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   "They elevated me aloft to heaven.  
 
   I proceeded until I arrived
 
   at a wall built with stones of crystal."
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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   Two Years Ago
 
   Havre, Montana
 
    
 
   Kenny Coleman's dirt drive was doing a number on the Mercedes.  It dipped and dived with the bumps.  Watching, Kenny's stomach felt like it was doing the same.  The last time he'd been this nervous, it was proposing to his Mary.  
 
   “It's just a professor.  No big deal,” he muttered to himself.  The butterflies in his stomach, however, ignored him, continuing their maniacal flying.
 
   The Mercedes finally rolled to a stop in a cloud of dust in front of his porch.   His old Australian shepherd came to attention, and emitted a low growl.  
 
   Surprised, Kenny reached down from his rocking chair, patting him on the head. “Hush now, Blue.”  
 
   The dog quieted.  But as the car door opened, he growled again.  Kenny could feel the dog’s body tense.  He grabbed hold of his collar.  When the driver stepped into view, Blue emitted a feral snarl and lunged for the steps, nearly yanking Kenny’s arm off.
 
   He struggled to hold him back.  “No, Blue, no!” 
 
   While Kenny might be pushing sixty-five, his life as a cattleman had given him muscle.  He wrapped his beefy arms around the dog's torso, carrying him back to the house, ignoring the sting as claws raked his forearms.  
 
   Kicking open the front door, he half-shoved, half-threw the dog across the threshold, slamming the door shut behind him.  
 
   Kenny stepped back, gaping at the door as Blue slammed his body into it, again and again.  
 
   He shook his head, unable to believe what he was seeing.  Angry red welts crisscrossed his forearms.  This was an animal who’d let his grandkids flop on him while they watched cartoons.  In the twelve years he’d had him, he’d barely heard him growl. 
 
   With a deep breath, he pushed his concerns for his dog's uncharacteristic behavior to the back of his mind.  He felt the professor’s eyes on his back and felt the flush creep up his neck.  Damn.  This was not the first impression he’d wanted to make.  
 
   Rolling down his green flannel sleeves, he walked down the stairs and across the expanse in front of his farmhouse. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Professor Gideon,” he stammered out.  “He’s never like that.  I don’t know what got into him.”
 
   “No harm done, Mr. Coleman.  I appreciate you taking the time to show me your find.” A polite smile graced the blond professor’s angular face, but that politeness didn’t quite reach his cool blue eyes. 
 
   Back in the day, Kenny knew he was considered a handsome man.   Strong and tall with thick, dark hair, which the girls had loved the run their hands through.  And in spite of his full head of now-white hair, he was vain enough to think he still was.  
 
   But he knew this professor was what currently stood for handsome.  Slim, with pale blue eyes perched above a patrician nose and sharp cheekbones.  Dressed in expensive slacks, a brown suede jacket, and shiny loafers, he was one of those “metrosexuals” his daughter talked about.  
 
   Can’t say he ever really understood the appeal of a man who was pretty, but hell, he never did understand much about what was cool.  
 
   Extending his calloused hand, he spoke a little louder than usual, trying to block out Blue's unending barks.   “I’d really like to know what I’ve found.  I just can’t figure what something like that is doing on my ranch.” 
 
   The professor's hand was soft, the shake just shy of limp.  “Well, let’s take a look.  How did you come across it?”
 
   “It was the strangest thing. I was looking for a stray calf one day, and I literally stumbled over the tip of it.”
 
   “How much was showing at first?”
 
   Kenny shrugged.  “Not much.  Maybe four, five inches.  It was just such a strange-looking rock, all black with those brown and green veins running through it.  I’d never seen one like that anywhere around these parts.  So, I marked the spot and went back later to dig it out.  I couldn’t believe it when I saw it.  I took some pictures and posted them online to see if anyone could tell me anything about it.  Less than an hour later, I got a call from you.”
 
   “Have you spoken with anyone else about it?”
 
   “No.  I wasn’t sure it was anything important.”   He avoided the professor's eyes.  And I didn’t want to look like some old fool grasping at straws.
 
   “And no one else has called?” Gideon’s gaze was intent.
 
   “No, no.  You’re the only one.  I thought for sure I’d get a couple more people interested.  But my pictures disappeared from the site I posted them on and I couldn't re-post them.”  He shook his head.  “I'm not real good with the computer.  It really is an amazing sight, though.”  
 
   “Well, let’s have a look, shall we?” Gideon gestured for him to lead the way.  
 
   Kenny hesitated, unsure.  He glanced back at the house, where Blue’s growls had turned to desperate howls.  Blue just didn't act like this.  Maybe this was a bad idea.  
 
   But he knew the medical bills for his grandson were piling up.  This strange rock might be his only chance of making some extra money.  He sighed.  There really was no choice.  He nodded and led the professor towards the northwest.  
 
   They followed a trail created by wild horses and buffalo generations ago.  Kenny tried making conversation.  He talked about the Sioux and the Crow that used to summer in the area and pointed out where he had hunted for arrowheads as a kid.  The professor only grunted in response.  
 
   Small talk about the weather and questions about the professor’s research resulted in equally unenthusiastic responses.  Soon, Kenny just lapsed into silence.  
 
   For the first time Kenny could recall, he felt the isolation of his ranch press down on him.  He knew there was no one around for miles.  Montana was the size of New England, with only the population of Rhode Island.  Generally, the isolation of his ranch was the reason he loved it.  But walking next to the professor, he couldn’t help but feel uneasy.  
 
   It wasn’t just Blue’s reaction, which, to be honest, scared the hell out of him. It was like the dog had seen the devil himself.  It was also that this man looked nothing like a professor.  He was too young, too good-looking, and too well dressed.  
 
   And there was something about him that just felt off.  The man had barely spared a glance at the snow-topped mountains that were a backdrop to Kenny's property.  He'd never had anyone come to the ranch that hadn't commented on that incredible view.
 
   Walking next to him, Kenny was reminded of the time when, as a kid, he’d been stalked by a mountain lion.  He'd had a vague sense of uneasiness that day.  But until the cat screeched as it leapt at him, he hadn’t realized the true danger he was in.  That day, his dad had cut the lion in half with a shotgun.  Kenny gave the professor another surreptitious glance and couldn’t help wishing he’d brought his shotgun along today. 
 
   “Are we getting close?” Gideon asked.
 
   Startled, Kenny stumbled.  Shaking his head at his clumsiness, he pointed to an arrangement of three small boulders twenty yards away that stood out in the flat, almost treeless ground.  “Just beyond those boulders is where I started digging.  I still haven’t been able to get to the bottom of the rock.”
 
   Gideon nodded and picked up his pace.  As he passed the boulders, he came to an abrupt stop and stared at the small excavation.  
 
   The monolith stood five feet tall, although it was obvious there was still more buried beneath the earth.  At first glance, the obelisk appeared smooth.  Kenny's first thought had been that it looked like one of those fancy granite counter tops.  On closer inspection, though, the niches carefully carved into the black stone depicting figures and what resembled Egyptian hieroglyphs became clear.
 
   Seconds stretched into minutes as the professor simply stared at the rock in silence.  Kenny’s nervousness increased.  “Uh, Professor Gideon, are you all right?”
 
   Gideon eyes snapped to Kenny.  Kenny took a step back from the man.  
 
   But when Gideon spoke, his voice was calm.  “It’s an amazing sight, isn’t it?  Would it be all right if I went closer?”
 
   The professor’s words reduced Kenny’s fears, making him feel foolish.  What the hell was wrong with him today?  The man was just a professor interested in his find.  
 
   “Sure, sure.  After all, you’re the expert.”
 
   Kenny watched the professor gracefully leap into the hole.  He reverently touched the stone, tracing some of the carvings with his index finger.  “Finally,” he murmured.
 
   After a few moments of internal debate, Kenny’s curiosity won out over his uneasiness.  He clambered down to stand next to the man.  “So, any idea where it came from?  It kind of looks like something you’d expect to find in Egypt or down in Central America or some other ancient place.”
 
   Gideon looked over at Kenny.  “Actually, this site predates those other sites by quite a significant margin.”
 
   “Really?” Kenny asked, astonished.  “Even older than the pyramids?”
 
   “Yes.  Even older than that.”  He pointed to a spot on the artifact about three quarters of the way up.  “Do you see this mark here?”
 
   Kenny squinted at the etching.  “That little circle?”
 
   “Yes.  That little circle is something I have been trying to find for an incredibly long time.”
 
   Kenny's eyes shifted to the professor.  The man couldn’t be any older than twenty-nine.  This younger generation seemed to have a different view of time than his generation.
 
   “Hmm,” he murmured.  “What is it?”
 
   “Why, it’s the end of the world,” Gideon said with a slow smile.
 
   “What?” He glanced over at Gideon, thinking he must have misunderstood him.   
 
   Gideon turned to face him.  His smile looked almost lethal and what Kenny had thought were pale blue eyes seemed to have darkened.  “You have been very helpful, Mr. Coleman.” 
 
   The words were polite, but the tone sent the fears Kenny had been shoving down right back to the surface.  The professor pulled a gun from under his suit jacket.  Kenny didn’t hesitate.   He shoved the professor and scrambled out of the hole.  
 
   Kenny looked back over his shoulder, expecting to feel a bullet between his shoulder blades at any minute.  Instead, he saw Gideon still in the hole, smiling at him.  He was even nodding.  Kenny didn’t understand the man’s reaction and he had no interest in figuring it out.  
 
   Kenny panted as he sprinted for the house.  He didn’t hear the professor behind him.  He hoped it stayed that way until he reached one of his guns.  He had a shot if he could just get to his truck or the barn.  He kept rifles in both of them.  That hope kept pushing him forward as his legs turned to jelly, and his breathing to sharp, painful gasps.  
 
   His farmhouse came into view and the sound of Blue, still barking, urged him on.  
 
   Footfalls echoed through the empty space behind him and panic charged through him.  He knew he should keep running, looking behind would only slow him down, but he couldn't help himself.  Only a hundred yards away, the professor sprinted towards him, his legs moving like train pistons.  He didn’t even look winded.  How had he caught up with him so fast?  
 
   Kenny dug down deep for a last reserve of energy, but his body wouldn’t comply.  He was slowing.  Dark spots were beginning to form around the edges of his vision, causing him to stumble and weave.
 
   The professor had no such affliction.  Kenny could feel his attention focused on him, the pounding of his feet maintaining their steady cadence.  He kept coming, like a missile locked on its target, covering the distance to him in seconds.  As he caught up with him, he didn’t pull him to stop.  To Kenny’s astonishment, the professor started to run next to him.  He glanced over at the man in terror.  Gideon just smiled in response.  
 
   Then in a blur of motion, the man sprinted a few feet ahead.  He came to came to a dead stop and whirled to face Kenny.  
 
   Kenny tried to dodge around him, but he was too exhausted and too slow.  Gideon’s hand snaked out and easily grabbed him by the shoulder.  Gideon turned him around and pulled him close.
 
   Kenny struggled and managed to throw a feeble right hook at Gideon’s ribs.  
 
   Gideon smoothly blocked the punch and trapped both of Kenny’s arms with one of his own.  He leaned down into Kenny’s terrified face and smiled, pressing the gun to his chest. 
 
   “Good for you, Mr. Coleman.  Everyone should have such a sense of self-preservation.  You’d be amazed at how few people actually do.  And you've given a good effort, especially for a man of your age.  You should be proud of yourself.”
 
   Kenny wanted to rail at the man.  He wanted to scream at him for doing this to him and plead with him to spare his life, if only for the sake of his daughter and grandchildren.  But all he managed to rasp out was a single question.
 
    “Why?”
 
   Gideon's voice was almost a caress when he answered.  His eyes looked strangely bright, as if covered in a sheen of tears.  “It’s the only way for my misery to end.  You have brought my search to its conclusion, Mr. Coleman.  I will always appreciate that.” And with a beatific smile, he pulled the trigger three times.  
 
   Pain slashed through Kenny, and then, blessed numbness.  He felt himself being lifted as the echoes of the gunshots retreated.  He thought of his daughter and his heart already beating unsteadily, felt even heavier.  I'm sorry, sweetheart.
 
   Blue’s frantic barking changed to mournful howls as they approached the farmhouse.  Run, Blue, run, Kenny shouted in his mind.  But the only words that were heard weren't his.  
 
   “Don’t worry, Blue,” Gideon murmured.  “I haven’t forgotten about you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Dewitt, NY
 
    
 
   Professor Delaney McPhearson glanced at the clock over the kitchen cabinets.  She was barely a quarter of the way through the tall stack of undergrad criminology papers in front of her.  
 
   “Crap, crap, crap,” she muttered.  She needed to move if she was going to make her self-defense class.  
 
   “Crap, crap, crap,” Max, her roommate Kati's three-year-old son, said from his spot on the floor.  
 
   Wincing, she gave Kati an apologetic smile.  “Sorry.  Forgot he was there.” 
 
   Jotting down two more quick remarks, she whisked the papers off the table, placing them next to the larger stack of still-to-be graded ones on the kitchen island.   
 
   She knelt down to Max and ruffled his sun-kissed brown hair.  “That's a bad word, Max.  I shouldn't have said it.”
 
   Max nodded at her, his bright blue eyes, matching the Sesame Street t-shirt he wore,  solemn.  “Crap bad.”
 
   Laney restrained the urge to smile.  “Yes, bad.”
 
   She looked over his head at Kati, who was shaking her head good-naturedly.  Kati and Max shared same the soft, brown hair, slim build, and button nose.  The only difference was their eye color: Kati's were a deep brown.  Kati’s hair, now in a short pixie cut, only accentuated the similarities between mother and son.
 
   “You better move if you’re going to make your class,” Kati warned.
 
   “I’m going.  I’m going.”
 
   With a quick kiss to the top of Max's head, she jogged to the stairs.  Taking them two at a time, she ducked into her room, and rummaged through her dresser for her workout clothes.  
 
   Pulling off her pajamas, she struggled into the sports bra and yanked on a deep purple t-shirt.  Pulling her long, wavy, red hair into a ponytail, she had just slid into the black pants when her cell phone rang.
 
