five minutes out.”

“Well, we can get you out of there right now—however, it’s going to take me a couple of hours to sort through the symbols,” Quirk said.

“Actually, I deciphered enough to know where to go next,” Ronnie said.

Zach looked to her, startled. “Really? We actually learned something before being brutally attacked?”

“Yep.”

“Care to share?” Quirk asked.

“Beethoven,” Ronnie answered. “Actually, I only got the “B” “H” and “V” but I think we can fill in the blanks.

“He was a contemporary of Mozart’s,” Quirk added.

“To Vienna, then?” Zach asked.

“To Vienna, and I don’t know about you, but I’m getting a little tired of the Hidden Hand routing us.”

“I’m pretty over it as well,” Zach said.

“Then let’s change that dynamic.”

“Shouldn’t we ditch the chip?”

A smile spread across Ronnie’s lips. “Oh no, I want them following us.”

Zach wasn’t quite sure what she was up to, but when did he? Since she didn’t offer any other information, he just had to trust her. Strangely, after she had stopped his heart back on Plum Island, trust came fairly easily.

* * *

“We’ve got a problem,” Quirk said as he drove down the narrow streets of Salzburg.

Ronnie snorted. “When don’t we?”

“Pilot says that after the attack on Buckingham Palace and Big Ben, airport security is checking every private plane. There is no way we are getting out of Austria without raising some kind of flag.”

Quirk and she could hack the security computers all they wanted, but they couldn’t fool eyeballs. A guard with a picture in his hand was going to identify them.

“Tell him to get out of there,” Ronnie said.

Quirk nodded. “He’ll find a chopper to extract us.”

“He knows the rally point?” Zach asked.

“Yes,” Ronnie said. “It’s remote enough that we shouldn’t be noticed.”

“The problem is, the Hidden Hand are going to be hot on our tail.”

“Even if they know where we are, they still have to catch us.”

Quirk sighed. “That was not comforting, girlfriend.”

“Are you doubting your own equipment?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk snorted. “I am more worried about your aging ankles.”

Zach looked back and forth between them as Quirk took a right, heading them up a mountain road.

Ronnie put Zach out of his misery. “The rally point can’t be accessed by car.”

“Can we please reconsider the whole ‘let’s let the Hidden Hand know exactly where we are’ thing? We are going to be exposed on the slopes…”

Quirk was right. Ronnie pulled out a small lead tube they always brought along for just such a situation. When you needed a tracking device deactivated without damaging the mechanism itself, it could be contained within the lead container. It was always a shame to waste such a beautiful piece of tech. She dropped the microchip into the container and screwed on the gray metal lid. The signal should be extinguished.

“Happy now?”

“I will be once I’m in Pilot’s arms again,” Quirk said. “Wow, that sounded so General Hospital of me.”

“Love does make you do the wacky,” Ronnie replied, which made Quirk grin, since she had quoted Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

Her assistant stepped on the gas as the road became steeper. The dusting of snow down on the valley floor became thick drifts. The pine tree branches were laden with snow, making them droop down almost vertical.

Zach turned up the heater as the air became chilled. And still they climbed higher up into the Alps. The resemblance to The Sound of Music became uncanny. The pristine mountainside. The blanket of snow. Ronnie wouldn’t be surprised if Julie Andrews jumped out in front of their car and belted out “Edelweiss.”

The recent storm must have dumped several feet of snow, as the plowed snow on the side of the road was higher than their car. Quirk slowed and took a hairpin right turn. The tires skid a bit on the slick pavement. Quirk turned into the slide and corrected their course.

For a geek, the kid knew how to drive. All those hours playing Cruising America had paid off. Of course, they didn’t play it on controllers. Oh no, they had the full steering wheel, gas, brake, clutch and shift box equipment. They might as well have been playing inside Ferraris, the controllers were so advanced. For two hackers who could rarely leave their lair, it was only the best for them.

After a few more hairpin turns, they rounded a curve onto a gravel road that had not been plowed. Quirk stopped and put the SUV into 4 wheel drive.

“I told you the upgrade would be worth it,” Quirk commented, never one to let a victory go unannounced.

The SUV bounced and bumped its way up the last leg of their journey, for which the road was nearly vertical. Quirk was gunning the engine, yet they barely climbed a few feet.

“I think this is as far as we can go,” he finally admitted, and the SUV slid back two feet.

Ronnie popped her door open. “I agree.”

Zach followed behind. “I feel a little behind the curve.”

Ronnie opened the back of the SUV. She handed him some ski pants. “We go by foot from here.”

“I got that,” Zach said. “But how?”

Quirk pulled out a piece of equipment. “Well, there are two ways.” He pointed to the device. Either on the ski-bike.”

* * *

Zach looked askance at the “bike.” The center looked like a traditional bike—two wheels and handlebars. The rest, though, was an abomination. The bicycle rested on two wide skis, lined in chains. He could only guess that as one pedaled, you drove the chains, propelling the entire ski-bike.

“Hey, don’t knock it,” Quirk said. “I can go uphill.”

“What’s the other option?” Zach asked.

“Turbo skis,” Ronnie answered.

He liked that idea a hell of a lot better. She handed him what looked like a normal pair of skies, except they were super heavy.

“The batteries are inside the skis.”

Zach knew he was about to sound dumb, but he wasn’t strapping the skis onto his feet until he understood exactly what the “turbo” did. “And we need batteries for?”

“To generate the magnetism we need to create a millimeter of cushion between the skis and the snow.”

“A millimeter?” Zach asked. These skis were damn heavy. He assumed they would be flying around the stratosphere.

“In terms of friction reduction, it might as well be a foot above the snow. Even the best downhill skier can only go about 100 miles per hour. With these, we practically double that speed.”

Zach looked to the long planks with more appreciation.

“You are double black diamond certified, right?” Ronnie asked.

Zach just gave her that look. Of course he could handle any course thrown at him—however, he didn’t tell Ronnie why. Luckily, she seemed satisfied with his look, for which he was glad, because his ski experience came from visiting Aspen so frequently on Julia’s photo shoots. She was one of the top Snow Bunny models in the world. Although she’d never looked quite so pretty as Ronnie did right now with a Gryffindor scarf and Marvin the Martian ski goggles.

On top of all of that she donned an Avengers helmet. She handed him a Captain America one. “You’re going to need this.”

Going two hundred miles an hour down a nearly vertical slope, oh yeah, he was.

After snapping the helmet in place, Zach reached down and put on his ski boots, then locked them in place.

“Ready to do this?” Ronnie asked, her cheeks aglow with pink from the brisk alpine air.

“You know it,” Zach answered, clutching his ski poles.

Quirk pedaled up alongside them. “Bet you a hundred bucks I beat you there.”

“You are on,” Zach said, then regretted it as Quirk steered away from them and up the slope. Zach had assumed it was all downhill from here. Unfortunately, he had been wrong.

Ronnie reached down and flicked a switch on her heel, then started up the slope much like you would while cross-country skiing. Zach did the same and felt a slight jerk as the batteries kicked in. He was shocked to find the skis nearly glide out from under him. This wasn’t like skiing. It was most like slipping on ice.

Zach hoped that Quirk didn’t expect the hundred bucks up front.




 


CHAPTER 6

Ronnie huffed and puffed her way up the last few feet. Finally, they crested the hill to find a perfect, pristine mountain slope. No moguls or rocks. Just sheer slope bordered by the soaring peaks of the Alps, craggy rock, capped in snow. Ronnie thought of the Matterhorn at Disneyland. That didn’t even come close to how beautiful these mountains were. Hopefully, though, they wouldn’t find any Yeti.

They had enough working against them. The Hidden Hand couldn’t be too far off, and even though they had extinguished the trackers’ signal, the Hidden Hand must have satellite coverage of the area, and two skiers on this glaringly white slope would easily be picked up, along with a guy riding a ski-bike.

Quirk was fairly far down the slope, gaining a lead as he pedaled up the slope like mad. The boy put in some serious hours on the stationary bike.

“Ready to catch up?” Ronnie asked.

Zach’s white smile challenged the slope for which was more brilliant. “You know it. Let’s put these turbo skis to the test.”

Ah, yes, frictionless was the way to go.

Refitting her goggles, Ronnie gave the nod. Zach pushed off strong, hurling himself down the slope. Ronnie dug her poles in, shoving off as well.

Some described skiing as a form of flying. Well, then, turbo skiing would have to be equated with flying through space. The rush of air in her face felt more like a smack than a breeze, the air so cold that her lungs screamed for mercy.

No matter, she tucked her poles up under her arms, tucking down to eke out every last bit of speed. She passed Zach and was on her way to catching up to Quirk when a helicopter came up over a side ridge.

It couldn’t be theirs—they were still a good ten miles from the rally point. Which meant it was the Hidden Hand’s. To prove the point, they opened fire on Quirk.

Her assistant was sitting up, pedaling as fast as he could. Thank God he did take his cardio training seriously, but Quirk was still a sitting duck out there on the open slope. Which Quirk must have figured out, as he veered off the white sheet and ducked into the forest.

They would have to follow suit, except that frictionless skiing made maneuvering a bit more difficult. They didn’t have the luxury of worrying about that, though. Ronnie pushed her left ski down, cutting into the snow and turning her toward the trees before the helicopter could make a run at them.

A branch slapped her in the face, leaving a trail of blood on her cheek, but she couldn’t slow, not with the chopper firing from both barrels.

They must have fired a missile in front of them, as trees exploded in a blossom of fire. Huge chunks of snow clopped down on them as they hurled headfirst into the inferno.

* * *

There was no avoiding the fire. Zach knew they just needed to shoot through it. Raising his arm to protect his exposed face, he tucked down, gaining speed. The air flared, searing as he skied through the red wall of flame.

Then he was out the other side, his lungs shocked by the sudden change in temperature. He looked to his arm to find a piece of branch on fire. The cloth, however, was only melting, it wasn’t catching fire. Of course, Ronnie would have fire-retardant ski suits. He brushed the branch off just in time to spot a tree coming up.

Zach planted his pole, preparing to slalom, but his skis were too responsive. He nearly knocked himself onto his ass. To his embarrassment, Zach had to point the tips of his skis together to slow himself. Not exactly a double black diamond move, but it kept him upright. Making it around the tree, he found Ronnie a good distance ahead. Clearly, she had more experience with this frictionless skiing experience.

He kept expecting another explosion as he ducked and dodged trees. The forest was fairly dense, forcing him to slow his speed. He tried to keep Ronnie in sight, though. Quirk was long gone. But with each turn, Zach grew more confident and felt less “holy shit, I’m going to bite it.”

Gaining speed, Ronnie’s rear came into better focus. Damn, the chick was a good skier. She and the turbo skis were one. She clearly had mastered the “less is more” approach. The skis were so responsive that you barely had to shift your weight in your boot to have them do what you wanted. It was about as close to a psychic experience you could have with an inanimate object.

But why weren’t the Hidden Hand firing? Then he heard it. A second helicopter. Their helicopter, and a spat of machine gun fire.

* * *

Quirk had loved the pilot before he climbed onto this ski-bike—but perhaps never as much as he did now. Through the trees, he could make out the pilot taking on the Hidden Hand’s helicopter.

The longer the two exchanged gunfire, the safer they all were. His pilot banked hard, coming around, firing all the while. The Hidden Hand’s pilot obviously wasn’t as into this game of chopper chicken, and backed off, rising up and out of the valley.

Could they really make it to the rally point unmolested?

Then he heard the whine of snowmobiles. Even at the ski bike’s and turbo skis’ top speeds they couldn’t beat a top-of-the-line snowmobile. And Quirk could only assume that the Hidden Hand had Artic CatF1000s, rated the fastest snow mobile by snowmobile.com. Quirk should know. They had four of them back at the safe house. Unfortunately, they couldn’t fit them into the SUV.

Their pilot came around, firing at the snowmobiles. One burst into flame. Another the driver ditched, face-planting into the snow. That only left two more. Unfortunately, they dove into the forest, obscuring Quirk’s view and the pilot’s line of sight.

They were on their own.

Fortunately, Quirk had packed some goodies.

He slowed his pedaling to let Ronnie and Zach catch up with him. He waved his arm. “Get in front of me!” he yelled.

Once they were past, Quirk opened up a door at the back of his bike. A dry powder flew out, coating the ice behind them. Immediately, the snow began to melt. sodium acetate was perhaps the best melting agent out there. It created what was called Hot Ice—the slick surface of the snow was turned to mush.

The first snowmobile to hit the patch pitched nose-first into the slush. The second lay off the throttle, simply skidding to a stop rather than crashing. He nursed the accelerator until he skirted the damaged snow, then gunned it.

Luckily, the sodium acetate also had another nifty feature. It was highly flammable. Already in an exothermic reaction, the powder was ready to blow. Quirk snapped open his lighter and tossed it behind him. In a whoosh, the snow was on fire.

A sheet of red and orange flames burst up, catching the trees near it on fire, as well.

The snowmobile guy clearly wasn’t expecting that, and in an attempt to avoid the firewall, crashed into a tree.

God, Quirk loved science.

Any moron could shoot a gun, but to make snow burn?

That took a freaking genius.

Pedaling faster, Quirk worked to catch up.

He still had a bet to win.

* * *

Amanda looked to the phone. Still nothing from Ronnie and Zach.

“Jennifer?” she called out. Her assistant rolled back from her desk into the doorway, shaking her head. Clearly, she hadn’t heard from Quirk, either.

And if those two BFFs weren’t texting, something was wrong.

They needed that antiserum. The virus was outperforming even their worst case scenarios. Great time for the Hidden Hand to be overachievers. The outbreak was spreading faster than they could count the victims.

Coughing into your elbow was not slowing this influenza down at all.

She turned up the volume on the TV as Anderson Cooper came on again.

“I cannot more strongly urge you to stay home. Don’t even go to the store to stock up. Money has been identified as a major source of the virus’s spread. Again, this influenza is hitting the young and healthy the hardest. If you start to feel ill, at all, rest. Remember, unless you are critically ill, the CDC is recommending not going to the hospital. You are more likely to contract the flu there than anywhere.” He turned the page of his script, then looked up. “I am not going to lie, this could be worse than the plague last year. And there are no antibiotics this time. We are relying on the CDC creating or discovering an antiserum that can counteract the virus’s devastating effects. We all wish the team in charge of that task Godspeed.”

Amanda turned off the TV. Like she wasn’t under enough pressure. Now Anderson Cooper himself was baiting her. Besides, it wasn’t even the CDC who was going to save the day. It was Ronnie and her team.

At least she would have something to report when and if Ronnie called in again. The only benefit of the accelerated pace of the virus was that it was making it easier to find areas of less infected patients—which would indicate those were areas of vaccinated individuals. Areas of the Hidden Hand.

So far, they had identified at least six general areas that were reporting lower than expected fatalities, Orlando, Florida being one. But that was more than likely due to the high retirement population. In this case, the elderly were being spared.

Jennifer and she were sorting out which of these statistically depressed populations were due to environmental factors and which showed real promise as a Hidden Hand stronghold.

Her assistant came into the office and flicked the TV back on.

Anderson Cooper looked even paler than before. “I repeat, the president of the United States has just declared martial law and invoked the armed services to help enforce it. Please go to our website to read the entire statement. Again, stay indoors. Stay safe.”

Amanda turned it off again. Not only had she been expecting the announcement, she was slightly annoyed it had taken them three hours after her recommendation to implement it.

All forms of long-distance travel had been stopped. Beyond just the airports being closed, now all buses and trains were halted, as well. Schools were closed. All entertainment venues were shuttered. Las Vegas was a ghost town. If Amanda could put every American in bed for the duration of the week, she would.

This was why the island was stocked with a month’s worth of food and supplies. Sometimes being a hermit was the best possible option. Finally, her lifestyle was validated.

* * *

Zach more heard than saw Quirk pass them up the small hill. Guess it was all that “neener, neener.” For such a skinny guy, he had some quads on him.

Quirk definitely had the advantage uphill. Sure, Zach was a millimeter off the snow, but it still took good old-fashioned poling to get up the slope. Ronnie was working pretty hard herself. Her cheeks weren’t just rosy, they were magenta. He would never tell her exactly how blotchy her face looked. The woman’s team had just saved them from the Hidden Hand, again. She could be as blotchy as she wanted to be in his book.

They were close to the rally point. Or at least, that was what Ronnie kept promising him. Cresting the hill, he pulled up alongside Quirk.

“Isn’t it perfect?” the hacker asked.

The snow-kissed valley below was stunning, but perfect? Before Zach could ask, Quirk hopped off the snow-bike and ran down the hill. The snow was so deep that he sunk up to his knees, yet the hacker kept going.

Zach turned to Ronnie as she heaved up next to him. “What’s up with him?”

“Don’t you recognize it?” she asked.

He turned back to the long and wide valley that was surrounded by glacial Alp peaks. Was it on a postcard or something? “No, sorry.”

“It is the valley where they filmed The Sound of Music. We passed into Germany about eight miles ago.”

Now it made sense. Quirk did have a thing for that movie. Zach hadn’t recognized it without the flowers.

Ronnie watched her assistant with a smile on her face. “Julie Andrews was a beacon of comfort to him when he was being bounced around foster homes.”

Now the obsession made a little more sense. Sure, Zach and his mom had their issues, but he had a stable home growing up. He could only imagine the hell that Quirk had gone through, so he’d give him his Sound of Music obsession. Zach watched the sparkle in Ronnie’s eye. At this point, he knew more about Quirk’s upbringing than Ronnie’s. She never talked about her family. Right now, though, with a helicopter coming in over the ridge while heading to the center of the valley for extraction, it didn’t seem the time.

Ronnie kicked off her skis and held out her hand to him. “Seems only appropriate.”

Unlocking his boots as well, he took her hand, and together they ran down the slope, Quirk singing “The Sound of Music” at the top of his lungs. Good thing the Hidden Hand weren’t tracking them through audio. Although Zach could imagine a few eyebrows were being raised as they watched the satellite feed, watching the three of them frolic in the snow.

Good. Keep the effers guessing.




 


CHAPTER 7

Ronnie allowed the turbulence of the plane to rock her back and forth. There was something actually comforting about the vibration of the plane. Perhaps with someone else at the helm she might have been worried, but with Pilot up there? A few crosswinds weren’t going to get the best of him.

Especially not with Quirk on board. The man’s devotion was equal only to Zach’s. She looked over at the FBI agent laid back in his seat, eyes closed, his chest rising and falling gently as he slept. He would never admit it, but that skiing escape had really taken it out of him.

Ronnie couldn’t begrudge him the nap on their flight from southern Germany to Vienna. Out the window, the stars twinkled. The sun had long since gone down. 24 of their 48 hours were gone. If they didn’t find the antiserum soon, it wouldn’t really matter.

There was a tipping point at which too many people would be infected. They would never catch up, no matter how much antiserum they had. The snowball effect would be in full swing, except there wouldn’t be any cute cartoon legs sticking out. There would be lines and lines of body bags, just as there had been last year.

Amanda was beginning to hone in on some populations that might be vaccinated, however there were too many, too far widespread to simply go on her information. They needed to correlate between Amanda’s info and theirs. Unfortunately, they were no closer to finding any coordinates than they had been yesterday.

“Anything new?” Ronnie asked Quirk, expecting a negative answer.

“Actually, I’ve deciphered a bit more. Wagner’s name was also in there.”

“And that helps us how?”

Quirk shrugged. “Just that the Volksoper Wien opera house is performing Wagner’s Ring Cycle off of the original sheet music.”

“It that the one with the Viking chick in the helmet?” Ronnie asked.

“Yes. Miss Hilton,” Quirk responded.

Ronnie ignored the jab—it usually was best to. “So we go to the opera house after Beethoven’s museum?”

Quirk shook his head. “No. The opera house is also featuring a display of Beethoven’s work. I think we can, as they say, kill two birds with one stone.”

“Are we sure those works occurred after his friendship with Mozart?”

Ronnie didn’t want another episode like at the museum where they had burned priceless sheet music only to find nothing in return.

Quirk rolled his eyes, though. “Duh. It is most of his later work,” Quirk confirmed. “The Beethoven estate doesn’t let the early stuff out of their sight.”

Ronnie could feel the plane descending toward Flughafen Wien, Vienna’s international airport near Schwechat. Within minutes, they would be heading to north Vienna, to the opera house.

She pulled out the small metal tube that contained the tracking device. “Are we ready?”

Quirk frowned. “Can I say ‘no’?”

“And why exactly do we think we will be better prepared in Vienna to take on the Hidden Hand than at the safe house?” Zach asked.

She hadn’t realized that Zach had awoken. Ronnie shared a smile with Quirk. Zach was so cute when he was out of the loop.

“Because our muon cannon wasn’t charged.”

* * *

“Your muon what?” Zach asked. He kind of hated that condescending look on Quirk’s face.

“Do you even know what a muon is?” Quirk asked.

“Clearly, not,” Zach answered. There wasn’t a lot of time to study theoretical physics at Quantico.

Quirk sighed that sigh he did when he had to explain science to a moron. “You know what electrons are though, right? You did take high school science class, right?”

Zach was determined not to let the hacker’s attitude get under his skin, so he answered evenly, “Yes. Electrons are negatively charged particles that zip around the nucleus. Along with protons, which are positively charged, and neutrons which are, not surprisingly, neutral, they make up an atom.”

Quirk clapped. “My, my. Look at the G-man going on science nerd.”

“Quirk,” Ronnie warned. “Do you want him ignorant or informed? Pick one.”

“What?” Quirk said in his patented defensive tone. “That was a compliment.”

Ronnie sighed and looked to Zach. “Think of a muon as an electron on steroids.”

“Okay…” Zach said, not quite understanding how a really big electron was going to help them.

“Due to its size and minimal emission of bremsstrahlung radiation, the muon can penetrate far deeper into matter than an electron.”

Zach only understood about one quarter of that sentence and still didn’t see how it could be weaponized.

Ronnie must have seen the confusion on his face, as she hurried on. “Muons are normally created by cosmic rays hitting the atmosphere,” she explained. “They last 2.2 microseconds which, in particle physics, is like a lifetime.”

“And they are a weapon because?” Zach prompted.

“Because they have the ability to push electrons out of orbit. Done in a directed manner, it is possibly the most powerful weapon yet created.”

“One shot to stun, two to kill, three to disintegrate,” Quirk said proudly. “My Roddenberry does it again!”

“Technically, that’s Stargate,” Ronnie corrected.

“Which was based on Star Trek,” Quirk countered. “Again, Roddenberry to the rescue.”

“So I suppose you are going to credit him, too, if you are able to create a functional light saber?”

“Duh,” Quirk retorted. “Lucas only climbed up Roddenberry’s wide shoulders.”

“Wait,” Zach said. “You are trying to create a light saber?”

“Try?” Quirk snorted. “I have one.”

Ronnie held up her hand. “However, the energy beam is infinite, so it makes it a little hard to wield indoors.”

“Yes, but once I get the length figured out, we will be the first to have our very own light saber. How cool will that be?” Quirk asked.

“So do I need to wear a robe to use it?” Zach teased.

Quirk glared. “For you, a Speedo.”

Zach should know better than to encourage this kind of talk. The two hackers could go on like this for hours.

“Sorry, but I still don’t get it,” Zach admitted.

“Okay, the muon cannon produces an energy wave at a very specific speed which determines the exact distance at which the muons will be produced.”

“Kind of like a torpedo’s detonation distance?” Zach asked.

Ronnie nodded vigorously. Probably glad to see he wasn’t a complete moron. “Yes, exactly.”

Quirk stepped in. “The first blast shocks the body. The second one displaces enough electrons that vital functions can’t be sustained. That third one?”

“It blasts all the electrons off the atoms, literally blowing the body back into its elemental state,” Ronnie finished.

Up against the Hidden Hand? Zach was liking the sound of that. “So why didn’t we use it at the safe house?”

“As you can imagine, creating a burst of muons takes a lot of energy,” Ronnie explained. “To keep the cannon charged, our energy consumption would have been so high as to be a red flag. We just couldn’t keep it hooked up to the charger without risking the safe house’s location.”

“And of course, we never thought we would need a muon cannon on a moment’s notice,” Quirk added.

Ronnie shrugged. “Clearly, we have recalibrated our thinking on that.”

“And how is this muon cannon better than a plain old gun?” Zach asked.

Quirk took in a sharp breath. “You didn’t just ask that.”

Ronnie stepped in. “A bullet you need to aim and hit specifically. And you can wear a flak jacket or find cover. With a muon cannon, there is no hiding. You could be behind three feet of concrete and if I set the cannon correctly, I can still take you out. Not even lead will stop a muon. There is no protection and nowhere to hide.”

That was the first thing that had truly made sense to Zach. There was still one little hurdle to get over, though. “So is this a ‘beta’ prototype? Have you actually tested it out?”

“Well, obviously we couldn’t go just pointing it at random criminals,” Ronnie said.

“How about a tree?” Zach asked.

Quirk cringed. “You do realize that plants emit a cry when injured?”

“Tell me you’ve tested this on something.”

“We totally creamed a Hyundai,” Quirk said with a sense of pride that seemed to exceed the statement.

“By creamed?” Zach asked.

“Zap, zap, zap and it was gone,” Ronnie said, slashing her hands in the air. “I mean, gone. No engine block. No tires.”

“The only thing left was just the steering wheel,” Quirk confirmed.

Zach would have liked to have seen that test.

Maybe Quirk’s pride wasn’t misplaced.

* * *

Ronnie pulled the muon cannon out of its case.

“That looks just like a phaser,” Zach said.

“Thank you,” Quirk answered.

She had to admit Quirk had done an amazing job recreating the prop, down to the exact shade of pewter of the barrel.

“It’s so small,” Zach said.

“Yes, it’s just an energy conductor,” Ronnie explained. She tried to lift the case with one hand and did not succeed. “It’s the battery pack that is the workhorse.”

Zach tried to lift it as well, and had to use two hands. “That thing must weigh fifty pounds.”

“Yeah, we didn’t say this thing was the most mobile weapon ever created, just the most powerful.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Zach said.

She put the muon cannon back into the case and closed it up.

“How is this a game changer?” Zach asked.

“Shock and awe,” Quirk answered quickly. “We can take out an entire team with a few shots, not even that accurately fired.”

Ronnie nodded. “If the muons are created even three feet away, they displace enough electrons in the air to create a severe ionization wave, knocking them back.

“At the least, it will make them think twice about a full-out attack on us again,” Ronnie stated.

Zach nodded. He understood that the Hidden Hand were fanatics, but even fanatics could be intimidated. They were willing to fight to the death, but be slaughtered? Not so much. Just look at how the Hidden Hand’s helicopter pilot had backed off once confronted with Quirk’s pilot. The Hidden Hand was not unstoppable, just freaking tenacious.

The plane landed, rolling gracefully to a stop.

Knowing what she had in store for the Hidden Hand, Ronnie unscrewed the lid and slid the tiny microchip into her hand.

“Here, little piggy,” she whispered.

* * *

“We’ve got them!” a subordinate yelled.

Alfonzo rushed over to the monitor to find the red light blinking again. Had the transmitter malfunctioned? Or was this a trap? Either way, they needed to get into the air. They had lost several hours. However, it had given his team from Berlin time to get to Salzburg.

Incompetence would no longer be a factor. Alfonzo had issued a “no step back” policy much like the one Stalin had given in World War II. A single step back from combat amounted to treason, and the coward was to be shot on sight. Therefore, Alfonzo had not had to kill the helicopter pilot. The co-pilot had done that for him. Of course, the co-pilot had been executed since he had not reengaged in combat, but the men got the message.

Give no quarter, or die.

Despite how un-politically correct the policy was, most historians agreed that it had been one of the key factors in Russia defeating the German military machine. When surrender was not an option, people found a way to win.

Alfonzo looked to his team. All were clean shaven, their hair buzzed down to the scalp. Each knew that he was vying for the opportunity to be one of Alfonzo’s generals in the new world order. Each knew that his aspirations went far beyond this task to bring the Robin Hood Hacker to heel.

No matter how important it was to stop them from burning Beethoven’s work. Alfonzo had wished to simply torch all of the Fist’s documentation, but he had been overruled. The Hidden Hand’s leaders were still afraid of exposure, being discovered before their plan was in full force.

Which it was now. Perhaps he would take another page from Stalin’s playbook. Why engage when you could just bomb? Weaken the enemy before you sent in your tanks. Many had called Stalin a coward for his tactics, but they had been immensely successful.

Alfonzo was no purist. He used what worked. He was a pragmatist.

How else could a boy born to poor parents in Belize now be on the search for the world’s greatest hacker? He should be a starving farmer just like his father. But instead, he had joined a street gang and risen to enough power to become a Guatemalan drug lord enforcer, from there to Venezuela’s president Hugo Chavez’s personal guard, where he was recruited into the Hidden Hand.

He would not be one content to live in squalor. If the world was to be turned upside down, Alfonzo would make certain that he was not the one on the pointed end of the sword.

* * *

Amanda watched the 3D display of the Influenza-HH virus spin on her computer screen. In real life, the damn thing was only 100 nanometers long. Such a small package for such a deadly disease. Viruses were bad enough, but one that turned the victim’s bodies on themselves? The worst.

The Hidden Hand couldn’t have chosen better.

She couldn’t give up, though, and she had to plan for the possibility that Ronnie would not come through this time.

“Jennifer?” she called out to her assistant. She knew that Ronnie and her team were headed to Vienna. However, no one held any illusions that the historic city was the seat of the Hidden Hand’s power. And with each passing hour, more were infected, which meant that more would die.

Unless she could come up with a way to neutralize the virus’s devastating effects.

Jennifer rolled into the doorway with one finger up.

She might as well have said, “Hold on a second.”

By the frown on her assistant’s face, the news wasn’t going to be good, though.

Devlin walked into her office, scooting around Jennifer. “Any luck?” The CIA officer asked as he sat down.

“We’re about to find out,” Amanda answered.

A few hours ago, Amanda had remembered a fairly obscure article she’d read last decade. Something about a medication being developed to hinder the cytokine storm. It had implications far past the influenza virus—cancer treatments, in particular. Killing off a tumor too quickly could lead to a massive cytokine storm, oftentimes killing the patient faster than the underlying cancer would have.

She remembered that the drug was supposedly going into human trials in the early 2000s. If they had proven the medication worked, it could be an extremely powerful weapon against the death toll of the I-HH virus.

Jennifer finally hung up the phone and came into the office, texting as she walked. The results showed up on Amanda’s computer screen. Damn, that woman had fast thumbs.

“The company with the med was Xenova, but they were bought out by Vallahalla Pharmaceuticals.”

Amanda’s head snapped around to Devlin, who looked equally concerned. Vallahalla was a front company for the Hidden Hand.

Jennifer’s text continued. “They moved the biomedical lab, but the address they gave was in the middle of a Swedish fjord.”

Devlin stood up. “I’ll get Langley on it. We’ll try to trace the funds and see where they really set up shop.”

She shouldn’t be, but somehow Amanda was still amazed at how thorough the Hidden Hand were. They must have had the I-HH virus for over a decade, buying out the only company that was close to having a treatment for the lethal cytokine storm.

Although the only silver lining in this whole scenario was that the Hidden Hand had a rather good reason to continue the research. Vaccines were not one hundred percent effective. Therefore, if one of their members became ill, it would behoove them to have a medication that ameliorated the horrible side effects of the virus they had created.

Or, at least, Amanda could only hope so.

So, for the second time in the past twenty-four hours, Amanda needed to speak to Potus.

“Let Quirk know the new angle, and get me the president.”




 


CHAPTER 8

Zach sat in the backseat with Ronnie. Quirk had, of course, called shotgun with his pilot driving the car. Zach watched the Vienna skyline unfold as they drove into the city. Surprisingly, Vienna was a huge city. According to Quirk, over two million strong. A variety of high rises punctuated the night sky. But instead of large block-like buildings like in New York or LA, Vienna’s were infinitely more varied. Several spires and peaked cathedrals drew his attention.

In the city of music, it wasn’t surprising. Vienna’s fame was not based in business, but in the arts.

Quirk had rattled off the number of classical musicians who had either been born or lived in Vienna. The list was impressive. If there was any city in the world that would have a cache of Fist symbols, it would be this one.

As they made their way into Vienna, its character was even more revealed. Nearly every street was adorned with a statue of some sort, and whether marble or gilt, they were of the same type—musicians, each and every one. Not a single warrior or general. Nope. You were more likely to find a violin in their hands than a gun. And the architecture? Let’s just say if you didn’t like Baroque, then you were in trouble, because Vienna was Baroque and more Baroque, with intricate stone work.

Perhaps the only exception Zach noted was the large boxy building that housed the Vienna Technical Institute. The place seemed grossly out place—like it was in the wrong century, rather than the city itself being stuck in the 1800s.

This late in the evening, Zach was annoyed to find so much traffic.

Pilot laid on the horn as a couple, dressed in full Amadeus gear, hand-held masks and all, crossed in front of them, not even in a crosswalk.

“What is up with this?” Zach asked.

“It is the Opera Ball,” Quirk said. “I wish we’d had time to ship our costumes over.”

Ronnie turned to Zach. “You know Mardi Gras?”

Zach cocked his head. They’d been in a foot chase during the parade.

“This is Vienna’s version,” Ronnie explained. “Only sophisticated. They hold a grand ball after the opera.”

He looked at the sidewalk lined with chiffon and lace. Certainly not Mardi Gras. Whereas that celebration had been about excess and debauchery, this Vienna celebration was refined and, well, civilized.

They made a quick right, quick enough that Zach was shoved into Ronnie. Not that he minded the contact. However, he could have missed the elbow to his rib. The pilot had to slam on the brakes as costumed pedestrians flooded the street, streaming across the road to the opera house.

Its large Baroque façade was capped by a copper dome. It was built facing the corner, so its two visible walls ran the length of the road. Yellow street lights created a golden aura around the building, almost like a halo. Large banners ran down either side of the entrance announcing the ball and the Wagner opera.

It all had a vaguely Gothic feel to it. Their group’s business casual attire definitely didn’t fit.

“So how are we getting in?”

“That would be Warp’s contribution,” Quirk said. “Look to your smart phone’s email.”

Zach swiped his screen and navigated to his server. He clicked on the email from Warp. There was a ticket to the gala. Not just a ticket, but a box seat.

His tech’s voice come over his ear bud, “Just have them swipe the bar code and you’re in.”

“Then what?” Zach asked.

Quirk handed over a stack of papers. As he spoke, Zach tucked them into his jacket’s inner pocket “They won’t withstand much scrutiny. However, you are going to swap those for the Beethoven sheet music, then burn the originals in the restroom.”

“And the Wagner sheet music?”

Ronnie shrugged. “I’ve got a plan.”

“Care to share?” Zach asked.

“Let’s keep the mystery alive,” Ronnie said with that glimmer in her eye.

Zach didn’t think he was going to like the plan, but when did he?

“Then let’s go,” Zach said, urging Ronnie into the stream of the crowd heading toward the door.

* * *

Ronnie had never felt so underdressed in her life. Women had diamonds in their hair. Diamonds. This Opera Ball was considered one of the most internationally prestigious events of the year. Their non-costume attire was attracting some unwanted attention. While there was no requirement to dress up, most attendees spent the entire year working on their costume. There were awards and everything.

An attendant frowned as he checked their credentials. “Will you be staying for the ball after the opera?”

“Not sure,” Zach said. “Is there a problem?”

Even though there clearly was, the attendant shook his head. “No, none at all. Go around to the left until you see signs that point to the stairs for your box.”

Ronnie was glad that Quirk had stayed out with their pilot. He would not have been able to contain himself around the attendant’s passive-aggressive manner. He would have had to provide a snappy retort, then text it to Jennifer.

The opera house was larger than it seemed from the outside. Add in the partiers, and it took them a few moments to find the stairs that led to their box seats. An attendant with a flashlight indicated up the steps. “Last box on the left.”

Together they climbed the last stairs and found a small empty box. It was intimate, with only four seats. Quirk had said that the house always kept a VIP box open for last-minute important guests. Guess the State Department had finally come through with something.

Zach moved out of the way for Ronnie to take her seat. Such a gentleman, even in such an ungentlemanly pursuit.

He sat down next to her with a sigh. “Julia would be so pissed.”

Ronnie’s back stiffened. Zach hadn’t mentioned her in months. Why now that they were finally alone?

She asked the question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered. “Why?”

Zach put his hand over hers. “She always wanted to get me to go to the opera.”

“Ah, but was it to break in and burn original sheet music to reveal a code to save the world?” Ronnie asked, trying to diffuse the tension.

“No,” Zach chuckled, “Definitely not. Although if she had…”

“You’d still be engaged to her?”

“Never,” Zach said, squeezing her hand.

Ronnie breathed out a sigh of relief. She knew she shouldn’t doubt Zach’s feelings, but damn, Julia had been beautiful. The model and FBI agent just looked like they should go together. Like a perfectly matched salt and pepper set. It sometimes took her by surprise how handsome he was when he looked straight at her.

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Zach said.

“Not to your career, though,” Ronnie cautioned.

“Or me and my mother’s relationship,” Zach conceded. “But hey, that’s just the silver lining.”

Ronnie snorted as the lights flashed, indicating that everyone should take their seats before the opera started. “If my mom knew about you, she’d probably try to steal you away.”

“You’ve never mentioned her before,” Zach said as the lights dimmed and the stage lights came up.

“Yeah, well, my family dynamic makes this opera looks like a Disney movie.”

Zach didn’t seem satisfied, though. “And your dad?”

“Killed in an industrial accident when I was three. Mom couldn’t hack it with two young girls, so got married to the first yahoo who proposed. Let’s just say he didn’t win any stepfather of the year award.”

“Was he that kind of stepfather?”

“No,” Ronnie said shaking her head. “Nothing physical. Just a heavy drinker and verbally abusive.”

“You mentioned a sister?” Zach asked. “I didn’t know that you had a sister.”

“Had.” Ronnie said. “One day Roy went to pick her up from ballet, and of course had been drinking and got into an accident. He came out without a scratch, but Juanda didn’t make it.”

“I’m so sorry,” Zach said, squeezing her hand tightly.

Weird, Ronnie never talked about stuff like this. Why bother? What happened, happened. Talking about it wouldn’t change that fact. And now Zach had that look of pity she hated so much. It was the look her entire hometown gave her.

“Mom still wouldn’t leave him, so I took off,” Ronnie said. “Haven’t heard from her since.”

* * *

Jesus, he and his mom had some issues, but nothing like this.

“How old were you?” Zach asked.

“Fifteen,” Ronnie answered. “Luckily, I was already hacking, so I could make a life for myself.”

So much made sense now. “You and Quirk had a lot in common, then.”

For the first time since the conversation started, Ronnie’s expression lighted and a grin tugged at her lips. “He tried to beat me at Gauntlet. I mean, I wiped the floor with him, but can you imagine the moxie it took to challenge me? Then he tried to hack into my mainframe. The boy had flair, even back then.”

Despite the fact that the actors were taking the stage, Zach wanted to keep her talking. How often was Ronnie this forthcoming? He didn’t want to wait for the next pandemic.

“Once he aged out of the system, you took him under your wing?” Zach asked.

Ronnie snorted again. “Age out? Right. I scooped him out of that foster home when he was sixteen. They didn’t even report him missing. My guess? They’re still cashing his foster care checks.”

Unfortunately, their conversation was cut off by the first note of the opera. The huge orchestra began in full swing, filling the opera house with swelling music. Then one of the actors began singing. The man was huge, and his voice was even larger. They sang in the original German.

Zach was a little vague on the details of the opera. He only knew it was so long that it was broken down into a trilogy, along with a prequel of sorts. This was the final night of the cycle. It ran a good four hours and encompassed the destruction of Valhalla, the hall of the Viking gods. Something about a ring of power gone awry, or something.

Hence the horned helmets and blond wigs. Zach would take Tolkien any day over this screeching.

Their plan was to wait until the opera was in full swing, then slip downstairs, snatch the sheet music, burn it, then go after the Wagner sheet music—all the while counting down until the Hidden Hand showed up and Ronnie got to show off her muon cannon.

Ronnie nodded toward the door. Zach rose and led the way out. Their attendant was gone, and the red velvet-lined hallway was empty. It was almost eerie, given how crowded it had been just a few moments ago.

They made their way to the front of the house, where the display was kept. Again, no real security presence. Guess not a lot of people ventured out during Wagner’s masterpiece.

They made their way to the large glass case near the door. A life-sized standee of Beethoven watched over his work. Zach got cutouts of Batman and such, but Beethoven? He guessed that the composer was a superhero of sorts to the artsy crowd.

Zach opened the glass case as Ronnie snatched up the Beethoven sheet music. Zach pulled the replacement sheets from his jacket, feeling slightly guilty as the Beethoven standee seemed to glare at him. Zach’s only consolation was that Beethoven had meant for his work to provide the clues that they so desperately needed.

Ronnie fanned the sheet music out as it had been on display. At such a crowded event, they couldn’t risk someone noticing the theft too early. Ronnie pulled a few sheets out and handed them back to Zach.

“We’re going to need these later,” she explained.

From there, they hurried to the restroom—or, should Zach say, the toilet palace. The ladies “powder room” was larger than his apartment back in El Paso. The mirrored counters could seat over a dozen women, apparently to help them apply their makeup? Throw in some gold filigree in the wallpaper, and he was standing in perhaps the most expensive bathroom in the world.

These opera people sure knew how to glam up a place.

“We’re sure these pages are post-Freemason?” Ronnie asked.

“You know it,” Quirk answered in their ear.

Ronnie put the lighter to the pages. Symbols shimmered in the air, putting the wallpaper to shame. Beethoven had come through.

As tiny charred fragments floated to the floor, Ronnie turned to Zach. “Now, to get you a tuxedo.”

Zach wasn’t sure where this was going, but he followed Ronnie into a door that announced “Employees only.” And, sure enough, there was an entire rack of tuxedos. Ronnie eyed them, then pulled down a 38 long set.

He took the tuxedo with a frown.

“Chop, chop,” Ronnie said. “I’d rather face the Hidden Hand outside the opera house.”

“I don’t understand what we’re doing.”

“You are going to go down to the orchestra pit and swap out the sheet music with one of the musicians’.”

“I am just going to walk up to some guy and take his music.”

“It will be during the middle of a performance. He won’t dare raise his voice, so you should be able to get in and out of there pretty easily.”

Zach looked down to the black and white fabric. “Doesn’t this seem a little Wile E. Coyote?”

Ronnie playfully punched him in the arm. “Not everything can be fifth-order fiber optics and sub-cellular manipulation.”

Maybe not, but snatching some violinist’s sheet music felt a little Little Rascals. But right about now, Zach would take it.

“Do you need me to turn around or something?” Ronnie asked.

“No!” Quirk shouted. “I mean, we might as well get some fun out of this excursion.”

Zach walked behind a dressing screen and climbed out of his khakis and pulled on the wool pants. It was one thing for Ronnie to watch him change. That could have been fun. But Quirk, too?

No, thank you. And knowing the hacker, he would have recorded it, as well.

The brushed cotton shirt fit nicely, along with the jacket. The tie, however, was always a problem. He stepped out from the screen.

“Could you help me out?” Zach asked. “I don’t have much experience with bow ties.”

Ronnie came up to him, leaning her hips against his as she worked the tie. “I do, despite being on the lam most of my life.”

“You’re welcome,” Quirk said.

She chuckled as she folded the black fabric over itself. “Yes, it’s shocking how many black tie events one must attend while running from the law.”

‘Running from me,’ Zach almost said. In the heat of the moment, when bullets were flying and the pandemic was on the rampage, it was easy to forget they were on opposite sides of the law. Although, after everything he’d done, could he really say he was within the folds of the law anymore? He was as much a criminal as Ronnie. His mom was going to be so proud while attending his trial.

“There you go,” Ronnie said, regrettably taking a step back. She patted his tie. “Now let’s go steal some sheet music.”

* * *

Amanda bounced her pen off the desk, listening to the ping. She hated when she felt helpless, and right now she couldn’t feel much more useless if she tried. She was waiting on Jennifer to come back with some information.

Knowing that she had to wait on Ronnie and the rest to bring back a pre-formed anti-serum, Amanda had turned her attention to perhaps another avenue.

Stopping the cytokine storm. She had read an article forever ago about a new drug that helped blunt the T-cell response. It had taken her over an hour to find the 2003 article. The pharma company Xenova was supposed to start human clinical trial in 2004, yet Amanda couldn’t find any evidence of that. Hence why Jennifer was doing the research to try and find out what happened to those trials. If the drug had shown any effect whatsoever to decrease the mortality of a cytokine storm, it could save thousands, if not millions, of lives.

Devlin walked into her office. “Whatcha got for me?”

“Nothing,” Amanda said. “Yet.”

“Well that at least sounds promising. And I need some good news. Europe has been slow to adopt the containment strategies we outlined. They are going to have a viral bloom in the next three days that will eclipse ours.”

Amanda was well aware of the problem. She had practically gotten down on her knees and begged the Prime Minister of England to shut down all public functions. One would have thought after the plague this wouldn’t be a hard sell. But, in some ways, the world was looking at this as “just the flu.” She had tried to explain that the Influenza-HH strain was anything but the flu, however it looked like it was going to take their hospitals clogging with the ill to get Europe on board with severe containment measures.

Jennifer hustled into the office.

“Well?”

Her assistant shook her head, yet held out her cell phone.

With a questioning look, Amanda took the phone. “Hello?”

“I will put Placidio through.”

Devlin must have seen the look of surprise on her face. “What?”

Amanda held her hand over the phone’s mic as she put it on speaker. “I think we’ve gotten through to Domingo.”

“Hello?” A deep voice asked from the other end of the line.

“Yes, this is Dr. Amanda Rolff from the American CDC,” she explained. “I know that you have no idea who I am or if you can trust me, but know that I am aware of the Hidden Hand and the Fist and was hoping that you could help me.”

A long silence stretched out. At least he wasn’t denying it. Amanda hoped that was a good sign.

“That was more of Pavarotti’s thing,” the man answered.

“Yes, but you are aware of the symbols hidden within the sheet music.”

“They were buried with Luciano.”

Devlin nodded. “On it.”

“Thank you so much,” Amanda said, then couldn’t help but go a little fan girl on the tenor. “I was at Caracalla in 1990,” she explained. “The first performance of the three tenors.”

“Sí, a wonderful night.”

Jennifer made the sign with her hands to wrap things up.

“Again, thank you Placido.”

“Have you spoken with Trent Reznor yet?”

“Of Nine Inch Nails?” Amanda asked to clarify.

“Yes.”

Devlin leaned forward in his seat. “Devlin from the CIA, sir. May I ask the connection?”

“Yes. Pavarotti and U2 collaborated on a single back in 1996. On the same album, Trent was involved in remixing U2’s hit, Vertigo. They all met at the launch party.”

“So U2 is not involved in the Fist?” Amanda asked.

“Not that I am aware of. However, Trent and Luciano became good friends. Trent visited Italy numerous times, and at one of the dinners I attended, they discussed the Fist.”

Jennifer dashed out of the room. Amanda was confident that her assistant would track down Trent quickly.

“I’m sorry, but that is all I know,” Domingo said.

“You’ve been more helpful than you could know,” Amanda said. “Stay isolated.”

“My concert has been cancelled and I plan to stay in the hotel.”

“Good, good,” Amanda said. “Take care,” she said as she hung up the phone.

Devlin sat across from her, his eyebrow arched. “The world’s survival is in the Nine Inch Nails’s hands? You gotta love this job.”

* * *

Quirk watched through Zach’s glasses as the FBI agent made his way down the narrow hallway that sloped downward toward the orchestra pit. Zach opened the door and took the few steps down to the pit floor.

He was facing the stage, so Quirk had an excellent view of the very large woman belting out an impressive aria—more than likely, begging the gods to keep that fake wig and helmet on for the rest of the performance. The Viking village sets behind her soared to the ceiling, which was pretty damned impressive, since the building was over three stories tall.

To think, after the opera, everything would be cleared from the stage and it would be converted into a dance floor. The Venetians really got into their galas.

Zach turned his head to the nearest musician. Quirk was pretty sure it was a viola. Not many people could tell the difference between a violin and viola. However, Quirk was not most people. The viola looked nearly identical to a violin, except it was about thirty percent larger and the strings were thicker, which, to Quirk’s mind, gave the viola a richer, more luxurious tone. The viola, the unsung hero of the orchestra.

Watching Zach reach out and switch out the sheet music was a bit like playing a first-person shooter game. However, the expression on the musician’s face was priceless. No video game animator could have come up with that look of confusion, anger, and frustration.

Ronnie had been right. What else could the guy do? Classical musicians were trained to play through whatever happened. Apparently, even if their sheet music got stolen. Zach’s head swung around and the conductor’s face came into view. His long white hair swung back and forth as he swung his wand in the air. The guy was so engrossed in his job he didn’t even notice Zach’s sleight of hand.

Then the stage behind the conductor exploded in a shower of sparks. The picture shimmied, then stabilized as Zach reached out and braced himself against the wall. Despite the missile, the orchestra kept playing, per their training. The crowd oohed and ahhed, seeming to think that the lights show was part of the opera. Had these people never seen The Valkyrie before? Wagner did not script any explosions.

The only ones who seemed to understand the danger were the actors on stage. They knew from tech rehearsal that this was not part of the opera. They scattered as the huge mountain prop, on fire, crashed onto the stage.

Only then did the screams start. Zach reached out and grabbed the viola player and pulled him toward the exit. The FBI agent rousted as many of the orchestra as he could. It was a little hard, though, as the conductor continued as if the Hidden Hand wasn’t launching an assault on the building.

Shouts and screams reverberated off Quirk’s earphones. He could only imagine how loud it was in the opera house.

As the actors scattered off the stage, Quirk checked his low frequency monitor. “Well? Ready to test it out?”

* * *

Ronnie pulled out the muon cannon. However, it was one thing to talk about shooting the most technologically advanced weapon in the history of mankind, and it was quite another to actually pull the trigger. But the old building wasn’t going to take many more missile hits like that. The ginormous crystal chandelier looked like it was about to crack off the ceiling any second. And the smoke? That was going to kill more people than the missiles themselves.

The lead singer ran across the stage, her blond braids on fire. Her scream echoed off the walls.

“Send me the coordinates,” Ronnie said. Immediately, her smart phone vibrated. Quirk had texted them to her. Turning the dial on the cannon, Ronnie prepped the shot.

Zach came up next to her and she aimed toward the front of the building.

“But there are people in the way.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ronnie explained. “The rays go right through matter, not changing it until the targeted distance.”

“And that doesn’t hurt the tissue it passes through?”

“Dude,” Ronnie said. “These high energy particles are passing through us every day.”

Zach didn’t look quite convinced. Ronnie was sure, though. At least of that. The cannon actually going off and doing what it was supposed to, that was another matter. Their tests hadn’t gone quite as smoothly as they may have given Zach the impression.

Considering that she had a handheld particle accelerator in her hand, she was going to count that as a win. She was tired of running, damn it. It felt good to take a stand.

Ronnie re-aimed, double checked her distance then pulled the trigger. To the untrained eye, it appeared that nothing happened. No lights show. No sparks. No smoking barrel. The only concession that the weapon had discharged was the battery’s loud whine.

“Can you find a plug-in for that?” Ronnie asked. They were going to need plenty of juice if this went the way it usually did.

As Zach went to fulfill her order, Quirk shouted in her ear. “You got him! The missile guy is down!”

Finally. A win. Ronnie had been beginning to fear the Hidden Hand were super soldiers and her team were just Weebles that Wobbled. They may not fall down, but getting very far? Not very likely.

“Quirk sounds a little surprised,” Zach noted.

Ronnie just shrugged. He knew how prototypes worked or, in many cases, didn’t work.

“They’re starting their assault,” Quirk informed them. “You’ve got six from the east and six from the west.”

Ronnie recalibrated the beam, widening it, which dissipated the muon release to a certain extent. But, according to simulations, it still packed a punch. Guess they would find out.

She turned to the east and fired.

“Three out of six down!” Quirk shouted. “The other three seem a little spooked. They have stopped advancing. Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Quirk said. “One of the men tried to step back, but the other shot him. We’re down to two on the east.”

Before they could regroup, Ronnie adjusted the distance again and shot.

“Both down,” Quirk reported

“So it’s working,” Zach said, sounding about as surprised as she felt. Glad to know all those months of R&D had actually paid off.

“The others?” Ronnie asked as she turned to the west.

“They are inside the building. Behind the stage. “

“I need an exact distance, Quirk.”

“Check your phone, Missy.”

She both loved and hated it when Quirk was ahead of her.

Ronnie aimed the gun and squeezed the trigger as the battery complained loudly.




 


CHAPTER 9

Alfonzo watched one of his men go down. Another stumbled, looking disoriented. His missile team had reported the same thing. Alfonzo had no idea what was going on, but he certainly wasn’t going to stay in the line of fire. He darted to the left, ducking behind a large pile of sandbags. However he feared whatever weapon the tech witch was using, there would be no effective cover. Plus, whatever cover there was here was going to burn down in a matter of minutes.

How could the hacker be shooting through walls at such a great distance?

Both his downed men appeared to be breathing, but for how much longer?

Another man went down to Alfonzo’s right. The other two’s faces paled.

Whatever the hacker was using was odorless, invisible and powerful. Alfonzo was less afraid of it than fascinated. The first shot appeared to stun, the second seemed to kill. What would the third do?

The opera house was on fire, both illuminating the area and choking it with black smoke. How would he know firing those missiles would give the hacker the ability to aim at them?

As the rest of his team dropped to the ground, Alfonzo was thrown back. His skin tingled, and if it didn’t sound impossible, it felt like his spleen was on fire. Waves of nausea brought him to his knees. He must have gotten hit by the periphery of the weapon. However, he was lucky. as two of his downed men simply vanished. One moment they were there, then they weren’t. Guess that was what the third shot did.

No one even had time to scream, that’s how effective the hacker’s weapon was.

Despite his “no step back” policy, Alfonzo threw his gun out onto the floor. The metal clattered against the wood. He raised his hands. The benefit to being the leader was that you could be flexible. If Stalin had been faced with this massive weapon, a weapon that could simply disintegrate a man, he too would have surrendered.

Alfonzo could only hope they were watching with thermal imaging, to know his intent.

Because how could you fight magic?

* * *

Ronnie ignored Quirk in her ear, “I say fire. We can’t trust a member of the Hidden Hand.

Warp was in her other ear. “He threw down his gun. Thermal imaging shows him holding out his hands in surrender.”

Zach, of course, had to weigh in, as well. “This is our first opportunity to get some information straight from the horse’s mouth.”

Ronnie sighed, lowering the muon cannon. She no more trusted a member of the Hidden Hand than she would a scorpion in her palm. However, Zach was right. The man probably knew the exact location of multiple vaccine stores. That knowledge outweighed the risk.

“Let’s get him,” Ronnie said.

“I just hope you survive long enough for me to tell you I told you so,” Quirk huffed in her ear.

As the fire crackled nearby, the sound of sirens closing in filled the air. They needed to get out of here before the authorities showed up. Grabbing the battery pack, Ronnie unplugged it from the wall and tugged the heavy bag onto her shoulder. Good thing the guy surrendered—she was out of juice.

Quirk’s words haunted her. “Once again, you would only allow me to build a battery so big. Remember what you said. ‘In what situation would we need five muon cannon blasts?’”

Oh, Ronnie wished she could take those words back. If the Hidden Hand had brought even one more team member, they would have been screwed. As it was, they got lucky this guy surrendered. She was out of shots.

Zach took point with his gun out. He kicked the other man’s machine gun out of the way. “Against the wall,” he ordered.

The other man complied. His darker skin tone indicated he hailed from South America. Zach cuffed the man and urged him toward the exit. “Move it.”

“Can I just say that Pilot and I both officially protest this?”

“Yes, Quirk, we get it,” Ronnie responded.

“No, I don’t think that you do,” Quirk said. “This guy is clearly a mercenary. And if you think you can torture him for info? Think again. He has been trained to withstand torture and how to disseminate false intel. He could send us chasing our tails for days.”

“Who said anything about torture?” Ronnie asked.

“So, what? We’re going to offer him frozen strawberry Charleston Chews?” Quirk pressed.

“While that might work on you,” Ronnie said. “I think we have a far more high-yield option.”

“What?” Quirk asked.

“Yeah,” Zach chimed in. “What?”

“Seriously, Quirk, you don’t know what I am taking about?” Ronnie waited for a moment, but only got a sigh from the other end. “Bahrain ring any bells?”

“Bahrain?” Zach asked, but Quirk seemed to catch on.

“Of course, Bahrain! Okay, I am so on board now.”

You would think the kid would learn to trust her. She would never risk taking this Hidden Hand member into custody if he didn’t help their cause.

“Sorry, feeling way behind the curve,” Zach said.

“We have a prototype there,” Ronnie explained.

Zach groaned.

“But you don’t even know what it is yet,” Ronnie teased.

“Does it matter?” Warp answered in her ear.

“So what does it supposedly do?” Zach asked.

“Read minds,” Ronnie answered, and was pleased by the baffled look on Zach’s face.

* * *

Amanda’s phone pinged. She read Jennifer’s text rapidly, out loud. “Rezner in New York but he is ‘writing’ and no one will disturb him.”

“Oh, I will show him disturbed,” Devlin said, pulling out his phone.

“Wait,” Amanda said. “We need him to cooperate. Having the cops bust down his door is probably not going to help with that.”

“And the alternative?” Devlin asked as Jennifer joined them.

“I think a visit would be best.”

Jennifer shook her head violently, texted rapid fire. Amanda didn’t even bother to read the words. She knew her assistant’s mind on this matter.

“I already have a scratchy throat,” Amanda said. “I might as well go out and do some good,” she added.

Jennifer’s frown sent more than any texts.

“Who else is going to know what to do with any sheet music he has?”

The next text Jennifer sent made Amanda frown. “Then I’m coming. If you’re infected, so am I.”

Amanda shook her head. “No, I need you to stay here and coordinate with Quirk.”

“I can do that anywhere,” Jennifer protested via text. “I am coming.”

“I need you here to get started on the vaccine manufacturing if Ronnie comes through.”

Jennifer stomped her foot in protest. Which was a good thing, Amanda had found. If she was frustrated, then she was going to heed Amanda’s wishes.

Devlin rose from his chair. “I am assuming you’re willing to risk my life, though?”

“I do need someone with credentials further reaching than my medical degree.”

“Then I am your man,” Devlin said. “Besides, I’ve always been a huge Nine Inch Nails fan. Chance of a lifetime, right? A story I will tell my grandkids. If, of course, we survive.”

“And if he ever finds a date,” Jennifer texted, but Amanda didn’t read aloud. The guy was trying to help.

“To New York, then?” Amanda asked.

“I’ll get the seaplane revved.”

* * *

Zach shoved the Hidden Hand member into a hotel room not far from the opera. In typical Vienna fashion, the place had crown moldings and gold-leafed mirrors. Zach could not care less, he just needed somewhere contained to question the man. He knew Ronnie had some kind of mind-reading prototype in Bahrain, but they needed to get some basic facts out in the open.

The Hidden Hand guy stumbled forward and slammed into the desk. Zach did not feel all that bad for him. He jerked the chair out and turned it around.

“Sit.”

The man took the chair.

“I suppose you are only going to give us name, rank, serial number?”

“Alfonzo de Ferrer,” the man said. “Foot soldier and member number 8885.”

“Bullshit,” Zach spat back. “You’re no foot soldier.”

Alfonzo just shrugged.

“Quirk,” Zach said. “What position was Alfonzo during the attack?”

“Back left,” Quirk answered. “And it still isn’t too late to take care of him.”

Zach understood how the hacker felt. The desire to punch the guy square in the face was nearly overwhelming. After harassing them across Europe and killing untold innocents, Zach was nearly in agreement with Quirk. Limit their risk. Take Alfonzo out.

Unfortunately, there were millions of other innocents whose lives depended on getting that antiserum within the next day, and Alfonzo represented the best possible way to find it.

What was he saying? Necessity made strange bed fellows?

Well, Zach certainly wasn’t going to sleep with the guy. Bitch-slap him, maybe.

“That back-left position means you were the leader of your team,” Zach said. “And if you were leading the team coming after the Robin Hood Hacker, then you must be pretty high up in the organization.”

Again, the man just shrugged. Zach was beginning to actively dislike the man personally, even without his association with the Hidden Hand.

Ronnie put a hand on Zach arm. He hadn’t even realized that his hand was balled up into a fist. Normally, he was against any form of torture, especially after being the subject of it. But with this guy? Bring it on.

“Don’t let him drag us down to his level,” she said. “We’ll get the info.”

“In Bahrain,” Zach corrected. “What are we doing here?”

Ronnie pulled out a handheld ultrasound probe. “Making sure he doesn’t have any tracking devices implanted. After I do a scan, we will have him take a shower to wash off any tracing dust.”

Of course Ronnie had a plan. That was how irrational Zach had become, that he had questioned Ronnie’s motivation. That his trust in her had been shoved aside by his hatred of Alfonzo.

Letting his hand relax, Zach nodded for her to begin. He had to get his head back in the game, rather than seeing red every time he thought of Abigail and all of the other people this man had slaughtered.

Okay, thinking like that wasn’t helping.

He had to trust that Ronnie’s tech was stronger than the Hidden Hand’s dark design.

* * *

Amanda noticed that the cab’s divider window was closed, the taxi driver had a mask on, and a large note announced that the cab was taking credit cards only. If one had to be out, those were the best precautions one could take.

Especially because Amanda was just starting to feel the ache in her joints—a sure sign that she had not only been exposed to the Influenza-HH strain, but that her immune system was pumping antibodies into her blood stream. Which normally would be a healthy response to a virus, but in this case was more than likely going to trigger a cytokine storm.

She gave herself less than twelve hours before she was completely incapacitated. Twenty-four before she was dead. That was, unless the hackers could pull an antiserum rabbit out of the Hidden Hand’s hat, again.

They barely survived the last plague. Could they survive a second weaponized pandemic? The odds were against it.

Yet here she was in New York, chasing after the Fist. Trying to get any intel that could lead them to a vaccine stash. Devlin leaned his head back against the seat and appeared to be catching up on some sleep.

Amanda could not figure the guy out. He had seemed the typical agency scum. Worried more for the game than for the lives at stake in the game. But in the end, he had proven himself a stalwart ally. And here he was in a cab with her, knowing full well that she was infected, heading into the most contagious area in the nation.

She looked down on his slumbering features. Dark-haired and tanned, he could pass for just about any Mediterranean mutt. His accent placed his birthplace, though, on the Jersey Shore. He had clearly tried to lose the lower class accent, but you could hear it on words like water and daughter. They tended to pronounce the “t”s as “d”s.

Devlin stirred, peeping one eye open. “We there yet?”

“No,” Amanda said. “You’ve got another ten minutes or so. Enjoy the down time.”

With a grin, he closed his eye and let his head loll to the side, propping it up against the window.

Amanda wished she could so easily shed the worry. How long had it been since she got a full night’s sleep? The days were blurring into one another.

They reached the New Yorker hotel, just a few blocks away from Madison Square Garden, where Nine Inch Nails was supposed to be playing tonight. Of course, the concert had been cancelled and, with flights shut down, Trent had stayed on at the famous hotel. Traffic had been eerily light.

Lucky for them, since his next gig had been in San Antonio. Not quite so easy to get to by cab.

The right turn signal clicked away as they waited for a trio of uptown women rushing across the crosswalk against a red flashing hand. Each wore a blue face mask and a handful of bags. Guess even during a pandemic, shopping was essential.

Once they cleared the crosswalk, the cabbie turned into the valet of the New Yorker. Amanda shook Devlin. “We’re here.”

The man was clear eyed almost immediately, exiting the cab and heading for the large glass doors that led to the spacious lobby. The ceilings were vaulted, with long hanging chandeliers. Huge metal installations served as the artwork. The rest of the hotel had a vaguely art deco feel. Inverted triangles as sconces. Bold black bands as molding. They passed the Tick Tock café, the hotel’s in-house restaurant. Amanda had heard they had the best pastrami on rye sandwich in the city.

Devlin got to the elevators first and hit the up button. “Which floor?”

Amanda referred to the series of texts that Jennifer had sent. “Forty-third. The Penthouse.”

Devlin nodded, apparently not surprised Trent was staying on the top floor.

The elevator whisked them up, the floors flashing by, ultimately stopping on 43. The doors whooshed open, bringing a breath of fresh air. They stepped into the hallway to find only one door at the end of the hall.

Amanda couldn’t even imagine how much this room cost. She was more of a Motel 6 kind of girl. The carpet was plush underfoot, completely absorbing the sound of their footsteps.

Devlin knocked on the door. They waited a moment, but when no one answered, Devlin knocked again, louder. A young woman, iPad in hand and Bluetooth in her ear, opened the door. She looked to be Trent’s assistant.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“We need to see Mr. Reznor,” Devlin explained.

“I’m sorry, but he’s working.”

Devlin pushed past the young woman into the suite. “He’s going to want to talk to us, trust me.”

The girl, though, blocked Devlin’s way. “I don’t trust you.”

Devlin pulled out his CIA credentials.

“Even more reason not to trust you,” the girl said.

“It’s about the pandemic,” Amanda explained. “Your boss may have information essential to stopping it.”

“Innocent lives and all that,” Devlin added.

You could see the struggle on the girl’s face. She wanted to help, but clearly had her orders. Finally, she sighed. “I will see what I can do.”

She crossed the room, the skyline of New York behind her, and made her way to the bedroom door. She knocked softly, then opened the door. Techno music drifted out into the living room.

After a few moments, a man dressed in the unofficial uniform of indie rock, tight black jeans and a skin-tight black t-shirt, came out of the bedroom. He still had his earphones on, pushed back.

He extended his hand. “I’m not sure what a musician could do to help with the flu, but I’ll do what I can.”

“You would be surprised how much a musician can help,” Amanda said, suddenly feeling a little star struck. She tended toward the classic, but who hadn’t heard of Pretty Hate Machine? Amanda refused to go all fan girl again like she had with Placido.

“We don’t have much time,” Devlin said. “So if we could skip the ‘I don’t have any idea what you are talking about’ phase, that would be great.”

“Sorry,” Trent said shrugging. “But I really have no idea what you are talking about.”

“You aren’t surprised by the pandemic?” Amanda asked. “Are you?”

The man’s dark eyes slid back and forth between Devlin and her.

Reznor let out a long breath, then sat on the couch. “No, not necessarily.”

Amanda sat in a high-backed chair across from him. “Pavarotti told you about the Hidden Hand?”

“Yes,” Reznor said, nodding, “The King of High tried to recruit me into the Fist.”

“Tried?” Devlin said.

“Near the end, Pav wasn’t quite himself, so I just thought a lot of it was the ramblings of an old mind gone to pasture.”

“He wasn’t exaggerating,” Amanda said, feeling sorry for the elderly tenor. To hold such important information and not be able to convince people you were telling the truth must have been horrible.

“I kind of gathered that when people started dropping dead last year.”

Devlin scooted closer. “Then why didn’t you come forward?”

“And say what, exactly?” Reznor asked. “An old man told me about a secret organization within a secret organization?”

“Yes,” Amanda said. How many other people knew of this but didn’t come forward?

“Did he teach you the angelic code?” Devlin asked.

“No. He talked about it and I believe some of his favorite sheet music had the symbols embedded.”

Amanda nodded. “We’re collecting those now from his tomb, but we’re hoping you could shed some light on where the Hidden Hand had set up their vaccine repositories.”

“Sorry,” Trent said. “He gave me only the broadest of information. He said I would have to be branded before I could know anything more.”

“Branded?” Amanda asked. They hadn’t heard of that before.

“I don’t even have tattoos,” Reznor said. “So getting branded for some fantastical society was a non-starter.”

Amanda looked to Devlin. It was beginning to feel like they had wasted a trip.

“Thank you, Mr. Reznor,” Devlin said standing up.

“You guys do know about the musical notes, right?”

Amanda’s ears perked up. They had found musical notes in the Elvis painting and they had proved key to honing in on the Hidden Hand’s New England headquarters.

“You guys know that the musical symbols are a form of code all on their own? Right?” Trent asked.

“Are you saying that you might have some sheet music that may have some embedded?” Devlin asked.

Reznor shook his head. “No, when Pav and I worked together, we were pure digital. However, he was very, very particular on the composition. I just thought it might be important.”

“It could be,” Amanda said. “Can you email what you worked on to my assistant?” She wrote the address on a napkin and handed it to Reznor. Amanda was about to text Jennifer when her phone vibrated in her hand.

“Got a lead on the cytokine storm killer drug. I think the lab is in Jersey.”

Devlin looked to his phone. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Amanda didn’t think Jennifer would joke about such a thing. He shook his head. “I’ve been trying my whole life to get away from there.”

So Amanda had been right. The CIA agent was a Jersey boy.

“You know where this address is, then?” Amanda asked.

“Oh yeah, it’s in my old neighborhood.”

Amanda turned to Reznor. “Thank you so much. Hopefully, there will be something in those notes that helps.”

“So Pav wasn’t making it up. He really was trying to save mankind?”

“Yep,” Devlin replied.

Reznor frowned. “I wish I’d listened better. Have you talked to Lady Gaga?”

“Lady who?” Amanda asked, but Devlin put his hand on her shoulder.

“You really need to get out more.” The CIA agent then turned to Trent. “Why would we speak with her?”

“Haven’t you seen her new album?” Trent asked, going to his laptop.

He brought up the artwork. Angelic symbols glowed at all four corners. “I thought it was a little gauche…”

“But it’s Lady Gaga,” Devlin finished for him.

“She’s playing at the Athens Olympic Stadium tonight,” Trent added. “I hear they are going ahead with it.”

The Greeks. They never could follow international orders.

“Thanks,” Amanda said. “We will pass that on.” She took out her phone and texted Jennifer, asking her to hail a cab.

“At the curb,” was the answer.

Guess it was time to head to Jersey.




 


CHAPTER 10

Zach was shocked when they walked into Ronnie’s Bahrain safe house. Instead of the usual underground complex, they were at the top of one of Bahrain’s tallest buildings in the capital city of Manama. The view was expansive. The windows faced over the island and into the large bay.

If Zach wasn’t mistaken, those were flamingos down there, resplendent in their coral red.

This Arabic country was one of the most moderate in the Arab world, and also a hub of financial influence in the region. Zach had read the state department briefing, of course, but had never thought he would visit the archipelago nation.

He whistled at the view that overlooked all of the major tourist spots, the Qal’at al-Bahrain fort, along with the multi-domed Bahrain National Museum and, of course, the Al Khamis Mosque, with its towering spires.

“Don’t worry,” Ronnie said. “We got it for a buck per square foot.”

“You’re kidding me,” Zach said, looking down at the full-pile white carpeting. “In El Paso it is at least $1.50 per square foot.” And that that price, you usually got unimproved cement floors.

Ronnie shrugged. “We got it when oil prices were down and locked in a twenty-year lease.”

Why was Zach not surprised? The woman was a bargain shopper even when it came to her safe houses.

“Put him in that chair,” Ronnie said, although Zach could have probably figured that out, since it looked like a dentist’s chair with all kind of equipment surrounding it, along with a net of wires that looked like it fit the human head.

“Why so high?” Zach asked, looking out over the capital. Usually, their safe houses had at a least a portion deep underground.

“We needed satellite coverage.”

“Why?” he asked.

“We were attempting to project our thoughts into space,” she answered, completely sincere.

That was his little mad scientist. He’d never admit it out loud, but Ronnie was never hotter than when she got her geek on.

“Have a seat here,” Quirk said, pointing to the other chair as he strapped Alfonzo into the first one.

“Wait, what?” Zach asked.

Ronnie patted him on the shoulder. “We need to check each of our brain waves against Alfonzo’s to see who is the best match to try and read his thoughts. The more the receiver correlates with the subject, the better the reading.”

“That really works?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shrugged again. “We’ve only tested it out between Quirk and I, and it was a bit difficult since, you know, we think so much alike.”

“Hot fudge sundae,” Quirk said.

“Farrell’s Old Fashioned Ice Cream Parlour,” Ronnie responded. Quirk nodded. “See, and we aren’t even hooked up to the electrodes. However, Langley has done extensive testing, and the closer the brain wave pattern, the higher the level of success.”

“Wait,” Zach said, “The CIA is researching mind reading?”

“Of course. Where do you think we got the basic tech from?”

Zach was pretty sure most people would be shocked at how far science had come if they knew half the stuff he had been exposed to.

“Now, sit,” Ronnie said, giving his chest a shove. So Zach sat. She put the network of wires over his head, then attached small electrodes to his temple, then down his hair line. Lastly, she fitted him with a pair of goggles.

“The machine is going to pick up his brain wave activity, translate that into images, then flash them in the glasses.”

Of course. What else would they do? At least in the Robin Hood Hacker’s world?

There was no fighting it, so Zach leaned back into the chair’s plastic headrest.

“I can tell already, not a good match,” Quirk said. “Way too much left-brained activity. Not imaginative enough.”

Zach wasn’t quite sure how to take that.

Ronnie urged him up. “Which makes you such a fantastic law enforcement official,” she said, trying to smooth over Quirk’s harsh assessment.

“But I don’t understand—if we are seeing his thoughts, why do we need to be creative?”

“Well,” Ronnie conceded, “There is quite a bit of interpretation involved.”

Zach was suddenly glad he was so left brained. He did not want to be responsible for interpreting a zealot’s thoughts.

Ronnie went next.

Quirk frowned, though. “Way too many beta waves. You’ve got to chill out, girlfriend.”

Ronnie turned to Zach. “Beta waves are mainly produced during logical problem solving.”

Yep, that would be Ronnie, alright.

“I don’t get it, though. How is this any different than a normal interrogation?” Zach asked.

“Because you can’t help your primary emotions,” Ronnie explained. “Your mind flashes on things instantaneously. Now the conscious mind can override those and decide what you share and what you don’t. With this, we get to see that impulsive first thought. There is no conscious control over it.”

Zach thought he was starting to get it. If the device worked, it would be the interrogator’s best friend.

Quirk got into the chair and fitted his own electrodes. He then hit a remote control and Enya started playing.

Zach watched the screen as it lit up with an array of waves. They scrolled across the screen at regular intervals.

“Damn, Quirk, those are some nice-looking Gamma waves,” Ronnie said, clearly sounding impressed.

Quirk nodded as far as the electrodes would allow him. “I’m telling you, a little hot yoga and power meditation would do you both some good. I think I could beat the Dalai Lama at his own game.”

To most people that would be just bragging, but with Quirk, you just never knew.

“Gawd, I wish I could be there,” Warp said.

“Next time we’ll try to beam some thoughts over to you,” Quirk said. Apparently, their geek jealousy had been resolved.

“Can’t wait,” Warp said, “Oh, and Amanda and Devlin are heading to Jersey to try and find a medication that will attenuate the flu. They also think you need to head to Greece next.”

“Why?”

“You are not going to believe it.”

Zach was pretty damned sure about that. Hopefully, though, this gadget would get them the source of the mother lode.

“Ready?” Ronnie asked her assistant.

“I’m totally going to need a smoothie after this,” Quirk said.

“Kiwi-mango?”

“We really don’t need this machine,” Quirk said with a smile.

* * *

Closing his eyes, Quirk settled into the chair. He needed to be in as Zen-like a state as possible to receive the images.

Slowly, he reopened his eyes. The view before him was blank. Just black. Then Ronnie must have hit the switch, as a wild riot of color swirled in front of his vision. It was unfocused, unreadable. They needed something more specific.

“Start the questioning,” Quirk ordered.

“Okay, we are going to start with something simple. Alfonzo is your name?”

A flash of an old man’s face appeared before Quirk. “I think it was his grandfather’s name.”

Quirk slid his eyes over to watch Alfonzo’s pupils dilate. So it was. “Ha! I told you that it worked.”

“That you did,” Ronnie said with a smile. “Now settle down. Pride does not do well with mind reading.”

She was right, so Quirk rotated his shoulders forward, then back, getting settled back in.

“You work for the Hidden Hand?” Ronnie asked.

An image of a burning village filled Quirk’s mind. “We are good to go.”

* * *

Ronnie looked to Zach before asking the sixty-four thousand dollar question. “Where is the Hidden Hand’s European headquarters?”

“Oh, gross!” Quirk shouted. “Fifty shades of yuck!”

“What’s he talking about?” Zach asked from her right.

“We were afraid of this,” she said. “He is thinking of sex, apparently kinky sex, to shield his real thoughts from us.”

Quirk flipped his goggles up. “Okay, I can handle a lot, but heterosexual sex? That smutty kind of heterosexual sex? Um, no. Just no.”

“Quirk, you’ve got to try.”

“Didn’t you just hear me?” Quirk protested. “I’m no good at that.”

Well, Zach wasn’t an option. His scan had been 85% left brained. Besides, she wasn’t so sure she wanted Zach getting an eyeful of acrobatic porn. After Quirk unhooked the electrodes and popped out of the chair, Ronnie took over. Someone had to try.

She allowed Quirk to hook her in, then placed the glasses over her eyes. Boy, Quirk wasn’t kidding. The ball gag was the tamest piece of equipment being used. And this wasn’t just erotica, it was an orgy.

However, no matter how he tried, the guy couldn’t think of sex forever, despite popular opinion to the contrary.

She allowed the sexually charged images to flow over her. If it didn’t involve Zach, it really didn’t matter to her. Now, had he picked Disneyland, that might have been harder to ignore.

“Where is the Hidden Hand’s headquarters?” Zach asked.

The sex kept coming, but Alfonzo couldn’t help but incorporate some of his feelings into the scenario. Instead of a lavish red velvet boudoir, the background of the bumping and grinding was a jungle setting. Not just a jungle setting, but an enclosure, like a zoo.

“Weird,” Ronnie said. “He’s seeing a huge terrarium-like space.”

There was even a snake looped over a large branch. That had to be real. That detailed a picture wasn’t part of his manufactured fantasy. The sex had a hazy quality to it, like a dream. The jungle was stark and sharp. A memory. He knew each blade of grass, each curve of the trees. He had been there before.

“Where?” she asked, and was greeted by more S&M. However, reality leaked into this scene, as well. A cityscape rose behind the lovers. “Now we’re getting somewhere. The city is mid-sized. Lots of buildings in the ten-story range. There’s a tall building. It looks like a tower.”

“Sorry, doll. That could describe half of Europe. We need something more specific.”

“There looks like there is a church steeple right next to it,” Ronnie said, ignoring the whipping going on in the fantasy. She only had eyes for the nighttime cityscape. “The lights on the tower are changing color. Yellow, green, purple.”

“That’s better,” Quirk said. “Give me something else.”

Despite Alfonzo’s resistance, the image of the city before her became clearer and clearer. The more he tried to fight it, the brighter the image became. “One of the billboards is in German.”

“Got it!” Quirk announced. “Berlin! Check it out.”

Ronnie pushed the goggles up to view the computer screen. On it was the mirror image of what she had seen. “Berlin it is.”

“And it is one of the cities that Amanda listed on her possible vaccination roll call.”

That doubly confirmed that Berlin was a vaccine repository.

“It’s still a big city,” Zach reminded her.

“Right,” Ronnie said, flipping the glasses back down. Even the most shocking studded penis collars and nipple clamps got old if you saw enough of them. And she’d just come from Mardi Gras, where this stuff was happening out in the streets. Time to cut through the hardcore and get a location. “Where in Berlin?” she asked.

A bright red, black, and white flag waved in front of her eyes. “I’m getting a swastika.”

“It’s Berlin,” Quirk mocked. “You’ve got to do better than that.”

Like she wasn’t trying. Seeing a three-way wasn’t her idea of fun. “What are the cross streets?”

A long tunnel of concrete flashed quickly then was gone. “It looks like an underground bunker.”

“Again, its Berlin, babe. According to Berliner Unterwelten, there are over 600 underground structures in Berlin.”

“Entrance,” Ronnie said.

A street sign coalesced. “Kurfurstendamm,” Ronnie reported.

“On it,” Quirk said. “Okay, that road is, like, nearly four miles long. We need a cross street.”

“I am seeing a zoo again. But, this time, outdoor enclosures.”

“Got it,” Quirk said, his voice brimming with pride. Um, wasn’t Ronnie the one who slogged through porn to get it?

“It’s gotta be Kurfurstendamm and Kleistrstrasse.”

“That’s a mouthful,” Zach commented.

“Looking up buildings in the area,” Quirk said. “I am going to flash them in front of him and see if he reacts.”

Ronnie looked over to find the man squeezing his eyelids shut. He couldn’t keep that up forever, either.

“Use the eyelid speculum,” Ronnie said.

Quirk parted the man’s eyelids and put in the sterile stainless steel tongs to keep his eyelids open. Then Quirk positioned the monitor to face directly in front of the Hidden Hand commander.

A series of pictures. The only one that flared was a tall steel and glass structure. “That one.”

Quirk paused for a moment, then chuckled. “Well, if that isn’t ironic.”

Shoving her glasses out of the way, Ronnie found the screen and read the title of the business that owned the building in question.

“Pensionsfonds des Bankgewerbes.”

A German life insurance company. Yes, that was very ironic.

“Anything on the deed?” Zach asked, clearly wanting something a little more solid than their little mind-reading experiment.

Warp sounded off in their ear. “The property is owned by one of the companies that we discussed during the raid of their New England headquarters.”

“So, on to Germany?” Zach asked.

“Actually,” Warp went on, “Amanda may have a lead on a Hidden Hand lab here in the States. She is heading over with a strike team now.”

Wait. Amanda had a strike team? Why didn’t she have a strike team?

“Is Jennifer with her?” Quirk asked.

“No, she’s still on the island.”

Her assistant nodded, seeming very relieved. Did he ever worry like that for her?

“Well, keep us posted,” Ronnie said.

“We still need to head to Germany, though, in case Amanda’s lead doesn’t pan out,” Zach stated.

“We’ve got an errand to run first,” Ronnie said, glad to go see an old friend.

* * *

Amanda sat in the car next to Devlin, who watched the very boring-looking warehouse through a set of binoculars.

“No movement,” he said.

“Confirmed by infrared and motion detection,” Warp said in their ear. Amanda wasn’t used to someone she couldn’t see being part of the conversation. “We have concluded there are no human guards.”

Already, she knew that “we” did not indicate another person, at least not outside of Warp’s head.

“However, their cyber defenses are state of the art.”

“Can you get us in?” Devlin asked.

A snort came over the line. “I may not be the Robin Hood Hacker, but I’ve got my skills.”

Amanda turned to the CIA agent. “Aren’t we using Langley’s IT support?”

Devlin grinned. “Trust me, my supervisors are asking the same question, and I will give you the same answer. Warp is much more fluent in Hidden Hand defenses. He is the only other person on the planet besides Ronnie and Quirk to actually beat their cyber firewall.”

“Thank you, Agent Devlin.”

“Just prove me right, Warp,” the CIA agent answered.

Amanda watched as several black SUVs pulled up, their lights flashing, but with no sirens.

“Looks like our backup is here.”

“For a few seconds, I thought you expected us to go in there alone.”

“Psshhh. We’re not crazy like Ronnie and Zach. We’re doing this by the book. Let SWAT go in. Once the place is clear, I go in. Only once I have determined it is safe will you get out of the car.”

“I can live with that. I’m not the kind of chick who is going to insist on going in.”

“Good to know,” Devlin said, flashing a grin as he opened the car. “Wish us luck.”

Amanda reached out and squeezed his hand. “Good luck.”

Devlin squeezed back, then he was gone, joining the several dozen SWAT members. She could hear their preparation over her ear bud.

“Alpha breaches through the front door. Squad beta on the back. Delta on the roof,” a deep baritone said.

Warp’s much more nasal voice came over next. “I have taken off line as many of their primary defenses as possible. There are probably hidden secondary ones, though, so be thorough. Do not advance until you are sure you have cleared each room. You don’t want to get ahead of the countermeasures.”

Amanda wrapped her hands around her waist. Just hearing about the preparations made her stomach ache. How could those men go in there knowing that possible death awaited?

Petri dishes were so much more attractive to Amanda. All the danger in a small container that she could torch with a Bunsen burner any time she felt like it. There wasn’t any intrigue or double-crossing. Just a virus and her.

Of course, even that dang virus had gotten the best of her. She could feel the flu-like symptoms advancing. She’d have a fever within the hour. Amanda had to force out the images of all those pictures she’d seen. The blood streaming from a young woman’s eyes. An Olympic athlete struggling to breathe as he drowned in his own secretions.

That was the death that was awaiting anyone who experienced the cytokine storm. Was there really a drug that could stop that horrible death for her and everyone else?

The brave men who were willing to risk their lives to find out approached the building, their guns up and ready. They crept forward with practiced caution, waiting for the bullets to fly, Amanda supposed.

But none came. The street was eerily quiet as the alpha squad made it to the front door.

“We breach in three. Two. One.”

A member of the team swung a battering ram, knocking the door off of its hinges. She could hear the screech of the metal hitting the concrete floor and sliding across it.

One by one, the SWAT team disappeared into the building, their flashlights cutting through the darkness. Devlin and another team held back.

“Clear,” the baritone said.

Another voice, the leader of the beta team, Amanda supposed, echoed him. “Clear.”

They repeated this back and forth several times.

“Whoa, whoa,” Quirk said. “What did I say about taking it slow?”

“Protocol is for them to clear the entire building without pause,” Devlin explained.

“Not here, it shouldn’t be,” Quirk said. “Pull them back to the first room and do the scans that I ordered.”

“I think we know how to handle a breach,” the baritone voice said.

Amanda peered at the front door. The keypad next to the door started blinking red. “Guys, something is going on.”

“We told you!” Warp yelled. “I’ve got a huge spike in electricity consumption. Get your people out of there! Now!”

“Retreat,” the baritone shouted, so loudly that Amanda winced. The red light blinked faster and faster. A prayer was on her lips as the men poured out of the building. Those on the roof repelled down, hitting the ground at a run.

Which was a good thing, as an explosion the size of the big bang took out the warehouse. Amanda ducked as the car window shattered inward. As a matter of fact, windows for blocks around shattered. A fireball shot up what looked like miles into the air. Amanda was pretty sure it was hitting the stratosphere. Smoke plumed, spreading across the entire neighborhood.

Ears ringing, Amanda braced herself on the console. Bodies littered the pavement. Some had been thrown across the street. Some stirred, some did not.

“What the hell was that?” Devlin asked.

“I am still waiting for a complete chemical composition. However, our best guess is Cl-20:HMX.”

Amanda frowned. “But that’s a chemical used to potentiate the effectiveness of certain medicines?”

“Yes,” Warp stated, “but they have found another use for it. It can also potentiate explosives to the tenth order.”

Looking at the shelled-out lab, where only a toilet stood to mark that a building was once there, Amanda believed Warp.

Chatter took over the airwaves as the commanders tried to assess the casualties. There were a lot.

Devlin trotted over to the car. “You okay?”

“Just jumpy,” Amanda said. “Guess this proves we were right, though,” she said.

“A lot of good it does us,” Devlin answered.

“It might still,” Warp said. “There is a basement level that is fairly intact. The bomb project outward, not down.”

Amanda glanced around. Their armed escort was in no shape to help out. Most were going to be leaving by ambulance.

“It looks like there are refrigerated units down there,” Warp said. “But they’ve lost power, and the fires are increasing the temps pretty quickly.”

“If there is a cure for the cytokine storm,” Amanda said. “It won’t last long at those temperatures. Somebody’s got to go down there now.”

The CIA agent glanced over his shoulder. His second team was busy putting fires out on the other men’s backs. Amanda and he were the only two available.

Devlin pulled his weapon. “Warp, can you walk us through it?”

“If you promise to do exactly as we say.”

“So much for the stay-in-the-car plan,” Amanda said as Devlin opened the door.




 


CHAPTER 11

Ronnie allowed Bahrain to flow by as they drove across the capital. Manama felt a little schizophrenic. Half of the buildings were of single-story clay construction, while the other half were tall skyscrapers. Such was the dichotomy of the ancient kingdom. Comprised of over thirty islands, Bahrain was about as cosmopolitan as an Arab nation came. The government had worked hard to build a sustainable economy. Even though Bahrain was the first country in which oil was discovered, the leaders had understood that oil would not last forever.

They had diversified into the financial and tourism sectors. They had also avoided the over-the-top decadence of Abu Dhabi and Dubai. You wouldn’t find the world’s largest indoor ski slope here. However, you would find the world’s largest telecommunications array.

This kingdom wanted their populace to work, not be dependent on oil subsidies. That was why they had the fewest protests during the raging Arab Spring. Not to say that oppression was absent in Bahrain—however, beatings for a woman showing her face in public were rare. Again, not something you should get a gold star for, but compared to Syria? Bahrain was on Santa’s nice list.

“So, where should we take our first official vacation?” Zach asked as he turned his gaze from the window to Ronnie.

“Depends, are places we’ve been bombed before off limits?”

“We’ve also got to worry about being on Interpol’s list,” Zach chuckled. “That does narrow down our options.”

“Have you ever been to Vietnam?” Ronnie asked. They weren’t personae non gratae there… at least not yet.

Zach shook his head. “Until now, I’ve only been to Mexico and Canada.”

Ronnie was surprised. She’d assumed Julia had dragged him to at least Italy, or the south of France. You know, normal places couples went, instead of the dodgy part of Manama.

“Vietnam’s backcountry is absolutely gorgeous, and the food—ah, the food.” She wouldn’t want to fight a war there, but vacationing? Heaven.

“Vietnam it is,” Zach said. “You know, once we defeat the Hidden Hand.”

Right. Just that whole world pandemic standing between her and bliss. A nice bamboo hut on a deserted beach? With just her and Zach? No ear buds? No international conspiracies? What more could a girl ask for?

Hopefully, their next stop could give them an edge up over the Hidden Hand.

As they passed by a few buildings with red curtains—which meant pretty much the same thing across the world—Zach turned to her. “So where exactly are we going?”

“An old friend,” Ronnie said.

“Not to be rude, but I didn’t think you had any friends.”

“No offense taken. I don’t have many, but the ones I do have, are close,” Ronnie explained. “The hacker community is pretty secretive and insulated. We only hang with our own and very rarely share our real identities, for obvious reasons.”

“So what makes this person so special?”