   I have no time for whoever this is, she thought, even as she reached over to her nightstand to check the caller ID.  She smiled and flipped the phone open, cradling it to her ear.
 
   “Drew.  Where the hell have you been?” 
 
   Drew Master’s familiar chuckle made Laney smile even wider. She pictured him sitting at his desk, his mop of curly brown hair falling over his deep blue eyes.  
 
   Her uncle had always hoped the two of them would turn their platonic friendship into a romantic one.  At least, he had hoped it up until she explained that the main stumbling block was their identical taste in men.
 
   “Sorry, Lanes.  Work’s been insane.”
 
   “See?  You’re working too hard.  You should have taken that position with my uncle.”  Laney’s uncle, Father Patrick Delaney, was one of the Roman Catholic Church’s premier archaeologists.  He’d gotten custody of Laney after her parents had died in a car crash when she was eight.  As a result, she’d spent almost every summer at one dig site or another since childhood.  
 
   Since Laney met Drew freshman year of college, he’d spent every summer with them as well.  Even when they went to different doctorate programs, they stayed close.  When Drew finished his doctorate, her uncle had offered him a position with one of the Vatican’s dig sites.  Drew turned him down.  Instead he’d agreed to work with Dr. Arthur Priddle.  Not a good call in Laney’s opinion, but also not her decision.  
 
   “You know I think the world of your uncle.  But Arthur’s research is much more in line with my own.  And, at the time, I thought it would come with fewer strings.”
 
   “Not the case, huh?”
 
   Drew snorted.  “Hardly.  He’s been running me ragged.  I don’t think he understands that we’re colleagues and I’m not his grad student.  And he’s been even more security conscious than usual.  The man has taken paranoia to a whole new extreme.”  
 
   Laney caught her reflection in the mirror, her dark green eyes reflecting her concern.  This wasn’t like Drew.  He wasn’t a complainer.  He’d spent one summer in Egypt covered in bug bites, in the sweltering heat, with an unknown rash that caused his feet to swell to the point that he’d had to hobble around in sandals two sizes too big.  He’d barely mumbled a complaint.  
 
   Seeming to sense her worry, he added some bounce into his next words.  “I mean, it’s intense, but good.  Priddle really has a way of looking at things from a new angle and developing an innovative approach.”
 
   Laney opened her closet, looking for her gym shoes, and grimaced.   “Right.  Innovative and without any social skills or conscience.”  
 
   At Drew’s silence, she sighed, realizing she wasn't helping.  “Sorry.  Ignore that.  I just don’t like you being so far away.  So tell me, how are you doing?  Really doing?  And no placating.”
 
   Drew let out another laugh, this one less good-natured and more nervous.  “Okay, maybe things are a little stressful, right now.   But you know Priddle, perfection is his goal.”
 
   Although his tone was light, Laney heard a heavier emotion under the words.  “Drew, is everything okay?”
 
   He hesitated before answering.  “I don’t know.  He’s been even crazier than usual lately.  We’ve got this new project we’re working on, and he won't let me talk about it with anyone.  And I mean anyone.”
 
   Leaning down to tie her sneakers, she tried to think of a way to give her thoughts an optimistic spin.  “Well, he’s not exactly known for his openness.  And besides, his research is so esoteric and off the map, it’s often dismissed before anyone really gives it a chance.  Maybe he’s just trying to make sure word doesn't leak out before he can present his entire argument.”  She paused.  “Are you regretting your choice to go work with him?”
 
   “No.  I mean, I really think ancient civilizations hold the answers to who we are and where we’re going.  There’s so much out there we can’t explain - who built the sphinx, why the older pyramids are more technologically advanced than the newer ones, the maps of Antarctica that pre-date our history.  And those are only a few.  There are thousands of examples of unexplainable history.  Pre-historic civilizations are the only possible answer.  And he’s the archaeologist doing the most innovative research.  So, I don’t regret it.  I just wish…” 
 
   “He was a normal human being?” Laney deadpanned.
 
   Drew barked out a laugh.  “Exactly.”
 
   Laney didn’t disagree with Drew’s interest.  Before she’d turned to criminology, she’d thought hard about archaeology, for many of the same reasons that Drew had mentioned.  According to mainstream archeology, the dawn of civilization began around 3,000 BC.  Yet, there were more and more archaeological sites and discoveries of great skill that were being uncovered that pre-dated that arbitrary timeline.  The Piri Reis map, the research of Steen-McIntyre, Puma Punku.  None of them could be explained by the traditional timeline.  She knew why Drew was so passionate about the topic.  She just really wished the academic who was top in the field wasn't also such an ass.
 
   She grabbed her exercise bag as she headed down the stairs.  “Well, at least I got you to laugh.  And I hate to do this to you, but can I call you later?  I’m heading to my self-defense class.”
 
   “You still teaching that?”
 
   “Yup.  Every Saturday, me and Rocky have a group of anywhere between five and twenty women we take through the paces.”  Rocky, a.k.a. Detective Rochelle Martinez, was a pint-sized powerhouse.  Six months ago, she and Laney had started offering a free women’s self-defense class Saturday mornings.  
 
   “Maybe that’s what I need.  Some martial arts.  I liked those classes you took me to in undergrad.”
 
   Laney smiled.  She’d been studying martial arts since she’d been a kid.  And she always loved introducing people to the discipline.  But Drew, while a gym enthusiast, was not exactly the most coordinated student she had ever taught.  “Well, I think exercise is always good,” she said diplomatically, as she waved goodbye to Kati and headed outside.
 
   Walking down the porch, she crossed the lawn to her silver Pathfinder.  “I really do need to go, though.  Can I call you later?”
 
   “Um, yeah.  Actually, though, I have a favor to ask.”
 
   “Anything.”  
 
   “Any chance you could read over a paper I’ve been working on?”
 
   “I thought you weren’t allowed to share any of that work,” she teased as she threw her bag into the passenger seat.
 
   “I’m not.  But I thought maybe if I showed him something that we could send out, it would kind of pave the way for some of the bigger findings we're going to be revealing down the road.  Before I give it to him, though, it has to be perfect.  I want to make sure there are no glaring errors in the logic, or God forbid, a typo.  But I really need you to keep this on the down low.”
 
   Laney hopped into the driver’s seat and hit the speakerphone button on the cell.  “Not a problem.  I have some papers to grade tonight.  I can look at it tomorrow, though, and get some comments back to you by around lunch.  Will that work?”
 
   She could practically feel Drew's relief pour through the phone.  “That would be incredible.”
 
   Putting the truck into reverse, she started to back out of the drive.  “What's the paper on, anyway?”
 
   Drew was silent.  She waited for a slow-moving Honda to pass and maneuvered out, onto the street.  “Drew?”
 
   The sigh was barely audible, but she caught it.  “Promise me you’ll be open-minded?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “It’s on an ancient technologically-advanced society that existed prior to written history.”
 
   Laney slammed on the brakes and stared at her phone, knowing exactly what Drew was trying to avoid saying.  “Drew, are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s about Atlantis.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   A few stray beer bottles rattled along the street, blown by the wind.  Gideon curled his lip in distaste.  Neighborhoods like this disgusted him. It was populated almost solely by undergrads, with a smattering of graduate students and a few young professors who had not yet made enough money to move to better accommodations.  
 
   The houses weren’t rundown because of economic shortcomings, but because of neglect.  The residents didn’t take pride in where they lived.   
 
   Although it was late morning, the neighborhood remained quiet.  Given the hours traditionally kept by this population, that was not surprising.  In fact, Gideon had been counting on it.
 
   He’d watched the couple on the first floor of the prewar-era colonial drive away a few minutes ago.  Like most of the houses on the block, this one was broken into two apartments.  His target lived on the second floor.  He watched the street for another few minutes, noting little activity.              
 
   Easing himself out of his car, he straightened his trench coat, pulling up the collar against the slight rain.  He crossed the street and tried the front door.  Unlocked.  He sighed.  This was simply too easy.  He passed the entrance to the first floor apartment and headed up the stairs.   
 
   At the landing, he followed the hallway back to the front of the house.  Pausing before the only door, he listened for any sounds from inside.  A chair scraped along the floor and someone crossed the room.
 
   He rapped on the door three times, tapping his foot as he waited for the occupant to answer.  He heard the locks being undone and restrained the urge to roll his eyes.  No asking who it was, simple trust that nothing of harm could be on the other side of the door.  
 
   The man who opened his doors was in his late twenties, of medium height, with a mop of curly brown hair, jeans in need of a good wash, and a rumpled Henley.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   Gideon smiled.  “Drew Masters?”
 
   Drew nodded.
 
   Gideon took a step forward, crowding Drew back into the apartment.  “We need to have a little chat.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Dewitt, NY
 
    
 
   Muscles aching, Laney settled into the bath with a contented sigh.  After the self-defense class, she’d stopped by the Kung Fu school for a little sparring.  
 
   The plan had been to stay for a half hour, tops, and then get right back to her papers.  But Sifu had decided to run a bracket.  Everyone paired up and the winners fought the winners of the other pairings until only one remained.  
 
   She’d tried to beg off, knowing if she didn’t, she’d be up all night grading.  But then one of the new guys made a snarky comment about women getting black belts due to affirmative action, and she was in.  She smiled.  The victory was good, but man, it hurt.
 
   The house phone rang just as she started to doze off.  She opened her eyes with a groan.   I’m not getting it.  There is nothing short of fire that can get me out of this tub right now.  
 
   Kati and Max had left an hour ago to spend the week with Kati’s parents in Ohio.  Quiet in this house was a rare and wonderful thing.  She wasn’t giving it up, short of an emergency.  A really desperate emergency.
 
   But then thoughts of her ungraded papers replicating like rabbits in the kitchen seeped into her brain.  With a muttered curse, she pulled herself from the tub and dried off.  Throwing on some sweats, she did a quick run-through with the hair dryer and headed back down the stairs.  Pouring a giant mug of coffee, she settled down once again in front of her papers with a sigh.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she was deep into a paper on the role of neuropsychological deficits in violent crime when the front bell rang.  She looked at the clock.  Six o’clock.   She couldn’t think who it could be.
 
   Walking to the door, still holding her paper in her hand, she peeped through the transom glass next to the door.  Smiling, she undid the locks and flung open the door.  “Uncle Patrick.  I didn’t know you were coming by.”  
 
   “I called.  I guess you didn't hear me.
 
   His strong Scottish brogue seemed more pronounced in the quiet.  She’d overheard one of his parishioners describe him as a redheaded Paul Newman.  She couldn’t disagree.  With his strong cheekbones, bright blue eyes, and just the smallest hint of grey around the temples, he did bear an uncanny resemblance to the actor.  
 
   She stepped back to let him in.  “I was in the bath.  We ran a bracket at the school.”
 
   He pulled her into a hug and held her longer than normal.  
 
   She pulled back and looked into his eyes.  “What's wrong?”
 
   He shook his head.  “How’d you do in the bracket?”
 
   “I won.  But they gave me a good run for my money.”
 
   “You really should get your instructor belt.  You could have had it years ago.”
 
   She waved his words away, leading him back into the kitchen.  “I don’t need it.  I’m happy with my current belt.”  
 
   “What’s all this?” he asked, eyeing the papers covering the table.
 
   “First term papers of the year.” She held up the paper she was grading.  “Believe it or not, one of my students has actually written a good paper.  Miracles do happen.”
 
   “So I’ve heard.”  He smiled, but it lacked its usual warmth.  
 
   She frowned.  Her uncle could always be counted on to bring up the energy level in a room.  Today, though, a worried expression marred his usually upbeat countenance.  And his ramrod-straight posture, a remnant of his Marine Corps past and strict exercise routine, was also noticeably absent.
 
   “Are you sure everything’s okay?”  
 
   He cleared his throat.  “It’s just …” He looked around the room, anywhere except at her.  His eyes stopped on her coffee pot.  “Could I get some of that coffee?”
 
   Alarm bells shrieked in her head.  Her uncle never drank coffee.  Tea, yes, practically by the bucket.  But coffee?  
 
   She paused before nodding.  She knew from experience her uncle would tell her what was going on when he was ready and not before. Growing up, it had frustrated her to no end.  
 
   “Of course.”  She gestured at the table.  “Take a seat.”
 
   In less than a minute, she’d placed a coffee before him.  Settling back in her chair, she waited until he took a shaky sip.  “Okay, you’re beginning to scare the heck out of me.  What’s going on?”
 
   He sighed and looked into her face, a veil of tears in his eyes.  “It’s about Drew.”
 
   Her stomach plummeted and she shook her head.  “Drew?  Nothing’s wrong with Drew.  I just spoke with him this morning.”
 
   He leaned forward in his chair, his surprise and intensity evident.  “You did?  What did he say?”
 
   Laney recounted their conversation. “So I told him I’d review the paper, and get it back to him tomorrow.”
 
   Patrick’s shoulders drooped at the words.  He reached out, taking both of Laney’s hands in his.  “That won’t be necessary, sweetheart. I got a call from a colleague of mine out at Saint Paul.  Drew…”
 
   Laney tried to pull her hands away and ignore the icy fingers of fear that ran down her back.  “Of course it’s necessary.  I promised him I’d get it back to him.”
 
   She could feel his hands trembling, and tears now ran down his cheeks. She felt a catch at the back of her throat as her own tears threatened.  
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.  Drew died this morning.  He committed suicide.”
 
                   
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Her uncle wanted to stay, but Laney needed to be alone.  She needed to grieve, yell, break things.  And if her uncle were here, she’d be focused on him and how he was reacting.  She needed to be selfish.  Just for tonight.  
 
   Outside on the porch, he hugged her tight.  “I’ll be back in the morning, right after 7:30 Mass.  I’ll bring bagels, okay?”
 
   Laney concentrated on keeping her voice even.  “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   Patrick gave her one last look.  She knew if she showed any sign of despair, he’d never leave.  “I’m okay.  I just need some time to myself.”
 
   He reached up and kissed her on the cheek.  “You call me if you need me, okay?”  
 
   She nodded, but didn’t speak.  She knew if she opened her mouth, the ocean of tears she was holding back would burst forth.  He headed down the porch stairs to his car.  She watched until he drove off.  
 
   Her legs shook as she walked back into the house.   Tears began to rain down her cheeks.  She focused on the stairs. Just make it to the stairs, she ordered herself.  Just there.  
 
   Her knees gave out just before she reached them.  Pulling herself to the bottom step, she collapsed, her back against the wall.  The rain of tears was now a waterfall.  She squeezed her legs to her chest, as if somehow she could provide herself with some comfort.  
 
   This wasn’t possible.  He was fine this morning.  There was nothing in his voice to indicate he was that desperate… Was there?
 
   She replayed the conversation in her mind.   She shook her head.  No, something was wrong here.  There was nothing to suggest he was suicidal.  He was the most upbeat person she’d ever known.  He wouldn’t have killed himself.  Her conviction drove her to her feet.  
 
   “He wouldn’t have killed himself,” she said, needing to hear the words out loud.  
 
   She walked into the kitchen, swatting at the tears on her cheeks. Pulling a bottle of water from the fridge, she took a long drink.  Okay, if he didn’t kill himself, it must have been an accident.  But what happened? She knew the police wouldn’t reveal any information to her.  But…
 
   She pulled out her phone and punched in Rocky’s number.  “Detective Martinez.”
 
   “Rocky.  I need some help.”  She quickly explained about Drew.  “They’re saying it’s a suicide.  But I know him.  He wouldn’t have killed himself.  Can you find out anything?”
 
   “Give me a couple minutes.  I’ll call you back.”
 
   A couple of minutes turned out to be over an hour.  She tried to grade some papers while she waited.  But her mind kept wandering back to Drew.  She gave up when she could no longer read the words through the tears.  
 
   She needed to do something with her hands, something that would distract her.  She unloaded the dishwasher, folded laundry, filled the dishwasher, swept the kitchen floor.  
 
   The whole time, doubts flooded her mind.  Had she missed something?  Should she have called more?  Should she have pushed him more when her uncle offered him the job?  
 
   With each new question, she cleaned harder.   She was about to tackle the bathroom when her cell rang.  She had it open before the second ring.
 
   “Rocky?”
 
   “Yeah, Laney.  How you doing?”
 
   The calm tone made Laney go cold.  “What’d you find?”
 
   “You might want to sit down.”
 
   She pulled out a kitchen chair and sank into it.  “Okay.  Tell me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Laney.  Drew hung himself.”
 
   Her body jolted at the words.  A vision of Drew, lifeless and hanging, flashed across her mind.  
 
   Rocky continued, oblivious to Laney’s response.  “Apparently, a friend stopped by.   They were supposed to go to lunch.  When Drew didn’t answer, he used his spare key to open the door.  He said Drew sometimes got caught up in work and didn’t hear the door.”  
 
   A memory from college ghosted across her mind.  Eight friends had shown up at her and Drew’s place once for a night of drinking.  Drew had been lost in his work, oblivious to the party that had broken out around him.  An hour after everyone arrived, he’d looked up, shocked, when she’d handed him a beer.  
 
   Rocky’s voice was somber.  “He found him hanging from the ceiling fan and called the police.”
 
   Laney rocked in her chair, tears streaming down her face, a hitch in her voice.  “There’s no mistake?  They’re sure it was a suicide?”
 
   “They’re pretty sure.  I’m so sorry, honey.”
 
   Standing, she paced the room. “No.  You don’t understand.  He wouldn’t do this.”  Her voice broke.  She paused, staring at the ceiling, and willed the tears back. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she continued.  “Was there anything off in the apartment?  Anything missing?”
 
   “No…nothing was missing, according to the friend.”  
 
   Laney pounced on the hesitation in Rocky’s voice.  “But there was something, wasn't there?”
 
   “Well, there was just this one thing.  Everything was there, like I said.  But his laptop was completely wiped.”
 
   Laney thought of the file Drew had sent her.  “Wiped?”  
 
   “Yeah.  Apparently, there were no data files, no programs except the basics that came with the model.  In fact, they said that if they didn’t know any better, they would have thought it was brand new.  But the friend ID’d it.  They figured Drew wiped it before… well, just before.”
 
   Laney’s brain struggled to make sense of what Rocky was telling her.  “How did they find that out?  Why did they check the computer?”
 
   “They were looking for a suicide note.  Apparently he’d printed one, but they didn’t see it right away.  It fell behind a dresser.   So they checked the laptop for one, and realized it had been wiped.  If they’d found that note, they probably wouldn’t have checked the laptop at all.”
 
   “It wasn’t a suicide, Rocky.  And Drew would never wipe out all his work.  Somebody did this to him.”
 
   “I know you’re upset, honey.  But all the evidence points to a suicide. You need to accept that and let yourself grieve.  Why don’t I come over?  We can talk.”
 
   “No,” Laney barked and then closed her eyes, softening her tone.  “Sorry, sorry.  It’s just a lot to take in.  I think I just need to be alone right now.”
 
   Rocky was silent for a moment.  “Okay.  But if you need anything, you call me, all right?”
 
   “All right.  And thanks, Rocky.”
 
   She closed the phone and stared out the kitchen window.  The backyard was bathed in shadows.  She pulled the blinds shut, the sight making her feel more alone.
 
   She ran her hands through her hair.  This wasn’t right.  Why would Drew wipe his hard drive?  She shook her head.  He wouldn’t.  Drew was proud of his work.  He would never just let it disappear.
 
   Unless he was desperate, a small part of her brain whispered. But she shut the voice down.  No.  Until she knew otherwise, she was going to trust her feelings.  She and Drew had been friends for almost ten years.  She knew him.  If he were ever despairing, he would reach out for help.  He would ask her.  
 
   A chill went through her and her head jerked up.  The file.  He said he was sending her a file.  What if he’d asked for help and she hadn't known?  
 
   She flew up the stairs and into her office, guilt and fear dogging her steps.  She flipped open her laptop and hit the power button.  
 
   After an agonizing wait, she entered her password and made her way to her email program.  Scrolling through the unsolicited ads and emails from students and colleagues, she found the email from Drew, entitled: For Your Eyes Only :).  She smiled at the emoticon.  
 
   She moved the mouse over to it and, taking a deep breath, double-clicked.  A dialogue box opened:
 
    
 
                 Hey, Laney.  Thanks for letting me vent earlier.  I think I just needed someone to listen.  I’ve attached the file.  Can you read it and get back to me with any comments?  You are a lifesaver!              
 
                 And I was thinking, I’ve got some free time coming up in a few weeks.  Mind if I come up for a visit?  It'd be great to see you and your uncle.  It’s been way too long.
 
                 Love ya lots,
 
                 Drew
 
    
 
   She stared at the screen, trying to find some hidden meaning in Drew’s words.  But there were none.  It was just what it appeared to be:  a message asking for help with a paper and about getting together in the future.  Nothing sinister, nothing despairing.  Just normal.  
 
   Tears once again threatened, but this time they were tinged with relief.  He hadn’t killed himself.  She knew he hadn’t.  So what had happened?  
 
   She glanced at the attached file link.  She moved the mouse to click on it and paused.  Not quite yet.
 
   She ran down the stairs and found her keys.   Sprinting back to the office, she inserted the flash drive attached to her key ring and copied the file.
 
   “Probably just being paranoid,” she muttered.  
 
   She stared at the screen before forcing herself to click on the file.  A Word document opened up, entitled: The Belial Stone.  She smiled.  Drew always did like making waves with his titles.  
 
   And the term Belial would certainly do that.  Depending upon the source you were reading, Belial denoted either wickedness or even the Devil himself.  The term appeared in the Bible multiple times as well as in a number of the Gnostic Gospels.  
 
   She remembered the project she and Drew had developed.  It incorporated the final apocalyptic battle between the Sons of Belial and the Children of the Light depicted in the Hebrew War Scroll. But she’d never heard of the term Belial associated with a stone before.                
 
   She started reading through the first few sentences and couldn’t make it further.  His writing style was almost as familiar to her as her own.  She stifled a sob.  She wasn’t ready to read this.  She closed down the file and ejected the flash drive.  
 
   Laney pictured Drew when they’d met freshman year of college.  He’d been hopelessly lost in the library, and she’d been equally confused.  Together, they’d found the books they needed.  Realizing they were both majoring in anthropology, they spent most of their time together from that point on.  They’d been each other’s shoulder when their love lives had careened off the rails and the person they could always count on for a laugh.  He was the brother she’d never had.  And now he was gone.  
 
   She couldn’t stifle the sob that escaped her lips this time.  And she didn’t try to stop those that followed.  She slid off the chair and onto the floor, giving in to the tears.  The grief enveloped her.  
 
   At the edges of her mind, however, a single question whispered:  If Drew hadn’t killed himself, then who had?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   The sounds of Pavarotti breathed through the penthouse, his soulful tenor seeming to reach for the dome of the cathedral ceilings.  Gideon stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Central Park, his eyes closed, embracing the emotion of the music.  As the last strains of the aria died away, he opened his eyes and watched the traffic crawl through the Manhattan streets below.
 
   He drained his wineglass and walked to the dark granite island, taking a seat at one of the high-backed leather chairs.  He refilled the glass from the bottle of cabernet he’d left to breathe.  
 
   Swirling the dark liquid in his glass, he powered up the laptop in front of him.  “So, Mr. Masters, let’s see what you’ve figured out.”
 
   He pulled up the most recent documents.  The title of the first one leapt off the screen at him.  He quickly scanned the document.
 
   “My, my, aren’t you a clever boy,” he murmured.  His anger began to simmer as he realized how Priddle’s trust of Drew Masters could have ruined everything.  If this had gotten out…
 
   He glanced through the remainder of the files, shaking his head at how truly dangerous Priddle’s actions had been.  That fool.  He punched a number into his phone.
 
   “Dr. Arthur Priddle.”
 
   “Dr. Priddle,” Gideon drawled, his voice laced with quiet rage.  “You have not been following our agreement.”
 
   Priddle’s words stumbled over each other in a rush.   “Mr. Gideon, I have.  I’ve done everything you’ve asked.”
 
   “Really?  Why, then, am I sitting here reading a paper entitled ‘The Belial Stone’ written by a Dr. Drew Masters?”
 
   “Sir,” Priddle said, his voice taking on an unpleasant whining quality, “I had to bring on some more help.  There’s just so much to do with the site and with my classes.  But he was sworn to secrecy.  He was never supposed to talk about any of our work.”
 
   “Well, apparently he didn’t keep up his end of the bargain, either.  That, however, will no longer be a problem.  It seems Dr. Masters gave into a moment of despair.  He’s dead.”
 
   “What?”  Priddle screeched. 
 
   Gideon held the phone away from his ear with a look of disgust.  When the squealing died down, he said, “Perhaps you should keep the stakes in mind before you make any more unwise decisions, as well as the prize.”
 
   “Uh, yes, yes, sir.  Of course.  It won't happen again.”
 
   “I’ll make sure of it.  You’re leaving for the site tonight.  I’ll have a car at your residence in two hours.”
 
   “Uh, sir, I’ll need a few days to wrap things up with the University.”
 
   Gideon’s words lashed out.  “Tonight.  I don’t care what you tell the University.  You will be on a plane in three hours’ time.  Do not forget who you are dealing with.” Gideon disconnected the call.
 
   He didn’t worry about whether the professor would follow his orders.  He knew he would.  He’d tapped into two of the professor’s most motivating emotions: fear and greed.  
 
   He idly brought up the laptop’s browser and glanced at the last few sites Drew had visited.  None were problematic, except, maybe…   
 
   He opened the email page and spent a few minutes hacking into the program.  He glanced at the emails Drew had sent over the last day.  Most were innocuous: notes to students about class, one to his mother, a few bills he’d paid online.  
 
   The last email, though, was to a Delaney McPhearson.  It had an attachment.  He opened it and then cursed softly.  Damn it, more fires to put out.
 
   He looked up as the door opened from the bedroom across the living room.  An Asian man, dressed in a tight black t-shirt and a long leather coat, crossed the room.  
 
   “I’m heading out.  Are you sure you don't want to join me?”  Paul Cook raised an eyebrow as he caught Gideon’s eye.  “Problem?” 
 
   “Yes.  It seems, brother, we have another fire to put out.   I need you to track down a woman named Delaney McPhearson.”  Gideon switched to a search engine and typed in her name.  “She’s a professor of criminology at the University of Syracuse.  She lives just outside of the city, in a town called Dewitt.”
 
   Paul crossed to the island and poured himself a glass of wine.  Leaning against the island, he took a sip.  “Okay.  Any reason you can’t handle it?”
 
   Gideon grimaced. “I have to head to D.C. to deal with the Senator.  He's getting antsy.”
 
   “Ah, and you need to play lap dog.”
 
   Gideon glared at him.  
 
   Paul chuckled and raised his hands.  “Just kidding.  I know we need to keep the Senator happy.  His happiness ensures our success.  So, this professor, what do I do when I find her?”
 
   Gideon’s voice was steel.  “Eliminate her.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Albany, NY
 
    
 
   “Where is he?” Jake Rogan slammed K-Dogg into the alley’s brick wall.  Pieces of mortar chipped off the already crumbling bricks.
 
   Dressed in torn, baggy jeans, a wife-beater and some chains, K-Dogg was reputed to be one of the toughest members of the G7s.   He wore torn, baggy jeans, a wife-beater and some chains, and although they were about the same height, he easily outweighed Jake by about forty pounds of muscle. 
 
   Jake wasn’t worried.  A former Navy SEAL, he’d faced a lot tougher individuals than a gangbanger with control issues.  In the mood he was in, he’d take on the whole gang to get the answers he needed.
 
   “Man, I told you.  I don’t know,” K-Dogg replied.  Jake knew he was trying to sound angry, but the tremor in his voice made that impossible. 
 