“He’s my ‘me,’” Ronnie said. “He recognized my talent at a young age and mentored me into the hacker that I am now. He’s our main R&D man.”

“I thought Quirk did that?” Zach asked.

“He does, but Isam specializes in power supply,” Ronnie explained. “As you have probably learned, it isn’t the ability to blow things up, knock them out, or even make them disintegrate. It is the ability to power such weapons that is the limiting factor.”

“Yes, I’ve been on the disappointing end of that equation enough times to understand.”

“Isam is our go-to guy for a power boost. Remember your iPod? Isam figured out how to power both the music and the mic. It had a battery life longer than any smartphone out there, before smartphones were even invented.”

Their dingy old Jetta cab pulled up to a nondescript street curb. Refuse lined the gutters as kids played in the street.

While Zach paid the cabbie his dinars, Ronnie exited the cab and headed for the Khubz and Deli.

“Deli, really?” Zach asked.

“It’s originally an Arabic world.”

“And Khubz?”

“Loosely translated it means bakery.”

“Your super hacker works out of a bakery?”

Ronnie elbowed Zack in the ribs, “Please, where better? Lots of carbs for his brain activity.”

Zach shook his head. “The guys in cybercrimes would love this kind of info.”

Ronnie frowned. It was so easy to forget Zach was a bona fide FBI agent. His allegiance was to her during this crisis, but did it extend to her friends?

“Don’t worry,” Zach said. “Until we bring down the Hidden Hand, everything is off the record.”

Relieved, she walked through the door that Zach opened for her. The combo bakery/deli looked about the same as it did anywhere in the world. There were half a dozen tables covered with red and white checkered tablecloths. The chairs were some kind of wrought iron with a white cushion. On the left-hand side of the café were the baked goods, housed in a clean glass case. On the right-hand side were another set of refrigerated cases, filled with all sorts of meats and salads.

The menu was in Arabic and English. Clearly, they were used to tourists. The bakery was fairly famous for their kanafeh khishnah, traditional Palestinian cheese bread made up of long, thin noodle threads. It sounded weird, but once they doused the thing in honey syrup, it was the most delicious pastry in the world. And she’d had baklava in Athens, so Ronnie knew what she was talking about.

That, along with a nice hot, thick Turkish coffee would make an awesome second breakfast, but they didn’t have the time to introduce Zach to that kind of wonderful.

Instead, she passed by the cases of gourmet Arab food and headed straight for the door that said “Amal Wahid,” “Employees Only.”

She pushed through the double swinging doors and strode past the man kneading dough, making her way to the staircase.

By the time they made it up the steps, the door at the top clicked open. Isam had probably been watching them since they made that right turn onto his street.

She didn’t bother knocking—instead, she just pushed open the reinforced steel door to find the ultimate man cave. Plasma screens lined the walls, with leather couches beneath them. Then the bear skin rug, head and all. No wonder Quirk and Isam didn’t get along all that well.

“Sweet audio system,” Zach noted of the speakers which went up to the ceiling.

Isam turned around in his perfectly ergonomically designed chair, the seat pushing up and out. He extended his hand. “So glad to finally meet the mysterious FBI agent that has stolen this little thief’s heart.”

Ronnie could feel herself blush, but Isam didn’t stop. “Quirk was right, if any man could get me to bat for the other team, it’s Mr. Square Jaw here.”

“Thanks,” Zach said. “I think.”

“Isam, you know I would love to stay and have you embarrass me and Zach some more, but we really are on a tight timetable.”

“When aren’t you?” Isam challenged.

* * *

Zach kind of already didn’t like the guy. Maybe because the guy was just a few years older than them, but with that sexy salt-and-pepper thing going along with Omar Sharif looks. Or maybe it was the tone he took with Ronnie. Zach was beginning to see why Quirk had declined joining them. He’d said it was to keep Pilot company as he guarded Alfonzo, but now Zach had other ideas about why the hacker had stayed back at the safe house.

“Were you able to extend the battery life of the muon cannon?”

“On this short notice?” Isam snorted. “But before you get your panties in a bunch, I did shorten the charging time by four.” The man pulled out a battery pack. Instead of one power cord, it had four. Not a very high brow solution—however, it worked. “This should give you nearly real time charging capacity?”

Ronnie walked around the battery pack like it was the Holy Grail or something. “Real time? You mean like unlimited discharges?”

The man’s handsome face split into a smile, his white teeth bright against his swarthy skin. “Your wish is my command.”

“As long as we are near a power supply,” Zach interjected, not liking how casually Isam put his hand on the curve of Ronnie’s back.

Isam nodded toward Zach. “He’s about as much fun as Quirk.”

Ronnie stepped between them. “He’s just making sure I don’t get too excited. We are usually on the move, but if we can find a power supply, this will be invaluable.”

Isam picked up another item and handed it to Zach. “And this is a present for our Captain America.”

Zach accepted the 9mm Glock. He turned to side to side. “It looks like every other Glock I’ve ever seen.”

“Ah, but it isn’t the gun that is so spectacular. It is what is inside of it.”

Zach popped the clip out and pushed a bullet from the magazine. He rolled it around between his fingers. “Sorry, looks normal as well.”

“Ah, then, why don’t you fire it?” Isam said, pointing to a bull’s-eye on the far end of the room.

Zach looked to Ronnie. “Don’t worry, the place is soundproofed and the target is cement lined.”

He brought the gun up and level, aiming at the red center of the target. Zach fired, but the bullet went astray, hitting one of the monitors in the center. He looked to the gun. He had aimed properly.

“It wasn’t you,” Ronnie almost giggled. “It’s loaded with smart bullets.”

Zach had heard of them, of course, but to actually see one in action?

“How does it work?”

“There is a ‘muscle’ wire inside the bullet,” Ronnie explained. “By lengthening or shortening this wire, the bullet bends and changes trajectory.”

Isam showed off a small laser pointer. “The bullets are controlled by this,” he said. “As you might notice, the bullet doesn’t do as much damage, since the wire and control mechanism take up room from the powder. The other benefit of the slower bullet is that they work far better underwater.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Zach said, looking to the gun with far more appreciation.

Isam handed Zach a box of ammo, “There’s fifty rounds, all I have.” He then handed over the laser pointer. “Use the laser when in line of sight. If out of sight, use the dial on the side here.”

“Are you trying to tell me that I can shoot around corners?”

“Of course,” Isam answered holding out the pointer. “The bullet wouldn’t be very smart otherwise, would it?”

Okay, Zach took back everything bad he’d thought about the guy as he accepted the bullets and pointer.

* * *

Alfonzo sat in a state of semi-meditation. His eyes were closed, his muscles relaxed to the point that his head threatened to fall forward. The only sense he had not closed off was his hearing.

It was amazing what he had learned in just the last hour. The two left to guard him had been chatting nonstop. Well, not actually the two of them. The taller, older, hairy one had been silent the entire time. Alfonzo did not think it was because of him. The man seemed the stoic type.

The younger, more animated man, Quirk, had been talking nonstop, as if his life depended upon it. He couldn’t help but boast to his lover about all of his gadgets.

Therefore, Alfonzo now knew that the miraculous weapon back at the opera was a muon cannon and that it worked by displacing electrons. He wasn’t quite sure how that worked, but he knew its end result.

And who knew that powerful enough magnets rotated corrected could affect gravity?

Most would assume he sat here contemplating a way to escape. But why would he want to leave the source of this font of advanced weaponry and defenses? They could read his mind. Read his mind. At first he had felt ashamed that they had so easily penetrated his mind. Then he realized he could lead them straight to the Berlin facility with no harm. There were scant few hours until the point of no return for the virus. And he knew enough about high-end hacking to know that it would take weeks, if not months, to get into the headquarters cleanly.

While Ronnie and her crew were all about defensive gadgets and nearly painless lethals, the Hidden Hand wasn’t so kind. They believed in punishing any that dared challenge their authority, and they had learned much from the New England attack last year.

They could not rely on physical deterrents that worked centuries ago. Not when the Robin Hood Hacker could call weapons from the sky. No, they had recruited some of the world’s most renowned security specialists to reinforce all of their vaccine repositories.

Alfonzo was actually looking forward to watching Ronnie and the rest try to breach the Berlin facility. How much could he learn, being on this side of the assault? He would be the perfect hostage until the time was right, then they would see that his fantasies were nothing compared to what he would unleash upon them.

“Ronnie,” Quirk said into his mic. “Looks like we need to make a pit stop in Greece first.”

Alfonzo tried to keep his features slack, but his mind betrayed him again.

“Alfonzo’s response just confirmed it is a hot target.”

It was futile to fight his own brain. Alfonzo went back to his fantasies. That got Quirk to ditch the other end of the mind reading device.

“Just wrong,” Quirk said. “Just wrong, man.”

Alfonzo allowed a slight grin to reach his lips. Even if they found what they were looking for in Greece, it wouldn’t do them much good. Not with how little time they had.

* * *

Amanda scrunched her nose. The smell of smoke choked the air. It was if each breath brought another lungful of charcoal into her body. The smell made her sick to her stomach.

“You okay?” Devlin asked, holding her by her elbow.

“Yeah, just didn’t expect the stench to be this strong.”

“Here,” he said handing her a handkerchief. “It will keep the worst of it out.”

Amanda put the silk over her nose and mouth, surprised that the entirely modern CIA agent carried a handkerchief.

“You ready?” he asked as they stood at the top of a flight of stairs disappearing into the ground.

“Depends,” she said. “Warp, are you with us?”

“You know it,” the response came in her ear.

“You won’t let us get blown up will you?”

“Working on that. Go down the steps slowly.”

Devlin took the IT guy at his word and went down the stairs one at a time, testing the step, then putting his full weight on it, then bouncing a few times on it before heading to the next one.

So far, so good. Amanda followed one step behind.

Devlin’s flashlight illuminated the stairwell. Scorch marks marred the cement, however the structure seemed solid.

They arrived at a steel door. A small glowing keypad sat to the right of the handle.

“Can you get us in?” Devlin asked.

“Sorry, that lock isn’t in the building’s plans,” Warp said as Amanda’s heart sunk. This was their best chance at saving thousands, if not millions, of lives even before Ronnie could find the antiserum. An anti-cytokine storm drug was the next-best thing to a cure. “Take a picture, though. I might be able to help.”

Devlin handed her the flashlight. “Can you hold this?”

Amanda obliged as Devlin snapped several photos, then emailed them to Warp.

“Alright, you caught some nice oil action,” Warp said. “At least now we know which keys were used.”

“But how are we going to figure out the sequence?” Amanda asked.

“Well, unless they used a computer generated true-random program, people tend to fall into patterns even when they are trying to be random. It is called the pseudo-random paradox.”

Amanda looked to Devlin, who shrugged. “Is that going to help us here, buddy?”

“Tasking,” Warp stated. Apparently, that meant he was working on the problem.

“Let’s try 18976,” Warp said.

“Yes, let’s,” Devlin said, with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Pretty easy to say try something when you were hundreds of miles away from the place that still reeked of high-end explosives.

The CIA agent keyed in the code and the steady red light started flashing red. Amanda squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to see what came next. At least her death would be instantaneous when the bombs went off.

When nothing happened, she peeked an eyelid open to watch the light switch to a steady green.

“It worked!” Devlin said, sounding as relieved as she felt.

“Of course,” Warp said. “Did you doubt us?”

Devlin put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. The door opened easily, leading them into a laboratory. Except for the fear that it could explode at any minute, the place seemed so familiar to her. The stainless steel counter tops. The centrifuges, test tubes and mass spectrometer? Those were her old friends. It was such a sense of violation to her that the Hidden Hand had used such noble equipment for such a nefarious purpose.

On the far side of the lab stood a glass wall. Behind it were dozens of refrigerated units filled with a light yellow liquid.

“We are going to need a refrigerated truck,” Amanda said.

“En route,” Warp answered.

“Do either of you have a jump drive?” Warp asked.

Amanda fished around in her jacket pocket and pulled out a small USB drive. “Yes.”

“Hook it up to the nearest computer and download the hard drive’s contents.”

She handed the stick over to Devlin who completed Warp’s request. Together, they then went over to the glass door that separated them from the medication.

It also had a keypad. Devlin didn’t even wait until Warp asked, he just snapped several pics and sent them to the IT guy.

“Uh oh,” was the response.

“What’s wrong?” Devlin asked.

“Every single key had oils on it, and several have double or even triple layers. This code is at least twelve digits.”

“Which means?” Amanda asked, feeling like Warp had left the dire part out.

“I can’t accurately predict the code. With that many numerals and repeats, anything I gave you would just be a wild guess.”

Worse, the light went from a steady red to a blinking red.

“They must have pressure sensors,” Warp said. “There must have been a challenge code we missed.”

Devlin picked up a chair and smashed the glass door.

“What are you doing?” Amanda yelled, a little louder than she meant to.

“If we’ve been detected,” Devlin said jumping over the broken glass. “We might as well get something out of it.”

He pulled open the first refrigerated unit and pulled out two large baskets filled with the precious yellow liquid. “Here.”

Devlin grabbed another pair, then urged her out while grabbing the jump drive. “Move!”

They ran headlong through the lab and up the stairs. Halfway up, the basement level exploded. The air blast knocked the upper door open. Devlin and she sailed through it, the super-heated air not only lifting them up and out of the stairway, but also high above the ground.

Coming down was not going to be fun. Amanda tucked the baskets close to her chest and bent over to protect them. Even if she died in the crash, she hoped to preserve the medication.

Then the refrigerated truck was coming at them.

“Feet up!” Devlin yelled.

Flying through the air, Amanda tucked her feet up and under her. They skimmed over the roof of the truck, landing on it as it braked to a stop. It seemed impossible, but the vials in the baskets weren’t even rattled.

“Warp, buddy, I am buying you a beer when we get back!” Devlin yelled.




 


CHAPTER 12

Ronnie leaned her head back against the wall of the helicopter. It jiggled her a bit, but she didn’t mind. Why did she always feel the safest in a chopper? Was it the vehicle’s maneuverability? Was it the fact they were armed? Or was it that Quirk’s pilot was at the helm?

Whatever the reason, Ronnie felt like she was in her own personal metal cocoon. Across from her, Alfonzo sat. The man hadn’t said a word since giving his name, rank and serial number.

Which was why they were going to Greece. Alfonzo was an extremely reluctant informant. And you could only get so much detail from flashes. They needed someone who not only actually knew the setup in Berlin, but would tell them about it accurately.

This detour would only cost them an hour if they were able to get in and out quickly. Then off to Berlin.

She looked next to her to find Zach frowning. He hadn’t been a fan of the side trip, but had ultimately agreed to it. Now that they had the vaccine storehouse in their sights, he was loath to take a detour.

Zach sometimes had an unrealistic impression of what she could accomplish. He had faith she could break into the Hidden Hand’s stronghold. She wasn’t so sure. There was a supposedly unbreakable hourly changed password to get around. Even at Quirk’s and hers best that thing was going to be a beast. And to do it in a matter of hours?

They needed help. That was the bottom line. So here they were in Athens.

The helicopter skimmed over the Aegean Sea toward the island. The water lapped at the rocky cliffs dotted with white-washed homes. Then, the small seaside villages gave way to the larger city, Athens.

Off to the right, the columns of the Parthenon glowed against the night sky. The ancient temple was surrounded by dozens of spotlights, Athena’s temple an inspiration thousands of years after its construction.

Other tourist attractions stood out against the city’s skyline. Greece was more ancient ruins than it was a modern country. Spin yourself around on nearly any corner and you’d be facing a major historical site.

But ancient wasn’t in the cards this trip. No, tonight they struck for the modern section of town to one of the most modern buildings in Greece—the Olympic stadium. Right now, it was just a dot on the horizon. Then, as they drew closer, the sheer magnitude of the thing rivaled the Parthenon.

According to Quirk, the stadium sat over seventy thousand people. People that really should be at home, avoiding the flu. The concert-goers certainly weren’t making it easy to contain the plague.

But it was Lady Gaga, after all. She was like a force of nature. Not even a pandemic could keep her off the stage.

Pyrotechnics sprayed from within the open-air stadium, showering out into the night. Even from here and over the rotors, the roar of the crowd was impressive.

Quirk slipped Ronnie a small picture. “If you have time…”

She looked down to find the photo was Lady Gaga in some Elton John-inspired get-up—feathers and huge oversized glasses and all. Clearly, Quirk wanted it autographed.

“Not very likely.”

Quirk put his hands together as if to plead. “You won’t have to get me another birthday gift for a decade.”

“Ten years? Off the hook?”

Her assistant nodded vigorously. Ronnie slid the photo into her inner chest pocket. A decade of not having to impress Quirk with a gift to end all gifts? Now that would be a boon. Not ending the Influenza-HH pandemic, but pretty damned close.

As they got closer to the stadium, a song floated on the wind, something about a bad romance. Looking over to Zach, with a blood-encrusted gash on his head, and certain that she looked like a half-drowned rat, Ronnie could understand the tune.

The helicopter swept up to the stadium. The pilot brought them over the bull’s-eye of the helipad. Of course. he didn’t land. Ronnie and Zach jumped from the chopper. Then, leaning over to protect their heads as the pilot took off, they ran toward the employee entrance. Ronnie flashed her smartphone over the sensor.

Quirk had uploaded a security guard’s bar code onto the phone.

Clearly. the stadium wasn’t expecting a high-tech attack. because the door clicked open. God, how Ronnie loved overconfidence. The bass thrummed though the metal scaffolding of the lower stadium. The stands shook as the crowd went berserk. Something about a poker face.

Ronnie was sure that Quirk had Lady Gaga’s entire discography on his iPod, but Ronnie was more into the singer-songwriters. You’d more likely find her at a Rosie Thomas or José González concert than at this spectacle.

Zach cringed, as well. But, then again, his definition of modern rock was ZZ Top. Not a very progressive guy when it came to music.

They followed the route that Quirk had texted them. Quickly, they made their way backstage.

“Wait a minute,” a young man said, holding up his hand. “Where’s your all-access badge?”

Zach pulled out his FBI credentials. “Good enough for you?”

“Still, I can’t have you disrupting the concert.”

Zach put his game face on. “You sure about that?”

The kid backed down. No great surprise there. The roadie probably only weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet.

“What do you want?”

“We need to speak with Lady Gaga,” Ronnie said.

“Then let me lead you to her dressing room. You can talk to her after the concert,” the roadie said.

“Sorry, but we can’t wait that long,” Zach said.

“According to Quirk, she changes costumes about ten times during this show and doesn’t have enough time to go all the way back to the dressing room,” Ronnie stated, indicating to one of the wings were a dozen costumers waiting anxiously with a huge red feather get-up. Although it looked like the outfit contained thousands of feathers, it didn’t look like they were covering much of her front side. Unless you counted one skimpy strap and a thong.

Ronnie was actually looking forward to seeing how that thing got on the singer.

Zach checked his watch. “How long until the next costume change?”

The guy looked a little squirrely, so it must have been soon.

“Then it is settled,” Zach said. “We’ll talk to her during her costume change.”

The man didn’t seem very happy about it but kept eyeing the gun on Zach’s hip. The FBI agent hadn’t brandished it… yet. Little did the guy know that Ronnie was packing her muon cannon. What would his pupils do then?

Zach looked out over the crowd. There were a thousand flashes going off, taking pictures of a huge post-apocalyptic set behind Lady Gaga. The thing looked a little too real for Ronnie’s taste. Was this what the world was going to look like in a week? Would Alejandro be playing in the background?

Then Ronnie looked closer at the singer. Was that a snake wrapped around her torso? You would never catch Icicle Works doing a sexually charged stunt like that. This wasn’t so much entertainment as it was soft-core.

“Idon’t like it,” Zach muttered.

Neither did Ronnie. The song had way too many horns for her taste, but she didn’t think that was what Zach meant. He meant the sense of doom. He meant how exposed Lady Gaga was up on that stage. He meant that the world was hanging in the balance and they were backstage at a pop concert.

Then. above everything else, Ronnie heard the distinctive whistle of a missile heading their way.

Zach rushed out onto stage, tackling Lady Gaga just before the rocket hit the Mad Max set. Then it became truly authentic as the set exploded, charring the back wall. Ronnie rushed out to make sure that Zach was okay.

* * *

Zach didn’t like snakes. He especially didn’t like snakes’ tongues flickering on his cheek. Lady Gaga was underneath him, looking up to him.

“Normally I’d complain,” the singer said, then squeezed his biceps. “But I’ll make an exception.”

“Zach?” Ronnie said. Zach scrambled up. The singer barely had any clothes on. Her costume seemed more skin than fabric.

“Unharmed,” Zach reported.

“Look, Gaga,” Ronnie said. “The Hidden Hand is here. Do you know who they are?

The woman looked confused. “What?”

Lady Gaga didn’t seem to know what Ronnie was talking about—however, the roadie’s face had drained of color.

“Do you know what Ronnie is talking about?” Zach asked.

The kid nodded, then shook his head. “Grandfather said this day would come.”

“The Fist?” Zach asked. “Your family is a member of the Fist?”

“But we were told Lady Gaga was the one,” Ronnie stated, sounding as confused as the singer looked.

“It was my code name,” the guy said. “Better than Greg the roadie. I don’t think you guys would have flown to Greece for just Greg.”

True. Too true.

“Can you interpret the angelic script?” Ronnie asked.

“It’s been a while, but Grandpa taught me,” Greg said.

Ronnie’s eyes lit up. Zach loved the look on her face when she felt a breakthrough was on the horizon.

Before the Hidden Hand could launch an all-out assault, Zach urged everyone towards the back hallway. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Um,” Lady Gaga said from the floor. “Can someone get this snake off of me?”

The reptile had taken advantage of the distraction and wrapped its body around the singer’s arms.

“Sorry,” Zach said as other stage hands rushed forward. “I don’t do snakes.”

* * *

Ronnie urged Greg forward. The Hidden Hand was throwing everything at them but the kitchen sink. However, it appeared they weren’t quite sure where Ronnie was, exactly.

And they had to use that to their advantage and get out of Athens as soon as possible. As Zach joined her, she tugged Greg toward the exit. A dozen roadies and costumers descended on Lady Gaga behind them. She was more than safe. If anything, the sooner they got out of here the safer everyone would be, including them.

They exited the stadium through the service door and hit the parking lot at a run.

“So you know how to break the angelic code?” Ronnie asked.

“Of course,” Greg snorted. “I wouldn’t be much of a Fist member if I didn’t.”

The pilot swooped the helicopter down, descending toward the parking lot.

“I know that we need to read it diagonally from right to left.”

Greg nodded as he shielded his eyes as the chopper approached. “Yes, but there is a floating modifier. That is, the third letter is converted into a number and the entire code is slid that many digits over.”

That would be why they were having so much of a problem.

“But the single most important thing is—”

Greg abruptly stopped and stared at the helicopter. “You don’t expect me to get in there! No way. No how.”

Zach grabbed the roadie by the arm and jerked him forward. “Yes way.”

But Greg put the brakes on. “I don’t do heights, man.”

A man burst from the door, firing wildly. Zach shot back, but not before hot blood sprayed across Ronnie’s face. Something punched her in the chest, but her cotton-boron shirt stopped the bullet. Greg slumped forward, though. A bright red splotch rapidly spread across his back.

“Get in!” Zach yelled, but Ronnie had a hard time letting go of Greg’s hand. “He’s gone!”

She knew that, but it was hard to believe. He’d just been fussy, and now he was dead.

Quirk grabbed her by the back of her shirt and yanked her upward.

Zach shoved her up, as well. Greg fell onto his back, his dead eyes staring to the stars. Zach hopped up beside her.

“Go!” Zach yelled. The pilot had no hesitation as the chopper jumped up into the air, tipping right, skimming out and over the parking lot.

Soon, Greg was just a white dot on the black pavement.

“Ronnie?” Zach asked, his hands coursing over her body. “Are you hurt?’

Zach found the bullet and removed it from her shirt. “Did it break a rib?”

Ronnie shook her head. “I was right there.”

Zach took a rag and wiped her face. She could feel Greg’s blood streak across her skin.

“He was the Fist, Ronnie,” Zach said. “He knew the risk. He knew.”

Ronnie seriously doubted that Greg knew he would be shot in the back today. He was just a kid, heady with the excitement of being included in a secret organization with such a lofty goal as saving mankind. The kid didn’t even like heights.

“Ronnie,” Zach said, turning her chin to him. “What’s wrong?”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Everything.”

He pulled her into an embrace and kissed the top of her head. “I know, I know.”

Quirk, however, was much more practical. “Do you get anything?”

Ronnie nodded. “Not everything, but enough to help with the decoding.”

Relaying the shifting cipher, Ronnie caught her breath. Greg was but one who had died at the Hidden Hand’s behest. He needed to be the last.

Despite a desire to stay in Zach’s arms forever, she pulled back from him and sat down with the laptop. It was time to get back to work.




 


CHAPTER 13

Quirk watched the German countryside roll by as the train headed toward Berlin. After landing from Athens in Munich, the air space had been closed—which appalled Pilot to no end. He couldn’t fly them? He hated not being in control of their travel.

As it was, they caught the last train out of Munich.

The EU was finally adopting the measures Amanda and the CDC had recommended. Guess there had been a huge “bloom” in reported cases. Just as Amanda had predicted. The tipping point was closing in on them. Either Berlin worked out for the vaccine, or they and the rest of the world were screwed. Or so Jen texted.

They were halfway through the six-hour long train ride. The rolling hills and forests were giving way to flatlands and scattered farmhouses and factories. Once they were closer to Berlin, they would travel by tunnel which opened out into a more urban setting.

For now, the land was pastoral and pleasant.

She looked over to their “hostage.” He had been the ideal prisoner. Too ideal, in Zach’s opinion. Quirk didn’t doubt it. While his face was placid, there was a cunning in his eyes that he didn’t like. Shakespeare’s quote seemed the most appropriate. “He had a lean and hungry look about him.”

Alfonzo was all ears, as well. He tried to act uninterested, but boy, when someone spoke, his head cocked in their direction.

“We’ve got a problem,” Warp said in Quirk’s ear.

“What?” Zach asked.

“Well, it could be a boon, depending.”

“Warp, spill it,” Zach demanded.

“Amanda downloaded a bunch of files from the New Jersey plant that talked a lot about Riem Island.”

Amanda popped into the conversation. “Riem Island was Nazi Germany’s equivalent to Plum Island,” she explained. “They did biological and chemical experiments there away from the bulk of the German population.”

“We’re concerned that maybe your source is misleading you. All of the intel we gathered in New Jersey points to Riem.”

* * *

Ronnie shook her head. “Beyond Alfonzo, the angelic code is also pointing toward Berlin. Plus, Amanda, isn’t there a pocket around the building of fewer than expected flu cases?”

“Yes, but the island is so sparsely populated that we may not pick up any vaccination anomalies. And your angelic script isn’t exactly GPS-equivalent, is it?”

Ronnie bit her tongue. Amanda wasn’t wrong, the symbols were never straight forward, but many of the clues were leading to Hitler’s stronghold. Add in the Nine Inch Nails musical component. All things put together, Berlin just felt right.

This island seemed so, well, obvious.

She looked to Zach.

“Wait,” Quirk said. “Who put him in charge?”

“No one,” Ronnie said, “But I trust his opinion. You and I may be too close to this.”

Zach frowned. “Could Alfonzo somehow trick you with his thoughts?”

Ronnie shook her head. “Berlin was too vivid. That was an actual memory.”

“You’ve been to Berlin, though, right?” Zach asked. “Could you have filled in the blanks?”

“I doubt it. Riem Island doesn’t have any major buildings. I can’t see how I would have mixed those two up. The buildings were too distinct.”

The train clacked along as Zach seemed to mull over that information.

“Sorry, Warp, but Ronnie has gotten us this far. We’re going to Berlin,” he said, then hurried on. “But send some German KSK to the island. But Warp, you’ve got to walk them through it. I don’t want any men lost in a booby trap again.”

“On it,” Warp said, just as the train plunged into the tunnel. The rail car was illuminated only by small night-lights, the train’s sound amplified by the long tunnel.

“Yeah, this isn’t feeling ominous much,” Quirk commented.

* * *

 

Quirk slid his chair along the bank of computers at their Berlin safe house. This one wasn’t nearly as opulent as Bahrain—however, it had their most powerful computer bank. This was where they did all of their number crunching. Over a hundred thousand CPUs were networked together, utilizing both multi-core processors, along with centralizing clusters. They might be able to give the Cray Titan supercomputer a run for its money.

He could accurately simulate a nuclear bomb in about twelve seconds, including wind patterns. Having this much computing power was a bit heady.

While the platform itself was run off of Linux, the sub-clusters were broken out into lightweight kernels running CNK off the nodes. The combo provided stability and flexibility which lent itself to higher than average processor speeds.

They had both PVM for loose clusters and OpenMP for tight clusters, each sub-unit providing a critical function to crunch huge amounts of data. Not only did they have access to these CPUs, but with some creative hacking they had nearly double that many “volunteer” sites around the world. The owners of those computers may not know that they were volunteering anything—however, those CPUs could be brought in to handle computation if the primary core got overloaded. And with the new information from the roadie, getting overloaded was a distinct possibility.

The air-conditioning hissed overhead, keeping the room cool. Quirk tightened the scarf around his neck. The sacrifices he made for Ronnie.

“You can look and you can search,” Quirk said to his ever-quiet Pilot, “But you are not going to find more active FLOPS then this.”

The pilot’s eyebrow went up. Why speak when his facial expressions did the job for him? So efficient, his boyfriend.

“Floating Point Operations Per Second,” Quirk explained. “Basically, how bitching the system is. The higher the FLOPS, the more powerful the supercomputer. And here, my man, we have the capacity for one Quadrillion FLOPS. Take that, Stanford braggy pants.”

Of course, they were breaking about a thousand international laws. Funny, governments didn’t like it when you could out-compute them. This computer in the hands of terrorists could probably take down NATO, so he got why they were so twitchy about supercomputers. But he wouldn’t want to be anywhere else to launch an attack on the Hidden Hand.

Quirk glanced over to Alfonzo. Possibly the only man as stoic as his pilot. Quirk opened a case and took out a think mesh and put it over Alfonzo’s head. It wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as the neural network back in Bahrain—however, it was pretty nifty.

While it couldn’t read thoughts specifically, this little device could tell you when someone had a thought, especially a strong reaction. With a man as well trained as Alfonzo in anti-interrogation techniques, it was the only way to see if you were on the right track. Alfonzo was probably trained in how to control even his micro-facial movements, which is why they didn’t even bother to record his questioning. They would just see a blank slate.

However, no matter how well trained, the man couldn’t control his brain chemistry. That was intrinsic. Visceral. Untamable.

They would use his brain waves to help them play possibly the most dangerous game of hot/cold ever played in the history of mankind.

Quirk wasn’t a fool. The Hidden Hand had its own tech department that rivaled Fort Knox. Their encryption was going to be a 256-bit with 14 cycles to deal with. Quirk had inputted every symbol they had ever recovered, all the music that Reznor had given them, along with their translations. The computer was crunching it all now, trying to come up with a universal cipher.

They had to break the damn unbreakable angelic code. They were going to need some serious divine inspiration to get past whatever the Hidden Hand had in store.

Was it selfish or cowardly that he was glad he wasn’t going in this time? At least, not physically? He wasn’t even asked. But then again, supercomputers didn’t run themselves. They were like the bucking broncos of the hacking world. They were nearly living, breathing entities that liked to cause trouble. They also broke down…a lot. You couldn’t have this level of silicon ecosystem and not expect the wheels to come off the tracks every once in a while.

Quirk was here to coax, cajole, and whip the supercomputer into shape.

Ronnie was charged with doing the rest. And by their progress on the GPS, she and Zach were only a few minutes away from the office building.

Quirk rubbed his hands together, ready to match wits with the Hidden Hand.

* * *

They had come into Berlin via the Bahnhof Berlin-Lichtenberg station, which put them on the east side of Berlin. Which put them in the Mitte district. And now that Quirk was safely tucked away, they could strike west toward the heart of Berlin.

And Zach was making the most of the speed limit-less A-10 autobahn. They zipped past cars already going in the eighties. Ronnie was not ashamed that she was holding onto the “Granny” handle as Zach took an off-ramp at about twenty miles an hour faster than it was built for. Tires squealed as they entered the street traffic.

Off to their left was one of the last remnants of the Berlin Wall. Ronnie believed it was called the Topography of Terror. There was an outdoor museum adjacent. The site had also been the headquarters of the Gestapo. Ronnie shuddered to think how many people were tortured and executed on those grounds by the Nazis. Greg’s death paled in comparison to the loss of life here.

The wall represented a whole other era of repression. Even though this was the longest section of the wall to remain, it was a measly quarter mile. The original Berlin wall, built by the Soviet Union to divide West and East Berlin, had run nearly a hundred miles. Over 10 feet tall with guard towers dotted along the top, the thing was about as lethal as a maximum security prison.

What was weird about the wall was that to start with, the Allies had been relieved it went up. To them, it indicated that the Russians weren’t going to invade the rest of Germany.

With the security of history, it was hard to remember just how dangerous those post-WWII days were. Would Russia become the next Germany? Conquer Europe? After defeating the Nazis, the Allies were weary and resources short. A land attack by Russia would probably have been met with a nuclear attack.

How close the world had come to annihilation. Would someone fifty years from now realize how close humankind was from near-extinction? Or would this episode just be another footnote in a history book?

What was even weirder about the wall was that most of Europe was opposed to it coming down. Margaret Thatcher herself had implored Gorbachev personally to leave the wall up. That was how afraid everyone was of a reunified Germany.

Now, of course, Germany was one of the most stable economies in a very unstable European economic climate.

Then they were past the wall and turning onto the Unter den Linden, one of the most famous Berlin streets, known for being lined with centuries old trees, many of them older than the United States.

This is the environment that the Hidden Hand had developed. Seeped in the ages. The Hidden Hand knew how to take the long view on things. However, they were equally adept at embracing completely modern concepts and mechanisms.

Ronnie was not looking forward to getting inside their stronghold—if it was even a stronghold. The symbols pointed here, but were they supposed to be looking on the island? Ronnie didn’t think so. She was pretty sure the Hidden Hand would want to be more mobile than that. They wouldn’t want to limit themselves to a situation where they could only get in or out by boat or plane.

No, downtown Berlin felt more their speed. They would want their vaccine stores to be close at hand. Also, the whole castle on the coast thing hadn’t worked out so well for them the last time.

Their defenses were going to be ten layers thick. And who knew how many armed guards there were? Even with a muon cannon, it would be best to get in and out of there unseen.

Zach pulled the car to the curb. The building in question looked like any other office building. It was ten stories high, with square windows and a lobby. What wasn’t like any other building in the block was that this office consumed nearly eighty times the electricity of the other buildings. Eighty. They could power a crap-load of weapons with that much juice.

Ronnie hated to see their electricity bill.

Zach put the car in park, but still lingered. “You’ve got a plan, right?”

Ronnie nodded.

“A good one?”

Ronnie shrugged. Her plan was only as good as their intel.

“Guess I’ll have to take it and learn to like it,” Zach said with a grin. “Better start unloading the gear.”

The gear, yes. They’d probably needed a Sherpa or two to carry all of the gear. Ronnie’s motto was more was more. Going up against a Hidden Hand stronghold, even one as benign as this one seemed, would take everything they had.

“Quirk, how masked are we?”

“Between Warp and I, we’ve neutralized all of the cameras for a ten block radius. Well, except for the monkey enclosures at the zoo. For some reason, those suckers just won’t go off line, so no sightseeing, okay?”

Ronnie looked down the block to see the entrance to the zoo. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

* * *

Alfonzo sat motionless in his chair. He did not even feel the leather under his rump. His mind was preoccupied with following the conversation between the Robin Hood hacker and her assistant.

“I mean it, Ronnie,” Quirk said. “You lose focus more times than I care to mention.”

The hacker’s tinny voice leaked out of Quirk’s ears. “I promise, is that good enough?”

A light blinked on one of the panels, sparing the Robin Hood Hacker her assistant’s next diatribe. The chain of command certainly was loose between these two.

“Head to the southeast entrance and I’ll meet you there…figuratively,” Quirk stated, then glanced over to Alfonzo. “Don’t look so smug, secret assassin man.”

Alfonzo kept his expression blank, but he did notice the tiniest of a blip on the screen monitoring his neural pathways. To think he would be betrayed by his own mind. It seemed fantastical, except there was the monitor right there. Telling him how he felt better than even he himself knew.

“You think your facility is so secure. That your defenses are so secret?” the hacker’s assistant taunted him. “Like we don’t know about your aerosolized nanobots?”

The monitor beeped again. How could the assistant know about such things? Those nanobots were the most cutting edge technology in the world. They recorded every speck of dust in the air, every temperature variance. There was no “sneaking” past them. There was no hacking them. They were nicknamed “God in the cloud” for a reason.

The assistant shook his head. “We back-tracked all known high-end security systems engineers’ travel plans for the past nine months. We know everyone that has been in and out of your place.”

Alfonzo reminded himself that the Robin Hood Hacker hadn’t evaded Interpol and the US FBI for nothing. They were every bit as good as their legend.

“So, knowing that Sophie Arkland, aka the Iron Maiden was here three months ago pretty much gave away your nanobot plan.”

Ah, but there was so much more to their security than microscopic machines.

“And don’t get all cocky about your foreign odor detection system,” Quirk stated.

Alfonzo didn’t need to look at the monitor to know that it was spiking.

“The sensors know the chemical composition of each and every individual in the facility. Kind of like a blood hound, sniffing out any foreign scent. So sensitive that it will trigger an alarm if a single rose petal was brought into the facility.”

How could he know such things?

“Please,” Quirk said. “You might not have wanted to kill quite so many of your security architects. Dropping bodies like that got noticed.”

The assistant turned back to the myriad of monitors in front of him. “Oh, and by the way, Ralph was a friend of mine. So I have the key code to the RFID chips you had implanted.”

Alfonzo’s neural scanner’s output went all over the place. The frequency of the RFID chips was supposed to one of the most secure secrets in the world.

“And those pepper spray foggers you had installed? Can you say design flaw? You really shouldn’t have gone with the lowest bidder.”

But Quirk was only talking about a tenth of their security measures. Even forewarned with this knowledge, the Robin Hood Hacker couldn’t make it past all of them.

“Of course, you do realize that all of this is a moot point if you can hack into your main frame.”

That should have been impossible. Alfonzo remembered the security briefing where it was described that it would take the world’s fastest computer over two days to the crack the code.

“I know what you’ve thinking,” Quirk said. “And not from the neural network. You’re thinking I don’t have the computation power. Ha! You guessed wrong.”

Alfonzo watched as the supercomputer churned away. They didn’t have the passcode, but how much longer would it take them?

“Until then, though, we have our own countermeasures.”

Quirk hit a button and the camera feed of Berlin went dark. The hacker had just shut down power to the entire city.

“Now what, oh what are you going to do without all of those megawatts?”

Alfonzo knew that a good half of their security went down. The Hidden Hand had thought they were protected against a power outage. They did not get their power from the local street lines. They pulled it from the city’s core. Which did little good when all of Berlin was dark. They never thought someone would shut down the entire city.

“Feeling a little foolish?” Quirk asked.

Alfonzo was sure his monitor would answer the assistant.




 


CHAPTER 14

“Aren’t they going to know that something is up?” Zach asked as they approached the darkened building.

“They’ve known something was up since Alfonzo didn’t call in,” Ronnie said. “We just have to try and stay a step ahead of them.

In honor of that, Ronnie turned her attention to Quirk. “How many behind the door?”

“Two. Approximately two meters inside and standing a meter apart.”

Ronnie set the muon cannon and fired. The only way she knew it worked was the buzz of the battery. They were going to need to plug in soon.

“They’re down,” Quirk reported.

“Should you take a second shot?” Zach asked. Not that he was into killing in cold blood, but these were the Hidden Hand.

“No. They have heart rate monitors on. If we killed them, it would send up an immediate site-wide alarm.”

“So are we going to try to breach the Hidden Hand’s stronghold without killing anyone?”

“That’s the plan,” Ronnie said with a smile. Nothing like giving yourself a high goal to meet.

Ronnie took out her handheld drill and started backing out the screws that held the door’s keypad in place.

“I thought we didn’t have the access code yet,” Zach commented. “Wasn’t that the point of the supercomputer to crack it?”

“We don’t have it yet,” Ronnie said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t get in.”

Quickly, she took off the alarm’s faceplate and started sifting through the myriad of colored wires.

“While the encryption on this keyboard is state of the art, it is localized.”

Zach nodded. “You mean that it generates its own code on an hourly basis to keep hackers like you from getting in.”

“Also prevents employees from swiping the code and selling it.”

“But I don’t see how that helps us,” Zach stated.

“Well, you see, there is only one wire that transmits to the lock that the code has successfully been entered.”

“That keypad was designed by Zygo Industries,” Quirk said. “And it looks like you should find a single gray wire that is welded onto the motherboard.”

Luckily, there was only one wire amongst the bunch that matched the criteria. Ronnie slapped two clips onto the wire and hooked it up to a tiny battery.

“Here goes nothing,” she said as she turned the power on.

The red light went green.

Phase one of a hundred and seventy nine, done.

“See?” Ronnie said, turning to Zach. “I’m not just a pretty face.”

* * *

No, she wasn’t. Zach put his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her close. Their lips touched, making him feel like he’d just been zapped by the muon cannon.

“Oh, gross,” Quirk said in his ear. “Could you guys please keep it down? It sounds like the internal workings of a taffy factory.”

“Really?” Ronnie said as she backed away. “The kettle calling the pot black?”

“What?” Quirk demanded. “Pilot and I are completely discrete.”

Ronnie chuckled as she put her hand on the knob. “Please, you sit in his lap and the two of you make out half the time he is flying.”

“Ah, but the difference is we’re both hot, so it’s okay.”

Ronnie rolled her eyes and opened the door. They stepped over the unconscious guards and made their way down the hallway, which was awash in red emergency lighting.

“There’s nothing else we need to be worried about?” Zach asked.

“Here? No,” Ronnie answered.

“That doesn’t seem odd?”

“That’s the conundrum of security. You want your facility to be the most secure. However, you also have to allow for people to enter and leave. You can’t exactly fry the UPS guy.”

“Fry?” Zach asked, probably not knowing the answer.

“Yes, by the flamethrowers.”

“There are flamethrowers?”

“Why else would they be purchasing five hundred gallons of propane and the seven hundred linear feet of fireproofing materials?” Ronnie asked.

“You just didn’t warn me about the flamethrowers.”

“Really?” Ronnie said with a shrug. “I could have sworn we went over them during the briefing.”

“You mean the conversation where you said, ‘we need to go in,’ and I said, ‘okay’?”

“I thought it was a little more thorough than that.”

Zach shook his head. “Not really.” He caught her gaze. “Anything else you would like to tell me?”

“We are going to penetrate deeply into the building on my moxie alone until we can’t get any further. Then, we will need Quirk to have broken the master key code.”

“And no offense, Quirk, but what about if he can’t.”

“Um, offense taken!” Quirk said. “I wouldn’t have sent Ronnie in there if I didn’t think I could crack it. Especially with the new cipher shifting information obtained from that sad little man.”

“Okay,” Zach said. “Exactly how far into the twenty-digit code are you?”

“Dang, a little goal-oriented, G-Man?” Quirk retorted.

So the answer was none.

Zach should have been worried, but he really wasn’t. Clearly, he’d been hanging out with Ronnie too long.

* * *

Amanda walked into Jennifer’s office. Her assistant ran up and brushed soot off of Amanda’s shoulder before hugging her.

Amanda clasped Jennifer’s wrist and gave it a squeeze, then handed over the cooler she’d carried personally since New Jersey.

“Get this down to the lab,” she instructed. “We need this mass produced, ASAP.”

Jennifer took the cooler and opened it, taking out a single vial. She then urged Amanda to sit down.

“No, we’ve got to save it all for the researchers,” Amanda protested, yet Jennifer got out a tourniquet and drew up a dose of the anti-cytokine storm medication into a syringe.

Amanda could only take comfort in the fact that she wouldn’t just be getting the medication that could save her life, but would also be one of the first human subjects.

Jennifer used two fingers and slapped the inside of Amanda’s arm, raising the vein. The needle bit sharply, then her vein burned as Jennifer pushed in the plunger. An adrenaline rush coursed through Amanda’s body, nearly lifting her out of the chair.

Her throat still ached, but no medication worked immediately. Besides, she still had the flu—the drug should only stop her own immune system from going insane and killing her.

She indicated to Devlin to take a seat. “He’ll need one as well.”

The CIA agent cocked an eyebrow. “We’re sure this is safe?

“No,” Amanda answered. “However, you are a healthy youngish male. Therefore, it’s safer than letting your immune system wreak havoc. So take the meds before you start bleeding from your eyes.”

Devlin sat down. “Fine.”

“Where are Ronnie and Zach?” Amanda asked Jennifer as she got ready to inject the CIA agent.

From the look on her assistant’s face, the two had started the breach of the German facility.

After her and Devlin’s encounter in New Jersey, Amanda could only pray for their safety.

* * *

Alfonzo braced himself as Quirk turned around in his chair.

“Two,” the hacker said.

Despite Alfonzo’s every effort to hide his response, the damn monitor bleeped.

“So he numeral two is the first number of the code?” Quirk asked, quite unnecessarily in Alfonzo’s opinion. It was the equivalent of rubbing salt in the wound.

The hacker clapped his hands then rubbed them together. “Nineteen to go. And with each successful number, my supercomputer learns and get faster. Oh, you are going to wish you never crossed horns with me, Mister.”

Quite to the contrary, Alfonzo thought. Just as everything else that had happened, this too could be turned to Alfonzo’s advantage. The virus was already on a rampage. The chances that the hackers could turn back that tide were slim to none. So this assault on the German headquarters only worked in Alfonzo’s favor. The loss of the Hidden Hand’s Berlin centralized power center would make his takeover of Europe all the easier.

“They are going to want to be careful on that set of stairs,” Alfonzo said, indicating with his head to the screen that showed the Robin Hood Hacker’s progress in the facility. “There are pressure plates on the landing.”

While Quirk squinted his eyes, he did open his mic. “Our little birdie here says that there are pressure plates guarding the stairwell.”

Alfonzo allowed a grin to spread on his lips. While the team thought they were prepared for the Hidden Hand’s defenses, nothing could prepare them for what was in the basement.

* * *

Zach did not like getting intel from captured prisoners.

“Why did he give you that information?” Zach asked.

“I figured out the first number in the code and then he volunteered it up,” Quirk said. “A little weird to hear him speak, I gotta say. I liked him better all Stonewall-y.”

So did Zach. However, for the life of him, he couldn’t figure the guy’s angle. What would lying about pressure plates get him? Unless, of course, Alfonzo was just trying to gain their trust only to violate it later when it really mattered.

Ronnie opened the door to the stairs, then sat down on her heels, inspecting the floor. “Yep, look at that,” she said, pointing at a seam. “That’s not a concrete step there. There is something underneath the veneer. That would have been easy to miss.”

Yes, it would have. Did Alfonzo just save their butt? That act did not come free, though.

“So how are we getting around it?” Zach asked.

“Are there any motion sensors, Quirk?”

There as a slight delay as Ronnie’s assistant asked Alfonzo.

“That would be a supposed, ‘no,’” Quirk finally answered.

“Then we do this the old-fashioned way.” Ronnie climbed up onto the bars of the railing, then put her butt onto the steel and slid down. Zach followed her example, although honestly it was harder with a sixty-pound pack on his back. He nearly tipped over backwards down the stairwell.

Once at the bottom of the railing, Ronnie asked, “Anything we need to be worried about on the other side of this door?”

“Thermal imaging shows no guards, but let me check.” Again the delay, then Quirk came back on. “You should be good until you hit the door at the end of the hallway.”

Ronnie leaned over the railing, opened the door, then climbed down to the hallway floor. Zach repeated the action, landing next to her.

The door at the end of the hallway looked like every other door in the building so far. Except it had not only a keypad, but apparently was equipped with a retinal scanner, as well.

“You’ve got the holographic retinal display ready?” Ronnie asked.

“You know it,” Quirk responded.

Zach watched as Ronnie flipped down her glasses. The lens displayed a retina. “What happens if this doesn’t work?”

“See that little nozzle?” Ronnie asked. Zach nodded. “I get acid sprayed on my face.”

Oh, just that.

“So how about you stand back, a bit?” Ronnie said.

Zach wasn’t used to someone else taking the risk for him. “Anything I can do?”‘

“Pray?”

Zach’s mom would be so happy as he whispered a prayer under his breath.

* * *

Ronnie circumvented the door’s keypad in the same way she had the outer door. But now was the moment of truth. Exactly how good was Quirk? In theory, retinal scans were one of the most secure methods of controlling checkpoints. That was, unless you had a ranking officer in your possession.

Beyond the tech necessary to duplicate a retina and provide a projection that not only compensated for depth, but also ran a program that simulated blood flow through the retina, they had to hope that the Hidden Hand hadn’t flagged Alfonzo’s retinas as compromised.

In an organization this large, were they really that efficient and nimble?

Guess her eyes were going to find out.

She sent the jolt of electricity to the keypad. The light went green, then a red light scanned up and down over her face. Ronnie kept her fingers crossed that the algorithm was only checking her retinas, and not her facial bone structure as well. If so, then she was glad she enjoyed her sight while she had it.

The door clicked open, however. Ronnie allowed herself a brief sigh of relief. They were hardly in the clear. Before she opened the door, Ronnie stopped Zach.

“This is where the flamethrowers probably are,” she warned.

To Zach’s credit, he just nodded.

He was such a keeper.

“Quirk, you’re watching for signs of ignition?”

“Yes, and Mr. Chatty Cathy here says they are triggered by a laser network, so there’s that.”

Ronnie pulled out a can of propellant and sprayed it through the doorway. Red beams crisscrossed the hallway only inches apart.

“Any tricks to get through that?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shook her head. Maybe given a few hours she could figure out some workaround, but right here, right now? No way. Not even with a supercomputer at her disposal.

“How about mirrors or such?” Zach asked.

“Those are for non-variable wavelength lasers. These? You would have to precisely align each and every beam back. There’s just no way to do that by hand. We’d need a pre-programmed robot for that type of specificity.”

“And what?” Zach asked. “You don’t have one of those in your pack?”

“No,” Ronnie said as the FBI agent went all smarty pants. “But I’ve got something even better.”

* * *

Zach watched as Ronnie pulled out a small circular saw and put it against wall, cutting out a hole in the drywall.

“Who knew that hacking required so many power tools, right?” Ronnie asked.

God, he loved a woman who just pulled out a saw and started cutting away.

“But how is this helping us?”

“People think that just because something is behind a wall, it is safe.”

Yes, how odd.

“When really sheetrock is one of the least secure storage material besides tissue paper,” Ronnie explained.

And she wasn’t wrong. Quickly, she cut out a panel in the wall and knocked it inward, then stepped inside the crawlspace.

“What are you going to do?” Zack asked.

“Each pair of those flamethrower ports has its own propane tank. I’m going to manually turn them off.”

“And that’s going to work?”

Ronnie chuckled. “Low tech, right? Paleozoic, really.”

He flashed his light into the area, helping Ronnie make her way down the row of tanks, twisting the tank’s knobs to the off position.

“Check it, would you?” Ronnie asked.

Zach took off his jacket, balled it up and threw it down the lasers. A sputtering flame flared across the passage.

That could’ve, should’ve, would’ve been him if Ronnie hadn’t known about the security measure. These Hidden Hands weren’t fooling around.

“Sorry, must’ve not tightened one down all the way,” Ronnie explained as she went back to the offending tank. “We should be set.”

“Well,” Quirk said in Zach’s ear. “You better get a move on, because they must have found the downed guards. Someone just triggered a silent alarm. They’ve got guards fanning out.”

“Any directed at us?” Zach asked.

* * *

Quirk shook his head, even though he knew the FBI agent couldn’t see him. It was more for Alfonzo. The guy needed to know just how screwed he was.

“No, but it won’t take them long to find out during their sweep.”

Okay, maybe that was more about how screwed they were about to be.

“Also, the doors are going to be hard-locked. You won’t be able to do the workaround anymore.”

“You mean without the pass code?” Zach asked.

“Correct.”

“And how is that coming along?” Ronnie asked.

“7 down, 20 to go.”

“So less than half?” Zach pointed out.

“Yes, Mr. Negativity,” Quirk shot back. “These supercomputers are ultra-sensitive. We’ve got to keep them happy.” A light flashed. “Ugh! A node just went down. What did I tell you?”

“Keep your panties on, Quirk,” Ronnie chided. “Nodes go down all the time. Just get it back up and let me know once you’ve got the code.”

“Yes, Kemosabe,” Quirk responded, as the dots on the thermal imaging closed in on Ronnie. “You’ve got two coming in from the left.”

He watched Ronnie and Zach swivel to the side. It was nice to see them respond to him so promptly. If only they did so all the time.

“Time to test out Isam’s toy,” Quirk prompted.

* * *

On the one hand, it was great to have a gun that could shoot around corners. On the other hand, Zach had hoped he wouldn’t need it. However, with their lives, it’d been a given, hadn’t it?

He set up on the far side of the hallway corner. Normally, he would have to wait for the assailants to make the turn, then shoot. Now, though? Now he just had to wait to hear footsteps, then make the magic happen.

The guards were traveling pretty quickly, their boots echoing against the tile floor.

“We’re going to have to pop our vests as soon as they go down.”

The heartbeat issue. Zach wouldn’t have thought of that.

Zach nodded and raised the laser pointer.

He pulled the trigger, then with his thumb, turned the small dial. To his amazement the bullet zigged around the corner. A scream proved that it had worked. Ronnie unzipped her sound-muffling vest, allowing her heartbeat to register.

Zach shot again, again using the dial to manipulate the bullet’s trajectory. Another scream. He opened his vest, as well.

“They’re down,” Quirk reported. “Guess we owe Isam one.”

Which sounded possibly worse to Quirk than Zach and Ronnie actually risking their lives and having to face the gunmen.

“You are going to head back the way the guards came,” Quirk instructed. “There is one more barrier before you can head down the stairs to the deepest sub-basement.”

Zach liked the sound of that. Just one more, then they should hopefully reach the promised land and find out if there really was vaccine here.

Ronnie broke into a trot, rushing down the hallway. Zach followed until they came to a large set of glass double doors. There was no lock, just handles, yet Ronnie skidded to a stop.

“What’s wrong?” The short hallway beyond the doors seemed devoid of threat.

“Look closer,” Ronnie urged.

If it had been anyone else, Zach would have scoffed, but it was Ronnie, so he squinted, studying the hallway carefully. Was there a shimmer to the air?

“Is there some kind of gas in there?”

Ronnie shook her head. “Not a gas, but nanobots.”

Of course there were nanobots in the air. Why wouldn’t there be? And given that they were nanobots, there must be a gazillion of them in there to show up to the naked eye.

“And how are we deactivating them?” Zach asked.

“We aren’t,” Ronnie said. “There’s no way to deactivate them without security knowing we did so. They are streaming millions of bits of data every second. Any disruption to the air in there, and they will report it.”

“Then how are we getting around them?” Zach asked.

“We aren’t,” Ronnie repeated. “We’re going through them.”

“Isn’t that going to alert them to our exact location?” Zach asked.

“Yep,” Ronnie responded. “But they’re going to figure it out quickly enough.”

“Quirk, where are we at?” Ronnie asked.

“Eleven down and confirmed.”

“We need to speed up the process,” Ronnie said.

“Give the order, girlfriend,” Quirk responded.

Ronnie looked to Zach with a smile flickering on the edge of her lips. “Initiate the porno procedure.”

Zach couldn’t help his eyebrow arch up. “Porno?”

“Don’t worry,” Ronnie said. “Quirk won’t be subjected to any images. He has identified computers that are running porn and we are enslaving them for our use.”

“So some college boys are going to be super disappointed,” Zach said.

“Exactly,” Ronnie said. “The supercomputer is already figuring out the digits faster—with this infusion of computation power, it should be done by the time we cross the hall.”

“When every one of those 168 guards comes after us.”

“Not all,” Ronnie said. “Remember many are still sequestered by the lockdown protocol.”

“So how many, then?” Zach asked.

“Best guess on this side of the building? About fifty.”

“Oh, is that all?”

Ronnie shot him that look that she did Quirk when she was annoyed with her assistant. He took it as a love thing.




 


CHAPTER 15

Ronnie took in a deep breath as she put her hand on the metal handle. No shock, no chemical burn. Just an ordinary door. Although what lay beyond it was anything but ordinary.

The swarm of nanobots was perhaps the single more sophisticated security measure one could have. There literally was no technological way around them. And that, coming from her, made it a fact.

She had to trust in Quirk and his supercomputer and the amount of bandwidth Berlin dedicated to porn. Which, according to statistics, was extremely high, so they had that in their favor. 50 Shades of Gray had sold out in most German bookshops, so they should be in pretty good shape.

Unable to delay any longer, Ronnie pulled open the door and was awash in cool air. The nanobots worked best at fifty-five degrees. She stepped into the hallway. The shimmer effect diminished as she moved into the thick of them.

It wasn’t until she was halfway down the hall that she noticed her sinuses burning, then her lungs, then her eyes. The nanobots must have been charged. One charged nanobot was no big deal, but millions? That freaking stung.

Closing her eyes, Ronnie warned Zach, “Hold your breath and close off your nose.”

She squeezed her own nostrils as her mucous membranes felt like they were on fire. Ronnie broke into a full-out run, making for the other side. These nanobots should have been for surveillance only, not offensive. But this was the Hidden Hand they are dealing with. So it shouldn’t have been a big surprise.

Ronnie made it to the other side and pushed on the glass doors, but they didn’t budge. She glanced around, finding no keypad or even lock. She jerked on the doors again, but they didn’t budge.

“Quirk!” she breathed out, bracing herself for the fire she breathed in. “You need to override this door.”

“I’ve only got seventeen of the numbers!”

Damn, the porn computers weren’t enough. “Do what you have to!”

“You mean I can use the uplink to NATO we have?”

Ronnie had been reluctant to go to that step, since it might compromise European security. At this point, though, Europe was more at risk from the Hidden Hand than from the Russians or Chinese.

“Do it.”

“Yippy!”

“Just get me the override.”

“They’re coming,” Zach said, his voice strangled as he tried to keep the nanobots out of his lungs.

She could hear the boot-falls, as well. There were a bunch of them. Zach’s gun wouldn’t be enough. Ronnie pulled out the muon cannon. She calibrated it the best she could and fired.

The boot-falls stopped.

“That was the last of it, though,” Ronnie said. “We’ve got to find some power.”

“Eighteen out of twenty!” Quirk shouted.

Eighteen wasn’t going to stop the burning in her lungs, though. “Quirk!”

“We’re exposed out here, Quirk,” Ronnie reminded him. “We need through that door.”

“Nineteen,” Quirk said. “NATOs network really is top notch. High computational capacity.”

“Quirk!”

* * *

Zach could see the guards now. They were hauling ass toward them. The front two fired. Luckily, the nanobot front doors were bullet proof. Once they were through those, though, there would be no defense. They were out of muon cannon shots and Zach barely had a half of a clip left.

Still, he dropped to one knee, prepping to provide some cover fire for Ronnie.

“No other tricks up your sleeve?” Zach asked, barely choking it out as the nanobots flew down his windpipe, scalding all the way. Worse, the guards worked on opening the door.

“Sorry, full out,” Ronnie said, sounding more downtrodden than he had ever heard her. “Quirk?”

That last number is a bugger. Any insights?

Zach watched as Ronnie closed her eyes. Her eyeballs scanned back and forth under their lids. Her brain was the most efficient computer out there.

“The musical notes. They have got to be the key. Fill in any missing gaps with the notes we identified as significant.”

“Tasking,” Quirk said. “Alfonzo’s eyebrow even went up when I mentioned the notes so I think we are on the right track.

He’d better be, because that door wasn’t going to hold out much longer.

Quirk yelled. “Twenty mother effers!”

Zach heard the whoosh of the door behind him. Ronnie tumbled through the door. Zach threw himself backward, crossing the threshold. He sucked in a deep breath of nanobot-free air.

Oxygen had never tasted better. With each breath the torching receded, until he could actually breathe without wincing.

“Ouch,” Zach exclaimed, holding out his arm. “Damn it.”

* * *

Zach shook the appendage as if to get something out of it. Only Ronnie knew that it was in his vein. A nanobot must have made its way through the lung/blood barrier and into his blood vessels.

“Just ride it out,” Ronnie said, holding his arm still. Zach trying to rid himself of the device would be worse than the damage the device could do itself. “I know it hurts, but it can’t survive within our body temperature. Give it a few seconds.”

Zach’s cheeks flushed red and he gritted his teeth, but he did as instructed. Their fingers intertwined as he clutched her hand. She could only imagine how disconcerting it felt to have something attacking you from the inside.

It was only a scuff of a boot heel that told Ronnie they were in trouble. Zach swung her around, firing at the men approaching. They were wearing black body suits, most likely made of heat-reducing materials so that Quirk couldn’t track them. Sneaky bastards.

* * *

Even though pain was screaming down Zach’s arm like a blazing host siren, he still pulled the trigger. The targets were so close that he didn’t need to change the bullets’ trajectory at all.

Bam. Bam. Bam. The sound of his gun echoed in the enclosed space of the hallway. The others hadn’t even lifted their weapons yet. They fell to the ground in a row.

Clearly, the men had just stumbled upon them.

“You’ve got another four-man team coming your way,” Quirk said shrilly in Zach’s ear, like he was the one with gunmen on the way.

“You’ve identified the vaccine vault?” Ronnie asked.

“You’re two floors directly above it.”

* * *

“What is between us and the cure?” Zach asked. He assumed they couldn’t just stroll down there. Not after the flamethrower/nanobot combo.

“A bunch of stuff,” Quirk said, “but I’m deactivating what I can.”

Ronnie’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘what you can’?”

“I’m taking out all of the electronic countermeasures, but they’ve got a boatload of physical triggers, too. Like the stairwell. There’s nothing I can do with those if there is no electrical connect between the trigger and the device.”

Zach figured Quirk was correct as Ronnie slowly nodded. “Any idea what we’re up against?”

“Well, let’s see. It looks like the old standard, floor switch-plated acid drop from the ceiling.”

Standard, right, Zach thought. When did acid dropping from the ceiling get to be standard?

“And a few blow darts which I can only assume are laced with M99.”

“But you know where they’re located?” Ronnie asked, sounding not quite as confident as she usually did.

“Duh, plus I knocked out the 50,000-volt Taser and high-intensity cyanide laser array, so maybe a little credit here?”

“Just get us to the vault,” Ronnie hissed into her mic.

Zach squeezed Ronnie’s arm. Getting testy with Quirk seldom solved anything.

Ronnie sighed. “The sooner we are out of here, the sooner you can get your medal.”

“Medal?” Quirk asked, clearly sounding intrigued.

“Along with a present from me.”

“Oh, is it Hobbit related? Star Trek? Batman? Dark Knight?”

“Quirk, acid from the ceiling. Let’s concentrate on that.”

“Right, right. But maybe Chococat? You know how I love Chococat.”

“Acid,” Ronnie stated bluntly.

“Fine. Go forward through the door which I have already unlocked, go up through the ceiling to avoid a nice and thorough exfoliating of all your skin, then down to the main floor again, belly crawl to avoid the blow darts, parkour down the stairs, duck to avoid the decapitation wires, and you should be there.”

“Oh, is that all?” Zach asked.

“You might want to hold your breath at the last,” Quirk said. There’s a hydrochloric acid canister hidden somewhere on that floor. Still trying to track down the specifics on that one.”

Zach reminded himself never to ask a question that he did not want the answer to.

“Number of the enemy?” Ronnie asked.

“One hundred seventy nine.”

“Wait,” Zach said. “That’s more than we thought when we came in. We’ve killed at least twenty by now.”

“That initial number was based on thermal images. Now that I am in their database, I can see their roll call. They had over twenty more men than we thought.”

“You mean they are roaming around, heat-shielded and could be around any corner?” Zach pressed.

“I thought I was pretty clear on that,” Quirk countered.

Yes, Zach guessed that Quirk had been.

* * *

Alfonzo reveled in the sound of panic from the other end of the line. Did they think that they could just walk into the Hidden Hand’s sanctuary without repercussions? You did not plan on reshaping the world’s order without knowing how to secure one’s base of operations.

The only truly shocking thing about the breach was the ease with which Quirk broke the twenty digit code. They had been assured by every hacker that they hired that it would take, even with a supercomputer, a few days to crack.

Clearly, they had not hired the right hackers.

“Okay, give NATO back their computer,” The Robin Hood Hacker said over the speakers.

“Oh, but my millibytes per second speed is so nice and shiny and pretty,” Quirk responded.

“Do it before North Korea gets the wrong idea,” was the hacker’s response.

Quirk sighed. “Fine, but can I at least keep the porno bandwidth?”

“Go to town,” the hacker replied.

“Ha! That’s what the creeps won’t be doing!” Quirk laughed.

How these people could joke while the world hung in the balance, Alfonzo was not sure, but he certainly needed an army full of them. They let nothing fluster them.

“We’re going to be dark for a few minutes as we crawl through the next corridor.”

“Don’t even try to make me feel sorry for you,” Quirk said. “I’m getting a set of blisters on my fingertips just trying to keep you alive.”

Quirk turned sharply and pointed to Alfonzo. “And don’t even be thinking that I was exaggerating.”

This neural network and Quirk’s ability to read it was sublime. Imagine the power to have tool far more sophisticated and sensitive than a lie detector test. Who would work against him if he held such a device in his hands? Add in the muon cannon and he would rule more than Alexander the Great.

While Ronnie’s team had penetrated deep within the lair, even they would not be able to overcome the final hurdle. Then, they would need him. They would bring him to the stronghold, and there, Alfonzo would turn the tables.

He needed only patience and the hacker’s arrogance to work for him.

* * *

“They’re coming for you,” Quirk sounded in Ronnie’s head.

“Who?” she asked, crawling on her belly.

“Um, all of them.”

“Again, define, all.”

“Like one hundred seventy-nine,” Quirk said. “They’ve emptied out the barracks. They know where you are heading and are mobilizing to head you off.”

The news was slightly disconcerting, but what could she do right now as she tried to avoid the elephant tranq darts? Ronnie could see the holes in the wall where the darts would exit. Many were pointed down.

If they wanted to stay awake and alive, they needed to stay lower than the tiny fibers that bristled from the wall. They were ultra-sensitive to movement—and they were positioned low enough that they couldn’t even crawl the regular way. They had to army crawl on their bellies, pulling themselves forward with their arms alone. And they couldn’t even do that fast. That was how sensitive the fibers were. Any significant air movement would set them off.

Ronnie wasn’t even all that fond of talking right now.

Footsteps echoed down the hallway. Men were coming up the stairs, heading straight for them. Zach had his gun out in front of him.

“No matter what happens. Do not shoot,” Ronnie warned. “The air displaced by a high velocity weapon would set all the darts off.”

Zach slowly nodded to let her know he understood. It was like they were both moving in slow motion. The excruciating pace was making her muscles cramped. There wasn’t exactly an exercise you could do to prepare for this.

Footfalls turned into men racing around the corner. They sprayed bullets into the hallway.

The pop, pop, pop of the darts sounded all around them. Ronnie threw herself on her side, narrowly missing one. Another hit her pack and bounced off.

“Can I shoot now?” Zach asked.

“Go for it.”

Zach laid down cover fire as Ronnie rose. Arms over her face—she’d rather not get a dart in her eye—Ronnie ran the last few feet of the hallway, feeling the whoosh of air as darts flew by.

The guards scattered, falling back under the automatic weapon fire. The last of them retreated behind the stairwell door and slammed it shut. Which was great. It was nice not being shot at. However, the guards were blocking exactly where they needed to go to get to the vaccines.

She turned to find Zach on his knees. “It’s okay, this area is safe.”

He looked up, his features placid, and his lip trembled. She looked down to find a dart stuck in his belt. Ronnie reached out and grabbed it, yanking it from him. The leather stopped the thing from injecting him with the full load, but clearly it had popped him with enough to impair him.

“Quirk, do we have the antidote?”

“You’ve got a dose of Revivon on your belt. Third container from the buckle.”

Ronnie’s gloved hand ran along her equipment belt and found the correct container.

“You’re going to be fine,” Ronnie said, just before Zach crashed to the floor.

* * *

Zach didn’t think he’d ever be fine again. Breathing was nearly impossible. His diaphragm was so tired. His thoughts were muddled. He remembered where he hid that Christmas present five years ago for his mom, but he couldn’t remember the name of the woman fumbling with a syringe. He did strangely want to kiss her. Weird.

They were here to do something important, but what that was eluded him. Someone yelled in his ear. The voice sounded far off and shrill. Like an excited monkey chattering nonsense. Zach wished it would stop.

If this was what doing drugs was like, Zach was glad he’d never done any. It sucked.

His head ached and it felt like his blood was molasses. He could feel his pulse in the tip of his nose. He was pretty messed up, but even he knew that couldn’t be good.

Then there was a sharp pain in his thigh. It took every shred of energy he had to turn his head to find the woman stabbing him in the leg. He did not want to kiss her anymore.

“Damn,” he breathed out. “That hurt.”

“Get ready,” Ronnie said, putting her arms around him.

Why would she do that, and what did he need to be ready for?

Suddenly, his brain was on fire. His blood burned and his muscles clenched. Even with the woman weighing him down, Zach sprang to his feet. He felt like he could run five marathons in a row. Why was the woman holding him back? He could take out all those men all by himself…by hand.

He threw her off, catching her nose with his elbow. Blood spurted as her hand flew up to staunch it.

“Ronnie.” He remembered her name and everything she meant to him. “I’m so sorry.”

She shook her head, dabbing her nose. “It’s okay. Hyper-excitability is a side effect of the Revivin.”

That was for sure. Zach still felt like Superman. “Let’s get going.”

“Not until you are in your right mind,” Ronnie said. “You’d probably jump off a building expecting you could fly.”

He could, couldn’t he? It sure as hell felt like it. Maybe Ronnie was right. Maybe they should wait for a moment.

“Quirk, how many men behind that door?”

“At least ten. It is hard to tell, they’re packed in there.”

* * *

Ronnie watched as Zach’s pupils constricted down. You could finally see some of his eye color. For a few seconds there, his eyes were nearly black. She wasn’t sure which was worse, the M99 or the antidote. The Revivin could get a horse back on the track within moments.

The way Zach’s nostrils flared, he looked ready to take on the world. Unfortunately, he might feel super-human, but he was still very human. And they didn’t have anything on them to take on ten armed, prepared men.

She glanced around. No electrical plug-ins. So the muon gun was out.

“Quirk, what defenses are down the stairwell?” Ronnie asked.

“The acid sprayers.”

“Can you activate them?”

“Oh, you are an evil, evil girl,” Quirk responded.

“What are you talking about?” Zach asked.

“Using the Hidden Hand’s defense against them.”

“Quirk, can you activate them?”

The screams from beyond the door proved that he could. Ronnie normally would have felt some sympathy for the guards, but they were Hidden Hand through and through. They had unleashed two plagues on mankind, not caring who they killed. A little acid was a small payback for all that they had done.

“You need to give it a minute and let the acid vapor fall out of the air.”

Ronnie waited, placing her hand on the door knob.

“The air should be clear,” Quirk said. “The canisters are at zero capacity.”

She opened the door to find men crumpled on the floor, their features melted to the point you could barely recognize them as men. Zach took a step forward, but steam came up from his foot. He pulled it back to have half of his sole gone.

“They should have some base compound to deactivate the acid on the floor,” Ronnie said. Holes were already appearing in the carpet, revealing the baseboard underneath.

“Close the door, this stuff is nearly as toxic as the acid.”

Ronnie obliged, since basically Quirk was about to spray pure lye into the hallway.

Another few seconds and he gave the all clear. Ronnie opened the doorway and put a foot out onto the carpet. No hissing. No smoke. The acid had been neutralized.

She took Zach’s hand. “We’ve got to hurry.”

They rushed down the steps to the last level of this gauntlet of hell. Behind glass doors were rows and rows of the most precious liquid. Anti-serum and vaccines. Exactly what they needed to stop the spread of the pandemic.

The only problem? This hallway was guarded by a cyanide laser.

“Quirk, are you sure that the laser is down?”

“Jeez, yes.”

“It’s just the little red light is still glowing pretty brightly,” Ronnie said.

“It is off,” Quirk said. “Trust me.”

Normally Ronnie did, but damn that light seemed steady, indicating the laser was still armed.

“Shoot down the hallway,” Quirk said. “That will prove it.”

Zach brought his weapon up and shot.

A red laser cut through the air, arcing, burning a line through the floor, into the ground and through the opposite wall. Then the air itself ignited. Ronnie and Zach threw themselves backwards, narrowly avoiding the fireball.

“Oh, you mean that laser?” Quirk said, a bit contrite.

“Yeah,” Ronnie answered. “That one, which isn’t argon, by the way.”

“No,” Quirk said quickly. “It looks like it is a hydrogen cyanide one. It burns so hot that it ignites the nitrogen in the air. Which is now switched off.”

This time Ronnie believed her assistant, as the indicator light went dead.

“Okay, Quirk, the next time I say that a cyanide laser is still equipped what are you going to do?”

“Believe you?” he answered.

“Correct answer,” Ronnie responded as she walked up to the two large glass doors. There didn’t seem to be any keypad or locking mechanism, just two large brass handles.

She put her hand on one of them, receiving a large jolt. Her hand flew back as she shook it out. Besides the shock, that door was firmly anchored in place. “Quirk, new problem. Door is sealed and electrified.”

“No, it’s open and non-charged,” Quirk retorted.

“Quirk, what did we just say? I’m here, and trust me the door is locked and charged.”




 


CHAPTER 16

Quirk checked and double-checked his instruments. “I’ve got nothing about the doors on the grid. Nothing.”

He swung around to Alfonzo to find a smug smile on the guy’s face. Quirk didn’t need the neural network to know what that meant.

“I’ve got confirmation from our hostage. There is some defensive mechanism, and by the Cheshire grin, it’s a doozy.”

“I don’t think I need to emphasize how time-critical we are,” Ronnie stated.

“No crap,” Quirk said, looking to the thermal imaging. “You’ve got the world coming down on you.”

“Thanks for that,” Zach said.

The guy was a little crabby after his first dalliance with drugs.

Quirk ignored the FBI agent and turned back to Alfonzo. “Is the glass bullet proof?”

A ping and curse word came over the intercom. Apparently, it was.

“What’s holding the doors together?” Quirk asked, not so much to get an exact answer but to know if Alfonzo knew. His neural net lit up red.

The guy knew how the doors were kept together, which meant he knew how to get them apart.

“Is it smart glass?”

The man’s eyes narrowed and his net turned orange.

“Ronnie, we’re dealing with some form of modified smart glass.”

“That would make sense of the current,” Ronnie answered.

Smart glass was usually just used for high-end residential jobs. It changed from clear to translucent, depending on the current sent through it. So people like Steven Spielberg didn’t have to put up blinds. It was also an extremely good heat blocker. But it didn’t explain the lock.

“I’m tracking down the electrical source now,” Quirk said, but Alfonzo kept smiling, so Quirk had little faith he would find it in time.

“There’s a shimmer to the glass,” Zach reported.

Quirk looked to the monitor, staring at the image reported from Ronnie’s camera. The flattened image was not nearly as sensitive as the human eye. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“I think there’re nanobots in the glass,” Ronnie said.

“Glass nanobots,” Quirk stated as Alfonzo’s pupils dilated. “Bingo.”

The only problem was that glass nanobots had been developed to help clean up salt water contamination such as oil and biohazard. Again, they had no obvious locking ability.

“There’s no seam in the door,” Ronnie stated.

No seam, huh? Quirk turned to Alfonzo. “You clever, clever naughty boys.”

“My guess is that it is a hybrid of silica and lead glass,” Quirk stated. Extremely heat- and impact-resistant.”

“Can we blow our way through it?”

Quirk studied Alfonzo. The man was cool as a cucumber, but his neural net went blue. “That’s exactly what he hopes you will do.”

“Any suggestions?” Zach asked.

“We need to convince the nanobots to separate,” a voice came over the line. Warp. Quirk had nearly forgotten the man existed, let alone was patched in.

“And how exactly do you plan to do that?” Quirk shot back. So easy to suggest things, so much harder to make them come true.

“We just need anti-charge,” Warp stated.

Quirk snorted. “For that, we would need a quantum capacitor.”

“Which the muon gun is basically a portable one, right?”

Damn it, why hadn’t Quirk thought of that?

“Hate to say it, but the cannon is out of charge.”

“Which is perfect,” Warp stated, correctly. “The whole point was to suck the charge from the doors and into the cannon. Basically, killing two birds with one stone. Charging the cannon and bleeding the door dry of its charge. Once the charge dissipated enough, the nanobots would stop working and the seam to the door should appear.”

Quirk looked to Alfonzo, who was now frowning with a bright red neural net.

“Ah, poor baby, did we turn that smile upside down?” Quirk taunted as the neural network flared black. Those would be his somatic responses. Alfonzo was probably imagining strangling Quirk. Which was fine by Quirk. It meant they were on the right track.

* * *

“On it,” Ronnie said, pulling a utility knife out from her belt and cutting off the three-pronged plugs from the power cords supplying the muon gun.

“Don’t you need the current off to hook those up?”

“That would be ideal,” Ronnie said. “But we are so far from ideal…”

“Won’t you get zapped?” Zach asked.

“Not if I wear my rubber gloves and do it carefully.”

Ronnie exposed the raw wires on each of them. “The cannon is energy-hungry. It should be able to draw enough juice off to turn the nanobots off.”

Zach nodded next to her. “That is the theory anyway, right?”

“Exactly. You’re watching a prototype being built in real time.”

“Lucky me,” Zach said, sounding a bit more bitter than usual.

“Look, if something goes wrong and I do get zapped, you need to knock me away. Don’t try to grab me—otherwise, you will just get zinged, as well.”

“Copy that,” Zach answered.

Ronnie, as carefully as she could in thick, awkward rubber gloves, brought the first set of wires to the metal. She wrapped the copper wire around the door handle. She looked to the muon cannon’s energy level. It spike up. The thing was charging.

The glass, however, kept its shimmer. They weren’t sucking enough energy away. She hooked the next wire and the next. Just one more left to see if this worked. She Placed the fourth and last copper wire to the handle. Apparently, whatever power source the doors were hooked up to didn’t like that one bit, and an electrical surge hit, blasting though even her gloves. She was knocked back three feet.

“Or that works too,” Ronnie said, dusting herself off.

Zach held out a hand, helping her up. “It looks like it’s working though.”

Ronnie watched as the glass’s shimmer dissipated and the space between the handles melted from glass into sand.

And, as a bonus, the muon cannon was nearly fully charged.

“Does this seem too easy to you?” Ronnie asked.

Zach’s eyebrow went up. “We nearly got vaporized by a cyanide laser and you just overcame glass nanobots.”

“I know, that’s what I mean,” Ronnie said. “I mean, sure, against your average industrial spy that would be enough? But to keep the Robin Hood Hacker out? Not nearly enough.”

“I agree,” Quirk said. “Something doesn’t feel right, and Alfonzo’s still bright red.”

* * *

“They would go low tech,” Ronnie said.

“Sure,” Zach agreed. “Something you guys wouldn’t be able to counter with your hacking skills.”

“Quirk, do you have any kind of atmospheric sensors in there?” she asked.

“No.”

Ronnie patted her belt down. “And I didn’t pack any.”

Such an oversight, Zach thought. Who brings an atmospheric sensor with them on an op? Apparently they should have, though.

“I’m guessing carbon monoxide. Colorless, odorless and a silent killer,” Ronnie said. “We’ve got a set-up like that in Madagascar.”

Of course she did.

“Not very flashy, but very effective,” Quirk confirmed.

“What is Alfonzo saying?” Zach asked.

“His neural net is so red he could replace Rudolf,” Quirk stated, sort of answering Zach’s question.

“So what’re we going to do about it?” Zach asked.

“That depends on how quickly and under what pressure they’re pumping the stuff in,” Ronnie said. “If at a low pressure and velocity, simply opening these doors and venting the room could be effective.”

“And if the gas is being delivered at a high pressure or velocity?” Zach asked pretty much already knowing the answer.

“Well, then we suffocate,” Ronnie stated bluntly.

“Great, awesome,” Zach muttered. “How do we know if there’re lethal levels in there?”

“We’ll be vigilant for headaches, blurred vision or nausea,” Ronnie said.

“Um,” Zach responded. “I’ve got all three already.”

“Okay, then I’ll be watching closely for those,” Ronnie replied with a grin.

How she could make M99 poisoning seem kind of cute, Zach didn’t know.

“So we go in and hope for the best?” Zach asked.

“Better than staying out here with all of them coming,” Ronnie said as she pushed open the doors wide. The sound of men rushing toward their location filled the air. “Quirk, can you pump up the air conditioning?”

Immediately, Zach could feel the whoosh of air and the clatter of air conditioning vents. The air chilled immediately as they walked into the room.

“That’s all the time we can afford,” Ronnie said as she pulled the doors closed and jerked the wiring from the door. The glass reformed over the gap.

“Isn’t that trapping the carbon monoxide in with us?” Zach asked.

“Better than dealing with that,” Ronnie said.

“With what?”

Sure, there were men running down the hallway, firing at the glass doors, but the bullets barely even made a scratch. That glass wasn’t bullet resistant, it was bulletproof. It must have been the nanobots.

“Quirk, now!”

The cyanide laser burst into action, cutting the first man in half. The second lost an arm. Suddenly, the charging men were backpedaling as fast as they could, but the laser arced, slicing a guard off at the knees.

Jesus. that could have been Ronnie and him. What kind of monsters developed defenses like this? The Hidden Hand weren’t just trying to protect themselves, they were trying to inflict as much pain and suffering as possible.

Only now it was turned on their own men.

Then the air caught on fire, singeing those that had avoided the laser’s path. Zach watched as a man opened his mouth to scream, only to have fire go down his gullet. Even though the guard didn’t make a sound, Zach could feel the agony in his own lungs.

Zach glanced over to see if Ronnie was equally horrified, only she was on her knees, getting out thin packets. She popped one open. They were the portable refrigeration units.

“Where’s the power for them?” Zach asked.

“They don’t need it. Inside the walls, there’s ammonium chloride.” She crinkled the packs. “And some water. Mixed together, they create an endothermic reaction.”

“Endothermic?”

“The reaction cools, rather than heats.”

Leave it to Ronnie and Quirk to improve the lunch cooler.

“They should keep the vaccines cool enough until we can get back to the safe house.”

Zach followed Ronnie’s lead, crumpling another pack to activate the cooling. The thing was actually cold to the touch. Chemistry was so weird.

Ronnie started putting small cases of vaccines and antiserum into the packs. Zach helped out.

“This is great and all, but how are we getting this back to the safe house?”

“Good question,” Quirk said in his ear.

“What do you mean, ‘good question’?” Ronnie growled.

“I mean, they have pulled out of the hallway, but they have over a hundred men rallied just outside the corridor. You can’t go out the same way you came in.”

“Quirk, I’m feeling a little light-headed, so don’t jerk my chain.”

“I’m not,” Quirk said. “I’m sorry, but you’re trapped.”

“In a carbon monoxide chamber, how lovely,” Ronnie replied.

Zach’s headache had gone from a three on the pain scale to a nine. They wouldn’t last long like this.

“Then we punch through into another room or corridor,” Ronnie said.

“You are about thirty feet underground. You are in the only chamber that the Hidden Hand built this deep.”

“There’s got to be air conditioning venting or sewer lines, or something,” Zach suggested.

“Ground-penetrating radar shows a chamber to the west of you, but it isn’t on any city map.”

“Great. Let’s get through to it, then,” Ronnie said as she crammed more vials into the packs.

“Only problem, it is on the other side of about ten feet of rock.”

Ronnie frowned. “That would take like a trillion watts to cut through that.”

Zach would take Ronnie’s word for it.

Then she spun on her heel, looking to the hallway. “Luckily we’ve got 200 trillion watts at our disposal.”

Zach had no idea what she was talking about until Quirk said, “The cyanide laser. Perfect.”

“Turn it off for a second,” Ronnie said as she cut through the wall that separated them from the hallway crawl space.

“But what about the laser setting the air on fire?” Zach asked, just a little worried about having to breathe fire. It did not look fun.

The corner of Ronnie’s mouth tugged up into a grin. “The carbon monoxide is displacing the oxygen and is harder to ignite, so we’ve got that on our side.”

Except for the fact that Ronnie’s cheeks were getting awfully red. A sign of carbon monoxide poisoning.

Then she was through the wall and Ronnie squeezed her way into the crawlspace, grabbing the laser, backing it out on its metal tracks and turning it to the far wall.

“You said west, correct?” Ronnie asked Quirk.

“Yep, that’s the wall.”

“Great. Turn the laser back on.” Ronnie said, then looked to Zach. “Get ready.”

* * *

She really couldn’t expect either of them to be ready for what happened next. The laser had a kick so hard that it threw her back a good four feet. The hum of the laser was not calming. It was more like the buzz from a giant killer bee. The sound got inside your head and rattled around. Not pleasant, given her head was throbbing from the carbon monoxide.

But the laser did its job though, cutting through the rock like it was butter. Fire danced along the shaft of the light beam, but it did not set the room’s atmosphere alight.

Small favors, Ronnie guessed.

Zach drew closer to the wall. “You’ve broken through. You just need to make the hole larger.”

Ronnie tiled the laser and rotated it around, enlarging the exit.

“That’s good!” Zach said, gathering all of the packs and tossing them on his back.

Ronnie cut the power to the laser and returned it to its original position. She turned it back on. They were going to need their retreat covered.

“It’s back in place. Turn back on the defenses.”

As she backed out of the crawlspace she heard the laser lock and load. “Go,” she urged Zach.

“Ladies first,” he replied.

Ronnie grabbed her gear, shaking her head. Zach was too much the gentleman for her. Quirk would have been out that hole like a scared, very fashionable rabbit.

Ducking, Ronnie crouched through the hold. Obviously, Zach did not know how wide her hips were. She barely made it through. Zach’s packs scraped the rock as he shimmed through.

Ronnie took in a deep breath. The air was stale and smelled of mold, but damn, it felt good to get some oxygen again.

They stumbled into the darkened chamber. The light peeking out the vaccination room provided wane illumination. Ronnie clicked on her flashlight and swept it around her.

“Um, Quirk…” was all Ronnie could say.

The place was lined in cages. Some held the remains of animals. Some with humans. Stainless steel tables held medical instruments.

“Holy crap,” Zach said, shining his light on a huge swastika flag.

“This must be one of the Nazis’ hidden laboratories,” Quirk whispered in her ear.

A shudder went down Ronnie’s spine. The agony was palpable. It had been so great that it was still in full force over seventy years later. Had everyone been killed at the end of the war, or was this facility just abandoned and the occupants left to starve to death?

Either way, it was horrendous.

“Come on, we’ve got to get out of here,” Zach said, tugging on Ronnie’s arm.

Tripping over a roll of gauze, Ronnie followed, wishing nothing more than to escape this chamber of horrors. Unfortunately, the next three rooms were equally evil. One had an OB/GYN chair at the center of it.

Ronnie hated going in for just her yearly pap smear—she couldn’t imagine what happened in this room. It turned her stomach.

How anyone could deny the Nazis’ brutality and the Holocaust clearly had never been to this room.

Luckily, the next chamber looked to be a mess hall of sorts. Although, who could eat after seeing the other rooms was beyond Ronnie. Plates of food, moldy food, by now, were set. Whatever happened here seemed to have happened fast.

“Looks like they know you are gone,” Quirk said, “They’re mobilizing the troops outside.”

“Could you alert the local police?”

* * *

“Already done, my dear,” Quirk said. Did she think this was his first fanatical rodeo? The more the local law enforcement could help contain the Hidden Hand’s movements, the better.

He swung his chair around. “Did you guys know about this Nazi bunker?”

The man’s neural net flared red.

“So you know where it dumps out?” Quirk asked.

Again, a flare of red. The guy was like an information volcano.

Quirk swung back to trace the radar image. The tunnel system dumped out into the zoo.

Perfect.

Not so perfect were nearly a hundred heavily armed men racing down the street to the zoo.

Quirk hit the other intercom. “Pilot, they are going to need an extraction, like now.”

A grunt was the only response he got, but he was used to it.

Swinging back around, Quirk turned off Alfonzo’s neural net and put it into standby mode. The thing was portable, to a point. They would only have a few minutes’ worth of juice once they unplugged. He would have to pick his questions very carefully out in the field.

He grabbed a device and snapped it around Alfonzo’s neck.

“You know what a necklace bomb is?” Quirk asked.

He didn’t need the neural net to tell him that Alfonzo understood. His dilated pupils told the story.

“I need to reset the timer every two minutes,” Quirk said, “Or it will go off automatically, severing your spinal cord,” Quirk emphasized. “Try anything, I mean anything,” Quirk added, “and I will detonate. Do you understand?”

The man nodded, his chin hitting the top of the device.

“I would start to use your words, dude,” Quirk said as he jerked the man from the chair and headed out and up toward the roof.

* * *

Amanda walked through the infirmary. Even though she wore a blue cloth mask, she still crinckled her nose.

Most of the people that she worked with were down here. The antibody sweep she had ordered had come back negative. No one on the island was vaccinated.

Yet, Amanda still worried that they had put a mole on the island. The more people infected, the less security for their laboratories. They needed those functioning to manufacture the anti-cytokine storm medication and be prepared for the antiserum.

The clack of the respirators startled Amanda. So many on life support. Plastic tents had been set up to try and keep cross-contamination to a minimum.

Amanda didn’t fear for herself. She was already infected, and already past the cytokine storm point. No, she was more concerned with the island’s infrastructure.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Devlin asked, behind her.

“I just wanted to do a full sweep of the area.”

“By yourself? Unarmed?” the CIA agent said. “Did you learn nothing from last year?”

“I think I’m just being a worrywart,” Amanda said. “I have no evidence.”

“But you have an instinct?” Devlin asked.

She nodded. Devlin pulled his gun and cocked it. “Then we both should be worried.”