   Jake wanted to smash his face into pulp.  He was the one who’d pulled his foster brother into the G7s.  He glared at K-Dogg, pressing his forearm harder against his neck.  “I am not asking again.”  He enunciated each word.  “Where.  Is.  He?”
 
   K-Dogg grabbed at Jake’s arm, but couldn't budge it.  “Damn it, man.  I don’t know!  We ain’t seen Tom since he got out.”
 
   Jake studied K-Dogg’s face, trying to gage his sincerity.  With a growl, he shoved him towards the back of the alley.  “So tell me, how come you haven’t talked to him?  He’s one of you.”
 
   K-Dogg looked over Jake’s shoulder.  
 
   “Don’t even think it,” Jake warned.
 
   K-Dogg put up his hands.  “Wasn’t thinking nothing.”
 
   “Tom?”  Jake prompted.
 
   “Yeah, Tom.  He’s still one of us.  G7 for life, man.”  K-Dogg raised both hands, seven fingers pointed down, the gang’s sign.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.  You’re real bad asses.  Now, how come you haven’t seen Tom if he’s G7?”
 
   K-Dogg looked away and shrugged.  “No reason.  We just went our separate ways.”
 
   Jake was done dancing around.  He grabbed K-Dogg by the arm, twisted it and then shoved him against the wall, one hand shoving his head into the brick.  
 
   “Shit, man.  Let me go,” K-Dogg screamed.              
 
   “No more bullshit.”  He twisted K-Dogg’s arm.  He knew with a little more pressure, he could break it.  “I'm gonna stop being so nice if I don't get some answers.”
 
   “Fine, man, fine. Just let me go.”
 
   Jake pushed him away again.  “Now, why haven’t you guys been in touch with Tom?”
 
   K-Dogg grumbled underneath his breath.  Jake took a threatening step towards him.  K-Dogg backed away.  “No need to get physical, man.  I'm talking.”  He rubbed his arm.  “Tom got out a couple weeks ago.  We made some overtures.  He told us he didn't want to be in the gang no more.  So we let him go.”
 
   Jake laughed without mirth.  “Right.  You just let him go.  What happened to blood in, blood out?”
 
   “Ain’t gotta be that way with Tom.  He done us solid.  We're good.”
 
   Disgust dripped from Jake’s words. “The grocery job.”  
 
   Tom had gone away for five years as an accessory to attempted murder.  According to court documents, Tom had admitted to knowing about the plan to rob the mom-and-pop shop.  He hadn’t known about the weapons.  Tom was the lookout.  When he’d been arrested, he’d refused to turn on any of the others.  He’d only been seventeen years old.
 
   “Tom could have hung you guys for that.  He did five years and didn’t say a word.  As thanks, not one of you went to visit him.”
 
   K-Dogg sneered.  “Yeah?  What about you, ‘big brother’?  Ain’t seen or heard you since you bolted, what, eleven years ago?  You go see him much?”
 
   This time Jake looked away.  K-Dogg was right.  It wasn’t like he’d been any better.  He’d lived next door to Tom and his grandmother, Ceilia Jeffries, since Tom was a baby. Tom’s grandmother took him in when his mother had been murdered.  Jake had only been fourteen.  Tom had been six.  
 
   When he’d left four years later, he’d promised Tom he’d keep in touch.  And they had for a few years.  Then Jake had started getting more overseas missions with the SEALS.  The letters got fewer and fewer, before they stopped altogether.  And Tom had found a place with the G7s.
 
   “So if something happened to Tom - and I ain’t saying something has - it ain’t got nothing to do with us.  You need to go look at that new family of his, over at the church.  But you know what, man?  He probably just skipped.  Won’t be the first time.”
 
   Jake turned his back on K-Dogg and headed for the street.  
 
   “What?  That’s it?  Ain’t gonna say thank you?”  K-Dogg called after him, but made no move to follow.
 
   Jake ignored the taunt and turned left on Main Street.  He tugged up the collar of his fleece.  It was getting cooler.  He noted how much more rundown the neighborhood looked.  Or maybe, through his more weary eyes, everything just looked less rosy. 
 
   Jake had already spoken with Tom’s parole officer and the police, but they’d both been less than useless.  K-Dogg had been his next stop.  He’d hoped Tom had gotten back with his old crew.  That would have been easy.  
 
   But nothing about this was easy.  Definitely not the ‘what ifs’ that weighed him down: What if he had stayed in touch with Tom?  What if he’d gone to see him as soon as he was released?  What if he’d come home as soon as he’d heard about Mrs. Jeffries’ death?  What if he’d been the big brother he should have been?  What if? What if? What if?
 
   He shook his head.  It was too late for ‘what ifs’ now.  He’d raced to Albany right after Tom’s pastor tracked him down.  His boss at the Chandler Group put the company plane and resources at his disposal.  But even with the resources of a global think tank at his fingertips, he still couldn’t find a single trace of Tom.  It was like he had completely disappeared.  
 
   A shudder ran through him.  “Damn it, Tom.  Where are you?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Airborne over the United States
 
    
 
   Tom Jeffries woke up slowly.  Pain twisted through his stomach and his tongue felt like sandpaper.  He lay on his side on a vibrating metal floor. It was loud.  Really loud.  Something soft collided with him, and his eyes flew open.  
 
   A man stared back, his face contorted with confusion and fear.  Tom recoiled.  With his hands bound, though, he only managed to put a few inches between them.  His eyes darted around what appeared to be the hold of an old military plane.  At least, that’s what he thought it looked like based on what he’d seen in the movies.  He’d never actually been on a plane before.  
 
   Forty other men lay similarly bound around him.  Some were still lying down, unconscious, while others had managed to sit up.  Everybody was in rough shape.  Stubble, rumpled clothes.  Tom took in a breath and almost gagged.  Damn.
 
   He rolled onto his back to release the pressure on his left arm, which had fallen asleep.  A sharp pain shot through his shoulders as he rolled onto his bound hands.  He quickly flopped back onto his side and sucked in a deep breath as a wave of dizziness washed through him.
 
   He managed to wiggle his way into a sitting position.  His stomach gave another painful lurch.  God, he was hungry.  He glanced to his left and met the eyes of the man who’d rolled into him.  He’d also managed to work his way to a sitting position.
 
   Tom swallowed a few times, trying to get some moisture into his mouth before he spoke.  “Where are we?”  He was shocked by how weak his voice sounded.
 
   The man shrugged nervously, his eyes wide.  “No idea.  Last thing I remember, I was on my way to visit my parole officer.  Two guys jumped me and threw me into a van.  Next thing I know, I’m waking up here.”
 
   Tom struggled to think through the molasses of his thoughts.  “I was leaving my P.O. and hurrying to catch my bus.  And then this.”  
 
   He looked at the rest of the men that littered the cargo hold.  They were different races and ages, but most were dressed like him: old jeans, t-shirt, a light jacket or sweater.  
 
   And they had one other thing in common: they’d all been in prison.  He was sure of that.  Some had tats that gave them away.  Others just had that attitude.  Once a guy had done time, there was something stamped on him that he could never shake. 
 
   Small windows rimmed the fuselage.  Getting to his feet on shaky legs, he weaved his way through the mass of prone bodies until he reached one.  My first time in a plane, he thought in disbelief.  
 
   Panic began to overwhelm the confusion in Tom’s mind.  It’ll be okay.  You’ll figure this out.  The words sounded good, but they weren’t doing much to reduce the fear bubbling in his chest.    
 
   He stared out the window as if the answers to his current situation were somehow hidden behind the clouds.  He remembered heading for the bus after leaving his P.O.’s office.  He’d been worried he was going to be late for choir practice, and he’d really wanted to see Cleo.  He’d picked up his pace so he wouldn’t miss the bus.  And then what?  
 
   He struggled to recall.  I walked down Jordan Street, cut down the alley behind the Civic Center, and then…  His head jolted upright.  And then some guy stepped from behind a dumpster wielding a knife.  
 
   He’d turned to run, only to find another man behind him.  He’d felt a sharp pain and then everything went black.   
 
   He couldn’t remember much after that, but he knew he’d been conscious on and off.  He’d been in a warehouse.  He recalled being allowed to use the bathroom and then being stuck with a needle and forced back into the black.  He recalled two other moments of brief lucidity as well.  One was in a truck, and the other must have been at the airfield.  He’d heard planes both times.  He struggled to make sense of it.  He could have been out for days.  What the hell was going on? 
 
   An hour later, Tom was no closer to answering that question.  He watched the clouds give way to a landscape of ice-capped mountaintops and green fields, followed by a plateau of flat barren land.  He only saw one small town and a handful of houses.  Wherever they were, there sure weren’t a lot of people.  
 
   Tom felt the plane jolt.  The pilot must have lowered the landing gear.  He strained to see farther out the window.  He saw the same barren land broken up by fields of green.  What he didn’t see, though, was anything even remotely resembling an airport.  As far as he could tell, they were landing in the middle of nowhere.  
 
   As the descent became steep, he began to slide towards the front of the plane.  On the other side of the plane, he saw a man turn around and grab a strap attached to the side of the plane that was used to secure cargo.  Tom followed his example, as did the handful of men who had taken up positions at the other windows. 
 
   His shoulders ached, but he knew he got off lucky compared to the men in the middle of the hold.  With nothing to hold onto, they crashed into one another as the plane bumped and bucked to a landing.  
 
   Almost as soon as the engine stopped, the giant cargo door at the back of the plane began to open.  Tom stared at it with a mixture of fear and curiosity.  He braced himself, knowing whatever came through those doors was not going to be friendly.  
 
   He wasn’t wrong.  When the door was fully open, four commandos in dark grey uniforms holding AK-47s rushed into the hold.  “Get out! Get out!”
 
   Tom was caught up in the mass of bodies as they were herded out of the plane.   A few men moved too slow and were prodded none too gently with the nose of a machine gun. 
 
   Part of his mind yelled that they should turn around and fight.  They outnumbered these guys.  They could take them.  But the rest of his mind just told his feet to move faster.  
 
   Once outside, Tom scrambled up a ramp into the back of a truck.  He had barely turned around when the tailgate of the truck slammed shut and it pulled away.  His face crashed into the wooden beams that lined the truck bed.  Blood from his nose trickled down to his lip.  He pressed chest-out against the beams to keep from being flung to the ground and trampled on.  
 
   Panting, he pushed his way back into a standing position.  He struggled to control his breathing, but his racing heart was making that all but impossible. 
 
   Around him were the endless fields he’d seen from the sky, rimmed by an incredible mountain range in the far distance.  If it weren’t all so surreal, he would have thought it was beautiful.  
 
   He craned his neck, trying to find any sort of landmark.  For the longest time there was nothing.  Just more land.  But then, in the foreground, he began to make out the outline of a structure. 
 
   “What the hell is that?” someone asked.  
 
   No one answered.  Disbelief flowed through him.  It was a walled enclosure, lined with barbed wire, and boasting two guard towers.  It looked like a prison.
 
   No, he thought.  I did my time.  I’ve been doing everything right.  This can’t be happening.
 
   As they drew nearer, he noticed there were no paved roads, just a single dirt road leading to the entryway.  And the wall wasn’t made of cinderblocks. It was wood, and huge.  He couldn’t actually see the end of the wall when they pulled up in front of the entrance, which looked like an enormous castle gate.  Whatever this thing was, it was not a prison.  
 
   Tom caught sight of a smaller structure outside the walled enclosure.  
 
   “Oh, this is not good,” he mumbled.  
 
   The cage was made of chain link with barbed wire running through it.  The top was also covered in barbed wire.  A small tarp had been thrown over it to serve as a roof, although it covered little more than half of it.  About a hundred men slept inside the cage, crammed together on bedrolls, spread across the ground.
 
   Two armed guards in the same grey uniforms as the commandos played cards at a makeshift table in front of the only entrance to the cage.  They glanced up for a moment when the truck pulled in and, uninterested, went back to their game.
 
   A bear of a man decked out in head-to-toe grey camouflage strode from the entrance of the enclosure to the truck.  The commandos from the plane fell in step behind him.  Obviously, this was the guy in charge.
 
   The man reached the truck and, without warning, shot off a volley of automatic gun fire above their heads.   Tom dove for the ground, his head crashing into the man next to him, who’d had the same impulse.
 
   “Out,” the man bellowed.  
 
   His head throbbing, Tom scrambled out of the truck with the rest of the men.  Most fell a few times, their bound hands leaving them off-balance.  They lined up in front of the camouflaged man in a sloppy version of military formation.  
 
   He glared at them.  Tom straightened his posture in response, noticing most of the other men with him doing the same.  
 
   “I am Commander Gregory.  I am in charge of this facility.  You have been deemed unfit for society due to your own actions.  You now work for us.  Food, shelter, sleep are all at my discretion.  If you work, you will be treated well.  If you do not, you will not be treated well.  Any questions?”
 
   A hugely muscled man standing two down from Tom stepped forward.  “Yeah.  How the hell are you going to make me?”  
 
   Tom watched the commander inspect the man like a bug under a microscope.  He cringed.  Oh, you idiot.  Shut up and get back in line.
 
   The commander walked over to the man and stood directly in front of him.  His face was calm, but violence radiated from him.  
 
   The man met Gregory’s look with a belligerent glare.  Tom knew what was coming and tensed.
 
   Without changing his expression, Gregory kicked the man in the groin.  The man crashed onto his knees with a moan.  Gregory pulled out his sidearm and shot the man in the side of the head.  The man crumbled to the ground, not moving. 
 
   Gregory returned his sidearm to its holster, and turned back to the group with a smile. “Any other questions?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Dewitt, NY
 
   Drew's dead.  
 
   The words crashed through Laney’s mind over and over again.  He was gone.  She rolled over and stared at the ceiling, a sharp sting in her eyes.  She was cried out.  There were simply no tears left.  
 
   She dragged herself from the bed and glanced at her reflection in the mirror.  Rumpled sweats, bed hair, red-streaked eyes, paler than normal face.  “Yup, looking good,” she mumbled.  
 