They crossed through the infirmary and headed for the stairwell that led to the laboratory area.

Thankfully, most of the equipment was automated. Normally, there would be twenty scientists down here working. Now, there were only two. They were shuttling between the different machines, keeping them manufacturing the medication that was saving millions of lives.

Even these scientists’ eyes were red rimmed. They were not healthy, but at the least they were out of bed.

Amanda surveyed the room. Everything seemed to be in working order. The anti-cytokine storm medication was being manufactured at the maximum rate. Still, Amanda didn’t leave. The Hidden Hand had to have a plan. No one was vaccinated, however, how quickly everyone on the island became ill indicated Hidden Hand involvement. They had tested the railings and door knobs. They were all laced with the flu. Would they stop at that only? Or would they take a more active role in making sure Plum Island didn’t halt the spread of the virus?

She thought of the Hidden Hand’s laboratory and how they protected it.

“Amanda?” Devlin said, putting his hand on her back. “Are we done here?” he said with a cough. His flu was progressing at an alarming rate. They needed to get him hooked up to fluids.

Still she lingered, though. She knew the persistence of the Hidden Hand. It wasn’t ego to think that they would never let her work go unchecked.

“Does it seem warm to you?” Amanda asked the CIA agent.

“I’ve got a temp of a hundred and two, so sure it feels hot,” Devlin said.

She looked to the large temperature monitor on the wall. It read a steady fifty two, but she couldn’t see her breath, so that didn’t seem right. The air felt barely cool to the skin on her bare arms.

“There’s something wrong,” Amanda said.

She unplugged the monitor and plugged it back in again. After cycling through its warm-up cycle, it registered seventy-two. Someone had tampered with it.

“Temperature sabotage?” Devlin asked.

“A subtle change, perhaps, but if they had been working on biological products instead of the medication, the serum would have been ruined,” Amanda explained.

“Kind of makes you wonder what else they have tampered with,” Devlin commented.

* * *

Ronnie really wished she used the treadmill that Quirk had gotten her last Christmas more. Zach was setting a fast pace down the cement hallway. They didn’t even really look around anymore. The Nazi bunker was filled with everything you would expect a Nazi bunker would be filled with. Beds, bodies, and bathrooms. Nothing to help in their escape.

They had left the main quarters and were now traveling down a long concrete tunnel. Her flashlight bounced with every step as they ran, creating odd shadows on the walls.

She’d tried to contact Quirk, but had been out of luck. They were running blindly. For all they knew, they would end up surfacing at a Hidden Hand picnic.

At the end of the tunnel was a steel ladder heading up.

Zach panted as he pulled to a halt at the base of the steps. “Well?”

“It can’t get worse than where we just were.”

“Are you willing to bet on that?” Zach said with a grin.

“Hell, no,” she responded as she grabbed the first rung and pulled herself up. Zach gave her boost from behind which was about as close to intimate contact as they’d ever had. Not that she was complaining—her muscles still felt weak after the oxygen deprivation.

The ladder was long, but she could see a manhole cover above her. Moonlight streamed down through the holes. “I can see outside!” Ronnie shouted down to Zach, although she didn’t need to. He was right below her.

Finally, she was up to the top. She put her shoulder into lifting the lid, but damn, it was heavy and she was not at her best.

“I’m going to need some help.”

Zach climbed up beside her. Their bodies pressed together. Her chest crushed against his.

“You okay?” he asked. “Your cheeks are flushed again.”

Yeah, this time it wasn’t from the carbon monoxide.

“I’m good,” she said as he added his considerable upper body strength to the task. With a loud clang, the lid came off, then scraped against the concrete. Zach was out of the hole in a jiffy, then reached a hand down to her.

They were in a gully of some sort. A cement wall rose dozens of feet on one side, whereas the other side was grassy slope. It was steep, but way better than the sheer concrete cliff.

Zach raised his weapon and headed up the slope. Ronnie followed close behind. It was weird. Once they hit the top of the slope, it was like they were in a rainforest. A heavy rainforest. But they were in Berlin. Zach kept to the trail and they finally came to a large clearing.

“Quirk! Where in the hell are we?”

“You do not want to know,” Quirk said obliquely. At least he was back on the line.

“What the hell do you mean?”

That was about the time the hooting started. Chimpanzees surrounded them in the trees. They screamed and hooted, shaking the trees, baring their teeth. This was not good.

“Quirk, get us out of here,” Ronnie said.

“Remember how I told you the one place I did not have surveillance of?” Quirk asked.

“The monkey enclosure,” Zach breathed out.

“You have no idea which way we should go?” she asked Quirk.

“Dear God I hope that is mud they are flinging at us,” Zach said next to her.

From the smell, it was definitely not mud.

“This is the classic out of the frying pan and into the fire situation,” Zach added.

He wasn’t wrong. The carbon monoxide was lethal, but so could chimpanzees be. They were stronger than she and Zach put together, and were highly territorial.

“I don’t want to have to shoot chimps, Ronnie. Figure something out.”

Okay, this was a little outside of her wheelhouse. “Another sentence you probably never thought you’ve have to say, right?” Ronnie teased.

Which would have been funny, if the largest of the chimps hadn’t jumped down and started waving a rather large stick at them. “We’ve got the muon cannon.”

Ronnie shook her head. “We can’t waste it here.” Then she got an idea. “Put your earplugs in,” Ronnie told Zach.




 


CHAPTER 17

“Why?” Zach asked, even as he did as requested.

“Do you really want to know?” Ronnie asked. “Let’s just hope all of their senses are more acute than ours.”

She then pulled out a very small, boxy device from her belt. Cringing, she hit the button. A sound—no, it wasn’t a sound. It was a screech like a thousand fingernails on a thousand chalkboards. Zach would have sworn he wasn’t wearing earplugs, except his palms pressed against their foam.

More than likely, he was only hearing one small section of the frequency the device was putting out. The chimps must have been getting the full brunt of it. They all clutched their ears. One fell out of the tree, writhing on the ground.

Ronnie pulled her finger off the button.

The leader of the chimps snarled at her. Ronnie hovered her finger over the button. “You are smart enough to figure this out,” she said. Zach could barely make out the words through the ear plugs and the ringing in his ears. “Back your troop away, or I’ll press it again.”

The lead chimp glared at Ronnie, but backed away. The hooting died down, and soon the only sound was the gentle whisper as fronds were pushed aside. Zach took out his ear plugs.

“That was close.”

“Quirk, damn it, which way?”

“Their feeding station is due north. There is a gate you should be able to get out there.”

The chimps had moved east, so they should be clear. Zach trotted up the gentle hill to find a large feeding bin. Behind it was a locked gate.

“Quirk, can you open it?”

“Um, no, I didn’t think I was going to need to hack into the zoo. The one place. The one place I tell you to steer clear of, and where did you end up?”

“A ‘no’ would have sufficed,” Ronnie said.

Zach checked the lock. It was a simple deadbolt. “You wouldn’t happen to have an acetylene torch with you?”

“What girl doesn’t leave home without one?” Ronnie said, pulling out a handheld torch. She flicked it on. The blue flame glowed brightly in the dark. She made quick work of the steel bolt as sirens sounded in the distance, then a spatter of gunfire. It wasn’t far.

Ronnie pushed the gate open. “Quirk, tell me you’ve got an awesome plan B.”

“We’re in the air,” Quirk said. “Rendezvous at the reptile building. We’ll be hovering over it.”

Typical pilot. The guy wouldn’t land for anything. And there was no point in arguing the fact.

“Quickest route there?” Ronnie asked.

“Yeah, you aren’t going to like it.”

* * *

“Oh crap,” Devlin said as he crouched near the propane tanks that fueled the island’s machines.

“What?” Amanda asked as Devlin descended into a coughing fit. He could only point at a small device that had a small red light that blinked ominously. “Is that what I think it is?”

Devlin nodded. “Unfortunately,” he said hoarsely, his chest heaving.

“Why haven’t they blown it?” Amanda said.

He pointed deeper under the tank. There was a timer. “I think they were waiting until the worst possible moment.”

“At the tipping point?” Amanda asked.

“I would expect so,” Devlin said, but with great effort.

He got down on his knees and checked out the device.

“Can you send an image of it to Langley to help figure out how to defuse it?” Amanda asked. Certainly they didn’t have a bomb squad on the island. Although Amanda was now considering how she could work some bomb sniffing dogs into the budget.

Devlin pulled out a utility knife from his pocket and pulled out a small pair of scissors. “Here goes nothing,” he said as she lay down and scooted under the cylinder.

“So you learned this at Langley?” Amanda asked.

“Um, no, that would be Afghanistan,” Devlin said. It was so easy to forget the man used to be a deep cover field agent.

He coughed again, sending a shudder through his body. Amanda placed a hand on his calf to help steady him. Devlin gave her a weak smile back. He lifted his hand, bringing the scissors to bear on the wire when another cough spasmed his body. His hand contracted down, slicing at the side of the bomb. Not exactly how that was planned, she supposed.

They both held their breath, waiting to see if the bomb was going to react to the nudge.

Devlin breathed out between his lips. The sound was far more moist than it should have been. He lifted his hand again, only to have it shake.

“Maybe I should give it a try?” Amanda suggested. The CIA agent was simply too unsteady to do the job.

“That might be—” Devlin couldn’t even finish his sentence.

Amanda crouched down and got under the tank, accepting the scissors from Devlin. “You will need to cut the green wire.”

Lying on her back, Amanda looked up at the device. There were wires running everywhere. It looked like someone had played twister with a bunch of wires.

“You’re sure this is the wire I should cut?”

“Honestly?” Devlin asked.

“Of course, honestly.”

“Well then, no,” Devlin said with a chuckle that caused him to have another loud fit. “It’s the wire that’s going to the detonator so it should be it.”

Amanda gulped. “How about not honestly, then?”

Despite being so sick, Devlin smiled. “Then absolutely, positively, one hundred percent that green wire is the one.”

Somehow, even knowing that it was a lie, Amanda felt better. “Okay then.”

Holding the scissors with both hands, Amanda reached out and put the blades around the green wire. She looked over to Devlin, who no longer seemed quite so sure he was right. The CIA agent did give a nod.

Closing her eyes, Amanda cut the wire, half expecting to feel the blast wave. Instead, she heard only a slight whine and click as the detonator wound down.

Amanda laughed until Devlin started coughing so hard that he couldn’t breathe. The fit only ended when he coughed up a bloody piece of lung.

“Let’s get you to the infirmary,” Amanda said, helping him up.

* * *

Zach had never run faster than he was right now. Then again, he’d never been chased by a pride of lions before. They’d already tried the sonic blast. That only seemed to piss off the lionesses.

The huge, maned lion roared behind them. This was probably the best night of the captive lions’ lives. Zach hated to disappoint them.

“Muon cannon?” Zach puffed out.

Ronnie shook her head. “If there’s anything I’ve learned,” she panted, “It’s that we will need all four blasts when we meet up with the Hidden Hand.”

He couldn’t argue with her, but Zach could practically feel the lionesses’ breath on his back. They had been sharpening their claws for years for the moment a human was stupid enough to enter their enclosure.

“There’s the fence!” Ronnie yelled.

Zach could see it, although he wasn’t sure if they would make it. Ronnie was in front of him and launched herself onto the chain link. She scrambled up the wire. Zach wasn’t quite so lucky. He pushed off a bit too early and hit fairly low on the fence. He tried to make it up, but a claw lashed out, catching his shoe. The lioness jerked, and he nearly came off the chain link.

Ronnie must have sense something was wrong, or he had screamed—Zach wasn’t sure which—but she headed back and kicked down hard on the lioness’s foot. The claw unlatched and he was free.

They both hauled ass up the fence.

“The next time Quirk says that he has the worst idea ever,” Zach said, “let’s believe him.”

They landed on the other side of the eight foot fence.

“Where are we now?”

A loud trumpet sounded. That, along with the ground shaking, pretty much answered his question.”

* * *

“Elephants?” Quirk said. “What are you complaining about? We’re under fire.”

His pilot was zigging and zagging all over the place trying to keep them away from the Hidden Hand’s bullets. They turned so sharply that Quirk was thrown against the bulkhead. The timer in his hand fell to the floor and skittered down the metal grating. Quirk threw himself forward, grabbing it before it got to Alfonzo. He keyed in the code again.

“Don’t even think about it,” Quirk said. “Two minutes is how long you’d have to live if anything happens to me.”

Quirk grabbed hold of his chair as they veered back the other way. Pilot certainly knew how to keep them a moving target.

The street below them was awash with Hidden Hand gunmen. Over a hundred armed men looked pretty damned impressive, Quirk had to admit. But they were taken by surprise, so there was little organization. They were all just charging toward the zoo. They had no ground or air support. At least not yet.

Quirk had made sure to lock down the underground garage and had disabled their helicopter remotely.

The cops were nearly here—and they had come in force. Quirk had told them it was a Neo-Nazi attack. The Germans took internal terrorism very seriously.

Then they flew straight. They had gotten past the guard and were now over the lush gardens of the zoo. The only structure over two stories was the reptile enclosure. The pilot brought them over it and hovered.

Now it was just up to Ronnie and Zach to get their little asses over here.

* * *

“I think they’re faster than the lions,” Ronnie choked out. It wasn’t just the big male with the tusks, either. The entire herd was after them. The word must have gotten out that it was “chase the humans” night at the zoo.

It was a real barn-burner.

The elephant trumpeted again. It was so loud. She didn’t even want to look over her shoulder to see how close they were. The knowledge wouldn’t help anything. She couldn’t run any faster if she tried.

Then they were at the moat. It was barely six feet across. Zach launched in the air and sailed over it. Ronnie was next. She didn’t land nearly as gracefully, but at least she was over.

The elephants pulled to a stop. The largest male’s trunk scanned ahead of him. His trunk couldn’t reach the bottom of the shallow moat. He stepped back, flapping his huge ears.

It really was true. The elephants wouldn’t cross what they couldn’t feel first.

Thank God.

Ronnie turned to find Zach throwing his leg over the metal bar. The sign next to him warned visitors from falling into the enclosure. A little ironic, and late, at this point.

Then they were running down the pathway created for humans. It was a little weird not having an animal at their backs.

“There!” Zach yelled, pointing up.

The helicopter was hovering just above the reptile enclosure as promised. However, it was rocking back and forth.

“Quirk, what’s going on?” Ronnie asked as the helicopter went nearly horizontal.

* * *

Quirk took a punch to the jaw. It hurt, but he didn’t cry out. Instead, he used the heel of his hand to shove Alfonzo’s head away, but the man’s hand tightened around Quirk’s throat.

It had been a blitz attack. Alfonzo had somehow cut the plastic zip ties binding him to his seat. Out of nowhere, he had launched at Quirk. Pilot had pulled his pistol, but clearly didn’t have a shot, or he would have fired.

The only way to break Alfonzo’s hold was to give him something to worry about. Hence why they were tipped over. Quirk had already opened the sliding door for Ronnie and Zach. Now he was about to fall out of it himself.

But he wasn’t going alone.

Quirk grabbed hold of Alfonzo’s arm and heaved backward. They were flying over one of the animal’s enclosures, right over a large pool of water.

At the last moment, Alfonzo tried to stop himself from falling, but Quirk’s grip was like a steel trap. There was no way Quirk was going to leave the psychopath with his boyfriend.

They tumbled from the sky. For a moment, the sensation was pleasant as the night air rushed by. The stars looked beautiful through the whirling chopper blades. Then the helicopter was out of view and they hit the water. The pool wasn’t very deep, so Quirk slammed into the cement bottom with his shoulder.

Holding his breath, he pushed off with his feet and broke the surface of the water, gulping air. He twisted around, looking for Alfonzo. They had fallen together. So where was the creep?

Although, the Hidden Hand man might not be his greatest worry. Instead, it was the incredibly huge lizard making his awkward way over to the pond.

The Komodo dragon was at least ten feet long. Its sharp, pointy teeth glistened in the moonlight as it hissed at Quirk.

Its green scales matched its surroundings nearly perfectly. If it weren’t for its pink flickering tongue, you might never know the carnivore was on the prowl. Quirk splashed as he backed away. The problem with the dragons was they didn’t need to kill you right away. They just needed to get in a single bite.

The dragons had such virulent bacteria in their mouth that their victims usually went septic within hours.

Quirk did not want to go septic. It was just too unseemly. And unattractive.

The dragon charged as Quirk stepped out of the pool. The dragon was an even better swimmer than it was a runner. Its strong tail swished back and forth, catching up with Quirk.

The huge jaws opened all the way. Quirk threw his head to the side. He did not want to see what came next.

Then a figure jumped from the side, shirt off, and landed on top of the dragon.

“Go!” Pilot shouted, and he wrestled the dragon from the water.

For a moment Quirk couldn’t move. Why would he? His shirtless boyfriend was fighting off a gigantic reptile for him. Quirk had his own personal Captain Kirk.

“Go,” Pilot grunted again.

This time, Quirk obeyed, rushing out of the enclosure and toward the landed helicopter. Perhaps proving even more the pilot’s dedication to him than wresting a komodo dragon, the man had landed the chopper for him.

A first.

Oh, if Pilot wasn’t busy punching the lights out of a lizard, Quirk would have kissed him on the mouth.

* * *

“What do you mean, you lost Alfonzo?” Ronnie asked.

“Look, Pilot is doing hand-to-lizard combat right now, so don’t get up in my grill,” Quirk responded.

Ronnie had no idea what that meant. “Alfonzo knew about the collar? He knew what would happen?”

“Yes, for the thousandth time, yes.”

What was the Hidden Hand commander up to? Why would he try to escape if he knew about the collar? Ronnie had an idea, but didn’t want to share yet.

Instead, she just kept running. They could see the helicopter. It was actually on the ground. So there was one person Pilot would land for.

As they passed by a flamingo exhibit, the coral-colored birds fluffed their wings, but didn’t give chase. Good. Because Ronnie was really, really tired of running.

Zach got to the chopper first, hopped in, and then helped her in.

“He’s coming!” Quirk shouted and pointed.

Sure enough, Pilot, shirtless, with mud smeared across his chest, came hauling around the corner. He jumped into the chopper and went to go to his pilot’s seat, but Quirk grabbed him, and pulled him into a wet, sloppy kiss.

“You’re my man!” Quirk said.

“I certainly hope so,” the pilot responded, giving Quirk a quick hug before heading to his seat.

They lifted off smoothly and were airborne within seconds, flying over Berlin, away from the Hidden Hand, away from the horror.

* * *

Alfonzo counted down in his head the two-minute timer. One hundred sixteen second. One hundred seventeen. One hundred eighteen. One hundred nineteen.

In theory, his collar should have exploded and his spine should have been shattered. Instead, nothing happened.

Just as he suspected. He had bet his life on the Robin Hood Hacker’s inability to do what was necessary. To think that Ronnie or Quirk would ever execute a man in cold blood was ridiculous. The necklace bomb had been a hoax. A ruse, to try and keep him under control.

It had failed, just as they would fail. Certainly, they had breached the Hidden Hand’s stronghold and taken a few vials. But that vaccine would never see the patients it was intended for.

Alfonzo trotted up to a guard, who was firing into the night sky at the rapidly retreating helicopter.

“Don’t waste your ammunition,” Alfonzo said, knocking the muzzle of the man’s gun down. “Do you have a radio?”

“And who are you?” the guard demanded, jerking his gun away.

“Commander de Ferrer,” Alfonzo growled. The man should have recognized him.

“Commander,” the man said, dropping to one knee. “I am sorry.” He held out his radio. “Of course. It’s at your disposal.”

That was better. Alfonzo grabbed the radio. “Fall back. Everyone fall back. I need the helicopter.”

“Sir,” the guard said, “they disabled it.”

Alfonzo shrugged. “It is no matter. There is only one place they can go now.”

“Where?”

Alfonzo looked south. They would want to get the antiserum and vaccines as far away as possible as quickly as possible. Sirens wailed as the police descended on the zoo.

“I have a new rally point. Everyone, and I mean, everyone will meet there.”

* * *

Zach felt naked walking through Berlin’s Schönefeld Airport. They had to pass through security, so all of their conventional weapons had to be put aside. They only had Ronnie’s weird ones, since airport security had no idea that they could be used as weapons.

Like right now, Ronnie had a small handheld device that looked like a hair dryer, but was propelling small metal discs onto the high ceiling. They were magnetically attaching to the lattice work of the ceiling. What she planned to do with those, he had no idea.

“Why aren’t we on a private plane, again?” Zach asked.

“There weren’t any available,” Quirk responded, trotting next to Zach to keep up. The pilot was just on the other side of the hacker. Weird to see the guy actually walking. Usually, Zach saw him sitting in his pilot’s chair. “So I bought out a small commercial flight.”

“You did what?” Ronnie asked. “How expensive was that?”

“Really, chica? Really, you are going to ask that question right now?” Quirk demanded.

“How did you get clearance?” Zach asked.

“Jennifer arranged it,” Quirk answered.

Down the hallway, Zach could make out the end of the crowded concourse. A huge wall of windows looked out over the tarmac. Lights glowed in the distance. No planes passed by, which was why all of the people at the airport looked harried and pissed off.

Flights had been cancelled hours ago, which had left thousands of people stranded in this airport. The amount of coughing and sneezing was disconcerting. Being stuck in this stale-aired enclosure was probably a breeding ground for the influenza virus.

Even though he had been vaccinated and even injected with the antiserum, Zach had to fight the urge to cover his nose and mouth. And, of course, their gate was the one at the very end of the concourse. Why did he never get a plane at gate one?

Squinting, he could make out a transport starting to load their luggage onto the plane. People were staring and pointing. Being on the only flight out of Berlin might get a little messy. Tired, frustrated crowds had rioted over less.

Zach’s hand went to his hip, but of course there was no gun there. However, Ronnie pulled out her muon cannon. It hadn’t been left behind, since it had no sharp points, and apparently no projectile capacity. Unless, of course, you considered quantum physics, which apparently the TSA wasn’t too familiar with.

“Was that gunfire?” Ronnie asked, stepping up the pace.

Zach wasn’t sure, until there was another spat, then another. Then the sound descended into an outright gun fight. There was no doubt who would be bold enough to assault an airport. The Hidden Hand was at the door.

He picked up Ronnie’s hand and tugged her down the concourse. “We’ve got to get to the plane.”

Surprisingly, the pilot was the fastest runner, surging ahead of them and pushing through the door to the gangway. As the gunfire got closer, the stranded passengers started screaming and running in every direction. They stayed true to course, though. They had a plane to catch. The door was so close.

“Stop!” a shout came from behind them. Gunfire pinged off the floor at their feet. Just feet shy of the gangway, Zach looked back to find Alfonzo at the rear of his mini army. Dozens of gunmen swept into the concourse like a conquering army. TSA had no chance against them. “I will shoot to kill if you don’t stop.”

The three of them halted. They took Hidden Hand threats seriously.

Ronnie wasn’t idle, though. She brought the muon gun up and fired—first straight ahead, knocking out the bulk of the gunmen, then she fired to the left, then the right, stunning dozens of men.

However, Alfonzo still stood at the back, smirking. He waved a hand and another dozen soldiers marched forward.

Ronnie fired again, knocking them down.

Alfonzo’s lips parted into a full smile. Again, he made a gesture and even more men came out.

“I believe that was four shots,” Alfonzo said, sounding pretty damned confident as he strode forward.

Quirk drew his EMP gun and fired it. The lights plunged out and not even the emergency lighting came back up. Only the moonlight streaming through the large bay windows illuminated the concourse.

The screams had diminished to sobs and sniffles. People were crouched all around, their hands over their heads.

“Very clever,” Alfonzo said. “But our guns have no electronic parts, so you aren’t quite as smart as I thought you would be.”

He strode up to them with that smug smile.




 


CHAPTER 18

Ronnie watched Alfonzo as he stopped right in front of her. Quirk didn’t need to say anything. His “I told you so” face was doing all of the work. They should have killed the Hidden Hand commander, rather than capturing him. They should have loaded the necklace bomb with actual explosives, rather than Silly Putty.

They should have done a lot of things differently, but here they were.

“And this doesn’t have any electronic components, either,” Zach said, just before punching Alfonzo in the jaw. The man’s head snapped to the side as all the guns in the place went up.

Ronnie stepped in front of Zach, her arms spread wide. “Don’t.”

Alfonzo’s head came back around and he straightened his tie. “That was completely unnecessary.”

“Look, you’ve got snipers and a gazillion gunmen. You could have killed us already, so clearly you want something from us. From me.”

Alfonzo stepped forward and put his hand on the side of her head. “Perceptive,” he said. “I want that beautiful mind of yours. I want the muon cannon. The EMP gun, the neural net. I want it all. Together, we can rule the new world.”

“You know I don’t want anything to do with that.”

“Which is why you get to live on an island out in the middle of nowhere and just keep making your toys.”

* * *

“It’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? If there is one thing I have learned about you, it is how much you love your isolation and your toys.” Alfonzo asked Ronnie.

Zach studied her face. She wasn’t really considering it, was she? But why wasn’t she arguing with him? Instead, she stood there passively.

“Quirk?” she asked.

“Yes, boss?”

“What is our response to this kind gentleman’s request?”

Quirk brought out a small steel barrel with a red button on the top. His thumb hovered over the trigger. “Yes, I think this is the appropriate response.”

Alfonzo dove for Quirk, but he’d already hit the button. A loud whirring sound came from Quirk’s pack. The tiny discs that Ronnie had shot onto the ceiling began spinning, faster and faster.

The gunmen were pushed to their knees. Zach heard a shot fired from one of the snipers. The bullet hit his vest, but was so decelerated that it just bounced off his protective t-shirt. Then it became harder and harder to stand.

Alfonzo dropped to his knees.

* * *

Ronnie leaned forward, struggling to keep herself from falling over.

“The one thing you should have learned from me was that I always have more toys.”

The beating of helicopter blades sounded behind them. The pilot turned the rotors nearly vertical and shattered the glass wall. Ronnie protected her head, then, once the earsplitting sound stopped, she threw herself back, getting out of the hyper-gravity.

She turned to Quirk. “Turn it off.”

“Ronnie…”

“No, there are civilians trapped under the gravity belt,” Ronnie stated, pointing to a little old woman with her cheek planted on the tile floor. “Besides, the cops are here. They’ll get him.”

“Like they stopped him from storming the place?”

“Quirk, do it.”

With a frown and a guttural sigh, Quirk hit the button again.

Scrambling to her feet, she helped Quirk up and they raced to the wall, then jumped down.

The chopper hovered a few inches from the ground as they climbed in.

“The vaccines?” Zach said.

The pilot grunted and nodded to the back of the helicopter. There were the cooler units. The guy really was the superhero that Quirk thought he was.

The chopper lifted off and glided out and over the still airport.

Everything seemed fine until the helicopter got shot in the tail. The pilot swooped them to the left, performing defensive maneuvers.

“I thought you disabled the Hidden Hand’s helicopter?” Ronnie asked Quirk.

“I did!”

Zach grabbed a pair of binoculars and looked to the other chopper. “That’s not Hidden Hand. That’s Berlin GSG. The German equivalent of SWAT.”

“Great,” Ronnie said rolling her eyes. “Tell me we have another EMP charge?”

It was Quirk’s turn to roll his eyes. “On the ultraportable version? I’m shocked it even worked at the airport.”

“Tell me you’ve got something up your sleeve,” Zach begged Ronnie.

She frowned. “Most of our stuff was loaded onto the plane. I never expected them to attack at the airport. It was so fortified.”

Zach put his hand against her hair and stroked it. “It’s not your fault. I love that brain of yours. It will figure this out.”

“Could some guy, just one, want me for my body? Just once?” Ronnie asked.

Zach chuckled. “Trust me, once we are out of danger you will find out just how much I want you.”

Ronnie blushed, looking away. For such a brazen woman, she could be so shy.

“So we’ve only got what you carried on?” Zach asked.

Ronnie nodded.

“Well, then, let’s make it work. We need to recharge the muon gun, right?”

Again, she nodded.

“We’ve got power on the helicopter, can we patch into that?”

Ronnie smiled and grabbed his head and pulled him into a kiss. “Your brain isn’t so bad, either.”

“Quirk!” she shouted as more shots barely missed the chopper.

“I heard,” he said, crawling forward toward the pilot. Zach could only hope he was still working on the problem and not taking a personal break.

Even as quickly as Quirk could work, Zach wasn’t sure he would have time to get the muon cannon charged before the chopper was downed. To prove his point, the distinctive sound of a bullet penetrating metal resonated through the chopper.

“They hit the fuel tank,” the pilot announced. “We’re losing fuel!”

Zach looked out the window to find a stream of liquid sailing out of the tank, so he wasn’t surprised by the pilot’s next statement. “I’m not going to be able to keep her airborne much longer.”

“We need another chopper,” Zach said.

“Head toward the center of the city,” Ronnie said.

“What are you planning?”

“There’re only a few helicopters in Berlin. One of them is on top of the Fernsehturm television building. Let’s just hope they aren’t in the air already.”

The pilot got them across town quickly, even as the helicopter began sputtering. They careened toward the rooftop. Luckily, there was still a chopper on the roof. People rushed around the helipad, though. Clearly, they were planning on lifting off any moment.

Good, the chopper should be ready to go.

“Do we have any weapons of any type?” Zach asked. A little hard to steal a chopper without a gun or something.

Ronnie and Quirk shook their head, but the pilot pulled out a large hunting knife from his belt.

Again, the pilot was a Godsend.

Zach took the blade, figuring that neither Ronnie nor Quirk were experts at knife fighting.

Probably flying on fumes, they barely made it over the roof’s edge and wobbled to a landing. Thinking they were in trouble, the television crew rushed to the chopper. They were in trouble, just not the kind the crew thought.

Zach hated brandishing a knife at these people, but they had to get out of here. “Get back,” Zach said as the people crowded around the door. “We just need your chopper. Get back.”

The crew stumbled back away from the knife. No one challenged him, though. Quirk, Ronnie and the pilot grabbed the vaccines and hauled ass after him. They were in the other chopper in seconds. The pilot wasted no time lifting them off the roof. The cameraman below filmed it all. Great, they were going to be on the eleven o’clock news. His mom was going to be so proud, yet again.

The police helicopter was fooled a bit, though it fired upon them before they were even fully aloft.

The pilot was an expert at aerial combat, and kept them, for the most part, out of harm’s way. They were completely on the defensive, though. Unable to fire back, they couldn’t shake the other chopper.

“Whoa!” Quirk yelled, hitting the deck.

Zach had no idea why, until he spotted the other helicopter coming in from the north. It barely missed them. The pilot had to turn them nearly horizontal to keep out from their blades.

“How did the Hidden Hand get another helicopter?” Zach asked.

“Remember when I said there were only a few in the city?” Ronnie asked.

Zach nodded.

“They must have gotten the hospital’s emergency evac helicopter,” Ronnie explained.

“We need a plan B,” Zach said.

“Crap,” Ronnie said. “By now, we’re on plan X.”

“Then we need Y.”

“No, we need J,” Quirk said. “Let me get my girl on it.”

“And what can she do?” Zach asked.

“Oh, clearly you don’t know my BFF.”

* * *

Amanda held Devlin’s hand. The anti-cytokine storm medication hadn’t worked at all on the CIA operative. As a matter of fact, Jennifer and Amanda had been a few of the lucky ones. Only about one in four were being helped. No wonder the FDA hadn’t approved it for human trials.

They had kept Devlin up here, rather than the infirmary. The island’s small hospital ward was over capacity. Between the rank smell and the moaning, it wasn’t exactly an inspirational place to hope for a recovery.

Devlin squeezed her hand. “Don’t you have the world to save or something?”

“Not until we get the vaccine. Lord knows I am never going out in the field again.”

The CIA liaison laughed, then started coughing, then hacked up a glob of blood. His eyes were rimmed in black. At least his tears hadn’t turned red yet. There was still hope.

“Hang on,” Amanda said.

“‘Til what? The Fat Lady sings?” Devlin asked. “We haven’t heard from Ronnie in hours. The tipping point must be coming up.”

Amanda glanced to her watch. He was right. There was only less than an hour before the influenza virus became so wide spread that there was nothing they could do.

Still, she had faith. Ronnie knew what she was doing.

Jennifer rushed into the room, holding out a phone. She urged Amanda to take it.

“Hello?” Amanda answered.

“It’s Quirk. Look I don’t have a lot of time, so just listen up.”

Quickly, because damn that boy could talk fast, Quirk brought her up to speed.

“I understand,” Amanda responded, and clicked the phone off. She handed it back to Jennifer.

For the third time today, she needed to call the president.

“Get Potus on the line,” she ordered.

Way too quickly, Jennifer handed Amanda the phone again. The woman must have the White House on speed dial.

“Mr. President, I really don’t have time to explain. I need you to call the German Chancellor and have them stop firing on the Berlin news helicopter and instead fire on the hospital helicopter.”

“But—”

“We don’t have time, sir. I’ll explain everything later. Just know the cure is on the news helicopter and the Hidden Hand is on the hospital one.”

“First—”

“Now, sir!” Amanda yelled.

Clearly, the leader of the free world was not used to being ordered about, but she couldn’t help it. Three quarters of the world’s population depended on him making that call.

“Alright,” the president said before the line went dead.

She squeezed Devlin’s hand, which had gone slack in hers. “The cavalry is coming, Devlin. You’ve got to hold on.”

The CIA liaison didn’t answer, as his head lolled to the side. Amanda reached out and felt his pulse. It was thready but it was there. He was only unconscious.

Amanda wasn’t a religious woman, but she tilted her head down and prayed for Ronnie to be as cunning as Quirk thought she was.

* * *

“Well?” Ronnie demanded over Quirk’s shoulder.

“OMG,” Quirk exclaimed. “This isn’t a plug-and-play operation, here.”

He loved Ronnie, but damn she tended to be a little bit too much of a helicopter mom. Pun intended.

Trying to tap into the helicopter’s power supply turned out to be harder than winning Super Mario Kart. There was no Princess at the end of this game, unfortunately.

They had some of the most sophisticated equipment in the world, but were short a few double As. It was just stupid. The next thing they needed to develop was a perpetual energy source. Screw Einstein, that he said it couldn’t be done. Clearly, the renowned scientist didn’t have a muon cannon that was a power hog.

“Wait,” Ronnie said, standing up straight, getting that far-off look in her eye. “We didn’t do a proper inventory for weapons.”

Zach came up next to her. “There’s nothing here, we checked.”

Ronnie’s lips turned up into a wicked smile. “Quirk, we just need something explosive.”

Sure, like he had his thong coated in C-4.

“Fuel,” Zach said. “We’ve got a tank of aviation fuel.”

“Perfect.”

Quirk had no idea what Ronnie was up to, but by the look on her face, it was going to be good.

* * *

Bullets were still flying and the helicopter was still dodging in and out of the Berlin skyline. None of that mattered, though. She had a plan. It was a crappy plan and a true longshot, but it always felt better to be trying something impossible rather than accepting the probable.

Especially when it involved her demise.

She pulled the five-pound extinguisher from its holder.

“This thing has enough propellant in it to fly a good 100 hundred yards,” she explained to Zach. “We just need to make it go boom at its destination, and we’ve got ourselves a low-tech missile.”

“So we are going to rig it so the extinguisher is locked in the on position.”

Ronnie nodded. “Yeah, we just need to have good aim.”

“I played quarterback in college and got scouted by the Raiders.”

Ronnie patted him. “Of course you did,” she chuckled. “We really would have had nothing in common in college.”

She had been bent over a computer the entire four years. The only time she saw the sun was when some idiot would open the blinds to the computer lab. The glare was a killer.

Quirk came forward, holding out a rag with a grimace on his face. “Ugh, Pilot says someone is going to have to go out onto the struts and stuff this into the tank. It should get enough on it to be explosive. It will just need an ignition point.”

“The metal on metal when it hits the helicopter should create enough of a spark.”

“In theory?” Zach asked.

When wasn’t it in theory? “Yes.”

“Then let’s do this.”

* * *

“They’ve stopped firing on us!” Quirk announced as Zach hooked himself to an anchor. He looked out from the chopper. Not only had the police helicopter stopped firing on them, the cops had turned their firepower toward the Hidden Hand.

Finally.

“Jennifer comes through again!” Quirk announced.

At the least, it should make his task easier. Trying to get to the gas attack when under attack by two choppers was a bit of a suicide mission. Not that Zach had shrunk from it.

The wind was whistling as Zach stepped out onto the strut. The pilot was picking up the pace now that he wasn’t having to dodge the police sniper. The metal was slick from the evening dew. Zach braced his heel against the prop before moving out.

“Be careful,” Ronnie whispered in his ear. “I want you in one piece on our first night together.”

Yes, not being a quadriplegic from a broken neck would be nice for so many reasons.

He slid his way past the door and toward the rear of the chopper. Ronnie was keeping his line nice and taut like he asked her. The fuel tank’s lid was on tight. It took every bit of adrenaline to get it cracked open. He pulled the lid off and crammed the rag in. Even with the wind, he could smell the pungent fuel. The fabric wicked it up quickly.

A bullet hit the metal not a few inches from his head. Guess the Hidden Hand wasn’t going down without a fight. They did not want to see that serum in the hands of the angels, that was for sure.

Zach pulled the rag out and made his way back to the cockpit. He was in the middle of pulling himself into the chopper when it tipped precariously left. Zach lost his footing on the metal. His body swung out into the open air. The only thing holding him in was the strap around his waist.

He looked up to find Ronnie holding onto the strap.

“Got you!” she yelled.

Yes, she did.

* * *

“Jeez, drag your boyfriend’s ass up here!” Quirk yelled.

Yeah, that was easier said than done. Zach was actually doing most of the work, hauling himself up the line. She was just making sure the nylon strap didn’t slip out of its tie-down.

She reached a hand out and helped Zach back into the helicopter. He handed her the rag.

“Let’s make that ride worthwhile.”

Ronnie quickly secured the rag to the extinguisher. She looked out the door to find the Hidden Hand helicopter coming around for another pass.

“Pilot says to aim for the rear rotor.”

“I’ll try,” Zach said, cocking back his arm.

Ronnie prepped the large red canister, breaking the yellow plastic seal.

“On the count of three,” she said. “One. Two. Three.”

She squeezed the handle, activating the extinguisher. Zach held on as she rigged it to the “on” position.

“Go,” Ronnie said, patting Zach on the shoulder.

Zach brought his arm back, holding the extinguisher like a football. He hauled back and threw the extinguisher. The propellant did the rest of the job. The extinguisher shot away from the helicopter, aiming right for the Hidden Hand’s helicopter.

It missed the rear propeller, but it hit the fuselage. A spark lit the rag on fire. The extinguisher must have broken into the fuel tank, as the entire rear of the helicopter exploded. A ball of fire bloomed in the night sky. Men jumped from the chopper as it plummeted to the ground.

Their helicopter banked hard to avoid the wreckage. A loud thud rocked the chopper. Quirk stuck his head out the door.

“We’ve got company,” Quirk reported. “Our favorite hostage.”

Alfonzo.

Damn it.

He was not Ronnie’s favorite anything.

* * *

So Zach had gone his entire career without ever stepping on the struts of a helicopter. And he had led a robust life as a law enforcement officer. Yet here he was, in the space of a few minutes, risking his life.

That is what Ronnie brought to his life.

Thank God.

Berlin was a blur as he slid the pilot’s knife into his belt loop. Ronnie hooked the harness on again.

“I’m not sure if I can hold you both,” she said.

“Understood,” Zach said as he stepped out onto the wet metal. Prepared this time, he didn’t slip. He held tight to the body of the helicopter. Not far, Alfonzo was hugging the chopper. In one hand, he still held a gun.

Before the man could regroup more, Zach sidestepped along the struts until he was level with Alfonzo. The first thing he did was backhand the mother. Blood splattered into the wind. Then Zach took the butt end of the knife and slammed it against Alfonzo’s hand.

The gun tumbled away, disappearing into the night. Alfonzo was not idle, though. He cocked his arm up, ready to deliver a blow himself, but Zach was quicker, bringing the knife around. This time not butt first.

The blade slid in smoothly. Alfonzo gasped, his eyes wide with surprise. What did the guy expect him to do? Ronnie might shy away from lethal force, but Zach was used to wielding it when appropriate, and he couldn’t think of a more appropriate time.

Zach pressed his arm against Alfonzo’s neck. “Don’t move,” he hissed.

“Bring him in!” Ronnie yelled from the door.

That was the last thing he wanted to do.

Then a huge explosion flared on the horizon. The Hidden Hand’s stronghold. They must have detonated a self-destruct just as they had done in New England.

“We need him!” Ronnie yelled.

Quirk poked his head out. “Drop him like an electric eel!”

Every instinct Zach had told him to let the man fall to his death. But that would be agreeing with Quirk, which made Zach uneasy.

Ronnie reached her hand out. “Please, Zach, this isn’t you. It isn’t us.”

“It’s me!” Quirk screamed. “He was just trying to kill us.”

Zach kept the pressure up on Alfonzo’s neck. The man choked and gagged, clawing at Zach’s arm to let him have some air.

“You know the Hidden Hand has something else planned. He’s our only way in,” Ronnie said, so softly that Zach could barely hear her above the wash of the rotors.

He felt like he was probably going to regret this, but Zach let up on Alfonzo’s neck. Grabbing the guy by the collar, he pulled him toward the door. Ronnie helped them both in.

“Secure him to the seat,” Ronnie instructed, unnecessarily. Like he was going to give this guy the run of the chopper.

“Damn!” Pilot yelled. “He must have put a hole in the tank. We’re on empty again.”

“I told you!” Quirk yelled, pointing at Alfonzo. “Nothing but trouble.”

Zach looked to Ronnie. “Any other choppers in the area?”

Ronnie frowned. “Yes, but no one is going to like it.”




 


CHAPTER 19

Amanda dove for the phone. Jennifer had moved into the makeshift infirmary so that Amanda could stay with Devlin. His lips were ashen gray and you could hear gurgling with each breath. His body was overreacting to the influenza and pouring out secretions. Basically, his body was drowning him.

She picked up the phone. “Dr. Rolf here.”

“Amanda, look it’s Ronnie, and we need a chopper. About the only one available at this point is the Chancellor’s.”

“Of Germany?” Amanda asked, feeling like she must have heard wrong.

“Yes. Can you make that happen? We’ve got the vaccine, but we’ve got to get it as far away from the Hidden Hand as possible.”

“I will certainly try,” Amanda said, waving Jennifer into the room.

“Let’s get my new BFF on the phone.” Jennifer nodded—there was no need to elaborate. The phone clicked and another voice came over.

“Dr. Rolf, give me some good news.”

“Well, Ronnie has the vaccine. However, how well do you know Chancellor Grotten? Can you ask him for an odd favor?”

“What other kind of favor would you be asking for?”

Amanda grinned. The president seemed to be catching on. “We need his chopper.”

“Well, that is probably an easier sell than shooting at an unarmed hospital helicopter.”

“Yes, it probably is.”

* * *

Ronnie held tight to the railing. The helicopter was sputtering pretty badly. Thank goodness the helipad was ground level, and not on top of the Reichstag capital building. That thing was four stories tall, with a pointed colonnade façade. As it were, they were barely skimming over the pavement right now. A Hyundai had been a major obstacle that they had narrowly cleared.

Quirk gave a thumbs up. Amanda had come through, again.

“We’ve got to get her a gift basket or something when we get back.

Still nursing a headache from the carbon monoxide poisoning and worried about the temperature of the vaccines, Ronnie was going to let Quirk worry about following polite etiquette.

Ronnie just wanted a nice, long, hot bath…with Zach.

She’d saved the world twice now—you’d think that wasn’t too much to ask.

And maybe, just maybe, she might be able to have a wish come true tonight as the pilot guided them to a landing not a few feet away from the Chancellor’s official helicopter.

Amanda had arranged for them to not only borrow the helicopter, but to have the police helicopter provide protection until they landed at Stuttgart Air Force Base, where they would catch a military transport back to the States.

Once the pilot turned off the rotors, or they simply ran out of gas, Ronnie jumped down from the helicopter and reached a hand out for a case of vaccines. She walked it over to the woman commander standing at attention, her black uniform starched stiff, its red and gold applets glistening in the low light.

The other helicopter was already warming up as the pilot jumped out after her and ran across the helipad and hopped into their third chopper of the night.

Ronnie handed over the case of vaccines. It was their payment for the chopper and the escort. Even though she handed over the case, the dozen or so uniformed guards still held up their rifles.

“What’s this?” Ronnie asked, even though she pretty much knew.

“We want all of it,” The woman said in a heavy German accent. Why did everything sound so much more sinister in a German accent?

“The deal was one pack,” Ronnie said. “Even that is way more vaccine per capita than your population needs.”

“All,” the woman said, as the men behind her cocked their guns.

“Does your chancellor know that you are holding his guests at gunpoint?” Ronnie asked.

“Who do you think ordered this?”

Great. Not even Jennifer or Amanda could get them out of this one.

“Quirk,” Ronnie said. “They want all the vaccines. Could you fetch them for me?”

“Sure thing,” Quirk replied.

Now, if the commander had known Quirk at all, she would have known that Quirk never replied to any request ever with a “sure thing.” There had been no “girlfriend,” added to the end, or any whining, like, “slavery was abolished in 1863,” or a flat-out refusal, such as “your legs work, don’t they? Or are you refining your imitation of Jabba the Hut?”

No, hopefully Quirk had read her body language and was getting what they needed from the cockpit.

“Hey, boneheads,” Quirk said as he stepped into the doorway of the helicopter. “Better luck next time.”

He fired the muon gun, and every man behind the commander crumpled to the ground. Behind her, Zach shuttled the rest of the vaccine between the two choppers.

“If he fires again,” Ronnie explained to the commander. “It will kill your men and stun any reinforcements.”

The woman’s nostrils flared. “You have attacked Germans on sovereign German ground.”

“Yeah, I’m sure my president won’t be impressed by you trying to jack his portion of the vaccine.”

“Ah, but can you hit a moving target?” The commander asked as the German army chopper came back into view. That thing really was getting annoying.

“Going in for the last batch,” Zach said, behind her.

“Hurry,” she whispered.

Quirk made like he was aiming at the chopper, but she was pretty damned sure that they didn’t have a second charge. She was shocked they’d had the first.

He jumped down from the chopper, pushing Alfonzo in front of him, making their way to the other chopper.

“Hitting a moving target with this thing gets a little messy,” Quirk explained. “The electrons get shuffled. You might end up with some cyborgs on your hands.”

The commander’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll take that chance.”

Ronnie believed her. “Zach!” she screamed, just before the bullets started to fly. She lunged toward the chancellor’s chopper just as a missile hit their old news helicopter.

In the flash of the explosion, Ronnie’s vision blurred. She held up her arm against the heat of the fire.

“Zach!”

Coughing, he stumbled out of the wreckage. “Go!” he shouted.

Ronnie didn’t hesitate. She hauled ass to the chopper. Quirk helped her in.

Zach was running across the helipad when he was shot in the leg. He nearly fell, but kept going forward, limping as he went.

The chopper lifted a few feet off the ground. “We’ve got to go!” the pilot yelled.

“Zach!” Ronnie pleaded, but he was shot again from the police helicopter—again, in the leg. Only it was the other leg. He had nothing to hop on.

“No!” Ronnie screamed.

“Take off!” Zach yelled. “Pilot, take off!”

The guy responded immediately, punching the accelerator, zipping them away from the helipad.

“No!” Ronnie yelled. “We’ve got to go back!”

Quirk restrained her from getting to the pilot. “No, we’ve got to go. Zach knew the risks.”

Tears streaming down her cheeks, Ronnie looked back at the helipad. The commander was jerking Zach to his feet, arresting him. Handcuffing him.

“No,” Ronnie growled. “He is not paying for my crimes.”

“What else can we do?” Quirk asked. The chopper isn’t letting us any closer and we’re full-out of tricks. Plus, we’ve got to get this vaccine Stateside.”

When the hell did she get so many responsibilities? When did it become impossible for her to save the man she loved?

“Have Jennifer patch me through to the chancellor.”

* * *

“Absolutely not,” Quirk said, putting his foot down. Literally. He knew how she felt about Zach, and in all fairness, the chances that Ronnie would find another catch like that were slim. So he got her desperation.

“Get us away,” Quirk yelled to the pilot.

“Don’t you dare!” Ronnie shot back. “You may be his squeeze, Quirk, but Pilot, I’m your boss. And I say stay steady!”

Quirk was mildly annoyed when the pilot did as instructed.

“Sorry, honey, I’ve got bills to pay,” the pilot said.

Didn’t they all. Only some of them had to be paid in blood, rather than cash.

“Quirk, look into my eyes, am I kidding?”

Those red-rimmed orbs of angry grief were not kidding. He texted his secret bat code to Jennifer and his phone rang. Amanda was on the other end of the line.

Ronnie snatched the phone away. “Amanda, they tried to steal the vaccine and now they have arrested Zach.”

“I’m so sorry,” Amanda said. “But you’re in Germany. I am not sure what even the president could do without launching a major military offensive which, in the middle of all this, he isn’t going to do.”

“No,” Ronnie said. Quirk knew she planned something even worse. At least for them. “I need to speak to the chancellor about surrendering myself in exchange.”

The phone line on the other side sounded dead. Stunned silence, Quirk thought. But Amanda did not know just how in love Ronnie was with Zach. If she could jump out of this helicopter, she would.

“Get the chancellor on the line for me, would you?” Ronnie asked Amanda.

Quirk didn’t bother to argue any more. The hacker’s mind was made up.

She smiled sadly at him and patted his shoulder. “I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

Quirk didn’t doubt that. “He’s really worth it?”

Ronnie sniffled, then wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. “This is my equivalent to taking my shirt off and wrestling a giant lizard.”

Ugh. That visual was never going to get out of Quirk’s head, but he understood her meaning. She would risk anything. Do anything for Zach. Looking over to his pilot, Quirk could understand.

“Alright, let’s get the agreement cued up,” Quirk said, finding the file on his PDA. They never left home without it.

* * *

“No,” Ronnie said. “I will not surrender myself until I have signed copies of Zach, Quirk and Pilot’s full immunity agreement from all countries involved.”

“That could take hours,” the chancellor said.

“We’ve got plenty of fuel,” Ronnie answered. They had already handed off the vaccine and antiserum to a Sergeant Brandt and his team. As a matter of fact, she’d never seen a helicopter move that quickly nor maneuver so adeptly. She felt confident they would get the vital medication back to the States in record time. Even faster than their pilot could.

“And don’t even try to pull the crap you did earlier,” Ronnie warned the chancellor. “We’ve had time to recharge the muon cannon. We’ve got four shots now, so don’t even think about it.”

“We could try to shoot our way out,” Quirk suggested.

The only problem was that they had about ten guns trained on Zach. They had patched and propped him up. He was in the middle of the gunmen. To hit that group with the muon cannon would knock him out, as well, and they couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t been tangentially before, which meant another zap could kill him. She wasn’t ready to take that chance. Not when she was moments from sealing a deal that would secure his freedom all around the globe.

Plus they had half of the German army right outside the gates to the capital building. Not even four muon shots could take all of them out.

“We’ll email you the signed agreement as soon as the ink is dry,” the chancellor responded.

Ronnie hung up and sat down on the hard metal seat. The weight of what she was going to do hit her all at once. How long had she run from the law? Sixteen? Seventeen? Now she was going to run toward the law?

Her body rebelled about the notion. But this wasn’t about her. It was about Zach.

Nothing else mattered, not even her own freedom, except Zach. Making sure he was out of harm’s way. An FBI agent in prison? They didn’t last long.

Quirk’s phone dinged. The attachment with the signed agreement

“Take us in,” Ronnie instructed the pilot.

* * *

Zach watched as the chancellor’s helicopter circled back around.

“No, no, no,” Zach whispered to the night. His legs hurt like hell. Both shots had been through-and-throughs. Painful, but non-lethal. They had hobbled him and used him like bait.

He’d never felt so helpless, and now Ronnie was turning herself in? It was just wrong. Didn’t she know he’d do hard time for her? He’d rather do hard time for her than feel like this.

The chopper hovered a foot over the grass. Ronnie jumped down, then gave the signal for the pilot to take off again, which he did happily. She strode past a dozen guards to get to him.

“Hey, sexy,” Ronnie said with a smile.

“Hey, yourself,” Zach answered as she rushed into his arms.

It was excruciating to stand, but stand he did, holding her. “You can’t do this.”

Surprisingly, Ronnie chuckled. “Come on, dude, we both know I’ve committed enough crimes to deserve this.”

“But not for what you did today.”

“No, but it doesn’t absolve me of the gazillion cybercrimes that I did commit for profit.”

Zach couldn’t argue with her. Partly because the pain meds they had given him were making him a little groggy, and partly because he had vowed to bring her to justice once himself. But not like this.

Never like this.

Ronnie wiped tears from his cheek that he didn’t even realize were there. “Quirk knows what to do.”

She leaned her forehead against his. They took several breaths together. “Everything’s going to be okay,” she reassured him.

“Not with you locked up,” Zach groaned.

“Well, no, not while I’m locked up, that is going to suck, but long term? Long term, everything will be fine.”

That was Ronnie. Nearly as bad as Quirk about using humor to deflect her feelings.

“Don’t let Quirk overspend while I’m away. He tends to indulge in shopping therapy for his grief.”

The commander gave them a glare. “That’s enough time.”

* * *

A thousand years in Zach’s arms wouldn’t be enough, but Ronnie didn’t bother to say it, as one of the guards pulled her hands behind her back and clicked on a set of steel cuffs.

This really was happening.

She raised her chin to look into Zach’s eyes.

“Why did you do it?” he growled.

“Because I love you,” she said. Funny how afraid she was to say it before. But here, with the German army surrounding them and her being turned over to the authorities, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to say.

Zach’s hands surrounded her head as he stroked her hair. “If only you knew how much I loved you,”

“Oh,” Ronnie chuckled. He had no freaking idea what came next. “You’re going to get the chance to prove it.”

He pressed his lips against hers. The usual bolt of energy was quadrupled. She could feel it far past her groin, down into her knees. Even her ankles tingled. This was like a romantic comedy ending, only if they were going off to live happily ever after.

“Like I said,” the commander said, parting them. “That’s enough.”

Ronnie could only watch as Zach reluctantly hobbled back toward the chopper.

“They were just flesh wounds!” Quirk shouted. “Get a move on, you bloody wimp!”

Zach hurried, but never took his eyes off of her.

Finally, Ronnie couldn’t take any more and turned away. She looked to the commander, whose eyes smoldered with contempt.

“Are we going to have a problem?” Ronnie asked.

The woman punched her in the stomach. Ronnie coughed, “I guess so.”

While just about every international NGO loved the Robin Hood Hacker, most in law enforcement did not appreciate her mission or her methods.

But Quirk, Pilot and, especially, Zach, were free as they lifted off the helipad. She could take whatever came next.

* * *

Zach accepted Quirk’s help into the luxury helicopter. It even had carpet. Strange. Ronnie would have made some joke about it, only she wasn’t here. She’d sacrificed herself for him.

“Why did you let her do it?” Zach demanded, grabbing Quirk by the shirt. He ignored Alfonzo, who was strapped down to the seat next to them.

“It’s Ronnie. And it was you on that helipad. Not even you could’ve have stopped her from rescuing you,” Quirk answered, jerking out of his grip. “Besides, what are you freaking out about?”

Zach pointed out of the helicopter. “Ronnie has been arrested. She is going to prison!”

How could Quirk be so nonchalant?

“Oh please, this is just her Empire Strikes Back moment. She’s just lucky she isn’t in carbonite.”

Zach had no idea what Quirk was taking about. “Quirk. English. Non-movie-geek English.”

Quirk sat down in the co-pilot seat. “You don’t think we weren’t prepared for this moment? We had a surrender contract drawn up and ready. Legal in every nation on earth. You don’t think we knew one day one of us would be pinched?”

Zach sat down hard. He knew that Ronnie was all about the contingencies, but this was pretty extreme.

“So you have a plan?” Zach asked.

Quirk nodded, knowingly.

“And how much am I going to like it?”

“Not at all,” Quirk answered.

That was just what Zach wanted to hear.

Game on.
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CHAPTER 1

Zach took a punch to the gut. If he didn’t have two goons who were built more like gorillas than men, he’d show the head of security what a real blow felt like.

“You’re helping her,” the man wheezed out. The beating seemed to take more out of the pudgy, pale man than it did Zach.

“I’m FBI,” Zach stated. “I’m here to catch her.”

The security chief snorted. “Yeah, that’s not what your FBI file says.”

Zach glanced over at the casino’s security cameras. They were all on the blink. Literally. Quirk was making life hard on the floating casino. Security was used to having eyes everywhere. Now. they only had them at one one-hundredth of a second. So sad. Too bad. Even the external cameras showing the ocean’s glimmering surface were on the fritz. 

The casino cruise ship might as well have no cameras at all. The only thing Quirk had left intact was the ship’s radar. They didn’t need to pull a Titanic here. Although what they could hit on the east side of Africa, Zach wasn’t sure. Of course, it wasn’t just natural obstacles they were looking for. Off the shores of Tanzania, pirates were a real concern. 

Right now, though, surviving this questioning was the priority. They had expected security to recognize the hacker, even though Quirk had substituted her picture with Honey Boo Boo’s mother’s face. They hadn’t expected the casino to recognize Zach, especially since he showed up as Gerard Butler.

But here they were. And they had no backup. Lord knew their pilot wouldn’t land long enough to come bail him out. 

Then the boat lurched sideways as a loud clang resounded through the hull. Quirk must have rammed the ship with their submersible. The collision was enough of a distraction for Zach to get one hand free of the enforcer. He used his now-free hand to punch the other enforcer square in the nose. Bone crunched under his knuckles. 

After a half an hour of “questioning,” it was a very satisfying feeling.

The other goon launched at him, and Zach took a step back and used the guy’s momentum to throw him at the head of security. The chief had been halfway to pulling his weapon. On impact, the gun clattered to the steel floor and slid under a desk.

Zach picked up a chair and swung it like a bat, cracking the leg against one of the goons’ skulls. The guy dropped to the ground. The other goon tripped over him as he went after Zach. He never saw the trachea stab coming.

Clutching his throat, the goon fell to the floor, as well.

That left Zach and the security chief all alone. They had taken Zach to one of the smaller, more remote security offices. Guess they didn’t want the entire world knowing they were going to tune up an FBI agent.

The chief backed up to the door, his body quivering. Not quite so brave with his goons down and a chair in Zach’s hand.

“Not so fun when it’s a fair fight, eh?” Zach asked.

The chief’s eyes dilated as Zach picked up a letter opener. As much as he’d like to dish out some payback, Zach was FBI and lived by a code. A code that might have gotten a little loosey-goosey since he met Ronnie, but still a code that didn’t involve torture.

Instead, Zach used the opener to cut the keys off of the security chief’s belt loop.

“Have a seat,” Zach said, cutting off a piece of duct tape and placing it over the security chief’s mouth. He then tied his hands and feet, as well.

“Quirk, are you reading me?” Zach asked.

“So the ramming worked! Yay me!” Quirk answered.

“Yes it did. Where is she?” he asked.

“Shockingly, fairly on time. I mean, she took a few wrong turns, but she’s in the vault.”

“How much time does she need?” Zach asked.

* * *

Quirk watched out the large Plexiglas window, through the cold ocean water, to the side of the ship. This casino cruise was huge. An entire city block long. The only thing he could see was the side of the looming ship.

“Well, they don’t have any kind of video surveillance, so I can only go by our trial runs. I would say ten to fifteen minutes.”

Zach grunted on the other end. That was obviously not what the FBI agent wanted to hear.

Even though they hadn’t tripped any alarms, they needed to keep the casino’s security busy. There were routine quarter-hour checks. There was no way she was ever going to get in and out of the vault in under fifteen minutes. Therefore, they had to give security something more important to do. That was where Zach came in.

His “capture” and “questioning” had delayed the last security sweep. Could he jam up another one?

Something caught Quirk’s eye. Was that a flash of large fin? After his shark encounter in New England, what he liked to call Jaws Armageddon, Quirk had been seeing sharks everywhere, even in his bathtub in San Antonio. He tried to shove aside the image of row upon rows of teeth coming at him.

Quirk shuddered just remembering that moment. It was starting to interfere with his beauty sleep. Which was just wrong. Wrong.

Was that another flash? And, if Quirk wasn’t mistaken, that was a different species of shark. The waters around here were infested. Besides the waters on the eastern African coast being ripe with prey for the sharks, they were also territorial animals. They had a set hunting pattern. And the cruise ships were a major boon. Not only did food go overboard, but the occasional human, as well. 

It wasn’t always murder. However, killing someone on a cruise ship was a nearly perfect murder situation. As long as no one saw you, the body would never be recovered, and who knew what happened on the dark, slick, windswept outer decks? No, suicide by cruise was also quite popular. Because, again, unless you were seen, how could the insurance company rule it a suicide? No pills to find. No evidence of intent. Again, a nearly perfect crime.

Over five hundred people a year went overboard, never to be seen again. These sharks were hoping it was their lucky day. In this case, the sharks had been attracted by the casino ship’s large engine noise. Quirk’s submersible ran quiet, of course, but then the loud bang when he had to bump the ship to save Zach must have been the dinner bell for the sharks.

What Quirk did for the people on his team. He had just made himself and this tiny submersible a nice bite-sized shark appetizer.

Alfonzo’s head snapped around.

“Did you see it, too?” Quirk asked. 

The guy’s neural network lit up blue. Alfonzo didn’t have to say anything to speak volumes.

“Quirk, am I even going in the right direction?” Zach asked.

Quirk swung around to check the monitors. “Sorry, backtrack two hallways, then take a left.”

“Everything okay?” Zach asked.

Quirk put on a fake smile as a bull shark darted past. “Peachy.”

* * *

Zach didn’t believe Ronnie’s assistant—however, he really didn’t have time to worry about Quirk. He had his own problems.

He’d never been a fan of this plan from the start. Casinos had some of the toughest security. They knew that they had huge amounts of cash and had systems in place to thwart both external and internal theft. And cash they did have. Over two hundred million in cash on board. In their accounts, there was a cool two billion.

Which sounded like a nice payday, until you factored in everything you had to do to get into those secure servers. Then, it was also a ship, so that added another level of difficult logistics to the operation. 

However, this wasn’t just any casino cruise. No, the bastards didn’t just pay out insane dividends. No, these bastards reinvested their cash in human trafficking. Below decks, many of the “perishable” holds actually held people being shipped to auction.

The thought sickened Zach. So not only were they going to steal their operational fund, but as soon as they were a safe distance away, they were going to trigger an automated distress beacon. The navy cruiser nearby would be obligated to answer the call, and find the human cargo.

“Agent Hunt,” Warp said in his left ear.

Zach hit his left mic. It was getting a little confusing having Warp in one ear and Quirk in the other. He was starting to understand how Warp could have two distinct personalities.

“Yes, Warp?” he answered. Quirk could hear Warp, but not the other way around.

“Just worried about you. The thermal imaging got spotty there for a minute.”

Zach covered for Quirk’s interference. “Well, you warned me, with all this steel, that you might not be able to keep up one hundred percent coverage.”

“Just glad to hear you are okay. Have you found her yet?”

This he could answer honestly. “No.”

To Warp, Zach was here to catch the Robin Hood Hacker, when, really, Zach was integral in pulling off this heist. He couldn’t make Warp an accomplice. Hence the split personality. He would resolve his moral dilemma once the job was done. Then he’d head to confession and therapy. Again.

Being in love with the new most wanted cybercriminal was about as difficult as it sounded. But oh, so worth it.

Zach rushed down the hallway toward a door labeled “Employees Only.” He hit the swinging door at a trot. Screams followed. Zach tried to backpedal, but he was deep inside the show girls’ dressing room.

Actually, undressed room. He was confronted with more headlights than an LA freeway at night. He tried to slam his eyelids closed, but those naked breasts wouldn’t let him go. There were teardrop-shaped, perky, and even Madonna-esque bullet-shaped ones. Pink nipples, brown nipples, and a whole range in between. 

Most of the girls weren’t even bothering to cover up. Instead, they brazenly glared at him, daring him to say something.

“FBI,” he blurted out, looking down—although that view was problematic as well. Dear God, how many heart-shaped pubic patches could there be? The floor, the floor was safe.

“Agent, is everything alright? Your thermal image is blazing red.”

“I’m good,” Zach said, just glad that Ronnie wasn’t here to see this.

The girls parted, allowing him a path through the long, really long and narrow room. He kept his eyes forward and down. The mirrored walls didn’t help. His gaze couldn’t stray an inch without catching some piece of flesh without its feathered costume.

Finally, he made it out into the next hallway and turned off his FBI mic. “Quirk, which way?”

“Sure you don’t want to go back in?” 

Zach’s nostrils flared. Quirk had seen exactly what he had, since he was carrying a camera in his glasses. “Get me to her.”

“Good choice,” Quirk said. “All those breasts were making me want KFC.”

* * *

Alfonzo squirmed in his seat. Seeing all that naked flesh had brought up unwanted feelings. Yearnings. He had been the team’s willing prisoner for months—which meant he had been sleeping alone for months. The nearly naked women reminded him of a life he had left behind.

With the Influenza H-H virus pandemic thwarted, there had been no reason to seek escape. Going back to the Hidden Hand would only result in his execution. While he felt a certain amount of shame and guilt for being captured not just once, but twice, Alfonzo did not think his sins warranted a death sentence.

Especially not with how much he had learned from the team. He was learning as much from them as they were from him. He knew of the Hidden Hand’s next move, so he would be in the perfect position to help bring it to fruition once it was launched.

In the meantime, Alfonzo insinuated himself into the team’s daily life, making them feel comfortable with the asp at their chest.

He had been nothing but cooperative, not fussing when they put him into this death trap they called a mini-submersible. He’d been in closets that were larger and better fortified. The sub was made of what Quirk said was ultra-light metal. So light that it took very little propulsion to get them moving, which meant very little cavitation, which meant they were nearly invisible to radar.

Supposedly, the ultra-light metal was also ultra-strong. It was called micro-latticing. Alfonzo did not understand all of the science behind him, and to be honest, when they hit the larger ship, the micro-lattice had groaned and screamed, making Alfonzo wonder about the ultra-strong claim.

A shark slid into view. This one didn’t flirt or spin away or dart. It did a long, slow cruise past their window. It was a hammerhead shark, its eyes on the ends of its bar-like head. It blinked once, then rolled the eye closest to the submersible up and down, looking like it was sizing up the vessel.

The shark’s long, thick body passed by and kept passing.

“That’s not just a hammerhead,” Quirk whispered. “That’s a Great Hammerhead.”

The hacker wasn’t wrong. The shark was at least thirty feet long. Before it passed out of sight, the shark flipped its tail, smacking the Plexiglas. Alfonzo was not embarrassed to say that he nearly jumped out of his seat.

The thing was the perfect predator, and Alfonzo had just become its number one prey.

“Okay, time to close the drive-thru,” Quirk said, hitting a button. Alfonzo could hear a quiet motor engage, but nothing happened. The motor started to whine loud enough that Quirk had to shut it off before it became loud enough for the casino ship’s ears to pick them up.

Quirk unbuckled himself and got up to check the tracks of the metal shutter.

“The collision must have bent the railings,” Quirk announced. “It won’t shut.”

The hammerhead must have turned around, and it swam slowly past the window. He gave a nudge with his block head, pushing the submersible back. The shark was getting brave.

“Any way to fix it?” Alfonzo asked.

“Unless you’ve got a crowbar and set of muscles I don’t know about, no.”

The hammerhead used his tail this time to thrash at them. It hit hard enough that thee Plexiglas cracked. Tiny spider cracks spread through the entire window.

Death by shark was not what Alfonzo imagined on his gravestone. He had hoped for something perhaps along the lines of Winston Churchill, “I am ready to meet my Maker. Whether my Maker is prepared for the great ordeal of meeting me is another matter.” Or perhaps Alexander the Great, “A tomb now suffices him for whom the world was not enough.”

But now, his was to state… “In the end, shark bait.”

* * *

Zach tried to shake off the feeling of having betrayed Ronnie. He hadn’t planned to burst in on dozens of half-dressed dancers. And he’d slammed his eyes shut as soon as he recognized what lay before him. Or had he? Ronnie was going to ask exactly how long it took him to close his eyes. What was the honest answer?

“Are you paying attention?” Quirk asked. “I’m about to get eaten by sharks and you can’t even stay focused after that peep show.”

Zach made sure his mic to Warp was off before he answered. “I think I’m lost. You said there would be a pressure door at the end of this hallway. Plus, there was a door made of bars that I just went through. Those weren’t on the schematic.”

“Oh my God, did you catch Ronnie’s disease? You were supposed to turn left at the last junction, not right. 

Zach turned on his heel, doubling back. “And why exactly didn’t you tell me that when I made the error?” The hallway was dark, making it hard to tell one passage from the other.

“Um, hello? Mr. Bruce here is busy bumping us, seeing if we’re edible.”

Zach wasn’t quite sure what all of that meant, but he wasn’t going to ask. The less ammunition he gave Quirk, the better.

There was something slick on the floor and Zach slipped, his hand hitting a button on the wall. A ramp came down from the ceiling. His momentum carried him up it.

At first it was pitch dark, then a cloth was pulled away and, blinded by lights, Zach raised his arm to protect his eyes as the sound of clapping threatened to envelope him.

“He made a man appear!” a guy from the audience yelled, pointing. “With the tiger!”

What tiger? Then Zach heard the growl from behind him. A huge white tiger snarled, sweeping a paw out, snagging Zach’s pant leg. He jerked his leg back, tearing his pants. He tried to back up, only to find bars pressing into his shoulder blades.

“Um, Zach, this is not good.”

No kidding.

This was not Life of Pi. This wasn’t a CGI tiger. This was a real tiger. A real and, apparently, hungry and pissed off tiger. Zach must have triggered the hidden trap door in which the tiger should have escaped during the “disappearing” trick. That must have been a piece of meat he tripped on back there.

“What are you doing?” the magician yelled, rushing up to the cage.

“Trying to get the hell out of here,” Zach stated. 

“Um, new problem,” Quirk said.

“Worse than me being trapped in a tiger’s cage?”

“Yep,” Quirk confirmed. “We’ve got a couple of dozen pirates bearing down on the ship.”

Zach groaned internally. This was so not going according to plan. “But the ship’s got defenses, right?”

“But I think the pirates have figured out a way around them. Overwhelm them with sheer numbers.”

That was a concern, but more concerning was the way the white tiger’s tail was swishing back and forth. Zach had once outrun lions, but here there was nowhere to run. The trap door had closed again beneath him.

“Quirk, you need to get me out!”

“And how exactly do you suggest I do that?”

“Reopen the trap door!” Zach barked. Quirk’s attitude was not appreciated right about now. Where was Ronnie when you needed her?

“There isn’t exactly a button labeled on the control panel that says ‘secret tiger trap door.’”

“Perhaps not, but there is a button. I hit it below deck.”

The tiger licked its lips, tightening his haunches. He looked about the way Zach did when he saw a plate of buffalo chicken wings.

“Okay, fine,” Quirk said. “I’m going to reengage the last operations on the ship, and hope one of them is the trap door.”

“Just get it open!” Zach yelled. He knew he shouldn’t show the tiger fear, but come on, he wasn’t going to fool anyone.

“Agent Hunt, are you in a cage with a tiger?” Warp asked.

Zach hit his mic. “Yes, Warp.”

“Why?”

Um, because Quirk was too busy worrying about Jaws to keep him safe. But he couldn’t exactly say that. “Just my bad,” Zach stated.

“How are you going to get out?” Warp asked.

Excellent question. The tiger took another lazy swipe at him. Now the big cat was just toying with him. Great.

He turned off his Warp mic. “Quirk, open it.”

“No!” the magician said, rushing up. “You are ruining my act!”

“Like anyone really thought you made a tiger disappear,” Zach said. “Your act is fine as long as I don’t get killed in here.”

A loud clunk sounded and the ramp opened. Both he and the tiger eyed it. To move was dangerous. To jump down into the hold where the tiger was used to eating was dangerous. But what other choice did he have?

Using all of that adrenaline coursing through his veins, Zach leaped onto the ramp and charged down it. He could feel the tiger’s hot breath on his back. A paw raked down his back. Zach stifled a scream. He didn’t need to excite the tiger any more than he already was. 

Instead, he struck for the area where he slipped. He leaned over and picked up the huge steak and chucked it at the tiger. The big cat caught it mid-air, gulping it down. He didn’t seem satiated, though, and charged forward. Zach grabbed the cage door’s handle, pushing down on it, swinging open the door. He made it through, then slammed the door shut. The tiger hit the steel with his full weight, shaking the bars. The door was self-closing, though, and held. 

Zach stumbled back a step. He could feel blood run down his back where the tiger had raked him. That didn’t matter. He had to turn his attention to the newest problem.

Pirates.

* * *

Quirk couldn’t believe that he had a problem more pressing than a hungry Great Hammerhead shark, but he did. There were at least a dozen Zodiac boats heading toward the ship. They really couldn’t have the ship overrun. Not now. Not with the hacker still in the vault.

So he had to peel his eyes away from the window and their friendly neighborhood shark and focus on the Zodiacs.

The ship must have heard and seen the pirates coming. The casino ship wasn’t an easy target. They had gun turrets mounted at intervals along the hull. They started firing as soon as the Zodiacs came into view. The small black boats dodged and ducked, but most couldn’t avoid the onslaught of gunfire. 

Quirk watched the boats sputter out and men fall overboard. Hopefully, that would be enough food for Mr. Great Hammerhead. Or would it act as chum in the water, calling sharks from miles away? The place was also the home of the bull shark, the single most aggressive shark in the world. It attacked for the fun of it. No circling and testing, it would have rammed its head through the window just to see it if could.

Quirk did not want to be in the vicinity when that happened. 

Maybe the ship could take care of the pirate attack on its own? They’d done so in the past. But as he had mentioned to Zach, the pirates were a determined lot. Apparently, they decided it was worth sacrificing a few men to try and get someone aboard.

While most were mowed down, a few boats made it through the kill zone. One nearby had already shot and anchored a metal ladder to the side of the ship.

Crap, that meant that Quirk had to do something about it. 

Even though the window was cracked and who knew what other structural damage they had, Quirk inched the submersible forward. He did not want to give away their location. The pirate’s AK-47’s bullets would shred their hull. The submersible was a research vessel, not an assault weapon. However, some of the research features would come in a little handy. Deftly—thank goodness he played plenty of video games—Quirk inched the collection arm away from the sub and grabbed the bottom of the ladder.

With a flick of a switch, the arm electrified, sending the current up the ladder. The two men who had been climbing up were thrown off, falling far beyond their boat. He could hear their screams through the ultra-light hull as the sharks went to town.

Quirk detached the arm and allowed the sub to sink back down into the darkness. He seriously doubted any of the other men on the Zodiac would try to mount the ladder again. Not as the water broiled with blood.

Unfortunately, another Zodiac had taken up position on the other side of the ship. Quirk couldn’t risk diving that deeply to get under the ship and come up on the other side. 

“Zach, a party of six have boarded. Looks like they are headed straight for the vault.”

 


CHAPTER 2

Of course they were. They were smart enough to know that the casino floor was not where the money was. It was in the vault. Unfortunately, the vault also contained the hacker, and now six pirates plus a bunch of security guards were heading there.

Again, so not the plan.

Zach ran as fast as he could with his abdominal wall screaming in pain. His kneecaps weren’t exactly in the best shape after that beating. Then, the claw marks in his back didn’t help either.

But that was a routine mission in the Robin Hood Hacker’s world.

He wasn’t heading to the vault, though. Not with the odds being six to one. Instead, he rushed back to the security station where he’d been held. He burst into the door, glad that the three guards were still down. Zach grabbed his gun off the counter, then went to the security chief. 

He pulled off the tape over the man’s mouth.

“Look, I know that we got off on the wrong foot, but pirates have boarded and are heading to the vault. If I let you and your men go, are we on the same side?”

“Unless we stumble upon the hacker, then yes. If we find her, we bring her in.”

Zach could only nod. What else could he do without exposing his ruse?

Quickly, he freed the men and they headed toward the vault, which was, of course, all the way aft. Which was like trying to get across Manhattan, except with really low ceilings.

“Around the next corner, the six pirates are traveling your way.”

Zach closed his fist and the rest of the men stopped. He pulled his laser “pointer” out of his pocket. The security chief hadn’t understood what it was, so he hadn’t confiscated it.

Aiming at the junction of the hallway, Zach fired.

“You’re wasting ammo,” the chief said.

But he didn’t know what the pointer did. Zach kept firing and flicked his wrist and the bullets flew around the corner. Screams answered.

“Two are down. Four to go,” Quirk reported.

Zach went to fire again but Quirk yelled, “Grenade!”

He only had time to throw himself backwards as the weapon bounced up against the wall and landed in their hallway.

One of the security guards fell on top of the grenade just as it exploded. Blood gushed from under the man. The guy had just saved all of their lives. Maybe he wasn’t such a goon, after all.

The rest of the gunmen fired as they ran past the junction and headed toward the vault. They couldn’t get ahead of them. They couldn’t get to the hacker first.

Zach set off in hot pursuit. “Cover me!”

The security chief fired at the fleeing men. They returned fire, forcing Zach to duck into a doorway. 

“Quirk, whatcha got?”

* * *

“Yeah, dude, you gotta take care of yourself for a minute,” Quirk said as the hammerhead rammed the window again. The cracks deepened and spread. It wouldn’t take another full hit.

“Give me a weapon,” Alfonzo said behind him, straining at his restraints. “At least free me.”

“Yeah, right,” Quirk shot back, trying to get the steel shutter over the window. “The shark would become the least of my problems.”

“I promise I will not try to turn this to my advantage.”

“Like you didn’t on the helicopter?” Quirk shot back. The guy had already escaped once on Quirk’s watch. He did not want to make it a second time.

“I swear on my mother’s grave,” the man said. Given his Spanish ancestry, Quirk had to believe him. “Pinky promise,” Quirk said, holding his hand out.

The Hidden Hand commander looked him up and down, but Quirk did not budge.

“Pinky promise or no deal.”

Finally, the man moved his pinky out as far as he could from his restraints. Quirk sealed the deal, then hurried over and cut Alfonzo’s ties as the Great Hammerhead flicked his tail, turning nearly on a dime, coming around for another pass. Alfonzo grabbed a wrench and went to work on the jammed shutter.

Quirk reached under the console and grabbed the only weapon he had hoped he wouldn’t need on this mission.

The shark came at them straight. You could see his powerful tail swishing behind him, getting the shark up to thirty miles an hour. He plowed into the glass full speed. That had to have hurt.

The cracks in the glass finally gave, and water gushed into the submersible. The hammerhead didn’t stop—he kept pushing, shoving his head through the breach, his giant jaws snapping and grabbing at anything in front of him. He ate a life preserver before Quirk could even blink.

Quirk raised what looked like a typical cattle prod and jammed it into the shark’s nose. Only it wasn’t a typical cattle prod. This weapon didn’t use electricity, it used frozen compressed gas. Through the small puncture the prod created, this gas pumped in. The shark suddenly stopped thrashing, although its mouth was still agape. The front of is block head turned from a gray-green to white as the gas froze all of the tissue. The effect spread to the edges, glossing over his eyes.

Alfonzo, far braver than Quirk, pushed the shark back out into the ocean as the ocean tried to fill the submersible. Another shark—it looked like a bull shark—grabbed the hammerhead by the tail and streaked off with his prize. 

“Push!” Alfonzo yelled as he tried to close the shutters.

Quirk had many, many fine gifts, but upper body strength was not one of them. Still, he pushed. With water up to his thighs, metal scraped against metal and the shutters finally closed, stopping the influx of water.

Alfonzo laughed that laugh you did right after you almost died. “We did it.”

“Ugh, but my electronics are fried.”

About the only thing working was the bilge pump, which was trying to get the water out of the submersible.

“Quirk?” Zach said through the speakers—only they were underwater, so it sounded like “Quiiiirrrrrkkkk.”

Quirk hit the transmit button. “We’re good. I’ll have you up on the scope in a few minutes.”

“Quirk?” Zach asked again. “Come in.”

Clearly, the FBI agent couldn’t hear him. And Quirk couldn’t see him.

They were so screwed.

* * *

Zach couldn’t worry about Quirk right now. He needed intel. He turned on his mic to Warp.

“Warp, buddy, can you help me?”

“We can,” Warp answered.

“Great.” Zach didn’t mention that there was only one of Warp. “Where are the pirates?”

“They are at the vault door. Setting explosives to blow the door.”

Dear God, the hacker was in there. And that was a fairly tight and contained space. An explosion that could blast through the door would pulverize anyone still inside the vault.

“Come on!” Zach yelled to the security chief and remaining guard.

They weren’t that far behind. Surging ahead, Zach made the last turn just in time to get blown back by the blast. Lifted off his feet, he slammed into the bulkhead, knocking the wind out of him.

That was why he thought he was hallucinating when he saw scorched hundred dollar bills floating in front of his eyes. The security chief snatched one out of the air. 

“She bloody well used the money as a shock absorber.”

Zach knew that the stored bills were stacked in ten thousand dollar packets, then loaded onto large industrial-sized carts. The hacker must have shoved several hundred million dollars in front of that door. The money absorbed the shock, so hopefully she survived the blast.

Even though the pirates spoke Swahili, Zach knew a string of curses when he heard it. The pirates must have realized that they had just blown up the very money they came to steal.

Beside him, the security chief fired his gun. Zach didn’t have time to worry about the hacker, he had to join in the fire fight.

“Warp, where is the hacker?”

“Good question,” he said. You could hear his chair wheels squeaking as he rolled between monitors. “I lost her after the explosion.”

“You mean she is dead?” Zach asked, his voice catching in his throat.

“No, a dead body would still show up on thermal imaging. I mean she’s gone. Disappeared. Just like she did in New Orleans.”

Ah, the old heat-dampening suit which made her practically invisible to thermal imaging. The problem was that made her invisible to Quirk’s scans, as well.

“There’s a helicopter hauling ass toward the ship, though,” Warp informed him.

Zach turned off his FBI mic. “Quirk? Are you back online?”

“Keep your panties on,” Quirk said. “Who knew you were so high maintenance?”

“Quirk, she’s not in the vault and Pilot is heading this way. Is there a secondary plan I didn’t know about?”

“Don’t get your nose bent out of shape. Of course we had a plan B. She should be heading for the pool deck. Pilot is heading there now.”

Good to know. Zach didn’t even bother to berate Quirk on not including him in the back-up plan. It never did any good.

He patted the security chief on the back. “I’ll leave these gentlemen to you,”

“I’ve got men heading to the helipad,” the chief said. “If we find her, we’ll take her into custody.”

Which was exactly why the hacker wasn’t heading to the helipad, Zach thought, but didn’t say. “Good luck with that.”

Then he was off. Knowing Pilot, he wouldn’t hang around much after he picked up the hacker. Especially since they needed to rendezvous with Quirk on Lamu Island.

Thank goodness he didn’t need Quirk’s directions to find the pool deck. There were signs everywhere in not just English, but French and Swahili that guided guests to the pool deck. Quirk blamed Ronnie for most missteps—however, Quirk could be a little inconsistent with the directions in the heat of the moment.

He hit the bar on the poolside door harder than he meant to. The door swung open, hit the far wall, then sprang back at him. He had to block it with his arm.

Today just wasn’t going the way it should. Another bruise he was going to have to explain.

Zach scanned the deck. There was no one here but a couple in the Jacuzzi taking full advantage of the privacy—which didn’t last long, as the helicopter bore down on them, the wake of the rotors scooping the water out, leaving just a naked couple in a fiberglass bowl.

The two grabbed their clothes and ran for it.

But where was the hacker?

Then he saw her. She was running along some metal conduits far above his head. Two security guards were hot on her tail. Zach raised his gun but then remembered the guard that saved him. These guys were just trying to do their job. Unfortunately, their job could include killing the hacker.

Zach couldn’t allow that to happen. So, instead of a kill shot, Zach went for the good wound. He nailed the first guard in the ass. He slumped down, screaming, but he would live. The other ducked behind a turret. 

The hacker kept running until she ran out of conduit. 

“No!” Quirk yelled in his ear.

The hacker either didn’t hear Quirk or didn’t care as she spread her arms out and jumped off the side of the ship. That drop was over two stories high. Apparently, from Quirk’s panic, this was not part of any plan.

Zach rushed over to the railing and looked down into the roiling sea. A shark fin cut the water. He waited for her to surface, but she never did.

“Quirk, do you have her?”

“She’s still invisible,” Quirk lamented. 

Zach slammed his fist into the railing. Damn it, they didn’t come this far to lose her now.

* * *

“Was that a knock?” Alfonzo asked.

Dear God, it was. A knock on the shutter. It was possible suicide to open the shutters up to the ocean. 

“Could it be a shark?” Alfonzo queried.

“I don’t think they’re so polite,” Quirk said as he hit the button to open the shutters. Cold ocean water poured in as a figure slipped in between the cracks of window. All in black with soaking wet blonde hair plastered to her face, the hacker hit the floor of the submersible, choking and gagging.

Quirk closed the shutter again as the bilge pump complained at having to work so hard. It had not signed up for this. Really, had any of them?

The hacker pushed up from all fours and glared at Alfonzo.

“Why is he free?”

“No worries, we pinky promised over it.”

The hacker just glared at him. 

“Look, it’s a long story. How about we get to the rendezvous and debrief there?”

The hacker nodded, getting seated as Quirk worked the controls, nursing the injured submersible to its full speed.

Another successful mission under their belt, with only half a dozen near-death experiences. Compared to their other missions, this had been a veritable cake walk.

* * *

Zach rushed from the helicopter to their set of rooms on the resort. The island truly was an exotic getaway. Not many spas had giraffes walking around the grounds. Quirk had told him the hacker was safe, but he needed to see it for himself. He knocked quickly, then opened the door.

The hacker had on only a towel. Her long blonde hair streamed down her pale back. She was so beautiful. Zach wanted to run and crush her in his embrace and kiss away each and every bruise along her arms. Kiss the tiny cuts on her face.

But this wasn’t Ronnie. It wasn’t the Robin Hood Hacker. This was her body double, the cat burglar that they had hired to act as Ronnie and try to convince the world that the Robin Hood Hacker was still on the loose.

So instead, he simply held out his hand. “Glad to see you’re alright.”

The woman shrugged. “Compared to Moscow, this was nothing.”

Quirk ran out from the bathroom, hugging the woman from behind. “Can we keep her? No complaining and she says things like ‘great job’, and ‘I couldn’t have done it without you!’”

Quirk turned to Zach. “And I bet under the right circumstances she’d sleep with you. Voilà! All of our problems solved.”

“Except for the minor detail that Ronnie will still be incarcerated. And I’m not in love with Ms. Bellevue. No offense.”

“None taken,” the woman said with a laugh. “But I’ll be sad to see this gig go away. I get paid all this money and Quirk does all the heavy lifting.”

“See what I mean?” Quirk said. “Maybe we can get Ronnie an attitude adjustment or something before she comes back?”

Zach shook his head. Quirk didn’t mean what he was saying. He loved Ronnie just the way she was, just as Zach did. The assistant did love his positive reinforcement, though.

“So did it work?” Ms. Bellevue asked.

“We won’t know until tomorrow at the appeal,” Zach said—although he held out little hope. They’d hit five other marks and still the government refused to consider the possibility that they had the wrong woman in custody. Probably because they did have the right woman in custody.

But they had to try. Try anything to keep Ronnie out of jail. He never should have let her turn herself in. Although, trying to stop Ronnie from doing anything was impossible. Just one of the many reasons he loved her so much.

Loved her enough to have betrayed his co-workers—hell, even his country.

He could only hope she knew how much he cared.

* * *

Ronnie walked out of the courtroom a bit shell-shocked. This wasn’t a jury trial. No, she was being tried by a military court. It was all a bit “wham bam thank you, ma’am.” The appeal hearing had lasted all of three minutes. Their appeal had been denied, the judge had banged the gavel, and all of her hopes had been dashed. Well, not exactly all, but a lot of them. 

After three months in holding cells, awaiting the final verdict, a nice hot bath would do about now.

Ronnie’s lawyer trotted up to her. “I’m so sorry.”

At fifteen hundred dollars an hour, she should be sorry. Although this case was a bit like tilting at windmills. She’d told Quirk not to bother. To just hire some ambulance chaser. There was no legal maneuvering here. But no, Quirk had to go hire the most expensive international law lawyer in Washington. A lot of good it did them.

“The sentencing hearing is tomorrow,” the lawyer informed her.

“So soon?” Ronnie asked.

“The government wants this off their plate,” The lawyer explained. “I expect five life sentences to run sequentially at a super max facility.”

Ronnie nodded. That was about right. She hadn’t expected any less. They didn’t want her eligible for parole for a hundred years. At least it wasn’t the death penalty. That had been taken off the table back in Germany when she signed the deal.

“Your friends certainly put on a show, though,” the lawyer stated.

They had, that was for sure. It must have burned Zach to have to help in robberies. The FBI agent’s hair probably caught on fire a few times. She could imagine him standing there, his blue eyes blazing, his dark hair smoldering. That strong jaw clenching and unclenching as he went against every instinct. And he’d done it all for her. If she ever got out of this mess, she would show her appreciation.

“And I mean super max, Ronnie,” the lawyer said. “There has never been an escape from a super max.”

Ronnie nodded. That was a fact. Up until now.

“I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison.”

Ronnie frowned, trying her best to look sad and forlorn, but really inside she was all smiles.
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CHAPTER 1

Ronnie shuffled forward, as her hands and feet were shackled in steel. Her ill-fitting, garish orange jumpsuit only made it all the more awkward to walk. Quirk would have a field day if he could see her.

Clinking as she walked, Ronnie passed by her other cellmates on this block. She was at the Colorado State Supermax penitentiary, the only super max prison in the country that housed women. They were all in individual cells with glass doors. They were recorded around the clock with CCTV. They weren’t allowed any contact with the outside world. They weren’t even allowed to use the cafeteria or communal showers. Although, given the prison movies she’d seen, Ronnie was a little glad for that.