   Stopping by her office, she grabbed her laptop and her keys from the floor where she’d dropped them  the night before.  In the kitchen, she hung the keys by the back door, placed her laptop on the island, and poured herself a cup of coffee.  
 
   She paced and then stared out the kitchen window, watching the sun peek over the horizon, careful to keep her mind blank, not ready to face anything yet.  But the insidious thoughts found their way in.  How could Drew be dead?  He wouldn't have killed himself.  She knew that.  But what then had happened?  
 
   Giving herself a mental shake, she muttered, “Pull it together.” 
 
   She dumped the now-cold coffee in the sink and poured a new cup.  She pulled out a bowl for cereal and then put it back.  Not hungry. 
 
   She looked around for something to do.  She’d tidied up the kitchen last night in her burst of frenzied cleaning, so that was out.  The papers were still standing there, waiting to be graded, but she wasn’t up for the task right now. Her eyes fell on her laptop.  It couldn’t be put off any longer.  
 
   She flipped open the computer, which she’d left on last night.  It had gone into hibernation.  Tapping on the space bar, the password screen appeared.  Hip perched against the counter, she typed in her password and began the familiar steps of getting into her email account.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, she opened Drew’s attachment.  She didn’t read it, just hit the print command for the wireless printer upstairs.  Once complete, she shut the computer down.  She leaned against the counter, her mug nestled between her hands.  Grief fell over her like a shroud.  
 
   “Drew,” she whispered.  Her body weakened at the mental image of him lifeless and hanging.  
 
   “No,” she ordered herself as her legs began to shake.  She pushed off the counter.  He’d asked her for one last thing.  And, damn it, she was going to do it.  
 
   She walked up the stairs and pulled the papers from the output tray in the office.  She curled up on the overstuffed chair she and Drew had found at a garage sale a few years back.  Shoving away the anguish the memory evoked, she concentrated on his words:
 
   Gobekli Tepe.  The name conjures up one of the greatest archaeological mysteries of the late twentieth century.   Sonar readings of the Turkish site have revealed a series of concentric circles arranged much like Stonehenge, but measuring out at an astounding 18,000 square meters.  
 
   The fifteen-ton limestone megaliths unearthed so far reveal incredible masonry.  Animal reliefs extend from the structures and pictographs were painstakingly carved upon the hard rock.  While there are many disagreements about Gobekli Tepe, there is one area upon which all agree: whatever hands created this site were truly talented.
 
   And that is where the problem lies.  The beginning of civilization is attributed to the emergence of the developments around the Fertile Crescent, in the area currently known as the Middle East and Eastern Europe, somewhere between 3000 and 2000 BC.   
 
   Carbon dating of Gobekli Tepe, however, indicates that the site is over 11,000 years old – almost double the age of the ruins at the Fertile Crescent.  That makes Gobekli Tepe an impossibility.  Mankind should not have been capable of such an incredible feat.  And yet, there Gobekli Tepe stands, mocking us, daring us to write off the incredible skill necessary for its creation.  
 
   The only possible explanation for its existence is that we have misidentified the beginning of civilization.  Civilization, in terms of scientific advancement and accomplishments, must have begun much farther down the timeline.  If that is indeed the case, it opens the door to the possibility of more ancient, unknown, but technologically advanced civilizations.  It opens the door to the possibility of Atlantis.
 
   Atlantis has often been relegated-
 
   Her eyes lifted from the paper and she frowned.  It sounded like something scratching at the back door.  She glanced at the clock.  Could be her uncle if he got someone else to cover Mass. 
 
   She paused, straining to hear.  Only silence now. She waited, but the house remained quiet.  
 
   She shook her head.  Probably just the neighbor’s cat. She’d made the mistake of feeding it once and now it showed up at odd hours looking for a little tidbit.  She dropped part of the paper and reached down to pick it up.  It was the beginning of the reference section.  One name leapt out at her: Edgar Cayce.
 
   “Drew, what were you up to?” she murmured.
 
   Theories on the existence of Atlantis had been around almost since the dawn of mankind.  But within archaeology, the topic was taboo.  No reputable academic would give credence to the possibility of its existence, not, at least, if he or she wanted to get published anywhere. 
 
   And using Edgar Cayce as a source was not going to gain you any points, either.  Cayce was a psychic from the early twentieth century.  He was widely regarded as incredibly accurate in his psychic medical diagnosis.  Research conducted in the 1970s put his accuracy at an astounding eighty-six percent.  But it was his past-life readings on Atlantis that raised the most eyebrows. 
 
   A second citation caught her attention.  “The Book of Enoch.”  She struggled to recall what little she could about the apocryphal text.  Enoch, Noah’s great-grandfather, allegedly wrote it after a visit to heaven.
 
   Her stomach growled, interrupting her thoughts.  She realized she hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday.  Picking up her mug, she drained the last bits of coffee.   She might not want any food, but if she was going to get through the day, she’d need the fuel.  
 
   She headed downstairs, her mind filled with Drew’s ideas.  Lost in her thoughts, she rounded the bottom of the stairs, eyes cast on the ground, her mind millennia away.  
 
   “Ah, there you are.” 
 
   Her head jerked up and she stumbled to a stop.  An Asian man stood staring at her, a small smile on his face.  “I’ve been waiting for you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   The man stood in the middle of the kitchen, not trying to hide, not trying to get away.  His smile deepened, which only served to increase her fear.
 
   “So nice to meet you, Dr. McPhearson.”
 
   Laney paused.  He knew her name.  Not a burglary, then.  He was about her age, she thought, and maybe Chinese.  Idly, she noted he was impeccably dressed in dark slacks and a pristine white shirt.  She wasn’t a fashionista, but she recognized expensive when she saw it.              
 
   His build was lean and muscular, but he was only a few inches taller than she was.  He stood with his weight rested on his back foot. She knew that stance.  It allowed balance and quick movement.  It told her not to underestimate him.  She’d seen some incredible martial artists almost a foot shorter than this man who could kill with the smallest movement.  She had a feeling this man was just as lethal.  
 
   She started to back out of the kitchen, her hands up in front of her.  “Who are you? What do you want?’
 
   He pulled a knife from a sheath on his belt.   “Forgive me for not introducing myself. How rude.  I'm Paul.  And I want you, of course.” He lunged across the room.  
 
   Laney sprinted out of the kitchen, just evading his outstretched hand.  She struggled with the locks at the front door and then dove for the floor as the man plunged his knife into the door where she’d been standing.  He’d stabbed so hard, it was embedded up to the hilt.  Rolling out of the way, she had just gained her feet when he yanked her up by the hair.  
 
   Without a thought, she launched her fist back, angling her body to land the hammer punch in his groin.  He grunted and released her.  Pulling the coat rack down as she passed, she ran for the kitchen.
 
   Her heart rate spiked as his footsteps pounded behind her.  That groin shot should have given her enough time to get to the back door at least.  How was he still coming?
 
   Waiting until the last possible moment, she whirled and slammed her left foot into his stomach. As he doubled over, she launched a sidekick to his face, followed by a round kick to his knee.  The man put his hands up to cover his face as she aimed a series of straight punches that would have decimated a lesser man.  He blocked them with ease.
 
   “Now, this is a nice surprise.”  He grinned, catching her fist.  “Someone who can fight.”  
 
   He flung her fist back, followed by a right jab to the face.  
 
   She parried the punch, ready to respond, but then a flurry of punches followed.  She had no time to respond, only to block.  The speed and power of his movements was incredible.  She blocked a hook to the ribs only to miss the jab to her face.  She spun around with the force of the punch.  Her stomach jammed painfully into the island.  
 
   He wrenched her back by the shoulder, but not before her hand closed around one of the knives in the block sitting on the island.  
 
   Turning her around, he dragged her towards him.  “This has been fun, Professor.  But I think it’s time to end this dance.”
 
   “I agree,” Laney spit out.  She plunged the knife into his stomach and twisted it.  
 
   He howled in pain.  Laney collapsed to the ground and began to crawl for the back door.
 
   “You bitch.” He threw himself on top of her. Pain exploded in her cheekbone and ribs as they collided with the floor.  He rolled her over, keeping her pinned, the knife now at her throat.  
 
   She screamed, bringing her knee up into his groin.  
 
   With a groan, he loosened his grip.  Twisting his wrist, she stripped the knife from his hand.  It skittered across the floor, out of reach.  
 
   Keeping his wrist bent, she got a knee in between them, punching him in the face over and over again.  Working her other leg up, she kicked him in the chest.  She slid back along the floor, giving her just enough distance between them to kick him in the face.  Using both feet, she slammed them into his face, launching him on to his back.  
 
   She rolled to her feet and sprinted for the hall closet, ignoring the ache in her ribs and cheek.  Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Paul as he struggled to his feet, trying to catch his breath.  
 
   Flinging open the closet door, she frantically pawed at the top shelf.  
 
   “Come on, come on,” she begged.  
 
   Her hand closed around the metal shaft of the double-barreled shotgun her uncle insisted she keep in the house.  She yanked it down and whirled around, her finger on the trigger, as Paul rounded the corner. 
 
   He halted, his eyes on the gun.  “My, my, my.  You really are full of surprises.  Well, here’s a little surprise for you:  That won't stop me.”  
 
   He sprang at her.  
 
   She pulled the trigger, catching him in the right shoulder at close range.  He flew back, crashing into the wall, and slid down, a trail of blood following his descent.
 
   Shaking, she kept the gun trained on the prone man, giving him a wide berth.   She ran for the kitchen and grabbed her keys off the hook by the door.
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   She whirled around.  He leaned against the doorway to the kitchen.  The knife wound soaked the bottom of his now-tattered shirt in blood and the shotgun blast soaked the top.  He was swaying, but somehow still upright.  How the hell was that possible?  
 
   She fixed the shotgun on him, her finger poised over the trigger.  “I’m guessing you’re going to try to stop me.”
 
   He didn’t answer her.  One minute he was standing in the doorway, and the next he was sprinting impossibly fast across the room.  She leapt backwards, pulling the trigger as she did.  The shotgun pellets caught the man in the neck and face.  He screamed, but kept coming.  
 
   Flipping the shotgun, she held it like a baseball bat, and swung with all her might.  The crack of the thick stock against his skull echoed through the kitchen.  She just had time to jump out of the way before he crashed at her feet.
 
   She didn’t wait to see if he’d get back up.  She ran out the back door, grabbing her keys by the door, stumbling down the stairs in her haste, and leapt into her truck. 
 
   Turning the key, she slammed on the accelerator, peeling out of the driveway too fast.  The truck fishtailed as she pulled a hard right.  It took her a few anxious seconds to wrestle the SUV back under control.  
 
   Struggling to pull her cell phone from her pocket, she swerved all over the road.   
 
   She dialed Rocky.  Punching the button for the speaker phone, she dropped it into the cup holder, and white-knuckled the steering wheel with her blood-speckled hands.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart, how you doing?” Rocky’s voice was full of concern.
 
   Laney’s words came out in a rush.  “I was just attacked by a man in my home.  I shot him twice and stabbed him once.”
 
   Rocky’s tone changed immediately.  “Are you safe now?”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m on my way to the station.”
 
   “Good.  Hold on a sec.”  She heard Rocky yelling at people in the background, before she got back on the phone.  “I’ve got units on the way to your house, including an ambulance for the attacker.  Was he down when you left?”
 
   In her mind’s eyes, she saw the man lying on her floor.  For any other person, those injuries would be life-ending.  But in this case, she had a sinking feeling that wasn’t true.   “He was down.   But I don’t think he’s out.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Havre, Montana
 
    
 
   Commander Gregory ordered Tom and another man to pick up the body.  They carried it to what Tom thought was a drainage ditch located on the opposite side of the entrance.  
 
   A powerful stench wafted at him as he made his way toward it.  He nearly dropped the body, it was so strong.  Holding his breath as he reached the edge, he peered in.  
 
   This time, he did drop the body.  It wasn’t a drainage ditch.  
 
   It was a huge pit, maybe twenty feet in circumference and at least ten feet deep.  Tom couldn’t tell its exact depth because of the bodies that covered the bottom of it.  
 
   The bodies lay at least three deep, and they had been there for a while.  It looked like the ones on the bottom had been burned, and then new bodies had just been tossed in on top of them.  There must have been over a hundred corpses, rotting away.
 
   Transfixed by the morbid sight, Tom couldn’t move, couldn’t think.  How could this be happening?  Why the hell had he been brought here?  Who were these guys?
 
   The guard accompanying them slammed him in the back with the butt of his rifle.  Tom’s back arched as he crashed to his knees.  
 
   “Pick it up and toss it in,” the guard ordered, his tone bored.  
 
   Tom scrambled back to his feet, his lower back throbbing, and helped the other man toss the body into the ditch.  Bile rose in his throat as he watched the body bounce as it landed on the other corpses.  He heard a crack as someone’s bones broke.
 
   On the walk back, he tried to keep his face a mask.  But he knew shock was splashed across his features.  In line again and feeling eyes on him, he looked up to find the commander watching him.  Smug.  The commander looked smug. 
 
   Gregory ordered the shackled men into the enclosure and, collectively, they followed him through the entrance, surrounded by the four commandos.  There were no buildings inside the wall, only one old RV near the entrance that had seen better days.  And the area encased by the wall was huge – at least the size of a football field.  
 
   The enclosure was a beehive of activity.  There were groups of men working in gaping holes deep into the ground.  Huge mounds of dirt were scattered around the enclosure.  Ramps led from the surface to the subterranean trenches.  And there were a dozen eight-foot tables where men sifted dirt through large, screened squares.  
 
   Tom could hear shovels striking the ground as they walked through the enclosure.  The men were too far down in the ground, though, to be seen.   
 
   Other men in tattered clothes moved quickly through the enclosure: pushing wheelbarrows full of dirt up the ramps, emptying them at the dirt mounds, and then quickly making their way back down into the trenches again.
 
   Tom’s group was led to an undisturbed part of the landscape that was marked with orange grid lines spray-painted onto the ground.  
 
   Gregory cast a scathing look across the men.  “You will dig here.  If you are slow, if you refuse to work, or if we don’t like you, you will be replaced.”  
 