Each cell was equipped with a shower, and food was slid through the “bean hole,” or slit in the glass door.  Since being extradited to the United States and transferred to this prison, she hadn’t touched another human being in over six months. Not a handshake. Not a pat on the back.

She supposed this was supposed to break her will. Little did they know the life of an elite hacker. She’d gone longer without human interaction of her own free will. Of course, back then, she’d had a computer. Now, she only had her mind and those damned gilded symbols, which came to her every time she closed her eyes. Ronnie guessed that she should be grateful to her constant companions.

Ronnie’s cell had been specially modified to be completely off the grid. She had zero electricity in her room. Zero. All light came from the hallway. She didn’t even have an electrical outlet. They thought they could starve her emotionally, she supposed. Along with drastically decreasing her flight risk.

Which seemed a little silly, since no one in the history of Supermax prisons had ever escaped. Besides, she did some of her best coding with her eyes closed.

 “You go, girl,” an inmate shouted to her, which was completely against the rules.

“Yolanda,” the female guard barked. “To the back of your cell, or you’ll have your yard time taken away.”

The glowering large black female inmate stepped back, but still flashed Ronnie a smile. Even though none of them were supposed to communicate in any way—even the pipes were insulated so they couldn’t use them to send Morse code—the women still found a way.

Ronnie knew each of the women she passed and their stories. This cellblock was for the worst of the worst. Either their original crimes were so hideous that they were sent here, or they had a history of prison violence or escape. Ronnie was the outlier. Hers were nonviolent crimes, but her risk of escape was so high that they hadn’t bothered putting her in any other prison. She’d been sent straight here to Supermax.

Just like Yolanda. She had killed every male member of her family. Granted, they had passed her around between them for sexual favors since she was six, but the judge hadn’t accepted the mitigating circumstances, and sent her straight to Supermax. Which probably did save a few male guards’ lives.

The whites of Yolanda’s eyes stood out against her dark skin and cornrowed hair. She glared at the guard, but didn’t say anything more. Their hour in the yard was sacred. No one would do anything to jeopardize that.

The next cell contained Jenna Gomez. She’d bedded, then killed, her boyfriend’s drug gang rivals. She was good—so good that the only reason the woman was here was that her last kill had liked to make secret sex tapes for himself. She’d been caught not just bedding and killing him, but also making the phone call afterwards in which she told her boyfriend the job was done and he promised her a Mercedes for her help.

If it was any consolation to Jenna, her boyfriend was incarcerated in the same Supermax, just beyond the walls. 

“Puta,” Jenna said, then spit on the floor.

Guess she wasn’t consoled by that knowledge.

Ronnie passed several other inmates’ cells. One was Tommie. She had been a prostitute who had ended up killing eighteen men before being caught. Then there was Nina. She had actually been arrested originally for robbery, but had killed two inmates and paralyzed a guard at Pelican Bay, so here she was.

The list went on as Ronnie walked down the row. It was the only time of the day when they saw each other. The rest of the time was whispering into the night, turned away from the cameras. Ronnie had figured out the lowest decibel range the surveillance mics picked up. Since guards were not inside the cellblock at night, they had been able to communicate through low whispers after lockdown.

That’s how she knew Yolanda was a caring person and that Nina had just been protecting herself. In some ways, Ronnie was glad she’d been in quasi-solitary confinement all this time. No gangs to worry about. No guards taking liberties. Everything was filmed. Everything was documented.

Her chains clattered as they went down the hall. Ronnie smiled, though. This was her third month anniversary. She’d been here so long that the long row of cells had become so familiar that it almost felt like home.

A glint caught Ronnie’s eyes. One of the women had used a piece of foil from last night’s dinner to reflect the light, flaring it into the cameras. It was their signal that one of them was about to go to the bathroom or shower. It gave the guards a chance to look away.

The warden had, of course, tried to put a stop to it, but unfortunately a video of one of the women showering had hit YouTube. Instead of risking a class action suit on behalf of all the female prisoners across the country, a little something that Ronnie had put together, the warden decided that a little flash of light was not breaking the rules.

Ronnie passed the last cell in the row. Bertha. Her real name wasn’t Bertha, although it really should have been. She looked like one of those 80s Russian weight lifters who had been accused of being male. She even had a dark mustache, but the prison doctors had confirmed that she was a woman and so she was here.

Bertha liked being called Bertha. Therefore everyone called her Bertha. That was as much as Ronnie needed to know. Bertha didn’t talk much. She was what Quirk would have called a “mouth-breather.” Ronnie looked away before she got the Vader stare from the large woman.

Then the guard used three different keys to unlock the door to the yard.

Sunlight poured into the hallway, making Ronnie squint. This was her one hour of yard time. It kept the penal system from getting hit by the Hague for prisoner abuse. Lord knew she needed some Vitamin D.

Ronnie waited patiently as the guard unlocked her shackles. She stood perfectly still until the guard backed away through the doorway, then shut the door behind her. To move any sooner than that got you Tased. The guards took their safety very seriously.

And Ronnie didn’t blame them. This was Supermax, after all. The guards here were normally ex-military. Some had even served at Gitmo. You didn’t mess with them, or you could expect to end up in the infirmary for a few weeks. No skin off their noses.

Ronnie unzipped her oversized orange jumper and stepped out of the thing in just her skivvies. She looked up to find the seven machine gun turrets that were all aimed at the exercise yard. Men were manning those. So maybe Ronnie was giving them a bit of a thrill running in her underwear, but that jumpsuit just had to go when running. 

There was a narrow path pounded out around the yard, a running path. Wouldn’t Quirk be proud as Ronnie started her daily jog? She knew that she wouldn’t be in here forever, so she needed to stay in shape. And trying to make a “jailhouse gym” out of her cell was useless. The bedframe was welded to the wall. All she had was the toilet, sink, shower, and fused bed. Not a lot to work with.

So instead, she used every minute of her yard time to get some exercise. 

She ran around and around and around that damned yard. With each foot striking the ground, Ronnie imagined running along the Rhine, or past the Lincoln Memorial. And if she was having a super optimistic day, she would imagine Zach running alongside her. Although, if she had Zach near her, she doubted if they’d be running.

* * *

Amanda stared through the microscope’s dual eyepieces. “No,” she said flatly, as if she could will away what she was seeing.

Like she could will away smallpox.

But the tiny virons with their dumbbell shaped DNA stared back at her. There was no doubt that this was the smallpox virus. Jennifer tapped at pictures on the table. Not only did Jennifer want her to accept the fact that this was smallpox, she wanted Amanda to accept the fact that it was the most virulent strain of smallpox, the black pox. Instead of the virus’s victim just developing coalescing plaques of rashes, the victim bled into the skin, causing the rash to become black. While smallpox was only 35% fatal. Black pox was nearly 100% fatal.

Amanda swallowed hard. “And she was vaccinated?”

Jennifer nodded. Vindi Malaruse had been a World Health Organization worker in Africa. As such, she had been vaccinated for smallpox. Not because anyone thought that she would get it. Smallpox had been officially eradicated in 1979. No, she’d been immunized because the smallpox vaccine strongly protected against monkey pox, which she would be exposed to, working deep within the African jungle.

Amanda’s eyes scanned over Vindi’s file. She, along with three other WHO workers, had been kidnapped two weeks ago. That hadn’t been all that alarming, though. Kidnapping for money, medicine, or machine guns was a part of the rural economy over much of Africa. Vindi had actually been kidnapped three other times before, but had been returned unharmed.

The old days of being raped and quartered by the rebels were long over. They’d learned that treating the captives with respect and returning them unharmed was a far better economic event.

When no ransom demand was made, the local WHO had reached out to the rebels, inquiring as to who had kidnapped the team. It wasn’t until two weeks later, when the worker’s bodies were dumped on the outskirts of a local village, that they learned the fate of the team.

And this wasn’t the only such anomaly. Two other teams, one from India and the other from South America, had been kidnapped, infected, and dumped.

Each of those team members had been vaccinated, as well.

Amanda leaned back from the microscope and sighed. “They’re testing how our vaccines stand up against their hemorrhagic strain.”

Jennifer nodded toward the picture. Poor Vindi’s tongue was a mass of blisters. If the pox hadn’t killed her, the dehydration from not being able to swallow would have. Her features were nearly unrecognizable with the melting black rash. Amanda knew that her internal organs would also be swollen and pocked. That was why the black pox was so fatal. It didn’t just attack the skin, like most poxviruses. It went for the vital organs, as well.

“And it looks like out smallpox vaccine isn’t holding up so well,” Amanda concluded, although that was clearly an understatement. Their vaccine was completely useless. And there was no doubt who was behind this experiment.

The Hidden Hand.

Rubbing the bridge of her nose, she instructed Jennifer, “Get me the White House.”

Just once, she’d like to get through a year without having to call the president of the freaking United States.

* * *

Ronnie stopped running, panting, leaning against her knees, trying to catch her breath. An hour-long run was still challenging, especially at this altitude in Colorado. 

She hated running, sweating, and especially being incarcerated—however, she was just going to have to live with all three. At least it was early morning, before it heated up. She’d probably be on the ground if it were ninety degrees out here.

Instead, she went over and donned her orange jumpsuit again and got into position for the guard as she heard the keys in the lock. To not be ready would also get you Tased for sure.

The guard stepped out from the doorway as Ronnie extended her wrists. Cold, hard steel encircled them, and then her feet were shackled, as well. So went the routine. A chain bound her feet and wrists together. After having the freedom of the run, Ronnie felt the weight of her imprisonment again. There were times like this when she wanted to rail against her incarceration, but then she remembered why she’d turned herself in. 

Zach.

She would serve a hundred sentences to keep him out of prison. 

So Ronnie simply shuffled along, allowing the feelings of anger and hopelessness to wash over her.

Down the hall, Bertha and her guard walked toward Ronnie.

Wait. No two prisoners should be out of their cells at the same time. Something was wrong, seriously wrong. These guards wouldn’t make a mistake of this magnitude. Then Ronnie realized that Bertha didn’t have any chains on.

What the hell?

Ronnie turned to her guard to find her backing away, exiting the hall.

“No,” Ronnie moaned. This was no accident. This was planned. Out of all the days in the year to have an assassination attempt, it had to be today? Really?

But yes, really, it did, as Bertha’s guard backed away as well, exiting the hallway. Then a flash caught Ronnie’s eye. Yolanda was giving the signal for the guards to avert their eyes for a moment.

“Yolanda?” Ronnie challenged. She thought the woman had become a friend. She’d even tried to help her fill out the paperwork to get Yolanda transferred to a normal maximum-security prison so she could visit her daughter. No good deed went unpunished, eh?

Yolanda shrugged. “They offered me ten ‘K’ to flash some foil. Hells yes I took it. My daughter wants to go to college…”

Ronnie guessed that ten thousand dollars in the hand was far more tangible than a hope of being transferred to see her daughter.

“’Sides, you’s gonna be just fine,” Yolanda said with a smile.

Looking over at Bertha, who had somehow gotten a baton, Ronnie did not feel that the odds were exactly in her favor. Bertha was a wall of flesh. A strong wall of flesh. She liked to bend the metal trays just to show that she could do it. 

Ronnie warily circled the big woman. Ronnie eyed the fire alarm. As soon as she was close enough, she smashed the glass with the side of her hand and pulled the lever. That would at least get someone who wasn’t being bribed to this wing. The prison took fire very seriously.

Bertha just bared her teeth and charged Ronnie. Please, Ronnie had been up against the Hidden Hand. Like she couldn’t step out of the way of such a rudimentary attack? Although, Ronnie did have to admit that she missed her toys.

Hand-to-hand combat was just so crude.

After running into the wall, Bertha turned, a bloody streak down her forehead. The collision did not improve her mood. The other women cheered as Bertha made another lunge.

“Ronnie, Ronnie, Ronnie!”

It was kind of nice hearing her name called out. During her childhood, seldom was Ronnie the one being cheered on in a fight.

But that was then, and this was now. Bertha took a swing with her bent metal tray. Ronnie ducked and made a sweeping kick, as far as she could, shackled. Clearly, Bertha hadn’t expected Ronnie to fight back. The rap around here was that Ronnie was a super nerd. Little did they know exactly how much time on the battlefield she’d spent. 

Unfortunately, Ronnie’s kick bounced off Bertha’s rather stout calves. The woman only grunted, rather than crashing to the floor as Ronnie had hoped. Then the metal tray came down on Ronnie’s head.

That freaking hurt!

Where was a muon gun when you needed one?

Ronnie scrambled up and got out of bonking range. The one and possibly only thing she had on Bertha was speed and agility. The woman was muscle bound, that was for sure. And had a growl that would curl the toes of a grizzly bear.

Bertha appeared to give up on the “subtle” approach and put her head down, charging like a bull. Ronnie grabbed the handle of her door and swung it open. Bertha’s skull cracked against the bulletproof glass. Her feet crossed one another as she swayed back and forth. 

Not taking any chances, Ronnie kept the door between her and Bertha.

“Here!” Yolanda yelled, holding a plastic spoon out of the bean hole. 

Ronnie snatched it up. “Thanks… I think.”

“Don’t be hating on a sister,” Yolanda said, backing away from the door.

“But I thought you were helping them?” Ronnie asked, skipping away from a still-staggering Bertha.

“They didn’t say I couldn’t help a girlfriend out,” Yolanda said with a smile. “I ain’t above playing both sides, you knows that.”

Yes, Ronnie in fact did know that. And the spoon, while small and plastic, did feel good in her hand.

Now, what to do with it?

Ronnie broke it off in her hand, creating a sharp point to the end of the handle. She eyed it versus Bertha. There were very few places that this three-inch shiv could penetrate. If she went for a belly stab, Bertha’s bulk would stop the blade from getting anywhere near her abdominal wall. And her neck? Those fat rolls would stop any jugular stab.

No, there were only two places her mini-knife might cause any damage. Unfortunately, Ronnie would have to get nice and close to use them. This time, when Bertha charged, Ronnie didn’t even attempt to dodge. Therefore, the back of her head was slammed against the wall. Vision blurry, Ronnie raised her tiny weapon and brought it down into Bertha’s ear.

The plastic hit soft flesh. Blood shot out as the blade punctured Bertha’s ear. Warm, viscous fluid gushed over Ronnie’s hand as Bertha screamed. Ronnie felt horrible and relieved at the same time.

Just then, the doors burst open and several guards rushed though.

One guard had his Taser up. “Drop the weapon!”

Ronnie did as she was told, the plastic clattering to the ground as Bertha lurched back and forth, clutching her ear.

“Back in your cells!” the guard barked.

Ronnie raised her hands. “I was the one being attacked.”

“Don’t care,” the guard growled. “We’ll let the warden figure it out. Back up now, or get hit.”

Ronnie stepped into her cell as the guard kicked her door shut. It took three of them to subdue Bertha. She bellowed as she was carried out.

“Told ya,” Yolanda said.

Forcing herself to breathe through her nose, Ronnie tried to quiet the adrenaline that pounded at her chest. That had been a narrow escape. The next time, she might not be that lucky.

Then she heard the clunk of not only her cell door, but the cellblock door, as well. An event like this could trigger a prison-wide riot, so the warden must have called for a lockdown after Bertha made it to the infirmary.

All prison business was officially at a standstill.  If you were in the library when it locked down, you stayed in the library until the lockdown was over.

For Ronnie, it wasn’t all that much different from a normal day. Ronnie went over to the sink and washed her hands. She felt a little like Lady Macbeth. This was why she liked a muon gun. No sense memory of the damage she had done. Ronnie lay down on her cot before she fell down.

* * *

Mika looked out over the five fighter jets and four attack helicopters. The Hidden Hand had learned its lesson from its past two attempts to right the downward spiral the human race was on.

The world had changed. The protectors of the status quo had changed, and thus the Hidden Hand had to change.

No more hiding in back alleys. No more communicating through mumbo jumbo ancient symbols.

The Hidden Hand needed to come into this century and fight with the tools of this century. And Mika was the one to urge them forward. US Ranger-trained, Mika had the skills necessary to bring the Hidden Hand’s plan to fruition. Not by wishing for it or praying for it, but by taking it. By force.

Alfonzo was still missing, presumed dead. Just as well. 

His old commander certainly had the ambition to fulfill the Hidden Hand’s agenda. However, in the end he just didn’t have the fortitude. Mika had both in spades.

He did not shy away from the limelight. He did not find the shadows comfortable. If one were going to take over the world, one might want to be ready to rule the world.

As the fighter jets’ engines roared to a start, Mika allowed the vibrations to penetrate down into his very soul. This was the feeling of victory. This was the feeling of vanquishing his enemies. This is what the rest of his life was going to feel like.

 


CHAPTER 2

Ronnie tried to quiet the unease in her belly. Three months of abject boredom had not prepared her for the assassination attempt. She was exhausted and jittery at the same time. Not a good combo.

Plus, was she hearing things? A scraping? She turned her head to look at her toilet. Why would her toilet be making sounds? Then the basin moved of its own accord.

Ronnie hopped up as familiar face peaked out of the hole.

“Hey, sexy.”

Relief, hope, and shock fought for attention in Ronnie’s cranium. She just stood there for a moment, not believing that it could be true until the figure grunted and pulled himself out from the floor.

“Zach!” she screamed before she even thought that it was not the appropriate response. She should have said, “Hey there, yourself,” but she simply didn’t have the self-control. Ronnie jumped up and ran over to him, slamming into his body, wrapping her arms around him, unabashedly kissing him all over his face.

“Whoa there,” Zach said, creating some space between them. 

“Yeah, sorry,” Ronnie said, backing away. 

Zach caught her by the waist and pulled her close again. “No, I just meant we have a super narrow window to get you out—let’s make the most of it.”

Ronnie was about to head down the toilet hole with Zach when the rest of the women begged to be let out as well. She knew they were tight for time, but she couldn’t just leave without so much as a goodbye.

She dashed out the cell door—Quirk must have overridden the locks—so she could face her block mates. Each was pressed against the glass, begging for their freedom.

“You know, I appreciate the companionship, but you guys really do kind of deserve to be here.”

Yolanda put her hand through the food slot. “You’re still going to try and get me transferred to a regular prison though, right?”

“Yolanda,” Ronnie reminded her, “you just helped in my assassination attempt.”

“Yeah, but you aren’t going to hold that against a sister are you?”

“No, no, I guess not,” Ronnie sighed. Yolanda was fighting not for her survival, but her daughter’s. She grabbed her friend’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

Then Jenna slammed her hand against the glass. “What about me?”

“Really?” Ronnie said. “After that ‘puta’ remark, I don’t think so.”

“Ronnie,” Zach urged. “We’ve got to go. Quirk can only hold the window open so long.”

Satisfied, Ronnie followed Zach back into her cell, then shimmied down the hole. Boy was she glad she’d kept up with her workout routine. It was a tight fit. She was basically standing on Zach’s shoulders as he climbed down the pipe lattice.

“You’ve got to move the toilet back in place.”

Which was easier said than done. That thing was heavy. But her escape depended on it, so Ronnie put her back into it.

The porcelain scraped against the concrete, filling the tight space with a sound that made her molars grind. Fine dust sprinkled down on her head as the toilet slid back into place. 

Which plunged the crawlspace into darkness. Zach turned on a flashlight attached to his wrist and they began their descent down the four stories.

“Why hasn’t the alarm gone off?” Ronnie asked.

“Quirk has a video and audio loop playing,” Zach explained. “We hope they don’t find out until after we are clear of the grounds.”

“I was worried when I was attacked this morning that it would throw off our plans,” Ronnie said.

Capture had always been a risk in their line of work. At least with her, they had a certainty on where she would be taken. There was only one Supermax that housed women, after all. And the furthest corner cell was set up for non-electronic imprisonment. Therefore, she and Quirk had done a lot of legwork on the prison long before she had ever been captured.

They’d created backdoor traps so that Quirk could easily get in and out of the computer’s mainframe whenever he liked. There were enough Trojan horse viruses in the system that the prison might as well have been Greece.

The protocol had been for her breakout to be on the three-month anniversary. If it didn’t happen then, it would be on the six-month anniversary, and so on. 

“Sorry—it turns out that we needed the prison on lockdown to make this work.”

“What?” Ronnie said. “You mean you guys ordered the hit on me?”

Zach shrugged, although a smile danced on the edge of his lips. “Maybe.”

Which meant absolutely yes they had. She should be angry. They’d tried to have her killed, but it had been to save her, so she didn’t even bother arguing about the logic.

“It was Alfonzo’s idea,” Zach informed her.

“You still have him?” Ronnie asked.

“Yeah, I mean what else are we going to do with a high-ranking Hidden Hand member? We couldn’t exactly release him back into the wild.”

Which made sense—she just couldn’t imagine Quirk and Alfonzo in the same room together for three months. The guy must have some kind of permanent neural net on his head by now.

Finally, Zach touched down on the floor and helped Ronnie through the last of the pipe maze. 

“Now what?”

Zach nodded down a very long hallway. They were down in the boiler room.

“Is there anything I need to do?” Ronnie asked.

Zach held out a pair of ear buds. “Why don’t you ask Quirk?”

Happily, Ronnie put in the ear buds. “Quirk, do you need anything from me?”

“Just for you to put all that running to good use,” her assistant said. Was that a smile she heard in his voice? And maybe a bit of pride?

“You know it,” Ronnie said, taking Zach’s hand as they ran down the corridor.

“This thing was built in the fifties, so there’s an old bomb shelter whose ventilation empties out hundreds of yards outside the fence.”

God, how she loved those old paranoid planners. Bomb shelters were their friends.

Although she still felt a bit naked without any high-tech equipment. She noticed that Zach had a backpack on. Ronnie could only dream of what was in there.

Red lights began to flash as a loud horn sounded, even all the way down here.

“Crap,” Quirk said. She could hear the clatter of her assistant’s chair’s wheels as he rolled between screen and keyboards. “They’ve discovered that you’re not in your cell.”

One of the guards much have come back to check on her. Which on the one hand was sweet, but on the other hand had screwed them. 

“What are we going to do?”

“What else?” Quirk said. “Put your head down and motor through it.”

Not exactly an inspiration. She was expecting Aragorn’s rousing speech from The Return of the King.

They reached a large steel door. It opened easily as Zach escorted her through it. He then closed it and locked it from the inside. Not that it would stop the guards long if they found it.

They picked up running again down the low, long corridor, the universal aesthetic for all bomb shelters. She guessed the designers thought that if you needed the bomb shelter, you weren’t really going to complain about the accommodations. 

Zach made several turns, seeming pretty damned sure of himself. They must have scouted the tunnels long before this escape attempt. She tried to map it in her head, but had gotten lost three turns ago.

Trusting Zach, she just kept running. This was an infinitely more interesting route than her yard jogging path. Zach pulled them to a halt as they reached a floor-to-ceiling fan.

“We need to go through there,” Zach said, helping her over the first huge fan blade.

“This isn’t one of those things that halfway across the thing turns on?” 

Zach shook his head. “Quirk has cut power to this entire structure.”

Of that, Ronnie was glad. She would rather avoid being cut in half just moments before reaching freedom.

“Guys, we might have a problem,” Quirk said. 

* * *

“Just one?” Zach asked.

“No,” Quirk said. “Make that three problems. They have sent for two more choppers from Colorado Springs, and the US Marshals are already mobilizing from Denver.”

While neither of those developments were welcome, they also weren’t surprising. Just how early they were in the escape was potentially problematic.

He and Ronnie scrambled over the last of the blades. A ventilation shaft was above their head. It went straight vertical for a hundred feet. And there was no ladder—or at least, none yet.

Zach pulled out a device from his backpack. He aimed it to the top and fired. A magnetic anchor shot out, attaching itself to the grate at the top of the shaft. Zach wrapped the rope around Ronnie and his waists, then hit a button. The winch drew them up, nice and steady.

“God, how I’ve missed you,” Ronnie murmured.

He was pretty sure she was talking about technology, but he’d take it. He couldn’t help but lean over and kiss her.

Their lips met. Ronnie didn’t hesitate as she melted into him. Zach put his hand on the back of her neck, holding them close together. He’d thought perhaps over time he’d exaggerated how she made him feel. But after this kiss? No way. If anything, he’d underrated their chemistry.

Zach broke off the kiss, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to stand once they got to the top, let alone run as fast as they needed to.

“Zach,” Ronnie whispered. 

“I know,” he said.

“Do you?” Ronnie said, her eyes sparkling in the low light. “Do you know how much I love you?”

Zach was a bit taken aback. Usually, Ronnie was all shy and reserved. Lord knew Zach had had enough therapy sessions trying to deal with her emotional unavailability.

“It was love at first sight for me during that first case in El Paso. I can’t believe it’s taken me all this time to tell you that,” Ronnie said, stroking his cheek.

Who was this woman, and what had she done with the emotionally recalcitrant Ronnie? Was Zach’s therapist right? Was he so willing to participate in a relationship with such an emotionally reserved woman because he himself had trouble connecting?

Given how uncomfortable he was, that analysis might be right on the money. And if he was being silent in a moment like this, Ronnie would usually be freaking out, questioning his devotion, making him remind her that he’d committed treason for her. But there she was just smiling, drawing her thumb across his cheek.

“We risk our lives everyday. It is kind of stupid to avoid the single most important relationship in our lives, isn’t it?”

“You mean me?” Quirk chimed in. “Need I remind you to wrap up this one-sided Hallmark moment before A, Ronnie’s heart gets trampled, and B, Pilot misses his window to get you out of there?”

Zach knew that they should move on, but his feet stalled. Ronnie’s eyes compelled him to speak. “I was lying to myself and my supervisors. After El Paso, I would never have arrested you. I loved you.”

Ronnie’s smile spread even further, lighting up her eyes. “So we’re good?”

Zach chuckled. He’d been waiting for this moment for months. Dreaming of it. Imagining how it would go. And to have it exceed even those high expectations? “Oh, yeah, we’re good.”

Ronnie kissed him again to leave no doubt of how good they were.

“Okay, enough kissy-face,” Quirk complained. “Even Pilot is starting to get pissed, and Alfonzo’s neural net is bright red.”

* * *

Quirk wasn’t lying. Alfonzo’s neural net was going crazy. Flashing, strobing, and otherwise doing a happy dance. 

That kiss had sounded pretty damned good. Even for heteros. Like, up there with a Wesley and Buttercup kind of kiss. But they weren’t here to prove that Zach didn’t need that little blue pill. They were here to get Ronnie out of inescapable Supermax prison.

Quirk monitored their progress on the large screen. At least their feet were moving again. They probably should have sneaked a go–kart or something down there. Or an albino dragon. Now that would have been something.

He also watched the progress of those extra choppers. They had really hoped to be wheels-up long before they got there. Pilot and Zach really didn’t want to fire on law enforcement officials just trying to do their job.

It was looking more and more, though, like there was going to be an armed conflict.

“You should have hacked the Colorado Springs office,” Alfonzo sneered. “Grounded those choppers.”

Quirk rolled his eyes. Outsiders, they always thought they knew everything. Monday morning hackers. As much as hacking looked from the outside as simple as a reducto spell from Harry Potter, it was not. Hacking was hard work, and it was even harder work to keep your hack from being seen. This wasn’t the nineties, when companies just hired a guy who knew how to type. Companies and the government took being hacked seriously and hired big guns. Usually ex-hackers. It was a tough gig now to get around high-level anti-hacking security measures.

Quirk never would have been able to pull off this escape in three months if they hadn’t already laid the groundwork years ago. Even then, it had taken them nearly a year to do the work necessary to allow them to gain access to the mainframe without being detected. 

To try and hack into the Colorado Springs facility in this amount of time? By himself? No way. No how. Stealth and surprise had been their friends in this escape. Quirk couldn’t have risked them by tipping their hat in Colorado Springs.

“Why don’t you just keep to your world mastery,” Quirk snorted, “and tell me how that’s going.”

Alfonzo’s cheeks flushed as red as his neural net. By now, Quirk had figured out how to push the terrorist’s buttons. It was almost fun to watch a guy who thought he was going to win the biggest, highest-stakes game of Risk ever stew in his own juices. 

“Okay, we’re out, Quirk,” Zach said. “Where’s Pilot?”

“Good question,” Quirk answered.

* * *

Was it wrong that the thing that Ronnie noticed the most was how warm Zach’s hand was in hers as he asked Quirk, “What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s not on any of my screens. He must have turned on the anti-radar deflection system early.”

Ronnie cocked her head. “Anti-radar?”

Zach nodded next to her. “Quirk and Pilot built an anti-detection helicopter from the ground up. Iron-embedded atoms in the skin. Sleek design to disperse the signal. Heat shielding and an electro-magnetic skin that actively absorbs the radar.”

“How much did that cost?” Ronnie asked.

“You really don’t want to know,” Zach said. “Besides, what could be more worthwhile than your escape?”

“Seriously,” Ronnie pressed. “How much?”

“A billion,” Zach said as he turned away from her.

“Was that a ‘b’ or an ‘m’?”

“That would be a ‘b,’ as in billion,” Zach clarified.

Granted, Ronnie wasn’t much in a position to argue, but she still sputtered. “A billion?”

“Hey,” Quirk challenged. “It costs to have the world’s first private stealth helicopter.”

Ronnie shielded her eyes against the sun. It was so weird to be outside, standing in a field. Far off in the distance, she could see the prison walls. Walls she had been inside of just a few moments ago.

“Shouldn’t we be able to hear him by now?” she asked.

Zach shook his head. “Nope. It’s got rotor dampeners. It sounds more like a giant bee than a helicopter.”

Ronnie would be impressed, if the damned thing ever showed up.

“There!” Zach shouted, pointing to the horizon as a glint came streaking toward them. Ronnie assumed it would get larger and larger as it approached, but it just never did. Okay, maybe it got larger, but not much. The thing was short and squat. How they were going to get the three of them in there was questionable.

It was like someone took a regular helicopter, hit it over the head with a frying pan, then knocked around the rotors, which weren’t even normal blades. They had been split down the middle to create a bi-level effect. As a matter of fact, it did sound a bit like a bee on steroids.

Whatever it looked like, the thing could haul ass. It zipped across the rolling green fields of Colorado’s high country, heading straight for them.

Unfortunately, the sound of standard helicopter rotors boomed. Ronnie twisted around to find the prison’s chopper flying across the compound toward them. Its nose was down, pushing its speed.

Who would get there first?

“They must be using infrared,” Quirk sighed. “I couldn’t get to all of the controls.”

“It’s alright, Quirk,” Ronnie said as their pilot brought the bizarre chopper down in front of them. Of course, he didn’t land. When did Pilot ever land?

The sleet-gray bay door opened. Zach lifted her by her waist into the cramped interior. Ronnie had to duck to even move around. She made her way around a plethora of gadgets to get to the co-pilot’s seat. Some she recognized, such as the hypergravity magnet and a muon gun. Others she did not. All Ronnie knew was it was like being a child who’d just been forced to live with a dentist and suddenly was thrust into a candy store. Her hands glided over the flashing light tech panel. She was home. Finally.

 Zach got in behind her and shut the door.

It was eerie quiet inside of the helicopter. She was so used to the nearly mind-numbing rattle that her body almost didn’t want to believe they were in a chopper. Then Pilot pulled back on the joystick and they were in the air. The thing was super-responsive to his ministrations. But then again, he’d had a hand in building the vehicle, so Ronnie was sure it was the most highly developed chopper in the world.

The guy might wear plaid flannel a lot and his facial hair seemed more at place in the wild, wild West - however the guy knew his aerodynamics. Plus, it was sort of cool to have the world’s only private stealth helicopter. Even if it cost a billion dollars.

And they were off, heading west. 

A bullet pinged the bulletproof glass.

Pilot grunted.

“On it,” Zach said, grabbing what looked like a pistol with a cord and opening the bay door. Wind rushed past as he aimed at the nearest guard tower and pulled the trigger. The shooter went down.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, we are calling it out mini muon,” Zach said, shutting the door behind him.

“We have a mini muon? But you didn’t even calibrate it.”

Zach indicated to the top of the device. “It now has a laser sight, so it self-calibrates unless I override it.”

“Wow,” was all Ronnie could say.

Zach nodded. “Quirk and I didn’t waste a second you were in prison.”

“Yeah,” Quirk said in her ear. “Idle hands and all.”

There was no chance of that. Not with an electronic component in sight.

“Look at the size of this battery,” Zach said, lifting something the size of a Gameboy up. “And it hold three shots.”

Well, if she’d had that, she never would have gone to prison.

“Bird on our six,” the Pilot reported, chewing on an old cigar. Ronnie wondered if it were the same one he gnawed on back in Mexico. Lord knew he was wearing the same long johns as before. Hopefully washed. Yes, Quirk would have made him wash them, right?

Zach put down the mini muon gun and grabbed a rifle. Only Ronnie knew it wasn’t just any rifle, but an EM pulse rifle. How confident Zach had become with all of the tech. No more asking a million questions. He opened the bay door again, took aim at the prison helicopter, and fired.

Nothing seemed to happen, until the other helicopter began spinning in circles and heading for the ground. Its struts hit the dirt pretty hard as the chopper bounced once, then came to rest safely in the field.

So far, no casualties. Just as they had planned it.

Hidden Hand they would kill, but not anyone else, if they could avoid it.

Up ahead, the other two helicopters crested the hill, speeding toward them.

“Got enough shots?” Ronnie asked.

Zach snorted. “Oh yeah. This thing now has a 20 shot capability.”

20? Ronnie didn’t even want to ask how much that cost. And why bother, when she was sitting in a billion-dollar chopper? Anything else would pale in comparison.

Yet Zach ditched the rifle and pulled out two sets of bars that were welded together. Their surface was punctuated by small discs.

“What’s that?”

“Really?” Quirk chided in her ear. “After years of whining that you wanted one, you don’t recognize it?”

Ronnie studied the device as the helicopters approached. She’d whined about wanting a lot of devices, but this one didn’t ring a bell. Zach aimed it through the open bay door to the to helicopters.

“Why waste two EM shots when I can take these two down with this?”

He hit a large red button on the end of the bars. The helicopter’s lights dimmed—that’s how much energy this weapon sucked.

Then a sonic boom knocked her backward. The air shimmered with a shock wave of epic proportion. The wave hit the helicopters, knocking their windshields out and blowing them head over tail. The pilots struggled to keep control of their choppers. Ultimately, they had to land and didn’t look like they were going to alight any time soon.

Ah, that’s what she had been whining so badly she wanted. Her very own sonic wave generator. Again, she really didn’t want to know how much that cost.

Pilot then pushed the envelope on how fast a prototype stealth helicopter could fly. The ground beneath them became a blur. Wherever they were going, they appeared to be on time.




 


CHAPTER 3

“Seriously,” Devlin said with a smile as he entered Amanda’s office. “If you want to see me, you can just call, rather than conjuring up another pandemic.”

Amanda let him have his laugh and his smile. It was probably the last one he was going to have in a while. Still, she was glad to see him. Over the last six months, he had been posted in Asia, trying to track down the Hidden Hand’s main laboratory, and therefore headquarters. To no avail.

“Jesus, I barely get to my apartment and into a well-deserved shower and I’ve got agents at my door, whisking me away to Plum Island.” Devlin continued.

“I know, but I didn’t know who else to turn to,” Amanda said.

“I love how much you need me,” Devlin said, this time a playful twinkle in his eye. Given the fact that they had had two continents dividing them for months, they hadn’t had an opportunity to explore whatever attraction might be between them. And, given the reason Amanda had called him to Plum Island, she seriously doubted they would get the chance now.

She clicked on the large video screen. “I am assuming you are familiar with smallpox.”

Devlin’s eyes narrowed as he sat down in a chair. “Meaning how we eradicated the virus back in the 70s?”

“Turns out, not so much,” Amanda said, having picked up way too much slang from Jennifer. “The Hidden Hand is testing a more virulent strain called the black pox.”

“Why do I not like that name and all that it implies?”

Amanda brought up a slide of the WHO workers laid out side by side. 

“Okay, okay,” Devlin said, turning away from the images. “I get it. The virus is kick-ass. Weaponized.”

“And immune to our vaccination,” Amanda said.

“So we are totally screwed?” Devlin suggested.

“Well, not necessarily,” Amanda said as Jennifer walked in and handed Amanda a file. She scanned it quickly. “We are in luck that the virus is only a few protein markers away from the traditional smallpox virus.”

Devlin tilted his head. “And that means…?”

“It means that we can use the smallpox vaccine stock that we have with only minor modifications.”

“It’s that easy?” Devlin said, clearly not trusting the concept.

“I know, weird, right?” Amanda said. “I should have a beta batch within a day. We can test it against the virus we extracted from the WHO workers. I will know within three days if it is effective.”

“So we don’t even need Ronnie and Zach, then, to track down the Hidden Hand’s vaccine and antiserum?”

Amanda cocked her head. “No, thankfully, since I thought Ronnie was in prison?”

Jennifer turned the input on the screen over to a television broadcast from Colorado Springs. It showed two helicopters going down as another, almost alien-looking, chopper got away.

“I take it Ronnie is no longer in prison?” Amanda ventured a well-educated guess.

“Nooooo,” Devlin said with a grin. “I put it out on the message boards that they should head this way.”

“It will be nice to see them again, but thankfully I don’t think we will need their services,” Amanda said.

“We really are that far ahead of the game?” Devlin asked, still sounding a little shocked.

Amanda would be too, if she didn’t have the report in front of her. “For once, science is going to save our butts.”

* * *

Quirk hated big emotions. Oh, he loved the smaller ones. The petty ones. The ones that cropped up on The Real Housewives. The ones that he manipulated to his own ends. But the big emotions? The ones that welled up from deep within his being?

Those, he wasn’t any too thrilled with. Like now. He was waiting on the private jet with Mr. Neural-Net Head. Waiting to see Ronnie after over six months of separation. Sure, Zach had missed her, moping around, wringing his large, muscular hands, but he was such a latecomer to the game. Quirk had lived with the woman for nearly seven years. Every day. All day.

God, he’d missed her. Alfonzo just wasn’t as much fun to tease.

Many nights, Quirk had awakened in a cold sweat, feeling like a piece of him had been taken away. It was way too much like how he’d felt in his foster homes. Unmoored. Without Ronnie, he felt unmoored. Alone, utterly alone, and scared.

So those emotions were difficult enough to deal with. But now, to get her back? Even though he had devoted each and every moment of the last few months to her escape, in his heart, Quirk still didn’t believe it could be true that they would be reunited.

His mother had gone and never come back. His father had run off to never come back. Even his social workers would vanish in the night. Ronnie had been the only constant in his world. After living for so many months without his rudder, drifting helplessly, he felt incredulous that she was back. 

At some level, he didn’t feel like he deserved for her to come back. He should have somehow stopped her from turning herself in. Or, better yet, figured out a way to get Zach away from those damned Germans before Ronnie had to turn herself in. Because once they had Zach, it was over. Quirk knew that.

Then the sound of footsteps on the steps that led up to the jet brought his attention back to the reunion. 

As Ronnie entered the jet, Quirk rushed up to her, burying his face in her shoulder. All those well-rehearsed words were long forgotten, and he sobbed against her orange jumpsuit.

Ronnie stroked his hair. “It’s okay—I’m here, I’m really here.”

He should have something pithy to say, but he didn’t. Those damned emotions were blocking any sarcasm.

“Shhh,” she whispered, rubbing up and down his back. “I’m here,” she reassured him.

Even with Ronnie in his arms, Quirk was still having a hard time believing she was back. No one ever came back. Not Mom. Not Dad. Not even his favorite social worker. 

He let all that fear, guilt, shame, and terror out onto the coarse orange fabric on Ronnie’s shoulder. Pilot passed him, heading the to cockpit, giving Quirk a pat on the back. Zach wasn’t nearly as cool with this. He awkwardly made his way to a seat and sat down, swiveling the chair away to apparently give them some privacy.

Eventually, as Quirk hiccupped from crying too much, Ronnie brought his face up level with hers. “Thank you.”

“For what?” Quirk said, wiping his eyes. He could only imagine how smeared his eyeliner was. “You practically broke yourself out.”

“Not necessarily for that,” Ronnie said. “But for keeping it together. I know how hard this must have been for you.”

Damn that Ronnie. Now he was back to crying again. Ronnie hugged him. “I never lost faith, Quirk. I knew you’d get me out.”

* * *

Ronnie wasn’t lying one bit. She had to keep her own tears in check. Quirk needed her right now. Long before her capture, they had bandied about a bunch of different options if she were arrested. Like trying a rescue attempt while she was being transported from one place to another.

The problem with that plan was that they would never know ahead of time exactly where she would be arrested and how she would be transported. After months of debate, it was decided that they would allow the authorities to relax and think that there would be no breakout attempt, and instead center their escape plans on where they knew she’d be.

Every surrender contract had insisted that she be extradited to the United States. Once that was accomplished, there would be only one prison for her to be held in, and only one cell to contain her.

That, they could work with.

And that was what had worked. But all that time on his own? Even with Pilot and Zach, that must have nearly killed Quirk. After such a tumultuous childhood, he took great comfort in consistency. 

He’d probably never admit it, but Quirk would probably feel most comfortable if she had an earpiece and mic on her at all times, connecting them through a virtual umbilical cord.

“Please take your seats,” the Pilot announced over the loudspeaker.

Ronnie guided Quirk to a chair, then sat down herself and buckled in. Quirk put a hand out. Ronnie took it. He still needed that physical reassurance that she was there. And she would happily give it to him.

Quirk then pointed to Alfonzo, whose neural net was a grayish blue. Reproach.

“Shut up,” Quirk said, turning their chairs away from the man.

Good to see those two figured out the issues in their relationship.

Then they were taxiing to the runway. To think, how much had changed in a few hours?  Zach offered her a glass of champagne.

“Where to?” Ronnie asked.

“Well we got an ‘all hands on deck’ emergency call from Devlin, but now it’s been downgraded to a ‘how about you come over for dinner’ alert, so not quite sure what’s going on, but we’re heading to Plum Island to find out.”

Quirk was right. Even though they weren’t in barnburner mode, they still needed to coordinate with Amanda to try to find the Hidden Hand’s HQ and take them out for good. Otherwise, they would always be under threat of another pandemic. The Hidden Hand had shown themselves patient many times, waiting seventy years between attacks. They couldn’t get complacent just because there hadn’t been a more recent attack. Otherwise, it would be the next generation to pay the price.

“And the Marshals?” she asked, rather liking her freedom and not wanting it cut short any time soon.

Zach smiled. “We hired six other private jets to take off from Denver at the same exact time that we did. They are going to be chasing their tails for a while. Plus, we’re changing planes in Memphis, so we should be good.”

Ronnie nodded. They really had pulled off the breakout without a hitch. It almost felt like they didn’t need her anymore. Although Quirk’s hand in her palm showed that she was still good for something.

* * *

Amanda watched as the storm clouds passed over the island and the sun peeked out again. A little analogy for their work here. Finally, she could breath a sigh of relief. They could match the Hidden Hand square on. By the time they had rolled out the black pox virus fully, worldwide, Amanda would have plenty of vaccines and antisera all her own.

Germany was going to pay a steep price for theirs, though. No one forgot what they had tried last year. Still, they couldn’t punish its citizens for its government’s greed. It was going to cost them some serious Euros, though.

“Zach just pinged us—they have started their descent.”

Amanda nodded, not wanting to think about anything but the rainbow forming over the island. 

“Of course, I just lied to the director of the CIA and said that we haven’t had any contact with the Robin Hood Hacker or her team,” Devlin added.

Amanda gave a wan smile. She was so tired of interagency politics and jostling. At least this time around, Amanda didn’t need anyone else. She had everything she needed down in her laboratory.

A speck appeared on the horizon. “That must be them.”

The speck grew larger, morphing into a plane.

“Wait,” Devlin said. “It looks there’s another… and another.”

He wasn’t wrong. Soon, a total of five planes were heading in their direction. “Didn’t you say Ronnie was coming from Memphis?”

“Yes,” Devlin responded.

“But those planes are coming from the north.”

“Shit, you’re right,” Devlin said. “Get down!”

Devlin dove on top of her as the planes unleashed their missiles. The building rocked as the explosives slammed into them.

Grabbing her hand, Devlin leaned over, scrambling across the room to the exit. Amanda grabbed Jennifer’s wrist on the way out, dragging her assistant along with her. 

“What the hell is happening?” Amanda demanded as the building shook again.

“Hell if I know, but we’ve got to get clear of this lab before it comes down on us.”

* * *

Zach leaned his head back against the fine leather headrest. He could really get used to riding in comfort. Compared to that billion-dollar helicopter? For a mere two hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars, they could ride like this across the country.

As an FBI agent, he never could have dreamed of a flight like this, but he was never going back to that life. Not now. While he had no regrets whatsoever of his actions, it still hurt that the Bureau he had dedicated his life to now considered him a villain. How many times did he have to save the world for them to realize his going off the reservation was his ultimate commitment to his calling?

What happened now, though? What if the world didn’t need saving? Then he was just a guy on the lam. A guy with a smoking hot hacker girlfriend, but still a guy on the lam. And how was he going to feel when Ronnie went back to her old ways?

He couldn’t fool himself. The woman was going to keep stealing from the rich and giving to the poor while taking a fair percentage for herself. Could he live on an island that was bought with illegal funds?

Guess Zach would have to cross that bridge when he came to it. Right now, he was just happy to have Ronnie sitting across from him. However, she was holding Quirk’s hand. He couldn’t begrudge them though. Zach knew Quirk’s history, and if he wanted to hold Ronnie’s hand for the next ten years, he’d let him. As long as Zach got a turn every once in a while.

Suddenly, red lights flashed as a klaxon went off.

“The marshals?” Ronnie asked, but Quirk shook his head as he raised the shades on the windows. Plum Island was on fire. Explosions burst against the gray sky. 

“What’s going on?” he blurted, even though everyone else looked equally confused.

Then a fighter jet streaked overhead, firing more missiles into the main laboratory. Right into Amanda’s office. Like he said. What was going on?

“We don’t have any weapons!” Quirk yelled over the sound of explosion after explosion. “This is just a jet!”

Okay, so Zach wouldn’t mind being in that billion-dollar helicopter right about now.

“Look!” Ronnie shouted, pointing down. People were fleeing the burning buildings as they crumbled down. Many had gone into the water. Unfortunately, the tide was coming in, and they were being crushed against the rocky cliffs that surrounded the island. “There’s Amanda!”

Zach looked over Ronnie’s shoulder as they flew over a group of stranded swimmers struggling to stay safe and above the crashing surf.

He charged up to the cabin. “We’ve got to get them.”

The Pilot chewed on his stogie. “This isn’t a sea plane. I can’t land on the water.”

“Really?” Zach challenged. “That Sully guy did.”

Pilot frowned. “Get the life boats, slides and vests ready.”

Zach ran back, jerking the handle on the stowed lifeboat as Pilot brought them around hard.

* * *

Quirk loved his boyfriend, he really did, but this plan just seemed like folly. This private jet was a luxury model, which meant it was built for comfort. Not for speed, or you know, buoyancy.

But Zach had given the order, and his Pilot was going to make it happen or… well, Quirk would rather not think of the “or.” Or the sharks that infested these waters.

That was his Jennifer out there, though, so Quirk didn’t put up a single word of protest. Especially since Jen probably had some fabulous embellished cowboy boots or something on, weighing her down.

Quirk watched out the window as they skimmed over the water. It really seemed as if they were floating above the waves. Then, with deft skill, Pilot landed the belly of the plane onto the water. 

There was barely a jostle, not even enough to trigger the oxygen masks to fall. One moment they were in the air. The next they were on the water. Then they nudged something. There was the faintest sound of metal scraping, then nothing.

“What just happened?” Alfonzo asked. His neural net flashing an anxious red.

Quirk craned his head to see the front of the plane. That was his Pilot! Not only had he just landed them on the water without sinking immediately, but he’d abutted the nose of the plane onto the rocky shore. They just needed to get on top of the plane and walk right onto land.

Now that was service!

* * *

Amanda took in another mouthful of ocean water as she grabbed Zach’s outreached hand. The side of the plane was slick, and Amanda had a hard time getting good footing. Ronnie came over, grasped Amanda’s other hand, and hauled her up the side.

“Thank you!” she yelled over the crashing waves and continued explosions on the island. The roar of a jet returning got everyone moving quickly.

Jennifer and Devlin were beside her in a moment as Quirk urged them toward the front of the plane. At first cautiously, then with more speed as the jet bore down on them, they ran.

The missile slammed into the jet, nearly knocking Amanda back into the ocean. She hurled herself forward as the explosion cracked the jet in half. She landed on top of Jennifer, who had landed on top of Quirk.

“Yes, this is why I never played sports,” Quirk said, dusting himself off on the grassy field.

Amanda looked around. The rest had made it as well, in varying states of disarray. 

The fighter jet wasn’t done with them, though. It circled back for another run.

“There’s no underground bunker?” Zach asked.

Amanda shook her head. “There was, but the building collapsed down into it.”

As the jet raced toward them, they couldn’t go back to the plane, which was sinking, and they couldn’t go back to the main lab, since it was collapsing. All they could do was watch as the jet’s missile loader dropped into firing position.

She held her breath. It would only be a moment more.

Then another fighter jet, coming from the east, streaked across the sky. It fired on the Hidden Hand’s jet. 

The plane aborted its run and banked steeply, heading north.

“Whew!” Quirk announced, leaning over, clapping his knees.

“That was close,” Ronnie said, her voice just a little shaky.

Jennifer hugged Amanda, then Devlin enveloped them both in his embrace. Then it got a little awkward and all three stepped away.

“They must have gotten tired of you producing a vaccine to counteract their pandemics,” Zach said.

Devlin nodded. “They also decided to skip the subtle, let’s-plant-a-bomb-in-the-lab phase and go straight to annihilation.”

Amanda smoothed her soaking wet hair away from her face. “We’ve got to get to Kansas City.”

Devlin put up a finger and took a call. He’d been smart enough to put his phone inside of a plastic bag. Amanda was sure hers was trashed for good.

“You okay?” Ronnie asked. “No one injured?”

“Beyond my sense of security?” Amanda teased. “No.”

Quirk sat down next to Jennifer, pulled off her CJ Lucchese cowgirl boots and dumped the water from them.

“Oh no,” Devlin said, looking pale. Then he sat down without warning, hitting the damp grass hard. “No.”

“What’s wrong?” Amanda asked as she kneeled next to Devlin. The CIA agent tipped over backwards, lying on his back as he moaned, “No.”

“What is it, Devlin?” Amanda demanded.

“They’re gone,” Devlin said, looking off into the distance.

“What are gone?”

“The Kansas City lab was attacked, as well. It’s gone.”

Amanda’s mind spun with the implications of that. “Like us?” she said as the horror sunk in. But she couldn’t lose it like Devlin. “It’s okay. I’m sure Canada will let us use their Manitoba facility.”

“No, you don’t understand,” Devlin said, shaking his head. “It’s gone, too. They all are. Every level three and four biohazard lab has been attacked, worldwide. China, Australia, Minsk, they are all gone.”

Amanda felt herself crumple to the ground, as well. She lay next to Devlin. Without adequate laboratories, they couldn’t make the vaccine or antiserum. They were defenseless against the black pox.

“Wait,” Ronnie said. “Aren’t there commercial vaccination companies? Couldn’t we just use them?”

Amanda felt hope rise in her chest. Of course. Merial, Cook, Symcovio all had facilities on the East Coast. They could easily be nationalized.

Devlin, again, shook his head. “They hit those too, with internal bombings. There isn’t a single human vaccine manufacturer left in the world.”

It was over, then.

 


CHAPTER 4

Poor Amanda and Devlin had clearly been way too sheltered so far. This wasn’t even a setback. It was a minor bump in the road. Quirk was glad to see that his girl Jennifer was slightly more stoic.

Although she did seem in a bit of shock, and tears were streaming down her face. Really, they all needed to buck up.

“What about animal vaccine manufacturers?” Quirk asked. “Did they hit them?”

Devlin frowned as he sat up. “I’m not sure.”

“Well, why don’t you check it out?”

“Would that work?” Ronnie asked.

“Why not?” Quirk said “But let’s ask the expert. If, you know, she could sit up or something.”

Amanda gave a chagrined smile and sat up. “Yes, they use the same sterile technique. We could, in theory, set up manufacturing there.”

But Jennifer shook her head and signed quickly. Quirk couldn’t keep up. He had to wait for Amanda’s translation.

“All of our research is lost,” Amanda said.

“What?” Quirk asked. “You didn’t have any offsite backup?”

“Of course we did.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Quirk was getting annoyed.

“It was stored in Kansas City. And vice versa. All of the world’s pathogen research was backed up in other Level 4 labs.”

Quirk shook his head. “Brilliant. Just brilliant.”

“When we developed the system, the worst possible scenario was that any one facility would have a viral breach and would have to be sterilized. The concept that someone would attack all the labs at once never occurred to us.”

“But—”

Quirk was going to read Amanda the riot act, but Ronnie put her hand on his pointed finger. “Let it go.”

But he didn’t want to let it go. Their backup plan was the stupidest that he’d ever heard. Let’s hide super-important secret information where other super-important secret information is held. 

Seriously.

* * *

Ronnie understood Quirk’s frustration. It wasn’t how she would have set up their IT department either, but what was done was done.

“But if we were to bring you the Hidden Hand’s vaccine again, you could duplicate it at one of these animal vaccine plants?”

Amanda looked to Devlin, who nodded with a smile. “They didn’t hit any of the animal vaccine plants. The closest is on Long Island.”

Heck, Ronnie could see Long Island from here. This was doable.

“We should have military support here within the hour,” Devlin said, which wasn’t as good of news to them. While it could help all the civilians, Ronnie, Quirk, and Zach couldn’t get caught here.

She turned to Quirk, but it was Pilot who answered. “Don’t worry. I already radioed for transportation. It’ll be here in forty minutes.”

 Besides possibly being the longest sentence the Pilot had ever spoken, it was also great news.

Quirk hugged his boyfriend. “You always come through.”

“I didn’t say you were going to like it, though…”

Now, that sounded more like the Pilot.

“You do have everything that Amanda sent us regarding possible Hidden Hand headquarter locations, right?” Ronnie asked Quirk.

He rolled his eyes. “I know how to securely store information.”

“And?”

“Half are in Europe, the other half in Asia.”

“I guess we will start in Europe, then,” Ronnie said. “Start booking transportation.”

Quirk had his smartphone out faster than most sharp shooters could pull their guns.

“So we’ve got a plan?” Zach asked next to her.

“At least the start of one.”

* * *

Zach stood there speechless as their “transportation” surfaced. A submarine he would have been fine with, or even a submersible. But this? What surfaced looked like a large decorative metal tuna. A rusted metal tuna with enough barnacles living on its sides to feed the world’s starfishes for a decade.

“I told you…” The Pilot reminded them all.

“Is it safe?” Ronnie asked.

Of course it wasn’t safe. It was a large metal death trap.

The Pilot shrugged. “Helluva lot safer than getting dragged into custody by a bunch of marines.”

But was it? Really?

Quirk ran his hand over the small surface of the thing that wasn’t encrusted in shells. “Is this the Intelligent Whale?”

Pilot grunted with a nod.

“You got it from the National Guard Militia Museum in New Jersey?” Quirk asked.

“Um,” Ronnie said. “Exactly how old is this thing?”

Quirk didn’t seem phased by the state of the thing at all. “Well, it was built in the 1860s, so about 150 years.”

“One hundred fifty years?” Zach blurted—then everyone looked at him funny like he was the problem.

Pilot shrugged again. “We needed something close and stealthy. Radar pings off of its shell like a great whale. No one is going to be looking for this.”

That, now that was something that Zach could agree upon. “Are you seriously considering this, Ronnie?”

“Why not?” Ronnie said. “It got here from New Jersey fine, so I’m sure it can get us to Long Island.”

Oh, weren’t those always the worst last words to speak?

* * *

Quirk ran his fingers over the old steel levers and dials. Compared to their billion-dollar chopper with its multitude of high-tech gadgets and displays, this thing looked like it had been shaped out of a child’s toy. 

“You know how to run this thing?” Quirk asked the Pilot as he sat down in the seat next to him.

All he got was a grunt in return. Quirk knew that was the equivalent to him raising his eyebrows when Ronnie asked a stupid question.

“Okay, everyone on a crank,” Pilot announced.

“What do you mean?” Quirk asked, as the rest of the passengers looked easily as confused.

“This thing is hand powered,” Pilot said. “Obviously.”

Quirk had forgotten all about that. This was the world’s only hand powered submarine. Even the Confederate subs used steam. Not this one. This one was fueled by good ol’ human labor.

Quirk found a large round crank with a wooden handle next to his seat. He had wrongly assumed it was some kind of steering device. As he pushed on the wheel and it barely moved, Quirk was glad that Zach was along. The guy was already spinning his crank like a Ferris wheel.

The “submarine” creaked and groaned as it left the dock and headed into the open ocean. They were buffeted by the waves, going backwards nearly as much as they gained ground.

“Put your backs into it!” Pilot bellowed.

Quirk felt like he was on some kind of bizarre slave ship. Any moment now, Pilot would pull out a whip and start cracking it.

Funny, Quirk didn’t mind that thought one bit.

* * *

Zach was drenched in sweat. Even though everyone was cranking, it felt like he alone was providing the propulsion of the “sub.”

Devlin let go of his crank and open and closed his hands. “Sorry, cramping.”

Yes, well, so was Zach, but if they wanted to stay off the bottom of the ocean, someone had to provide the kinetic energy. God love Ronnie and Quirk, and they were trying, but if Zach let off the crank just a little, they slowed considerably.

He’d thought to ask Pilot and Quirk to switch places. The Pilot could probably crank with the best of them. However, the Pilot was busy with the rudders and the water and air tanks, billowing them to keep them from scraping the bottom. Zach doubted anyone else in the sub could do what Pilot was doing right now.

Which meant that Zach had to ignore his left flank complaining as he turned the wheel again and again.

“Holy—” Quirk announced from the front. He was looking out the only porthole on the sub. The thing was the size of a window on a cruise ship. Not a lot of space, and certainly no peripheral vision.

Then Zach realized what Quirk was talking about. In front of them was a huge wrecked ship. Fish swam in and out of the broken hull. Sea anemones waved their tentacles like a welcoming gesture as they slid along the side of the ship.

“We’re in the infamous Long Island ‘Wreck Alley,’” Quirk announced like a tour guide. “There are hundreds of documented and undocumented shipwrecks in this area.”

Why did that not make Zach feel better?

“Oh, oh, oh,” Quirk said, letting go of his crank. Zach noticed that the ship didn’t slow a bit as Quirk clapped his hands. “That’s the Lexington!”

Sure enough, the name of the boat came into view.

“See, this is so much better than just flying over here,” Quirk said, positively glowing.

Yes, that was said by a person not exactly cranking away. On the upside, Zach wouldn’t need to go to the gym for a week after this. Devlin finally got back to his crank and they accelerated past the ghost ship.

“I’d tap into your last wind,” Pilot said. “We’ve got four miles to go and only about another hour’s worth of oxygen.”

Yeah, this was so much better than flying.

* * *

Ronnie cringed as the submarine bumped up against the dock. They had no protection on their sides. Metal scraped against the wooden planks. She could see each and every seam. Each and every weld of every seam. It did not inspire confidence. 

Then they came to a halt as Zach released his crank. His face was ruddy and shining with sweat. She had no illusions about her contribution. Basically, Zach had just gotten them across Long Island Sound all by himself.

“All off for Long Island,” Quirk announced.

Ronnie stood up. but Quirk shook his head. “No, we’re just dropping off Amanda, Jen and Devlin. We need to head down to Huntington, where we have a private plane waiting.”

Zach groaned beside her as Quirk opened the hatch above them. Sweet, fresh air replaced the stale, sweaty air of the sub. Zach didn’t look like he was in the mood to hear exactly how he smelled right about now. Amanda, Jennifer, and Devlin clambered out of the sub, jumping over to the dock.

Quirk patted him on the shoulder. “We’re three people lighter.”

Zach didn’t seem any more pleased by that news.

“How much further is it?” Zach asked.

“About half the distance we just traveled,” Quirk said. “Easy peasy.”

Ronnie shook her head at her assistant, but it was too late.

“Easy peasy?” Zach snarled. “Really? Maybe if you’d stop inspecting your fingernails and Alfonzo actually turned the wheel, I might not have a lower back spasm.”

Before Quirk could finish his huge intake of air, Pilot got up from his seat. “Happy to trade you.”

Zach’s anger blew itself out. “No. I’m fine. Let’s just get this over with.”

Everyone sat back down. There wasn’t really anything that Ronnie could do about Quirk. Even if he did dedicate himself to the crank, upper body strength was not his friend. Alfonzo, though? He was a pretty well-built guy.

“You better start helping,” Ronnie said. “Or you can forget dessert.”

For a crazed quasi-religious terrorist, Alfonzo had a sweet tooth. Sometimes bribery went a long way.

“For a week,” Ronnie added. 

Just out from prison, Ronnie understood how important even the smallest comforts were. So she wasn’t surprised when Alfonzo grabbed his crank with gusto and started really trying. 

Zach gave her a smile as he pulled his shirt off and grabbed his hands in the fabric. “Blisters.”

Oh, he didn’t need to explain to Ronnie why he’d just striped half naked. Not at all.

* * *

Amanda, Jennifer, and Devlin rode in the lead car. Behind them trailed a veritable army. The National Guard had been summoned. The world was freaking out at the attacks on the bio-labs. Everyone was, of course, worried about Jihadists. Little did they know that a much more substantial enemy had been the cause.

Muslim extremists certainly were a threat. But they were a hit-and-run type enemy. The Hidden Hand wanted to cull three-quarters of the population and had the means to do so. 

Right now, though, securing a vaccination plant was their priority. While they didn’t have the files they needed, Amanda had a pretty good memory, and could at least get some of the science underway. Other than that, they were going to have to rely on Ronnie, Quirk, and Zach to find the Hidden Hand’s stash. 

They pulled up to the curb of the very ordinary-looking office building. No one would believe that this building was the most important in the country. No, the most important building in the world. 

Amanda hopped out with the rest of the occupants of the SUV. A four-star general strode next to her as they walked into the lobby. A pretty receptionist looked up and smiled. 

“How can I help you?” she asked in her chipper customer service voice.

“I’m going to need your CEO and COO, right now,” the general demanded.

The brunette cocked her head to the side as all pretty girls were taught at one point or another. “I’m sorry, do you have an appointment?”

“No,” Amanda responded. “But I do have ground-to-air missile launchers, so how about you call up your bosses?”

She indicated out the door as the National Guard set up its equipment meant to protect against any and all attacks.

The receptionist’s face paled as she picked up the phone and dialed.

Amanda held in her hand the letter the president signed that nationalized the laboratory. Which basically meant that she owned the place. She needed the company’s cooperation, though. She needed the lab’s scientists to replace the ones that had fallen on Plum Island.

For a moment, sorrow threatened to tow her under. So many of her friends and colleagues lost. It could take weeks to identify all of the bodies in the rubble. She hated seeing her island defiled so.

“We’re going to do it,” Devlin said behind her as he absently rotated his right shoulder. “We’ll make them proud.”

Most of the time, Devlin acted like a pompous, arrogant, slightly out of touch with reality CIA agent. But then there were moments like this when he was grounded and, well, sweet. He took her hand and gave it a squeeze.

Amanda gave a wan smile in response. While he might be sure, Amanda was still as afraid as she had been in that first briefing that she would fall short.

* * *

Alfonzo was not used to physical exertion anymore. So his whole body ached as they pulled to a stop at the second dock. He would be happy when they went back to chartered flights.

Zach, however, looked far worse for the wear. He was slumped over his crank, nearly panting. But he had been working hard the entire way. The pilot came out of the “cockpit” and slapped Zach on the back. The universal “guy” code for job well done.

Alfonzo did not get any such gesture. He did not take offense.

Quirk pointed a finger at him. “You could have warned us, you know.”

Alfonzo answered honestly. “I knew that black pox was one of the viruses that they were cultivating, but they were cultivating over a hundred lethal strains. I might as well have handed you an encyclopedia of deadly viruses.”

“And the bombing of Plum Island?”

He shrugged. “Duties and plans were compartmentalized. I had no idea.”

“Lot of good having you as a hostage then, isn’t it?” Quirk asked, pointedly.

The hacker did not like him. He had advocated throughout these long months to eliminate Alfonzo. Zach had put that decision off until Ronnie was released from prison.

Was his execution back on the table?

“I can help you with the angelic code,” Alfonzo offered, knowing that he had to make himself useful.

“Yeah, not so much,” Quirk said. “So far, you’ve been less than no help.”

Alfonzo nodded at Ronnie. “But now that she’s back, I might be a bit more motivated.”

“I say lock him in this Intelligent Whale, then send him to the bottom of the sound,” Quirk said.

Ronnie put a hand on her assistant’s shoulder. “We need all the help we can get.”

“You don’t know him like I do,” Quirk said. “He’s treacherous. We won’t be able to trust any information he gives us.”

“I think I’ll be able to know,” Ronnie said.

“What, prison made you an angelic code expert?”

The Robin Hood Hacker smiled. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it did.”

 


CHAPTER 5

Ronnie looked out over Long Island as they took off. It seemed so normal. Didn’t it always just before it blew up, though?

“Where to?” Quirk asked.

“Chicago,” Ronnie stated.

Quirk’s perfectly sculpted eyebrow shot up. “Why Chicago? The Art Institute?”

“No, the United Center.”

“The sports arena?”

“And concert venue,” Ronnie added. No one in the plane was going to like why.

“Why?” Quirk pressed.

Ronnie shrugged. “For a One Direction concert.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Quirk spat. “No, not those ‘N Sync wannabes. They came up through a reality show,” her assistant lamented.

“All true,” Ronnie said. “However, did you look at their sheet music?”

Quirk frowned, risking those wrinkles he was so concerned over. “No,” he admitted.

“Well, while I was in Germany and still had Internet access, I did. I followed some angelic code that indicated they might be involved in the Fist. And their melodies follow the lines of angelic code.”

“Seriously? A boy band?”

“Come on, a roadie of Lady Gaga’s was a member of the Fist.”

“But that was Lady Gaga. That made sense. She will be around forever. She is timeless.”

Zach leaned forward, seemingly recovered from hand-cranking them across the sound. “We could debate pop music all evening, but it isn’t going to change the fact that Ronnie thinks we need to visit the boy band.”

Quirk didn’t seem any too happy about it, but he settled back into his seat. “I’m just saying. Not Hall of Fame material.”

“I think about twelve million adolescent girls would argue with you on that.”

Quirk’s only answer to that was a “harrumph.”

* * *

Zach could understand Quirk’s disbelief. One Direction certainly didn’t seem on par with the Beatles, or even Nine Inch Nails. But it seemed the Fist used who they could to keep their message alive.

Chicago blurred by as Pilot drove them to the concert, and Zach remembered a different time he’d been here. With Julia. In the distance, the lights of Navy Park, with its Ferris wheel, shone in the late evening. He’d thought that they had ridden each and every ride there.

Of course, she had dragged him to every art and cultural museum, or even street art show, in the city. And Chicago had a lot of them. It had been a long-ass five days.

It was easy to think of Julia and his relationship as a long string of pretentious events. However, he had loved her, and they had had some really great times. Chicago probably represented the best of those. He’d even picked Chicago to visit since it had ranked really high on the “cities for lovers.” Of course, he probably should have checked on how many museums they had per square mile first, but it had been an amazing trip.

They passed Millennium Park with its odd “Bean Gate,” which officially was called the Cloud Gate, but looked like a huge bean. Julia and he had strolled through there. Actually, they had pretty much strolled through all of Chicago, along the shores of Lake Michigan and down the paths of the Lincoln Zoo.

In the distance, the Sears Tower glistened. As the tallest building in North America, the Tower dominated the skyline. Zach gulped. That was how the trip had culminated. Julia and he had gone up to the observation deck. That was where he had proposed to her.

He could remember the tremble of his hand as he pulled out the box and got down on one knee. Everything had seemed so perfect. His career was in high gear. He was getting married to a beautiful woman that he loved. He should have been happy.

Zach felt that moment as Julia said yes and leapt into his arms. He had looked out over the Chicago skyline and wondered, is this what it was supposed to feel like? Because it had felt pretty underwhelming. Like he had just checked off another box in the “life’s obligations” list. 

Had you asked either of them if they would be married within the year and on the road to having a family, both would have said yes. Julia probably a bit more enthusiastically. They both would have scoffed at the notion that Zach would be in love with an outlaw and be a felon himself. They were on track to be a “power” couple.

At the time, Zach mainly had hoped that the engagement would spare him another museum visit. Instead, they had gone to nearly every bridal boutique store in the city. Yes, somehow it had gone from bad to worse. If he never saw tulle again, Zach would be content.

Compare that to how he felt when Ronnie had hugged him, sweaty, crying, and in an ugly-ass orange jumpsuit. He’d felt whole. A complete felon and traitor to his country, but whole.

“You okay?” Ronnie asked beside him.

“Yeah,” he said with a smile. He was more than okay. He was happy.

* * *

Zach was acting all weird, but Ronnie decided to let it go. In the past, she would have nagged him about what was up, but after spending over six months in some form of prison or another, Ronnie had realized sweating the small stuff was just stupid.

Especially since the first thing she had to tackle once out of the joint was the smallpox. No, not even the smallpox, but the black pox, which basically was smallpox on steroids. So if Zach wanted to sit around looking pensive, that was his problem. 

Why he had to put back on his shirt, though, she wasn’t quite sure.

Finally, they arrived at the stadium. Even from the parking lot, you could hear the booming bass and high-pitched shrieking of One Direction’s fans. 

Quirk marched them right up to the stage door entrance and swiped the keypad with his new universal card. The magnetic strip actually contained a virus that infected whatever computer analyzed the card to make it think that the card was exactly what it was looking for, no matter what it was looking for. Not only that, but it induced the computer to give up the numeric challenge code for the keypad.

It was ingenious, really. Quirk swore that they could walk right into the Pentagon with it, and Ronnie believed him. He’d really spread his wings while she was gone.

The keypad dinged and flashed the code that Quirk needed to key in. A moment later, the door sprang open.

“Brilliant,” Ronnie said as Quirk glowed.

“Where’s Pilot?” Zach asked.

“Oh, he’s off with Alfonzo to go borrow One Direction’s helicopter.”

“You mean ‘steal’?” Zach challenged.

“Oh, aren’t you all high and mighty again,” Quirk said as he opened the door to the stadium. Screams bounced off the walls and poured through the door. If only pre-adolescent enthusiasm could be bottled and used as a fuel source, they wouldn’t need to look into nuclear plants for electricity.

They walked in and were immediately stopped by a security guard. “Whoa there. Where’s your badge?”

The kid looked sixteen at most, but he had a Taser on his belt. Zach flashed his badge. Even though technically Zach wasn’t on the payroll, he still carried the badge. It got them places.

Like now. “Oh, sorry,” the “guard” said. “Didn’t know a G-man was in the house.”

“We need to speak with One Direction’s manager.”

The kid smiled. “You really aren’t fans, are you?” He chuckled, shaking his head like that was the most ludicrous thing in the world. “They don’t have a manager, per se.”

“Look,” Quirk said. “You’ve got a VIP green room somewhere filled with important people, so how about you guide us there?”

The kid looked a little shell shocked, like he’d never been bitch-slapped by a gay man before. The first time was a little rough.

The security guard mumbled something as he turned on his heel, guiding them through the labyrinth underneath the stadium seating. Through gaps in the metal, they could see the screaming hordes of girls pressing up against the barricades to the stage where five not-quite-ready-to-shave-everyday boys were up on stage. 

The air pulsed with the girls’ infectious rapture. It was like someone took an estrogen bomb and exploded it in the middle of the stadium. You could tell the parents that had decided to chaperone their girls here. They were the ones without glitter in their hair, cringing, turning away from the stage.

Ah, but that’s how their parents felt about Bon Jovi. And before that, Elvis, each generation not understanding the music choices of the next.

Even Quirk, who bathed in Lady Gaga perfume, crinkled up his nose as if the music could actually smell bad. To Ronnie, it just sounded like any other boy band.

The guard led them to a door that announced, “VIPs Only. And no, that doesn’t include you!”

He opened the door, where they were met by another guard. Zach flashed his badge and they were allowed to enter. The room was filled with the who’s who of the music industry. Jay-Z sat on the couch, eating shrimp cocktail. Paula Abdul was in the corner speaking with a reporter from Rolling Stone.

A woman in high heels and a short skirt ran over to them. She had the look of a publicist. “Can I ask what this is about?”

“We need to talk to One Direction about the Fist.”

“I’m sorry, but the band isn’t doing any interviews after the concert,” the woman said, obviously trying to look taller while talking to Zach. She was a foot short on that quest.

“It’s not an interview, lady, it is an interrogation,” Zach said, then lowered his voice. “Unless, of course, you would like me to head over to that Rolling Stone reporter and discuss the band’s underage drinking problem.”

The woman flushed. “No, no. I will try to arrange something.”

Quirk grinned and asked Zach, “So, you do read the pop magazines?”

“They are the only thing you leave in the bathroom,” Zach commented as the publicist raced over to Simon Cowell, who was dressed in his patented jeans and black T-shirt uniform.

He came over to them. “If you want to discuss the Fist, it’s me you want to speak with.”

Ronnie stuck out her hand. “I figured.” She never thought the teenage band members had anything to do with the Fist. But such a high-profile, older figure in the music industry, who put the band together, that made sense.

“Well played,” Quirk said. “Well played indeed.”

Simon shook her hand, then nodded toward a door. “Why don’t we go some place a bit more private.”

He led them into a small office. Simon pulled out a stack of sheet music. “I assume this is what you are looking for?”

Ronnie took the stack and held it up for Quirk. He apparently had no compunction about burning One Direction music. Zach didn’t look like he was shedding any tears, either.

The edge of the paper burned crisply, consuming the page until a single gilded symbol shimmered to life from each of the sheets.

“Oh, my…” Simon sighed. “I’d heard, of course, what they were supposed to do, but I’d never seen it.”

Ronnie could understand his awe. Even now, after doing this so many times, the sight took her breath away.

“What does it say?” he asked.

“I won’t know until I compare it with the other symbols,” Ronnie said. She’d figured out a lot while in prison, but not everything.

Again, she held out her hand. “Thanks for being so helpful.”

“Just glad to know my legacy won’t just be the line ‘that was so bad I think it gave me cancer.’”

“No, not at all,” Ronnie said. “You will go down as one of the people who helped stop the smallpox epidemic.”

“Smallpox?” Simon said in that affronted British accent of his.

Ronnie nodded. “Just try to stay isolated after this, and you should be fine.”

“You know about Mozart and Lady Gaga, then?” Simon asked as they headed to the office’s door.

“Yes.”

“And Picasso and Monet?”

Again, Ronnie nodded. “Yes, we know that the Fist is made up of Masters of all of the arts.”

“Well then, I guess I have nothing to add.”

“Maybe raise the lowest age from 14 to 16,” Quirk commented. “Let those boys’ voices lower first. Their falsettos are killing me.”

“Ah, a fan, I see,” Simon said, reaching his hand out to Quirk. 

Her assistant looked the appendage up and down, then finally shook the hand. “It is only because Paula forgave you that I forgive you.”

“That’s how it usually is,” Simon replied.

“Oh, and can we borrow your helicopter?” Quirk asked.

“Of course, anything to help the Fist,” Simon said.

Quirk smirked at Zach. “I told you it was borrowing.”

* * *

Zach didn’t care how they got out of here, he just wanted out. From the inane melodies to the fake air Hollywood kisses floating around, he wanted out of the VIP lounge.

He made a beeline for the door. Another guard with a shaved head met them on the other side. “Let me escort you out,” he said.

Zach followed him as Ronnie and Quirk trotted to catch up. Again, they were moving through a labyrinth of metal girders and wooden posts. Even as convoluted as their path was, Zach started to become suspicious this wasn’t the way they’d come in.

Even more suspicious was the tattoo on the back of the guy’s neck. While not a swastika, he did have a skull and crossbones which was not the pirate kind. This one had a crack in the center of the skull. Zach was pretty sure that was a symbol pattered after the SS’s symbol. 

Below the guy’s ear was also a sun cross, a common modern neo-Nazi symbol. Not quite as crass as a swastika, but close.

Zach’s hand went to his gun as the guy led them further and further away from the stage door exit. He could feel Ronnie tense next to him.

“What’s going on?” Ronnie whispered. Zach gave her a curt shake of the head. He was pretty sure he knew, but didn’t want to advertise the fact. 

“How much further is it?” Quirk groaned, rubbing his heel. “Gucci is not meant for exercise.

Zach put his finger to his lips, but of course that was the wrong thing to do with Quirk. 

“Don’t you shush me, G-man,” Quirk grumbled. “I have every right to complain.”

Fortunately, the guard didn’t seem to notice the foot-related drama behind him as he approached a door and pointed to it.

“The exit is right through there.”

Zach backed up a step, setting up into shooting position. “I don’t think so.”

The guy turned around, his eyes dilating at the sight of Zach’s gun. A green light flashed from the butt of weapon. “What are you doing?”

“How about you go through that door first?” Zach suggested.

“I don’t need to go out,” the guard answered, looking for the life of him innocent. But just because he looked that way didn’t mean he was.

“Quirk? Can you get our GPS position? We came in the south entrance, and I believe that we are now facing west.”

There was a scoff, then the sounds of Quirk fiddling with his smartphone behind Zach. He couldn’t take his eyes off the guard to know exactly what Quirk was doing.

“You’re right,” Quirk confirmed. “That door leads to an unnamed storage closet.”

Ronnie’s assistant wasn’t quite so cocky now, was he?

Zach turned his full attention to the skinhead guard. “So let’s start over. What’s in there?”

The doe-eyed “I’m just doing what I’m told” look vanished from the man’s eyes and was replaced with a cold glint. “Why don’t you go through and find out?”

“Not going to happen,” Zach said. “Who are you working for? The Hidden Hand?”

The man’s eyes narrowed at the organization’s name. It appeared the Hidden Hand were now in the business of using mercenaries. Zach urged Ronnie and Quirk back. “Stay well behind me,” he said. “And if this goes sideways, run like hell to the exit.”

“What are you going to do?” Ronnie asked.

“See what is behind door number one.”

* * *

The booming music was really starting to get on Ronnie’s nerves. And all the pre-pubescent screaming? Like Cruella’s nails on a chalkboard. Worse, they had nearly walked into a trap. Ronnie’s patience was about done.

“Why don’t we just leave?” she asked Zach.

“Because we can’t leave a threat like this behind us,” he explained. “They’ll just catch up and ambush us later.”

And in this maze of steel lookalike corridors, that would be pretty easy to pull off. “So what’s the plan?”

“Oh, our helpful friend is going to go into the room and spring whatever as planned for us.”

The guard didn’t look like he was in the mood to do any such thing, but Zach waved his gun to the door.

“You won’t shoot me,” the guard snarled.

“Oh, just watch me,” Zach said, cocking his gun. 

The guard gulped, then put his hand on the knob. Zach plastered himself against the wall, aiming at the door crack. He didn’t want anyone taking him by surprise.

“Go,” Zach said. “You guys should get a head start.”

That made sense, only it didn’t. She wasn’t leaving Zach. “Just get to it.”

Zach nodded to the guard. He turned the knob and jerked open the door. Zach fired off a series of shots before Ronnie could even see what was in the room. A man, screaming, holding his belly, stumbled out the door. 

Zach kicked the door open wider and stepped into the room. Several other shots were exchanged, making Ronnie cringe and cover her head as Quirk hugged her from behind. They didn’t have weapons on them. They were at a One Direction concert, after all. They should have known, though, after Greece last year, that the Hidden Hand was watching any suspected members of the Fist very closely.

The shooting stopped and Ronnie watched the door for Zach. She held her breath as the seconds stretched out. One final shot, then Zach walked out the door. The guard sprang into action though, kicking at Zach’s gun arm, knocking the weapon from his hand. 

The two wrestled in close quarters until one of Zach’s left hooks connected with the guy’s chin. The guard went flying and landed, sprawled, across the floor. Unfortunately, he ended up right next to Zach’s gun. The skinhead picked it up, scrambling to rise, aiming at Zach.

Yet the FBI agent didn’t seem concerned at all as the light on the butt of the gun went from green to red. “Whatcha doing there, buddy?”

“Doing my duty to keep the human race pure,” the guard said, pulling the trigger.

Ronnie screamed, “No,” then realized no shot came.

The guard pulled the trigger over and over again, to the same effect. Nothing. He checked the safety. He checked to be sure there was a bullet in the chamber, but he couldn’t get the gun to fire.

“That’s a smart gun,” Zach explained. “It won’t fire unless my fingerprints have been verified.”

Ronnie smiled. A smart gun. That was, well, smart. They had been available for nearly a decade, but law enforcement had been slow to adopt them due to technical glitches. Like the fingerprints not re-verifying, resulting in a permanent lockout. Also, the weight of the gun due to the tech was a problem for smaller-handed individuals.

But for right now, Ronnie was glad that Zach was carrying one.

Then he showed off his watch. “And guess what else it does?” he asked the guard. “It has a self-destruct mechanism, so drop the gun or die.”

The guard sneered. “No, it doesn’t.”

Zach cocked his head, typed a few codes into the watch, and the gun in the man’s hand exploded. Ronnie was as surprised as the guard. The man’s hand was gone, just gone, as blood spurted out of the stump. His abdomen was also covered in blood from the shrapnel.

“Don’t ever doubt my tech,” Quirk said as he called for an ambulance.

So the boys had been very busy while she was incarcerated. Before she could say anything, three guards entered the hallway far down the corridor. They were all bald, and all raised their weapons.

“Move!” Zach yelled as they turned and fled back the way they had come. Bullets zinged off the walls and chewed at the floor at Ronnie’s feet. She made the first turn she could to put some walls between them and the gunmen.

“Warn Simon,” Ronnie said to Quirk as they ran. She trusted her assistant could text and haul ass at the same time.

“Next right,” Quirk shouted. Ronnie obliged. Soon, the sound of gunfire was lost in the rhythm section of the next song.

Brilliant green “exit” signs started to appear, until finally they arrived at a door clearly marked “Exit.” Ronnie hit it at a run and was out in the parking lot where Pilot was waiting with the helicopter. Of course, it was wrapped in One Direction’s album cover, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

They all piled into the chopper as the guards burst from the door, firing away. Pilot, however, was already in the air, banking them away from the stadium. Within moments, they were high in the sky, streaking over Chicago.

“So?” Zach asked. “Was it worth it?”

Ronnie shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. I’m going to have to compare those symbols and integrate them with the rest.”

He nodded. He knew the drill.

“Pilot’s heading to the airport unless you have other plans,” Quirk said.

“Good,” Ronnie said. “Wherever we need to be, it isn’t Chicago.”

 


CHAPTER 6

Amanda stood at the head of a conference room table not unlike that one a few years ago where she’d needed Jennifer’s not-so-gentle urging to speak. And now here she was at the head of it.

The moment felt a little surreal. There were so many other people who should be here. People with years more experience in viral work. However, who had more experience with the Hidden Hand? That was why she was here—not because of her scientific credentials, but because she understood the game they all played now.

“We can’t do it,” a voice said from far down the hall. Amanda brought her eyes up to search the group. She found a red-haired man with a mass of freckles slamming his hand on the desk. Her eyes came down and scanned the seating arrangement that Jennifer had organized for her.

“Dr. Clifton, what part of it can’t you do?”

The man seemed surprised she knew his name, and while clearly he enjoyed his stature as an agitator, he didn’t seem to like being called out for it all that much.

His cheeks blew in and out. “All of it. You can’t hold us hostage here, forcing us to work against out will.”

Devlin stood up. “No one is being held against their will,” the CIA agent clarified. “Anyone who wants to can walk out that door.” Then, in true CIA style, he added the caveat. “However, if you go, you and your family will not receive the smallpox vaccine.”

“So if we don’t help you, we get a death sentence?” Dr. Clifton challenged.

The CIA agent shrugged. “Let’s just say anyone who helps us will be the first to receive the fruits of their labor.”

Nods went around the table. Dr. Clifton was out numbered. Still, he didn’t let it go.

“It is an impossible feat. Even with every lab in the world working, we can’t produce a billion vaccines in a few days.”

“Actually,” Amanda said. “Yes we can. We are only making the substrate. The basics of the vaccine.”

Without the genetic makeup of the virus, that’s about all they could do. However, it would save them a ton of time once they did get the viral proteins. They needed to switch all of the animal-based vaccines to human grade. That meant switching out the adjuvant, the material that stimulated the immune system, to something more homo sapiens-friendly.

“That’s an insane number,” Clifton pressed.

“The industry routinely makes that many vaccines, doctor.”

“Over the course of a year,” he countered. “Not a few days.”

“We just have to streamline things, then,” Amanda answered. Even she wasn’t exactly sure how she was going to do that, but that’s what the people in this room were going to figure out, once she shut up Clifton, that was.

How she missed her own team. It was hard to imagine them dead or injured in the rubble back on Plum Island. She knew that the New York National Guard was working feverishly to rescue anyone trapped there. Amanda wished she could be there instead of here. Those people were her friends. But then again, she’d heard they had flown over three cadaver dogs to help in the search.

Maybe it was best she was here.

Clifton pointed out the window to the array of ground-to-air missile launchers. “And what if whoever attacked you comes here? We’re sitting ducks.”

Amanda had to remind herself that these people were not CDC. Everyone in the Center for Disease Control knew the risks of their work. They understood they could die in the line of duty. These people were civilians and, in Clifton’s case, very self-involved civilians.

“We have far better defenses here than we had on Plum Island,” Amanda said. “So Dr. Clifton, you can either leave right now or shut up.”

The man’s mouth opened and closed, much like a guppy’s. 

“Alright then,” Amanda said, turning her attention to the head of the department. “We have a species to save. Ours.”

* * *

Alfonzo watched as his three captors conspired over the hotel room’s desk. At least his confinement was in a five-star hotel. Which made waiting while they were trying to figure out where to go next slightly more pleasant.

“And you,” Quirk said, wagging his finger at Alfonzo. “You could have warned us about the skinheads.”

“It was a backup plan,” Alfonzo said. “Do you want me to tell you everything the Hidden Hand has ever postulated?”

“Yes,” Ronnie said. “Everything.”

Alfonzo sighed. For as bright as these people were, they were nearly moronic when it came to their strategy. “With any secret society, the limiting factor, by its very nature, is manpower. Especially enforcement strength.”

“So you hired out?” Zach asked.

“We might have reached out to other organizations which have a similar philosophy as ours.”

“Which would be?” Ronnie pressed.

“That the world’s population needs to be purged if this planet is to survive.”

“Which usually means let’s start by wiping out the gays, Jews and Gypsies?” Quirk stated. “I’m always so screwed.”

“As you can see, our agenda has no real ethnic bias. We simply need to cull percentages. Our belief is that by natural selection, the fittest will survive no matter race, creed, or sexual orientation.”

“Oh, how enlightened of you,” Quirk snorted.

“So it doesn’t bother you that you have aligned yourselves with such malignant organizations as the neo-Nazis?” Ronnie asked. “A group whose first go-around ended in utter failure and humiliation?”

“Only because their leader was a self-aggrandizing narcissist. Had he not engaged on both eastern and western fronts at once, Germany could have taken over the world,” Alfonzo said. 

“Sure, why not, right?” Ronnie said. “You’re spreading the smallpox virus, so what’s a little fascism?”

“And you have never used someone and had the ends justify the means?” At times, Alfonzo got so very tired of their moral high ground posturing. There wasn’t a scientist in the world that didn’t agree the planet could not sustain the current population, let alone the logarithmic increase in population for more than a few decades. The Hidden Hand’s techniques may seem harsh, but so were wildfires, yet they were part of a forest’s lifecycle.

Zach put a hand on Ronnie’s back. “This debate goes nowhere,” he said. “Trust me, we’ve had it a thousand times.” He turned to Alfonzo. “So the question is, is there anything else we should know?”

“The next few hours will be revealing enough,” Alfonzo said.

“That’s it,” Quirk said, throwing a plate away into the garbage. “No pecan pie for you.”

* * *

Ronnie was still frustrated from the conversation with Alfonzo. She knew that she shouldn’t let the whacked-out extremist get under her skin, yet he still did. 

“The term Roma keeps coming up,” she explained to Zach and Quirk, trying to get her head back into the mission. “Especially in the new documents, such as Trent’s music. They keep saying that we must visit the Roma.”

“Well,” Quirk said with a glare at Alfonzo, “Roma refers to those commonly called Gypsies. You know, those people you want to wipe off the face of the earth.”

Ronnie ignored the dig to Alfonzo. “Yes, but how can we visit an entire people? They are scattered all over Europe, aren’t they?”

Quirk nodded. “Yes, mainly because they are persecuted and hounded even in this day and age.”

“So how are we going to visit them, all of them?” Ronnie asked again. Sometimes Quirk needed a little prompting.

“I’m not sure, but let me text Jen. She’s all over the plight of the Roma. She’s got Gypsy blood on her mother’s side.”

Plus, Jen just seemed to be a veritable warehouse of odd knowledge. Like a human Wikipedia.

Ronnie turned to Zach. “Anything come up about the Roma in your investigation into the Hidden Hand’s headquarters?”

“Sorry, no,” Zach said. “Although Germany is coming up over and over again.”

No great surprise there. Where else would a plan to kill of three-quarters of the world’s population come from? Ronnie looked over to Alfonzo. Quirk and Zach had been questioning Alfonzo for months regarding the headquarters. He had remained mum, though. It even seemed that he had developed a technique to get around the neural network. If he had a strong feeling or thought, they could still pick it up. However, the finer nuances he was now able to cover with alternate thoughts.

To think, not even having a mind reading device got you very far anymore.

Ronnie had missed so much over these last six months. It was like the men had a whole new life without her. She hadn’t even known about the self-detonating smart gun, that was how far behind she was.

Normally, something like that wouldn’t have gone out into the field without her testing of it and approving of it. Not that she was all that great a gatekeeper, looking at how many prototypes didn’t work, but still it had always been her call before.

“Oh, my girl comes through again!” Quirk said. “Turns out there is a famous flamenco guitarist whose stage name is ‘The Roma.’”

Ronnie frowned. “How would he be involved in the Fist?”

“Perhaps because it’s rumored that he has original flamenco sheet music passed down from his family for centuries.”

Yep, that would do it.

“Where is he?” Zach asked.

“Well, Jen originally saw him in Japan.”

“Japan?” Ronnie said. “I thought he was a Gypsy?”

“A Gypsy with a world tour,” Quirk explained. “Besides, Japan has more flamenco academies than Spain.”

Weirder facts from Jen, Ronnie could only imagine. “And that helps us how?”

“Well, he is playing a month-long set in Paris at the Zaza bar. Jen just booked us tickets.”

“Now, just to get to France,” Zach said. “I can only imagine they’re going to shut down international travel soon.”

“No worries,” Quirk said. “Devlin is sending us a CIA jet.”

“They don’t have a problem with my prison break?” Ronnie asked. “And you two harboring a fugitive?”

Quirk waved a hand. “Oh please. The CIA orchestrates coups and assassinations. Giving a jailbird a lift to Paris is nothing.”

“Like I said,” Alfonzo announced behind them. “The ends justify the means.”

How Ronnie hated it when the psychopath was right.

* * *

Zach was carrying about two hundred pounds in equipment and gear as he trotted up the lower back gate of a transport airplane. Quirk and Ronnie were already loaded as he and the Pilot acted as techno-Sherpas, lugging the heavy stuff on board.

He didn’t mind, though. With six months of bending over a keyboard planning a Supermax escape, he hadn’t have much time for the gym. At least now they were out and about, flying all over the world, and most importantly, with Ronnie. He’d carry a few bags for that privilege any day.

Ronnie was already getting strapped into the jump seat. How many hours were they going to spend on cold, hard, metal seats? Zach missed the posh private jet already, and his butt hadn’t hit the seat yet.

The crew had begun drawing up the cargo hold door when a yell came from the other side. Who the hell was trying to board a clandestine CIA plane? As the plank came back down, Zach spotted a head of moppish blond hair and a crooked grin.

“Vanderwalt?” Zach exclaimed, and the MI5 operative smiled broadly. 

“Zach, mate!”

They met in a bro hug. “What are you doing here?”

“Going to Paris, like you, apparently.”

“Why?” Zach asked.

“Um, isn’t everyone worried about France? I mean the smallpox has hit, there are riots in the streets, and now the neo-Nazis are in play? Someone’s got to stop them from surrendering. Otherwise, there go Austria and Czechoslovakia.”

Zach knew that Vanderwalt was referring to the order in which Europe fell to the Nazis. Could that really happen all over again? And was France the epicenter of it again?

“And you?” Vanderwalt asked. “I see that you are reunited with the wondrous Robin Hood Hacker,” he said, nodding to Ronnie. “I do hope you have no plans on blowing up the Eifel Tower.”

“No comment,” Ronnie said with a grin. 

“Ah, a woman who likes to keep her options open,” Vanderwalt said, then turned back to Zach. “But really, why is the CIA flying you to Paris?”

Zach feigned disinterest. “Following a few leads.”

“Well, given the fact that you’ve had a member of the Hidden Hand for months, I would have hoped your target was a bit more succinct.”

Zach tried to hide his surprise. He’d thought that their custody of Alfonzo had been a secret. Apparently not.

“Please, mate,” Vanderwalt laughed, patting Zach on the back. “You come from the country that uses Guantanamo Bay. Of course you’ve held a member of the Hidden Hand for months.”

Alfonzo smiled. “Ends and means,” he said. Zach frowned. The guy really was getting annoying. Maybe he shouldn’t have defended the guy against Quirk so frequently.

“You don’t mind if I stow away,” Vanderwalt asked.

“No, not at all,” Zach said, indicating to the extremely uncomfortable seating arrangement. “My crappy accommodations are your crappy accommodations.”

* * *

Ronnie could feel each and every rattle and groan of the plane, yet she didn’t complain. How many times had she dreamed of being free of that prison cell? She’d take riding in the back of a cargo plane and like it.

They were making their descent into Paris airspace. Soon, they’d be on the ground. It was just morning. Ronnie could swear she could smell croissants already.

The plane landed without incident, except maybe to rattle her back teeth out of their sockets. Her butt was numb by now, and her stomach was rumbling. That had been a long-ass flight.

Everyone stood and stretched as the back of the plane opened up. Zach and Pilot grabbed the heavy stuff, letting the ladies disembark unencumbered. Quirk was at her side as Vanderwalt trotted up next to them.

“Do I want to know what’s in those bags?” he asked in his cute English accent.

“Oh, you probably don’t want to know…” Ronnie said. Actually, she was very interested, as well. She had no idea. They didn’t even need to go by their Paris safe house, they were so well stocked already. Best to leave something in the tank in case they needed it later.

Vanderwalt clapped her on the back. “Well, you’ve got my number if you need me. Otherwise, I’ll be off to try and stop the appeasement.”

The MI5 agent trotted out ahead of them, heading for a black limo. Their vehicle, on the other hand, was waiting on the tarmac, as well. However, it was about the furthest thing away from a limo as you could get.

“Is that a Gurkha?” Zach asked, sounding like a little boy at Christmas.

“Why yes, it is,” Quirk responded. “I thought you guys would appreciate it.”

Appreciate it? The Gurkha was the urban assault vehicle. It was manufactured in Ontario, which seemed like an odd place to Ronnie to make the world’s most indestructible vehicle. The Gurkha was used worldwide by the police and military, especially if there was a lot of civil unrest and rebel actions.

The thing had solid tires, making them shot-proof. A lead-shielded radiator so no worries that you could be stalled by shooting out the cooling system. Bulletproof glass and frame. A ramming bumper on front. The list went on and on. This thing could survive the zombie apocalypse. 

“How did you get one?” Zach asked.

“For reals?” Quirk said. “eBay, of all places.”

Ronnie chuckled. Typical Quirk.

“And what exactly do you plan to do with it?” Alfonzo asked, walking up beside them with Pilot.

“Just you wait and see,” Quirk said. “But first, who wants breakfast?”

* * *

Zach stood under the Eiffel Tower and he was not ashamed to say that he was a little overwhelmed. The iron structure was huge. No, behemoth. In pictures, it usually looked so delicate and fancy. From this view, it was an architectural feat. The iron girders were as big around as his arms, and he’d been working out.

“Can you imagine the Parisians almost tore it down?” Quirk said.

“What do you mean? It was built for the World Exposition, wasn’t it?” Zach asked, a little sketchy on Paris history.

“Yeah,” Ronnie said, “But the locals hated it and petitioned to have it torn down. They called it an eyesore. It’s only by luck we still have the tower.”

“And now it is the most visited tourist attraction in the world,” Quirk breathed out. “I can hardly wait to see it at night.”

Yes, Zach agreed. Although he felt the faintest hint of guilt. Julia had begged him to take her to Paris. As a matter of fact, that was where they were going to honeymoon. Although, in his defense, they were touring the city in a Gurkha armored vehicle that had its camouflage colors painted over in black to make it look like a Hummer.

Behind them was the Arc de Triomphe, the huge arch that Napoleon had erected to declare his military superiority. Had Zach been riding into town on a horse, he sure as hell would have been intimidated, which he kind of thought was the whole point of the monument.

The Louvre was off in the distance. 

“Time to get to work?” Ronnie said.

“I thought we didn’t know where Roma was staying?” Zach asked.

“Oh I know. He’s probably being housed with one of the city’s artisans—it’s common for these touring companies to find residence with the hosting city’s intelligentsia. No, I meant getting some food into our bellies, then heading over to Musée Rodin. It is a small Parisian museum that features a very prominent French sketch artist, Auguste Rodin.”

“And?” Quirk asked.

“His name has come up several times,” Ronnie explained. “I figured as long as we had to wait until tonight to see Roma, we might as well get some work done.”

“You did say breakfast first, though, right?” Zach asked.

“Yes. One of the best cafés in the city is right around the corner.”

Zach extended his arm to Ronnie. She took it as they strolled along the Seine together. Too soon, they came to a corner café. It was everything a French café should be. The awning was bright red, announcing the café’s name, Le Bosquet. Could it get any more French café than that?

A low wrought-iron fence contained several dozen small tables and chairs for outside seating. A large podium held the menu up right next to a set of glass doors that opened into the café proper. The smell of fresh-roasted coffee and French bread floated out the door.

Zach’s mouth watered in response.

“What did I tell you?” Quirk said as he walked up to the hostess in her crisp black skirt and white shirt. Ronnie’s assistant apparently spoke fluent French, and had the hostess laughing within seconds. Why did Zach feel that the joke was at his and Ronnie’s expense, as the hostess looked over at them and giggled?

At least she got them seated quickly, at a table near the pastry bar. Éclairs, Neapolitans, and apple tarts beckoned him. Within moments of them sitting down, the waitress came over and Quirk ordered for them in French.

“What was that about?” Zach asked. “We didn’t even look at the menus yet.”

Quirk shrugged. “Didn’t need to. I knew exactly what you two were going to settle on.”

“And would you like to enlighten us?” Ronnie asked.

“You ordered the chicken Caesar salad with no croutons, no cheese, and salad dressing on the side, which yes, leaves just chicken and lettuce on the plate. And for you,” Quirk said nodding to Zach, “I ordered a bacon cheeseburger, medium rare.”

Zach wasn’t quite sure what to say, except that it was probably a crime in Paris to order a bacon cheeseburger. He knew that Julia would never have stood for it. She would have forced him to “expand his palate,” when Zach felt his palate was just fine.

Ronnie was sputtering next to him. “While yes, that might be my usual order, I think I would have gotten a little more creative here.”

“Really?” Quirk challenged. “You’ve ordered that salad on every continent we’ve been to. The waitress in Bahrain knew it by heart.” Ronnie tried to interject, but Quirk kept going. “And really? Are you suddenly going to try frogs’ legs or quail egg soup? You guys are who you are. Why fight it?”

In truth, this was a huge relief to not have to try to be cool or sophisticated, because he really wanted a bacon cheeseburger. It was one thing to go local for desserts, but for his meal? Oh yeah, a bacon cheeseburger felt like it was going it hit the spot.

Quirk brought out his laptop. “So if the question of how provincial you are is settled, let’s take a look at the Musée Rodin’s layout and security.”

Knowing that a bacon cheeseburger was on its way, Zach was happy to oblige.

* * *

Ronnie liked the way that Zach casually draped his arm over the back of her chair as they finished up eating. Was it just that she’d spent the last six months in some form of jail or another, or was that the best stripped-down Caesar salad she’d ever had? Zach popped the last of his bacon cheeseburger into his mouth and moaned just a little. So it didn’t appear to be just her. Quirk, of course, had foie gras and escargot, because nothing went better together than goose liver and snails.

She was glad that she’d stuck to her standard salad.

“So I think we should be in and out of there within five minutes,” Quirk said.

Indeed. The small museum's security was more meant to keep out teenage vandals that it was art thieves or, in their case, art burners.

Their only problem was the higher police presence in the City of Lights. Due to the neo-Nazis hitting government buildings and being mainly disruptive at this point, there were little blue-and-red-striped white Renaults on practically every street corner. And the Parisian police force was armed, and appeared ready to use their weapons. There had been police involved in a shooting earlier in the day.

Everyone was on edge from not only the smallpox, but the neo-Nazi threat, as well. As an American, like most Americans she had remembered World War Two just for its ending—America’s heroic entry into the way and liberation of Europe. The States didn’t have to live through the ramp-up to the war, the occupation. The years of bombing. For most Americans, especially civilians, World War Two was over in the blink of an eye.

Not so for Europeans. Their countries and their lives had been shattered. They remembered each and every day Hitler ruled their world. This neo-Nazi resurgence had the entire country on alert.

Zach leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Penny for your thoughts.”

She wasn’t about to tell him that she was worrying when they were in a cozy Paris café sipping espresso while waiting for their dessert.

“Looking forward to tonight.”

“I am assuming you mean what we are going to do after we contact Roma?” Zach asked, brushing the back of his fingers against her cheek.

Her skin felt on fire under his touch. Yes, she would much rather be thinking about that than World War Two history. “Of course,” she said with a blush.

Before she could get more embarrassed, the waiter came back with a variety of pastries, each one looking like it was loaded with enough butter to give a cow a heart attack. Ronnie picked up her fork and dove in. With her lifestyle, Ronnie seriously doubted that she’d live long enough to have to worry about coronary disease.

* * *

Mika looked at the report on his desk. It could not be. How could their intelligence not have picked up the fact that there were nearly a hundred animal vaccination plants around the world?

He had not known of them, but that was not his job. And now the enemy had time to fortify those plants. 

They had lost the element of surprise they had had with Plum Island and the rest.

But his mission was clear. He had to destroy any and every vaccine manufacturing facility. This time it would not be easy, though.

Especially since he was supposed to leave for France in a few minutes. The Robin Hood Hacker and her team had landed in Paris. Their intent was fairly obvious, but he did not want to dispatch another team. Mika alone had been tasked with hunting her down.

Of course, that had been when they thought all of the vaccine facilities were going to be taken out. These people were like cockroaches. Scurrying out of the way whenever light was shined upon them.

He wasn’t quite sure how well they were going to survive the bombing he had planned, though. 

Mika picked up the phone and ordered the jets fired up once again.

 


CHAPTER 7

Amanda heard the sonic boom before she saw the fighter jets coming their way.

“Everyone down!” Devlin yelled. “And away from the windows!”

They were bearing down so fast. Where was their protection?

Then another set of sonic booms announced the Air Force’s response. The two sets of planes streaked through the air, firing upon one another.

A loud boom, boom, boom sounded from outside as the ground-to-air missiles were fired. One plane was hit, shattering, flinging debris from the sky. An engine fell into the parking lot right next to them. The thing smoked and sputtered, going around in circles as if it were a chicken with its head cut off.

Everyone was screaming behind her. She knew they were scared, but please, this was nothing like Plum Island. One of the enemy planes used its machine gun. Bullets dug into the ground in two straight lines. One of them hit the man operating the north-side ground-to-air missile launcher. Another soldier tried to run over, but he, too, was cut down. For how many soldiers were out there, no one was even close to the machinery. 

And the fighter planes were banking around, clearly trying to take advantage of the corridor. The Air Force jets were obviously trying to stop them, but one was going to get through.

Devlin stood up. “I’ve got to go out there.”

While Amanda’s instinct was to tell him, “No, stay,” she knew that wasn’t going to happen, so instead she said the only thing she could. “I’m coming with you.”

“Are you sure?” Devlin said.

Amanda just cocked her head. Really? After everything they’d been through, did he doubt her?

He grinned and took her hand as they ran out of the conference room and headed for the stairwell.  They ran down the three flights of stairs and burst into the lobby just as the glass shattered from machine-gunfire. Devlin covered her body with his. They couldn’t stop, though, or it would only get worse.

They dashed across the lobby, glass crunching under their shoes. Devlin hit the door at a run. Amanda was shocked at the noise. The building had really buffered the sound of all-out war. The jets flying overhead. The automatic machine-gunfire. The screams of those wounded. 

It sounded like Plum Island, but she had to push that memory out of her mind. This would not end up like Plum Island. They would save this facility. They had to.

She took comfort in Devlin’s hand as they ran across the street to the unmanned ground-to-air missile bunker. Devlin had to let her go as he scrambled up and over the sand bags to get to the launcher. Amanda followed suit.

Devlin pointed to a stack of large grenades. “Load that one while I fire.”

“How?” Amanda asked.

“They’re labeled,” Devlin said.

And he was right. The missiles had an arrow painted on their side. “Fire this way.” This really was idiot-proof. She hefted one up. Amanda was shocked at how heavy they were, and turned to the missile launcher Devlin had indicated. Again, the machine was well labeled. If only Ikea had such good instructions.

She opened the missile barrel by turning the handle left. She then shoved the missile in, then shut the hatch by turning it to the right until the lock clicked. “Ready.”

Although she wasn’t when Devlin fired the thing. It sounded like a volcano had gone off. Her ears still rang. “Reload!” Devlin said as another plane came into view. He’d missed it the first time, but he looked determined.

“Good thing I’m a skeet shooter,” he said with a grin.

Then he fired again. The sound threatened to blow her eardrums out, but this time the missile fired straight and true, hitting the plane in the nose. The cockpit blew apart from the rest of the plane. Two figures fell from the sky, hitting the building opposite them, then bouncing, and finally splatting onto the pavement in front of them.

Amanda was in short supply of sympathy right about now. Not with her friends on Plum Island’s deaths so fresh in her mind.

“Reload!” Devlin shouted out.

Amanda didn’t have time to think about anything else. She had missiles to load.

* * *

Zach looked over his shoulder down the dim alley. This part of town was a little rough, despite the cobblestone roads and antique streetlights. It was like they were in the movie Moulin Rogue, except their enemies carried RPGs. 

A yellow-checked taxi drove by as Quirk knocked three times on a solid oak door. A small slide window opened. Great. Now they were in The Maltese Falcon. Quirk handed the tickets through the window.

There was a grunt, a scrape of metal, and the door opened. Smoke, light, and guitar music spilled from the club. There was another sound that Zach couldn’t identify until they were deep within the club. Castanets. A woman in a blood-red dress was dancing to the guitar, clicking the two pieces of wood together in rhythm with the music.

The man who Zach assumed was Roma was up on a stark stage. Just the spotlight, his flowing black hair, and his guitar. The dark-eyed man didn’t seem to notice them enter, or even notice the rest of the room. He was lost in the music as his fingers flew across the bridge of his guitar. The music was pulsing, exhilarating, and loud. 

The woman in red was not the only one dancing. There were half a dozen dancers circling the club. They navigated in and around the small cast-iron tables.

Zach, again, felt like he was transported back in time. Was this what the Belle Époque, the hedonistic artist period where Paris become the epicenter of fashion and art, felt like? 

The place was crowded, and Quirk found the only table left empty. They sat down as Quirk looked at the wine list. His eyebrows went up. 

He leaned across the table so he could be heard. “They have a Château Lafite,” he said, as if that should mean something to Zach.

Ronnie shook her head. “At a thousand bucks a glass? Find a nice merlot and live with it.”

A thousand dollars a glass? Unless that drink took years off your life, no wine was worth that much. Besides, the mix of smoke, music, and dancers was quite heady enough for Zach. He did not need to add alcohol to the mix.

He watched the door. Were the neo-Nazis watching this place as well? It felt like that underground kind of club they would be wary of. 

With a flourish, the song ended, the women stamped their feet, and the room exploded in clapping. There were shouts from the back. A few hoots. You would have thought the Stones were playing.

Roma shoved his hair back from his face, stood, took a small bow, then put his guitar on his chair and walked offstage. They must have come right before intermission.

“We should go find him,” Ronnie said.

Quirk shook his head, though. “No one is allowed backstage until after the show.”

“I think we can figure out a workaround,” Ronnie said, as Quirk indicated to the door into which Roma had passed. Two large men stood guard.

“We don’t want to make a scene,” Quirk said. “For once, just relax and enjoy the show.”

Ronnie frowned, so Zach put his arm around her shoulder, pulled her in and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Consider this our first date night.”

“Oh, I feel so privileged,” Quirk said, not exactly helping Zach sell this.

After a few moments, Ronnie leaned in, too, putting her head on his shoulder. It felt good. No, it felt damned good. After the Hidden Hand was vanquished—which, call him an optimist, but he felt was within their reach—this was the life they could have. Strange underground clubs and a private island. At this point, he felt like they’d all earned it.

Ronnie laced her fingers between his. Imagine where this could go once they eliminated the fanatics from the equation.

Roma came back through the door to hoots and hollers. Zach couldn’t help himself—he, too, clapped as Roma took the stage. He was wearing a loose-fitting ruffled shirt that allowed his sculpted chest to peek through. And those black velvet pants? They looked painted on. The ladies in the crowd didn’t seem to mind one bit. His thigh-high boots accentuated his strong legs, and he used the heel of his boot to keep time as he started a ballad.

The dancers put down their castanets and danced around the tables like gossamer fairies. If gossamer fairies were smoking hot and didn’t mind showing off their midriffs.

The combination of music and dancers was hypnotic. Zach felt himself melting into his chair, the worries and concerns of the mission leaching out from him. Even the smoke-filled room didn’t bother him—it added to the sense of mystery and timelessness. They were all probably going to come out of this with lung cancer, but at the moment it was worth it.

Jennifer knew her gypsy music.

* * *

Ronnie relaxed into Zach’s arms. Was this what a real relationship felt like? No bullets or bombs? She quickly knocked on the wooden table. She didn’t want to jinx herself.

Then the tempo changed suddenly as the dancers were back to their heel-stomping, aggressive flamenco dance. Their feet moved in a flurry, so fast you couldn’t really tell what steps they were taking. The woman in red’s skirt flew out as she spun in front of their table. The lining of her dress was white, in stark contrast to the dark red of the rest of her dress.

Clack, clack, clack, as the dancers weaved between the tables. Beauty and aggression were fused. 

Then dancers started pulling women from the tables and teaching them the dance. Ronnie didn’t even realize that a hand was being offered to her until Quirk said, “Oh you have to.”

Ronnie shook her head, shrinking into Zach’s arms. The dancer was insistent, though, stomping her heel at Ronnie, flourishing her skirt back and forth, and making Ronnie all nervous.

Finally, the woman reached out and grabbed Ronnie by the wrist, pulling her out of her seat.

Quirk held up his phone, recording the whole humiliating event. “Oh, how I wish I could post this to YouTube!”

The woman handed her the evil finger-clacky things. Ronnie was sure that they had a more official name, but for now, they were the evil finger-clacky things. The woman stomped her foot and clacked, then nodded for Ronnie to do the same.

She obliged, mainly so the woman wouldn’t give her those smoky demanding eyes again.

Then the woman pointed her toe, tapped it lightly, and then crossed it over her ankle and tapped again, finishing with the prerequisite heel stomp and clack. Ronnie repeated the action as the tempo picked up. 

Roma seemed to be enjoying this little humiliation in action. He got up off his stool, playing his guitar on the fly, coming to the edge of the stage and egging them on.

The foot moves became more and more complicated, and Ronnie could barely keep up. The only thing she was sure she got in was the heel stomp and clack. Then the woman was spinning and spinning and spinning. Ronnie tried to match her, but stumbled, falling toward the floor.

Then Zach was there. “Gotcha.”

She let him guide her back to her seat. Maybe she shouldn’t have had that third glass of merlot. Ronnie set the clackers down on the table and the dancer tried to swoop them up, but Quirk was faster.

“Oh no, we need a souvenir.”

Great, something to always remember this debacle by. “Good thing we don’t count on my dancing to pay the bills.”

“You did fine,” Zach said, proving that he really did love her.

The rest of the night was a blur of red dresses, stomping heels, and stirring guitar music. After so much clapping, Ronnie was starting to feel dehydrated. Maybe she just wasn’t used to having so much fun that didn’t involve a keyboard.

The last song came to an end and the entire room burst to their feet in a spontaneous standing ovation as Roma took his bow, crossing his back leg behind him, sweeping the floor with his long hair.

Ronnie couldn’t stop clapping. Neither could anyone else in the club. The crowd’s roar filled the room, threatening to blow the thin walls out.

Roma stood, put his hand to his chest, and slid his hand under his shirt, patting his pecs like a heartbeat. The crowd went wild. They loved him, too.

Then he turned and left the stage. It was like oxygen went out of the room as everyone stopped clapping and shuffled in place. Their savior had left them.

Then one man in the back started stomping his heel and, in beat, shouted, “Encore, encore, encore!”

The rest of the group picked up the call, and soon the entire room was following suit. Even though they needed the concert to end so that they could talk with Roma, Ronnie found herself shouting, as well. Quirk was having the time of his life, yelling at the top of his lungs.

Long before Ronnie went into hiding, she used to be a concert-aholic. She’d seen every major band from the sixties, seventies, and eighties. And she’d seen enough concerts to know when an encore was planned. The singer or band would usually hold back a major song to satisfy their fans. Even if no one clapped or called for an encore, they would hit the stage again.

Not here. Here, this crowd thirsted for more and would not stop until it was sated. Soon the dancers joined in, clapping, clacking, and stomping.

The stage door creaked open and Roma stepped back out. Unlike many a diva, he looked a little embarrassed. Like he wasn’t quite sure if the uproar was for him or not. Well, once the crowd saw him, they made certain that he knew it was for him. Ronnie seriously worried that the ceiling would collapse down on them.

Roma grinned as he picked up his guitar. “I have played all of my own songs and my clans. Would you mind if I played something of ancient Andalucía?”

The crowd would want him to play a One Direction song right about now. Once the clapping died down, Roma perched on his stool again.

“This song is about love that is lost, then found again,” Roma explained. 

Zach squeezed her shoulder as Roma began to play.

The melody was haunting. Each pluck of the string seemed to come straight from Roma’s soul. There was no fast finger work or theatrical strumming, just a lush ballad pouring from his guitar. He sang, his voice raspy and low, yet smooth to the ear. He sang in Romani, but no one needed to know the exact words he sang.

Everyone here knew them by heart. It was the moment she had been taken into custody and lost sight of Zach. It was the moment he came through the hole in the floor. And all of the other moments in between.

Ronnie held Zach’s hand, squeezing it each time she remembered how much she loved him.

Roma’s voice, without microphone, filled the club, resonating against the walls. This man had known heartbreak.

Then, with a final strum, the song was over. No one stirred. No one clapped. Only gentle sobs told Roma how much they appreciated his work. He gave only the slightest nod, laid down his guitar, and left the stage.

Perhaps if the Hidden Hand heard that song, they wouldn’t be quite so eager to wipe out mankind.

They each took a few breaths, bringing themselves back into this world and away from the one Roma had created. This world was not nearly as beautiful or compelling.

Off to the side, a small table was set up, stacked with Roma’s CDs.

“I’m going to buy all of them,” Quirk gushed, jumping from his seat and rushing over, knocking other fans out of the way.

Ronnie didn’t call him back. Normally, she would chide his over-exuberance, but after that song? Ronnie wanted to buy out Roma’s entire collection, as well.

Zach pulled her closer, kissing the top of her head. “I’m not a huge romantic, but wow.”

“Yeah, wow,” Ronnie repeated, not knowing any other word to describe the experience.

She felt raw, yet empowered. Sad, but giddy. It was an awkward feeling. Quirk waved them over to the stage door. Two men blocked their way.

“Roma does not see fans,” one boomed, sounding like he might be from Transylvania.

“Tell him it is about the Fist,” Ronnie suggested.

The two guards looked to each other, then one went inside. Quickly he returned, opening the door. “He will see you.”

* * *

Quirk felt his whole body vibrate as they entered Roma’s dressing room. It looked more like the interior of a gypsy’s wagon. Or, at least, a wagon that Quirk had designed with the Roma in mind. 

You couldn’t see the ceiling for the scarves covering it. Wind chimes hung from hooks as they jingled their tunes. They were powered by candles in elaborate candelabras. 

Quirk, Ronnie, and Zach had just stepped into a time warp, and Quirk never wanted to leave it again. There was a plush velvet settee on the far wall. Quirk sat down and his bottom had never been greeted by anything so soft.  

“Why have you come?” Roma asked in a booming voice. He’d taken off his shirt, revealing scars on his back that made him even more handsome.

“You know why,” Ronnie said, although Quirk noticed that she was looking away from the wounded Adonis in front of them. Zach had a slight frown. Guess he was used to being the handsomest man in the room. Quirk was sad to inform the FBI agent, that he was not anymore.

Roma tossed aside a wrist cuff with a snort. “Why should I help you? What has the world done for the Romani? We have been persecuted since before time was recorded.”

“You will die as everyone else,” Ronnie said. “By helping us, you are helping the Romani.”

The guitarist snorted. “During the influenza outbreak, we were the last to get the vaccines. My clan went from city to city, but none would give us the shots.”

“I can guarantee that won’t happen this time,” Ronnie said.

“How can you?” the man said, his eyes narrow with suspicion. 

“We are partners with the woman who is developing the vaccine,” Ronnie said. “When we get our doses, we will make sure to have enough for your clan sent, as well.”

“That is but one clan. The Romani number in the millions.”

Ronnie nodded. “Amanda will make sure that the WHO knows they must share the vaccine.”

Roma sat down on an ornately scrolled wrought-iron chair. “Romani do not rely on the charity of non-Romani.”

“You aren’t going to let three-quarters of the world’s population die because of your people’s persecution, are you?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk stepped forward. “All the proceeds of your CDs go to a Romani charity. You are going to do whatever it takes to help your people and the world.”

The guitarist opened a draw of his oak dresser and pulled out a ream of sheet music. “My great-great,-great-grandfather passed these down. My own grandfather told me the story of the Hidden Hand and how they wanted to erase the Romani from the world. He told me one day people would come who could fight the Hidden Hand, and that I was to give them these papers that are not papers.”

He looked up and gazed into each of their eyes. Quirk loved Pilot, but with those dark, brooding eyes, he feared he might swoon. “Are you those people?”

Ronnie didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

She held out her hand and took the sheet music.

“I have studied them, but could find no pattern or code. They are just old gypsy songs.”

“No, they are much more than that,” Ronnie said, nodding to Zach, who lit a lighter.

“No, you cannot burn them,” Roma said. “They are my people’s heritage.”

“Whoever put pen to paper,” Ronnie explained, “knew this day would come. They embedded the code inside the sheet music.”

Roma nodded and grabbed a guitar from its stand. He began strumming. “This is an old gypsy funeral song. To mourn the loss, but also to kindle hope.”

Quirk felt his body sway from side to side as Roma played the song. To think, they had their own private concert by Roma. The melody started off slow and dark, but as it built, Quirk could feel the hope Roma promised.

Zach set light to the pile of sheet music as Quirk recorded it. The symbols that arose from the papers seemed to dance and spin in rhythm to the music. They pulsed and spun in perfect time to Roma’s song. Or was he playing for the symbols?

He played until the last tiny flame flickered out.

“I would like to think my great-great-great-grandfather would be proud.”

If ever there was a time for a great-great-great-grandfather to be proud, it would just about now.

Screams arose from the club. Zach pulled his weapon as Ronnie reached into her purse and grabbed the mini muon gun. Quirk just made sure that all those weapons were between him and the door.

Quirk ducked as bullets came through the thick wooden door. Ronnie raised the mini muon gun and fired. The shooting stopped. Zach inched to the door, cracking it open. Then after checking the club, he jerked the door open.

A dozen patrons were on the ground, unconscious, along with three skinheads.

Zach kicked their semi-automatic guns away.

“Zach!” Ronnie shouted. Quirk spun around to find her kneeling next to Roma, who was laid out on the floor, blood gushing across his white shirt.

* * *

“No!” Ronnie sobbed as she tried to stop the bleeding. The blood was hot and sticky on her fingers and no matter how hard she pushed down, it kept coming. Roma’s breaths were ragged and shallow.

Quirk dropped down next to her. “That’s too much blood.”

Like she didn’t know that. Roma coughed up bright red fluid, then his head tilted to the side, his eyes going blank.

“No!” she screamed, lowering her head to butt up against Roma’s. “No.”

“He’s gone,” Zach said, trying to tug her up. “I’m sorry, but he’s gone.”

Ronnie knew that. By now she’d seen enough people die to know that. She just didn’t want to admit it was true. He’d been a vital, giving, patriot of his people only seconds before. How could he be dead now?

If they hadn’t come in here—if they hadn’t visited the club, or asked him for the sheet music, he would still be alive.

As sirens sounds, muffled by the walls, grew louder, Zach pulled her to her feet. “We’ve got to go.”

Numb, Ronnie allowed herself to be guided out the back door and down a dark alley. They ran and ran and ran until Zach pulled them into the stoop of a closed shop.

“I think we’re good.”

Ronnie shook her head. “We’re not good. We can’t keep doing this.”

“Then what else do we do?” Zach asked, being annoyingly pragmatic. 

“I don’t know, but we’ve got to stop leading the Hidden Hand straight to the Fist.”

Zach opened his hands, palms up. “If you’ve got any better ideas—because I don’t.”

Quirk stepped between them. “I do. But you are going to hate it.”

* * *

With Roma’s blood coagulating on Ronnie’s palms, she was willing to take anything into consideration. “Spill it.”

Quirk paced in front of them. “I’ve thought about this for a while, so hear me out,” he said. 

“We’re kind of a captive audience,” Zach said.

“I’d prefer a receptive one,” Quirk shot back. He took in a deep breath. “I want to let Alfonzo go back to the Hidden Hand and spy for us.”

Zach threw up his hands. “Come on, Quirk. We couldn’t get anything out of him for six months and now you expect him to be a turncoat? A double agent?”

“Not intentionally,” Quirk said. “This is why I said you had to hear me out.”

“I’m listening,” Ronnie said, intrigued. Quirk usually didn’t commit to a strategy unless he could see the return on investment—even if that investment might be a decade in the future.

“I say we tell him he has to spy for us. That we reinsert a carotid capsule, this time loaded with actual C-4, into his artery. We tell him he’s got to go in and gather intel. We give him an audio-capturing watch and a video-capturing lapel pin.”

“And you think he’s going to do that?” Zach asked, sounding slightly exasperated with Quirk and his plan. However, Ronnie knew that it wasn’t over for Quirk until the fat lady sang, sometimes literally.

“No, of course not. First chance he gets, he is going to challenge the carotid C-4 just like he did before, tell the Hidden Hand immediately that we sent him to spy, then ditch the watch and pin.”

“Then how does this benefit us?” Zach said. “Basically, you just released Alfonzo back into the wild with way more information on us then we have on them.”

Quirk chuckled. “You really have no patience, Mr. G-Man. You didn’t let me tell you the brilliant part of the plan.”

“And that would be?” Ronnie asked.

“That we surgically implant a mic on him, so that no matter what he does, he is still broadcasting.”

“And he’s not going to notice that you perform a surgical procedure on him just before you let him go? He isn’t going to put two and two together?”

“No,” Quirk said. 

“How?” Zach challenged. 

“Because I already have implanted it,” Quirk answered.

Zach’s face turned an unflattering shade of red. “What?”

“You didn’t tell me anything about this,” Ronnie said.

“Ronnie, you were in jail,” Quirk said. “And Mr. Straight-and-Narrow wasn’t going to say yes.”

“Of course I wouldn’t!” Zach barked.

“What?” Quirk retorted. “We can kidnap the guy and keep him illegally contained, but we can’t implant a little mic and GPS unit?”

“And now it’s two devices?” Zach challenged.

“At first I was just worried that Alfonzo would escape and I wanted to be able to track him, but now we can use it to our advantage.”

“How did you do it?” Ronnie asked.

“I sedated him to put some neural network probes in under his skin. There were dozens of tiny incisions, so it was easy to hide the mic and micro-GPS units. The incisions have long since healed.”

Ronnie watched Zach pace back and forth. The guy needed a few minutes to process it all. The decision ahead was clear.

“I agree,” Ronnie said.

“Have you lost your mind?” Zach barked. “This is not what I got into this for.”

Ronnie rubbed up and down his arm. “Quirk is right. We kidnapped him and made him our prisoner of war because this is war, and three-quarters of the world’s population is counting on us. If we can track and listen to him within the Hidden Hand’s command structure, we need to do it.”

“It just seems… it just seems wrong.”

“Of course it’s wrong,” Ronnie said with a chuckle. “What about any of this is right? But we can’t turn up this opportunity. I don’t want any more innocents’ blood on my hands… literally.”

Zach looked down at her red-streaked palms. “You’re right. Now what do we do?”

“Play our parts,” Quirk said.




 


CHAPTER 8

Alfonzo relished the taste in his mouth. Ah, France. The chicken in his lemon chicken piccata had been beaten until it melted in his mouth as smoothly as all the butter in the sauce did. And with the tart lemon as a counterpoint? Delicious. So many people had lost the art of making this dish. He’d ordered it in California last year and they had come out with a huge whole chicken breast, pan seared with barely any sauce. It was an affront to French cooking. A travesty, really.

But not today. Today, he was in the motherland of good cooking and he planned to take advantage of it.

The lock on the hotel room door clicked just before Ronnie, Quirk, and Zach walked in the door. Pilot rose to great Quirk, but he turned his face away at the last minute and Pilot only got cheek.

There was something wrong, very wrong. Despite its lush flavor, Alfonzo pushed his plate away. Ronnie and Zach moved to opposite ends of the room. The Robin Hood Hacker had blood all over her clothes and hands.

“Did you get the sheet music?”

Ronnie looked wounded, her lip trembling. “But at what cost?”

The Hidden Hand had obviously attacked. They couldn’t blame Alfonzo for that though, could they?

Quirk grabbed something off the desk and showed it to Alfonzo. It was a small, encapsulated chip in a sterile container. “Do you know what this is?” Quirk demanded.

Alfonzo shook his head. The hacker was certainly far more alpha than Alfonzo had ever seen him.

“It is a micro-detonator. This time, it really has C-4 in it.”

Quirk handed Alfonzo the vial. It did seem heavier than it had last time.

“What have I done?” Alfonzo asked.

Quirk broke the seal on the vial and loaded it into an injector. “Nothing. That’s the problem.”

The hacker pressed the injector into the flesh of Alfonzo’s neck and shot in the chip. It stung like hell.

“Hey!”

“Oh, sorry, guess I should have numbed that first.”

“What’s going on?” Alfonzo asked.

“You are going to go back to the Hidden Hand and spy for us,” Quirk said. 

Alfonzo straightened his back. “I most certainly am not.”

Quirk picked up a large red button. “If you don’t then I’ll blow the capsule and bing, you’re dead.”

“You can’t be serious?” Alfonzo said, scanning the faces in the room.

“Don’t look at me, dude,” Zach said. “I got outvoted.”

Alfonzo had known that some things might change when Ronnie got back, but he had expected her to swing the other way and vote with Zach.

Quirk shrugged. “We’re BFFs—what can I say?”

“I won’t do it. You know I won’t do it.”

Ronnie shrugged. “Then I guess you’ll get to know what it feels like to be one of your victims.” She showed him her red hands. “I’m going to go get cleaned up.”

As she left the room, Quirk put a watch on Alfonzo’s wrist. “This is the GPS and audio feed,” he said, then twisted a button on a new jacket and handed it to Alfonzo. “And the button is the video feed. We are going to need you to wear both at all times.”

“They’re going to scan me, though,” Alfonzo said, putting on the jacket.

Quirk grinned. “Please. The devices only broadcast at intervals, and only while you are moving. The vast majority of scans occur when you are static, so we shouldn’t have a problem.”

The hacker had thought of everything—except for the fact that Alfonzo would never go through with it.

“And if I don’t keep the watch and jacket on?”

“Then you die,” Quirk said. The man looked serious for once. No snarky. No quibbling. No flamboyant gestures.

“And remember, I make weapons for a living. I’m the one who developed the disintegrate level for the muon gun. And you know I’ve voted to kill you since we captured you.”

That was not wrong. Quirk had never wanted Alfonzo to survive.

“So what is it exactly that you want me to do?”

“Just go back to work. Tell them you escaped while we were out at the club. The bug and GPS will do the rest.”

Alfonzo ground his teeth. He was no traitor. Did they really think so little of him, to think that he would go along with this? Did the capsule truly contain C-4? Would he be brave enough to test it out?

“If you are really going to do it, then let me out,” Alfonzo said.

To his surprise, Quirk nodded to Pilot, and he opened the door to the hotel room. Zach waved his hand for Alfonzo to exit.

Cautiously, he made his way to the door. This seemed surreal. To be a captive all these months, then suddenly to have the door opened—he felt like the caged bird that did not remember how to fly.

Alfonzo stepped out into the hallway, feeling the cool air conditioning on his face. The door clicked shut behind him. The silence weighed down on him. What was he to do? The light on the elevator at the end of the hall flashed on as the doors slid open.

Quirk. 

There was nowhere to go but forward, so Alfonzo walked down the hallway and entered the elevator. The doors swished closed and the lift headed to the lobby.

It wasn’t until the doors opened onto the bustling lobby that Alfonzo realized that he truly was free.

With purpose, he strode from the hotel.

* * *

“Well, did he buy it?” Ronnie asked as she stepped next to Zach. She rubbed a towel on her wet hair. Apparently, she’d taken a shower.

“I think so,” Quirk said, indicating to the live feed from the hotel security cam. Alfonzo stopped at the first trash can. He looked up into the camera. He might be a terrorist, but he wasn’t stupid. Alfonzo knew they were watching.

With a look of defiance, the man took off the watch and tossed it into the trash can. Then, with equal disdain, he removed his jacket and put it into the bin, as well. He held there for a minute. 

Apparently waiting to see if his neck blew up. Then he smiled and moved on.

Alfonzo must have assumed that they had chickened out just like they had with the bomb necklace.

“The chip does have C-4 though, right?” Ronnie asked, chewing at the corner of her thumbnail. An old, bad habit. She really was shaken up by Roma’s death.

“Yes,” Quirk said. He indicated to the large red button. “If he ever starts to reveal anything damaging about us, I can set it off.”

“Are the mic and GPS working?” Zach asked.

Quirk nodded to a screen, which showed the blinking light that represented Alfonzo’s taxi moving east. He turned up the volume of the mic.

Tinny French pop music drifted in. Then the cabbie honked the horn, followed by a string of Parisian curse words.

“Sounds like it’s working fine,” Quirk commented.

“How long until he rejoins a Hidden Hand unit?” Zach asked.

Quirk shrugged. “This is Paris, and I’m sure that they have a unit posted here, so I would say within the hour. I doubt any command structure is here, so I’d guess three hours until we get some serious intel.”

“So we wait around until then?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shifted uncomfortably next to him.

“What is it?” Quirk asked, knowing that if Ronnie was pussyfooting around, it couldn’t be good.

* * *

If Zach didn’t like letting Alfonzo go, then oh boy, the FBI agent wasn’t going to be thrilled about her plan.

“I am going to have to correlate the symbols more, but the one name that really popped out at me was da Vinci.”

“No,” Zach said. “Just no.”

“The Louvre is ground zero for masters,” Ronnie rushed to explain. “Sheet music. Paintings. Everything.”

“No,” Zach said again. The guy’d had a rough few hours.

“Not just da Vinci, but Raphael, Matsys—you name a master, and the Louvre has it. The museum is a literal “who’s who” of the Fist.”

“So it has come to this?” Zach asked. “We are going to burn down the Louvre?”

“No,” Ronnie said. “Only parts of it.”

“That does not make me feel any better,” Zach said, walking away from the conversation.

How Ronnie wished they could go back to that time in the club, before Roma’s death, before they had to plan another insane mission. Back when her head was resting on Zach’s shoulder, his arms around her.

Why did pandemics always have to get in the way?

Quirk patted her leg. “He’ll come around.” Then her assistant got serious. “But the Louvre has wicked-complicated security, and we have no patch in.”

“I know, but I think I know a way to, at the very least, get a toe in the door.” She turned to Zach. “We’re going to need Vanderwalt.”

* * *

Zach took a sip of his coffee. The bitter taste stung his palate. He was so glad he had only ordered one shot of espresso. He couldn’t even imagine if he’d ordered two. Quirk had warned him that the French took their coffee very seriously. No kidding.

“Well, glad to see you, as well,” Vanderwalt said, chuckling as he walked up to the small table in the hotel’s café. Even this late in the evening, it was still bustling.

Zach extended his hand and Vanderwalt pumped it up and down. “How did your talks with the French go?”

Vanderwalt frowned. “About as well as they usually do. You’d think the Hundred Year War was still going on, sometimes.”

“Look,” Zach said, glad that Ronnie and Quirk had stayed up in the hotel room. “I have a huge favor to ask you.”

“Don’t you always?” Vanderwalt said, taking a sip of coffee, then pursing his lips. “Is this fresh cream?”

Zach nodded yes as the MI5 officer diluted the strong coffee. “We need your help getting into the Louvre.”

“Why?” 

“You know why,” Zach said.

“You aren’t really suggesting what I think you are suggesting?”

“Yes. The Mona Lisa. The Sunflowers. The Venus de Milo.”

“The statue? How in the bloody hell are you going to burn a statue?” Vanderwalt asked.

“You can ask me,” Zach said. “But I didn’t understand the process, either. Something about an exothermic reaction with calcium citrate and water.”

Vanderwalt shook his head just as Zach had. All that science gave him a headache sometimes. But back to the matter at hand.

“Those aren’t just national treasures,” Vanderwalt stated. “They’re international treasures, and you are just going to destroy them?”

“Please,” Zach said. “I burned the Beatles, Walt. I can now burn anything.”

Vanderwalt frowned, scooping more sugar into this coffee.

“So are you going to help us?”

“I’m afraid, mate, that I can’t. You understand.”

Zach leaned back in his chair. He hadn’t wanted to play this card, but Vanderwalt hadn’t given him any choice.

“Prince William has the black pox,” Zach stated.

Vanderwalt looked around, as if to make sure no one else heard Zach. “How did you know?”

“We didn’t. We just guessed. Quirk noticed that William dropped out of sight and took up residence at the Holyrood Palace in Scotland. Plus, there have been enough physicians in and out of there to staff a hospital.

Vanderwalt looked down, watching as he stirred the cream into his coffee. “Yes, yet he worsens.”

“I shouldn’t have to tell you, then, that burning the Mona Lisa and the rest is the only way we are going to get a cure in time.”

“Especially with all of the human vaccine manufacturers off line. The Hidden Hand is getting pretty damned bold, if you ask me.”

Zach nodded. “They have gone from covert action to overt attacks. We’ve got to get to the Mona Lisa before they do. I wouldn’t put it past them bombing the museum.”

Vanderwalt thought for a minute. “And how could I help?”

“You tell the French that you have credible intel that the Hidden Hand plans to attack and you have some security experts to help. Once you get us into the system, we’ll take it from there.”

“But then they’ll know exactly who helped you.”

“And when we cure the black pox, you’ll be a hero.”

“Yes,” Vanderwalt snorted. “That worked out so well for Ronnie last year.”

Zach grinned back. “How about if we promised to break you out it this goes sideways?”

“I’m sorry, Zach, I truly am, but I can’t help.”

Zach sighed. He’d told them the MI5 agent would never go for it. “I had to try.”

“What is to stop me from warning the French for real about your attack?”

“Nothing,” Zach said, “but our friendship and the fact that you know deep down we’re doing the right thing.”

Vanderwalt stood up and offered his hand. “To friendship.”

Zach watched the MI5 agent walk away. “Quirk, did you get it?”

“You know it.”

Zach felt mildly bad as he slipped the device that Quirk had given him into his pocket. The scanner had picked up all of Vanderwalt’s credit card info off the magnetic strips, along with his MI5 ID badge. Quirk now had the keys to the kingdom. They had never needed Vanderwalt’s help. They just needed his top-secret clearance. He hoped that one day Walt could forgive him.

* * *

Ronnie typed faster than she had ever typed before. Quirk was right. The Louvre had every security measure the Met had, plus some superhigh-tech bells and whistles. This was how it went. Companies had security measures, hackers developed countermeasures, and then companies developed counter-countermeasures. This was just how the dance went.

She took a sip of the coffee that Zach had brought up from the café. It was like taking a hit of adrenaline with each sip. She could feel her pupils constrict. But damn, it helped her focus.

Quirk had already broken into the MI5 mainframe, sending a communiqué from the minister of defense to the Louvre, warning them of an imminent attack, along with the portfolios of several MI6 agents who were being tasked to help. Those agents just so happened to be Zach, Ronnie, and Quirk.

Her assistant had arranged for them to go in during the graveyard shift.

Quirk was busy forging their documents as she typed. Ronnie was working on cracking the elaborate security measures. They needed to weed out at least half of them off site, or it would take too long on-site. The guards would catch on that something was wrong if they took too long.

Zach was checking and double-checking all of the weapons. They were going with as little lethal as possible, but the fact that the Hidden Hand could show up at any moment meant they needed to bring along some pretty lethal options.

“One hour,” Quirk stated. 

Sixty minutes—even with the turbo-charged coffee, that didn’t seem like long enough to do everything she needed to do at the Louvre.

A red indicator light flashing to green gave Ronnie some hope. Not much, but some. They could do this. They had to do this.

Alfonzo’s voice came over the loud speaker. She really wished Quirk could have gotten some video, but that just wasn’t possible if they were relying on sub-dermal devices.

“Frozen cat,” Alfonzo said to a guard, and they let him through.

“Frozen cat? Really?” Quirk said over the loudspeaker. “That’s a Hidden Hand password?” He noted it as they listened to Alfonzo’s steps along a long marble hallway. 

“Where is he?” Zach asked.

Quirk pointed to the GPS screen. “Its looks like an upscale residence in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés neighborhood.”

Those residences were valued in the multi-million dollars. Somewhere the Hidden Hand would feel just at home.

“I want to see my father,” Alfonzo said.

“I’m sorry, sir, but he’s been moved to a hospital. His health is failing.”

“Take me to him,” Alfonzo answered. Was that concern in his voice?

“This is taping, right?” Ronnie asked. Quirk nodded. “Alright. Let’s have Pilot monitor it via earphones. If anything interesting happens, he can tell us. Right now, I need some serious silence.”

Although it wasn’t really silence, was it? Not with her and Quirk clacking away at their keyboards. Besides, she’d had enough of pure, complete silence in prison. Ronnie liked the simpatico she felt as hers and Quirk’s keystrokes formed a rhythm all their own.

* * *

Pilot coughed behind them. A moist, wet cough. Quirk swiveled around in his chair. “You okay?” 

His boyfriend shrugged.

Quirk hopped out of his chair, even though Ronnie frowned at him, and put the back of his hand on Pilot’s forehead. “You’re burning up.”

That got Miss I’m-All-Business out of her chair. She came over and felt Pilot’s forehead, as well. “Do we have a thermometer?”

Quirk rustled around in his bag and pulled one out. He stuck it in Pilot’s ear. The numbers went up fast, way too fast. “One hundred and one point seven.”

“He’s infected?” Zach asked.

Turning to his boyfriend, he lifted the man’s plaid sleeve. Sure enough, a rash was already forming. Quirk sat down hard on the couch next to Pilot.

Zach took a step back. “What do we do?”

“Find the cure,” Ronnie said, like that was going to be easy.

“But about us?”

Ronnie shrugged. “He’s probably been infectious for twelve hours. We’ve already been exposed.”

Quirk let the conversation drift past him as he rubbed Pilot’s back. How long had the guy felt like crap? Yet didn’t complain a single bit. Even now he hadn’t complained. If he hadn’t coughed, Pilot might not have ever mentioned it until he’d fallen over dead.

He was such a top.

“How did he get it?” Zach asked.

This one Quirk fielded. “He’s been out the most. Getting our vehicles and such. He’s been exposed to way more people than we have.”

Zach, Mr. Emotional Distance himself, put a hand on Quirk’s shoulder. “I am so sorry.”

Quirk wiped away a tear that threatened. “You don’t have to be. We’re going to find the cure before he gets too bad. No worries.”

That was a lie, of course. Now he would be consumed by worry, but he wasn’t about to let that out into the world. “Come on,” he urged Pilot. “We need you to get some rest.”

Quirk escorted Pilot to the bedroom. So odd, they seldom rested in here. But Quirk was a good boy and made sure the Pilot lay down before he headed back out to hack.

Now more than ever they needed to get crack the Louvre.

* * *

Alfonzo was led into the room by two guards, who then exited, closing the door behind them. He was sure there would be a frenzy of activity in a few minutes, once word of his reappearance was made common knowledge within the Hidden Hand. There would be hours of debriefing, then meetings with the current head of operations, and then the wrangling of who got what power.

But for now, he was alone in this horribly sterile and dull hospital room. His father must hate it here. Alfonzo Sr. had lived in the most prestigious homes in Europe. Most really should have been museums, if the Hidden Hand had believed the lower classes should be exposed to fine art.

Alfonzo made it his mission to have at least a Monet brought and hung in the room. His father deserved that much. He wasn’t the head of the Hidden Hand, but he was the heart. The kingmaker, per se. 

All his life, Alfonzo had looked up to the man as a near-god. Now, though? In this hospital bed, hooked up to a dozen machines, looking pale and wan? He looked like a barely animated skeleton. The cancer had ravaged his body. His father’s cheeks were stretched over his cheekbones making him look gaunt and weak.

For so long it had just been him and his father. Alfonzo’s mother had died when he was just a toddler. The only thing he remembered about his mother was bright-red lipstick and the faintest hint of jasmine.

His father had been his world. Such a fierce man. Alfonzo could remember being taught to swordfight, and how many times his father had smacked him with the side of his blade to teach him how vulnerable he was without the proper defenses. And their twenty-kilometer runs along the Rhine, or through the Black Forest. Now, his father didn’t look capable of sitting up on his own, let alone running anywhere.

Was Alfonzo doomed to the same fate? To die here in a hospital bed, helpless, rather than having a glorious death on the battlefield?

His father’s eyelids blinked. He had no eyelashes—the chemo had claimed even them. Then his pupils focused. “Alfonzo?”

Alfonzo took his hand. “Yes, father.”

“They said you were gone,” his father said, gasping a little between the words, sucking in oxygen from the tubes in his nose.

“The reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” Alfonzo said, quoting the famous Mark Twain.

That got a small smile on his father’s ashen lips. “I am so glad to hear it. Yet others were joyous of the news.” 

Alfonzo had no doubt. His father had powerful enemies, whom Alfonzo had inherited. 

His father’s brow pinched together, making him look even older and frailer. “Where were you, then?”

“Taken by the hacker and her team. I did as you always instructed. I stayed quiet, listening, learning.”

His father squeezed Alfonzo’s hand. “I am so proud of you, my son.”

Alfonzo stiffened. While the words were a delight to his ears, he had not earned them. “I fell into their hands, father. I shamed you and the Hidden Hand.”

“I can no longer speak for the Hidden Hand,” his father said, “but for me, you could never shame me. Never.”

The effort to speak made his father cough, and then the breath rattled around his chest, making a painful wheezing sound.

“Rest, father,” Alfonzo said, patting his hand. “I will be back.”

“Soon,” his father whispered, barely audible. “There is much we must discuss.”

“Yes, soon,” Alfonzo promised. But for now, he had to leave and go regain his position.





CHAPTER 9

Zach wished—he really wished—that they were in Paris for some other reason than for breaking into the Louvre. Julia and his mother had considered the Louvre their own personal mecca. Some of that had spilled over, even onto Zach.

The Louvre wasn’t a museum, it was a shrine to man’s better angels. To man’s enlightened self. And here he was going to destroy at least a part of it. Awesome.

To save mankind, he had to kick it in the nuts. He really wasn’t looking forward to this year’s Christmas dinner.

Ronnie shuffled next to him as she looked through some kind of so-high-tech-they-almost-seemed-magical binoculars. They were nitrogen filled so they never fogged up, had an HD recording device built in, and had laser-guided auto-zoom. Zach was pretty sure the things could tell a person’s weight from fifty yards away.

Even without the binoculars, the sight was spectacular. The huge glass pyramid shone in the late night while the rest of the museum glowed a rich gold. It was not surprising that the museum had once been a palace. Quirk had been rattling on and on about the museum’s history all night long. How the man actually got any work done with that runaway mouth of his was still a mystery to Zach.

Ronnie didn’t interrupt her assistant, though. She said it was part of Quirk’s “process.” Zach had a fleeting moment when he missed Warp. The man might have had two personalities, but he’d been on point. But how could he ask for Warp’s help?

Not only had Zach committed treason, multiple times, but he’d staged a prison breakout. Warp didn’t deserve that kind of trouble in his life. Still, Zach missed him.

“There they go,” Quirk said, indicating to the courtyard guards. 

At midnight, they went from twelve to six for the graveyard shift. This was when the museum was the most lightly guarded.

“Let’s go,” Ronnie said, putting away the binoculars.

Zach followed as they made their way down the side streets to the back of the museum until they were directly across from the service entrance.

“You’re really going to bloody hell do this?” a voice asked from the dark alley. Vanderwalt stepped out into the streetlight.

“What are you doing here?” Zach asked.

“You didn’t think I’d notice my ultra-top-secret clearance being used?” Vanderwalt challenged.

“To be honest,” Ronnie said, “we’d hoped not until tomorrow.”

“Yes, well, we’re not all as naïve as you think we are,” Vanderwalt shot back.

Zach looked up and down the street. “I don’t see any police with you, Walt, so why are you here, if not to arrest us?”

The Brit glanced down at his shoes. “The queen and Charles have the pox, as well. As much as we love him, we bloody hell can’t have a King Harry.”

Ah, how quickly dogma could soften in the face of events. “So you are here to help us?” 

Vanderwalt shrugged. “Unofficially, I am here to observe and provide tactical support.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Quirk asked.

“I guess we will see as the night unfolds,” Vanderwalt responded.

Zach looked to Ronnie. It couldn’t hurt to have an MI5 agent along, could it? Finally, she nodded. “We can’t waste any more time. Just stick with Zach.”

* * *

Ronnie could feel Quirk’s disapproval at her side. She had to give him credit—he didn’t argue about her decision. He just turned on his heel, giving Vanderwalt a nice clear view of his back.

She was going to take it. They really didn’t have much time. 

Gulping, Ronnie took her first step out into the street. An armed guard manned the back entrance. She really hated human guards. They were so unpredictable, unlike her tech defenses. Was this guy in a good mood? Or bad? Was he anal-retentive, or just collecting a paycheck?

They would soon find out.

The group, laden with bags and bags of tech gear, walked up to the guard.

“Whoa there,” he said, blocking the doorway. “What do you think you are doing?”

“We’ve been called in to address some CPU infrastructure issues,” Ronnie said, hoping the tech language would back him off. 

The guard pulled out a clipboard. “I don’t have anything on my schedule.

“It is unscheduled,” Ronnie said. “You’ve had a major architectural breach and need some firewall repair.”

The guard didn’t seem impressed. Vanderwalt stepped forward. “Just call the security hub. They are aware of this.”

Looking far more suspicious than Ronnie felt comfortable with, the guard flipped open his phone and made the call. Vanderwalt seemed perfectly calm, though.

The guard closed the phone, but still looked wary. “How do I know you are the crew that was called for?”

Vanderwalt took out not only his badge, but a piece of paper. “I’m from MI5, and here is the order signed by your president.”

The guard scanned the document, yet still didn’t seem convinced. “Why isn’t a member of DCRI with you, then?”

Ronnie looked to Vanderwalt. DCRI was the French equivalent of MI6 or the CIA. It was the French secret service focusing on foreign threats. The Brit shrugged off the question.

“The threat may well originate from inside their office,” Vanderwalt said. “You know, just this morning one of its high-ranking officials was arrested for being a member of the René  Binet society. We are afraid there could be more, so we are doing this without them.”

The guard frowned. It didn’t seem like he was any more thrilled with the French neo-Nazi party than they were. 

Finally the guard nodded, keyed in the entry code to the door and let them in.

Maybe having an MI5 officer around wasn’t such a bad thing.

* * *

Okay, fine, Vanderwalt had gotten them in, probably saving them like five minutes and a muon gun charge, but Quirk still didn’t like the guy. Not with his perfectly mussed hair and charming off-kilter smile.

What was the term the Brits would use? Jovial. That was it. The guy was just a bit too jovial. What secrets was he hiding behind those brilliant blue eyes? MI5 did not help international terrorists, and that’s what Ronnie and he were to the British government.

Couldn’t Ronnie see that? Or was she too busy making puppy-dog eyes at Zach? Ugh. Breeders.

They traveled along a bare hallway. So odd that this back section of the museum could look like any other office building in France. There were sensors and cameras, but as long as the museum believed they were authorized workers, they did not need to disable them.

So, fine, maybe Vanderwalt saved them more like half an hour, but still, Quirk didn’t trust the guy—not with Pilot back at the hotel burning up and breaking out in hives.

Finally, they came to a steel door announcing, “Do Not Enter. Authorized Personnel Only.”

Guess that was them tonight. Vanderwalt keyed in a code and the door opened. This felt so wrong. Just to walk into the server room? No hacking, blowing up, or otherwise defacing the door? That just seemed odd.

Then he stepped over the threshold into heaven. This was possibly the most beautiful server room in the world, and that included their own. The walls were covered in the masters’ work. The little blue flashing lights of the computers playing across van Gogh, Rembrandt, and Picasso. Even the servers had curved edges and sleek lines. These servers were custom built. No off-the-shelf cases from Fry’s electronics.

It inspired Quirk. From now on, only custom work for theirs, as well. He was already picturing it. An Elvis-themed casing. And Hello Kitty for Ronnie.

“Are you going to hack, or just drool?” Ronnie asked.

Like she wasn’t drop-jawed, as well.

Quirk broke out his laptop from his bag and pulled it up to the nearest server. “Just you watch,” he said.

Vanderwalt and Zach stayed at the door, waiting to see if any guards decided to check on him.

“Remember, we’ve got to make sure the guards think everything is fine.”

Quirk snorted. “And who exactly broke you out of Supermax, missy?”

* * *

“True, true,” Ronnie conceded. Quirk was especially edgy tonight. Was it Vanderwalt? Or Pilot’s illness? Ronnie would have expected Quirk to be charmed by the Brit’s accent and boyish good looks, but that was not the case. Maybe she was thinking of herself.

Which reminded her, she’d better get on with this hack, as well. Being on the inside of the system, Ronnie realized that they had grossly underestimated the museum’s security. 

“Damn, this thing’s got five redundancy loops,” Ronnie said with a whistle.

“You think that’s bad? They’ve got a whole set of radio-frequency identifiers we didn’t know about. Not only are there chips inside each guard’s ID badge, but there’s one in their shirt, and another embedded in their shoes. If each doesn’t line up, an alarm goes off.”

Ronnie wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t unusual for a security company to publically underreport the measures they had installed. It was to foil people just like Ronnie and Quirk. These hidden security measures could trip up the most skilled museum heist.

The system was impressive, especially because the Louvre was such an ancient building. Nowadays, museums were built with security in mind. All the bells and whistles were baked into the building plans. Not here. Every security measure had to be worked around the palace’s ancient architecture and lack of power outlets and crawlspaces.

Which worked in their favor. It was rumored it had cost nearly one hundred million to retrofit the Louvre’s security system. And here she was hacking away at its core.

Ronnie was a very lucky girl.

It only took a few minutes, given all the work they had done at the hotel, to bring the sensors offline, yet keep a ghost feed to the guard’s station. In theory, they had the run of the place.

Now, they only had the physical security measures to get around.

“I think we’re set,” Ronnie said.

“So, really, no skulking around this time?” Zach asked.

“Nope. We are good to go.”

* * *

Zach studied Ronnie’s face. It didn’t seem possible, what she was suggesting. She was good, but this was the Louvre, wasn’t it? Of course, they were standing in the server room, and the two hackers had been tinkering with the more fundamental parts of the system, but still. It had taken Quirk how long to hack into the Supermax facility? And that was with years of work on the back door.

Could Ronnie really be that good? That much better than Quirk?

Zach opened the door and led them out without any alarms going off. Maybe she was.

“This way,” Quirk said. Zach followed him down a long flight of stone steps.

Zach’s hand trailed down the rock. It was smooth and cool. And solid. Really, really solid. This did not feel like modern construction. As a matter of fact, it felt like they were going down a castle’s stairwell.

“What is this place?”

“It is the medieval section of the palace,” Quirk stated, stepping fully into his role as docent. “The public isn’t allowed down here. A pity, really. This is the most historic portion of the palace.”

Zach could see why. The walls were dotted with torch holders. Real ones, heavily scrolled iron ones. They looked like they had been forged and stepped out of a blacksmith’s shop just a few days ago.

“If the public isn’t allowed down here, what does the museum use it for?”

“Wait for it,” Quirk said as they reached the bottom of the staircase.

Zach stepped out into the large room to find it lined by rows and rows of crates. A few items were unpacked. Statues. Paintings. Sketches.

This storage room contained more items than most museums. Entire collections were stored off to the side. Zach was pretty damned sure this storage room could fill a few dozen other museums. So much of the world’s art not on display.

“Do we have to burn it?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shook her head. “No, none of the Fist are down here.”

“Then why come?” Vanderwalt asked.

“We had to test our hack out,” Ronnie explained. “Plus, it is the easiest route across the museum without having to thread our way through the galleries.”

“Plus, less chance of being spotted by one of the random guards,” Quirk added.

Zach could see how that was true. Basically, this medieval section was like the Louvre’s basement. Right now, they were somewhere under the large glass pyramid. This passage was a long corridor under the museum. They could cross to the other side within moments, rather than meandering through the maze of exhibits upstairs. 

Again, Ronnie was proving brilliant.

* * *

Ronnie was feeling tapped out. Was it the six months in prison? She felt anxious, yet tired. Hyped up, yet her feet were reluctant to climb the stairs back up to the gallery level.

Had she gone soft in jail? You’d think that being incarcerated with about a dozen vicious killers would make you razor sharp, and maybe if she’d had to be afraid of them, it would have. But she’d just spent half a year in solitary confinement not having to worry about anything more than lumps in her oatmeal. 

On the other hand, Zach and Quirk were on their game. Ready for action. Was she a liability to them? Even Vanderwalt seemed sharper than her.

She’d better snap to it—otherwise, well she didn’t want to think of the otherwise.

Quirk pulled them to a halt. “Remember, even though the regular guard rounds are over for this hour, we still have two guards at large.” He showed them a pic of the Louvre’s layout on his tablet. “These guards are on a random path. The whole purpose of these two is the element of a surprise encounter.”

“But we do have some idea of where they may go,” Zach said. “Given that it is Burbo on duty tonight, and he loves the nudes.”

Obviously, the two had watched months’ worth of security footage to get a feel for each of the guard’s tendencies. Would she have thought of that?

Quirk pointed to the ground floor passage. Rez-de-chaussée. It held the Greek and Roman artifacts. “He usually gravitates over there.”

“Whereas Mulmond,” Zach explained, “is more dedicated to his job, and usually tries to pick a more random path.

“But even he is human,” Quirk continued.

Randomness was extremely difficult to do. The human brain liked consistency, and even if you tried to force it into a random pattern, it would still try to overlay some kind of order to it.

“So given that it is Tuesday, Mulmond will more than likely head to the Sully wing—but he is known to mix it up.”

Ronnie and Vanderwalt nodded, so Quirk walked them up the next flight of stairs. They were headed to the Denon wing, where the Mona Lisa was housed. First, though, they passed by some exquisite bronze statues. Ronnie was so glad that they didn’t have to destroy those.

Quirk pointed to a statue as they passed it. “And for any of you who care, which is a stretch, that is one of the most awesome statues ever, Winged Victory.”

Ronnie could tell that Quirk was really digging his tour guide gig. The boy really needed to get out more.

“Sculpted in white Parsian marble, this statue is of the Greek goddess, Nike—not the shoe, I might add, but the winged goddess of victory, especially of sea battles. You can see the skill of the sculptor in that her gown looks to be blown by a sea breeze so tightly against her belly that it makes the fabric look transparent.”

Ronnie had seen this statue before. Quirk was right—it truly was one of the most famous statues in the world, yet she had never noticed that you could “see” the goddess’s belly button through the “fabric.” Truly a work of art.

Too bad her head and arms were missing. What a sight this statue must have been, and to think it was created millennium ago? They had used only a chisel and their eyes to create something so beautiful.

Nowadays, sculptors could use ground-penetrating radar to check the marble for flaws, and even do computer-generated models of what the statue should look like ahead of time.

Winged Victory was created by just a man, his chisel, and his vision.

Remarkable.

No matter how beautiful, they rushed by the statue and passed by the painting The Consecration of the Emperor Napoleon. Basically, you couldn’t walk a foot in this museum without finding some world-renowned work of art.

“And that monster of a painting was commissioned by Napoleon himself, so you know it’s going to have delusions of grandeur.”

Ronnie could see what he meant. The painting was huge. Like, it took up the whole wall, huge. As a matter of fact, they were still walking past it as Quirk continued.

“It took the painter nearly three years to finish the work because Napoleon insisted that he be shown as a ‘son of the revolution’ at Notre Dame.”

Quirk certainly was full of interesting facts tonight. How long had he prepped for this visit? He seemed to know the art as well as he knew the museum’s mainframe.

They turned left down a corridor, and then there she was. The Mona Lisa. Ronnie was shocked at how small the painting seemed, especially after the Napoleon panorama back there.

“And da Vinci’s masterpiece,” Quirk said as they all stopped in their tracks.

What was it about this single painting that captivated millions? Supposedly, it was just a portrait of the wife of a nobleman to celebrate the birth of their second child. There were thousands just like it, many of them at this museum, yet Mona held everyone’s attention.

“Forget about the stupid vagina that is supposed to be in her arms or something,” Quirk said. “Da Vinci was fascinated by her eyes.”

Yes, Ronnie could see that. The slight crinkle at the edges. The playful spark in her eyes. The painting supposedly took four years—a year of that on her eyes alone—to complete, and even then da Vinci didn’t think he was done.

They were looking at what the master considered an unfinished work.

“Notice the odd perspective that da Vinci used in the background.”

Ronnie had never thought of it, but compared to the valley, river, and mountains behind her, Mona Lisa looked to be a giant. Something out of Gulliver’s Travels. Her head was as big as the lake.

So odd, but the perspective did make her the center of the piece.

They had the privilege of looking at one of the greatest pieces of art the world had ever created. And they were going to burn it. 

Oh well.

* * *

Zach opened his Swiss Army knife, but Ronnie shook her head, holding his arm back. “You can’t cut it out. After it was stolen in 1911, they fused the painting to its lead backing. The fasteners they used are one-thousand-pound screws. We’re going to have to burn it in place.” She turned to Quirk. “The smoke detectors are offline.”

“Given our penchant, they were the first things I inactivated,” Quirk said as he fired up the mini blowtorch.

“Dear Jesus, bloody hell,” Vanderwalt exclaimed. “You mad blokes are really going to do this?”

“If da Vinci were standing here right now,” Zach said, “he would tell me to go for it.” Or, at the least, that is what Zach hoped. He was just a tad nervous, given the Mozart mess up. They had burned how much original sheet music by the master before he was a member of the Fist? What if Mona Lisa had been painted before da Vinci knew of the Hidden Hand?

He couldn’t second-guess himself. Mankind’s future was kind of on the line, and one painting was worth sacrificing. Even the Mona Lisa.

Ronnie gave the nod and Quirk walked right up to the painting. “Forgive me, my lady,” he said, then put the flame up against the edge of the painting. Flames licked the canvas, melting the colors into a dark brown, then igniting the central figure. At first, no symbols arose. Had this all been for naught?

Then, slowly, gold figures formed in the air, becoming a shimmering beacon of gilded light.

“I’m a novice at this, but that’s not angelic script, is it?” Vanderwalt asked.

So mesmerized was he by the beauty held within the painting that Zach hadn’t even noticed that the spinning, glittering symbols weren’t the usual modified Hebrew.

“No,” Quirk said. “Da Vinci, da Vinci, da Vinci, you didn’t even trust angelic script with your message.”

Then the Mona Lisa was gone and the flames extinguished themselves. The symbols glowed for a few heartbeats more, and then they were gone, as well. A timeless work of art destroyed for a few seconds of astonishing beauty. Da Vinci’s true legacy.

Was that a tear rolling down Vanderwalt’s cheek? Crap, was that a tear rolling down his own cheek?

Quirk pivoted on his heel and burned the painting next to the Mona Lisa. It was the Wedding Feast of something—Zach couldn’t remember, and right now the name plaque was burning.

Symbols floated up from the flames, this time angelic in origin.

“You know, once you get used to it, this is fun.”

He went onto the next painting, and the next. This entire gallery was filled with Fist paintings.

“Makes you wonder, right?” Ronnie asked next to him.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I don’t think this gallery was put together by accident. I believe someone within the Louvre put these paintings together for a purpose.”

Which did make life easier than at the Met, where they were scattered all over the museum.

“They are all here?” Vanderwalt asked.

Ronnie shook her head. “No, we’re going to have to get going if we want to get to them all before this is discovered.”

Quirk was still busy taking his blowtorch to the paintings as she tugged him down the hall. “Come on, Drew,” Ronnie said. Zach could only assume she was referring to Drew Barrymore’s role in Firestarter.

“But, but, but,” Quirk stammered as she dragged him along.

“Trust me, there’s way more to burn,” Ronnie said.

Yep, this is what Zach’s life had come to. Again, not looking forward to Christmas dinner that much this year.

* * *

Mika turned on his heel as he heard the door open. Alfonzo, not looking any worse for wear, strode in as if only days had passed since his disappearance.

The Grand Adept looked up from his desk as the Hidden Hand’s prodigal son returned. Mika knew the Grand Adept held great affection for Alfonzo. His father, Alfonzo Sr., had been his closest advisor all these years. He was practically an uncle to Alfonzo.

That did not change the fact that Alfonzo had failed. And had not yet paid the price. 

Would the Grand Adept hold Alfonzo to the same strict standards as any other leader in the field, or would he bend to his affections?

“Alfonzo!” The gray-haired Adept cried out, rising from his desk, rushing to embrace his friend’s son. “We had thought you lost.”

This was not boding well for Mika, who had assumed the leadership position upon Alfonzo’s disappearance. Why was Alfonzo not in shackles? He had failed the Hidden Hand in every way possible. Was the old man going soft?

Alfonzo shook his head. “Only captured and held, sire.”

“And did you glean anything from your stay with them?”

Stay? Mika thought. Stay? He was captured and interrogated for over five months. That wasn’t a stay.

Alfonzo nodded. “Their technological prowess is unparalleled.”

“As is their opposition to our cause,” the Grand Adept added.

“That as well,” Alfonzo said with a bow of his head. “They are being aided,” he added. “By someone well versed in the Hidden Hand and the Fist. This traitor is sending the Robin Hood Hacker extensive angelic script, helping her translate the ancient passages. They seek the Hidden Hand’s home.”

The Grand Adept frowned. “Who is this traitor?”

“I do not know, only enough to know that he is of the First Order.”

Mika took in a sharp breath. “You can’t be serious.”

There were only seven men who fit that category, and once Alfonzo’s father finally succumbed to the cancer eating away at his body, there would be only six. Each of those men had dedicated his life to the Hidden Hand. None could be held suspect.

“But I am. The knowledge that this traitor is passing on is of the highest caliber,” Alfonzo explained. “They would be light-years behind us if it weren’t for this prodding.”

“That is disconcerting,” the Grand Adept said, sitting back down at his desk. “I shall start an inquiry immediately. However, it is comforting to know that the hacker did not make these strides herself. Once her flow is cut off, she will be hamstrung.”

“I’m not sure at this point if that is true, uncle,” Alfonzo said, using the intimate term for the Grand Adept. One that Mika would never dare utter. Yet, moments back in the fold, Alfonzo was leveraging his relationship. “Francois also aided her. And I must admit that their third-generation lie detector neural net also helped them learn many a layer of the Hidden Hand’s cipher.”

“A neural net?” the Grand Adept asked.

“Yes,” Alfonzo answered. “It is a brain scan in which they can detect not only truth, but ‘see’ your thoughts. It is quite disconcerting.”

“We must have it,” the Grand Adept stated.

“I know the location of many of their safe houses. I believe we can raid them and confiscate dozens of such advanced technological devices.”

The Grand Adept smiled. “Only one such as you could turn a capture into a boon for the Hidden Hand.”

Alfonzo bowed his head as if he were modest. This entire conversation had been about reaching this moment. Alfonzo was good at manipulation and power plays, but Mika had not fought so hard to gain the reins to give them up now.

“But let us not forget that Alfonzo’s offense was an utter failure which led to his capture.”

The Grand Adept’s features clouded over. Had Mika gone too far?

Alfonzo chuckled, though. “This from the man who has a veritable army at his beck and call, yet vaccine plants are producing hundred of thousands of proto-vaccine doses, ready for the black pox antigen?”

Mika could feel heat rise to his cheeks, but he did not allow it to find its way to his tone. He answered coolly. “But my dear Alfonzo, they do not have the antigen. That was your error.”

“That is true,” the Grand Adept stated. “The weaponized influenza was counteracted. It killed only a fraction of the population that had been planned.”

“That is my burden I must carry,” Alfonzo acknowledged. “But now that I know the Hacker intimately, I believe that I can guess her next moves much more accurately.”

“Like?” Mika pressed.

“Ronnie is most likely hitting the Louvre as we speak.”

“We’ve had no intel to suggest that,” Mika countered.

Alfonzo shrugged. “Yet tomorrow it will be all over the news.”

The Grand Adept turned his attention to Mika. “Mount a counteroffensive.”

“But—”

The Grand Adept’s look brooked no argument. “As you have ordered,” Mika said, bowing his head.

“And crush the remaining vaccine producers. We cannot allow them to exist and expect the black pox to do its job.”

Again, Mika could only nod. Never mind that most of these vaccine repositories were in heavily populated areas. That basically they were declaring war on the United States, and neo-Nazi mercenaries only went so far. But Mika could hardly argue these things in front of Alfonzo.

“Sir, are there any command changes I need to be aware of?” Mika asked, trying to suss out the Grand Adept’s plans without challenging him or Alfonzo.

“There is no change,” the Grand Adept answered. “You are still supreme commander of offensive actions.”

Mika could tell that Alfonzo had tried to hide his disappointment, but failed.

“And what of me, uncle?” Alfonzo asked, again using the intimate term.

“You will be fully debriefed, then speak with our technical team to get them on point of what to develop next. I feel ultimately you will be tasked with bringing the Robin Hood Hacker to heel.”

Good, Mika thought. Give Alfonzo the task that he so desperately failed the last time.

It appeared that despite Alfonzo’s awkward reappearance, the Fates still favored Mika.

 


CHAPTER 10

Ronnie could barely keep up with the pace that Quirk set. The guy was on fire. Literally. He would stop every few feet and set a painting on fire. Sketches, line drawings, letters. Nothing was immune. 

Her assistant was enjoying this a tad too much. Vanderwalt would gasp each and every time, as if his soul took a hit for each piece they burned. But for each they burned, they were rewarded with one more piece of the puzzle.

The Louvre had become not so much a museum, but a warehouse of angelic symbols.

They had already hit the second floor and scorched nearly all of the Flanders and Netherlands paintings. Those guys were hardcore Fist. They found that if one painting contained angelic symbols, all the paintings in that gallery contained them. Quirk called it a Fist-fest. Many of the more minor artists weren’t on their list, yet they yielded valuable clues. This clustering did make it convenient, that was for sure. Perhaps one day they would find out who so neatly packaged the Fist’s handiwork.

They made their way to the ground floor. Now they had to tread lightly. Most of the random guards patrolled primarily the ground floor. Even security guards were, at their heart, lazy. Who wanted to go up several flights of stairs if they didn’t have to? Plus, all of the new-fangled electronic security measures had made them too secure.

In addition, the Louvre hadn’t been broken into since 1911, which made them feel even more impenetrable. 

Quirk slowed as they reached the Greek and Roman section of the Denon wing.

“I don’t understand,” Vanderwalt said. “All of this stuff was created long before the Hidden Hand or the Fist were born.”

“True,” Ronnie said. “However, we have reason to believe that some of the restorers might have left clues on the most prominent works.”

They walked past Michelangelo’s Captive (The Dying Slave), perhaps the world’s first abolitionist. Many tried to say that this powerful sculpture of a nude man with his hand lashed to his neck was an allegory for all mankind, trapped on this mortal plane. But others, whom Ronnie agreed with, suggested that it was Michelangelo’s protest against the slave trade of his time.

Whichever it was, the statue was the work of a master, there was no doubt.

They then passed Psyche Revived by Cupid’s Kiss.

It was a stunning sculpture of the Greek god of romance awakening his love from a cursed sleep. The Greeks weren’t shy about their anatomy, that was for sure. Yet there was an innocence to the piece, despite the nudity. Ronnie’s hand slid along the edge of Cupid’s wing. She was so glad this sculpture was not on their list.

Quirk was ahead of them, chattering away, giving the history of the art they passed. The group rushed past dozens of priceless galleries. Then Ronnie saw it.

Venus de Milo. If the sculptor had sought to capture beauty incarnate, he had hit the nail on the head. Despite the urgency of the situation, everyone slowed as they approached the larger-than-life statue.

Was it just Ronnie, or did Venus seem a bit sad? Did she know what they were going to do to her? Ronnie’s eyes flashed over to Zach. He wore a frown, as well. Vanderwalt stepped in front of them.

“This is lunacy, sheer lunacy.”

“We just burned Mona Lisa,” Quirk said. “A little too late to get cold feet.”

“But… but…” Vanderwalt obviously was having a hard time finding the words to express his outrage. “This is from ancient times. How could it have medieval markers?”

“We already explained. It was during the cleaning and restoring process that the cipher was layered onto the marble surface.”

Vanderwalt hung his head. He knew she wouldn’t propose this if it didn’t need to be done. All he had to do was think of the stricken royal family. If Big Ben had to go down, Venus was a small price to pay.

Ronnie nodded to Quirk, who set the blowtorch on the highest setting. He started at the base and worked his way up the body of the goddess of love. The marble began to glow a vibrant red. While marble could not burn, it could go through an intense exothermic reaction. Heat beat from the statue to Ronnie’s face, making it feel like she was in front of a furnace.

Which would have been all well and good if this were a scientific experiment, but it wasn’t. They needed symbols. Then Quirk hit her waist and a golden glyph flared to life, rising out from the marble, spinning slowly in front of them. 

“Bloody hell,” Vanderwalt whispered, apparently to no one in particular. As Quirk moved up the body, more and more symbols appeared. Zach was busy recording them, but she met his eye and he winked at her. They were making progress. They could find the Hidden Hand’s headquarters and put a stop to this once and for all, damn it.

“Whoa!” Quirk yelled as he jumped back. He had been heating up Venus’ left shoulder stump. As the marble heated up, instead of symbols, Venus’s left arm glowed forth in gold. She held up an apple. “That’s the original sculpture,” Quirk breathed out. He went over and heated the right stump. This phantom arm reached down and appeared to hold up the fabric around her waist.

If anything, the arms added to the sensuality of the statue. Ronnie knew they were the first people to see the complete statue for millennia. If they needed any other reassurance they had done the right thing, they need only look to the complete Venus.

Then the arms vanished and the results of their mission showed on her body. Instead of the milky white marble, Venus was now soot black. Quirk reached out and touched the marble and tried to wipe off the color, but it was baked into the marble.

Venus was forever changed—as were they.

* * *

Zach stood there ,staring at the statue. Was she more beautiful now? At least she hadn’t been destroyed, only altered. 

“Halt!” a voice came from further down the hallway. Suddenly, red lights flashed. An alarm had been triggered.

Zach spun, firing his muon gun. The guard crumpled to the ground, but the damage had already been done. Bars started lowering over the exits.

Ronnie looked to Quirk and gulped. “Do it.”

Zach had no idea what she meant, but clearly Quirk did, as he brought out a small box and hit the switch. The lights, all the lights, were doused out. Behind Ronnie, Zach saw through the window the lights of Paris go out. The Eiffel Tower’s lights turned off from the top down to the bottom. Like the landmark was going to sleep. 

Suddenly, the city of lights was no more.

“Sorry, taking out all the energy grids was the only way to cut the primary power to the Louvre.”

“But don’t they have a back-up generator?” Vanderwalt asked.

Then a small explosion sounded. 

“We rigged them to blow if they were turned on.”

“They?” Zach asked then a second explosion sounded. 

“The primary and secondary generators,” Ronnie explained. “Like I said, they have serious redundancies.”

Quirk flicked on a flashlight and swept it around them. “We’d better get moving, since we’re not in stealth mode anymore.”

Zach couldn’t agree more.

“Did anyone else feel that?” Vanderwalt asked.

Ronnie and Quirk shook their heads.

“Feel what?” Zach asked.

“Like a small earthquake,” Vanderwalt said. Zach looked around. Nothing was shaking. “Guess I spent too much time in LA last summer,” Vanderwalt stated, shrugging.

But then Zach felt it. And the crystal chandelier above their head swayed back and forth. “What’s happening?” As far as Zach knew, Paris wasn’t on any active fault line.

“No,” Ronnie blurted, then ran to the window that overlooked the palace’s courtyard.

“Brace yourselves,” Quirk said, obviously understanding Ronnie’s concern.

Zach dug his fingernails into the window’s ledge and then a shock wave that distorted the air, making it shimmer, hit the huge glass pyramid. The glass vibrated hard against its frame, then shattered.

One second the pyramid was there, the next it was a pile of shards. The smaller pyramids erupted, as well.

“Is that a wave generator like yours?”

Ronnie shook her head. “That would be like saying a Siamese cat is like a lion. This is something altogether more powerful.”

Ronnie turned to Quirk and asked, “How did they solve the refraction problem?”

“I don’t know, but they did,” Quirk said. 

“Do we have anything to counteract the effect?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk shook his head. “We’ve to get to some cover.”

“But where?” Ronnie asked. “If they increase the amplification enough, this whole building is going to come down.”

Zach didn’t understand a lot of that conversation, but the Louvre coming down got through. He glanced out the window. The air was beginning to shimmer. 

“We’d better try.”

“Run!” Ronnie said, sprinting away. “To the Antiquities gallery!”

They raced through the hallways, passing the Hellion period and the Roman Golden Age and heading straight for the Egyptian section. Ronnie ran up to a large sarcophagus. “Help me.”

Zach and Vanderwalt helped her lift the heavy lid.

“No way,” Quirk complained. “There’s a mummy in there!”

“Get in!” Ronnie barked. As the building shook, Quirk complied and they all piled into the sarcophagus. Zach pulled the lid over just as a loud boom announced the shock wave.

Even inside the stone casket, his cheek shoved up against an ancient dead guy, Zach could feel the shock wave’s explosive pulse. Ronnie found his hand, or at least he hoped the hand was Ronnie’s. He gave it a squeeze as they listened to large chunks of debris falling on the tomb.

Finally there was silence. Zach pushed up on his elbow and tried to open the lid. It didn’t budge. 

“Great. Now it really is a tomb,” Quirk snorted, then sneezed from the mummy dust.

Vanderwalt aided in the task and they finally got it open a crack. Fresh air rushed in. Actually, it was night air. The museum had collapsed on itself, and Zach could see stars above them.

“The lid is wedged by a Hawaiian canoe,” Zach said. “We need to go left with it.”

Vanderwalt made the compensation and the lid slid off, releasing them.

“Oh no…” Ronnie moaned at the sight. The museum was gone—just gone. The floors had collapsed on themselves. Cracked impressionists’ paintings were atop Mesopotamian figurines. The world was amiss.

“What was that?” Vanderwalt asked. Zach didn’t bother asking because he knew the explanation didn’t matter. It just mattered that it happened.

“That was a vortex ring gun,” Ronnie explained, without explaining anything to Zach and Vanderwalt.

The Brit was new to this, and thought understanding the weapon would make sense of the destruction around them. “A vortex what?”

“It is a shock wave generator based on delivering the payload at supersonic speeds,” Quirk stated. “And we’re lucky. Those things were developed to deliver chemical weapons.

“Did that help?” Zach asked Vanderwalt.

“No, not really.”

“Alright then, class over,” Zach said. “I can only imagine they are going to mount some kind of more traditional assault.”

“Why didn’t they just use RPGs?” Vanderwalt asked, clearly not getting the whole “never mind the science behind the tech” philosophy that Zach now lived by.

“They didn’t want the fire,” Ronnie said. “If they’d set the Louvre on fire, they’d have done our work for us.”

“Well then,” Vanderwalt said. “Shouldn’t we make a bloody bonfire?”

Ronnie and Quirk looked to one another. The building had basically become a huge pile of kindling.

“Everything is already destroyed…”

* * *

Ronnie still hesitated. The Louvre was gone, so why was she reluctant to burn its bones? Probably because it was a pile of ruin because she had stepped foot in it.

She gave the nod. Quirk used his blowtorch to set several piles of broken paintings on fire. Then he moved on to the wooden beams and got them going, as well.

“We’d better hurry,” Zach said, urging her forward. “Do we have an escape route?”

The sound of vehicles approaching without sirens got Ronnie’s feet and mind working. “Yes, this way.”

It was a little hard in the dark and with the walls gone to pick her way through the debris, but luckily she had a 3D map of the museum etched in her mind. In prison, she’d worked on really honing her eidetic memory. She’d learned the hard way that she couldn’t rely on computers for everything.

Her flashlight crossed some Oceanic artwork and relics. They were heading in the right direction. Finally, they reached a set of underground steps. While there was some debris over them, they were intact. The surrounding earth had protected them from the shock wave.

They cleared the beams and plaster away and headed down the steps.

“This is the medieval section,” Vanderwalt said.

“Yes. We need to get to the other side of the palace.”

“And far better to do it down here,” Quirk added.

This section of the castle was nearly untouched by the attack. Guess they didn’t build them like this anymore. Only a few pictures were shattered on the ground—the rest was intact.

Ronnie could feel her quads start to burn. Guess running for your life was a bit more strenuous than running around the prison yard. They rushed down the stone hallway, their steps echoing off the walls.

Finally, they reached the grate. Quirk backed up. “No, not the sewer.”

“Any better ideas?” Ronnie asked.

Above them they could hear the fire and the Hidden Hand’s assault. It sounded like they had a tank or something up there.

“The sewer it is,” Zach said and lifted the grate, indicating for everyone to get in.

* * *

Talk about adding insult to injury. Quirk held his nose as he climbed down the metal ladder. Hopefully Versace would forgive him for defiling his shoes in such a way. Quirk couldn’t even begin to imagine what he was stepping in.

He kept his eyes straight ahead, not looking down or to the side. Not if he wanted to stay upright and not retching. He had to get back to Pilot, even if it meant going through this filth.

“I was kind of hoping that ‘sewer’ was code for something else,” Vanderwalt said.

Quirk couldn’t bring himself to retort—that would force him to breath the air down here, and he’d rather die.

Luckily, they didn’t have far to go. The next junction was at Saint-Eustache. They all clamored out of the sewer, ending up at the footsteps of the great church. Quirk looked over his shoulder. The Louvre, on fire, was the only light in the sky. It turned out that the Hidden Hand did, in fact, have a tractor. The large vehicle was trampling over the remains of man’s greatest work.

None of them seemed to be heading this way, through.

“Let’s go get cleaned up,” Ronnie said, sniffing her arm.

No one argued.

* * *

Amanda stood at the edge of the manufacturing floor, watching the proto-vaccines being assembled. The machines’ movements were crisp and precise, allotting exactly the right amount of sterile saline, adjuvant, and pH buffer into each vaccine vial. 