   Tom had no doubts what that meant.
 
   “And if you hit anything solid, and I mean anything, you stop immediately and call over a guard.  Do you understand me?” Gregory pinned each man with a glare.  
 
   Timidly, they all nodded back.
 
   With a grunt, Gregory turned away and handed them over to the man who’d slammed Tom in the back with the butt of his rifle.  
 
   “Line up, maggots,” the guard barked as he pointed to the ground in front of a wheelbarrow to his right.  The men quickly complied.  
 
   “Your restraints will be clipped and you will grab a shovel.  Then you will immediately go to the area I point to, and start digging.  Do you understand, maggots?”  
 
   The men nodded, although most of them still maintained a bewildered look on their faces.  
 
   As the line moved forward, Tom watched the man standing silently behind the wheelbarrow piled high with shovels.  The man stared at the ground, and never once looked up.  It seemed like an incredible effort for him to stay standing.  He was emaciated to the point of being skeletal.  
 
   Tom couldn’t even tell the man’s race or age due to the dust that covered him and the skin that sagged from his face, distorting his features.  He looked like a concentration camp survivor.  Although, Tom thought, looking around, the term “survivor” was probably optimistic at this point.
 
   Each man approached the wheelbarrow and a guard cut off his restraints.  He retrieved a shovel and was shoved towards a spot to begin digging. 
 
   No one said a word or made any protest.  When he reached the front of the line, Tom took his shovel just like the rest.  He was directed with another inmate to begin digging in a section at the outer rim of the gridlines.  Tom looked around for a moment as he reached his section.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” bellowed a guard, kicking a man on the other side of the grid in the thigh when he did not begin digging fast enough.  
 
   Tom quickly turned his attention to the ground and began to dig.  And he didn’t stop for hours. The sun was actually sinking in the sky before he even looked up again. 
 
   His back ached, his hands were a mass of blisters and cramping.   He still didn’t understand why he was here, but there was one thing that was one thing he knew with absolute clarity: He was a slave.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Syracuse , NY
 
    
 
   When Laney rounded the corner of State Street fifteen minutes later, her hands were still clenched around the steering wheel.  It had become painful, but she couldn’t release her grip.  Logically, she knew her attacker should be down for the count, if not dead.  But she could still see him coming for her.  She expected to glance in the backseat and see him pop up. 
 
   The sight of Rocky pacing along the sidewalk in front of the Syracuse Police Department helped release some of the tension.  They’d met in graduate school, and bonded over their mutual love of martial arts.  Laney had been teaching the class and Rocky had been taking it
 
   A car tried to pull into the spot in front of the building and Rocky stepped in front of it, her trademark gold hoop earrings swinging.  With her long dark hair, curvy figure, and small stature, the driver did not take her for a cop.  Sweeping her dark navy blazer back, she pulled her badge off her belt and waved him on.  The man gave her the finger and Rocky slapped the back of the car, yelling something Laney couldn’t quite make out.  A small laugh escaped her lips, the knot in her stomach loosening even more. 
 
   Spying her, Rocky waved her to a stop.  Putting the car in park and pocketing the keys, Laney let herself be pulled from the car and into a tight hug.  And even though she was a good head taller than Rocky, she felt safer. 
 
   When Rocky pulled back, her dark eyes full of concern.  “You okay?”  
 
   Laney nodded, not trusting herself to speak.  Rocky seemed to understand and didn’t ask any more of her.  She led her across the sidewalk and into the bustling station.  They walked past the front desk, where an elderly woman in her bathrobe was loudly demanding someone find her cat, Lovey.  The sergeant behind the desk buzzed them through, with an eye roll for the old lady.
 
   A number of police officers gave her a familiar nod as she passed.   Laney had been to the Syracuse Police Department plenty of times. She’d done a handful of research projects for the city: on racial profiling, gang initiations, use of force. Never, however, as a victim. 
 
   After the third officer’s gaze shifted from familiarity to concern, though, she glanced down at herself.  Her clothes were splattered with dried blood.  She blanched.  “Oh my God.”
 
   Her knees went weak.   She reached out to the wall for support, but Rocky got there faster.  She put her arm around Laney’s waist.  “It’s okay, honey.  I’ve got you.”
 
   Rocky led her through the locker room door and stopped at her locker.  Spinning the combination, she yanked it off.
 
   “Rocky, I-”
 
   Rocky put her hand up.  “It’s best if you don’t say anything yet.  We’re going to have to do everything by the book or they’re going to pull me off your case.  Okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Rocky pulled out a camera.  “I have to document all of this.”  
 
   Laney had known it was coming, but it still felt like a violation.  “Okay.”
 
   “I’ll make it quick.”
 
   Ten minutes later, Rocky handed her a workout bag from her locker and gestured to the back of the room. “The showers are back there.  There’s a change of clothes, shampoo, soap in the bag.  When you’ve stripped out of those clothes, put them all in here.”  She pulled a large evidence bag out of her locker.
 
   Laney peered into the locker.  “You keep evidence bags in your locker?”
 
   Rocky smiled.  “Well, you never know when you’ll need them.”  She turned Laney, pushing her gently towards the showers.  “Make it quick.”
 
   Laney did as requested, not wanting to be alone for long with her thoughts.  But the images flooded her mind.  How had the man been standing after the shotgun blasts?  Drugs, maybe?  He hadn’t seemed high, but what other explanation could there be
 
   By the time she’d showered and changed, she’d convinced herself that she’d imagined the man’s skill.  She’d been in fights before, but never with such high stakes.  She must have blown his abilities out of proportion due to the adrenaline.  
 
   As for his injuries, well, maybe she hadn't gotten him as good as she thought.  Maybe the stab wound had been more of a slice and maybe the shotgun blasts had been off point.  Sure, he’d need a doctor, but he could survive.  After all, how else could he have made that last run for her?  
 
   And how did he run so fast?  She shook her head.  Imagination.  It wasn't fast.  At least, not abnormally fast.  Maybe I even passed out for a moment and it only looked like he made it across the floor in such an incredibly short time.  
 
   Ten minutes later, she was sitting in an interrogation room with damp hair, wearing Rocky’s work-out clothes, which made her feel like a giant.   And she had convinced herself that she’d imagined her attacker’s skill and recuperative properties…almost.
 
   Rocky walked in carrying two cups of coffee and kicked the door shut behind her.  She placed one in front of Laney before taking a seat next to her.  She gave Laney’s shoulder a comforting squeeze, but otherwise stayed completely professional. 
 
   Laney was thankful for it.  If Rocky had showed her any compassion, she was pretty sure she’d be a crying mess on the floor.  Professional was better.
 
   “The Dewitt police are letting us take the lead on this.  But you’re going to have to speak with them as well.”
 
   “Okay.  What do you need?”
 
   “I need you to take me through step by step what happened.”  Rocky took out her pen and pulled over the legal pad on the steel table in front of her.  “Start when you got up this morning.” 
 
   Laney went through all the events of the morning.  By the end of her recitation, her shoulders had drooped and she was tracing an invisible figure eight on the table top.  “And then I called you and came straight here.”  
 
   Rocky flipped though her notes.   “He told you his name?”
 
   “His first name.  Although I’m pretty sure he didn’t think I’d be sharing that information with anyone.”
 
   Rocky nodded.  “Okay.  So if I’ve got this down correctly, you shot him twice at close range, stabbed him, and used his skull for batting practice.  That about right?”
 
   Laney looked up and saw the smile playing around Rocky’s lips.  She returned the smile.  “Yup.  That’s about right.”
 
   “Well then, off the record: good.  Back on the record, thank you for your statement, Dr. McPhearson.”
 
   A knock at the door pulled the women’s attention.  A tall, black, good-looking detective in his late twenties strode into the room.  Detective Mike Chapman, Rocky’s partner.
 
   Mike nodded at her. “Hey, Laney.  You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m good, Mike.”
 
   He pulled up a chair.  “Just heard back from Dewitt.  They said your house definitely looks like a fight took place. We sent over our crime techs and they’re all over the place.  They found plenty of blood, but no body.”
 
   Laney straightened up.  “Did they check the neighborhood?  The hospitals?  I mean, that guy was really hurting.  He couldn’t have gotten far.”
 
   “They’ve checked.  And they’ll keep on checking, but so far nothing. They’re canvassing the neighborhood right now.  There was a blood trail leading out the back door.  It disappears just beyond your property line.”  Mike hesitated.  “And there’s one other thing.”
 
   Laney pictured the man’s face and had a feeling she didn't want to hear what this last thing was.   “What?”
 
   At Rocky's nod, Mike continued.  “There was a note for left for you.”
 
   “A note?”  She tried to envision the bloodied man sitting down and penning a quick message to her.  “As in paper and pen?”
 
   Mike shook his head.  “No.  As in blood and your kitchen island.”
 
   Laney’s stomach dropped.  “What did it say?”
 
   Mike’s eyes were full of compassion, but he looked her straight on.  “See you soon.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Albany, NY
 
    
 
   The pastor at Tom’s church had arranged for almost the entire congregation to speak with Jake.  They had all said essentially the same thing: Tom was a good man and he wouldn’t have just left.  The last person he had spoken with was Cleo Banks.  
 
   Cleo had stood in front of Jake clutching a handful of tissues, her striking pale green eyes streaked red from crying.  She struggled to hold back her tears.  
 
   “We met just after he got out.  He was, I guess you could say, haunted.  He didn’t seem to know where he fit, or who he was.  Even then, though, you could see his commitment to make something of himself.  He was – is – a good man, Jake.” She stared into Jake’s eyes, daring him to contradict her.
 
   Jake nodded, deeply touched that Tom had such a woman standing behind him.
 
   His nod seemed to take some of the fight out of her and her shoulders slumped.  She continued in a more wistful tone.  “We met in the choir.  I noticed him right away, but I didn’t think he noticed me.”  
 
   Jake doubted that. A man would have to be blind not to notice Cleo. Cleo was stunning.  Her unusual eyes contrasted exotically with her dark skin, and even with her charcoal grey conservative skirt and lavender sweater, her shapely body was evident.  A man would have to be blind not to notice Cleo.  
 
   “He didn’t even ask me for a date until after he’d walked me home for a week.  He was a  perfect gentleman.  It was as if he was trying to make everything perfect.” Cleo paused, trying to hold back her tears.   “He wouldn’t have just left, Jake.  I know he wouldn’t.”
 
   He spoke with Cleo for a few more minutes about their routine - where they had gone, who they had spoken with.  But then Jake was out of questions.  
 
   Cleo stood up to leave.  “Tom told me about you. He said you were a good man who’d made something of his life, after a childhood of pain.  He was working towards being as good a man one day.”  She grabbed his hand.  “Find him, Jake.  Please find him.”
 
   Jake watched her leave, his thoughts heavy.  He’d hoped that Tom had just run off.  Then he’d just have to track him down, talk some sense into him, and bring him back.  He knew now that wasn’t what had happened.  Tom hadn’t left on his own.   But unfortunately, none of Tom’s friends had been able to offer any clues as to where he might have gone.
 
   Walking out of the church, he debated his next move.  He stared at a beat-up Buick driving slowly down the street, leaving a trail of black smoke in its wake.  That’s what he needed: a clear trail to follow.  He sighed, pulling out his cell.
 
   “Any luck?”  Henry Chandler, Jake’s friend and boss, asked as soon as he answered.  
 
   “No.  No leads, no possibilities.  I’m at a dead end.  Did you guys come up with anything?” 
 
   When Jake had explained about Tom going missing, Henry had laid all the resources of the Chandler Group at his feet.   As a global think tank reputed to have the top analysts in multiple fields, Jake was extremely thankful for the help.  
 
   “Not sure.” Henry replied.  “It’s probably a long shot but-”
 
   “Henry, right now a long shot seems to be the only shot I’ve got.”
 
   “Well, I put Danny on the case.” 
 
   Jake smiled at the mention of Chandler’s youngest and most brilliant analyst.  He’d joined the group two years ago at the ripe old age of twelve.   Danny Wartowski was an immeasurable genius: his IQ was so high, no standardized test could accurately capture it. 
 
   Jake knew that if Danny was the one who came up with the lead, there would be nothing long about it.
 
   “Danny did his usual wizardry and found that New York state has a higher number of parolees going missing than the surrounding states.  Coincidentally, they all seem to go missing in the first week of the month.  It’s been going on for about a year. And none of the missing men have shown back up - not in hospitals, morgues, or anywhere.  They’ve all disappeared.”
 
   Jake didn’t like the sound of that.  “What does Danny think is going on?”
 
   “He wasn’t sure, initially.  He ran more and more data, pulling together the links.  He found that at the beginning of each month, a political group called AFP has been chartering a cargo plane out of New York.  He couldn’t trace where they went.  They’ve been filing false flight plans.”
 
   “Wouldn’t they be able to track the plane through air traffic control?”
 
   “Generally, yes.  But they always leave through one of the bigger hubs, meaning they could fly using visual flight rules and they’d just get lost in all of the air traffic.  You’d need a really diligent controller for them to notice.”
 
   Jake closed his eyes in frustration.  “Great.  What about this group, AFP?  Who are they?”
 
   “Americans for Progress.  They’re a political action group that supports extremely conservative policies and political candidates.  Their members are pretty high profile: U.S. senators, agency heads, law enforcement officials, as well as wealthy citizens.  They’re very powerful, although they tend to keep their activities out of the public eye.  The president of AFP is Jackson Stewart.  But he’s really more of a figurehead.  The real power of AFP lies with Senator Robert Kensington from Montana.”
 
   “Okay, but–”
 
   “Hold on, not done yet.  Danny also found out AFP has been sponsoring the research of a Dr. Arthur Priddle.”
 
   Jake tried to reign in his frustration.  “A medical doctor?”
 
   “That’s just the thing.  He’s not a medical doctor.  He’s an archaeologist.  And he’s also disappeared.  He handed in his notice to the University of Saint Paul yesterday unexpectedly and there’s no trace of where he went.  And here’s where it gets more interesting: Dr. Priddle’s research partner, Dr. Drew Masters, committed suicide yesterday.  Spider senses tingling yet?”
 