By prepacking the vaccines, they were saving hours, if not days. They just needed to add the antigen, and voilà, they’d have a medication to send out. She’d been on the phone all morning with the World Health Organization and the other vaccine plants that had survived the purge.

It was shaping up that if they all worked at maximum efficiency, they would be able to create enough vaccine for the world’s population. It was going to be close, though. Really close.

She watched as each individual vial was filled. It was hard to imagine that was going to happen over a million times over the next few days. That over a thousand vaccines would be pulled from the manufacturing line to be tested for impurity and pH balance. 

They just needed to keep the facilities running. But damn, it was hot. The machinery was not used to running this fast for this long. So they’d brought in industrial-sized fans that whirred loudly. The facility’s ceiling fan sucked the air up and away to keep things as antiseptic as possible.

Devlin came up and smiled. They didn’t talk. The manufacturing floor plus the fans were way too loud, even behind the glass barrier. One of the many reasons why machines had been employed to take over the task. Anyone on the floor was wearing aviator-grade ear protectors.

The CIA agent gave a thumbs-up, which meant that the Rio de Janeiro plant had been converted from making bovine vaccines to human. Each plant that came online took the stress off the rest, giving them perhaps a bit of a buffer. Could Amanda breathe a bit now? 

He indicated for her to come out into the hallway. She was loath to leave the observation deck. It gave her some peace to watch all those vaccines actually being created. She had become a mother hen, tending to her chicks.

The noise level dropped off significantly as Devlin shut the door behind them. “I’ve contacted the area’s research labs and they are all on board.”

“But they’ll never be able to produce vaccines in bulk,” Amanda questioned.

“No,” Devlin agreed. “However, they can help expedite the testing process, saving us hours on the back end.”

Amanda smiled. “That’s brilliant. Great job.”

“I’d love to take the credit, but it was Jen’s idea.”

Of course it was. She and her assistant had been working on parallel problems. There was manufacturing and then there was quality control. Jen had been working on the latter.

They really were crushing this. They just needed Ronnie to pull the rabbit out of the hat as she was prone to do, and they would thwart yet another world-killing pandemic. Three in as many years. Not a bad track record.

Devlin flinched. 

“What’s wrong?”

“You can’t hear that?” Devlin asked. “It is like a bee buzzing in my ear.”

Amanda hadn’t noticed, but now that she paid attention, there was a slight hum to the air. She went to the window to find dozens of soldiers outside, grabbing their ears, staggering around.

“They must be using some kind of sonic weapon,” Amanda said, rushing back into the manufacturing floor observation area. She opened the door and hurried down the steps to the machine floor.

“Ugh!” Devlin exclaimed, “It’s getting worse.”

Amanda grabbed a pair of ear protectors. “Here,” she said, putting hers on, then handing Devlin a pair. Almost immediately, his features smoothed. The grimace vanished.

They headed back out to the hallway. Amanda watched as soldier after soldier fell to the ground, writhing in agony. High-pitched sounds could induce pain, disorientation and, at extreme levels for long periods of time, even death.

Jet planes still streaked overhead, but they could do little against an assault like this.

Jen ran down from the upper level. She had taped a bunch of chair stuffing against her ears. Not nearly as effective as their headphones, but it got the job done. 

Her assistant signed rapidly. Amanda had a hard time keeping up.

Something about turning the tables. Amanda wasn’t sure what Jennifer was talking about, but if she thought it was a good idea—and apparently, from how fast Jen was signing, she did—then Amanda thought it was a good one, as well.

She signed back, “Go for it.”

Jen nodded, rushed over to the computer terminal, and started typing as quickly as she had signed.

Devlin looked to Amanda, but she had to shrug. She had no good idea what Jen was doing.

Then, on the monitor, came up the security feed of the building. Workers were passed out all over the plant. Jen then took off her ear protectors. Amanda gingerly did the same. The sound was gone.

Apparently, the Hidden Hand felt they had knocked enough people out. On the security feeds they could see the Hidden Hand forces, armed to the eyeballs, advancing on the plant. The planes above couldn’t help, not without risking bombing the plant itself, which wouldn’t be exactly helpful.

Devlin picked up the phone and dialed rapidly, but shook his head after having a brief discussion. “Backup is at least twenty minutes out.”

There was no way they were going to survive two minutes, let alone twenty.

Jen made frantic motions for them to put their ear protectors on again. 

Amanda was about to when she heard the same screeching sound coming out of the building’s intercom. It wasn’t nearly as powerful, since the speakers were not nearly as high fidelity as the Hidden Hand’s were, but it was getting the job done.

She secured her headphones and watched the monitor as the Hidden Hand’s men clutched their ears and stopped their advance. This is what Jen had meant. She must have recorded the sound and was now blasting it back at them. Since they wouldn’t use the weapon on their own men, the soldiers didn’t have ear protection.

Once the last of them went down, Jen hit another button and removed her earmuffs.

Amanda hugged her assistant. “What would we do without you?”

Jen smiled and signed back, “Probably die a horrible death.”

Her assistant had been texting way too much with Quirk, but maybe that’s what gave her the ability to think so outside the box now. She’d saved them again. Hopefully, this second defeat would give the Hidden Hand pause about attacking the vaccine facility again. At some point, they had to realize they just weren’t going to get in and stop them.

They needed to warn the rest of the plants, though. They needed worldwide production.

Hugging them both, Devlin kissed Amanda on the head. “You girls rock!”

Amanda wasn’t going to argue with that assessment.

 


CHAPTER 11

Zach settled into the private plane their pilot had acquired. It was a bit smaller than they were used to. A six-seater. No bedroom. No couch. Just six seats crammed together. 

As he strapped in, Vanderwalt helped cram the last of Ronnie and Quirk’s equipment in between the seats. There wasn’t really a cargo space on the small craft.

“Sure you won’t join us?” Zach asked. “We’ve got the seat.”

“You don’t even know where you’re going,” Vanderwalt pointed out, quite accurately.

Zach looked to Ronnie. The hacker had been mum about their next destination. Instead, she had been hunched over her keyboard, mumbling things to herself as she tried to break da Vinci’s cipher, taking only the occasional break to bite her lower lip.

“Well?” Zach asked.

 “I’m still working on the da Vinci symbols, but the other glyphs are indicating that the next batch we must burn are manuscripts,” Ronnie explained. “I’m not sure why I didn’t see it before. First paintings, then sheet music, and even statues. Of course they’ve hidden codes in classic literature.”

Vanderwalt went as white as a ghost. “You… you aren’t suggesting Shakespeare, are you? Because if you are, even the queen would rather die than have you burn those original manuscripts.”

“No,” Ronnie said with a shake of her head. “So far, I have no indication that William was a part of the Fist.”

Vanderwalt literally blew out a breath through his mouth and wiped his forehead with his arm. “God bless the queen.”

“Then who are we going after?”

“An Islamic scholar, as it turns out.”

“Really?” Zach asked. “That seems a bit off our beaten path.”

“I know, but the symbols from Venus are clear. Ayyad ben Moussa is our next stop.”

“Which would be?” Zach asked.

“Morocco,” Ronnie said, surprising everyone in the plane.

“Morocco?” Quirk asked. “As in Casablanca, Morocco?”

As soon as Ronnie nodded, Quirk whooped. Sitting in the co-pilot seat, he clapped Pilot on the back. “You and me in Casablanca, can you imagine it? You’re Bogie. I’m Ingrid. There is a God!”

Zach chuckled, glad to see Quirk looking so chipper. He couldn’t fault him, not with Pilot looking so peaked. It was the happiest Quirk had been since they discovered that Pilot was infected. Zach looked to Vanderwalt. “You sure you don’t want to tag along? It’s Casablanca, after all.”

“No, no, no,” Vanderwalt said. “A night on the Robin Hood Hacker roller coaster was enough for me. Besides, I think I’ve got enough ‘splaining to do.”

That was an understatement. Now that the Louvre, well, was not the Louvre anymore, and it was Vanderwalt’s security clearance that had gotten them in, he was now in the hot seat. Not to mention all of Paris going dark. Zach didn’t envy the Brit one bit.

“Alright then,” Zach said. “I owe you a pint.”

Vanderwalt, no matter the circumstance, could flash that loopy grin of his. “No, mate, you owe me a liter.”

Zach nodded as Vanderwalt closed the hatch and sealed it. Pilot revved the engine. He was sick, but by god, he was still flying them. Once they got clearance, Pilot took off, the small plane shaking as it became airborne. 

They flew past the Eiffel Tower, still strong and tall in the center of the city. Then they flew over the Seine River and past the remains of the Louvre. The sight was even worse in the harsh morning light. What used to be a shrine to beauty was now a pile of rubble, still smoldering from the night before.

Worse was the ring around the museum. It was made up of mourners. Parisians had come out and simply sat down around their treasured site. There must have been thousands now sitting vigil as firefighters still struggled to put out all the flames.

An entire country was in mourning.

Then they were past, flying over the rest of the city. Zach had to remind himself that this is what they were doing it for. They were trying to keep the rest of the world alive.

“Anything more from Amanda?” Zach asked Quirk.

“Just that Jen said they survived the last attack. They are moving an entire new platoon to the plant now. I am sending them a laundry list of countermeasures they should have with them.”

While that was good news, Zach wondered how effective that would be in reality. They’d had all this equipment with them at the Louvre, but couldn’t do a single thing to stop the shock wave weapon. What else would they throw at Jen and Amanda?

And what happened to the ace up their sleeve?

“Getting anything from Alfonzo?” Zach asked Quirk. 

Quirk shrugged. “He’s been in debriefings all night. It is looking like he is going to be charged with tracking us down and Mika, the new supreme commander, is in charge of taking out the vaccine plants.”

Great. They finally had someone inside the Hidden Hand, and he wasn’t giving them actionable intel. Zach didn’t want to say he told them so, but he had.

Zach glanced over to Ronnie to find her frowning. “What’s wrong?”

“Um, just that Leonardo da Vinci is kicking my ass from the grave,” she said with a grin flickering at the corner of her lips.

“Are you surprised?” Zach queried.

“No, not really,” Ronnie replied. 

“Spill it,” Quirk said. “What isn’t working?”

“Everything,” Ronnie said. “We know Leonardo was into codes, ciphers, and encryption. Those symbols that were released from the Mona Lisa were not angelic script or numbers.”

“What were they, then?” 

“As far as I can tell, Leonardo’s own set of abbreviations, although even that doesn’t line up. Between the ancient Italian and the modifications to the letters, I am really at a standstill.”

* * *

“Go back to the beginning,” Quirk said.

“What?” Ronnie asked, clearly not understanding what he meant.

“Isn’t that always what you tell me when I can’t break a line of code or breach a firewall? Go back to the beginning. To the building blocks.”

Even though Zach still seemed confused, Ronnie nodded. “Of course.”

“I don’t get it,” Zach said. Which was why he wasn’t one of the world’s elite hackers.

“Complex codes or ciphers don’t just appear out of thin air. They are actually just the summation of a bunch of building blocks stacked on top of one another. I told Ronnie to dig deep into Leonardo’s past to where he first started using the symbols we saw and follow the progression as he refined them over time. The clue to how he ended up using them in the Mona Lisa is in there somewhere.”

Quirk brought up Leonardo’s portfolio, everything the man had ever put onto paper or canvas. The problem was, there was a lot of it. The guy had been prolific. From sketching a machine that looked very much like a Bowflex to making a drawing of a tank, the master had covered every subject of art and science. Figuring out which path he had taken was going to be a chore.

Luckily, they had a three-hour flight to mull it over.

“How can I help?” Zach asked. 

Quirk laughed, but somehow Ronnie kept a straight face. “It’s okay—this is our wheelhouse.”

But the FBI agent hardly seemed dissuaded, picking up a stray laptop. 

“No, I want to help,” Zach said.

Ronnie sighed and took the laptop from him. She loaded the Codex Leicester onto the screen. It was the largest collection of Leonardo’s work. It contained personal notes, drawing on tiny scraps of paper from a pad that Leonardo kept in his belt in case inspiration hit him while walking to and from work. It even included notes to solicit funds and backing from the Duke of Milan. So strange to think that Leonardo had to pitch his ideas for funding.

Zach looked to the total page count. “There’re over five hundred pages.”

Quirk snorted. “Welcome to my world.”

* * *

Ronnie’s head hit the bulkhead, startling her awake. She checked for drool as she roused. What was it with planes and sleeping? Most people got motion sickness—she got motion sleepiness. The gentle rocking and constant engine noise did it to her every time.

Plus the sheer frustration of trying to go through Leonardo’s sprawling notes. His mind was like none other, which meant his documentation was equally unique. The guy didn’t follow a single logical thought to its conclusion. He would present a theory on page one, then meander for four pages on the weather, then circle back and sketch a flower on page fourteen, then would come to a stunning conclusion, only to draw a beetle.

She’d gotten though over a hundred pages of notes and had not yet figured out what these symbols meant.

Ronnie glanced over to Zach, who was still studying the Codex assigned him. “How are you doing?”

“Huh?” Zach said, seeming in a world of his own. Is that what she looked like? He wiped his eyes, then smiled. “How can something be so fascinating and boring at the same time?”

“That is the magic that is Leonardo,” she said.

“I do think I found something weird, though,” Zach said. “I’m not sure what it means, but Leonardo did a lot of simple math on paper.”

“Are all the figures under twenty-one?” Ronnie asked.

“Yes, that’s the other weird thing. This codex is mainly about weather patterns, yet the calculations are really small. I’d expect big numbers if he is trying to figure out global weather.”

“Let me see that,” Ronnie urged. 

Zach handed over the laptop. “See, there’s one. Twenty minus fourteen equals six. I mean, Leonardo couldn’t do that in his head? I can do that in my head.”

“Of course he could,” Ronnie said. “He had a eidetic memory. He could probably calculate the value of pi out to ten digits.”

“Then when would he do this simple math?”

Ronnie rubbed her hands together as she dug into the problem. “Because the Italian alphabet only has twenty-one letters. This is the cipher to his code. These calculations are telling us what letters correspond to which numbers scattered throughout the text.

“You mean he used a simple number-for-letter swap?” Quirk asked.

“No,” Ronnie said. “There’s nothing simple about it. Like you said, Quirk, he had to start somewhere. He started here, then built layer upon layer on top of this simple code.”

“And that helps us?” Zach asked.

“You betcha,” Ronnie said. “Now I can build a program that can scan all these pages for us, picking out the code, and then translate it for us.”

“Great,” Zach said, leaning back.

“Not so fast,” Ronnie said. “It is going to take hours, and then I’ll still have to interpret the results.”

“Hey, if I don’t have to stare at that screen anymore, I’m happy,” Zach commented. “I don’t see how you guys do it day in and day out.”

“Caffeine,” Quirk said. “Lots of caffeine.”

* * *

As her computer cooked along, Ronnie looked out the window. The Mediterranean Sea was on the right, Morocco was on the left, and far, far up ahead was the Western Sahara. The legendary desert.

She hoped that Quirk wasn’t too disappointed with Casablanca. The city was far more modern than in the film. Its downtown was filled with skyscrapers and jumbotrons that would put Tokyo to shame. Luckily, they were headed to Alfa, the older section of the city, with its more classic, whitewashed low buildings and cobblestone streets.

They were even flying into the airport that Bogey supposedly stood on, although most film historians insisted they filmed that scene at the Burbank airport. Looking over at the sense of wonder on Quirk’s face, she wasn’t going to burst his bubble.

Palm trees dotted the horizon. The weather on the coast was very Mediterranean, like Greece or Italy. Balmy, sunny, and warm. As a matter of fact, from the sky you couldn’t tell if this were Crete or Naples.

Pilot brought them down smoothly despite the crosswinds. Their landing was picture perfect, with barely even a jangle as the tires hit the tarmac and they glided to a stop. Even sick the guy was a pro.

Quirk was out of his seat and opening the hatch before they even pulled up to their hangar. He pushed out the stairs, then trotted down them. Reaching the bottom, he got down on his knees and kissed the ground.

Yes, they were in Casablanca.

A call to prayer sounded from the loudspeakers. This country being 98 percent Muslim, they took their prayers to heart. The rest of the group took a more subtle approach to exiting the plane. When Pilot descended the stairs, Quirk grabbed him around the neck and pulled him in for a long kiss, despite his contagion. They were already exposed, so what did it matter?

Finally, when he came up for air, Quirk said, “I don’t care if you’d likely get killed, I’d never let you get on that plane to Lisbon.”

“I’d never want to,” Pilot answered, actually stringing more than two words together. The couple kissed again.

Would Ronnie and Zach ever get to that sloppy love point? Even now, she felt tentative about reaching out and holding Zach’s hand. He too seemed not to know what to do with his hands. Finally, he put a palm on her back and led her toward the limo that waited at the side of the hangar.

“Yeah,” Quirk said. “Don’t worry. We’ll get all the equipment.”

Ronnie liked the sound of that.

* * *

They really should have headed straight for the museum that held the Islamic novelist’s first manuscript—however, even Zach couldn’t deny Quirk this indulgence. Besides, Pilot was driving, and there was no way he could say no to his boyfriend.

Despite the modern improvements to the city, this older section felt like the movie. There was an exotic air to it all. They had passed at least three open-air markets, with their colorful tents. Another one was just ahead.

Monkeys, real monkeys, jumped from stall to stall, chattering as they went. The proprietors of the tents were as varied as the wares they sold. Traditional garb from all around the globe was worn. Given all of the Arab influences of the city, it was easy to forget Morocco was actually the northernmost African nation.

You could see that in the bazaar, though. Bright orange from the Congo and deep blues from South Africa. Maybe while Quirk indulged his fantasy, Zach could go stroll the markets. They seemed far more representative of the real Casablanca.

They pulled up to the curb. Quirk sprang out of the car, running to the door. The sign above it flickered, “Rick’s Café Americain.”

Some local entrepreneur had figured out what American tourists, guys like Quirk, wanted. They wanted the bar in the movie Casablanca. Supposedly, it was an exact replica of the film.

Quirk didn’t seem to care that this place had only been built ten years ago, or that Bogey had never entered its doors, as he raced into the nightclub.

Zach exited the car at a grown-up speed and followed Ronnie into the café. Even he was impressed, though. The palette was in a spectrum of grays and blacks. He had to blink several times to make sure he wasn’t seeing a scene from the original black-and-white film. How had they done that? Matched the hue exactly?

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” Quirk said when “As Time Goes By” started playing. Zach turned to find a man, looking like Sam’s doppelganger, playing the piano. Quirk ran up, put his elbow on the piano, then cupped his hands to hold his chin. He hummed along to the song.

Zach felt horribly underdressed. Most other people were in black or gray clothes and dressed for a night out. Gowns and tuxes were the norm.

“I’m sorry,” a waiter said in a thick French accent as he rushed up. “But you must meet the dress code.”

So these people didn’t just happen to be in here wearing silk dresses and starched jackets. Zach looked to the sign the waiter was pointing at, which clearly stated they must be in 1940s attire with no color.

“The Madame must be in a dress, and you all must be in suits,” the waiter added.

“But we don’t have anything like that,” Ronnie said.

The waiter swept his hand to the back of the bar. “We have a small boutique and dressing rooms for those true Casablanca believers.”

“Can we, can we, can we?” Quirk asked, his fingers laced together in prayer.

Ronnie looked to Zach. “You can count me out. I’m heading to the market in my jeans, thank you very much,” he said.

She then looked to Quirk, who could not look more pathetic. “Alright, fine, but it comes out of your operational budget.”

“Anything!” Quirk said, jumping up and down.

With that settled, Zach gave Ronnie’s arm a quick squeeze. “I’ll be out for about an hour, then come collect you?”

“Please, no more than forty-five minutes,” Ronnie said. “I don’t think I can take more than that of Bogey trivia.”

“Forty-five it is,” Zach said and kissed her on the cheek.

He was sure Quirk would have planted a lip-lock on Pilot, but that just wasn’t his style.

 


CHAPTER 12

Ronnie couldn’t help but chuckle at Quirk as he read the menu aloud. He was now dressed in a black three-piece suit which, despite being bought off the hanger, still fit him perfectly. His dark hair was slicked back. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a Mad Men episode.

Her dress, on the other hand, didn’t fit quite right. Her bosoms didn’t fill out the material reserved for them, so she was a bit dodgy around that area, and then of course there wasn’t quite enough material around her hips, so she was stretching a few seams. 

Pilot, on the other hand, was stretching all of his seams. There weren’t any clothes large enough to really fit the burly man, so he had gotten away with a gray shirt, black ascot, and, as long as he promised to stay seated, his jeans. Which Pilot was more than happy to agree with.

The café really had gone all out to keep to the authenticity of the movie. They had a Bogey lookalike at the bar. A fake Ingrid would walk through now and again.

“Chicken-fried steak?” Quirk gushed. “And homemade meatloaf?”

“What happened to your vegan macrobiotic diet?” Ronnie asked with a smile.

“Please, this is Casablanca, and Rick’s café. I’m going for it,” Quirk said.

Ronnie hate to tell him, but those were Moroccan cooks back there. Would they really serve 50s-style food? She could only hope they were as loyal to the flavor profiles as they were the décor.

A tuxedoed waiter came over. “What may I get you?”

“Did you know that the studio was worried that Bogey couldn’t pull off a romantic role?” Quirk asked.

“Yes,” the waiter stated. “Yes, I did.”

Ronnie was sure the man was tired of hearing Casablanca trivia. She was sure that every Team Bogey visitor tried to stump him.

Quirk rose to the challenge, though. “What is the name of Rick’s doorman?”

The waiter rolled his eyes. “Abdul. You got anything better?”

“What country is the bartender, Sascha, from?” Quirk asked.

“Russia,” The waiter said with a sigh. “And Bogey had false teeth and Ingrid complained he had bad breath. Would you like to order anything?”

“How long was Laszlo in the concentration camp” Quirk asked.

“A year. Seriously. No appetizers?”

Quirk banged his fist on the table. “Oh no, not until I get you.”

Ronnie was just grateful it wasn’t her in the hot seat.

“To which Free French garrison did Renault suggest Rick go?”

For once, the waiter didn’t just clip off the answer. The man frowned.

“What?” Quirk challenged. “You’re from Morocco and can’t tell me the nearest Free French garrison in World War Two?” Quirk snorted, shaking his head. 

“Oran?” The waiter queried.

“Ha! Oran? Are you kidding me?”

“Rabat?”

“Seriously, they said the wait staff were Casablanca experts.”

The waiter finally shook his head. 

“Brazzaville,” Quirk stated with about as much arrogance as you would think he would. “Seriously I should work here. Wait,” he said, getting all starry eyed. “I could work here.”

Ronnie put a hand over his. “Zach will be back in forty minutes, and I would like to actually eat before then.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Quirk said, looking at the menu again. “But how can I choose between chipped beef over white bread and tuna casserole?”

This was never going to end, so Ronnie looked to the waiter. “The table will have a shrimp cocktail and deviled egg platter. I’ll have the Caesar salad. Pilot, the quiet one, will have the Yankee pot roast and Mr. Gabby over there will have chicken à la King.”

The waiter nodded, clearly relieved to leave the table.

Then Quirk turned on her. “Okay, what was the ‘torturous road to freedom from France’?”

Ronnie sighed and looked to the door. Perhaps she should have gone with Zach to the marketplace.

* * *

Zach meandered down the rows of stalls. For once, he was in no rush, not running from bullets or RPGs. He had to say that the sensation, while foreign, felt pretty damned good.

One seller was hawking silk scarves. Another wanted Zach to buy some odd-looking meat on a skewer. Zach declined both. Instead, he soaked up the ambiance of the marketplace.

Despite everyone else thinking the lofty Louvre was the height of human achievement, Zach thought this marketplace actually was more representative of the human condition. This was mankind in a microcosm. There were at least half a dozen languages being spoken all around him. He let the foreign words flow over him. 

When he was younger, he almost joined the navy to see the world. Unlike Ronnie and Quirk, Zach actually liked people. He liked learning about new cultures. In the end, he had gotten into Quantico, which pretty much sealed his fate. 

What an odd turn that he was finally getting to see the world. Usually just before it blew up, of course, but still it was nice to finally have some stamps in his passport.

A lapis-blue tent beckoned him. The old woman behind the table flashed him a toothless grin. She was selling a variety of perfumes. If only Ronnie liked such things. The bottles looked hand blown.

He moved on to pass a booth with fireworks, another with all sorts of ramen, and yet another that offered camel rides. Yeah, he was definitely in Morocco.

Then a policeman, a member of La Direction Générale de la Sûreté Nationale, came out from one of the rows. He held a picture in his hand as he scanned the patrons.

Was that a picture of him? Ronnie? Quirk?

Zach took his first left turn, out of line of sight. So much for a casual outing. He scanned the booths. Luckily, this was an Arab country. He found a keffiyeh salesman just a few booths down. Zach purchased the traditional headscarf along with a veil. The man helped him secure both. 

Zach headed back for the café. It was time to get out of Dodge.

* * *

Quirk was in heaven. Just heaven. The chicken à la King was as creamy and delicious as it should have been. And the deviled eggs? Silky goodness. He’d skipped the shrimp cocktail. He avoided eating things that had body parts still attached like tails.

Ronnie finally seemed to be enjoying herself. She was wiping her plate with her piece of sourdough bread. 

Pilot elbowed him. His plate was already cleaned. As a matter of fact, you wouldn’t know it was piled high with pot roast just a few minutes ago. Pilot took the ear bud out of his ear and put it into Quirk’s. He then rewound the tape of Alfonzo’s mic.

Zach burst into the café and headed to the table. The maître d’ tried to stop him. “Sir, we can’t have you—”

The FBI agent pushed past him. “Time to go.”

Quirk listened to the tape. Pilot was right. It was important info. “Zach’s right,” Quirk confirmed. “Mika just informed Alfonzo that they have sent a team to Morocco.”

“Who’s Mika?” Zach asked.

Zach and Ronnie hadn’t been listening to hours upon hours of debriefing. Quirk now felt like he knew the powers that be at the Hidden Hand personally.

“He’s the guy that took over the supreme commander gig when Alfonzo went missing.”

“I thought he was handling the vaccine plants and Alfonzo was on us?” Ronnie asked.

Glad to know someone was paying attention when he gave updates. “He is, but I think I’ve watched enough nighttime soaps to figure out Mika’s motivation. I think he kind of liked being the only cool kid on the block and now is trying to undercut Alfonzo, proving they don’t need his help.”

Zach urged them up. “We’ll figure out their motivations once we are out of here.”

“But, dessert,” Quirk whined. He really wanted a piece of that Jell-O mold.

“Now,” Zach bellowed. Ronnie, of course, followed her boy toy. Quirk had no other option but to follow. He took one more bite of the chicken. All dreams had to come to an end, he guessed.

“But how did they track us?” Ronnie asked.

“Does it matter?” Zach asked.

A device jangled in Quirk’s pocket. What in the hell was that? He pulled it out to find the screen flashing. It was the smartphone associated with Alfonzo’s tracking device that he had thrown in the trash in Paris.

Somehow, the button video camera had been activated. Quirk entered in the password to find Alfonzo streaming video. Quirk remembered that Alfonzo had ordered some men to go retrieve the gear. He had assumed that Alfonzo just wanted the tech for his engineers to copy. 

But lo and behold, Alfonzo was using it. The man’s face filled the phone’s screen. “They know you’re in Morocco. Mika’s sent a ten-man team with two support helicopters coming in from Algeria. They should be there within the hour.”

Quirk stared at the screen, his feet halting. Had that really just happened? Alfonzo did not know they had audio surveillance on him. He had, of his own accord, just tipped them off to an attack. 

“Quirk!” Zach barked. “No more whining.”

Okay, that stung, but perhaps it was accurate. “No, guys,” Quirk said. “Alfonzo just warned us of the attack.”

“Why would he do that?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk shrugged, but Zach spoke up. “He could be trying to undermine Mika, as well. If we get away, it proves to upper management that they need Alfonzo.”

Well, well, Zach appeared to have watched some nighttime soap operas himself. 

“Whichever, it is confirmed—they’re coming. But it looks like we have about an hour.”

“Then let’s make the most of it,” Zach said, opening the café’s door. 

Quirk turned back to the piano man. “Play it again, Sam!”

He couldn’t resist. He just had to say it. 

As the notes played on the ivories, they exited out into the street, which was in modern Kodachrome colors. Far too garish for Quirk’s taste. Was it too much to live in a faux-forties world forever?

Pilot trotted ahead to get the car. 

Guess not, then.

* * *

Ronnie chewed her lower lip as they drove up to the Villa de Arts. It was usually a contemporary Moroccan art museum. It sat right between the bustling Maârif quarter and the calmer Arab League Park.

It was an interesting juxtaposition, just as the museum was, itself. For this month, it was hosting a literary antiquities exhibit featuring Ayyad ben Moussa’s work.

The group piled out of the car to find the courtyard a checkerboard pattern of stone lined by palm trees. Each stone had a water geyser in the center of the tan block. The ones along the center were larger, shooting water up a good ten feet, while the smaller, outer geysers kept time with a shorter water column. The water splashed on the stone, tinkling in the light breeze.

The museum’s two–story face was a stark white, almost colonial façade. The steps up to the front door, however, were a coal black. Again, an interesting juxtaposition. A modern art museum with a conquering army’s architecture. How strange.

They mounted the stairs and arrived at he door. It opened easily. Zach paid the small fee for entrance. Long scrolls of Islamic calligraphy greeted them. Since the Islamic religion forbade idolatry, the sole way devotees could express their affections was through the written word. 

Other, more modern, paintings of Morocco filled another wall. A cubist interpretation of the museum itself hung on the far wall. There was little security here. Why shouldn’t there be? All the works here were considered “minor” by the world’s standards, each of the pieces fetching less than ten thousand each. Not enough to invest ten times that in a high-tech security system. 

Which worked for them. The ancient writings were off the main corridor in a smaller gallery. They waited as a few patrons wandered out of the exhibit and back into the main hall.

They each knew the drill. Zach picked up the parchment and Quirk set it alight. Bright gold symbols floated in the air before them. Quirk recorded everything. 

They were turning to leave when Ronnie heard the distinct sound of helicopter blades. Alfonzo had mentioned helicopters in his report.

Everyone poured out of the museum to see what all the fuss was about. Pilot brought the helicopter right above the gushing stones.

“We were going to meet at the airport!” Quirk yelled above the rotors.

“Not with them on our tail,” Pilot shouted back, nodding to the east. Three large helicopters hurtled their way.

Ronnie didn’t argue as she sloshed through the unique fountain and hauled herself into the helicopter. Zach and Quirk followed suit, and then they were off, skimming over Casablanca.

They were in the older section of the city, so many of the buildings were only one or two stories high. Then they passed over the red-, orange-, and green-festooned marketplace.

“Rick’s café!” Quirk shouted as they passed by the club.

Then they were heading south, out into the desert. Ronnie wasn’t sure what Pilot’s ultimate plan was, but getting out of the populated areas was obviously his first priority.

* * *

Zach planted his feet, bracing against the door as he aimed out of the helicopter. The white Saharan sand passed under them. Each dune was like its own snowflake, having its own set of ridges and valleys.

But the choppers were of more concern to Zach. The three Black Hawks chasing them were catching up. Pilot had stolen a Moroccan Army helicopter. The only problem? It was an older KG-3 Russian one. Those Black Hawks would overtake them in a few minutes.

Or, they would have, if Zach didn’t have their EM pulse rifle in his hands. The helicopters were spread out over the horizon. He couldn’t get them all with one shot.

“I have twenty shots, right?” Zach asked over the roar of the helicopter.

Quirk nodded.

And only three helicopters? It almost seemed like shooting fish in a barrel. It was the Hidden Hand, though, after all, so he kept the ‘almost’ in there.

He raised the rifle, aimed, and pulled the trigger. There was a tiny kick, less than a thirty-eight special.

Zach watched. Normally, the effect was immediate. Usually, the chopper started wobbling uncontrollably, then circled, then crashed. None of the helicopters did any such thing.

“Pull the trigger!” Quirk yelled. 

“I did!” Zach said. “Are you sure it fired?”

Quirk checked his laptop. “Yes, one pulse was fired.”

Yet there those helicopters still were, flying right toward them.  Zach fired again, an equal failure.

“What’s happening?”

Ronnie frowned. “They must be EM shielded. They’ve learned.”

Zach set down the rifle and picked up the mini muon gun. “Let’s see how this works.” He liked this version better. It auto-calibrated to the object you were firing out. No more rushed mental calculation on how far away the enemy was.

Zach aimed and fired again. Why were the helicopters still flying? The muon gun was a very specific weapon—maybe the auto-aim was off. “Quirk?”

“No,” he said. “The calculations were correct. Their electrons should have been displaced.”

“Unless…” Ronnie said then her voice drifted off.

“Unless what?” Zach asked, firing again with equally lame results.

“Unless they have an ionizer on board,” Ronnie said. “The protons it generates would absorb the muons preferentially.”

Quirk nodded. “Yes, that was our defense against the weapon.”

“Great, so they are EM- and muon-shielded?” Zach asked as the lead helicopter started firing on them. He had to grab hold of the door’s handle to keep himself from falling out as Pilot banked and swerved.

“Yes,” Ronnie said. “Quirk, go up to the gun seat and cover us.”

“What else do you have in that pile?” Zach asked, indicating to the bags and bags of equipment they still had.

“Well, we don’t have the time or space to set up the hypergravity magnets. And the cyanide laser would take too long to warm up.”

The helicopter took several bullets. One punched a hole in the side, zinging past Zach’s ear.

“What do we have for right now and right here?”

Ronnie frowned again as she pulled out a large object. “This is so beta, it really should be called a theta test unit.”

Zach groaned. Beta tests seldom went well with them, but a theta? This didn’t sound good, but what other choice did they have? No matter how good Pilot was, he wasn’t going to get them away from three better-equipped helicopters.

“It’s a HPM blackout microwave weapon,” Ronnie said.

Quirk popped his head out from the gun station. “Not the microwave.”

Ronnie nodded as a few bullets pinged off the rotors and one shattered the windshield. “We’ve got to try it.”

Zach took the weapon, which looked more like a flamethrower. And damn, it was heavy. “Anything I should know?”

“It’s got quite a kick, so be prepared.”

Zach braced the weapon on his shoulder and aimed it at the lead enemy helicopter. Ronnie hadn’t been kidding about the kick. After firing, he was thrust back and crashed into Ronnie and the seats. He was embarrassed to find that his shot had gone wide. He watched as the sand became a ruddy red, then smoothed into glass. Those were some serious microwaves. 

“Image what it would do to popcorn,” Ronnie joked as she helped him up. “You’ve only got one more shot, so make it count.”

Dusting himself off, Zach flexed his hand, wiping his palm on his jeans. He thought he’d been prepared the first time. This time, he braced against his hip and dug his toes into his shoes.

He shot, this time keeping himself upright and the weapon pointed in the right direction. All three helicopters’ metal glowed a brass color, then they all went off course as their pilots panicked.

“The frequency of this particular microwave superheats the dermis, making the skin feel like it is burning off. Non-lethal, but hurts like hell.”

That would explain why the choppers were way off course. One was still firing, though, and a spat of bullets came at them. Zach shoved Ronnie down, landing on top of her.

The other chopper then veered right into another Black Hawk and the two helicopters exploded in a huge fireball.

That was lethal.

The third chopper was equally off course, hurling toward them sideways.

“Pilot!” Zach shouted. “Get us out of here!”

The man tried, he really did. He banked them nearly horizontal, their blades kicking up sand. The view was obscured, so Zach couldn’t see the other chopper until it hit them from the side, its blades poking in through the door. They swept overhead, then ground against the doorframe.

He tucked Ronnie’s head into his shoulder as they fell from the sky.

* * *

Ronnie held onto Zach as if her life depended on it, probably because it did. Their chopper spun as Pilot tried to correct their course, but they went rotor-first into a large sand dune. Her head slammed into the bulkhead as Zach crashed into the jump seat. Somehow he still kept hold of her, though.

Metal screeched as the blades bent from the impact, then it was silent. Too silent. The only sound was the trickle of sand into the hold. Ears ringing, Ronnie rose. She was intact. The chopper was intact, pretty much. The struts were bent and the door was off its hinges.

“For a helicopter crash,” Zach said, “not too bad.”

“Speak for yourself,” Quirk commented as he came out of the gun seat, blood streaming from a scalp wound. He pushed his shirt against the wound.

Untangling herself from her equipment bag, anger fueled Ronnie’s muscles. This was it.

“They’re tracking us,” she said as her legs sunk up to her knees in sand. This was worse than Louisiana mud. It took all her effort to pull herself from the sand and find a firmer ridge.

The sunlight stung her eyes as it glistened off of the unnaturally white sand. And now that they didn’t have the wind, it was freaking hot. Sweat already dribbled down Ronnie’s back, which wasn’t exactly helping her mood any.

“That was no accident how they found us. They are tracking us.”

“But how?” Quirk asked. “We haven’t even been close to a Hidden Hand member. We chucked your clothes and swept you for bugs.”

Ronnie waved him off. “We both know there are way too many pulse transponders out there. Even a series of sweeps could miss them—look at Alfonzo.”

“You’re correct, but the problem is still when and where?” Quirk challenged. “Maybe during your fight with Bertha?”

Ronnie shook her head. “We were in contact for fleeting seconds, and if anything, it would have been a patch on my clothes, which are long gone.”

“No chance she injected you with something?” Zach asked.

“No,” Ronnie said, shaking her head again. “I’m sure of it.”

However, that got her thinking. Injections. “There was a whooping cough outbreak when I got there, so they vaccinated me.”

“Where?” Quirk asked.

Ronnie rolled up her sleeve. There was a small circular welt. Nothing large enough for a microchip, she’d been certain of it.

Quirk ran his finger over the area, then whistled. “They’re good.”

“What do you mean?” Ronnie said, craning her head to see what Quirk was talking about.

* * *

“It’s a bio-membrane,” Quirk said. “They are supposed to be only theoretical.”

“What the hell is a bio-membrane?” Zach asked. Clearly, he hadn’t been reading his advanced technology journal.

“It’s a membrane made of bio-identical products and is fueled like nerves are, by the conduction of ions across a semi-permeable membrane.”

Zach cocked his head, a frown on his face. “You do realize that didn’t explain anything to me.”

Ronnie jumped in. “Basically, it is an intermittent transponder that is fueled by the body’s own resources. If that’s what it is, then I am carrying the most high-tech locator ever.”

“Almost a shame to destroy it,” Quirk said, but Ronnie’s lips pressed down in a firm line. “Okay, okay.”

Quirk got out his lighted tweezers from his pack. He made the tiniest nick in Ronnie’s skin with the tip, then slid them under her skin, poking around for the edge of the membrane.

“Where’s he going?” Zach asked, indicating to Pilot, who was walking off into the desert.

“He’ll be back,” Quirk said. Pilot always came back. That’s why he was the best pilot in the world.

“I believe you,” Zach said, “But where is he going?”

“I’m sure he saw some mode of transportation on the way over here.”

“Um,” Ronnie said, her voice tinged in pain. “You are groping around under my skin for a reason?”

Oh yeah. The membrane. Quirk refocused on his task. Probing as gently as he could, he searched for the transponder. Finally, the tip of his tweezers hit something stiffer than normal tissue. Luckily, he could pluck his eyebrows in the dark. He maneuvered the tweezers and grabbed the object. He pulled out a thin, disc-shaped object. Now it was blood stained, but he could only guess when first injected it was translucent.

He held it up to the light. So thin. So unlike any other transmitter ever created. It was a work of art, really. Zach grabbed the thing from Quirk and crushed it between his fingers.

A tragedy, really.

Instead of being relieved or happy, Ronnie’s lips quivered, and she sat down hard. Tears welled.

“You guys should just go on without me,” she said, her voice shaky as those tears threatened. 

Quirk backed up, allowing Zach to come next to Ronnie. Quirk was quite happy to let the boyfriend handle this level-five meltdown.

* * *

Zach cupped Ronnie’s face. “What are you talking about?”

Tears streamed down her cheeks. “You guys were doing better without me,” she said. “Clearly, I am the epicenter of destruction.”

He stroked her hair back. “You are talking nonsense, Ronnie.”

“Am I?” she challenged, her lips quivering. “You two did fine without me for how long?”

Zach kissed her forehead. “No,” he said. As she tried to override him, he kissed her cheek. “No.” Then her chin. “No, no, no.” She looked up into his eyes. His thumb caressed her cheek. “No, that is crazy talk.”

“Look at all you developed while I was gone.”

“Only because we didn’t want to disappoint you,” Zach said. 

Quirk nodded. “We were constantly pushing ourselves so that you would be proud of us when you got out.”

“But the point is you don’t need me here, with you.”

Zach chuckled. For such a genius, Ronnie sure was dumb. “Hon, we can’t do this without you,” he said. “It turns out Quirk and I can’t stand each other.”

Quirk nodded his head vigorously. “Really don’t like each other.”

“But…”

Zach kissed her forehead again. “Sweetie, we weren’t even ready to rescue you, but we looked at each other and said, ‘there’s no way we can survive another three months without her.’”

“He’s such an uptight, hypocritical G-man,” Quirk said with a sigh.

Zach looked over his shoulder, “And he’s such a soft, drama queen reject.”

* * *

Ronnie wiped her cheek off with the back of her hand. “You guys aren’t just saying that to make me feel better?”

Zach smiled, his teeth shimmering in the desert light. “No, trust me, we really feel that way.”

“And I add something to the mix?” Ronnie asked, still not able to shake the feeling that she was the awkward third wheel here.

Zach squeezed her shoulder. “You add everything.”

“We kept getting stuck on projects,” Quirk added. “And we’d say… ‘What would Ronnie do?’ I even had rubber bracelets made.”

Ronnie sniffled. “You missed me, then?”

“I went to sleep each night staring at your image in the cell,” Zach said. “God, yes, we missed you.”

Ronnie allowed Zach to pull her into his embrace. All the pain, fear, and doubt from the last six months came out as she sobbed against his shoulder. It felt good to finally get it all out.

“You are our everything,” Zach said, indicating back to Quirk. “It is the only thing, and I mean the only thing we have in common.”

Ronnie laughed a little at that. They sure didn’t seem to have much else going for them. 

“He made me watch Nashville,” Zach said. “Nashville.”

“How?” Ronnie asked with a chuckle. It did seem impossible.

“You try getting the remote control away from that twerp,” Zach said. “Besides, there is something compelling about Rayna and Deacon’s relationship.”

“Ha!” Quirk said. “I told you that you’d like it.”

“How about Downton Abbey?” Ronnie asked.

“Oh no,” Zach said with an exaggerated shake of the head. “I’m saving myself for you for that.”

“Loser,” Zach said over her to Quirk.

“Bully,” Quirk responded. 

“Okay, okay,” Ronnie said. “I think you’ve proved your point. 

Ronnie hugged Zach. It was good to have the band back together.

 


CHAPTER 13

Amanda walked the hallway, anxious. Nothing had happened for hours. Which made her nervous. The Hidden Hand, even after being handed their asses like that, weren’t going to just give up.  

“There’s something wrong,” Amanda said to Devlin, who had insisted on pacing with her.

“It’s an operational delay,” Devlin said. “Even the Hidden Hand has to take time to regroup and gather their forces.”

“Which means they’re going to hit us even harder next time?” Amanda asked.

“Yes,” Devlin answered plainly. 

Amanda only nodded. Once flushed from Plum Island, she should have assumed this would have been her life.

Dr. Clifton sprang from a doorway. “Did I just hear you right?”

“About?” Devlin asked coolly.

“That we are going to be attacked? My eardrums are still ringing from the last attack.”

“We and the army are doing everything we can to keep this facility safe,” Devlin explained, pointing out to the hundreds of troops surrounding the vaccine plant. 

“And look how much good they did the last time,” Clifton said. 

There, Amanda couldn’t argue with the man.

“The army has outfitted all the men with soundproof earphones,” Devlin explained.

“They aren’t stupid enough to come at us with the same weapon. So what are they coming at us with next?” Clifton demanded.

“I don’t know,” Devlin admitted, “but what I do know is that you should try not to worry and go back to your job.”

“But my job is done,” Clifton insisted. “My specialty is adjuvant. I’m done. It’s good.”

Devlin looked to Amanda. She nodded. Clifton really didn’t add anything to the project anymore.

“Sure, go,” Devlin said. “I’m not holding you here, but just know they probably have a satellite feed on us, so if you go, they will track you to your house, kidnap you, and torture you for information on our setup inside here.”

Clifton’s face blanched. “But… but… You’ll provide protection, though, right?”

“That would be a ‘no,’” Devlin said. “Our priority is the vaccine.” Devlin brightened. “So, do you want me to tell the guards to let you through?”

The doctor frowned, looking to and fro down the hallway. “No, no, I think I’ll stick it out here.”

“Glad to have you join us,” Devlin said with a smile as the man went into his office.

Amanda waited until they were far enough away from the doctor’s office. “That was just a little cruel.”

“But tell me he didn’t deserve it?”

Amanda chuckled. A light moment after so much darkness.

Shattering the moment, Jen came running up, signing away.

“Slow down,” Amada said. “Text it to me.”

Jen could barely slow her fingers to concentrate on the fine motor skills she needed to text.

Amanda read the resulting message. “‘Tanks stolen from Fort Totten.’ Tanks?”

Jennifer nodded robustly. She texted again.

“Along with air-to-sky missile launchers.”

Devlin got his phone out and dialed. He walked off a few steps, but Amanda could tell he was chewing someone out. Jennifer was not the first person who should have gotten this news.

Jennifer signed, “What are we going to do?”

Amanda sighed. “What we always do. Wait and pray.”

* * *

Quirk sat on the sand dune, watching the horizon in the direction that Pilot had left. It had been hours. Everyone but him was getting antsy. After Ronnie’s Carrie-level meltdown, things had quieted down, but now Zach was pacing and Ronnie was frowning. Her laptop battery was almost drained.

Heaven forbid.

Plus the fear that the Hidden Hand would send a second wave was beginning to become a real possibility, but Quirk believed in Pilot. The man hadn’t let him down yet.

Then a shimmer on the horizon. There was Pilot, leading four camels.

“Camels?” Ronnie asked the air.

“Yes, and you are going to like them,” Quirk snapped back. He didn’t want Pilot to think them ungrateful. After all, he’d gotten up from his sickbed to fly them here, and now, to hike out into the desert? The man was a saint.

“Camels?” Zach echoed. “Seriously, camels?”

“This is the Sahara,” Quirk pointed out. “What did you expect? Pack mules?”

“I don’t know,” Zach retorted. “A car or truck, or anything but a camel?”

If Ronnie couldn’t see how insufferable her boyfriend was before and how ill-suited he and Zach and were to form a team, now should be the time.

“Alright,” Ronnie said, stepping in between them—as it should be. “I get it, Zach. Not exactly either of our choice, but Quirk is right. We can’t look a gift horse, or camel, in the mouth.”

Zach crossed his arms but backed down, even putting on a smile and uttering a “thanks” as Pilot approached.

Quirk had forgotten how stinky camels were. And loud. Their chewing alone filled the air. And their saliva? Dripping from their lips. But he had to remind himself how very proud of Pilot he was.

If camels were what he could get, Quirk was going to like it.

He took the proffered reins and gave Pilot a peck on the cheek. “You’re my man.”

Pilot grunted, then shockingly replied, “Tell me that after riding one of these for an hour.”

Oh, why did Quirk think he wasn’t going to like that?

* * *

Ronnie didn’t get carsick. Camel-sick, however? That she got. The camel’s gait wasn’t choppy, it was “rolling” somehow—the camel’s gait made it seem like Ronnie was perpetually going to fall off this camel roller coaster.

She gripped the edge of the “saddle” and prayed this would all end soon. She glanced over to Zach, who seemed a bit green around the gills. 

“How are you doing?” she asked Zach.

“Got any Dramamine on you?” he retorted.

Dear gawd, how she wished that she did. 

Zach nodded to Quirk. “What’s up with you?”

Her assistant was the only one smiling. 

“What?” he said. “This is fun!” Off of Zach’s frown, Quirk continued. “Guess I was just born for it, what with my natural hip flexibility.”

Zach sighed, “At least we didn’t have to hear about the exercises he did to get that way.”

Ronnie knew what the FBI agent meant. For such a skinny little whelp, Quirk was devoted to exercise. He was lean by choice. He didn’t like to bulk up, otherwise how could he fit into that entire collection of skinny jeans?

“Jealousy is not a pretty color on you,” Quirk said, kicking his camel to go faster.

Even Pilot looked a little queasy at going much faster.

Finally, on the shimmering horizon, tents appeared. Bedouins? The tents were brightly colored. Some red, others blue, yet others an emerald green.

Quirk nodded to the women walking up with their children on their shoulders. “Pilot said it is the Bani Kinanah,” he reported. “They draw their lineage down from Adam.”

Zach raised an eyebrow. “Adam, as in the Bible, Adam?”

“That would be the one.”

Behind the women, men rode out on horses, their swords and guns in full view as goats scattered before them.

“Is everything okay?” Ronnie asked.

“I think so,” Quirk answered, although he did not sound at all certain.

Pilot goaded his camel out in front to meet the men. He spoke rapidly in Arabic and they replied in a guttural fashion. They didn’t seem all that thrilled with his answers.

Pilot turned and recited, “They are against their brother, my brothers and I are against my cousins, then my cousins and I are against the strangers.”

Ronnie gulped as the leader of the tribe laid his sword across his lap. Funny, though, the thought that rose to her mind was, why didn’t they get the horses?

“That didn’t sound very welcoming,” Zach said.

Pilot pulled out a stack of American cash from his coat and tossed it to the leader. He flipped through the bills then smiled, spurring his horse, whirling around and heading back to the tents.

“Apparently, cash trumps nationalism,” Quirk said as he urged his camel forward. 

Children ran around them, hooting and shouting. A little girl in a pink dress patted Ronnie’s camel, rubbing her face in its fur. Apparently, she had far greater fondness for the beast than Ronnie.

Boys in white kaftans hit the camels on their rumps to get them to move faster. One turned and spat at the boy. The kid must have been used to that behavior, as he dodged, missing the huge lump of spit coming his way.

Not that she wasn’t appreciative that she didn’t have to walk her way out of the desert, but Ronnie was never more glad for her feet to hit the ground than she was today.

Her legs nearly buckled under her as the sand shifted underfoot. Zach kind of staggered over to her, clutching to her as much as she was clutching to him to stay upright. Quirk, of course, just sauntered over.

“Seriously,” Quirk snorted. “You are the world’s saviors?” Please.”

He then walked past them into the large tent.

Pilot, walking a little stilted himself, headed off into the desert again. Hopefully, to obtain a slightly more modern from of transportation.

All of her internal complaining stopped, however, as Ronnie entered the tent. First off it was nice and shaded, cutting off the harsh sun. Second, it was twenty degrees cooler in here. Third, there were nice thick Persian rugs that kept the sand from shifting under her feet.

Young children played around the central fire as their mothers worked on all types of tasks. Some cooked. Some sewed fabric. Others worked on leather harnesses. Their eyes flickered up from their jobs, then they went back to work. Apparently, word that they meant no harm had passed through the tribe.

A teenage girl urged them to sit down and handed them each a gourd of water. Ronnie sucked it down. There was a hint of lime.

Another boy offered them a plate of stew. Ronnie looked to Quirk, who scrunched up his nose. “No thank you,” he said, urging the boy away.

“What’s wrong?”

“If I’m not mistaken,” Quirk said. “That’s camel stew.”

“What does it taste like?” Zach asked.

“Not chicken, that’s for sure,” Quirk said.

The three of them declined the offer of lunch.

“How long do you think Pilot will be gone?”

Quirk shrugged. “Supposedly, one of the elders has a small plane.”

Ronnie was so relieved. She couldn’t ride a camel all the way back to Casablanca. Hell, she couldn’t ride one for another mile.

The smile on Zach’s face told her he felt the same way.

* * *

Zach chewed on a piece of pita bread. Apparently, it was the only item on the menu that didn’t have camel this or that. Beyond the stew, they also had camel milk, yogurt, and cheese. Everything looked normal, except each item had a pungent smell to it. Normally, Zach would have thrown caution to the wind and tried some, but honestly his stomach was still a bit wobbly from the camel ride.

Ronnie drank more water, licking her lips. It was hard to imagine that she had been in prison yesterday. After months of incarceration, all of the activity must have been a shock to her body. The hacker still looked a little peaked. 

Cheers went up from outside and a gang of boys ran into the tent, urging them to come outside. Pilot must have gotten back, but Zach couldn’t hear the roar of an engine. All he could hear was a loud clack, clack, clack.

Once outside, Zach squinted against the harsh sun. He couldn’t clearly make out the vehicle coming at them. 

“Oh no,” Ronnie sighed next to him.

That couldn’t be good. He put his hand up to block the glare and could not believe what lay before him. Zach blinked twice to make sure it wasn’t a mirage. But nope, here came an aircraft with its wings flapping away as Pilot pedaled a bike looking apparatus. He was barely skimming over the sand, but he was making pretty good speed.

“Well, at least if we crash, we won’t have far to go,” Ronnie joked—only it wasn’t really a joke, it was a fact to Zach.

“No,” he said in answer to no one’s question.

“Where did he get it?” Ronnie asked.

“From one of the Bedouin elders,” Quirk answered. “For a whopping thirty seven bucks, of course, it’s just a rental.”

Of course, Zach snorted. This wasn’t happening.

“But where did he get it?” Ronnie prodded.

“An MIT student came out to test it. There’s a hundred-thousand-dollar grant award to the first person to make a functional two-seater human-powered aircraft,” Quirk explained. “Teams from around the world come out here because of the tremendous updrafts that arise from the desert.”

“Okay…” Ronnie answered. “But how did the elder get ahold of this one?”

“Oh,” Quirk said. Clearly, Pilot had told the kid a lot more than he let on earlier. “The student couldn’t get it to work, so rather than pay to ship the thing back, he gave the aircraft to the elder in thanks for his hospitality. Eventually, the elder tinkered with it until he got it to work.”

“So we are about to get onto an MIT-reject plane that the toothless guy over there ‘fixed up?’” Zach demanded.

Quirk just smiled. “Yes. Apparently Mr. Abdul Macheki Bahhanii finds it easier to fly than ride his camel, so there’s that.”

Zach tried to wrap his head around the situation. “But it’s just a two-seater.”

Quirk shrugged. “Guess there will be a little lap sitting. No problem for you guys, after all that lovey-dovey stuff back there.”

However, that meant that Zach was going to have to cycle for two, again. Wasn’t it bad enough he’d solo hand-cranked the submarine? Guess not.

“For such a hero type,” Quirk said, “you sure do whine a lot.”

Ronnie stepped in between them before Zach could answer with his fist. “He’s just goading you,” Ronnie said. “And only because Pilot is close enough to step in if he pisses you off too much. Let it go,” Ronnie asked as he tried to get past her.  “Please.”

Zach put his hands up in defeat. She was right. This was Quirk’s thing. Find out how to bug you the most.

Ronnie took his hand and urged him to the “plane.” “Let’s get this over with.”

Zach climbed into the apparatus that it looked like the Wright Brothers had built, then rejected. He got settled into the seat, his feet in the pedal loops, and patted his thighs. Ronnie climbed in and on top of him.

Okay, maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad, after all.

* * *

Alfonzo walked down the lonely hospital wing all by himself. They had moved his father to the Hidden Hand’s headquarters. He should die in a place he loved, rather than in a foreign country’s hospice ward.

Looking out the window, Alfonzo appreciated the lake’s calm waters. They were like a mirror, reflecting the surrounding mountains. The Hidden Hand had done well to pick this castle, of all castles, for its headquarters.

He’d spent months blocking this image from his mind. Had he allowed this picturesque setting to enter his mind, Quirk could have easily backtracked the castle’s location.

Instead, he had filled his mind with post-apocalyptic scenes. Fortunately, he had watched enough Road Warrior to project that image accurately.

Even though he had not given away the headquarters after all that time, his heart was heavy. He’d warned Quirk of the strike attack. He had acted against the Hidden Hand’s interests. Certainly it was best if Mika was not the one to bring in Ronnie and company, but Alfonzo had to admit to himself that he would have warned Quirk whether or not it had benefitted him directly.

That was the one thing that neural net had taught Alfonzo. He could now tell the difference between a genuine feeling or impulse versus one that had been taught to him. It was uncomfortable to realize that many of his goals and morals were not his own.

There was only one person in the world who could help him through this crisis of faith. His father. The man that had steered the Hidden Hand to this moment. He could help Alfonzo navigate this new world of confused priorities.

Stepping into his father’s room, he was stunned at how much worse his father looked. How could he have faltered so quickly in such a short amount of time? Alfonzo had hoped that his return would buoy his father. But the dozen or so machines, blinking and beeping, belied that hope.

Alfonzo pulled a chair up to his father’s bed. He stroked his father’s bald head. There wasn’t even a dusting of fuzz atop his head. The old man didn’t even have eyebrows anymore. Not after all the rounds of chemo. 

“Father,” Alfonzo anguished. How could such a great man be brought so low?

Alfonzo felt a squeeze to his other hand. His father was still cognizant. “Father, you must pull through. We need you. I need you.”

A wan smile crossed his father’s lips. They fluttered, but Alfonzo could not hear what he said.

“I’m sorry, father. You must speak up.”

His father took in a shuddering breath, then spoke again. This time Alfonzo, bent over the bed, could hear. “Follow your heart,” he said, then his chest collapsed back down and his father had to take several breaths to catch up. One of the alarms sounded, signaling his blood oxygen was too low. Alfonzo reached out and overrode the alarm. He didn’t want the nurses coming. Not during this intimate moment with his father.

Especially since those words made no sense, especially not coming from his father. He had spearheaded the black pox program. He had drawn up the post-pandemic plans that called for serfdom and a medieval social structure. His father did not utter words like “follow your heart.”

Perhaps Mika was right. He had intimated that Alfonzo’s father had lost his steel. Shortly after the chemo began, it was reported that Alfonzo’s father had started acting and talking strangely. 

It was termed “chemo brain,” where all the chemicals coursing through the body affected brain chemistry and people could act contrary to their normal nature.

Is this what had happened?

“Father, you do not know what I have done,” he confessed.

Again a squeeze to his hand and the muttered words, “Follow your heart.’’

Oh, to see his father fall so far.

But what excuse did Alfonzo have? He hadn’t just faded off as his father had. He had actively betrayed his brethren. 

“Rest, father. I will be back soon.”

From the blue cast to his father’s lips, Alfonzo feared that his father might not be there when he got back.

* * *

Okay, this whole lap-sitting while your boyfriend was pedaling turned out not to be quite as sexy as it had sounded. As a matter of fact, she’d taken more knees to the groin than she cared to mention. After landing on the sand a few too many times, they had all realized that the boys had to pedal as hard as they could to get them airborne.

Which meant that Ronnie was now braced on the struts, keeping her body weight off of Zach’s legs. Which pushed her chest into his face, which again, wasn’t sexy at all. The guy was huffing and puffing, his cheeks red, with a permanent frown on his lips.

At the least the airport was coming into view. Zach ground his teeth as he pushed harder and faster. They had come to within a few inches of the ground again.

“You can do it, my man,” Quirk encouraged up front. Pilot was also steering the “plane.” “I know you can.”

Ronnie had tried the cheerleader role, but Zach just glared at her as his cheeks puffed in and out, so she’d gone silent. Let him pedal in peace.

Pilot, though, responded really well to encouragement, and soon they were nearly ten feet off the ground, about the highest they had accomplished so far. They sailed into the outer runways.

Zach let up and they sank in the air. Pilot kept pedaling, but slowed. They landed with a single bounce, then rolled the rest of the way down the runway. Heads turned as they passed workers. Clearly, they weren’t used to a human-powered aircraft landing at Casablanca International Airport.

Soon a golf cart zipped across the tarmac, heading straight for them. 

“Apparently, we aren’t following protocol,” Quirk said with an animated look of concern on his face.

“I’ll take getting arrested right about now,” Zach said.

However, when the officials did reach them, it turned out a nice stack of cash made them far more tolerant of the inconvenience of their little arrival. As a matter of fact, they offered to give them a ride to the hanger.

Zach sat next to her on the hard plastic seat as the electric engine revved up. “This is a normal plane, right? Powered by jet fuel, right?” he demanded. 

“Yes,” Quirk said with a roll of his eyes. “But we need to know where to go.”

Ronnie looked down at her computer. It was on its last legs, but she had held back enough to allow it to run the Leonardo calculations in the background. The screen flickered, then died. Had she had enough time to see the results?

“Well?” Quirk demanded.

“Italy,” Ronnie said. “We need to head to Italy.”

“Great, but that boot is kind of big. What part of Italy?” Quirk asked.

 Ronnie fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “Rome.”

“Why?” Zach asked. If she was being this hesitant, none of them were going to like the answer.

“Leonardo suggests that Michelangelo holds the key.”

“Michelangelo?” Zach repeated. “The Michelangelo?”

Ronnie nodded, but wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“Which piece of work?” Zach asked fearing what she might answer.

“Is it David? Please, don’t let it be David,” Quirk said, referring to the famous nude statue.

Ronnie shook her head. “It isn’t any statue.”

That was a relief—or was it?

“Then what?”

Ronnie looked up, biting her lower lip. “The Sistine Chapel.”

Zach couldn't help but laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

The Sistine Chapel and the seminal painting of God reaching down to Adam was perhaps the most invaluable piece of art in the world. And they were going to burn it?

From the look on Ronnie’s face, that was exactly what they were going to do. 

“How? Why?” Zach asked.

“I mean, it makes sense,” Ronnie said. “Michelangelo and Leonardo knew one another. They were contemporaries.”

“Yes, but why the Sistine Chapel?”

“It was what Michelangelo was working on between 1508 and 1512, when Leonardo wrote that code.”

This was bad. Really bad. Like the worst. Like forget Christmas dinner, Zach would never be invited to his mother’s house again.

“But the upheaval this could cause. To attack the Vatican like that?”

“We aren’t attacking the Vatican, per se. We aren’t attacking its ideals, we are just burning a painting that was meant to be burnt, as we have done a hundred times over.”

“Is the world going to see it like that, though?” Zach questioned. “There could be riots, revenge attacks on the perceived Islamic pyrotechnics.”

“And would you rather everyone die of the black pox?” Ronnie shot back.

“No, of course, not,” Zach said. “There’s gotta be another way.”

“Then fill me in,” Ronnie retorted, “because I’ve got one location, and that is the Vatican.”

Zach dropped his head into his hands. He didn’t have any alternative and she knew it. They all knew it.

Which made it all the harder to accept.

 


CHAPTER 14

Quirk stood at the check-in counter of the Trianon Borgo Pio hotel. Besides being across the street from the Vatican, the Trianon boasted a nearly unheard-of perfect “30” Zagat rating. The highest available.

The dark-haired—nearly as dark as Quirk’s own chemically enhanced black hair—hostess came back and spoke English in a thick Italian accent. “Thank you for your patience. I have found a top floor suite for you and your guests.”

She smiled widely. Even Quirk was affected. He felt better just looking at her. That 30 was no mistake. Besides, he had waited for all of thirty seconds. They were nice and efficient around here. 

“For a one-night stay, that will be fifteen hundred American dollars.”

“Fifteen hundred?” Ronnie gulped.

How Quirk wished that his boss had let him just handle this. 

“Yes,” he said, elbowing her back. He didn’t want this dark-haired beauty to believe that they couldn’t afford it. “It really is an entire apartment,” he murmured, trying to get Ronnie to shut up.

Ronnie, however, did not seem impressed, as she whispered back, “for fifteen hundred bucks a night, it better have its own secret passage into Vatican City.”

He elbowed her again, this time hard enough to back her away a step.

“Of course,” he said with a smile to the hostess, and handed over their American Express black card. The hostess grinned back. She clearly knew what the black card meant. It did not have a spending limit. They could have bought out the hotel with that card.

It wasn’t that they didn’t have the money, it was that Ronnie was cheap. Way cheap. Unless it came to her own private island.

The hostess came back with their key cards and a pamphlet with the hotel’s amenities. Quirk took them as the bellhop loaded their equipment onto the cart. He looked a little askance at the weight of some of the bags. Those didn’t hold clothes, they held muon guns and hypergravity magnets. Poor guy. Quirk would be sure to tip him well—behind Ronnie’s back, of course.

He handed the pamphlet to Ronnie. “See, we get free Wifi and a gym membership, not that you’re going to use it.”

“Funny,” Ronnie scoffed back. “We don’t even get free breakfast. Best Western would give us at least a free breakfast. Not even continental. For fifteen hundred bucks, they can’t even splurge for a bagel?”

Clearly the bellman spoke some English, as he smiled at Ronnie’s tirade. “There is a quaint café down the block, though,” he suggested.

“And do I need my Black AmEx card for that, too?”

They entered the elevator and the bellhop hit the button for the sixteenth floor. “May I have your key?”

Quirk handed it over and the bellhop put it into the slot. “You can’t access the penthouse level without your key.”

“See,” Quirk said. “And nice security measures.”

Ronnie sighed and rolled her eyes, frowning at all of them. The poor girl hated to part with her ill-gained money.

They reached their floor and the well-buffed elevator doors opened with a whoosh. There was a gilded mirror on the wall across from them. It did not hold a pretty picture. They all looked rough, really rough.

This hallway was better appointed than most hotel lobbies. Green leafy trees were in each corner, and a beautiful stone sofa table held several bowls of fresh fruit.

“See?” Quirk said, but Ronnie refused to answer him.

They made their way down the hall. It wasn’t far to their room. There were only four rooms on this level, after all. The bellhop opened the room and led them into its spacious interior.

The apartment was decorated in a minimalist style, but high class all the way. The full kitchen had marble counter tops and Sub-Zero appliances. Quirk didn’t even want to know how much the thick carpet underfoot cost.

As the bellhop unloaded their equipment, Quirk guided Ronnie over to the drapes. They were thick, wool, and expensive. He parted them and pointed outside. 

The view encompassed all of Vatican City. You could throw a softball into St. Peter’s Square.

“That, my dear, is what fifteen hundred a night buys you,” Quirk said.

Funny, Ronnie had no retort this time.

* * *

Zach sipped his espresso as he watched the morning light infuse the air above Vatican City. Quirk hadn’t been wrong. The view was worth every penny they’d spent on it.

They were high above the city, looking down over its grounds. Quirk had said that Vatican City was over one hundred and ten acres. Zach was surprised how huge it was, even though it was the tiniest independent country in the world.

He gazed out over St. Peter’s Basilica, past the saints on the roof protecting St. Peter’s Square. Even so early in the morning, there were hundreds of people milling about the square. Many were tourists but you could make out the black robes of priests and even a few red cardinals. People surged in and out of the square, heading for either the offices that lay past the palace or into the Sistine Chapel and other religious destinations.

The chapel from the outside looked downright boring. Just a rectangular two-story brick building. Boring. Really boring. Yet inside was perhaps man’s greatest artistic achievement.

And they were going to burn it.

Zach wasn’t religious. He’d seen way too much on the job to believe there was a benevolent force at work, but he’d been raised Catholic, and that stuff stayed with you. And his mom was a Sunday morning and Wednesday night kind of Catholic. He felt the nearly overwhelming urge to cross himself just thinking about going into the Sistine Chapel.

Zach knew what needed to be done and would do it. He just didn’t have to like it, and he could pray that his mother never found out.

“Good morning,” Ronnie said, walking up to the window, rubbing her eyes. Her hair was all askew from sleeping in a chair all night. They’d all fallen asleep while working.

“Morning,” he said, offering her his espresso. She took a sip, then licked her lips.

“Ah, like the nectar of the gods.”

Zach smiled and took the cup back. Last night had been difficult on them all. He had insisted that Ronnie go back by hand and double-check her program’s results. Despite her faith in the conclusion, Ronnie dutifully ran it all again, making certain that the Sistine Chapel was their target.

Then they overhead on Alfonzo’s earpiece the planned attack on Amanda’s vaccine plant. It was a doozy. So Quirk spent most of the night texting Jennifer so they could be as prepared as possible. However, how could you really be prepared for all of that?

The only good news was that the Hidden Hand did not know where Zach’s group was based. For once, they had the element of surprise on their side, and he intended to use it well.

Beyond the walls of the Vatican there was unrest. Unfortunately Italy, as one of the Axis of Evil in WWII, had a long history of neo-Nazi activity. The largest group, Militia, was fairly active, resulting in arrests for bomb threats back in 2010. They had pretty much gone underground after that, stopping their Holocaust-denial graffiti activities. 

But now, flush with Hidden Hand cash and the fear and panic of the black pox,  Militia had found new verve. They were harassing hospitals and synagogues, and had even attacked a small police station across the city. Many tourist attractions had been closed in the wake of the violence.

It had even been rumored that the Vatican would be closed, but the new pope insisted that it stay open. He’d said that in these difficult times, the Vatican must serve the faithful. Zach feared he would come to regret that decision.

But for now, with greatly enhanced security measures, the Vatican was still accepting visitors.

“It’s going to be hard,” Ronnie said. “We’ll have to go in without any devices.”

Zach nodded. Logistics was the biggest problem. How in the hell were they going to burn the two-story-high ceiling? Without any tools?

Quirk shuffled his way over to the window. “I think that your worry alone woke me.”

“Any ideas?” Ronnie asked.

“Please,” Quirk said “If cavemen could figure out how to make fire, I’m sure that we can.”

Zach did not feel reassured by that, however. Fretting, he glanced out the window again. Vatican City sprawled out into the distance, the beautiful gardens off to the right. Even now priests walked amongst the shrubs and flowers, apparently looking for solace.

How Zach wished he could join them.

* * *

Mika looked over the map of Long Island. His team in the United States was nearly ready. They were going for the shock-and-awe type of attack this time. No margin for error.

And yes, he was talking about a major military action on American soil, such as the arrogant country had never seen before. This assault would eclipse even Pearl Harbor, and strike a much more lethal blow.

He would rather be patient and marshal his forces than spring into action too quickly, as they had done with the sonic cannon.

“Sir,” a subordinate said as he rushed up.

“Yes?”

“Since losing the implanted tracker, we believe the Robin Hood Hacker and her team left Casablanca via private plane to what was stated on their flight plan as Greece, but we believe they made a course correction in air and diverted to Italy.”

“Which means Rome, and most likely the Vatican?” 

The subordinate nodded. “Should I inform Alfonzo?”

Mika shook his head. “No need. I shall.”

Not very likely, but his subordinate seemed to believe him. “Our men are in place inside the grounds as part of the guard.”

At some point, the Hidden Hand knew they would have to take the Vatican and crush it. They couldn’t tolerate the center of resistance that Mussolini had. If they did have to take action there now, it was only a matter of sooner rather than later.

“You may go,” Mika said with a nod.

The man left, his boot heels ringing out against the marble floor.

This all was coming together more smoothly than even he had imagined. And soon Alfonzo and his sickly father would be out of the way and there would be no one else to stand in the way of his ascension.

* * *

Quirk looked down at the pile of foil from all the chocolate he’d just eaten. Perhaps a tad too much. Granted, they needed the foil wrappers, but maybe he didn’t need to eat all of the chocolate inside of them.

“Almost ready?” Ronnie asked, drying her wet hair with a towel. They’d all gotten cleaned up so that the Vatican guard didn’t think they were homeless vagrants.

“Nearly,” Quirk said as he took the candy wrappers and placed them on the cubes from his pack.

Zach walked over, nicely showered and shaved himself. Had they perhaps freshened up together? Do tell.

Unfortunately, all Zach wanted to talk about was the mission.

“Whatcha got there?”

“The trade name is Wetfire. They are cubes that can burn in water up to thirteen hundred degrees.”

Zach picked up one of the naked small white cubes. “What are they made of?”

Quirk shrugged. “Not even I know. They were originally developed by the military under the code name Prometheus.”

“The god who had given man fire?” Zach queried.

“Correct. It was then licensed to a survival outfit. More than likely, it is pine resin and some form of quicklime, but the exact formula is classified.”

Zach turned the benign-looking cube over in his hand. “And how are we going to ignite them?”

Quirk pointed to the cigarette lighter on the corner of the table. “We just light them, let them melt just a bit, and then toss them onto the ceiling, where they should stick and burn.”

“It’s that simple?” Zach asked.

Quirk nodded as he got one of the Venchi Italian chocolate wrappers and neatly packaged one of the cubes. 

“Don’t they have bomb-sniffing dogs, though?” Zach asked.

“The material is so unusual that the dogs aren’t going to pick it up. They are trained to search for pine and lime,” Quirk answered tiring of the twenty questions. If Zach wanted to know all this info, he might do some of his own research.

To Quirk’s surprise, Zach sat down next to him and started packaging the cubes. 

“You don’t mind the help, do you?” Zach asked.

The FBI agent was so much more pleasant when Ronnie was around.

“No, not at all.”

* * *

Ronnie smoothed her blouse. They were going for casual American tourists. They really didn’t have time to come up with any deeper cover than that. Plus, Vanderwalt wasn’t returning their calls. Surprise, surprise there. The poor guy was probably up in the Tower by now, or being threatened by a guillotine. 

They stood in a long line along the Vatican wall. It seemed the faithful were flocking to the palace. The pope was set to give an address to St. Peter’s Square this afternoon. These early birds were getting here early to get a good seat. 

Ronnie felt they blended in well, what with their Starbucks cups and vaguely annoyed looks at the long line. The line was so long because the guards weren’t trusting the regular metal detectors, but scanning each and every visitor. That was taking some time.

Zach leaned against the wall as Quirk texted Jennifer. So far, so quiet on Long Island. Pilot was off doing whatever Pilot did when he wasn’t with them. 

After several minutes, they finally reached the guard station. Ronnie spread her arms and the guard scanned her. He got maybe a little frisky with that wand.

“Do you want a strip search?” she asked.

The guard blushed and backed away.

Zach and Quirk pulled out the “candies” from their pocket. The explosives dog sniffed then urgently, but in the end the guard pulled the dog back.

“He loves chocolate a bit too much,” he said with a smile.

Zach put his lighter in the little basket as he passed through the metal detector. He went to grab it once he was through, but the guard pulled the basket away.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I must confiscate this,”

“But it is just my cigarette lighter,” Zach complained.

“Sorry, but there is no smoking inside Vatican City,” the guard said.

“What about once I’m out?”

“You can come by and reclaim it, if you like,” the guard stated, putting the lighter into a pile of other confiscated small items.

Zach looked to Ronnie. There was nothing they could do, so she nodded him in.

“Now what?” Zach asked.

Quirk smiled. “We go Neanderthal.”

* * *

“What exactly does that mean?” Zach asked, already annoyed with Ronnie’s assistant. The day was already not going as planned. This did not bode well for the rest of the mission.

“Quest for Fire?” Quirk said, acting as if Zach should know what that was. “The movie? Seriously, have you had no education in the fine arts?”

“Skip to the point where you make sense,” Zach rumbled. He really wasn’t in the mood.

Thankfully, Ronnie stepped between them. “While it was an amazing movie, where I first fell in love with Ron Perlman, I believe the point Quirk is trying to make is that we must steal the fire.”

Quirk nodded. “In the film, Neanderthals didn’t know how to make fire, so they went out looking for it. And since I don’t think that we’re going to have a lightning strike any time soon, we’ve got to find some flame and use that.”

“And do you have a plan for that?” Zach asked.

Both shook their heads. Of course they didn’t. Guess their own quest for fire was just beginning.

“Hopefully, they will have some remembrance candles burning in the chapel,” Ronnie said, although she didn’t sound all that confident.

Great. So they had the magic burning cubes, but no way to light them.

They walked across St. Peter’s Square. Everything was bigger than Zach imagined. Even from high above in their hotel room, you really couldn’t appreciate the splendor of Vatican City. Many tourists were heading to St. Peter’s Basilica.

He would have liked to visit there as well, but hey, there was nothing to burn there. Instead, they headed straight across the courtyard, past the obelisk, to the palace.

The Sistine Chapel was at first the Pope’s private chapel, but as the Vatican grew larger and larger and more and more pilgrims came, the chapel was converted to public use.

Again, Zach was shocked at how bland and plain the outside of the chapel was. You would have sworn there was nothing but boring office buildings in there. 

Another set of guards stood at the door. They did not search them again—the frisking at the main gate seemed thorough enough. The guards simply nodded to them as they passed. 

Quirk had to put his back into it as he opened the chapel’s heavy wooden doors. 

Then Zach’s world changed.

* * *

Ronnie moved to the side as Zach wandered down the hallway, his neck craned up as he spun in place, then moved to the left, then right. There were very few visitors this early, and most were getting settled into St. Peter’s Square.

She could see why Zach was overwhelmed. All the walls and ceilings were blocked off into smaller rectangles, each with their own amazing painting. Ronnie had always believed that Michelangelo’s masterpiece of God and Adam, officially known as the Creation of Adam, or informally as the Spark of Life, took up the entire chapel’s ceiling. Instead, it was but one of dozens that lined the ceiling.

There were so many others that were equally beautiful renditions of the Old Testament, any one of them a masterpiece.

“How many cubes did you bring?” Ronnie asked Quirk, who stood silent at her side. Even he could be impressed.

“Apparently not enough,” the assistant said.

“But not all of these are Michelangelo’s?”

Quirk shook his head. “No, he only did the ceiling. The wall panels were done by Botticelli and others.”

They reached the first metal screen that divided the floor of the chapel into three sections. Zach had already wandered past it and was in the third section.

You couldn’t look anywhere without a mural staring back at you. 

Up and to her left was the Trials of Moses. A beautiful woman held a basket on her head as she and the rest of her people traversed the desert. Ronnie knew that there was some order to the paintings, but hadn’t really paid that much attention. Now, inside, she wished that she had. This would be the last time the chapel would be intact. 

The lowest level of the chapel walls were covered in thick, lush tapestries. Some had the papal seal. Others did not.

Other panels were not quite as beautiful. There was one of St. Bartholomew, Ronnie was pretty sure, of him showing off his flailed skin. That was a bit much. She preferred to look at the beautiful ones.

Zach came back. “No candles. No flame anywhere.”

Ronnie frowned. “Even if we find fire elsewhere, how are we going to get flames past the guard?”

Quirk tsked his tongue. “Seriously, does no one else research before entering a target?”

Ronnie turned to her assistant. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that there are hidden tunnels and rooms all over this place,” Quirk explained. “Remember, this used to the pope’s private chapel? Do you think he entered through the front door?”

No, Ronnie guessed not. “So do you know the location of the private door?”

“Like it would be that easy,” Quirk said with an eye roll. 

Ronnie sighed. She’d kind of hoped it would.

* * *

While Quirk watched the front door, Zach pulled back a tapestry. Ronnie was doing the same thing on the other side of the chapel. There had to be a door here somewhere. He knocked on the wall, but it sounded solid enough.

They needed to get that fire, and get it fast, before the crowds hit. They were just lucky that everyone was out in the square getting ready for the Pope’s address. He put his ear to the wall. Did he hear conversation? He knocked on the wall and was answered with an echo.

This wasn’t a regular, weight-bearing wall. 

“I think I found it.”

Ronnie rushed over. “It is on the right side of the chapel to lead to the pope’s private residence.”

“There must be some kind of trigger,” Zach said. “And I think there are people on the other side.”

“That could make things complicated,” Ronnie said with a grin.

How she could stay so positive during these missions, Zach had no idea, but this was why they needed her out of prison. Quirk and he would have come to blows already. They probably wouldn’t have made it through the long wait at the gate.

Zach ran his hand along the detailed molding. Nothing. He tugged at the tassels alongside the tapestry. Nothing. He pulled on a candleholder. Nothing.

Where else would you put a secret latch for a secret door to the pope’s private residence?

“Here,” Ronnie said. She indicated to a low bench next to the wall. She picked up one end and a mechanical sound resonated through the chapel. Quirk’s voice rose as he was stalling some visitors.

A door cracked open next to Zach, but Ronnie put the bench back down as the visitors made their way past Quirk. He mouthed, “Sorry.”

It wasn’t his fault. Millions of visitors passed through this chapel every year.

But at the least they’d found the door. That had to be enough for right now.

 


CHAPTER 15

Quirk hustled the two older men out of the chapel. The guards gave him a sideways glance, like maybe he was doing another kind of hustling. Please. And at that age? No, thank you.

But he did need to keep the chapel as empty as possible. Drawing the doors closed behind him, Quirk turned to find Ronnie raising the bench again to open the secret door. Zach disappeared within the opening, then retreated quickly back out into the chapel with a candle.

Quirk tossed Ronnie his cubes. Not very accurately, of course. They scattered all over the floor at her feet. She knelt down and picked them up, unwrapping them as she went. 

“Here goes nothing,” Zach said, putting the candle to the first cube. It caught fire instantly, flaring brightly. Zach waited for a few seconds, then cocked his arm back and threw it at the ceiling. He hit The Creation of Adam square on. The paint liquefied, starting to drip on the floor as the superhot flames burned through the plaster and caught the underlying wooden beams on fire.

Gilt symbols drifted down from the ceiling like golden snowflakes. The air shone with them.

“Work outward from there,” Quirk suggested.

Zach had a damned good arm, as he hurled cube after cube up onto the ceiling. Each stuck dead center of the frame, catching the iconic paintings on fire immediately.

Suddenly, the lights doused and red, flashing lights spun round and round as a fire alarm went off.

“I thought you disabled them all remotely?” Ronnie asked.

“I did,” Quirk huffed. “There must be some offline.”

Ronnie quickly opened the secret door and Zach tossed the candle through it just as the guards came rushing in. Smoke billowed out of the door.

Quirk coughed, gasping, clutching at one of the guards. He hurried Quirk out, along with Zach and Ronnie. There was no reason for them to assume that three American tourists could have set the chapel alight. They didn’t even have a lighter, after all. The three rushed out into St. Peter’s Square as other guards rushed to the now-burning chapel. A loud horn sounded over the entire Square as guards rushed tourists to the exit.

Sirens blared as the Vatican’s Fire Brigade drove from the far side of the city. The driver laid on his horn, trying to clear the confused masses that had assembled for the pope’s address. Finally they got into position, hooked up to a fire hydrant, and blasted the flames that had broken through the roof.

Of course, the water only intensified the chemical fire.

The fire chief yelled to stop the water. He could only watch as the chapel burned.

Or perhaps he was staring at the symbols that floated above the fire.

Everyone seemed to be rooted in place. For all intents and purposes, it looked like God was writing on the sky.

Then something that had never happened before began. The symbols began to coalesce and shift.

“Are you seeing this?” Quirk asked.

“Yeah,” Ronnie murmured, looking up at the symbols that were joining to become new symbols. It was remarkable and unprecedented. Quirk made sure to record it all.

Then the guards were herding them to the exit.

Until a shot rang out. Zach jumped up. “That nearly hit me.”

They and the guards searched behind them for the gunman. There was no one obvious, though.

“Move it,” Zach barked to the guards, who seemed shocked at the turn of events. Clearly, to them the Sistine Chapel should not be on fire, and someone should not be firing a gun.

The Swiss Guard, the more elite soldiers of the Vatican, dressed in their garish clown costumes, came rushing out of the palace, yelling orders and trying to get these rent-a-cops on the move.

Zach yipped, grabbing his calf. “I’m hit.”

Ronnie put his arm around her shoulder and he hobbled along. Only then did Quirk realize where the shots were coming from. They were coming from a distinctly bald Swiss Guard. His bright purple-and-yellow uniform should have been reserved for the faithful.

The Hidden Hand must have infiltrated the guard. 

“Here,” Ronnie said. “This way.”

Working against the crowd, who were rushing to get out of the Basilica, Ronnie got them into the large shrine. Just as all hell broke loose.

* * *

Ronnie slammed the door shut just as shots pinged off the door. Guards rushed up from the back of the Basilica. 

Quirk played the panicked American tourist to a T. “Help!” he squawked. “The guards are shooting people! Why are they shooting people?”

The captain of the guard, assumedly, since he had a large feather in his cap, pushed past. “That is what I’m going to find out.”

Ronnie trusted the guy. Mainly because he had hair. Not to say that a random neo-Nazi couldn’t have a nice perm, but so far the attackers they had been up against were hardcore skinheads.

She was also glad to see that the guards weren’t just armed with swords, they were also carrying Glock 19s. The guards cracked the door open and a bullet zinged through. The captain closed it again. Now he knew they weren’t just making it up.

Ronnie guided them deeper into the sanctuary. Screams echoed off the high ceilings as people ran around in confusion. 

“Tell me there’s another way out of here,” Ronnie said to Quirk.

“Duh, and before you get all twitchy, the secret tunnel should be beneath his throne.”

Ronnie turned to search down the long hallway when she was struck by the Basilica's beauty. Every square inch of the building was adorned in one way or another. The arching beams were painted in an intricate gold pattern. The ceiling, while not as embellished as the Sistine Chapel, had beautifully carved tiles. The floor was also patterned in repeating decorated squares.

Sunlight shone in from the windows, bathing the Basilica’s interior with beams of light. It almost seemed like they had just come from hell into heaven.

“Ronnie!” Zach yelled as he hobbled his way down the hallway.

Oh, yeah, right. Hidden Hand and all.

Time to scoot.

Quirk was already at the large, black-and-gold, oversized throne. The black chair itself was human sized, but the ornate throne around it? Yikes. Gilded statues. Winged angels. Then a huge starburst stained glass window above it that, right now, glowed a bright yellow.

Quirk whistled. “Gives Game of Thrones a run for its money, eh?”

Yes, it did.

“Well?” Ronnie asked.

“It supposedly leads to an underground tunnel that connects to the catacombs. It was an escape route built long ago, but reinforced and expanded during the Mussolini years.” It was so easy to forget that Italy was once ruled by a fascist dictator aligned with Hitler. No wonder Militia had such a strong showing in Rome.

“Where, though?”

“Don’t look at me,” Quirk said. “They’re called secret for a reason.

At the least the tourists and guards had drained from the area, leaving them alone in their search. Shouts and screams arose from the entrance, but from here, they couldn’t see what was happening.

Zach indicated to the mural under the throne. “Doesn’t it look like Peter is pointing to something beyond the painting?”

Maybe, sort of. 

Zach climbed up on the dais and looked to the chair’s rightmost leg. It was supported by one of the Doctors of the Church. Zach pointed to the marble block in which the statues were anchored.

“Look. There are scuff marks.” Zach tried to push the huge statue out of the way, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Um, it would have a spring lock mechanism,” Quirk said disdainfully. “They couldn’t have the janitor just pushing the statue out of the way.”

“Yes, well, do you have any better ideas?”

Quirk clearly did not.

Ronnie, though, pointed upward to the two statues above the chair. “Is it just me, or is that cherub holding a lever, like a lever up there?”

The men looked up.

“Damn, yes it does,” Zach said as he began his marble and gilded ascent. He climbed onto the arm of Peter’s throne. He looked to be a boy trying to fill his father’s place.

On his tiptoes, he reached up to the cherub and pulled down on the wand in the cherub’s hand. Sure enough, a grinding sound filled the chamber and the chair leg, statue and all, began to move. 

Ronnie walked up to the dark stairwell and peered into the abyss as Zach climbed down. Shouts arose from the front of the gallery as the sound of gunfire echoed off the basilica’s high ceilings.

Having no flashlight, Quirk turned on his phone and used the screen’s glow as a beacon. “Okay, after we are done with this, can we go to the Coliseum?”

“No,” both Ronnie and Zach answered at the same time.

“Okay, okay,” Quirk said as he headed down the steps.

* * *

Zach placed his foot carefully on the cool, moist, earthen floor. Their phone screens weren’t exactly the best at illuminating the many hazards of the tunnel. There were squeaks and squeals that did not engender a sense of safety. And the occasional sharp crunch didn’t help anything, either.

His leg burned where he’d been shot. It had been a clean, through-and-through shot. Not major long-term damage, but for now it hurt like hell. This little trek of theirs wasn’t helping the matter any.

“Ah!” Quirk yelled and jumped back. Ronnie and Zach stepped forward, their phones forward.

Quirk had spotted a skull. A human skull buried in the wall. No, not a skull. Dozens of skulls. From the ceiling to the floor, the entire wall was made of skulls. It seemed so barbaric. Yet, during Roman times, it was the only way to keep their dead away from the legionnaires. 

Still, give Zach a casket any day.

Their pace slowed as the walls became pocked with alcoves filled with ancient bodies.

“We’re in the Catacombs,” Quirk whispered, although Zach wasn’t sure why. They were the only ones down here, unless of course you counted the rats and mice.

Oh, and the occasional snake. One wound its way through a body, dislodging the rotting clothing, diving into the chest cavity, and vanishing.

Guess with all of the rats, the snake had found an all-you-can-eat buffet.

“Can we go now?” Quirk asked, like a little kid at a mausoleum. 

Ronnie headed out. “It feels like we are heading up again?”

Zach had thought the same thing, but feared it was only wishful thinking. But as his quads began to complain, it became clear they were heading back up to the surface. Their pace began to quicken until they were at a near run when they came to a manhole cover.

His wounded calf complained as Zach lifted the cover off and they climbed out onto a busy Roman street. The Coliseum loomed large behind them.

“Ha!” Quirk said. “I told you we needed to see the Coliseum!”

The other thing they could see was plumes and plumes of black smoke above Vatican City. They had traveled over three miles underground.

A cab honked loudly. Quirk hit the cab’s hood with the flat of his hand. “Cazzo!”

The cab honked again, this time laying it on heavy and long as he jerked the vehicle around them and sped off. The three of them had to dodge a few more cars to reach the sidewalk.

There they stopped and took a breath. That had been narrow. Too narrow. 

“Did we get what we needed?” Zach asked.

“I won’t know until I get back to my laptop,” Ronnie said as her hand absently went to her side, where her laptop pack was usually hanging. Zach guessed that she felt as naked without it as he did without his gun holster.

“Back to the hotel, then?” Quirk asked. “Walking?” Ronnie snorted. “The metro, then?” Ronnie just gave her assistant that glare. “Fine. A cab.”

* * *

Ronnie sat on the comfy overstuffed chair in the hotel room, trying to get all of the footage from the Sistine Chapel uploaded into her computer. So, okay, maybe the room was worth fifteen hundred bucks a day.

The program she had written for her computer to identify symbols from the footage was balking, though. It could not figure out the transforming glyphs. She was going to have to enter each by hand. 

But she shouldn’t complain. She had her tech back. Her smack. She’d been jonesing without it back at the Vatican. They’d discussed trying to sneak in some tech, but had decided against it. It was just too great a risk.

And now, as the news reports played on the television of the Italian police blaming everything on Militia, Ronnie was glad there was no electronic footprint. Nothing to link the Robin Hood Hacker to the fire and subsequent shootout.

The Vatican had expressed its sorrow and outrage that Militia had infiltrated their ranks. But really, should they have been that surprised? The Vatican had remained neutral during WWII, which, to Militia, was a sign the Holy See condoned the concentration camps. 

How could someone remain neutral in the face of ethnic cleansing? However, now that Ronnie was in Rome and could now imagine the press of Mussolini’s forces around the Pope’s hundred acres, she felt a bit more sympathetic. If the Pope had come out against the axis powers, what would have happened to the Vatican?

Would a fire in the Sistine Chapel have been the least of their concerns? Would Mussolini have razed the entire complex?

Ronnie shoved aside those thoughts. She had enough morally complicated problems of her own—she didn’t need to borrow any from history.

She glanced over to Quirk, who was typing furiously with a grin on his face. He must have been writing Jen.

“How are they?” Ronnie asked.

He knew exactly who she was speaking of. “Good. No more Hidden Hand activity, which has them worried.”

And her, too. After everything they had done, the Hidden Hand wasn’t just going to let a vaccine plant sit there, churning out millions of doses of vaccine. The longer the interval between attacks, the worse the surprise was going to be.

“How’s Jen coping?”

“Oh, you know her. She’s on her now annual ‘the end of the world’ shoe-buying spree. She’s chosen some absolutely delightful embellished tennis shoes this time, along with a pair of thigh-high boots.”

“That’s quite the combination.” 

Quirk shrugged. “She’s complicated like that.” He then perked up. “I’m trying to retell everything that happened at Rick’s Café, verbatim.”

“You don’t have anything else to do?” Ronnie said with a frown.

“Well, until Miss I‘m-the-Queen-of-My-Universe gives me a Hidden Hand headquarters location, no, I don’t have a whole hell of a lot to do.”

Ronnie should be frustrated with her assistant—however, he was right. He couldn’t exactly hack into a building that had yet to be identified. It was up to Ronnie to make that happen. Damn it.

Zach walked in from the other room. “They got the fire out.”

Ronnie was relieved. Greek fire could be a bitch to get out. 

“They brought chemical fire retardant from the US base. The fire took out the Sistine Chapel, but only a few other offices and a receiving hall.”

As relieved as Ronnie was, she really didn’t want to go down in history, whether it was recorded or not, as the person who burned down the Vatican. Zach was twice as relieved. Clearly, he had some emotional attachment to the Holy See.

“Great.”

“How much longer are we going to be here?” Zach asked. Ronnie knew it wasn’t about the money. It had nearly killed her to approve a second night.

“Not sure—why?”

“I just don’t like the fact that Militia identified us back there.” He glanced down to his injured calf. That hadn’t been a random shot. The guard had aimed straight for him. “I’m worried they’re going to track us down.”

Ronnie nodded. They all had the same concern. “I’m working as fast as I can. I’m just not sure where we can go that’s safer.”

“No safe house nearby?” Zach asked.

“Our Italian safe house is in Florence,” Quirk said. “Much better food.”

“Shouldn’t we head there?” Zach asked.

Ronnie looked to the FBI agent. He wasn’t normally this skittish. “What’s wrong, Zach?”

He gave a nonspecific snort, tossed his hands up in the air, and walked off. Okay, if Ronnie had been concerned before, she was now certain that something was wrong. He just wasn’t the snorting, hand throwing kind of guy.

She set up her computer to start translating the symbols she had already figured out and set it down on the polished walnut coffee table, then followed Zach to the window.

It felt uncomfortable, but still right to put her hand on his back. “What’s up?” she asked quietly as Quirk’s laughter drifted in from the living room.

“Nothing,” Zach said, gritting his teeth, looking out over the ruined Sistine Chapel.

“Really?” Ronnie said, rubbing her hand up and down his back. “Those jaw muscles tell a different story.”

His face relaxed a little as he sighed and rubbed his jawline. “They always give me away, don’t they?”

She nudged him with her shoulder. “Kind of.”

Zach took a deep breath. “I don’t like it.”

“Agreed, but which part, exactly?” Ronnie asked.

“Any of it,” Zach said. “We’re supposed to be saving the world, but instead we’re trashing it.”

“I know, but you have to remember they’re just things. Paintings, buildings, sculptures. Those we trash, but people? People are who we are saving.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know the party line,” Zach said.

“One point seven million,” Ronnie said.

Zach turned toward her. “What?”

“People. That’s how many people currently have contracted the black pox. That would be half of Rome in the hospital right now.”

Zach nodded, but she didn’t think that knowledge had hit his heart yet.

“Do you remember our first helicopter ride to New York? Those lines of bodies?”

“How could I forget?”

“Well,” Ronnie said, putting her forehead against his shoulder. “I think you have. This would be worse, far worse. The black pox is fomite driven, meaning it can live on doorknobs for years to come.”

“Which makes infection much more likely long term,” Zach said, nodding his head. “I know, but can’t we do it without marring the Vatican?”

“I wish we could,” Ronnie said. This one was hitting Zach hard. Worse than the Beatles, and that had been pretty bad. “Is that it, or is there something else?”

She loved that Zach cared, but normally he was much more pragmatic than this.

He blew out a sigh. “My mom just received my severance letter,” he said. “I’d had my mail forwarded to her house until we got settled.”

“Oh, Zach,” Ronnie said, hugging him around the waist. “I’m so sorry.”

“And then some agents showed up asking her about my role in the prison break.”

Okay, so this was why Zach was doubting everything. Now it made sense. While his relationship with his mother was complicated, his respect for her wasn’t. Her opinion mattered.

He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and passed his phone to her. It had an email up from his mother.

“I just don’t know who you are anymore, son.”

Zach chuckled a bitter chuckle. “And she doesn’t even know about this.”

“And neither does she know about how you saved the world from the Black Plague and the super influenza. You just need to talk to her,” Ronnie tried to reassure him.

“That is if I can ever step foot onto United States soil again,” Zach retorted.

“I’m so sorry,” Ronnie said, feeling tears well up in her eyes. All the things he’d given up for her, to be on the lam from the government he’d sworn to serve.

“Don’t be,” Zach said, grabbing her hand. “I just want this all to matter. I want to feel like we are on the right path.”

Ronnie hugged him harder. “Remember how I told you hacking was 99 percent boredom and one percent sheer mind-altering terror? Well, we are deep into that 99 percent.”

A smile flickered on Zach’s lips. “I remember that, vaguely.”

Her computer dinged. The translation was finished. It needed more symbols before it could move on. “I’ve got to get back to it.”

“Go,” Zach said. “I’m fine.” Ronnie lifted an eyebrow. “Really, I am,” he insisted.

She let go of his waist reluctantly. The physical contact had felt nice, but those symbols weren’t going to translate themselves. Lord knew how many times she’d wished they would.

Leaving Zach at the window, Ronnie returned to the living room.

“And he calls me a cry baby,” Quirk murmured.

“Shush,” Ronnie said as she passed by, kicking his chair just a little.

“I’m just saying, we’ve got a little double standard, don’t we?”




 


CHAPTER 16

Quirk was glad his chair was made of micro-fiber suede—it felt smooth and soft on his cheek. It was about time someone got up and turned on a light, as the sun’s light was waning. It had been a long-ass afternoon. A siesta was in order.

Although it was a bit hard with the three laptops churning away on Ronnie’s task. They clicked and hummed. Normally, that would have lulled him to sleep like a familiar lullaby, however Ronnie’s primary laptop kept trying to overheat, and would let out this metallic screech every few minutes. He kept telling her she needed to upgrade her cooling system, but who was it who suffered the consequences? Quirk. Always Quirk.

Then the damn thing finally dinged.

“Is that all of them?” he asked.

Ronnie bit her lip. “That would be the final translation.”

Quirk rubbed his hands together. “Alright. Let’s hear it.”

Ronnie frowned. “As you know, it is always choppy with lots of holes, even with the data provided by my angelic stalker.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, get on with it.” Ronnie could be so obfuscating at times. 

His boss took a sigh, then started. “Alright, the headquarters are at the ancestral home of the founder of the Hidden Hand.”

“Okay…”

“In Germany,” Ronnie clarified.

“We already pretty much knew that, though,” Quirk said. “From your other translations. Germany came up a lot. Home to Hitler, it was no great surprise that the Hidden Hand had also taken shape in the Fatherland.”

“Are we sure they aren’t talking about the storehouse in Berlin?” Zach asked.

Ronnie shook her head. “No, that was a thoroughly modern facility. This translation states that the headquarters are based in a castle”

“Surprise, surprise,” Quirk said. 

“But doesn’t that help us?” Zach asked.

“Um, dude,” Quirk said. “It’s Germany. Do you know how many castles there are in Germany? This isn’t New England. This is the old world.”

“There are one hundred forty-six castles, to be exact,” Ronnie said. “Obviously, the castle itself hadn’t been built in Leonardo or Michelangelo’s time, but had been built by the 1500s.”

“That narrows it down, doesn’t it?” Zach pressed.

“Which is pretty much when all of those one hundred forty-six castles were built,” Quirk huffed. The FBI agent thought they could just pull information from their booties. It did not happen that way.

“He’s right,” Ronnie said. “It is still a huge pool of locations.”

Zach cocked his head. “Excuse me, but doesn’t this fall into the realm of that 99 percent that is boring as all crap? Wading through one hundred forty-six locations for the exact one?”

Quirk sighed. He hated it when the FBI agent was correct. He picked up his laptop and started sorting through Germany’s castles. There were a lot.

“Okay, first sorting perimeter, it has got to be isolated.”

“Would it be privately held?” Zach asked.

“Not necessarily. Tourist traffic could cover the Hidden Hand’s activity, as well.”

Quirk crossed his legs under him. This could take some time. The first one up on the castle register was Hohenzollern Castle. It was just south of Stuttgart. 

“Here’s a candidate.” 

The thing was huge. Like really, really, really huge. It could easily house the Hidden Hand.

“Wait,” Quirk said. “Never mind. The castle was rebuilt in the 1800s.”

Someone would probably notice a bunch of zealots running around the grounds.

He moved on to the next ones on the list, which were three castles in Berlin. He could eliminate those immediately. The next was Braunfels Castle. It looked like somewhere Dracula would shack up. It wasn’t quite as big as Hohenzollern, but was still big enough for a nefarious society to set up shop.

“Never mind,” Quirk concluded. “It hosted a World Summit on Climate last year.” He doubted the Hidden Hand could have withstood the security checks for the president of the United States.

Quirk flipped to the next picture, then gasped.

“What?” Ronnie asked.

He couldn’t believe it. Why hadn’t he seen it before?”

Quirk couldn’t talk—he just turned the laptop around and let Ronnie and Zach take a look.

Ronnie squinted, reading the caption. “Neuschwanstein Castle. I mean, it’s pretty and all, but why do you think it’s the Hidden Hand’s headquarters?”

“It’s… it’s the fairytale castle.”

“We got it,” Zach said. “It’s really pretty for a castle.”

“No,” Quirk said, shaking his head. “It is the castle that Walt Disney fashioned the Disney castle after.”

“Again, great trivia, Quirk, but what makes it Hidden Hand?”

Quirk looked to Zach. “Remember I kept saying I kept seeing Disneyland in Alfonzo’s thoughts?”

“In that post apocalyptic landscape?” Zach clarified.

“Yes, well it wasn’t all of Disneyland, it was this castle. The truth leaked through.”

Like Quirk didn’t know that Alfonzo was conjuring up scenes from Mad Max and Road Warrior, the movies that made Mel Gibson. There wasn’t a lot else to do in most of those foster homes but plant yourself in front of the AMC movie basic cable station. He should have known that castle’s appearance was important.

“Does it meet the rest of our specs?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk skimmed the castle’s bio. “It is open to the public with over a million people visiting yearly, with over six thousand a day during the summer months.”

“That could hide a bunch of Hidden Hand activity,” Zach said.

“Funny, a German company owns the security company that protects the place. Pensionsfonds des Bankgewerbes. Sound familiar?”

Ronnie’s eyes narrowed. “The insurance company that was the front for the Hidden Hand in Berlin.”

Quirk nodded. “Plus, the castle shut down to tourists ‘for repairs’ just before the black pox was released. Coincidence? I think not.” 

Zach breathed out. “So we have a location, then? Why aren’t you two happy?”

“Look at the place,” Ronnie said. “That thing was meant to survive war. It’s surrounded by sheer cliffs. That thing is going to be a bitch to get into.”

Zach smiled, though. “Isn’t that what we do? Get into hella-hard places?”

Ah, the FBI agent had his swagger back. Thank goodness. Whiney Zach was getting on Quirk’s last nerve. He did not want to go into battle with that guy.

This one, though? This one he’d gladly follow into a castle breach.

* * *

“What do you mean we can’t fly?” Zach asked. They needed to get into the air, and get into it now.

“I’m telling you, Alfonzo popped up again on the channel and warned us not to fly. That the Hidden Hand is monitoring all private planes leaving Rome.”

“And he’s not just saying that to delay us?” Zach asked.

“I don’t think so—I mean he doesn’t even know we know where the castle is,” Quirk responded. 

“Then how are we going to get to the castle, then?” Zach demanded. “Because I am not cycling there.”

“No,” Ronnie said. “We’ll take the train.”

“To Germany?” 

“No,” she explained, “to Florence. We’ll pick up some gear, then fly out from there to Bavaria.”

Okay, they had a plan. Zach liked it when they had a plan. Of course, none of them ever worked out, but at the least a plan settled the knot in his stomach. There was nothing worse to him than feeling like they were flying blind.

“I’ll check us out,” Quirk said, which was probably a good idea, since Ronnie would probably have a cow at the huge bill. Especially since they’d ordered room service several times. He did not like how that vein on her forehead throbbed when she got pissed about money.

“Pilot knows?” Zach asked.

“He’s already arranging the plane and getting our gear from here to the train station,” Quirk stated, which wasn’t a surprise. Pilot wanted to get on the move as much, if not more, than Zach. This was the guy who didn’t even like to land his helicopter anywhere. He might have a fever and a rash, but Pilot was still Pilot.

Ronnie patted his shoulder. “We’re going to make your mom proud.”

Zach certainly hoped so.

* * *

The Rome Termini Station was packed. The rumor was that all forms of mass transit were going to be shut down within the day. After the “domestic terrorist attack” on the Vatican, everyone seemed to want out of Rome. 

They had four tickets on the Eurostar train. It was the fastest of all the options. They should be in Florence in under two hours. Not bad. Double the time of a flight, but so much harder to trace.

Ronnie was jostled by a family of five, getting banged by their luggage. She simply scooted out of the way. No reason to call attention to herself by complaining. Apparently, everyone in the crowd could sense her reluctance to complain, as she was bumped, prodded, and shoved all over the platform.

Finally, the doors to the train opened and they climbed aboard. Pilot had stowed their electronics in the cargo car, so they were able to board with just their essential gear. 

Which, to her, meant her laptop and extra batteries. There were outlets on the train, but Ronnie didn’t want to take the chance. Having a dead battery was nearly as bad as having a dead heart.

The hallway down the tram was pretty damned narrow, forcing Ronnie to turn to the side to let people through. Quirk made his way to their compartment. Ronnie stumbled into the ultramodern-style seating area.

It looked nothing like the Hogwarts Express. Too bad. She loved that steampunk vibe. This thing, though, was sleek and modern. Almost Japanese in style. Minimalistic. 

The seats were a steel gray with white accents and black piping. There was no embellishment behind the white stitching. The windows were large, though. Ceiling-to-floor large. It gave them a panoramic view of the station.

After plugging in, Ronnie took the seat nearest the window, facing the direction the train would be traveling. There was always something disconcerting to her about facing the opposite direction. Like she could really so anything if she saw it coming, but it gave her peace of mind.

The others got settled in as the doors to the train were closed and the whistle blew. In this day and age, with all of this Asian sleekness, the whistle still blew. How weird.

Ronnie got to work. Even though they were heading to Germany, her program was only putting the fairytale castle at eighty-seven-percent probability that it was the Hidden Hand’s headquarters. She was trying to find proof that it was one hundred percent, which meant shifting through all of the data collected after 1832. And there was a whole hell of a lot of data. Beyond just confirming the location, Ronnie was hoping to find some point of weakness in the castle.

Quirk was bent over his laptop, typing furiously. Now that he had a location, he was tasked with hacking into it.

“There’s no way this security system was built for a tourist attraction,” he noted. 

“How so?” Zach asked.

“They are using twelve-digit response codes keyed into employees’ cell phones. Basically, they dial in their access code. Hard to hack, since the cell phone is the thing generating the code, not the keypad.”

Crap, there went their easy entry method. 

“And shotgun shell arrays,” Quirk stated. “And a facility-wide Fentanyl fog disperser.”

“Guess they take their crowd control pretty seriously,” Ronnie chuckled. No one else laughed. “Come on, guys, we knew this would be tough.”

Quirk looked over his laptop at her and frowned. “There’s tough, and then there is this…. The entire lower level is an NBC shelter.”

“NBC as in the television network?” Zach asked.

“No,” Quirk stated with an eye roll. “Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical attack-resistant facility.”

“Oh,” Zach answered.

“There won’t be any climbing through air ducts or even getting into the crawl space between walls. Every possible entry is secured and airtight, if need be.”

Zach’s eyebrows creased together. “But they need fresh air, fresh water?”

“Which they get through microtubules, hundred of tiny bore pipes that are cemented into place,” Ronnie explained. “Super expensive to build. Super difficult to break into.”

“And the Hidden Hand didn’t spare any expense,” Quirk said as the train jerked forward. “This is a five-hundred-million-dollar system if it’s a penny.”

“So we are going to have to find a way in through the front door?” Ronnie asked. Not the best option in any mission.

Quirk went back to typing as the train pulled out of the station, gaining speed as Rome zipped by. There was still a black cloud on the horizon from the smoldering fire at the Vatican.

Was that a pock on Pilot’s face? It was hard to tell, as his beard covered three-quarters of his face. If the rash was spreading to his face, they were running out of time. Quirk scooted closer to his boyfriend. He was still typing, but he gave Pilot a little hip nudge. They made such a cute couple.

She glanced to Zach, who didn’t seem so cute, nor such a part of a couple. Perhaps, once they were out of Rome, Zach’s doom and gloom would lift, as well.

By the frown on his face as he stared at that smoke, it didn’t look too optimistic for that to happen any time soon.

She reached a hand out and gave his a squeeze. He didn’t return it.

* * *

Quirk watched the scenic countryside transform from vineyards and fields to office buildings. A road sign announced that they were entering into the Greater Florence area. It being Florence, the sign also bore the city’s emblem, the red fleur-de-lis.

Most people didn’t know that Florence had nearly as many inhabitants as Rome, just spread out over a far greater area. They were moving through the suburbs right now.

His fingers were tired and his hands were starting to cramp. That had been a whole lot of hacking in just a few hours. But at least they were arriving in Florence, one of Quirk’s favorite cities in the world. And he wasn’t alone. Forbes had named Florence as one of the ten most beautiful cities in the world. It was in any foodie’s top ten, and it was known the world over as the “Athens of the Medieval World.” It was ground zero for the Renaissance movement. There wouldn’t have been a Leonardo, Michelangelo, or Mozart without Florence.

Even today, it was a city devoted to the arts. There were more museums than bars, which always boded well with Quirk. It was also a major fashion hub, and he had promised Jen if he had time he’d go down to the garment district and find something to go with those new embroidered tennis shoes.

Although, with Zach’s sourpuss face and Ronnie’s frown lines really getting etched into her features, there would be very little sightseeing. Pilot had given them two hours to get to the safe house, get freshened up, get their gear, and then get the hell into the air en route to Bavaria.

They streaked past half a dozen landmarks and restorantis. Quirk sighed. To be so close, yet so far. Finally, they pulled into the Florence station, the Piazza della Stazione, which was displaying some local artists. Usually when you pulled into metro stations, you were greeted by graffiti and stale urine.

Not in Florence. In Florence, you were graced with beautiful paintings of the Tuscan countryside and the smell of sundried tomatoes.

All Quirk wanted was a plate of angel hair pasta and butter with a dash of lemon. So simple, yet the dish could win Top Chef Masters, in Quirk’s opinion.

They exited the passenger car quickly and followed the crowds to the street like the good little sheep that they were. Florence lay out before them in its glittering beauty. Someone was playing the violin nearby. 

Ronnie, without taking even a moment to soak up the city’s glory, headed north. Their safe house was within walking distance. They only had to go up Via Valfonda, hang a left at Viale Fratelli Rosselli to the Ponte Vecchio, the covered bridge that crossed the Arno River, then onto Lungarno del Pignone. There, they had a third-story apartment overlooking the river.

Ronnie set quite a pace, which made even Zach limp on his bad leg. Pilot was brining up the rear, but of course, he was carrying the lion’s share of the equipment and was infected with black pox. Perhaps they should have hired a car for the short distance, but the stroll was a tradition. When in Florence, they walked everywhere.

Being a large city and not just an artist’s enclave, car horns honked and children cried, but somehow it all sounded so much more cultured and refined in Florence. Quickly, they approached the Ponte Vecchio. As was the custom in medieval Italy, the bridge wasn’t just a bridge. It was one of the world’s first shopping malls. Stores were built into the structure.

In the olden days, it housed butchers and blacksmiths. Now, it was jewelers and tourist traps. Quirk thought he preferred it better this way.

Once they entered the stone and wood structure, the noise level went up exponentially. Those crying kids weren’t sounding all that refined any more. Now they were setting Quirk’s teeth on edge.

Why were they crying? They were in one of Forbes’s ten most beautiful cities walking along an ancient, completely beguiling structure. Couldn’t they just soak in the history and charm of it all?

Apparently not.

They passed by a souvenir shop. “Can I pop in and buy something for Jen?” Quirk asked, figuring this would be his only chance.

“No,” Ronnie said and kept walking.

“Not even a ‘My BFF went to Florence and all I got was this stupid T-shirt?’”

“No,” Ronnie snipped.

“I’ll be right in and out.”

“No, you won’t,” Ronnie said. “First it’s a T-shirt, then it’s a collectable thimble, then it’s a snow globe. Pretty soon, the Hidden Hand can just track us via your kitsch purchases.”

Quirk would have been upset if she weren’t so right. 

Sorry Jen, he thought as they passed the shop and headed to their safe house. I tried. 

 


CHAPTER 17

“Why am I not surprised to find you here?” Zach asked as they climbed the antique wrought-iron and stone steps to Ronnie’s apartment. The MI5 agent stepped from the shadows.

“How did you find us?” Ronnie asked.

Vanderwalt shrugged. “I was carrying an RFID scanner in London. We picked a few tidbits off your computers, like several of your safe house locations.”

Ronnie did not look pleased by this information. “And?”

“And I kept it to myself,” Vanderwalt stated. “This visit is completely off the books.”

“Yeah, right,” Quirk snorted. He wasn’t all that fond of strangers. Even ones bearing gifts. Vanderwalt was bearing gifts, wasn’t he? 

“And you are here because?” Zach asked.

“It’s not just the royal family anymore. Our hospitals are being overrun, and this is just the beginning, isn’t it? There’s a seven day incubation period between infection and symptoms, correct?”

Ronnie nodded.

“So unless we get the serum, we are screwed,” Vanderwalt stated.

“And you are here, what?” Quirk asked. “To make sure that England gets its fair share of the spoils?”

Vanderwalt put his hands up. “Whoa, we’re not Germany. I’m here to help you secure the antiserum and then transport whatever you think is fair back to England.”

Quirk huffed, as if not believing the MI5 agent, but Zach did. 

“How so?” Ronnie asked. “How can you help us?”

“A little birdy told me that you thought the Hidden Hand might be tracking you through private plane activity, which is why I figured you’d come to Florence rather than leaving for Germany straight from Rome.”

Zach could feel Ronnie’s agitation next to him. “And this little birdy is?”

Quirk sighed. “Warp. I’ve been updating Warp.”

“What?” Ronnie snapped at her assistant. “You, is this you?” Ronnie demanded of Zach. He shrugged—he had no idea.

“It wasn’t him,” Quirk said. “It was me. All me. Zach would never put Warp in a compromising position like this. He’s been server farming for us.”

Ronnie frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because then you’d tell him,” Quirk said, nodding to Zach. “And then we’d have to have an angst-filled conversation about duty and honor. Sorry, but I thought we’d just skip that part.”

“I should have been told,” Zach demanded.

“See?” Quirk said, pointing at Zach. “This is exactly what I wanted to avoid.”

“But he’s risking his job—”

“And we’re risking our lives and our freedom,” Quirk retorted. “Warp is a big boy. He can make his own decisions.”

There was one thing that Quirk was right about, and that was that there was no point in arguing over it. If Warp was in, he was in, and would have to suffer the consequences.

“Can I get patched in to him then?” Zach asked.

“Let’s get inside,” Ronnie said, and walked over to the keypad. She read the first challenge question, then glared at Quirk. “Really? The cinematographer on the pilot episode of Enterprise? The prequel Star Trek series? You didn’t even like the show.”

Quirk shrugged. “Which made it even more challenging.”

“Marvin V. Rush,” a voice sounded in Zach’s ear.

“Warp?” he asked. 

“That would be me,” his old IT support tech stated.

Zach repeated the answer. Ronnie typed it in and the keypad went green.

“Thank him for me,” Ronnie said. “Because I was about to get ten thousand volts.”

It felt good to have his old tech support back in his ear.

“How have you been, buddy?” Zach asked.

“Busy,” Warp said. “Even for the two us, this has been a lot of work to set up a server farm this large. What the hell are you attacking? Fort Knox?”

Of course, there weren’t actually two of them, just two personalities. Zach was glad to have them both back.

“Practically,” Zach answered.

Zach had been to several of Ronnie’s safe houses before. You’d have thought he would have been prepared as Ronnie opened the door, but you would be wrong. 

First off, this place looked like it was an Italian villa. The walls were terra cotta textured. A large mural of a Tuscan vineyard covered the entire hallway wall. The furniture was equally luxurious. Each appeared to be an antique oak piece from the Renaissance era. A plush Oriental rug covered the hardwood floor. It was like a window back in time.

Until you turned the corner and found a large satellite on top of the ornate dining room table.

“Is that an actual satellite?” Vanderwalt asked. 

“Yep,” Quirk said. “We got tired of having to hack some government’s website to have a satellite feed.”

Vanderwalt stood there slack jawed, looking at the large metal structure. 

Zach kind of liked the fact that his girlfriend not only wanted her very own satellite, but knew how to build one.

“How were you going to get it up into space?” Vanderwalt asked.

Quirk shrugged. “We’re building the jet pack in our Oslo warehouse.”

Of course they were. They went onto the living room, where pieces of tech were scattered on the upholstered furniture.

Quirk ran over and grabbed a rather non-descript bundle. It looked like a shoebox-sized object covered in parachute material. “There you are, my baby.”

Zach had no idea what it did, but he was sure once they got to Germany he would find out. 

“What’s this?” Vanderwalt asked as he walked up to a large gun with multiple barrels. “It looks like something from the movie Aliens.”

“Because it is,” Quirk said as he kissed the barrel. “King Cameron inspired this one.”

“Which is?” Zach asked.

“This weapon is what we call our ‘catch as catch can.’”

Ronnie stepped between them before Zach had to ask for an English explanation. “One of the biggest problems with high-tech weapons is that they take specialty rounds, and usually only carry a small capacity magazine.”

Quirk continued. “So once you’ve shot your wad with the high powered explosives, you have the most expensive but most useless piece of equipment.”

Ronnie pointed to the multiple barrels. “But this one can take any common ammunition, as well. So once you’ve shot your grenade, you can scavenge bullets and still use it later in battle.”

Zach could see how that would be helpful.

“And this one?” Vanderwalt asked, picking up a machine gun with a strange item on the butt of the gun.

“There are all kinds of high-tech solutions to recoil,” Ronnie explained. “But we thought, why not low tech?”

“So you just put a shoulder pad on a machine gun?” Vanderwalt asked, then smiled that loopy grin of his. “Brilliant.”

“We thought so,” Quirk said, taking the gun from the MI5 agent. “We don’t want to see any of this coming out of Scotland Yard any time soon.”

Quirk was a little twitchy about people stealing his designs. And he couldn’t exactly apply for patents, since he was persona non grata in most industrialized countries. Which made him even grouchier about it.

Vanderwalt backed away from the table of wonders and went to the window. It was a portal to a scenic view of the river and bridge they just came over.

“Don’t worry,” Ronnie said. “It is bulletproof glass. Really bulletproof, not just bullet resistant. It is lead impregnated.”

Vanderwalt pushed on the glass frame. “That’s in there good, mates.”

Quirk explained. “The wood is covering a steel-interlaced frame. It could take a mortar hit and survive.

“Good to know,” Vanderwalt said as he moved away. “Anything I should be worried about in the bathroom?”

“Nope,” Quirk said. “It’s just a regular bidet, although we did consider making one that shot acid.”

“I think I’ll wait,” Vanderwalt said as he moved a crossbow over so he could sit on the couch.

* * *

Sissy, Quirk thought. He’d just said they’d only thought of the acid option.

The doorbell rang. Everyone tensed. Zach and Vanderwalt pulled their guns.

“Calm down, G.I. Joes. It’s just my delivery.”

“Quirk!” Ronnie barked.

“What? I already paid for it, including tip. They just leave it at the door like they always did.”

Zach raised his eyebrows. 

Quirk indicated to the nearly functional satellite. “You don’t think we built that on frozen food alone, do you?”

He checked his watch. He gave the delivery guy thirty seconds to skedaddle, then went to the door and opened it. There it was. Manna from heaven. Takeout from the little trattoria down the street. He could smell the pine nuts from here.

He scooped up the bio-friendly fiber containers and brought them in. The men still had their guns out. “You’d better put those down or I’m not going to share.”

Quirk went to the kitchen, moved a high-capacity missile rifle out of the way, and opened the top of the first container. Shrimp, spinach, and cream cheese raviolis with a thick cream and pine nut sauce.

Buon appetito. He took his first bite. It was like heaven on his tongue. Rich without being heavy. “Why, oh why is the food so good here?”

“The extra-extra-extra-virgin oil,” Vanderwalt commented, getting a fork himself.  

“Well, you’ll seldom here me say this,” Quirk stated, “But bring on the virgins.”

“Quirk?” Ronnie said.

He sighed. That was her “don’t you have work to do?” face.

“Crack,” he said, imitating a whip sound.

Ronnie grinned. “At the least multi-task. We’ve only got forty-five minutes before Pilot’s deadline, and I think he really would leave without us.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. Quirk grabbed another container with vegetarian lasagna, aptly called Lasagna Florentine. He’d hit the keyboards while he munched.

Even Zach was drawn to the food. “Any spumoni in there?”

“Duh,” Quirk said, nodding to the smaller container. “Just save me some.”

Quirk had very few axioms, however this was one—“No one should go into battle on an empty stomach.”

* * *

Quirk wasn’t kidding. That had been the best spumoni Zach had ever tasted. Even better than The Old Spaghetti Factory’s. They were all loaded down with equipment, even Vanderwalt, as they left the apartment.

There was a cargo van waiting for them at the curb. There was no walking to the airport. They had scrapped the private plane and were taking a British military transport to the Munich Franz Josef Strauss airport. Hopefully they could avoid the Hidden Hand recognizing their flight into the area.

From there, they would take a rental truck to the small village of Hohenschwangau, located deep within the Bavarian countryside. From there, they would have to launch their attack on the castle.

After a short ride across the beautiful city, they arrived at the airport, Peretola. The thing was so small. How could a major city like this have an airport that was so small? It only had one runway. One, and no taxi paths. You landed, turned around, and came back the same runway to get to your gate.

It was crazy small. How could this place service over two million people?

And the terminal wasn’t all that crowded, either. The walls were lined with ad campaigns for the city’s many theatrical productions and galleries. It was like a drama geek’s wet dream.

With Vanderwalt at the helm, they passed through customs like a breeze, their equipment already heading for the plane.

“Anything back from Thames House?” Zach asked.

Vanderwalt shook his head as they walked down the gangway to the British jet. “No matter the dire circumstances, they’re not too keen about sending troops into Germany. They already have their backs up about how well-infiltrated the neo-Nazis are in their parliament.”

“So no chance we are going to get ground or air support from the Germans, then?” Zach asked.

The MI5 agent shook his head. “We can’t even ask, unless you want to risk your operation’s information going straight to the Hidden Hand.”

No, that is not what they wanted. They had enough against them, thank you very much.

Once loaded in, the van pulled away from the curb into the bustling Florence traffic. The driver used some pretty colorful language as he took them down side streets to avoid the congested thoroughfares.

Ronnie sighed next to him. “We’ll have to come back when, you know…”

“We aren’t hiding from neo-Nazis?”

“Exactly.”

She flashed a grin at him that somehow made all of this worth it, even burning down the Sistine Chapel. Even his mother’s disappointment at him burning down the Sistine Chapel. 

* * *

Ronnie settled into her seat on the plane. While not up to their usual luxury jet standards, it certainly was better than that cargo plane they took.

Vanderwalt was busy up with Pilot, arranging their flight path. At this point, Ronnie just wanted to get to Germany and get this mission over with. Even though her computer was still filled with angelic symbols and such, she was glad they were moving past the point of needing them.

They had to break the Hidden Hand this time. Really break them. Like, obliterate them off the face of the earth. Because this wouldn’t stop. Amanda had said there were over two hundred different infectious diseases that the Hidden Hand could weaponize for mass casualties. They needed to find their central laboratory and destroy all their stores of infectious diseases.

Hopefully, this remote fairytale castle would be their Mecca.

Vanderwalt came back from the cockpit and strapped in. “We should be in the air any moment. They’re closing the airport, but we have clearance.”

Hopefully, the Hidden Hand wouldn’t be tracking the last plane out of Florence.

Quirk was busy on his laptop still, trying to get as much hacking into the Hidden Hand’s mainframe done as he could before they arrived. The lower level of the castle was booby trap heaven, or hell, depending on which side you were on.

Ronnie could feel the rattle of the plane as they took off. She glanced out the window to watch the city of Florence getting smaller and smaller until it looked like a Lego recreation, and then even that was gone.

Zach tossed her a pack. “You better check it now.”

“What in the bloody hell is that?” Vanderwalt asked.

“Our modified parachutes,” Zach said.

“What do you mean parachutes?”

Ronnie sighed. It was tough when you had to lie to even your allies.

* * *

“We aren’t landing in Germany,” Zach explained. “We’re skydiving into the castle’s courtyard.”

“What are you talking about?” the MI5 agent demanded.

“We can’t take the chance they are monitoring all outgoing flights in the area,” Zach continued. “Better to just jump in, rather than sneak our way past the front gates.”

“Where’s mine?” he asked.

“Walt,” Zach said. “We really appreciate your help with the plane, but this is our fight.”

“Bloody hell it is,” Vanderwalt shot back. “My entire royal family is infected.”

Zach shook his head. He knew that Vanderwalt meant well—however, the guy hadn’t exactly shown that he had the stones to attempt what they were attempting. But how to convince Vanderwalt of that without hurting his ego?

“We need someone on the ground to run interference, and once we’re inside and discovered, someone to negotiate with the Germans to get their help.”

Vanderwalt grumbled a bit, but didn’t retort immediately. In some ways, Zach thought the MI5 agent might be just a little glad there wasn’t a parachute with his name on it.

“We’ll be in contact, though?”

“Yes,” Zach reassured him.

“And I’ll be the first to get some vaccines?”

Ah, there it was. “Yes,” Zach stated. 

Vanderwalt settled back into his seat, seeming content. Zach turned his pack over, checking the straps and pull lines. If only he was as content with their plan. But when was he?

* * *

Quirk did not like skydiving. And skydiving in the rig they had set up? It was just crazy. He’d designed the damn things for Ronnie. Let her go jumping out of planes. If he’d thought it was for him, he’d have lined the harness with fake fleece and bedazzled the hell out of it.

Instead, he was getting chaffed in some rather uncomfortable areas, and Quirk was certain the parachute made him look fat.

Quirk looked out the hatch window to see the castle come into view. It really did look just like Cinderella’s castle. Walt Disney had excellent inspiration here. The tall spires, the white limestone walls, the intricate stained glass windows. He half expected Tinker Bell to fly up and launch some fireworks. The castle had drained the King of his personal fortune, but oh, it was so worth it.

Although the sight did make Quirk a bit queasy. It was like they were launched an attack on Disneyland, and that was just wrong. Wrong.

“Are you just going to look at it, or jump?” Ronnie asked.

He frowned. Again, he really should have thought of the comfort and aesthetics before putting this apparatus into production. Plus, he was worried about poor Pilot. The man was so stoic, but he was starting to have trouble swallowing and his tongue had its first blister. Quirk wasn’t stupid. He knew the course of the disease. He’s WebMD’d it. He knew the stages, and that Pilot was going into the final ones of the disease. Soon, his liver and spleen would be as blistered as his tongue.

But there was no point moping. The best course of action was getting that antiserum into his honey’s veins as soon as possible.

“First we need to do some recon,” Quirk stated.

“How?” Zach asked.

Quirk pulled out one of the many, many, many rocket launchers that they had brought. This one, though, was near and dear to his heart.

“This is a recon grenade,” Quirk explained to the FBI agent. “The army made the basic model.”

Vanderwalt looked to the grenade launcher “They are using those in Afghanistan?”

Quirk nodded, then pulled open a high-tech LED screen. “Which, of course, we had to trick out.” 

He put the thing on his shoulder as Ronnie opened the hatch. Quirk allowed the telemetry on the device to properly aim the thing, then fired.

The grenade roared out of the launcher and headed straight for the castle, but instead of hitting it, the grenade opened up, and out popped a device loaded onto its own little parachute. The thing drifted down, flying over the castle walls.

Quirk’s computer screen was going crazy. The thing had so many sensors on it that his video card was having a hard time keeping up with all the data. They had video, thermal imagining, infrared feeds, GPS locators, and radio interception.

“The army’s version only has video, right?” Vanderwalt asked.

Quirk nodded. “I figure if we are going to do remote recon, let’s do remote recon.”

“Brilliant,” Vanderwalt said as the camera slowly circled around, giving them a 360-degree view of the castle courtyard. They now knew exactly how many guards were on the main level, where the power suckage was coming from to power their defenses—stuff like that.

Then, when the unit landed inside the castle’s walls and some of the guards, came out to look at it, the thing became a real grenade and exploded.

“And that is the Peeping Tom,” Quirk said, closing his laptop and securing it in his bag. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

Ronnie grimaced, synched down her shoulder strap again, and turned to the open hatch. The wind blew in fiercely, plastering her hair to her scalp. She tugged down her eye goggles and gave a thumbs-up.

She “fell” out the door, clutching her arms to her chest.

Zach motioned for Quirk to go next. Ah, and he was hoping to watch the view as the FBI agent went before him. Oh well.

Quirk tucked as well, then tipped forward, his body screaming for him to stop. It was the oddest sensation to purposefully throw yourself from a moving plane. The cold air smacked him in the face, a punishment for going against nature.

Then the sensation hit that so many adrenaline junkies lived for. That disembodied feeling as you fell through the sky. He glanced over his shoulder to watch Zach “fall” from the plane. Soon, all three of them were crashing toward Mother Earth.

Ronnie pulled her chute and the pack on her back unfurled, but instead of a parachute, interlocking rods snapped into place, creating a mini hang glider. And not just a mini hang glider, but a mini hang glider with small, hairspray can-sized directional boosters.

The frame locked together, Ronnie’s headlong spill toward the ground was corrected, and soon she was gliding toward the castle.

Quirk pulled his rip cord as well and felt his pack unfurl, then snapped his harness as the hang glider caught the wind. His legs were pushed back and he placed his ankles on the rear pedals to help with steering, as well.

They had taken the air force’s design and made it truly functional.

* * *

Zach watched the others glide off toward the horizon. He checked his altimeter. It was time. He pulled the rip cord. He’d skydived before. How different would this be?

He could hear the fabric drag across the pack’s zipper. It sounded like a high-pitched whistle. Then he felt the tug as the “chute” slowed his descent. Only it didn’t really slow his descent, and he could hear a loud fluttering above him.

Zach looked up to find that only one side of the hang glider had caught in place. The other half was discombobulated, flapping uselessly on the other side. 

This put him into a crazy spin.

“Ditch it!” Ronnie screamed from down below.

But if he ditched it, he wouldn’t have any chute whatsoever. They had warned him that, due to the bulk and weight of the glider, there was no backup chute. Possibly a design flaw.

“Cut it!” she screamed again, as she hit the lateral canisters and edged under him.

He didn’t have any choice, really. Half a chute was about as helpful as no chute. Zach tugged on the bright red handle and felt the clasp on his back open. The glider got caught by the wind and fluttered off.

Zach was back in free fall. He tucked up, accelerating his speed so that he could catch up with Ronnie.

She hit the boosters hard, then tipped her front point up. He fell into her arms. Clutching onto her rigging, Zach was saved.

Ronnie wrapped her arms around him and held on. “We’re going to be coming in pretty fast.”

No kidding. This rigging was set up for Ronnie’s weight, not his, too. He could hear fabric beginning to rip under the strain.

If that tore completely, well, Zach didn’t want to think about that.

* * *

Mika watched the monitor. The Robin Hood Hacker really was brazen, thinking she could simply fly into their stronghold. Who did she think she was dealing with? He had hoped perhaps they would simply kill themselves in the attempt, but unfortunately the two remaining hand gliders were heading straight for the castle.

“Fire,” Mika said calmly.

“You’re making a mistake,” Alfonzo commented, next to him.

“Really? We shall see.”

Hatches along the castle’s roof opened and machine gun turrets rose. They swiveled on their posts to aim at the hang gliders. The guns fired in a blaze of glory, the rat-a-tat-tat filling the room with the sound of war.

But the bullets never reached the hang gliders. Instead, mid-air, the bullets were diverted, their trajectory bent and subverted toward the plane, which was circling around, back toward the castle.

Mika’s bullets hit the large spinning magnets attached to the underside of the plane. To his horror, the magnets stopped spinning in one direction, then quickly spun in the other. The bullets were repulsed, now speeding back to the castle.

They struck all along the roof, killing many of the men manning the guns.

“Is it trite to say that I told you so?” Alfonzo asked.

Mika was not amused. “Get the men ready. Storm the courtyard.”

“Yet another tactical error,” Alfonzo stated.

No, the tactical error was in not killing the previous supreme commander in his sleep.

* * *

Zach looking over his shoulder at the castle’s rapidly approaching tower. That pointy cap seemed awfully pointy right about then.

“We’re not going to make it,” Zach shouted.

Ronnie shook her head. “We’ll make it.” She gave the boosters another hit, but nothing came out. They were spent. “Okay, we aren’t going to make it. Lift up your feet!”

Zach pulled his feet up to his chest as the pointy spire passed right under his behind.

“That was close!” Ronnie yelled.

“Too close!” Zach replied.

“Legs down!” Ronnie shouted.

He complied, not knowing exactly what she was talking about, but after a glance over his shoulder, he realized they were about to sideswipe into the roof of the main structure. 

Zach got his legs moving as Ronnie did the same. All of the sudden, they were running along the rooftop. He believed that Quirk would have said they were “yabba dabba do-ing” it.

Then they were off the side, plummeting to the courtyard.

“So sorry!” Ronnie yelled. Zach didn’t realize what she meant until it dawned on him that he was going to hit first.

And hit he did, hard. His shoulder was slammed into the cobblestones as Ronnie’s weight crushed his ribcage. He couldn’t breathe. His hip skidded against the rock as he dug his heels in, trying to stop the slide.

The “hang glider” collapsed down on top of them, intertwining its rods amongst their limbs, but at the least they were at a stop.

Ronnie pushed the canvas away and rose, stumbling as she untangled a line from her braid. “Not bad for a beta.”

The truly sad part about that? She was right.

“Jeez, took you guys long enough,” Quirk said, looking like he’d stepped out of a GQ shoot. Even his hair was in place. Zach looked down at the cobblestone skid marks all along his pant leg. “Good thing I’m quick.”

Zach glanced around to find over three dozen men down. Quirk blew at the tip of the muon gun, even though it wasn’t smoking.

“Let’s just say I’ve got it,” Quirk stated.

* * *

“Good job,” Ronnie said, extending her hand for Quirk to give her the muon cannon.

“It needs to be recharged,” Quirk said as he handed it over.

Ronnie’s eyes squinted. If it needed to be recharged, it had been fired multiple, multiple times. Which meant that the men that were down in the courtyard weren’t simply unconscious, they were dead.

She looked to Quirk, who didn’t seem at all fazed. But why would he? Yes, their focus was on less lethal options, but there were times when you needed lethal options. Super-duper, really lethal options. Storming the Hidden Hand’s headquarters was one of those times. They couldn’t risk three dozen men suddenly waking up and coming after them.

“The microwave gun?” Ronnie asked.

Quirk pulled it out of his pack. “Fully charged and ready to go.”

Ronnie took the weapon as Zach unloaded his pack. He had the pistol that had directional bullets and the shotgun with heat-seeking pellets. There were about a half dozen other weapons amongst their packs. But, unlike in video games, you could only shoot so many guns at once.

“Are those what I think they are?” Zach asked, pointing to the slit-like windows along the turret. Positioned in each one, instead of an archer, as was originally conceived back in the Middle Ages, was a laser. They should have been sliced and diced by now, but Quirk had hacked into the system and disabled them all.

So no light show.

Ronnie turned to the locked door that led to the main entrance of the museum. The Hidden Hand’s lair was down a concealed staircase to the lower level.

“C-4?” Ronnie asked.

“Let me,” Zach said. He pulled out a large-caliber grenade launcher, aimed, and shot. The shell hit the door, exploding, pulverizing it. Then a second shell was released and sailed into the hallway, igniting halfway down it. Men screamed as the flash bang went off.

The weapon had been developed for urban fighting in Afghanistan, but they had modified it for a flash bang, rather than a regular grenade. The thing also sent telemetric readings to Quirk’s computer. It had taken a picture of what was happening further down the hallway.

Ronnie lifted the microwave gun, calibrated it, and fired. With a unified scream, the men down the hallway were also taken care of.

“You should be good all the way to the staircase,” Warp said in her ear. He was monitoring their advance from a satellite directly above them.

They didn’t talk. They didn’t need to. They knew what they needed to do.

Zach went in first, then Ronnie, then Quirk. They came to the first junction in the hallway. Quirk took a right. She and Zach took a left. From satellite images, she knew the coldest spot in the castle was up in one of the citadels. Quirk was going to see if that really was a refrigeration unit up there.

Ronnie continued down the hallway. Despite the fear and having to step over Hidden Hand bodies, she took a moment to appreciate the thick tapestries on the wall. King Ludwig really had gone to all expenses to decorate his retreat. How would he feel to know that the Hidden Hand had subverted the place to their nefarious cause?

In his last days, he had ranted about a secret organization living below the castle. No one had believed the reclusive king, and ultimately had him declared insane just a few short days before his “suicide.”

Would he be horrified that his descendants had come to this?

A wrought-iron chandelier, if you could call it that, hung from the high ceiling in the reception hall. Bodies lined the floor even here. That microwave gun really did have great range.

“We’ve got trouble,” Warp said in her ear. “Movement. Massive movement.”

“Where?” Ronnie asked, spinning around. There didn’t seem to be anyone or any footsteps.

“No, not there,” Warp clarified. “In Long Island.”

“Sorry—can’t help there,” Ronnie said. Amanda was going to have to take care of that. Hopefully, the present Quirk had sent would help out.

 


CHAPTER 18

Amanda didn’t need to read the text that Jen had just sent. From the screech of jet fighters overhead, multiple explosions, and machinegun fire, Amanda had already figured out that the building was under attack. Major attack. 

Devlin opened the container that Quirk had sent. Within it was a large—well, Amanda could only call it a shotgun. It looked like a hearty shotgun, but capable of stopping this full-out assault? Amanda looked out the front door to see not one, but two tanks grinding their way toward them.

Devlin took out the “weapon.” He hit his earpiece. “Warp, tell all of our guys to get out of there.”

“How far back?” Warp asked.

“Pretty far, if Quirk is right.”

“Roger that,” Warp said.

Amanda found it hard to believe that the chrome-plated shotgun was really the world’s smallest EMP generator. She’d heard the tales from Jen, of course, about what technological geniuses Ronnie and especially Quirk were, but none of it seemed real. And now, seeing the shotgun? She feared that Quirk might have been pulling Jen’s leg just a little bit.

“All right,” Devlin said. “Only one way to find out.”

He took the shotgun, pointed it toward the street, and fired. Nothing seemed to happen.

Then an attack helicopter careened in the sky, slamming into an adjacent building. The tanks ground to a halt and a fighter jet flew overhead upside-down before it crashed beyond sight.

There was a strange silence for a moment. They had feared that even if the shiny shotgun had worked, the Hidden Hand might have EMP-shielded their equipment. Jennifer had hoped the Hidden Hand wouldn’t have thought that the vaccine factory would have an EMP, and hadn’t taken the time or funds to shield their equipment. Plus, they’d only stolen the tanks a few hours ago.

Then the gunfire started again in earnest. They might have neutralized the heavy equipment, but the Hidden Hand had sent plenty of troops, as well.

“Anything in there for them?” Amanda asked.

Devlin sorted through the packing material. “Nope. Nothing.”

Great. How the hell were they supposed to survive the veritable army heading their way?

* * *

It was quiet—too quiet, Ronnie decided. They had been walking through the castle for a good five minutes, and so far, nothing. Granted, they had a plan for the troops, but to find no laser tripwires or knockout gas? They might as well be just going to a museum. The castle had more than enough artwork to challenge some of Europe’s larger museums. 

King Ludwig certainly was a connoisseur of the arts. Of course, he’d thought he was the reincarnation of the “Swan Knight.” Well, if painting it could make it so, Ludwig was in good shape. Of course, that would mean that he’d slain a dragon, but hey, if you were going to build a fairytale castle, you might as well have some fairytale paintings, and tapestries, and statues, and of course the prerequisite suit of armor.

The king really liked his Swan Knight.

Ronnie actually missed Quirk right about now. He would be filling the quiet with his jabbering on about the history of the castle and the mad king that inhabited it. Ronnie hadn’t actually researched the history, since she’d just assumed Quirk would fill her in.

Not that she would ever tell Quirk that.

“How far?” Zach asked.

“One more turn,” Ronnie informed him.

“Really?” Zach whispered softly.

There was no real reason to whisper, but apparently both were so accustomed to it, they kept it up. Ronnie could understand his surprise—she had expected, well, something to happen.

She guessed that, with this being the museum level, they had to tone down the bells and whistles. They couldn’t risk a tourist being cut in half by a cyanide laser. Still, it was disconcerting. Like waiting for the other shoe to drop. A really big, ugly, deadly shoe.

“Shouldn’t there be more…stuff?” Zach asked.

They rounded the corner to another empty hallway. There was a large floor-to-ceiling tapestry at the end of it. The door had to be behind there.

“Be careful,” Warp said in her ear. “There is a huge energy spike in your quadrant.

Ronnie took another step forward. They had security measures. No surprise there. They couldn’t turn back just because it was rigged. A huge energy spike, though? This castle was an energy guzzler. How much energy did it need to create a spike large enough for Warp to comment on it?

She felt the crackle in the air.

“Get back!” Ronnie cried, grabbing Zach’s sleeve and tugging him behind the suit of armor. “Don’t touch it.”

A loud, resonating crack filled the hallway as a sheet of what looked like lightning came down from the ceiling to the floor. It was a wall of shimmering blue-white. So pretty and intense it hurt your eyes to look at it very long. Even the air was set on fire. The stench of burnt ozone filled the air.

“What the hell is that?” Zach asked.

“Artificial lightning,” Ronnie said as the sheet finally wavered, then disappeared. No wonder the power spiked. It took some serious voltage to create a lightning strike, let alone a sheet of it. Then, finally, it flickered out.

“Come on,” Ronnie said, pulling Zach forward.

“Aren’t you worried about a repeat performance?”

Ronnie shook her head. “They’ve got to refill the capacitors. It’ll take a few minutes to recharge that much electricity.”

Laymen always assumed that the flow of electricity was nearly instantaneous—which it was, but not quite. It took time to transfer large amounts. Thank goodness.

She yanked on the tapestry, which showed the Swan Knight battling a Cyclops, of all things. Behind it stood what looked like a normal door. She reached out and touched the wood. It had to be wood. If they were using a lightning sheet to protect it, it couldn’t be metal.

Ronnie gave it a good shove. It opened. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Zach chuckled as they walked through the doorway.

“Nope,” Ronnie said. “There is a certain arrogance with high-tech security measures. A feeling of being invulnerable. Security engineers get an almost God-like complex.”

As they crept down the hallway, the security cameras followed their path. Neither Quirk nor Ronnie had been able to hack in deep enough to shut them down. Plus, it was kind of futile. There were so many other sensors in this place that the CCTV was the least of their problems.

Ronnie hoped that, at the least, they were putting on a good show for the Hidden Hand’s new Supreme Commander.

* * *

Alfonzo watched coolly as Mika shouted out orders. He was still under the mistaken impression that he was in control of the situation.  Alfonzo knew better. He edged his way to the back of the room and then, as everyone’s attention was on the screens showing the Robin Hood Hacker’s progress, he slipped out the door.

Knowing Ronnie’s team’s penchant for destroying works of art, Alfonzo gave this castle another two hours before it was dust. He had to get his father out of here. He crossed through several checkpoints, his embedded RF chip giving him immediate clearance. Alfonzo did not need to worry about the laser and anesthetic gas booby traps. There were some perks to being an ex-supreme commander. No area of the castle was off limits.

He made it to the lowest level of the compound within minutes. His feet stalled outside of his father’s room. Instead, he turned to the nurses’ station. 

“Prepare for my father’s evacuation.”

The woman dressed in crisp white frowned. “The doctors have determined he is too weak to be moved.”

Yes, well, he was also too weak to be buried in stone. “Make the preparations.”

Still frowning, the nurse picked up the phone and dialed.

Alfonzo turned back to his father’s room. His hand lay heavy on the doorknob. It was difficult to see him like this. The strain of his mind trying to reconcile the godlike being that once was his father to the husk of a man that he had become.

In the end, Alfonzo turned the knob and walked in.

His father was awake with a strange smile on his face. He seemed stronger than earlier.

“Do not bother, son. I wish to die here.”

“But Father, this place will be no more in a few hours.”

“All the better,” his father said as he patted his hand. “Alfonzo, I am tired. It is time for this to end.”

Alfonzo gripped his father’s hand tightly. “Never. What did you teach me? Never underestimate yourself or your chances.”

“But what if my end here is my greatest triumph?”

“You’re tired, Father,” Alfonzo said, stroking his father’s bald scalp. There wasn’t even the tickle of stubble there. The skin was like parchment. “Shhh. Go back to sleep.”

“You must promise first not to move me,” his father said. “Promise,” he hissed.

Alfonzo clenched his jaw muscles as his father’s body convulsed in a cough that ended in a bloody glob coming out. Would moving him to Geneva really help anything? 

“I promise,” Alfonzo said, and his father immediately quieted, his thin eyelids sliding down and his features relaxing.

Could he live up to that promise, though? Could he just let his father die? Here? Would it even be in his power to change? Nevertheless, Alfonzo sent a text. It wouldn’t hurt to have the helicopter prepped to leave on a moment’s notice.

* * *

Amanda stared out the window at the firefight. The troops were doing the best they could to defend the building, but the Hidden Hand had so many men. So many men willing to die to destroy the vaccine. Even without their more advanced electronic devices, the Hidden Hand was steadily advancing on the vaccine factory. An RPG hit the upper floors, shattering glass and rocking the building.

The vaccine manufacturing plant was in the basement, so it should be safe, but for how long?

“Wait,” Devlin said, digging around in the box that the EM pulse gun had come in. “There’s this note.”

He handed it to Amanda. She read it quickly, which wasn’t hard to do, since it was only one line. “You’ve got this.”

Jennifer walked up, her hair falling out of her ponytail. Personal hygiene wasn’t very high on anyone’s priority list. Amanda handed the note to Jen.

“Your friend has a sense of humor,” Amanda said. “We don’t have anything.”

Jen frowned then cocked her head and smiled. 

“What?”

Jen signed back. Amanda translated out loud for Devlin. “‘What do we have?’ We’ve got proto-vaccine, that’s all,” Amanda said. “No weapons.”

Jen shook her head and signed as Amanda interpreted. “Think. This is a veterinary facility.”

“What is she talking about?” Devlin asked.

“I have no idea,” Amanda said, exasperated. She wasn’t Quirk. She didn’t revel in this twenty-questions game. “What is it, Jen?”

“We need a weapon,” Jen signed. “What is the most toxic thing this facility owns?”

Amanda thought about it. If they were at Plum Island, they would have a thousand different bugs to set on the Hidden Hand. Of course, the concept of using a biological weapon to fight a biological weapon turned her stomach, but she would do what she had to do.

“Well?” Devlin pressed. “What could this vet medical laboratory facility have that we could use against the Hidden Hand?

Amanda’s mind spun. They would have the rabies virus, of course, but that wouldn’t take effect for weeks or months—plus, it would need to be injected. They would have West Nile virus, but again, not very helpful in the immediate circumstances.

“Cows,” Jen signed.

“Cows?” Devlin echoed. 

Cows. Now Amanda understood. “Botulism,” Amanda explained.

“You mean like Botox?” Devlin asked.

“Exactly like,” Amanda agreed. “The Clostridium botulinum bacterium elaborates a toxin that is a paralytic.”

“But could it infect them quickly enough?” Devlin asked.

“No,” Amanda said. “It takes eight to thirty-six hours to take effect.”

“So how is that helpful?” Devlin asked, looking very confused.

“Because,” Amanda said, starting to feel hope for the first time in a while. “This facility has been trying to create a vaccine against the toxin.”

“Which means?” Devlin pleaded.

“They’ve got quite a bit of the powdered toxin downstairs.”

“Again,” Devlin said, “how does that help?”

“Just like injected Botox takes effect immediately, if you inhale the toxin, it works immediately, too.”

“But how are we going to get them to breathe it?” Devlin asked.

Then they both said, at the same time, “The fans.”

Thank you, Quirk. We did have it, after all.

* * *

Quirk was tired of climbing. Due to all of the safeguards that would be present in the stairwell up the turret, he went a different route. He was getting his Spider-Man on. Using electronically driven suction cups, he was scaling the outside stone. So much better than tripping a wall of fire or something. 

He had been tapped for this task since he was the only one skinny enough to fit through the small archers’ slits in the stone. Once again, his lithe form got him into trouble.

Of course, the Hidden Hand had snipers, but Pilot had made quick work of them. Quirk had climbed in peace, but now was the moment of truth. Now he actually had to go inside, where all the danger was. Too bad. This had been fun. Not.

He let go of one of the suction cups and placed some C-4 on the window guarding the opening. Quirk had used his handy-dandy C-4 calculator app on his smartphone. Take a picture of what you wanted to blow up, and it told you exactly how much C-4 to use and where to put the detonator cap.

Now blowing stuff up was idiot proof. Ah, if only they could apply for patents.

He moved over a few feet before hitting the detonator. The window blew, shattering inward. Quirk waited a few moments before going back over to the opening. It didn’t look like they had any human guards this high up in the tower, which was what Quirk had been counting on.

Too much overreliance on electronic security. It had doomed many a building. 

He crawled through the opening, but stopped abruptly.

Quirk had expected vaccine stores. He’d broken into a couple of satellite facilities before, but what lay before him wasn’t a store—it was an entire shopping mall of vaccines.

“We are going to need a way bigger transport,” Quirk said into his mic, looking down at the expandable cases he had brought. They were laughable. “Way, way bigger.”

* * *

Zach breathed a well-deserved sigh of relief. Quirk had found the vaccines. This mission wasn’t all for naught. But it was only half successful. Ronnie and he weren’t just distractions this time. They were here to end this. Once and for all. To take down the Hidden Hand’s stronghold. To end this threat forever.

However, Ronnie had stopped at the latest door, frowned, and backed up. She slipped on a pair of glasses that would make Google glasses ashamed. He knew that the glasses were actually sensors. Ronnie was literally scanning the door with a set of eyewear that looked like a nice set of geek girl glasses.

“What’s wrong?”

“This door is impenetrable,” Ronnie answered.

“To anybody but you, right?” Zach clarified.

Ronnie bit her lip and shook her head. “To anyone, including me.”

“You can’t hack your way in?” Zach asked.

“Nope,” Ronnie said. “Quirk already tried. “There doesn’t seem to be any electricity running to the door.” She handed him the glasses.

The lenses really were amazing. They was showing him some kind of X-ray or gamma ray view of the door. The thing was thick steel, with seven bolts that went deep into the wall, which was also steel reinforced. Along the side of the image were gilded angelic symbols that ran down the side. Those things never left Ronnie alone for long.

Zach got a little dizzy looking at it all and handed the glasses back. “So why don’t we blow it?”

Ronnie got out her smartphone, inputted some data, then looked up. “According to Quirk’s C-4 app, the amount of explosive we would have to use to dislodge the door would actually bring down the ceiling.”

“So explosives are not an option?” Zach asked.

“Like I said. Nope.”

“Then what do we do?” Zach queried.

“Well, the symbols are being pretty insistent that we go down to the lowest level.”

“But why?”

Ronnie shrugged. “Perhaps there is a weakness in the floor of the headquarters. People might think to enforce the walls and doors, but the floor?”

“Are we sure we can trust the symbols?”

Ronnie sighed. “They haven’t led us astray yet.” 

Zach gave her that look that meant that Ronnie, in turn, gave him that look back. 

“What other choice do we have?” she asked.

None, apparently, as Ronnie backtracked and took them down a dark staircase.

Deeper into the castle. 

The exact opposite direction from where he wanted to go.

 


CHAPTER 19

Ronnie didn’t like going on blind faith, but that was exactly what she was going on right now. Those symbols that had become like a family to her wanted her to go down, so she went down.

Besides, there really wasn’t any other way to go.

“Pilot is getting us a helicopter,” Quirk said into her ear bud. “I’ve struck the mother lode of all vaccine repositories.”

“Any trouble?” Ronnie asked.

“They are trying to get through the locks, but I’ve got those frozen down. They may try to blow the door, but that would risk destroying a large portion of the vaccine, so they are holding out, I think.”

“What about your entry point?” Zach asked beside Ronnie on the staircase. It was dark and slick stone.

“Put the automated shotgun array up. They tried once, then fell back,” Quirk said with a certain amount of satisfaction in his voice.

“And Amanda?” Ronnie asked.

“They are getting ready for a Hail Mary shot,” Quirk said. “But those girls are clever, so I am hopeful.”

Good, she needed Quirk hopeful. She needed Amanda’s vaccine factory to be ready when they actually got the vaccine. It would do little good, no matter how many thousands vaccine doses were in the tower, if they couldn’t make millions, hundreds of millions of them.

“Plus, I’ve got my Plan B in place,” Quirk said.

“Plan B?” Zach asked, but Ronnie shrugged. Sometimes Quirk went off the reservation without her.

“Do I need to be worried?” Ronnie asked.

“Oh please, you always worry,” Zach responded.

 Yes, yes, she did, because of situations like this. Ronnie didn’t like unknown variables. 

“Alright. Tell me before you execute Plan B though, okay?” Ronnie asked.

“Trust me, you will be the first I’ll tell if that happens.”

That did not make Ronnie feel much better.

They finally reached the end of the stairs. There was a door there that announced they had reached the hospital wing. She scanned the door’s structure. It appeared to be a simple, unlocked door.

Ronnie placed her hand on the bar and gave a push. There was a loud click, but no poison gas or deadly darts. Just the bitter smell of antiseptic. There was a guard at the nurses’ station who turned to fire, but Zach was faster.

The nurse held up her hands. “I’m unarmed.”

“Step around the desk. Slowly,” Zach ordered.

The woman did as she was told. “We only have one patient, and he’s critically ill.”

Ronnie looked in the direction the woman nodded. Behind glass doors was a private hospital suite. A frail man lay in the bed, hooked up to a dozen machines, oxygen tubes in his nose. The guy certainly didn’t seem to be a threat.

Then a figure came from around the corner.

“Alfonzo?” Ronnie said, before she thought it through. The figure spun, drawing his weapon. Zach aimed. Neither fired. “What are you doing here?”

Alfonzo holstered his weapon. “I could ask you the same thing.”

“But you’re the one that guided us here,” Ronnie said. “With the symbols.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Alfonzo replied, seeming genuinely confused.

 “The symbols,” Ronnie clarified. “You’ve been sending me symbols to help us.”

But wait. He was with them for over six months. The symbols had kept coming.

“It was not I,” Alfonzo said as they walked into the hospital room.

Ronnie looked to the myriad of monitors that surrounded the sick man. Most would not have caught it, but Ronnie had lived with the symbols for how long? Ronnie pointed to one of the screens. “Look, those are the symbols.”

Alfonzo squinted, looking to the monitor. “How can that be?

Ronnie looked down at the sick man’s hand. She grabbed a device off his finger. “This is supposed to look like a pulse oximeter, to measure oxygen levels in the blood, but it’s not one.”

She clicked the device and the symbols changed. “It is an infrared communications device. Much like the one Stephen Hawking uses, only much more refined.”

“Father?” Alfonzo asked.

Father? Ronnie studied the old man’s features. The two did share some common bone structure. It was hard to tell, though, the patient was so gaunt.

“Alfonzo,” the old man croaked, putting his hand out. Alfonzo took it as it went limp.

“Father, conserve your strength.”

“No need now,” the old man insisted. “It is soon to be over.”

Alfonzo frowned and sat next to his father. “Rest.”

“I was wrong, Alfonzo,” the older man croaked out. “So wrong about it all. I didn’t see it.”

“So, just to clarify,” Zach said, “Alfonzo’s father is the one who has been helping us?”

Ronnie nodded. 

“But I can only assume that he is high up in the Hidden Hand?” Zach asked.

“Second highest,” Alfonzo added.

“Then why exactly is he helping us?” Zach queried. “And why in the hell didn’t he just tell us everything up front?”

Ronnie was pretty sure she knew the reason for that. Alfonzo’s father seemed to be a man torn between his past and his conscience. He might not want to decimate three-quarters of the population anymore, but he was still Hidden Hand. Most likely, if he had given them everything, it would have been traced back to him and endangered not only himself, but Alfonzo as well.

A difficult position that it appeared Alfonzo had just inherited, as well. 

“Look, we are never going to get through to the headquarters without some serious help, and if we can’t get to the headquarters, then we can’t protect Quirk as he loads the vaccine into the helicopter, and then the world dies.”

“Help them,” Alfonzo’s father stated. “Help yourself.”

“Father, I can’t betray everything we have stood for,” Alfonzo said.

* * *

“But you already have,” Zach said, knowing that he was pushing his luck.

Alfonzo’s eyes flickered between Zach and Alfonzo.

“You warned us when you didn’t have to,” Zach said.

“Only so that it could be I who brought you in,” Alfonzo said, his chest puffing up as it always did when he thought his dignity was being assaulted.

“Son, help them,” the old man implored. “For I cannot.”

“Father,” Alfonzo said as the frail man coughed and coughed, spitting up blood. The man couldn’t stop, even as Alfonzo rubbed the man’s chest. When he finally did stop, he collapsed back, not moving. The monitors went ballistic as the EKG went flat line.

“No!” Alfonzo cried, then turned to the captured nurse.” Help him!”

The nurse showed that her hands were zip-tied together. “Even if they release me, there’s nothing that I can do. Your father was very adamant about a DNR.”

Zach knew the term. DNR was “do not resuscitate.” Alfonzo’s father wanted to die.

“No,” Alfonzo sobbed, burying his head on his father’s chest. “It’s too soon.”

Zach knew that Ronnie was socially awkward under normal circumstances, let alone figuring out how to comfort a man that was their enemy, yet could be their best chance at winning this battle against the Hidden Hand. She went over and patted him on the back. 

“It’s always too soon.”

Alfonzo let out another deep sob, then rose, closing his father’s eyes and then turning off the monitors. The room was suddenly plunged into silence.

“I can’t do what you wish of me,” Alfonzo said.

“You have to,” Ronnie said. 

Alfonzo straightened up. “I have to do nothing.”

Zach stepped forward. “Alfonzo, I think I’ve come to know you and how much you value your honor.”

The man nodded gravely.

“And I know that you are going to honor your father’s last request.”

Alfonzo’s eyes clouded and his lips formed a stern line, but he did not argue. 

“So, please, Alfonzo, just help us now. Don’t delay until it’s too late.”

Zach looked down at Alfonzo’s father. He didn’t need to say it. Clearly, the old man wished that he’d had a change of heart before the cancer robbed him of his opportunity to do more.

In response, Alfonzo picked up a syringe from the table and uncapped the needle. “I can’t help you…”

Zach wasn’t quite sure what he was doing until he dug into his skin and retrieved a small silver device the size of a pin’s head. “But this might.”

“Your RF chip?” Ronnie asked, taking the object from Alfonzo.

“Yes. It should get you through any doors or barriers.”

“Some of them are offline, though.”

Alfonzo shrugged. “Scan the chip. You are a bright girl, I’m sure you will figure it out.”

Ronnie had put on her glasses and started working on the puzzle already.

“And you?” Zach asked Alfonzo.

“I think I will help this nurse to safety and decide what my life will look like without the Hidden Hand.”

Zach extended his hand, something he never thought he would do to an international terrorist. Then again, he hadn’t thought he’d end up with an FBI Most Wanted hacker and be on the lam himself. He’d never say never again.

“Thank you,” he said to Alfonzo.

The man looked at Zach’s outstretched hand for a moment, then accepted the gesture, shaking Zach’s hand.

“I assume you will hunt me down if you survive the siege?”

“Pretty much,” Zach said with a grin. At least they knew where they stood.

“Tell Quirk I said goodbye,” Alfonzo said, then headed out the door.

Zach turned to Ronnie. “Well, is that the magic key to the kingdom?”

“Pretty much.”

“Then why don’t you look happy?”

Ronnie brought the chip up to his face. “Because this only works as much as Mika trusted Alfonzo.”

Ah, yes, that could be a problem.

* * *

Amanda secured the biohazard mask to her face. There couldn’t be a single millimeter exposed, or she would be just as affected by the botulism toxin as the Hidden Hand. Her breath sounded so loud in her ears, even louder than the firefight not a few hundred yards away.

Devlin was beside her helping to set up the huge industrial fans.

“They’re pulling back,” he said, indicating to the US troops who were falling back into the buildings. Snipers on the roof kept the Hidden Hand from advancing too quickly.

However, to have this plan work, they needed the Hidden Hand to get pretty damned close. The fans were large, but the decay coefficient was darn short. If they wanted this toxin to get into the Hidden Hand troops’ lungs, they needed them inside the fan’s primary wind vortex, which was way closer than was comfortable to Amanda.

Feeling confident with the American troops “fleeing” the area, the Hidden Hand charged forward. The snipers stopped shooting. This was the moment of truth.

“Turn them on!” Amanda yelled. Jen threw the switch. “Release the toxin!” she shouted next. Devlin opened the large containers and poured them out in front of the fan.

For a moment, the world went white as the toxic powder was caught and spread by the fans, and then the air cleared. A glittering mass of botulism toxin moved forward, away from them and toward the Hidden Hand.

Amanda ducked as a bullet flew overhead. Would the botulism get to the Hidden Hand? Would it work as quickly as it was supposed to?

The first cough told her that the powder had at least reached the frontline troops.

“Come on,” Devlin said, trying to tug her toward the building. But with its shattered windows and bent door frames, did it really offer much more protection than being out here?

“Release some more!” She yelled to be heard through the mask.

Devlin did so as more coughs came from the front line. Still, they charged forward. If it weren’t for the large metal grate over the fan, they would have been mowed down.

Then one soldier fell to his knees, then another. Soon, the entire first wave was on the ground. The soldiers behind them faltered, looking around, trying to figure out what was going on.

“More!” Amanda called out.

“This is the last one!” Devlin yelled back.

The white power flew on the air, whisked away by the fan. Soon, even men in the back of the attacking column were falling down, their muscles now not obeying their minds’ orders. The toxin absorbed through the lungs shouldn’t be enough to kill the men, but by God, they should be incapacitated for a while.

American troops outfitted with biohazard masks came out from the buildings, claiming weapons and securing the downed men.

Jen held up her hand. Amanda slapped the high five.

Now, if only Ronnie and Quirk could have such luck.

* * *

Ronnie and Zach stood in front of the steel door that had thwarted them before. Footsteps sounded behind them. Guards were on their way. Zach turned and calibrated his weapon. He shot and the bullet flew around the corner. A scream told them it had struck one of the Hidden Hand.

“Now or never, babe.”

She liked the way he called her babe. However, it didn’t make her feel much better about opening the door before them. What would be on the other side?

As more footsteps and shouts sounded from down the hall, now was pretty much a good time to find out. The lock was an old-fashioned tumbler system. She’d already figured out that Alfonzo’s chip had also encoded the number of each door and the password for it.

She understood what the numbers meant, but wasn’t quite sure about the letters COO afterwards were for. Taking a leap of faith, Ronnie spun the lock and dialed it to the first number, then dialed it back to the second, and so forth. Finally, a loud click and the sound of metal sliding against itself filled the hallway.

Ronnie spun the wheel and the door opened. No gunfire. 

“Warp,” she asked, “can you see if there are any troops behind this door?”

“You are pretty far down, so the thermal imaging is iffy at best. However, you are looking clear.”

Was that good or bad? Had they withdrawn troops from the corridor due to a caustic countermeasure?

The time for pondering was over, though, as a bullet zinged past her ear and went through the door into the darkened hallway. 

“I can’t hold them off much longer,” Zach admitted.

Ronnie opened the door wider and went through. At first, everything was fine. She was running, as she usually was in these circumstances. Zach slammed the door shut behind them before she could tell him to stop. It was getting harder and harder to breath. 

A loud motor sounded on the other side of the wall. 

“They are sucking the oxygen out of the air,” Ronnie choked out. This was bad. They must have been using zeolite materials, microporous aluminosilicates. “I must have done something wrong.”

She searched around for a secondary keypad. The letters must be the answer to the challenge code, but she couldn’t find any. 

“Fire!” she cried out. “Fire is our only chance.”

She indicated to the upper vents. She could feel the air in the tunnel being sucked out through them. Heat was the only thing that might stop the oxygen retention in the zeolite. The heat would destroy the perfect internal lattice of the zeolite. It was so perfectly structured that it would block larger molecules like oxygen, while allowing smaller ones like nitrogen to travel through. It was a basic technology used the world over to help patients that needed higher than 22% oxygen to breath.

Here, though, they weren’t on the receiving end of that exchange. They were on the short stick end.

Thank goodness they had a blowtorch with them, just in case some artifact itched to get burned. Zach turned it on and held it up to the grate. It wouldn’t take much heat to melt the microscopic pores and stop the “molecular sieve” from working. 

“Do them all,” Ronnie gagged out, not feeling the oxygen level going up any.

She searched again for a keypad. There was none. Then she spotted a small sensor. There wasn’t a keypad. The letters COO weren’t a code, they were a molecular structure. Carbon Dioxide. 

She rushed over and breathed into the small sensor. She gave it another large breath. The motor sounds stopped, then reversed and fresh, sweet oxygen poured from the vents.

Ronnie choked and gagged as she sucked in the new air. Zach coughed next to her, but they had survived.

Arms locked together, they stumbled toward the end of the hallway, where yet another door presented itself. From their offsite research, Ronnie knew that this next defense was the Fentanyl fog. She pulled her specialized gas mask from her pack and placed it over her face and eyes. The concentration of the aerosolized narcotic was high enough that even the amount absorbed by the eyes was enough to knock you out.

* * *

Zach gave a thumbs-up that his mask was in place. Ronnie waved Alfonzo’s chip in front of the keypad and the door slid open, and at the same time, a hiss greeted them. White fog poured from the ceiling. The cloud of drug swirled in the hallway. It was almost like walking into a horror film. The fog swished and circled around their legs as they made their way down the hallway. 

It shouldn’t be much further to the main security hub. Zach checked his pistol. He had thirty maneuverable bullets. He knocked on the chest plate of his bulletproof vest. They were about as prepared as they could be.

They made their way to the next hurdle. The door looked sturdy, but opened easily with the chip Alfonzo had provided. The Fentanyl rushed into this hallway, too. Zach kept his gas mask on. Ronnie had said that if you could see the fog, the narcotic was in high enough a concentration to be toxic.

After they stepped into this new hallway, Ronnie closed the door behind them, cutting off the flow of Fentanyl. She went over to the keypad and typed in some numbers. Everything seemed fine until Zach heard a high-pitched whine, then the sound of small doors sliding open.

Out of the walls came three flying saucers. There was nothing else to call them but flying saucers. They were about the size of dinner plates, and flat except for a small bubble in the center. Zach was just thankful there weren’t any little green men inside of them.

The impossible-looking crafts zipped around them, between them, under their feet.

“Whoa!” Warp cried in his ear. “Are those Rundflugzeug craft?”

“Looks like it,” Ronnie responded. 

Apparently this was not as freaky a sight as Zach had concluded. The techies obviously knew something he didn’t.”

“Rundflugzeug?” Zach asked.

Warp jumped in eagerly. “You’d probably know them as RFZ vehicles.”

“No, Warp, no I wouldn’t,” Zach responded.

“Oh, well anyway, they were developed by the Third Reich. Both as large, manned vessels, and as mini-discs for surveillance.”

“They were the first real drones,” Ronnie said, jumping out of the way as on of the RFZs got a little too close for comfort. “Due to their structure and lightweight materials, they are battery powered and highly maneuverable.”

She wasn’t kidding about that. The small discs could bank sharply and skim nearly vertically along the walls.

“Quirk has been wanting some of these for years,” Ronnie said. “The American military sometimes thinks too linearly. They only want what they have had before, only better. They refuse to look outside the box at truly innovative ideas.”

“If the Nazis had them,” Zach asked, “why didn’t they use them?”

“Oh,” Warp snorted, “they did. There are at least three hundred sightings of them in enemy territory. They primarily used them to ‘paint’ targets, decades before that concept even entered into the US military terminology, targeting for their bombers.”

How could Zach not have known that the Nazis had flying saucers? Not just flying saucers, but functional, operational flying saucers?

A saucer skimmed over Zach’s head, then shot a laser at him. He ducked in time, but he could feel the singe on the skin of his neck. “Hey!”

“Was that an ERML?” Warp asked.

“Whatever it was, it hurt,” Zach complained. 

The next saucer aimed at Ronnie, burning through the cuff of her jacket. “Yep, that would be an ERML.” She must have seen the look on Zach’s face, as she hurried to explain. “Extended Range MicroLasers aren’t supposed to be functional. The army has been fiddling with them for decades.”

Zach danced out of the way of another beam. “This isn’t funny.”

“No,” Ronnie agreed, even though she had a big-ass smile on her face. “That laser could cut through your leg.”

Great timing, as one of the beams sliced through the air, hitting his thigh tangentially. There was no blood, just a long, thin wound about a foot long. The beam’s heat had cauterized the tissue. It should have stung though, right? Why didn’t the injury hurt?

“Zach!” Ronnie shouted, but he didn’t know why until he almost pitched forward. She caught him. “It’s the Fentanyl. It is being absorbed through the wound.”

Perhaps, but damn he felt good.

He wasn’t at all worried about the flying saucers zipping around their heads. Or infection setting up in the large gash. Or even the Hidden Hand. Why worry when you felt this good?

 


CHAPTER 20

Damn, Zach was heavy when he wasn’t trying to help her at all. He just kept muttering, “Be happy,” which wasn’t helping anything. Plus, he was kind of lame in his left leg—the one that had been shot and lasered.

“Come on, come on, come on,” Ronnie encouraged, to little avail. The Fentanyl was really doing a number on him. He was about as high as a kite as you could get. Like one flying in the stratosphere.

“Ronnie, wait!” Warp yelled in her ear.

But she couldn’t wait. She waved Alfonzo’s RF chip, and the next door slid open.

Unfortunately, there were five guards on the other side, and Zach didn’t even have his gun in his hand, let alone aimed at them. Fortunately, the RFZs didn’t seem to discriminate on whom they fired at, as they zipped past the doorframe and nailed the first guard in the face. He shot wildly, and the ricochet bounced between the walls, hitting the man behind him.

Ronnie pulled Zach to the floor, which seemed to be just fine by him.

“God, I love you,” he murmured, trying to kiss her through the gas mask. 

Great, just what she needed. Him all amorous with three soldiers and RFZs after them. Ronnie shoved him toward the side hallway. “Crawl!”

The RFZs seemed to be attracted to gunfire, as they honed in on the guards, slicing and dicing the men.

Once she felt clear of the gas, Ronnie popped off her mask and did the same for Zach as he fumbled with the mechanism. Dear God, how long did Fentanyl last in the system?

Ronnie grabbed his gun. She didn’t have time to do any fancy target trajectories. She only had time to fire behind her. The last remaining guard fell to the ground. Unfortunately, an RFZ banked and headed straight for her.

She was regretting sending the EM pulse rifle to Amanda right about now. Squinting, Ronnie pulled the trigger, firing three times in succession. The bullets seemed to bounce off the skin of the saucers. Bulletproof RFZs—Quirk was going to be so jealous. How had they made the metal so light, yet so resilient?

No matter, the thing was coming straight for them. Then Zach was up, swinging his pack, smashing the disc against the concrete wall.

“Damn, they’ve got some big flies here,” he said, crumpling back down to the floor.

You know what? She’d take Zach delusional. 

“Come on,” Ronnie urged. “There’s soft serve ice cream around the corner.”

“Ice cream?” Zach said. She knew he had a thing for soft serve. Something about his dad and summers. Zach might not get up and run for his or her own survival, but for a hot fudge sundae? The guy would do just about anything for that soft serve. “What are we waiting for?”

Such a turnaround.

“Would it be too much trouble to go back and get that damaged RFZ?” Warp asked.

“Yes, it would be,” Ronnie said, shouldering more than half of Zach’s weight. She’d just gotten him going forward—there was no way she was going backward. “What’s beyond this next door?” she asked.

“Not sure. It’s one of the areas we couldn’t scan or hack.”

Fantastic. She had an injured, drugged-out partner and now no idea what was ahead. 

No matter. Ronnie waved the chip and the door slid open.

She, and therefore Zach, stumbled to a stop.

This couldn’t be. There was no way.

“Whoa…” Warp whispered in her ear.

* * *

“Whoa? What? What are you seeing?” Quirk demanded into his mic.

Ronnie was having a way more exciting time than he was. The Hidden Hand must have been worried about the vaccine, because they had tread pretty lightly around the tower. 

Quirk had been more in danger of dying of the frightful draft in the place than of in an actual attack.

“Warp, patch me through to Ronnie’s glasses,” Quirk demanded as he donned his own glasses.

The scene bloomed in front of his eyes. 

“Holy…”

The piece of machinery in front of Ronnie was huge. No, not huge. Ginormous. It filled the rather large room from ceiling to floor. It had a thousand different gleaming parts. Multiple thick electric conduits ran to it, fueling the giant engine.

“Is that a seismic generator?” Quirk asked. He couldn’t believe his eyes. These things were rumored around tech circles, but everyone scoffed like it was a fairytale. Where else to find it than here, then?

A machine able to produce an artificial earthquake. The sheer amount of force that it would take to fracture the crust of the earth was enormous, but so was the machine in front of them.

“Looks like it,” Ronnie said.

Germany was an especially stable tectonic area. As a matter of fact, they had so few natural earthquakes the entire country only had four “active zones,” compared to California, with over 580. And the castle wasn’t near any of the four. Germany only had about six earthquakes a year, and most of those were artificially induced, usually by explosives used to expand mining operations.

The only reason those generated any kind of seismic activity was that the mine shafts crisscrossed multiple layers of strata. The force was then projected through them, agitating a large section of unstable earth.

But to try and generate an earthquake here? That would take a seismic generator.

“This must be their autodestruct,” Quirk breathed out. Not necessarily to inform Ronnie, but to make sure he understood it himself.

What was it about these Hidden Hand? They’d flip the switch on their autodestruct in a heartbeat. Did they have no pride? No “captain goes down with his ship” kind of pride? Guess not, he thought as he looked at the machine churning away in front of Ronnie.

Then he heard a loud “pop” from outside and saw a projectile fly high in the air, then come down, burrowing into the earth.

“Oh crap.”

* * *

“Oh crap, what?” Ronnie asked.

“It’s so pretty,” Zach said, stroking the metal generator. Ronnie shooed him away while waiting for Quirk’s answer.

“Um,” Quirk said, “I think they just launched the resonators. Warp, can you confirm?”

“What does that mean?” Zach asked, but Ronnie didn’t bother explaining it to him. He way too wasted to understand that the resonators were placed into the ground, and then this generator powered them to shake the earth until it split. 

Ronnie instead just patted his hand. “It’s okay, they’re just trying to bring the place down on our ears.”

“Aren’t they doing our job for us?” Zach asked with a grin. God, he was cute, even high.

Even high, he was right, in one way. Mika must have decided that this siege wasn’t going to go well, and was cutting his losses. However, Ronnie didn’t need this structure, she needed all the information inside of it. They needed to know the totality of the Hidden Hand’s operations. Every safe house. Every vaccine repository. Every connection to the neo-Nazis.

“Can’t we just go?” Zach asked as he laid his head down on the ground.

“No—we’ve got to secure the computers.”

Mika seemed to be employing the “live to fight another day” axiom, but that just wasn’t going to happen. Not after they had come so far.

“Quirk, do we have the reverse agent for Fentanyl?”

She just couldn’t drag Zach around like this anymore.

“Yes, you’ve got some Narcan in your pack.”

Thank goodness they had known they would probably be going up against the Fentanyl fog. She dug around in her pack and came out with a syringe.

As she pulled the cap off the needle, she rubbed Zach’s shoulder. “Sorry, hon,”

“For what?” Zach asked, with those innocent blue eyes of his.

She stabbed him through the pants, into the thigh with the large bore needle. Zach howled, grasping her hand as she injected the thick medication into his muscle, then jerked it out.

“Why did you do that?” Zach pleaded, looking near tears.

“Because I had to.”

* * *

That did not seem like reason enough to Zach. Then, like a tidal wave, his pulse rose, his heart fluttered, and his mind felt like it was exploding. Whatever sense of peace and harmony he had felt was gone in an instant. His brain snapped back into focus so quickly that his vision rattled and blurred.

“Zach.” Ronnie’s voice sounded distant, but too loud, the roar in his ears washing away any other sound. “Zach?”

Zach had never understood why people took drugs. He just didn’t get it. Why would you want that chemical oblivion? Now, though, he kind of got it. That had been a rather pleasant ten minutes that normally he would have been stressed out over.

He had also never understood the term “harsh your buzz.” Lord knew that he had been accused of it enough times. Now, though, now he really understood. Ronnie had just harshed—really harshed—the best buzz of his life.

“Zach,” Ronnie said, shaking him. “We’ve got to go.”

Really? First she crushed that feeling of universal peace, and now she wanted to run? Really?

“Zach, I need you,” she said.

That was the first thing Ronnie had said that really penetrated the cocoon of bliss and disappointment that surrounded him. 

“Yeah, right,” he said, his mouth feeling like it was stuffed with cotton. “On it.”

Although his limbs didn’t exactly respond the way he thought. They were shaky and he felt as if he’d just run a double marathon. Plus, the wound on his leg hurt like a mo’.

Nothing was shiny or pretty anymore. Life without Fentanyl was a whole lot harsher. But it was reality. The reality that he had chosen.

“There you go,” Ronnie said as he was finally able to place one foot in front of the other.

“What are we doing?” Zach asked, his life before the reversal shot a little hazy.

“We’ve got to get to the core before they blow the plateau.”

Oh, just that.

Was it wrong that he wanted to run back into the Fentanyl fog and frolic in it for a few more minutes?

* * *

Ronnie was glad to see that Zach was finally picking up the pace. However, he seemed sad. Not mad or anxious or determined, just sad. Like maybe he finally realized what a mistake he had made in coming to the dark side with her.

She couldn’t obsess on it, though, like she usually would. They really did need to hurry. She waved the RF chip in front of the next door, which swung open with ease. Just another hallway with a set of steps at the end. 

Running headlong, Ronnie covered the distance quickly, with Zach right behind. She trotted down the steps. The next door was the last door.

“Warp, how many are still left?”

“That would be twelve.”

Twelve. She glanced over to Zach. How many could he take out? They couldn’t use her microwave gun, not without risking damaging the delicate circuits inside. The very circuits that they were risking death for by staying in the castle, even though the seismic activator was warming up. She could feel the vibrations under her feet as the engine got up to speed.

The door. The door was right in front of her. She swung her backpack around in front of her. It was supposedly even more bulletproof than her vest. Once that door opened, there would be no going back.

Ronnie made sure that Zach was in position before she swiped the chip over the keypad.

The door whooshed open. She cringed, waiting for the hail of bullets, but none came. None came because there was no one inside the command center.

“Warp, what’s up?”

She could hear the clacking of keys over the connection. “I… I don’t know. I’m showing twelve heat blooms.”

Ronnie looked around the room. It had been created to look a hell of a lot like an active command center. There were small discs in the seats. The thermal blooms.

“It’s a trap,” Ronnie said as her feet began to backpedal. Just in time, as a bomb went off. The force of the blast knocked both Ronnie and Zach back, their packs catching and protecting them from the shrapnel. They slammed into the concrete.

Ronnie slid down the wall, trying to catch her breath. In front of her, the staged command center burned.

Everything had pointed here. Everything. From electrical conduits to ether net cables. This should have been the nerve center to the castle. But instead, it was a mockup to lure them here.