   “A little,” Jake admitted.  “So if I’ve got this straight, AFP is arranging for undocumented flights at times that coincide with ex-cons going missing, and is also sponsoring this archaeologist who’s disappeared and whose partner just killed himself.  That right?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “So I guess I'm heading to Saint Paul.”
 
   “Actually, Danny thinks you should head to Syracuse.”
 
   Jake frowned.  “Syracuse? What’s the Syracuse connection?”
 
   “Apparently, Dr. Masters sent an email to a criminologist, a Dr. Delaney McPhearson, shortly before he died.  The email was then rescinded, a few hours after Dr. Masters was killed.”
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow.  “And dead guys tend not to do that.  Now my spidey senses are really tingling.”
 
   “Good.”  Jake could hear the smile in Henry’s voice.  “But I think you should get to Dr. McPhearson quickly.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She was attacked in her home this morning.  And Jake, it was an unusual attack.
 
   “Unusual? How?”
 
   “Apparently Dr. McPhearson is quite a fighter.  She shot the assailant twice and stabbed him once.  And each time he took a hit, the guy seemed to pop back up like a jack-in-the-box.  Sound familiar?”
 
   Jake went still.  “Yeah.  It does.  And it means I need to find Dr. McPhearson as fast as possible.”
 
                 
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Havre, Montana
 
    
 
   When Tom had been in prison, he’d taken an online Introduction to Psychology course. One of the topics they discussed was Lorenz’s concept of learned helplessness: how people believed that there was nothing they could do to help themselves even when opportunities for betterment arose.  
 
   As Tom looked around the enclosure, he thought that prisons and places like this were what Lorenz had been talking about.  The inmates outnumbered the guards by forty-to-one, but no one had any thoughts of rebellion.  After only a few hours, they had all learned that lesson too well.  
 
   The first day, Tom had been in shock.  He kept thinking he wasn’t really here, that any moment he was going to open his eyes and wake up.  His only awakening had been the realization that whoever set this place up didn’t care who died in the process.  He’d helped carry four abused and emaciated bodies into the pit in just the first two days.  After that, he’d stopped counting.
 
   Last night, although exhausted, he again hadn’t slept.  He kept trying to think of a way to escape.  But there were too many guards, too many guns, and nowhere to run to.  By dawn, he’d reached an uncomfortable truth: the only way he was getting out of here was as a corpse.  His destiny was in that pit outside, with all the others held here.  
 
   And it wasn’t just the place that convinced him of that.  It was the reality of his life.  Who would be looking for him?  Who cared enough about whether he lived or died?  His Gran cared, but she’d been the last of his family.  There were the people from the church.  They probably just thought he skipped town.  Cleo slipped into his mind.  Did she think he’d just left?  He’d finally found the right girl and now it was gone.  She’d write him off. 
 
   An image of Jake appeared in his mind and gave him pause.  He’d always hoped he’d see him again, that maybe they could be friends once more.  He thought of the last time he’d seen Jake.  He’d been only eleven.  Jake was leaving for boot camp and had just walked out the door to head to the bus station.  Tom had watched from the porch until Jake turned the corner, feeling like his world was ending with each step Jake took.  
 
   He’d slowly walked back into the house.  He’d whirled around when the door flew open again.  Jake grabbed him in a giant, crushing hug, and whispered into his ear.  “I’ll miss you, little man.” And then he was gone.  
 
   Tears pooled in Tom’s eyes when he thought of that hug.  Jake had cared.  He knew he did.  But Jake didn’t know he was missing.  He hadn’t even seen him in almost ten years.  And if he did know, why would Jake come looking for him?  He was an ex-gang-banger con.
 
                 Tom ducked his head down as a guard walked by, spearing his shovel into the dirt as tears slowly made tracks through the dust on his face.  No, he was on his own.  No one would be looking for him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Syracuse, NY
 
    
 
   Rocky had arranged for Laney to be placed in a safe house until they ran down the man who’d attacked her.  Laney had argued against protective custody, but Rocky had won the argument by pointing out the danger she could be placing other people in by not being in custody.  
 
   Laney leaned back against the headrest in the Cutlass.  She knew she should feel relieved and that the danger had passed.  But she couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t over.  That Paul, whoever the hell he was, was going to keep coming.  
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Detective Frank Miller as he drove.  In his early forties, with dirty blond hair carefully combed to try and hide the beginning of premature balding, he was the picture of confidence, a man in control.  Detective Marcos Sanchez, who was Frank’s physical opposite with an olive complexion, dark hair, and serious demeanor, was behind them in another Cutlass.  Sanchez, though, was cut from the same cloth: unflappable.  But the tingle of fear wouldn’t leave her.  
 
   Frank looked over at her, his blue eyes radiating trust.  His hound-dog face looked friendlier with his smile. “Thought you were asleep.”
 
   Laney tried to smile in return.  “Not yet.  Just resting my eyes.”
 
   She’d met Frank a few times when she'd been out with Rocky.   He seemed a nice guy.  And Rocky swore he and Marcos were great at their jobs.  But she hadn’t seen them load any rocket launchers into the cars and she was now pretty convinced that's what it would take to stop Paul.  
 
   “Don’t worry.  We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
   She nodded and turned to watch downtown Syracuse pass by.  They moved through Armory Square and into the industrial district, old factories converted into stores or, in many cases, left abandoned.  
 
   After a glance to make sure Marcos was still following, she turned to stare out the window, resting her chin on her hand.  Was this really happening?  It felt like this morning was a dream.  It was too surreal.  People didn’t move that fast.  And they certainly didn’t rebound from gunshots or stabbings that quickly.  How had that man survived?
 
   And his fighting skills.  They were incredible.  Laney had been training since she was a child.  And while most people might look at her petite size and figure she wouldn’t put up much of a fight, they’d be wrong.  Dead wrong.  She knew without a trace of conceit that she was good.  Really good.  
 
   But that man had been toying with her.  And as much as she hated to admit it, that, more than anything, terrified her.  She had trained so hard because she knew what it felt like to be a victim, to be helpless.  
 
   She absentmindedly brushed her hand over the spot where her Uncle David had broken her arm when she was a child.  She had promised herself once she had gotten out of his house that she would never feel that powerless again.  Today, she had come close.  And she didn’t like it.
 
   “It’s right around the corner here,” Frank said as they drove past Fowler High School.                She knew the neighborhood.  The zoo was just up the street.  She, Kati, and Max had been there too many times to count.
 
   After turning off Geddes and taking another right, he pulled in the drive of a small house that backed onto the high school.  “Home sweet home.”
 
   Laney looked out the window. “That is one sad little house.”  
 
   Pale grey paint chipped off the siding and a sagging porch ran the length of the front of the house.  The windows all had the blinds pulled down.  She glanced down the block.  Sad as the house was, the rest of the houses on the block were no less depressing.  
 
   Frank grinned.  “They always are.  But it’s safe, and hopefully we’ll only have to keep you here for a little while.  Rocky’ll track down that asshole in no time.   Let’s get inside, okay?”
 
   She nodded and got out of the car, fingering the flash drive in her pocket.  She’d transferred it to her pocket when she’d gotten changed at the station.   This couldn’t all be related to Drew’s file, could it?
 
   Marcos had pulled up in front of the house and stood surveying the neighborhood.  He nodded at Laney before turning to Frank.  “I’m going to check around back.”
 
   Laney trailed Frank to the front door, which didn’t look like it could keep out a seven-year-old.  He unlocked it and Laney followed him in.  By some miracle of modern decoration, the interior managed to be more depressing than the exterior.  The walls, once white, were now a smoky yellow and the one piece of furniture, a plaid red couch, had stuffing spilling from it.  And she was pretty sure something was rustling underneath the back corner.
 
   Laney looked over at Frank with raised eyebrows.
 
   He shrugged.  “Like I said, hopefully we won’t be here for too long.”  He nodded towards the couch where a duffel bag sat.  “Rocky had a female officer gather up some clothes for you.  I’m going to be outside.  Yell if you need anything."
 
   Laney glanced at the bag, shaking it to make sure no guests had decided to go for a ride.  “Did she include my laptop?”
 
   “Yeah, the techs went over it and said there was no blood, so they didn’t need it.”
 
   She nodded.  Good, no blood.  I always hate a laptop with blood on it.  
 
   After getting changed into her own clothes, in a bathroom where she tried not to touch anything, she booted up the laptop in the kitchen.   Placing it on the kitchen table, aka an old card table, she realized this room was relatively clean.  At least nothing seemed to be scurrying about.
 
   The cabinet doors were original, but all still hung upright, and the linoleum counter wasn’t too bad.  The old beat-up card table took up most of the room, and two folding chairs provided the only places to sit.
 
   A flash pulled her eyes back to the laptop.  What the hell?  Her screen was pixilating from the exterior.  It looked as if it was being eaten from the outside in. 
 
   “No, no, no.”  She sat and pulled the laptop over to her.  Hitting the power button, she cursed.  Not responding.   She tried an automatic shut down.  No luck.  She flipped it over to pull out the battery.  But it was too late.  The virus had worked its way through the whole system.  
 
   “Shit,” she yelled as her screen went blank except for the cursor, which just blinked at her.  
 
   She sat back in the chair and stared at the screen, stunned.  She’d used this laptop this morning without any problems.  
 
   Her assailant’s face flashed through her mind.  Could he have done this?  She thought back.   She’d heard the scratching at the door, which must have been when he’d entered the house.                
 
   But then it had been another few minutes before she’d gone downstairs.  What had he been doing during that time?  Her house was small.  He could have searched the whole place in the time it took her to go downstairs.
 
   Unless, she thought, as she stared at the computer, he had something else to take care of first.   He would have had time to upload the virus.  But why?
 
   Laney paced the room.  She wanted to scream in frustration.  Why?  That seemed to be her favorite word at the moment.
 
   Why was Drew dead?
 
   Why had she been attacked?
 
   Why had her computer been fried?
 
   Why was her attacker alive?
 
   Why was any of this happening?
 
   Laney picked up her laptop and threw it against the wall.  It crashed to the floor, parts of the casing cracking off.  Damn it, she wanted to hit something.
 
   Frank rushed into the room, gun drawn.  “Laney!
 
   She cringed.  “Oh.  Sorry, Frank.  My computer just tanked and I tossed it across the room.”
 
   Frank snorted with a grin.  “Hell, I've wanted to do that plenty of times.  Just try to keep the destruction to a-”
 
   A yell from outside halted his words.  Frank flew to the front door to look out.  Laney followed him, glancing out the window.  
 
   Marcos was crouched behind the open door of Frank’s car, his gun trained on the man advancing from across the street.  “Stop.  Identify yourself.”
 
   Holy crap.  Her eyes locked on the man striding towards the house.  There were scabs on his face where the shotgun blast had caught him.  But otherwise, Paul looked unharmed.  He definitely didn’t look like he'd been seriously injured this morning.  
 
   Marcos opened fire.  Two bullets tore through Paul’s chest.  He didn’t even slow down.  He reached Marcos and dragged him to his feet.
 
   Frank opened the door.  “Run, Laney,” he yelled before sprinting outside.  
 
   Laney ran for the back door, the sound of gunfire erupting from the front of the house.   She flew out the back with a sense of déjà vu.  Twice in one day, she was escaping down porch stairs.  
 
   She headed for the stone wall at the back of the yard, knowing it split the property from the high school.  Maybe she could lose him in there.
 
   Sprinting past the shed, her entire focus was on getting to the wall.
 
   She yelped as a hand slid around her waist, yanking her back.  Another hand clamped over her mouth.  She was pressed up against a well-muscled chest.  “Don’t say a word.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Laney struggled against the arms that held her.  She slammed her heel into the man’s instep.  
 
   He let out a grunt but didn’t release her.  “Damn it.  Stop struggling.   I’m not here to hurt you.  I’m here to help.  And we don’t have time for this. He’ll be out here any second.”
 
   It wasn’t his words that stopped her struggles, but his tone.  He sounded exasperated
 
   “I need you to follow me if we’re going to get away from him, okay?”
 
   She nodded and he released her.  He latched onto her hand and ran for the neighbor’s yard.  He led her though a break in the wall into the alley behind the school.  He barreled through an old metal door at the back of the school, pulling her in behind him.
 
   They were in a hallway that smelled of old sweat.  Must be near the gym, she thought.  
 
   The man pulled her down a long hall on the right that ended in a set of double doors.  A couple of kids Laney could have sworn were only twelve were making out like it was the end of the world.  They didn’t even glance up as they rushed past.  
 
   The man didn’t hesitate, just kept moving forward, his grip on her hand never loosening.  Whoever the hell he was, he seemed to know where he was going.  
 
   He crashed through a set of double doors and they spilled out onto the gym floor.  Laney pitched forward, but the man grabbed her and kept her upright.  “Let’s go.”
 
   She glanced back through the door before it closed.  The hall remained empty, but she could have sworn she heard the outside door bang open.  “I think he’s coming.”
 
   The man nodded and picked up his pace, barreling through the gym class.  Teenagers scattered, although a few threw basketballs at them as they passed.  And Laney heard more than one “asshole” tossed in their direction.
 
   They barged through the doors on the opposite side of the gym.  The man grabbed a grey sweatshirt lying on top of a book bag and shoved it at her.  “Throw that on.”
 
   She tugged it over her shirt, trying to keep pace with him.  “Isn’t he just going to see us when we leave?  We can’t put these kids in danger.”
 
   He looked down at her and smiled.  She was struck by how handsome he was.  Dark brown hair framed a strong face.  Wrinkles at the corners of his brown eyes showed he spent lots of time outdoors, and his nose was slightly crooked, as if it had been broken a few times.  Her heart began to beat a little faster.  Damn.  He was masculine with a capital M.  
 
   Without breaking stride, he reached out and pulled down the fire alarm as they passed.  “He’ll have to find us first.”
 
   The fire alarm wailed through the halls, small strobe lights flashed on the walls.  Students poured into the hallway.  The teenagers jostled each other, grinning, obviously enjoying the break in the routine.  
 