“I could sure use some Fentanyl right about now,” Zach said, rotating his shoulder and wincing.

Great. Now she was going to have to take her once straight-laced FBI boyfriend to Narcotics Anonymous meetings. That could wait until later. Right now, they needed to find out where the hell the real command center was.

“Quirk, any ideas where the real one is?”

“I’m reviewing the plans as we speak,” her assistant said.

But they’d gone over them a hundred times. You’d have thought they’d have found the shadow command post by now.

“Might I jump in?” Warp asked.

“Of course,” Ronnie said.

“I believe the command center is in what you had thought was the server room before.”

“But that only has two men,” Quirk said.

“Yes, if you look at the floor plan, the room is quite a bit larger than they would need for the servers. I believe the men are being heat shielded.”

“Want some good news, though?” Quirk asked.

“Always.”

“It is just two doors away.”

That was good news. The only thing was that they had to face down that doorway again. And the hail of bullets behind it.

Maybe Zach’s Fentanyl idea wasn’t so bad, after all.

* * *

Alfonzo could feel the shaking of stone beneath his feet. Mika must have decided that the seismic activator was a good idea. The self-destruct process had begun. 

Alfonzo watched as the nurse ran across the meadow toward the village on the far side, her white dress flapping in the wind. She stood out starkly against the green grass of the pasture. They had exited the castle at its base. King Ludwig had been a very paranoid man, and had multiple escape paths carved into the base of the castle in case his subjects ever decided to rebel.

The thought of following her had crossed Alfonzo’s mind.  He really should be leaving. He had a large personal fortune. He could disappear as the sun set and go live a comfortable, anonymous life.

That, however, did not feel like it suited him. Besides, he could feel his father’s eyes watching him from above. His father had been quite clear on what he wanted Alfonzo to do.

“Help them. Help yourself.”

With a sigh, Alfonzo turned back to the tunnel he had just exited.

If Mika had decided to destroy the castle already, Alfonzo’s conscience was clear.

He could now do what he wished.

* * *

Ronnie stood at the door. It was labeled “Server Farm,” but really it was the command center. Mika should be inside there. 

Taking in a deep breath, she let it out through her nose. It had been hard enough the first time. And they still couldn’t use any of their heavy artillery, due to concern for the electronics.

She looked to Zach, who also wore a frown. 

“Still love me?” she asked playfully.

“Always,” he replied, but didn’t crack a smile.

“On three,” she said, then began the countdown. Zach started firing at two. By the time the door opened, he was really pushing that semi-automatic feature of his gun to its max.

Ronnie hunkered down behind her pack, feeling each and every one of the bullets’ impact in the material. Then an RPG ripped overhead, exploding down the hallway.

Then, suddenly, the gunfire stopped. 

“Hands up!” Zach shouted.

She peeked over the pack to find Mika at the far end of the command center.

“Don’t bother waiting for your men to back you up,” Ronnie said. “We diverted much of the Fentanyl to the barracks, and even the commanders’ quarters.”

That was why they had faced so few guards in the hallways. They were all sleeping it off. She and Quirk had known they never could have faced that many guards, so they had rerouted the Fentanyl over an hour ago, knocking out the bulk of the castle’s guards.

“I’d wondered where they had gotten off to,” Mika said. “But no matter…. It’s over.”

“Hands up!” Zach barked again. 

Instead of obeying, Mika pressed a button. The low hum under her feet became a loud clatter. The activator was now very active.

* * *

Zach fired before Mika could do any more damage. Had he hit the supreme commander? A surge of electricity went through all of the equipment, setting it on fire.

Zach shot again, this time clipping Mika in the shoulder. That spun the guy around, except he disappeared amongst all the smoke.

“We’ve got to salvage the computers!” Ronnie yelled.

“I’m getting some info,” Warp said, “but not enough.”

Ronnie ran over and tried to tug on one of the power cords, but got a shock, knocking her back. Her hair stuck out as she turned to him.

“Instead of rubber, they’ve used TCFs.”

Whatever that was. Zach took it to mean that the cords were coated in something that conducted electricity, rather than protected you from it. So instead, Zach kicked at the cords, using the rubber in his soles to protect him.

However, it was so slow going, and many of the servers were sparking and smoking. Ronnie ran across the room and finally threw a breaker.

The sound of the computer screeching finally stopped, with only the occasional pop and crackle.

“How much time before the seismic event?” Ronnie asked Warp.

“Just a few minutes,” he answered.

“There’s no way we’re going to be able to get all of these computers out of here.”

She was right. “We’re just going to have to hope they weren’t completely demolished in the crash.”

“Um, we have a bigger problem than that,” Warp said. “But I think Quirk already figured that out.”

“What problem?” Ronnie asked.

“I’ve done simulations based on where the resonators were positioned. I don’t think destroying the castle was their intent.”

“Then what was?” Zach asked.

“Destroying the vaccine tower,” Warp stated. “My simulations show that the concussive force will be greatest at the tower. The quake is meant to shatter the turret, demolishing the tower and the vaccine within.”

 “And your solution to this, Quirk?” Ronnie said as the room shook. 

Tiny pebbles danced around their feet as small fragments from the ceiling showered down. Zach got them moving in the direction Mika had headed.

“Plan B,” Quirk said.

“Yes, but what exactly is Plan B?” Ronnie pressed.

“A controlled descent,” Quirk replied.

“And how exactly does that apply to a castle turret?”




 


CHAPTER 21

This was always the hard part—convincing Ronnie of a plan that she didn’t come up with. The girl liked her own ideas. Anyone else’s, not so much.

“I used my app to place C-4 along the seam that binds the turret to the castle. I think I can break off the turret in one piece,” Quirk explained.

“You plan to blow the tower off the castle? That’s your grand plan?” Ronnie more demanded than asked.

“Yes,” Quirk said, holding the detonator.

“That is a stupid plan,” Ronnie went on, “even by our standards.”

“What else can we do?” Quirk said. “Pilot is good, but he’ll never get here by the time the castle blows.”

He could hear Ronnie take in a sharp breath. You could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. Calculating the risk factors, trying desperately, so desperately, to find another alternative. But she couldn’t. This was the only way.

“How is ensuring that the vaccines will survive by your plan any better than having the tower shatter?”

Quirk was ready for that question. It was the first question he had asked himself. “The earthquake is a shearing force,” he explained. “It is meant to shatter the glass within the refrigerator unit’s well-insulated interior. There is no protecting from that. It is the vector of the shear that will destroy them.” Quirk hurried on. “However, if I just topple the tower, that is a linear force which the units are insulated against.”

“I don’t like it,” Ronnie said.

Quirk chuckled. “No kidding. I’m not a huge fan of this myself.” He was the one that was going down with the tower.

There was a long pause. Again, Ronnie could come up with some pretty crazy and risky plans, but if it wasn’t hers, she was slow to warm to it.

“Girlfriend,” Quirk said as large chunks of stone started falling from the ceiling. “I’ve got to do this now or never.”

He knew that Ronnie just wanted him to get out of here, but by gawd he was not going to let the Hidden Hand win this time. Pilot’s life depended on it.

Quirk closed his eyes, not even waiting for Ronnie’s response.

“See you soon,” he said, then hit the detonator.

* * *

Ronnie heard the explosion and ran over to a window. They’d just made it back up to the main level.

Fire shot out from the intricate stonework and, like a zipper tugged down, the turret parted from the castle. It listed to the right, looking for all the world like a German version of the leaning tower of Pisa. She had never understood the fascination with that landmark. It was leaning due to poor planning and construction. How could it be revered?

Well, this tower didn’t lean all that long. It fell over, off the cliff. Ronnie ran to the next window to watch as the tower fell onto its side and then rolled down the steep cliff. It rolled and rolled and rolled until it finally rolled onto the valley floor and stopped.

“Quirk!” Ronnie screamed.

The tower was intact, but was her assistant?

A cough came over the line. 

“Remind me never to do plan B.”

Ronnie smiled. Quirk had pulled it off.

“The vaccine?” Zach asked.

“In better shape than me.”

Zach urged her down the hallway. “We’d better get out of here ourselves.”

Ronnie ran after him as the castle suddenly grew quiet. No shaking. No metallic hum. Nothing. It was weird—like getting off a ship after being at sea for a while. The floor was supposed to rattle, wasn’t it?

Then a loud boom and a sudden jerk so strong that it knocked both Ronnie and Zach off their feet. It didn’t stop there. The floor began to “roll”—that was the only way she could describe it. Like a ship on a violent sea. Ronnie was instantly nauseated. There was no time to get to an exit. None at all.

This was only the forewarning of a massive earthquake.

“This way!” a voice shouted. Alfonzo.

He shot out the window, then leapt through. Zach and Ronnie leapt through together as the earth groaned and brickwork shattered. 

They landed heavily in the courtyard. They were trapped on all sides by swaying castle walls. Her brain was having a hard time piecing it all together. Huge, tall, strong walls shouldn’t “sway.” Yet there they were, seeming to be play dough. She felt like she was in a poorly constructed diorama being shaken by a small, naughty child.

The only exit was the one Quirk had created in the corner. 

“Here!” Alfonzo shouted.

They dashed over to where the tower used to be and waited for the walls to sway apart, then ran through the gap.

It has hard going, though. One second there was a rock to brace yourself on, then the next second it was gone, hopping off in the other direction. The ground was completely unsteady. 

A deafening crack came next as the plateau itself split in half. The castle followed suit, each half teetering on the unstable earth. Then the entire thing collapsed down upon itself, nearly imploding.

The sound and vibration felt like it was assaulting her very bone marrow.

The three of them ran, skidded, fell, rolled, and hustled their way down to the bottom of the plateau, landing near the tower.

Ronnie watched the castle’s last seconds. Glass shattered, beams broke, stone shattered. Poor King Ludwig. His retreat was gone.

Then all the noise and jangling stopped. The earth became once again earth, not silly putty.

Quirk exited the tower, brushing himself off.

“Well, that was fun,” Quirk said. “In your face, California.”

Ronnie ran up to him and gave him a giant hug.

“What’s that?” Zach asked.

On the horizon, it looked like a swarm of helicopters were coming their way. Ronnie turned to Alfonzo. “The Hidden Hand?”

The man shook his head. 

* * *

Zach aimed, but there was no way he could take out a dozen helicopters. “Warp, buddy, who’s on our doorstep?”

“Checking,” Warp said in his ear. 

If it wasn’t the Hidden Hand, then it was the Germans. Who, to be perfectly honest, weren’t necessarily much better at this point. Not after last year’s debacle. 

“It’s Vanderwalt!” Warp exclaimed. “It’s Vanderwalt!”

Vanderwalt? Zach looked over to Ronnie, who shrugged. “Don’t look at me.”

The helicopters approached rapidly. One in the front, in particular. Pilot, of course. He swooped in and didn’t land, but hovered near Quirk. Quirk ran back into the tower and brought out two large carrying cases full of vaccine.

Vanderwalt’s helicopter landed nearby. The MI5 agent rushed out to meet them. “Are we too late?”

Zach shook his head. “No. There’s a butt-load of vaccines and antiserum in the tower, intact.”

The MI5 agent’s expression was clearly relief. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a case of that and get it straightaway to Scotland.”

“Of course,” Ronnie said, then her eyes narrowed. “And the rest?”

“Distribute it as you see fit,” Vanderwalt answered. “I believe you’re coordinating with the World Health Organization?”

Zach knew what Ronnie was worried about. Another scene like that in Berlin. But not this time. Quirk handed over the vaccines and Vanderwalt turned and ran to his helicopter, not even giving them a glance back.

“Okay,” Warp said in his ear. “The British need to get out of there as fast as you do. They flew in from Switzerland without German permission. Their plan is to get you all across the border into Austria at the Tulln airstrip. WHO will coordinate from there, and then you’ll take an air force transport back to the States, then be helicoptered to Long Island from JFK.”

Zach looked to Ronnie. She nodded. It was a good plan. “Great. Thanks, Warp.”

“Anytime.”

“And the Romani?” Ronnie asked.

“They are first on the WHO’s list,” Warp confirmed. It was the least they could do for the fallen guitarist, Roma.”

He turned to find Ronnie with a syringe, which she jabbed into his arm.

“Ouch!” Zach exclaimed. “What is it with you and needles today?”

“That was the vaccine, but earlier that was for you being such a junkie.”

Zach grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close. “Junkie? I absorbed the drug through my wound, which is throbbing away as we speak.”

“Is that the only thing throbbing?” Ronnie asked, rubbing her hand up and down his chest.

Zach leaned in and kissed her. She’d find out soon enough.

 


EPILOGUE

Amanda walked down the hallway without a single gunshot or grenade thrown at her. It was a huge improvement. Devlin was right beside her, as he’d been all throughout the siege.

“Amanda,” Devlin said, catching her hand, turning her toward him. “It’s perhaps taken three near-miss Armageddons, but I’m not going to chicken out this time.”

“Chicken out?” Amanda said, her voice trembling a bit.

“I like you,” Devlin said. “No, damn it, I love you.”

Amanda gulped. They had been dancing around this for over three years. They would come close, then spiral away again.

“I’ve filed for a transfer,” Devlin said, “to be permanent head of security for the CDC.”

There were words, and then there were actions. His work with the CIA had kept them apart. It was kind of hard to build a relationship when the guy was always getting called halfway around the world. Constantly.

“But you love your job,” Amanda said.

“Not as much as I love you,” Devlin replied.

Amanda didn’t know what to say. Her dating experience had been, well, limited. She’d practically locked herself in her room all during college, studying. Those straight 4.0 GPAs didn’t generate themselves.

“A ‘wow’ or ‘great’ or something would be appropriate right about here,” Devlin said.

Amanda chuckled. She really was horrible at this. She didn’t have words for how she felt right now. So, instead, she rushed forward and hugged him.

“Okay,” Devlin said, closing his arms around her. “That’s better.”

Jen ran up, her hands gesticulating wildly. There was no need to sign. Amanda got it. Quirk was here with the vaccines and antisera.

Untangling themselves from their embrace, they followed Jen, albeit more slowly, to the elevator to the top floor of the building. From there, they took the stairs to the roof level. And there, not one or two helicopters landed, but five. Five filled with vaccines and antisera.

This wasn’t just a boon—it was a freaking mother lode. And this was after they had already sent Europe, Africa, Asia and South America’s aliquots to them. This was the material left over after the WHO took what it needed.

What could she do with all of this?

Quirk exited the helicopter and ran straight up to Jen. The two hugged like the BFFs that they were. Thank goodness. Amanda really couldn’t look at many more shoe styles to keep Jen calm.

Ronnie and Zach exited next, helping Pilot from the chopper. Amanda thought it was odd that the man had actually landed the helicopter, but clearly the man was sick. Very sick. Dark circles under his eyes kind of sick. Pox marks on his face. Amanda could only imagine what his internal organs looked like. And he’d been given the antiserum hours ago.

Warp had kept them up to date. Everything from Pilot’s condition to Ronnie and Quirk negotiating full pardons for their entire group in exchange for the vaccines. They were free men and women now. Not fugitives. Not that it helped Pilot any. The man looked ready to fall over.

“We’ve got a temporary infirmary down in the basement,” Amanda said, pointing to the doorway. As they came closer, the man’s black blotches became clearer. Even though she was vaccinated and had been in contact with many black pox victims, she still had a moment of hesitation before touching the man. “Why didn’t you admit him for treatment in Europe?”

Quirk rushed back over to his boyfriend. “He insisted on seeing the vaccine here, silly, silly man.”

They helped him to the stairs and down to the elevator.

“How soon until the vaccine is under production?” Ronnie asked.

Amanda had good news, for once. “We should have some quality control samples within the hour, then a few hours to test the samples, and we should be in full production by midnight.” 

That was only four hours away, as the sun began to set.

“Amanda has done an amazing job getting everything ready,” Devlin said as he trotted down the steps next to her.

For some reason, that made her blush. She squeezed Devlin’s hand as they all piled into the elevator and she pushed the “B” button. The elevator kicked into gear and they were quickly whisked down into the bowels of the building.

The doors opened and the sound of the vaccine plant filled the air. This infirmary wasn’t exactly a four-star accommodation, but it did have stiff cots and medication to help ease the suffering of the patients.

Up ahead was a man in a white lab coat. Dr. Clifton? He was about the same height and weight. The hair color was similar, but not quite right. “Dr. Clifton?”

The man turned around. Then, suddenly, Zach pushed Amanda aside.

* * *

“Mika!” Zach shouted and raised his gun.

Mika shook his finger, though. “Ah, ah, ah.” He opened his lab coat to reveal a vest rigged with C-4.

“So, this is your plan? To come in here and blow yourself and the vaccine up?”

“No,” Mika stated. “This is my plan to make us all get back on the elevator and get to the roof to watch your precious vaccine get destroyed.”

Zach didn’t have much of an option but to back up with the rest of them and get into the elevator. Mika and three of his men joined them. It was a bit crowded. If Mika let go of that dead man’s switch in here? They’d be hamburger meat.

“How did you get here?” Ronnie asked.

“You aren’t the only ones to leverage a building’s weak points,” Mika answered. 

“The sewers…” Ronnie commented.

Mika nodded.

Great. That was how they got here. Now, though, what in the hell were they going to do?

They reached the top floor, then moved out to climb the stairs to the roof. The helicopters were still being offloaded. Was the plan to blow them?

“We’ve already got enough vaccine and antiserum distributed all around the world,” Ronnie said. “Destroying this batch won’t change that.”

“Perhaps not, but knocking out your entire production line here?” Mika said with a smile. “That will.”

Ronnie cocked her head. “The machinery is downstairs. I don’t see how you are going to do that.”

“Ah, only because your vision is far too limited.”

He pointed out over the horizon. Night was falling and the city streetlights were flickering on.

Out, far out over the bay several points of light were approaching them. Were they trying an invasion again? Fighter jets were still in the area.

Then Ronnie stumbled back. “No.”

* * *

“What is it?” Zach asked.

“A Tesla sphere,” Ronnie mumbled.

“No,” Quirk clarified, “four Tesla spheres.”

“Tesla, as in the hair band?” Zach stated. No one answered him. Ronnie, for one, was in too much shock.

It couldn’t be. Those were supposed to be theoretical only.

“What’s a Tesla sphere?” Zach asked. Ronnie let Quirk field that one.

“Okay, I can assume no one here knows who Nikola Tesla was?” Quirk asked. Only not Ronnie. He knew she knew.

Amanda and the rest shook their heads, though. 

“Seriously, people,” Quirk said. “You’ve got to know your history. He should be a household name like Edison and Alexander Graham Bell.”

“Quirk,” Ronnie warned, “get on with it.”

“Yes,” Mika said. “Please do.”

“Anyway, Tesla was a contemporary of those geniuses and pioneered alternating current, much to Edison’s chagrin.”

“What has that got to do with those?” Zach asked, pointing at the sky.

The spheres were now coming into full view. They were basically huge balls of lightning and static electricity. Over twenty feet in diameter, they floated, crackling, towards them.

“Warp, are you seeing this?” Ronnie said. Mika squinted his eyes at her, clearly not aware that she was in contact with someone offsite. “You know what to do.”

God, she hoped Warp was as nerdy as Quirk and actually knew what to do.

“Enough!” Mika blurted. “No more talking to the air.”

The spheres were close enough now that you could hear the electrical pulses humming with the occasional loud pop as they discharged the excess charge. The amount of energy stored in those spheres was astronomical. Like a thousand lightning strikes in one. And there were four of them coming straight for them.

“Anyway,” Quirk said. “Tesla was way beyond his time, theorizing on all manners of electromagnetic properties and devices. During his lifetime, even though he developed the strategy that we still use to today to deliver electrical current into our homes, he was ridiculed. Called a mad scientist, or a sci-fi charlatan.”

Quirk shook his head. He had always been Team Tesla. “Once he died, his notes were sent back to Yugoslavia, and the Russians began experimenting with many of his ideas.”

“Which is where we picked up the tech,” Mika stated.

“But what does it do?” Amanda asked.

“Basically, it is controlled havoc,” Quirk stated. “Anything coming into contact with the sphere will basically be vaporized until the entire sphere is discharged.”

Making his case in point, one of the spheres brushed against a building, and then that part of the building was gone. Just gone. A huge chunk of building just gone. In a flash of light, that part of the structure was vaporized and you could barely tell that the sphere had emitted any charge. It looked just as huge. Tesla spheres of this size could take out an entire city block—or just one vaccine plant.

Which appeared to be their target, as all four spheres converged on their location. The evening breeze wasn’t helping anything, as it pushed the spheres closer and closer. 

One of the fighter jets streaked in, firing into the sphere. Big mistake. The sphere not only absorbed all of the energy of the strike, but it sent a bolt of horizontal lightening to the jet.

The jet careened off, crash-landing several blocks away.

Mika’s smile was fierce. “We were so hoping they would to that.”

* * *

Quirk hated Mika. He was everything wrong with power-grubbing fanatics, using science in such an awful way. Tesla was probably rolling over in his grave about now. Maybe feeling a bit vindicated about the whole “sci-fi charlatan,” thing though. There was nothing at all theoretical about these spheres now.

He could only hope that Warp was doing what Warp should be doing. That is, if he understood Ronnie correctly. There were probably only about six people in the world that could have understood that message. 

They just had to hope that Warp was one of them.

Unfortunately, Ronnie’s plan would take time, and they needed those spheres as close to the building as possible to make it work. Wasn’t it always like that? You needed the poison as close to your heart as possible before you could stop it?

Pilot leaned heavily against Quirk. The poor boy was still so sick. They’d given him the anti-sera back in Germany, but not even that was instantaneous. The air force medic had feared that the blistering had already begun on his internal organs. That organ failure had only been a few hours away.

Quirk squeezed Pilot’s hand. They were going to get through this and get him to rest, assuming of course that Warp was as big a geek as they were.

“Flying death,” Mika stated. “It is what Tesla called them. They are unstoppable.”

They were lucky that Mika was no physicist. It was damn hard to interrupt, or, more accurately, disrupt, a Tesla sphere, not impossible. Well, in theory not impossible. Ronnie was on to something, but would it work? And would it work in time?

The sphere took out another large chunk of an adjacent building. Damn that Tesla for being so very right. Now that the spheres were created, Quirk didn’t doubt that others of his “inventions” would soon come to market. The Yugoslavian inventor would probably be better known in the next century than he was in his own.

Kind of like the van Gogh of physics.

Quirk looked over to Ronnie, who was chewing on her lip. It would be soon now.

* * *

Amanda had no idea what was going on. None. She had nearly flunked first year physics, and that was the “Physics for Non-Physics Majors,” which was nicknamed “Physics for Poets.”

Even at that, she didn’t get it. Electricity showing up at a plug was like magic to her. These Tesla spheres really were like something out of a science fiction book—however, they were real. They were very real. 

They sparkled blue-white, with electricity roiling around the ball as if it was imprisoned there. The spheres hardly seemed phased after taking out half of a building. This wasn’t good. And Mika seemed pretty sure of himself.

The spheres did seem unstoppable.

But a look passed between Ronnie and Quirk. She knew that look. It was the look that she and Jen shared when they were in synch with what was usually a crazy plan.

Amanda took Devlin’s hand as the spheres rolled toward them. It would only be a few seconds now. The air reeked of ozone. Her hair was flying up and around her face. Static electricity sparked along her arm. It was like being in a huge dryer without a fabric softener sheet.

“Now, Warp!” Ronnie shouted. “Now!”

Devlin pushed Amanda down to the ground and covered her with his body. She had to peek out around his shoulder to watch as tiny specks in the sky lit up. Since those weren’t new stars, Amanda could only assume they were satellites. They flared brightly, and then a wave pulsed from all of them at once.

The wave front coursed through the sky, finally making landfall. As the wave passed over the sphere, it shorted it out.

Electricity, now not contained within a ball, shot out of the sphere, crackling harmlessly in the air. Amanda could feel the charge wash over her. It felt strange, but not fatal. Within moments, the sphere went from elephant sized to car sized to basketball sized.

“No!” Mika screamed.

“Yes,” Quirk said. “Science, dude. You really should learn some.”

One of the small spheres ran into the building. It only took out a window, then was snuffed out of existence.

While Amanda was grateful, she still had no idea what was happening.

“This can’t be,” Mika moaned.

Quirk shook his finger at the terrorist. He was far braver than Amanda was in the situation. “All electricity can be grounded,” Quirk explained, “even a huge ball of it. And static electricity is a huge problem on satellites, so all newer model ones are equipped with dampeners. We just turned as many of them as we could on your spheres.”

“They are, of course, now fried,” Ronnie said. “But hey, you’ve got to break a few eggs and all.”

Amanda could see why Jen liked Quirk and Ronnie so much. Not only had they just saved her life, they had done it in style.

* * *

Zach tensed, waiting for Mika’s response. The danger of the spheres was over, but Mika? The guy was still strapped with enough C-4 to blow them off the roof.

“Give me the dead man’s switch,” Zach said, “and you’ll live.”

“You think that matters to me anymore?” Mika challenged.

That was not good. He did not want the guy to go suicidal. 

Ronnie stepped forward. “Then who would tell the Hidden Hand’s side? Who would keep the movement alive?”

Mika didn’t seem swayed, though. He snorted. “I am not Alfonzo. I am resolved.”

Zach saw the twitch of Mika’s shoulder. Zach fired without hesitation.

The bullet went right through the detonator pin and into Mika’s chest. The man pitched backward. A bullet wasn’t enough to set off the C-4, but without the pin in place, the dead man’s switch couldn’t work.

He didn’t have a chance to check on Mika as Mika’s two men began firing.

Zach swung around and fired at the Hidden Hand’s men.

* * *

Amanda felt the bullet dig into Devlin’s body. “Devlin!”

Gunfire flew overhead. Ronnie screamed something, Amanda couldn’t tell what. 

She crawled out from under Devlin and turned him over. Blood gushed out of a chest wound. “No!”

Amanda put her hands over the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding, but it was futile, blood poured through her fingers. Jen knelt down beside her.

“Help me,” Amanda begged.

Jen placed her hands over Amanda’s.

“Don’t,” Devlin groaned. “Please.”

His hand found hers and pulled it away from his chest.

“Don’t mourn me,” Devlin said. “Don’t.”

Amanda’s tears spilled over, splashing onto his cheek. “I won’t have to,” Amanda tried to reassure him, but the blood. All that blood. His lips were turning pale.

“We’re going to get you down to the infirmary,” Amanda said. “To the doctors.”

Devlin snorted, which caused blood to pour from his nose. “They’re vets.”

“They know mammalian anatomy,” Amanda insisted. They could save him.

“I want my ashes spread over a loch in Scotland,” Devlin whispered. “Take Jen with you. Make it a vacation—you deserve it.”

“Would you stop talking,” Amanda said, taking her hand from his and helping Jen with the wound.

“Promise me,” Devlin said, barely loud enough for Amanda to hear.

“If it comes to that, I promise,” Amanda reassured him.

Then his eyelids fluttered closed and he took one more shuddering breath and then lay still.

“No!” Amanda screamed, clutching his body. Jen checked his pulse, then shook her head. “No!”

Sobbing, she put her forehead against Devlin’s. She hadn’t even had the chance to tell him how much she loved him, or even to thank him for saving her life.

* * *

Ronnie ran after Zach, who was running after Mika’s men. Mika was dead. Way dead. She’d pulled the damaged detonator pin out just to be sure that even as a dead guy he couldn’t blow them up.

The Hidden Hand’s men went around a corner, which didn’t stop Zach. He had the ammunition to follow. That wasn’t going to do it, though. They couldn’t let the men get down to the level where were there innocent civilians.

Zach fired a few more times as she caught up with him. When no bullets were returned, they headed down the hallway. They were about halfway down when the wall suddenly exploded inward as a sphere, much smaller in size than before, broke into the building. It was the size of a large beach ball, only it was obliterating everything in sight.

Ronnie turned around to find Zach down with a piece of rebar in his side.

“Damn, that hurt.”

Yes, it looked like it did. A piece of metal stuck out from his flank. Worse, the sphere was heading their way.

Ronnie pulled out the microwave gun and fired. It was a risky move, since microwave ovens could create ball lightning all on their own. The wave hit the sphere. At first it grew in size, crackling with the newfound energy, then lightning bolts flashed out from the center. A Tesla sphere was a tightly control amount of electrical energy, and the additional energy from the microwaves was overloading the equilibrium.

In short, she was shorting the sphere out. The lightning ball shot its wad, randomly, then snuffed out.

She turned back to Zach, who had gotten up to his knees. “Go,” he said. “I’m fine.”

“You’ve got rebar in your side,” Ronnie countered.

He lurched to his feet, holding his side. “It’s just in the muscle, now go.”

Just in the muscle? Just?

“Go,” he insisted.

Ronnie knew he was right, she was just loath to leave him. But with another push from Zach, she sprinted off. Skidding around the corner, she found the three men waiting for the elevator. She fired before she even thought about it.

She had the gun set on maximum, so the beam not only killed the men, but baked them more than a little.

Normally she would have felt guilty and grossed out, but she had Zach to worry about. She turned on her heel and raced back.

Ronnie found him holding the rebar in his hand. 

“You weren’t supposed to pull it out,” Ronnie scolded as she approached him.

“I told you…” They said the second part together. “In the muscle.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ronnie looked to the two wounds on either side of his flank. They were oozing blood, but not gushing. Not like poor Devlin back there. 

Zach dropped to one knee. 

“I thought you said you were fine?”

“I am,” Zach said, fishing around in his pocket. He pulled out a small box and opened it. Inside was a perfect amethyst ring. Her birthstone.

“Ronnie,” Zach said, then grimaced. He squirmed a bit, then started again. “Ronnie, will you marry me?”

Her hands flew to her mouth. She didn’t know what to say. What to do. Although she’d better do it quickly, as Zach’s hand shook holding out the ring. Ever so tentatively, she reached out and took the ring from the box. She held it up to the light. It glistened beautifully.

“Well?”

A smile, wider than any she had ever had before, spread across her lips, “Yes, yes, of course,” she said, hugging him. Kissing his cheek. He held out his hand. She gave him back the ring. Carefully, he slid it onto her finger. “I knew you wouldn’t want a flashy diamond.”

For so many reasons she wouldn’t. “It’s perfect. Just perfect,” she gushed. She wasn’t going to be a lonely old spinster with a dozen cats, after all.

Quirk came around the corner skipping. He held out his left hand. A huge-ass diamond sat on his finger. “Pilot proposed!” he screamed, then did a pirouette. “He was on one knee—I think it might have been because he was weak, and he didn’t say anything, but he gave me this ring!”

Quirk danced in another circle, making a high-pitched noise that dogs a mile away could probably hear. “We’re engaged!”

He then took a closer look at Ronnie and Zach. “Hey, wait a minute. You’re on one knee, too.”

Then her assistant’s face lit up as he noticed the ring. “Is he weak, or did Zach propose too?”

Ronnie nodded. Quirk began clapping. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Double wedding!” 

He then threw his head back and shouted, “Double wedding!”

She looked to Zach, who shrugged. There just was no fighting it.

After the dust cleared, a double wedding it would be.
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CHAPTER 1

“Ronnie!” Quirk barked like she was a dog doing something bad. Then again, she was chewing on her two hundred and fifty dollar manicure. Yes, two hundred and fifty dollars worth of nail art. Quirk insisted that all those little sparkles on her fingernails were real diamond chips. If that was true, Ronnie was going to float them off and resell them after the wedding.

“ADHD-girl,” Quirk said snapping his fingers at her. He’d become Queerzilla. 

“What?” Ronnie asked trying to pretend she’d heard him and not zoned out again.

“Have you memorized your vows or do I need to get you a cheat sheet?

“I’ve got them,” Ronnie responded.

Even though Quirk was glaring at her, Ronnie had to admit he looked handsome. He was decked out in a white tuxedo. She caught her own image in the mirror. It was a little hard to believe she was wearing a Vera Wang original.

Original because Quirk said that Vera normally didn’t design for women of Ronnie’s dress size. But supposedly Vera had not only designed the dress specifically for Ronnie, the vaulted designer had also sewn the dress. Not that Quirk was all that impressed. He felt that a lot of the seam work would have passed Michael Kors assessment on Project Runway. So he had done all the alterations himself and added some overstitching to really complete the look. It was now officially couture.

Ronnie smoothed the fabric. It fit her like a glove, no, better than a glove. Gloves always had that awkward space at the tip of the fingers. This dress hugged her curves and made them look, well curvaceous. Good thing Zach liked a girl with some junk in her trunk.

“It’s so beautiful,” Amanda noted stepping up in her violet bride’s maid dress with a mint green sash. Their wedding colors. Violet and mint. Ronnie had been skeptical. Those colors had seemed even girly to her, but Quirk, per usual, was right. They added an air of sophistication to the proceedings.

Some brides tried to make the bride’s maid’s dress functional so that she might wear it again. Wrong. Quirk wanted to make sure that no one ever wore any of these clothes again. They were for this event and this event only.

“I could have pulled that off,” Quirk noted tipping his head to the side, studying Ronnie’s flowing, floor length, strapless gown. Everyone had been a little concerned that Quirk would try a Vera as well. Had he wanted a full wedding dress, he would have had one though. And knowing Quirk he would have pulled it off. Instead he had settle on a custom Calvin Kline tuxedo. He was going for the classic look. A nod to Bogey and all. Except for perhaps the mint and violet boutonniere. Although it made him look like he’d stepped out of the Great Gatsby.

Then he slapped her hand. “Stop fussing. Just stand there and look pretty.”

They had worked for six months on this wedding without incident. But today, oh, today, Quirk was getting on her last nerve. She glanced over to Amanda who gave a nod back.

“Why don’t you go check on your groom?” Amanda suggested to Quirk.

“He’s fine.”

Jen stomped her foot and pointed to the door.

“Okay, okay, I can take a hint,” Quirk acquiesced to Jennifer, the only one he would acquiesce to. He turned on his Louis Viton heel and left the room.

Ronnie breathed a sigh of relief. Quirk wanted so badly for this day to be perfect, he was ruining it.

Amanda rubbed her bare arm. “It’s going to be fine.”

Ronnie smiled back at the doctor. This must be a rough day. She’d lost her love, CIA agent Devlin to the Hidden Hand six months ago. Even though Zach and Pilot had wanted the wedding as soon as possible, they couldn’t tromp on Amanda’s feelings. Besides Quirk had nearly had a stroke thinking he had to put together a celebrity scale wedding in a month. They had decided they needed at least six months and that gave Pilot’s skin and Amanda’s heart time to heal. 

Her maid of honor was being a trooper. She and Jen had been running interference between her and Mr. Wedding Gestapo all day.

Ronnie didn’t want to think about how much the wedding cost. She felt further away from getting her own private island than ever. However, she was getting married to Zach, so that made up for it, right? Right.

And she was free. They weren’t on the lam any more. Which was a little freaky to tell the truth. She’d kind of liked the whole Robin Hood Hacker vibe she was giving off. How in the world was she going to buy her island if she couldn’t creatively hack?

Now that she was with Zach she was accountable to another person. Sure she and Quirk had been hacking partners for years, but they were like the same person. They shared the same hacker DNA. Their morals were the same. They had not problem taking from the rich and giving to the poor.

Zach though? Even though he was no longer with the FBI, he was an agent at heart and wasn’t too keen on her breaking the law again. They’d all just been pardoned, worldwide. He wanted to live a life within the law.

Was she willing to give up her dreams for him?

Oh, who was she kidding? She’d give up her left kidney for him. He’d already practically done the same for her.


	* *




Zach stood at the altar waiting for his bride. He was the only one though. Pilot hadn’t arrive yet. Vanderwalt and Warp were still driving in from the airport. The Grace cathedral rose above him. High above him. The stained glass windows on either side rose at least two floors. There were vaulted ceilings and then there were Grace cathedral vaulted ceilings. It really did feel like the church rose all the way to heaven.

Down the aisle, at the entrance to the cathedral was a large labyrinth etched into the floor. Supposedly if you walked it, the motion would calm your soul. Zach probably should have followed the path earlier. His hands were jittery. Maybe that third Latte wasn’t such a good idea. Past the labyrinth and the entryway were a set of tall doors. The Ghiberti doors or something, Zach wasn’t sure. That was Quirk’s department. All he knew were they were nearly two stories tall themselves and each of the squares that made up the panels was a scene from the gates of paradise. They truly were a work of art.

Although Quirk would have chided him for that. These doors weren’t the original. They were replicas made during the Nazi era when the doors had gone underground for safe keeping.

Zach glanced over to the pews. His mother was in the front row wearing a tasteful Lord & Taylor mother of the groom dress. Ronnie had spared no expense making his mom feel special. She’d flown in from El Paso in first class, had a spa day yesterday and was going to Hawaii after this. Zach’s uncle sat next to her. His father’s brother. He was a guy that fell into that category, “oh, I thought he was already dead,” Zach’d had very little interaction with his father’s side of the family, but here his uncle was. Another gift from Ronnie.

The rest of the pews were filled with iPads. They had over 200 guests in “attendance,” virtually of course. Most of Ronnie and Quirk’s friends had not received a pardon and could not exactly show up without risking an FBI raid.

In the far back was the only other guest who showed up in person. Alfonzo. They had reached a truce. As long as Alfonzo did not help the Hidden Hand, they would not hunt him. So far he had kept to his word. And now to show up at the wedding? Maybe the man was rehabilitated.

Weirder things had happened. Mainly to Zach and his team.

He’d so looked forward to today, yet it felt weird that it was here. Six month of routing the Hidden Hand. Ronnie and Warp had gotten enough info from the Hidden Hand’s main computers that they were able to find several satellite facilities before they were self-destructed as well. From there they’d gotten even more intel until they had wiped the effers from the face of the planet. The Hidden Hand were no more. They had been crushed under their heel.

There would be no more manmade plagues. Ever.

The Black Pox had petered out pretty quickly. Especially amongst the gypsy population. Ronnie had made sure that the WHO lived up to their bargain. The Romi had been some of the first to receive the vaccine. She had fulfilled her promise to Roma.

Zach heard a door squeak open and his two best men rushed into the cathedral. They hurried down the long aisle, still carrying their bags on their shoulder. Both were in their tuxs thank goodness.

Because of their schedules, neither had been able to get to San Francisco before now. Which was just as well. Zach did not want a bachelor’s party. Especially after attending his cousin’s a few years ago. He’d been scarred enough by that. He didn’t need to have his own. He wanted to be well-rested and clear-headed for his wedding.

The men stashed their bags under a pew and trotted up. Vanderwalt’s eyebrow raised when he recognized Alfonzo, but the MI5 agent didn’t make a scene.

“Bloody hell, sorry, mate,” Vanderwalt stated. “Sorry, father.”

The stoic lipped priest nodded his forgiveness.

“San Francisco’s traffic is worse than London,” the MI5 agent exclaimed. “I thought that was bloody hell impossible,” he then inclined his head to the priest. “Sorry, again, father.”

“But we’re here,” Warp said, straightening his tie. “Even a few minute early.”

Vanderwalt glanced around. “Where’s Pilot?”

Hell if Zach knew.


	* *




Quirk rushed into the dressing room to find it empty. Pilot was officially gone. Now many a bride would have panicked that their man had flown the coop, but Quirk wasn’t just any bride. They had been through too much for Pilot to leave. If he was going to bail, Paris or Casablanca would have been a much more logical place to jettison.

No, Quirk just had to think like Pilot. Where would Pilot go? Well, it was after 6am…

Quirk ran down the hallway, down a flight of steps and out onto the street. O’Malley’s pub was across the street. After getting honked at by a car, Quirk dashed across the street and into the bar.

There he found Pilot sitting alone, nursing a whiskey.

Quirk wasn’t so upset about that, but Pilot’s attire.

“You promised you’d wear a tux!” Quirk exclaimed. Pilot wiggled his black bow tie. “No, a tie, does not a tux make.”

The rest of his attire was typical Pilot. Plaid flannel shirt and jeans. He might as well be a lesbian. And he had a full beard. “And you promised to shave.”

“No, you told me you wanted me to wear a tux and shave,” Pilot responded, which was like a Shakespearean length soliloquy for his fiancée, but Quirk didn’t appreciate it.

“You nodded your head,” Quirk reminded him.

“Yes,” Pilot said. “I nodded that I heard you, not that I agreed.”

Quirk could feel his blood boiling. First off, did Pilot know how hard it was to find a tuxedo in his size? All the planning. All the work. All the tears. Okay, maybe not his, more Ronnie’s, but still.

“Damn it, Pilot,” Quirk went to say, but his fiancée pulled him into a kiss. It was hot and wet and delicious. He had not argument with that.

“Just enjoy the day,” Pilot said. “We’re not being fired upon after all.”

Who could argue with that?

* * *

Amanda stood at the doorway watching Jen fix the long tail on Ronnie’s white train. The fabric seemed to have a mind of its own. Amanda could feel a single tear stream down her cheek. While she was so happy for Ronnie, Amanda couldn’t help but imagine if this could have been her wedding day too. A triple wedding? Quirk would have had an aneurism.

Actually if Devlin had survived and they had gotten engaged, this would not be her type of wedding. A nice, quiet justice of the peace ceremony would have done just fine for her. Would it have been enough for Devlin though? Amanda sighed. They would never know. He’d given her life for his and she had no way to repay him.

Ronnie turned, her face aglow. Amanda wiped away the tear and put on her best bridesmaid’s smile she could. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Ronnie said, blushing. As an uber-hacker who had lived her life in solitude, the woman didn’t seem to be used to all the attention a wedding of this magnitude brought.

A young man came to the door. “It’s time,” he announced then rushed off. Everything about a wedding was hurry up and wait. They’d been rushed in here and told to get ready, then had waited for over two hours for another instruction to get the move on.

“Where’s Quirk?” Ronnie asked.

“He went to get Pilot. He said that he would meet us downstairs,” Amanda explained.

Ronnie grinned what looked like a nervous grin, then walked past Amanda and out into the hallway. Despite trying to keep her own smile up, it fell as soon as the bride’s white dress passed. Jennifer put her arm around Amanda’s shoulder and gave a squeeze. 

She was right. Devlin would want her to enjoy the day.

So enjoy the day she would.

* * *

Ronnie heard the music cue. She felt ready to hurl. She’d rather climb the Empire State Building in a hail storm right now than face the cathedral. Face Zach. She’d been fretting for hours. What if they’d rushed into this? What if she wasn’t any good at sex any more? It had been since college after all and Zach’s had a model girlfriend.

Which seemed synonymous with sex goddess. 

Since they had waited so long already, they had made the decision to wait to consummate their relationship until after the wedding. Quirk had thought they were batty, but it made sense to them so that’s what they did. Now that their honeymoon was only a few hours away? Ronnie had the jitters.

She wasn’t sure if there were enough “Sex on the beaches” to get her ready for actual sex on the beach. And where the hell was Quirk? Was there something wrong? Had Pilot backed out?

Then the wedding march began and Quirk was suddenly by her side, taking her arm. They were giving each other away. He had a bit of rash on his cheeks. Guess Pilot and his tiff had clearly ended well if he had beard burn. 

They turned the corner as two small children walked in front of them. Quirk had hired out kid actors since neither had any nieces or nephews. The girl threw rose petals like a pro. Quirk had been right. Professionals really did a better job.

All of the sudden the hugeness of the cathedral struck Ronnie. She felt herself start to hyperventilate. Quirk laid his hand over hers on his arm and gave a squeeze. 

“You can hack the Pentagon,” he whispered. “You can do this.”

But could she? Could she really? Zach was all the way down that aisle looking handsome as ever. What the hell did he see in her? His mother turned her head, frowning. She certainly didn’t seem to get it either.

Warp and Vanderwalt beamed next to Zach they seemed happy enough to see her.

The priest wore a scowl, but Quirk said that he always did that. He was up for a Cardinalship though, so Quirk had to have him. They’d donated umpteen dollars to the parish to secure his services.

Finally after the inefficient, stutter step of the bridal walk, Ronnie was at the altar. Zach took her hand and guided her up next to him.

It sounded like the ocean was in her ears. She couldn’t hear anything and her vision began to blur. She really should have eaten that cookie Amanda had offered her earlier. It wouldn’t due to have her pass out from hypoglycemia at her own wedding.

Using Zach’s rock solid grip, Ronnie steadied herself. 

The priest’s lips were moving, but Ronnie didn’t understand what he was saying. What was he saying? Maybe she could remember from the rehearsal last night.

He was introducing them and then… Then what?

The priest turned to her and his frown lessened, she really couldn’t call it a smile. He inclined his head to her.

Why was he doing that? What did he want from her?

Crap, her vows. She was supposed to recite her vows.

The vows she couldn’t remember a single word of.

* * *

The entire church awaited anxiously as Ronnie stood there sputtering. Her cheeks were bright red and tears welled in her eyes. Zach tried to impart in his expression that is was okay, even if she didn’t remember them, they could go with the standard ones.

He was about to inform the priest to simply carry on when a loud explosion sounded outside. 

“Oh thank god,” Ronnie hissed as another explosion hit the church, shattering the stained glass windows. Zach covered Ronnie as the shards fell to the ground. Screams rose from all around.

He shoved Vanderwalt and Warp toward his mother and uncle. “Get them out of here,” he instructed.

“What about you, mate?” the Brit questioned.

“They’re after us,” Zach said.

“Who?” Warp asked.

That was the big question, wasn’t it? Was it the Hidden Hand? Was Alfonzo here not as a guest but as a scout? Had they made the mistake of freeing him rather than killing him?

Another explosion blew the roof off of the cathedral. Armed men rushed into the church. Zach pulled his weapon from his tux. They hadn’t been foolish enough to think they were in the clear.

He laid down cover fire and Ronnie dove behind the altar. 

“Your dress!” Quirk yelled as it ripped. “It’s got Velcro!

* * *

Crap, she’d know that, just like she’d known her vows and just like them, forgot. She pulled at the waistband and the full skirt and train came off. Underneath was a white fitted skirt, better for escaping in. Thank goodness Quirk had allowed her to wear flats.

She dug around in the discarded fabric to find a mini-muon cannon. She rose above the altar and fired. The gunfire stopped as the men slumped to the ground, at least for the moment.

Zach charged forward to check the downed men. “They’re not Hidden Hand.”

“Then who?” Quirk asked. Pilot had disappeared, but he that was Pilot.

Zach nodded to the heavily embellished cross tattoo on one of the men’s face. “Russian. The Russian mob.”

Ronnie felt her stomach hit the floor. No. Not them.

“Why the hell would the Russian Mob want to hit our wedding?” Zach asked.

Ronnie couldn’t look him in the eye.

“Well?”

Quirk stepped into the breach. “We might have stolen a bit of money from them.”

“Define ‘might’ and ‘a bit,’” Zach barked back.

Ronnie turned to him. She’d done it. She needed to cop to it. “We stole a little over thirty five billion from them.”

“Billion?” Zach said like that was the first time he’d asked that question. “As in ‘b’?”

Ronnie nodded her head. It wasn’t like they kept it all. As a matter of fact out of that hack they’d only kept 11.422 percent. That barely bought the cove on the island she wanted.

“Yes. And apparently they would like some of it back.”

“Or you, dead,” Zach added. 

“Let’s debate our lifestyle choices later,” Quirk said. “Let’s get the hell out of here now.”

“This way!” Alfonzo yelled from down the aisle. “It’s clear, for now.”

Zach grunted and headed to Alfonzo, away from her. Was her past going to ruin their future? Then he turned and held out his hand for her.

Maybe not.

She took it as gunfire rattled outside and ran.

* * *

Amanda had her dress clutched in her hand as they ran. The other hand she

was using to help hold up Mrs. Hunt. She clearly wasn’t used to running from gunfire. You had to do it whether you were in a long dress, or what Jen referred to as a maxi dress, and heels. She had to give the mother of the groom credit though. There were no hysterics. Just some stumbling and the occasional sob.

No one could fault the woman for that.

“Where are we going?” Mrs. Hunt asked.

“Good question,” Amanda said as she helped the older woman over a dumpster.

“You don’t know?” 

Oh, Mrs. Hunt really was new at this wasn’t she? Zach’s uncle brought up the rear. He looked like he might have seen some combat in his past. He ran, maybe a bit gimpy on his left leg, low and fast.

“Here!” Vanderwalt yelled in that British accent of his as he opened the service door entrance to a hotel. The Huntington Hotel and Nob Hill Spa. Not that Amanda thought they were going to be able to use the spa facilities any time soon.

Not as they rushed through the service hallway, having to avoid food carts and large laundry bins. The scattered staff raised a few eyebrows as half of a wedding party ran down the hallway, but they probably were used to nuptials gone awry. Although probably not his awry.

From here, with the sound of industrial washing machines, you couldn’t hear the gunfire from outside. Had it stopped or were Ronnie and Quirk still under attack. As much as she was grateful to be out of harm’s way, it bugged her that she didn’t know.

Finally, after a few false passages and wrong turns, they burst into the elegant lobby. It was all tasteful chairs and muted murals. These staff members did look slightly flustered as Amanda’s group stumbled into the lobby.

“May I help you?” a bellmen asked.

“Do you have wifi in the lobby?” Warp asked.

“Yes, it is complimentary,” he explained with an eyebrow raised.

The FBI tech didn’t seem to notice as he plopped himself down into one of the overstuffed chairs and began mumbling to himself. Not mumbling, arguing with himself. Amanda had of course heard about Warp’s split personality but had never seen it action. He’d just seemed a big huggable geeky teddy bear.

“The price you pay,” Vanderwalt said beside her.

“Price?” Amanda asked.

“For genius,” the Brit said nodding to Warp who was trying to shake his head and nod at the same time.

Was there a price to pay? What was Amanda’s? Loneliness? Or was she did she just unlucky and love and not quite as much a genius enough to incur the price?

 


CHAPTER 2

Quirk, knew just knew that he was getting his white shoes scuffed. Really, the Russians had no sense of decorum. Couldn’t they have waited until the reception at the Ritz Carlton? After he had changed into his Diesel casual suit and Rockport shoes? Was that too much to ask?

 Apparently it was as another RPG hit the cathedral. Everyone else was following Alfonzo. Didn’t it seem a little odd that the Hidden hand member showed up and then voila, the Russians attacked? It was a little too coincidental for Quirk’s taste.

But Ronnie was following Alfonzo so ipso facto Quirk was following Alfonzo. They ran through the side entrance and out on the street. Where there was more screaming. Quirk looked back to find the cathedral ablaze. More gunmen ran down the street. Firing away. 

Ronnie aimed her mini-muon and fired again. Thank goodness, silence, except for the stupid screams. What did screaming accomplish? It didn’t make you safer, if anything it more you a much more attractive target, if anything just to shut you up.

The priest stood near Zach, tears streaming down his face. Zach shook him. “Get these people away from here. Get them to safety.”

That seemed to jar the priest from his grief. He moved off, shooing the civilians down the side street. A cable car passed by, ringing its bell.

Alfonzo took off down the street and hopped on. 

The driver yelled out, “You can’t do that!”

Well, too bad, Quirk thought as the four of them hopped on. Pilot should be here any second, but for now they needed to get as far away from the church as possible.

Quirk grabbed the railing, leaping and landed on the step. Zach reached out and stabilized him. Quirk shrugged off the help. Please, he’d hopped a few street cars in his day.

“Get down!” Ronnie screamed.

An RPG sailed between the open aired car, and exploded against a building across the street.

“Even for the Russian mob,” Zach stated. “They are awfully well equipped.”

“Well,” Ronnie said, digging her toe into the floor. “There might have been some co-mingling of funds.”

“With who?” Zach asked, frowning like he already knew he wasn’t going to like the answer no matter what it was.

Ronnie looked down. “The Russian Army.”

“The Russian Army?” Zach said, sitting down hard on the seat.

“What can I say?” Ronnie said. “Corruption runs rampant over there.”

“Step on it!” Alfonzo yelled to the driver of the car.

“Fast as we go,” the cable car driver yelled back.

“We’d better get over that hill before they shoot again.”

The driver looked back to see the flare of an RPG fired. This one was coming straight at them. There would be no missing this time. Apparently the driver had fibbed earlier. The car could go faster. A lot faster. 

The red and yellow cable car, shook as it sped down the street. All you could see was Tranamerican Pyramid building on the horizon in front of them. A steep drop was up ahead.

The car went over the edge, just as the RPG flew over them.

But now they were a runaway car, heading straight now one of San Francisco’s notoriously steep hills. 

The driver laid on the bells, trying to warn the cars ahead, but there was a red light and there was nowhere for the vehicles to go.

Brakes squealed and sparked as the driver tried to get the cable car under control.

A speeding van skidded up parallel to them. The cargo door slid open. It was Pilot. Of course it was Pilot.

“We’re got to jump,” Alfonzo said.

Quirk looked to the cable car driver. “Unless that’s against the rules too.”

“It is,” he said. “But go for it.”

 As the cable car hurled toward the traffic below, Quirk braced himself, then leapt. Again, not the first time he’d had to hop off a moving cable car.

It wasn’t too bad, he landed feet first in the van, then rolled, knocking his shoulder into the wall. He popped up pretty quickly, announcing, “Shotgun!”

Which was literally here. Not only did he jump into the passenger seat, he took the shotgun from Pilot, rolled down his window and shot at the car chasing them. His shoulder hurt from the kick. That wasn’t just any shotgun. It carried armor piercing rounds. His shot went through the grill, through the radiator, then into the engine itself.

The chase car began to smoke, then stopped dead in the road.

“We’re good!” Quirk shouted to the rest who had jumped into the van as well.

* * *

Well, that was a bit of an optimistic appraisal of their situation. Zach was pretty sure that he had opened up the wound on his flank and Ronnie had a cut to her cheek that was bleeding profusely. So far Alfonzo was the only one unscathed.

“I need to speak to Warp,” Zach said. He had thought sending his mother out with them would be the safest, however now he was worried he should have stayed with her.

Ronnie rummaged through a bag on the floor of the van, then tossed him an earpiece. He got it settled into his ear canal, then secured the mic to his neck. It wasn’t their usual slick micro-equipment, but it would do.

“Warp, buddy,” Zach said. “Tell me you are safe. Tell me my mom is safe.”

“Define, safe.”

“Warp!”

“We’re good. We ducked into a hotel nearby. I’m jacking into their system now to try and patch into El Paso now.”

“My mom, Warp, my mom?”

“Oh, yeah, she’s good. I mean, not very happy, but unharmed.”

Zach thought for a moment. Did he want Warp to put her on? No, not right now. He really needed to stay focused and not get into the epic scolding he was sure he was due. “Keep her safe,” Zach said then added. “by any definition.”

“We’re on it,” Warp said referring more to his two personalities than the other men.

He turned to Ronnie. “What’s the plan?”

“To get to our closest safe house.”

“Closest?” Zach asked.

“We’ve got three in the city, but the one in the Presidio is nearby.”

Zach felt like a parrot. “Presidio? The Army base?”

Ronnie seemed completely nonplussed. “Yes, why?”

“Um, it’s an old Army base.”

“Oh that,” Ronnie said, waving the concern away. “Our cover identities have top secret clearance and we’re actually Army contractors. We have a lab on the base.”

The next time his mother asked him why in the world he wanted to marry a hacker, Zach was going to mention this. Who else had their own safe house on an Army base? That took seriously balls. Ronnie had game, man.

“What route are we taking?” Ronnie asked.

“A pit stop first,” Pilot said.

What? Pilot going out of his way? What was that about?

Then he turned up a steep hill and Quirk began clapping.

“The Exploratorium!” he screamed. “I said I wanted to go but didn’t think we’d have time.”

Ronnie had a hand on the driver and passenger’s chair, standing between the two, looking out the front window at the large building with its Greek columns. The science museum was housed within the Palace of Fine Arts. “We don’t have time.”

“Oh, don’t be such a spoil sport, they are moving the museum to the Pier in a few months. This will be our last chance to see it here.” Quirk implored. “Think of it as the start of our honeymoon.”

“We aren’t even married yet,” Ronnie protested. “We need to head straight to the Presido.”

“Minor details,” Quirk said. “We’ll run through the exhibits. I promise, run.”

Zach was slightly shocked as Ronnie nodded. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

* * *

Ronnie really should have overridden Quirk, but she knew how much he loved the Exploratorium. He’d lived a great deal of his childhood in San Francisco. It was his city. The Exploratorium had been his solace. Plus the museum was housed in one of the coolest buildings in San Francisco, the Palace of Fine Arts. It really was an amazing mixture of neoclassical architecture and science. The Exploratorium was a veritable shrine to technology and helping kids not just understand the sciences but get excited by the sciences. Clearly it had done its job with Quirk.

She looked over to Zach who looked so handsome in his tux. Even with a few blood stains. She was currently using his handkerchief on her forehead. He didn’t seem as happy as he was handsome though. Ronnie knew that his mom was none too thrilled with his life choices. This only confirmed her worst fears.

“Hey, sexy,” Ronnie teased.

“Hey, yourself,” Zach responded back, a grin flickered at the edge of lips

“It’ll make a great story,” she said, trying to find the silver lining in all of this as the van powered up the hill to the science museum. She looked down at her stained Vera Wang dress. There would be no resale on eBay for this garment now.

“I thought this was all over once we eradicated the Hidden Hand,” Zach said then nodded to Alfonzo. “No offense, man.”

Alfonzo shrugged. “None taken.”

“We’ve made a lot of enemies, Zach, I’m not going to lie.”

“Any of which could hit us at any time?”

Ronnie took in a deep breath before answering. There had been so many possible deal breakers between the two of them. Was one really going to stick? “Yep.”

“I take it you guys were somewhat prepared for this,” Zach asked, but it sounded like a statement. “Pilot didn’t just find a van with high tech equipment in it.”

“Old habits are hard to break,” Ronnie said, trying to chuckle it off.

“So this is what the rest of our lives is going to be like?” he asked.

“Until I can buy that island,” Ronnie responded. Maybe this would make him more amendable to obtaining their own country.

Zach shrugged. “Cool.”

* * *

Oh my god, Quirk thought as they drove up to the front of the museum. He could remember the first time he’d ever visited the Exploratorium. Becoming a world class hacker was barely a glimmer in his eye. He was still just hacking House of the Dead cheat codes. The concept that one day he would be able to hack into the Pentagon hadn’t even occurred to him.

He’d still been wearing those horrible Lennon-esque glasses his foster mother thought made him look “hip.” He did not look hip. He had a mini-afro and hipster glasses. Nothing about that look was hip.

Pilot skid to a stop at the front entrance. Quirk dug around his pocket and pulled out his annual pass. He kept it current at all times, just in case an opportunity such as this came up. He dashed from the van, swiped his card and was in.

The architecture was stunning of course, the museum was housed in an old replica of the Greek temple, the Palace of Fine Arts. The walls were all cream and beige. The place was really upscale. All around him were mini-science experiments. They were totally hands on so that kids could explore the scientific world around them. From electricity to planet’s orbits the museum had everything.

“No running!” a docent yelled at him, but he’d promised and what were they going to do? Kick him out?

He continued through the museum passing the Aeolian Landscapes and body sexton exhibits. Favorites from his childhood. He’d love for Pilot to be with him, but his fiancée was busy driving the van from the front of the museum to the back.

“No running!” the docent yelled again, only this time not at him.

“Wait up!” Ronnie shouted, running to catch up.

“You came!” Quirk said grabbing her hand as they trotted down the hallway together.

“Please? And miss the best science museum in the world? I may be a bride without a wedding, but I’m not crazy enough to miss this. Besides I heard they were housing the Da Vinci collection.”

“And just imagine,” Quirk added. “We don’t even have to burn it.”

“I know, right?”

Ronnie slowed as they neared the exhibit. A huge, floor to ceiling Vitruvian man announced the entrance to the exhibit. They trotted through the Auto Pilot gyro and air rings exhibits.

Then they were at the rear exit. Quirk tried to remember every molecule of the building. How it looked. How it smelled. Everything.

“Did you hear that?’

“No,” Quirk said, but then again he’d had “You blinded me with science” playing in his head. 

“A helicopter.”

“But Pilot couldn’t have gotten one so quickly.”

* * *

No, unfortunately, for both them and the museum, he couldn’t have. Which meant the Russians had one.

Then the buzz of an RPG on its way sounded. The impact of the explosion threw them forward out of the exit. They stumbled into the late afternoon sunshine. The van was right there, rumbling as Pilot gunned the engine.

“Warp, how did they find us?” Ronnie asked.

“Trying to figure that out now,” Warp said. “For the moment I have blacked out the area, so they shouldn’t be able to use thermal or any other kind of imaging.

Ronnie grabbed hold of the “Granny” handle as Pilot shot the SUV out of the museum's parking lot. They were hauling ass down the steep hill toward the Presidio. 

“They aren’t going to have a problem with us traipsing in there?” Zach asked.

“Oh please,” Quirk said rolling his eyes. “The place is a veritable historic shopping mall now. They’ve even got a Starbucks.”

While that was true, it was slightly more complicated than that. After the Army base was decommissioned, the Presidio land almost went onto the auction block. Thankfully Congress stepped in, probably the one and only time Ronnie would ever think that, and created the Presidio Trust.

“What do you mean shopping mall?” Zach said. “Are we talking about the same base?”

“By an act of Congress,” Ronnie stated, “The Presidio had to become financially self-sufficient by 2013. They did so by leasing building to private and commercial investors.”

Quirk bobbed his head up and down. “We’re just two doors down from the Walt Disney family museum.”

“But the Presidio is supposed to be a historical monument,” Zach protested in his cute naïve way.

“A historical monument that needed some cash influx. They are using the money from the rent to help renovate all the old buildings and restore the tide lands,” Ronnie explained.

Zach just grunted, shaking his head. The guy did like his world black and white, not the muddled gray it usually was.

No matter, they were at the main gate to the Presidio. Quirk flashed their resident’s badge and they were  allowed in without a problem.

“Holy…” Zach said as they made the turn past the visitor’s entrance.

The whole span of the Golden Gate bridge was before them. There really wasn’t a much more impressive sight on the entire planet. Not with the clouds seeming to caress those tall golden girders. The water was a deep blue far beneath the bridge. With plenty of sharks just to keep Quirk on edge.

Even Alfonzo seemed impressed with the sight. “It’s beautiful.”

Evening was falling and the city’s lights were twinkling on. The sun was a ruddy sphere on the horizon as the fog rolled in. Ronnie had always thought that was an odd term, until she’d come to San Francisco. The fog actually rolled. It didn’t creep or fly or cover. It rolled. The clouds seemed in a rush to come back into the bay and rolled over one another.

It was a sight to behold. Or maybe another day.

“Chop, chop!” Quirk announced as they reached their low brick building.

Everyone piled from the van and walked up to the old infirmary. Quirk answered the keypads challenge questions.

The first was easy. “Who starred in the 1988 movie ‘The Presidio.’” Which of course was simple. Sean Connery and a young Mark Harmon. The second was a bit more difficult. “What were the names of the whales in Star Trek four?”

George and Gracie was the answer.

The third was Quirk-level security. “What was George and Gracie’s daughter’s name?”

Or course Ronnie knew the answer. If you sat and talked to Quirk long enough, you would too. “Sandra Burns.” And she was adopted if that ever came up.

Everyone piled into the long and low building which spread out over ten thousand square feet. It was easy to forget that this land was not always a beacon of civility and beauty. 

The Presidio had seen action in wars it was hard to keep count. It was originally a Spanish fort and the Mexicans had fought to declare independence from Spain. Then the bear flag revolt where citizens rebelled against Mexican rule. 

It even was active during the Civil war and became a hub of transporting soldiers and supplies in the Spanish- American war. Plenty of wounded troops had come through these doors.

And now the facility was their medical weapon and recovery station.

The place had a true Jules Verne’s vibe to it. There were tall tubes of bubbling liquid and copper piping that connected to a very steam punk compressor.

“What the hell are you two doing here?” Zach asked. Like he was shocked or something. After everything they had been through, this was what he was freaking out about?

“Trying to reanimate dead tissue,” Quirk said rubbing his hands together.

“What like zombies?” Alfonzo asked.

Ronnie shook her head. Quirk did so like to exaggerate, as if he could ever be Daryl. “More like trying to create technology that can compensate for or fix damage done by advanced tech.”

“Or that,” Quirk said frowning. “So much better to play Frankenstein.”

“For you or the monster?” Zach asked.

Oh, the FBI agent knew his hammer movies.

“Someone is going to figure out how to reverse death,” Quirk said with a snort. “Death is just the body running out of fuel. Leaving it laying there to rot is like letting your car go to rust because you ran out of gas.”

It was again, slightly more complicated than that, but Quirk was in the ballpark of being right and apparently he was going to prove it.

“Think about it. People die and are brought back to life all the time,” Quirk said. “And at that bone and skin can live up to twelve hours after the brain dies. It is just working out the tech and keeping the brain happy that is stopping us.”

“I do hope you don’t actually mean you two?” Zach challenged.

“No, not us. We don’t have the medical background” Quirk admitted. “But it is estimated that within one hundred years, we can reverse death for up to an hour after the official time of death. But you know, why die when you can just go into suspended animation?”

“And next you are going to have me believe that you can cryogenically freeze someone?” Zach asked.

“Want to come look in the back room?” Quirk retorted.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Ronnie said. She really didn’t want Zach looking in that back room.

“Let’s gather together what is immediately usable and head out,” Ronnie suggested.

“And maybe change?” Quirk said. “That dress does not look better distressed.”

Oh god, yes. Ronnie really, really, really wanted out of the damaged dress. Every time she looked down she was reminded of what crappy timing she had.

Two minutes away from being rescued from being an old maid for life, and she blew it. Actually the Russian mob blew the cathedral.

“Good idea,” Ronnie said and headed to the bunk area.

“Can I have a moment first?” Zach asked. Somehow he still looked completely wedding ceremony ready.

“Yeah, sure,” Ronnie said.

Zach took in a deep breath that rattled on its way out. “If you are having doubts just say so.”

“About what? Our survival odds, because I gotta tell you, I’m not liking them,” Ronnie said.

He moved them away from the group. “No,” he said, lowering his voice. “I meant about marrying me.”

Ronnie grabbed his arms with both hands. “No, why would you think that?”

“um, the whole ‘Thank god,’ comment when the Russians attacked.”

She squeezed his arm. “No, no, no. I mean, yes, I was relieved but only because I couldn’t remember our vows, your mother was giving me the stink eye and Quirk was glaring at me so I thought I was ruining our wedding. I was just glad something else was at the time.” Ronnie kissed him on the cheek. “Now in retrospect I wish the priest had just taken over so we could be married all ready.”

“You’re sure.”

Ronnie cocked her head, straightened his tie and smiled. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m positive. I’m certain.”

Zach leaned in for a kiss which Ronnie welcomed. Hello, she wanted to be married so they could get on with the damned honeymoon already.

* * *

“They’re zeroing in on their location,” Warp said.

“How?” Vanderwalt asked next to Amanda.

“No good idea,” the techie said, then switched on his mic. “Zach, You’ve got to get out to there. There are five helicopters heading in your direction.”

“Good to know,” Ronnie’s voice came over Warp’s computer speakers. "We are en route out of the city.”

“How are they tracking us, Warp?” Zach asked.

“Not sure,” Warp replied, but they are not, I repeat not using any satellite imagery.”

“So one of us has a tracking device?” Zach countered.

“That would be my guess,” Warp stated.

Jen looked to Amanda. Ronnie’s group had Alfonzo with them. His arrival at the wedding had been a bit of a surprise. Amanda imagined that Ronnie had invited him out of politeness never expecting the Hidden Hand member to actually attend. 

But here he was in the middle of a firefight.

“We’ve got to help them,” Vanderwalt stated.

“But how?” Amanda queried. Her advanced disease fighting skills definitely not a bonus here.

“By drawing them off,” Vanderwalt said.

“And how exactly are we going to do that?” Amanda asked.

“Bloody hell if I know,” The MI5 agent stated. “But there is no way they’re going to survive an assault of that magnitude.”

Warp frowned then typed like crazy. “If there is a tracking device it must be transmitting on some frequency.” Then Warp tilted his head and his tone became harsher. “Are you kidding me? There are like a million different frequencies out there. How are we going to scan all of those?” The tech’s head tilted to the other side. “I don’t know, but if we could pick up the frequency,  we might be able to rebroadcast a phantom signal and lead them away.”

“Go for it,” Vanderwalt stated.

He was a little like Devlin in the fact he took charge and was pretty bold, only with the mop of hair and adorable accent.

Jen sat down next to Warp, typing on a laptop. Where she’d gotten that, Amanda had no idea, but she’d gotten it and was using it. She waved her hands, pointing to the screen.

Amanda stepped behind her assistant and looked at the webpage she had brought up. It showed a small blue pill that contained a microchip. It was the cutting edge of digital medicine. The patient ingested it and it transmitted not only their heart rate, body position and temperature. It was going to revolutionize at home patient care. 

Physicians could now monitor arrhythmias without those large harness devices that patients hated. They could also see whether or not a patient had actually taken his medication. They could also monitor exercise and activity levels. No more having to take a patient’s word for it. Because, well, patients lied. A lot. About everything.

But what did this have to do with their situation? Jen tapped the screen to show one of the features, location tracking. Many speculated that this medical microchip was soon going to branch out into other fields. That it might replace the home arrest ankle bracelet or even used to track felons after release while they were on parole. 

The ACLU was already gearing up for a lawsuit to stop that from happening.

And now it appeared it was being used by the Russian mob. Why were life saving technologies always used for nefarious ends? Nuclear medicine had spawned the atomic bomb. And now this medical chip was being used to “paint” the mob’s target.

“Got it!” Warp announced. “There are so few of these medical chips that they all run off the same frequency.”

Amanda patted Jen on the shoulder. She’d come through again.

“But we’ve got a problem,” Warp said. “Unless we broadcast heartrate, temp, etc, they are going to know it is a ghost signal.”

“There’s no way for you to fake those components” Vanderwalt asked.

“Not this quickly,” Warp said. “But I do have this,” He held up a package about the size of a wallet. “It’s a telemetry tracking device that I think I can modify to pick up and transmit heartbeats since it is just electrical activity. I can fake the temp since everyone is pretty much 98.6.”

“Great!” Vanderwalt announced then held his hand out.

“Well, it isn’t that simple. The medical chip is picking up the faint heartbeats of the group surrounding Alfonzo.”

“What does that mean?” Amanda asked.

“Not only are you going to have to catch up with Ronnie then separate from them to create a second signal, there is going to need to be four of you.”

Vanderwalt looked to Jen first who nodded. Amanda was next. That made three. The Brit put his hand out to Warp. “You mean the four of us?”

Warp didn’t look all that happy about it, but finally nodded. Or at least one of his personalities did.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

Zach glance over to Alfonzo as Pilot gunned them out of the parking lot. They were still trying to figure out if Alfonzo had taken the tracker on purpose or had been duped into.

“I am telling you, I came only for the wedding,” Alfonzo insisted. “To honor my father’s last wish.”

Quirk, who had never been too fond of the man, scoffed. “Yes, because you’ve never tried to kill us before.”

“I helped you. Saved you,” Alfonzo retorted.

“Doesn’t even the scales,” Quirk chirped back.

“Then how did you get the tracker?” Ronnie said. “Were you in Russia recently.”

Alfonzo looked at his hands. His tell that he was holding something back.

“Spit it out,” Zach said.

“Okay, I might have been meeting with the Russkaya yesterday.”

What was with his associates and using the term “might” when really they meant, “definitely.”

“You met with the Russian mob, yesterday?” Quirk asked in that shrill tone if his when he knew he wasn’t going to like the answer given.

Alfonzo nodded. “They had some property I was interested in buying so I met with them.”

“And then you agreed to betray us for how much cash?” Quirk demanded.

“No,” Alfonzo said. We only discussed a mid-town Moscow apartment building. That is all.”

“Was it a lunch meeting?” Ronnie asked. After Alfonzo nodded Ronnie continued. “What did you eat?”

“Some lamb pilaf,” Alfonzo answered

Ronnie nodded her head as they sped across San Francisco, heading for the Golden Gate bridge. “You ingested it in the rice.”

“The rice?” Zach questioned imagining how small a grain of rice really was.

“Yes, it is a micro-chip after all,” Ronnie said with a grin. “They easily could have slipped it into his pilaf.”

“I told you,” Alfonzo said. “I betrayed no one.”

A car screeched along side them. Vanderwalt was driving with Warp in the passenger seat and Amanda and Jen in the back seat. Their decoy.

Zach didn’t like it, but with five attack helicopters on the way, stolen from Travis airforce base just down the freeway, they needed to do something to take the heat off. Warp waved with the frenzy of a little kid at them.

Zach waved back. The tech deserved some props. Amanda held up a device and with purpose, flipped a switch. At this point the Russian mob should have two signals on their display.

Vanderwalt cranked the wheel to the left and peeled off down a side street.

Zach looked back over the horizon where those five birds were zipping toward them. Two arced away, heading north toward Vanderwalt’s car. He could only wish Vanderwalt and the rest luck.

The helicopters gained on them they sped up to the onramp of the bridge. They sped past the toll booths. Apparently the car Pilot had stolen had a Fast Pass. Pilot swerved around slower cars and made their way onto the bridge. A CHP motorcycle fired up his sirens and gave chase, although truthfully he was the least of their worries.

Those helicopters cutting the distance in half were their concern.

Ronnie popped the moon roof up, then with the butt of a rifle, knocked the glass out. It fell down the back window then shattered on the bridge deck. The CHP swerved to miss the debris. He probably thought they were attacking him. So not the case.

* * *

It had sounded so easy back in the hotel lobby with a Muzak version of Barry Manalow playing from the speakers. To draw away the Russian Mob meant that they had two helicopters. Ironically they had just passed Russian Hill and were headed to Chinatown if she were not mistaken. 

Before she was promoted to Plum Island, Amanda had been posted at the CDC quarantine headquarters in San Francisco. It had only been for three months, but she had tried to soak up as much of the city as possible during her time there. 

And the dim sum in China town? To die for. And Amanda had been to China numerous times during her dissertation research into the Avian Flu. The stuff in China town was as good if not better than what she’d had in Beijing.

Vanderwalt took a sharp right turn taking them down an alley that was flanked by a butcher shop, ducks and chickens hung down from the ceiling and a hand washed Chinese laundry. Anywhere else those two things would be a cliché, except in China town they were the norm. 

Bright red and gold fabric flapped above their heads. Someone had strung clothes line between the two buildings. People were drying their cloths on them.

Then the fabric all blew away as two helicopters hovered over them.

Again, great plan in theory. Crapping plan in reality.

The helicopters tipped up, aiming their weapons straight down at them. The missiles menacing their SUV. Amanda cringed down, but Vanderwalt seemed pretty calm.

“Warp, you good chap, are you ready?”

“As we ever will be,” Warp responded then hit a key on his laptop.

The helicopters began circling out of control, listing off to the side, leaving only the night sky above them.

“What just happened?” Amanda asked.

“Well, those helicopters were US Air force helicopter,” Vanderwalt explained. “So Warp was able to patch in through Jennifer’s patch into the Pentagon and overtake their on board computer.”

 Amanda looked to her assistant with renewed appreciation. That girl and her sprawling social network had come through again.

“Are Ronnie and Quirk going to be able to do the same thing?” Amanda asked.

Warp shrugged. “Not sure, I had the inside track.”

* * *

“Those are missiles!” Quirk screamed from the front seat, pointing out over the bay. To Zach, the view really was gorgeous with Alcatraz island in the middle of the bay and the clouds rolling in. All except for the three missiles with their bright red tails. Like a swarm of angry hornets were coming for them. Quirk was trying to overtake the helicopter’s computers but so far no luck. Ronnie and Quirk were slightly pissed off they no longer had their backdoor hack into the Pentagon taken away. It was part of their amnesty agreement. Now, of course, they were put in the position of having to hack their way back into the Pentagon. 

The Attorney General was so not going to be happy.

And neither was Zach as the first missile hit one of the bridge’s high arches, exploding against the steel. It was cosmetic damage only, leaving a huge black scorch mark against the bridge’s orange paint. 

The other two though, struck nearly simultaneously at the same spot on the side of the bridge. The explosion blew a hole in the deck. Cars swerved and careened out of the way. Of course, Pilot just sped up.

They hit the gap going about a hundred miles per hour. Since they launched off of a piece of pavement angled up, they had a nice launch and sailed over the gaping hole. 

Zach could see the seawater far below. Then they hit the other side, bouncing their suspension to the breaking point. But it held together and Pilot hit the gas again.

“They are getting ready to fire!” Quirk yelled.

Ronnie brought the odd looking rifle to her shoulder, only she struggled to keep it there. The thing seemed way heavier than any rifle had the right to.

“Here let me,” Zach said taking the weapon from her.

“Be careful,” she said as he stood up, hefting the rifle with him. He was out of the moon roof aiming at the helicopters. As soon as he aimed, he fired. A loud thunder clap sounded. The kick knocked the rifle from his grip and sent him head over heels over the SUV. Only Ronnie’s grip on his belt kept him from going entirely over the back.

Laid back flat on the SUV’s roof he watched the effects of the rifle. A shimmering flow sped out over the water, washing over the helicopters. As soon as the wave hit them, the lost control, zigging and zagging until they finally crashed into the water.

Glad that he did two hundred sit ups a day, Zach pulled himself back into the sitting position. “What the hell was that?”

Ronnie smiled as she helped him into the SUV. “That would be out mini-muon, microwave, sonic wave rifle.”

“Or as we like to call it, The Swiss Army Knife of advanced electrical weapons.”

Zach could see why. The thing was blinged out. The mini-muon gun disabled the pilots while the microwave burst fried the electronics and Zach guessed just for good measure the sonic wave rattled their cage. 

Whatever it did. It worked.

“We should go pick up Amanda and the rest,” Ronnie said.

“And my mom,” Zach added.

“Yeah, her too,” Ronnie answered not sounding all that enthused. 

Zach grabbed her and pulled her tight, kissing her forehead. “Don’t worry. You are still so my girl.”

 


Epilogue

Ronnie sat in the backseat of the SUV with Zach’s arm draped around her. Not too bad of an end to the day, all things considered.

They’d caught up with Amanda, Jen, Warp and Vanderwalt. It had taken a while since they had to drive all the way around the area to get onto the Bay Bridge. It was the only way into the City now. But everyone was safe. 

Now they just needed to pick up Zach’s mom. For joy. More glares and flared nostrils.

Wait. They were headed toward the Park which was nowhere near Nob Hill where they had left Mrs. Hunt.

“What’s going on?” Ronnie asked.

“Oh, I just thought we’d make a quick pit stop first,” Zach replied.

Pit stop? What kind of pit stop did you make at the Golden Gate Park. Zach didn’t seem like the type that wanted to go visit the De Young Museum on a whim. But then they drove along the park’s edge, without going inside. What was going on.

It wasn’t until Pilot turned them onto the Great Highway, that Ronnie realized where they were going. Ocean Beach. The prettiest beach in San Fransciso and possibly the West Coast.

Quirk clapped as they pulled up into the parking lot. He kicked his shoes off and went running toward the sand.

Ronnie got out albeit a bit more slowly. “So what’s up really?”

Zach draped his arm over her shoulder. “Did you know that Vanderwalt is an ordained pastor?”

In the dim light, Ronnie looked over to the Brit. “No, I did not.”

“So, how about we just do this now?”

“Get married? Right now?” Ronnie asked. “What about your mom?”

“I’m sure she’s in bed already at the hotel with a cold washcloth over her eyes and a martini in her hand. She’s good. She’ll understand.”

What else could Ronnie say but… “Of course.”

They walked out onto the beach with the stars twinkling overhead. The only thing marring the moment was the Golden Gate Bridge’s lights weren’t on. But the rest of the city’s were, shining brightly. Across the bay, Oakland was also glowing. Perhaps in the daylight, Oakland wasn’t nearly as beautiful as San Francisco, but at night, it could challenge the city light for light.

Vanderwalt stood just at the edge of the surf, his tuxedo pants rolled up to he calves.

This so wasn’t how this was all supposed to go. She glanced over to Quirk and reached her hand out. “Are you okay with this?”

“Oh, dear, god, yes. I couldn’t look at another taffeta sample,” Quirk answered.

She dropped Quirk’s hand and took Zach’s turning to him in the proper “we are about to get married” position.

“Sorry, mates, but I don’t have my cheat sheet so let’s keep this simple.”

That was fine by Ronnie. No chance to screw up her lines.

“Zachary Beuford Hunt,” Vanderwalt said.

Ronnie mouthed, “Beuford,” and Zach nodded. Okay, she didn’t see that one coming.

“Do you take this woman to be your wife?”

Zach didn’t hesitate. “I do.”

“Regina Suzanne Holliwaggler,”

Zach mouthed “Holliwaggler.” Ronnie couldn’t help but chuckle. Ever since she was tiny everyone had called her Ronnie Junior since she was such a daddy’s little girl. Once her father died, the Ronnie had stuck. So much better than Regina or Reggie.

“Do you take this man to be your husband?”

“I do,” Ronnie answered promptly, not wanting Zach to think she was anything but enthusiastic.

Vanderwalt turned to Quirk and Pilot. There was a bunch more squealing and clapping on that side of the sand aisle.

“So unless there is anyone who objects to these unions,” Vanderswalt stated. “And preferably without missiles,” he continued. “I now pronounce you man and wife and you man and husband…You may kiss your partners now.”

Zach leaned over and their lips met. It wasn’t the spark from before, but something deeper and richer. She never wanted it to end.

Then the kiss was over and Amanda and Jen were hugging her.

It seemed so surreal. Everything she had ever dreamed of had come true. Friends, family, and a gorgeous husband.

It didn’t get much better than this.

Unless, of course it was on your own private country island.

 


Afterword

Thank you so much for going on this amazing ride with Ronnie, Zach and of course, Quirk. If you enjoyed this collection I would ask a favor of you to go back to Amazon and leave a review. We indie authors live and die by our reviews.

Also remember that Amazon should alert you when the collection is updated with Code and Ones. If, however you want to be sure the moment those stories drop into the collection so you can download them for no additional charge, simply go to my website, www.carolynmccray.com and sign up for my newsletter!

Want more McCray thrillers but can't wait until fall? Check out the next section for an adrenaline rush like no other!

 


Other Works by Carolyn McCray

The Betrayed Omnibus Series – Carolyn’s controversial historical thriller series
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Have you read the entire Betrayed series? From the prequel short story, Ambush to the post-Shiva EXCLUSIVE short story Mayhem?

Want them all in one place? Check out The Omnibus Collection - it is a $19.00 value for just $9.99!!!

Praise for the Betrayed series…

“Carolyn McCray’s 30 PIECES OF SILVER proves that Dan Brown’s crown is up for grabs. Part minefield and all roller-coaster ride, here is a story as controversial as it is thrilling. Hunker down for a long night, because once you start reading this book, you won’t be putting it down.”

NYT Top Ten Best Seller

James Rollins

Devil Colony

“With twists and turns galore the pace of Havoc never slows down, you are propelled along like an avalanche. Havoc is an accomplished thriller. I sort of hate to use the word “interesting” which sounds like a book report, but this novel IS interesting as well as being a great read.”

P.B.Sharp

Amazon Reviewer

The collection includes…

Ambush

the prequel short story to 30 Pieces of Silver

30 Pieces of Silver

the extremely controversial historical full-length thriller that started it all!

Targeted*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bridge short story between 30 Pieces of Silver & Havoc

Havoc

the stirring full-length sequel to 30 Pieces of Silver

Covert*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bridge short story between Havoc and Shiva

Shiva*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the bombastic full-length conclusion to the Betrayed series!

Mayhem*exclusive to the Omnibus Collection

the “wrap-up” short story to finish out the first cycle of the Betrayed series

Caught

the prequel short story to the 2nd cycle of the Betrayed series featuring Davidson, Bunny, & Lopez

More praise for The Betrayed Series…

“I am hooked on this series …a great mix of religious history, action, and old fashion love. I know there is a sequel. I can nearly wait.

Niecy733

Amazon Reviewer

 

Amazon Reviewer To purchase the Betrayed Series on Amazon, click on the link below…

The Omnibus Collection 

* * *


Got Thrills? A Boxed Set With Your RDA Allowance of Thrills
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From the Carolyn McCray, #1 bestselling author in Technothrillers, Men’s Adventure, Action/Adventure, and War comes a pack of thrillers to get your blood pumping!

AMBUSH

The prequel short story to the extremely controversial 30 Pieces of Silver.

ANATOMY

See where the Harbinger Mystery series began… The Plain Jane prequel.

HACKED

The prequel short story to the #1 action packed Encrypted techno thriller

GAUNTLET

The action packed prequel short story to the bestselling Mystery/Horror novel All Hallow’s Eve.

DEVIOUS

The shocking prequel to the blockbuster 9th Circle.

MOONRUSH

Carolyn’s action-packed full length techno-thriller novel set in the near future.

CAUGHT

The prequel short story to the second cycle of the Betrayed series.

Praise for Carolyn’s thrillers…

“Everyone of these books is fast paced and exciting. All deserve a 5+ Star rating. Carolyn McCray is a magnificent writer!! She has easily become my number 1 author!!”

Guinevere

Amazon Reviewer

 

“I read these stories and really enjoyed them all for different reasons. She is definitely got a great way to tell a story and I have bought her other books that are available and are reading them now. Not sure why she is not more widely known her stories are the same caliber as other more famous authors. Highly recommend!”

Lisa Kubin

Amazon Reviewer

“I found this book to be just as the title said an action packed techno thriller. I read at least a book a week but this was one of those impossible to put down books. It was well worth the money and based on this book I bought her other book and will be placing the next in her series on my wish list.”

Scott Powner

Amazon Reviewer

To purchase or sample Got Thrills, simply click here.

* * *


Down and Dirty - Carolyn’s suspenseful crime collection

Need to stay up late? Then the Down & Dirty McCray Crime Collection is for you! Packed with suspense and terror, you better keep the lights on while reading these!
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All Hallows Eve

The one night it’s BAD… to be good

Anatomy

The greatly anticipated prequel short story to Plain Jane. See where the Harbinger Mystery series began!

Mary Mary Quite Contrary

The prequel short story to start off the new series, The Nursery Rhyme Murders

Devious

The prequel short story to the blockbuster smash, 9th Circle

Gauntlet

An All Hallow’s Eve prequel short story

Praise for McCray's crime novels…

All Hallow's Eve…

“Scary and smart, All Hallow's Eve is perfect for anyone who wants to read a horror story that hits them in the gut. From the intricate psychopathology of the serial killer, to the hair-raising tension, to the skewering of pop culture, All Hallow's Eve is simply a great read.”

Your Need To Read

Book Reviewer

Anatomy…

“Anatomy is a short story that had a serial killer that was really creepy. The FBI profiler, Harbinger, was a real wise guy but also very brilliant. It was interesting and a fast paced story. I can't wait to read more of these stories about Harbinger. He has become one of my new favorite characters.”

Judy Russ

Amazon Reviewer

Mary Mary Quite Contrary…

“Really enjoy this book, short but sure made one want more of the story. I love this writer she gives a good story, keeps one step ahead of you but keeps your interest. Now for more info on when next book in series is coming out. I am ready for it!”

Shirleen

Amazon Reviewer

Devious…

“I loved the 9th Circle Serial Book, and this prequel gave me a much better understanding of Trey and Darc's relationship. Knowing where they both ‘came from’ and their history together put many more aspects of The 9th Circle. Full of suspense and thrills this book was a fun read.”

Readerwhit

Amazon Reviewer

Gauntlet…

“I love all the twists her stories and books have she keeps you guessing until the end. I am a definite fan! Amazon Reviewer”

Judith Flores

Amazon Reviewer

The purchase or sample Down and Dirty simply click here.

* * *


Love is in the Air – A McCray romance collection
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From the #1 bestselling Romance/Paranormal Romance/Contemporary Romance author Carolyn McCray comes a collection for all romance readers: Love is in the Air. It includes over 150,000 words from some of Carolyn’s bestselling romances novels.

Praise for McCray’s romances…

“Read all-each is totally different-she is my favorite writer-anything she writes is great-wish she would write sequels to these.”

McKinnley

Amazon Reviewer 

“From Carolyn McCray comes a historical romance, Fated, that will leave you hoping that for once, fate will be kind. You will be gripped from the first page to the last, caught in a love that spans eons and an ancient political intrigue whose consequence still reverberates today. This is truly a masterpiece that stays with you long after you’ve turned the last page.”

Emma Gilbertson

The Writer Bites Back

“I love this story…it’s so touching, beautiful & fulfilling. Thank you Ms McCray for sharing such a beautiful love story.”

Luv2Read

Amazon Book Reviewer

“This is such a cute book. I love how Ms. McCray had me laughing out loud and at the same time, was able to touch my heart with a softer side. When I first met Wyatt, I connected with his sense of humor. I love the beginning scene where he and his uncle Bhodhi are talking about ‘chicks’. Too funny. The animals and their personalities make this book special, but the development of the main character and his relationship with family and friends touched my heart.”

The Book Goddess

Amazon Reviewer

To sample or purchase Love is in the Air, click here.

* * *


A Reader’s Feast –Something for everyone

From bestselling author Carolyn McCray comes an eclectic collection spanning the breadth of her career.

The perfect gift for that hard to buy for person!
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7 Fold of Winter

A YA+ Epic Fantasy

The Rush

A prequel MoonRush short story

Rook

Let’s stop the apocalypse, people

Ambush

A 30 pieces of Silver prequel short story

Anatomy

A Plain Jane prequel short story

Pet Holiday Miracles

A short story collection of inspirational holiday Miracles

Pet Whisperer…er…rrr

Book 1 in the Animial’s Talk Back series

Hacked

An Encrypted prequel short story

“A few were something I wouldn't usually purchase but after reading I want more! Most authors cannot or have great difficulty branching into different genres and having main characters of all genders and identities. While reading I could place myself as each character and truly enjoy the adventures. I even felt myself connecting in the short pet stories! Wonderful!”

Norita Hiatt

Amazon Reviewer

“Was a little skeptical, but decided to "buy" this boxed set through the kindle readers library for my January rental. It was well worth the time. I Thoroughly enjoyed the first story & am working my way through the rest. I would recommend this based on the first book alone, everything else is gravy.”

D. Angel

Amazon Reviewer

To sample or purchase A Reader’s Feast, click here.
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