   Teachers tried to keep order, reminding the students to stay with their class.  But it was organized chaos.  Laney and her new friend were swept along with the human tide towards the exit.  
 
   The man clamped onto her hand, keeping her close.  “Put up your hood,” he ordered as he pulled a ball cap out of his back pocket and put it on.
 
   Laney yanked the hood into place, peering around, expecting Paul the Terminator to arrive at any moment. 
 
   She gaped at the number of students already in the parking lot.  It was a mob.  “Holy cow.  How many students are in this place?”
 
   “Nine hundred and seventy-eight.”
 
   Laney’s eyes darted towards him.  “Is that a guess?”
 
   He shook his head as he weaved them through the crowd.  “I like knowing all variables when I go on a mission.  This was one of three possible escape routes.”
 
   “Mission?  I’m a mission?”
 
   He stopped and looked down at her.  She noticed a dimple in his right cheek.  “Yeah, Laney, you are.”  
 
   She caught herself staring at him and took a step back.  He reached out to grab her before she backed into another student and pulled her back into him.  Her skin seemed to tingle where he’d touched her.  “Who are you?”
 
   “My name’s Jake Rogan. I’m with the Chandler Group.”  
 
   She knew the Chandler Group.  Hell, everybody knew of the Chandler Group. Laney pulled her gaze from the crowd and stared at Jake.  “The Chandler Group?  What do you do for them?  And why on earth are you here?”  
 
   Established by Henry Chandler about fifteen years ago, the Chandler Group dabbled in everything: technological development, political affairs, archaeological expeditions. And then there was the Chandler Group Foundation, which helped fund everything from kids’ school trips to backyard start-ups to third-world loan programs.
 
   “My official title is Projects Security Director. I handle all the off-site security measures for all Chandler projects.  But it’s not technically Chandler who’s involved in this.  It’s me.”
 
   “You?  How can I help you?”
 
   Jake was about to answer when his body went tense.  He pulled Laney closer towards him.
 
   A shudder ran through her.  “He’s here, isn’t he?”
 
   Jake threw his arm around her shoulder and started leading her slowly towards the parking lot.  Pausing occasionally, he kept their movements unhurried.  He stopped when they were hidden from the building by what looked like the basketball team.  “Behind us.  Three o’clock.  He just walked out the doors.”
 
   She knew she shouldn’t look.  She should keep her back to him and not draw any attention to herself.  But she simply couldn’t help herself.  She glanced through the kids and saw Paul step into the crowd of students.  His face had a few scabs and he now wore grey slacks with a sleek black jacket.  His eyes searched the crowd, paying special attention to anyone with a hood or hat.  Everything about him screamed danger.
 
   Icy cold fear shot through her.  She started to breathe heavily.  
 
   “Laney, calm down. We’re okay.”
 
   She shook her head, looking around at the kids surrounding them, completely oblivious to the danger they were in.  “He’s going to find us.  I need to get out of here, Jake.  I need to lead him away from these kids.  I can’t put them in danger.
 
   Laney looked around, no longer seeing any sign of her attacker.  But she still felt as if his eyes were boring into her.  “Jake, you don’t know what he can do.  He’s not-”
 
   Jake squeezed her hand.  “I do know what he can do.”
 
   She stared at him in shock.  “What?  You can't-”
 
   He glanced down at her before continuing to scan the crowd.  “I’ve met someone like him before.”
 
   “When was that?”
 
   A subtle grimace of pain crossed his face.  If she hadn’t been watching him so closely, she would have missed it.  “In Afghanistan, 2006.  We got reports about a group that had grabbed some Red Cross workers.”  
 
   He paused.  “The group was affiliated with a warlord whose nickname was the Devil.  Our Afghan translator told us people were terrified of him, but we didn’t need a translator to see that.  He was said to have the strength of ten men and a heart as black as night. It was said he couldn’t be killed.”
 
   His eyes met hers.  “We thought it was an exaggeration.  When we went into the camp, we realized the Devil wasn’t a nickname.  It was who he was.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We found the hostages. We subdued their guards and were quietly getting them out.  Then all hell broke loose.  The Devil walked into the tent.  He ordered us to stop.  I swear, I nearly laughed.  He was all of five feet tall and I'd be surprised if he weighed even a hundred pounds.  He pulled out a machete.  We ordered him to lower it.  He smiled and then sprang at us.”
 
   He looked away.  “He took out four of my men in less than a minute.  We opened fire. I don’t know how many times we hit the man, but he seemed to keep popping back up.  We couldn’t kill him.  I personally shot him four times in the head.  Each one was a kill shot.  He’d go down, but then spring right back up.”
 
   Laney shivered.  The description was too familiar.  “How’d you get out?”
 
   “I called in air support.  I can’t believe I had to call in air support for one small man.   I dotted him.  Two Sidewinder missiles blew him into pieces.  That’s what it took to kill him.”
 
   Laney was quiet for a moment.  She was pretty sure she wasn’t going to be able to rustle up any missiles, but at least it was a small ray of hope.  “Well, that’s good to know.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He can be killed.”  She looked around at the kids milling about, clueless about the danger they were in.  “But we can’t stay here.  I can’t put these kids in danger.”
 
   “Laney, look at me.”
 
   She pulled her eyes from the crowd.
 
   “I won’t let anything happen to you or these kids.  Just trust me a little longer.”
 
   She paused, staring up at him.  His gaze was intense, honest, and she couldn’t help but believe him.  She nodded.  “Only a few minutes.”
 
   He leaned down.  “I promise.  I’ll keep you safe.”
 
   She felt a shiver at his words.  “So is there more to this rescue?”
 
   He gestured down the road.  “Yes.  And here it comes now.”
 
   Laney looked over her shoulder and saw lights speeding towards them.  Police cruisers wailed into the high school’s parking lot, followed by a fire truck.  A YNN news van pulled in behind them, the camera operator leaping out of the van before it had fully stopped.
 
   “I’m pretty sure your new friend doesn’t want any media attention.  Taking out some cops in isolation is one thing.  Tearing through a police force and groups of students on TV is something altogether different.  We’re going to give it a few minutes and then head to my car.  We’ll drive out with all the students.”
 
   “You called them?”
 
   He nodded.  “As soon as I saw him heading for the safe house I called in a bomb threat to the station.  Figured we might need some cover.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Jake was as good as his word.  When the students got fed up with waiting, a bunch of them headed for the parking lot.  A few teachers tried to wave them back, but they were ignored. 
 
   Laney and Jake blended into the crowd.  They climbed into Jake’s car, a Toyota Camry.
 
   “A Camry?” Laney said as she buckled her seat belt.  “I thought you’d be more of the SUV type.”
 
   He grinned.  “It’s a rental.  Now do me a favor, and keep your head down.  He’s looking for a single female, not a couple.  But let’s just play this safe.” 
 
   She nodded and stared at her hands.               “My hands are shaking.”
 
   “It’s the adrenaline.  You’ve been through a lot.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it,” she mumbled, thinking of Drew and the attack from the morning.  
 
   She pulled her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them.  Why the hell was this happening?  Who the hell was Paul and what did he want?  And how had he found her?
 
   Jake pulled into traffic and started heading north, out of the city.  He kept glancing in his rearview mirror.  He stayed tense, not saying anything.  Once on 81, though, he seemed to relax.  
 
   “You want to tell me what you have to do with any of this?” Laney prompted.
 
   He sighed.  “It’s a long story.  We’ll be at the airport soon.  I’ll explain everything on the plane.”
 
   Laney sat up straight and thought of her uncle.  If someone was trying to get to her, the best way would be to go through him.  “Well, thanks for the save and all, but I’m not getting on a plane with you.”  
 
   She stared at him as she realized how stupid she was being.  She’d been attacked this morning by Paul the un-killable, who’d then tracked her to a safe house.  And now this complete stranger - granted this completely gorgeous stranger - had shown up and saved her.  How had he known where she was?  
 
   She pushed her back against the door and her hand reached for the handle.  “How did you find me at the safe house?”
 
   “The chief of police told my boss.” He glanced over at her.  “Laney, I’m not the bad guy here.”
 
   She wanted to believe him, but at the same time, logic told her she’d be a complete idiot to go along with him without checking his story out.  Her phone rang and she fumbled for it in her pocket.  It was Rocky.  “Laney, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, but Frank and Marcos-”
 
   Rocky’s voice was heavy with grief.  “I know.  Frank’s gone. Marcos is heading into surgery.  Did Jake Rogan find you?”
 
   “How’d you know about him?
 
   “Chief of police gave me a call.  Said we can trust him.”
 
   “Well, good, because I’m in the car with him right now.”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jake grin.  He mouthed, “Told you.” She rolled her eyes at him, but smiled.  
 
   Rocky's voice was stressed.  “I don’t know what’s going on right now, but you need to get in here and explain what happened at the safe house.
 
   “I know.  I just need to get some answers first. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She didn't wait for Rocky to argue, just disconnected the call. 
 
   “Okay, pull over.”
 
   “Laney, we need to head out of town.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me exactly what is going on.”
 
   Jake glanced over at her.  "I think the attack in your house this morning has something to do with my brother.  He's gone missing.  And I'll be happy to tell you all about it, but first we need to get out of Dodge."
 
   "I'm going to need a little more information than that."
 
   He gripped the steering wheel.
 
   Laney knew he was probably trying to figure out if he could toss her in the plane  “You try and caveman me into that plane and I swear to God, I’ll make you a eunuch.”
 
   He barked out a laugh.  “I don’t doubt you’ll try.  Okay, five minutes, but then we’re out of here.” He put on his indicator and moved into the exit lane.
 
   She nodded, her fingers crossed behind her back.  “Absolutely.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   Jake pulled into the parking lot of a fast food joint just past the exit, off the highway.  At the drive-thru, he got them both some coffee.  
 
   He glanced over at Laney.  She was still shaking, both hands curled around her coffee cup.  For a woman who’d just survived two attacks in less than twelve hours, she was holding up amazingly well.  Hell, she was holding up phenomenally well.  Although her small size and pale skin gave the appearance of fragility, she was obviously a lot tougher than she looked.
 
   She gestured towards her coffee.  “Thanks for this and the rescue."  She expelled a long, shaky breath.  “This is not my usual day.  Is it yours?”
 
   “Will it freak you out if I say yes?”
 
   A small grin appeared on her face.  “I think it might actually make me feel better.”
 
   Jake couldn’t help but contrast their lives. From the dossier Henry had rustled up, he knew she was highly educated with a warm, secure, predictable world.  He’d gotten his GED when he was seventeen and barely knew what country he’d be in week to week.  She eyed him over the rim of her cup.  “Let me guess.  SEALS?”
 
   He inclined his head.  “Got it in one.  I left them three years ago and started with Chandler.”
 
   “Must keep you busy.”
 
   He looked away, his tone lower as his thoughts returned to Tom.  “Yeah, too busy.”
 
   Jake wrestled with the guilt eating away at him.  Maybe if he’d stayed in touch with Tom or at least called him when he got out, none of this would be happening.  
 
   “Jake?” Laney asked, pulling his eyes back to her.  He was startled again by how incredibly green they were.  They seemed almost unreal.  “You want to tell me about your brother?”
 
   A memory of Tom flashed through his mind.  They’d been walking down the street hand in hand to get an ice cream.  Tom couldn't have been more than eight and he’d chattered the whole way, debating what flavor of ice cream to get.  Because back then, ice cream was his most pressing concern.  
 
   “Tom’s my foster brother.  I went to live with him and his grandmother when I was fourteen.  But I’ve known them since I was a little kid. Tom got mixed up in gangs after I joined the Navy and did time for a B&E that went bad.   He got out four months ago.  He was doing good - job, girlfriend, church group.  But three days ago, he disappeared.”
 
   Jake could see the calculation in Laney's eyes.  He could practically hear her doubts.  And hell, it wasn't like he didn't have some.  But he knew Tom hadn’t skipped.  He had to believe in that.  
 
   He ran his hands through his hair.  “Look, I know.  He’s a parolee.  Going missing is not exactly unheard of.  But Tom didn’t do that.  He had support, a job, a relationship.  He wouldn’t just toss that all aside.”
 
   “Okay.  But even so, I’m not sure how I can help.  Why would you need a criminologist?”
 
   Jake smiled.  “Well, it’s not your criminology skills I’m looking for.  We’ve found a connection between Tom’s disappearance and an archaeologist named Arthur Priddle.”
 
   Laney jolted at the name.  “Priddle?”
 
   He nodded.  “We also know his partner, Drew Masters, sent you a file you shortly before his death.”
 
   Laney paled at the mention of Drew’s name.  He could practically see the sadness spread over her. They hadn’t been just colleagues.  She cared about him.  
 
   Oh, I am a jackass, he thought as he watched her try to hide her reaction from him.  Her face had become a mask, but she couldn’t hide the subtle tremor in her hands.  They’d been involved.  The feeling of disappointment caught him by surprise.
 
   He reached over and took her hand in his.  He wasn't sure who was more surprised by the action.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know you two were a couple.”
 
   She shook her head, but didn’t pull her hand away.  “Not like that.  Drew was pretty much my brother.  Much like Tom is yours.  Sometimes families don’t need a blood link, do they?”
 
   He nodded, feeling her pain.  Oh crap.  She was a walking wound right now.  He didn’t want to add to that.
 
   Of course, she’d be in trouble whether he was here or not.  But he felt an incredible sense of protectiveness towards her.  Where the hell had that come from?  He’d just met the woman.  He flashed on the Terminator they’d left back at the safe house.  Of course, that guy might need an entire squad to take him down.  He’d probably feel protective of anyone he was after.  
 
   She pulled her hand from his and wrapped it around her cup again, her brow furrowed.  “I’m not sure how Drew’s email can help you.  I haven’t had a chance to finish reading it.”                
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow.  “Is it that long?”
 
   She gave him a small grin.  “Only about fifty pages.  I had just started it when my uninvited guest stopped by this morning.  From what I did read, it can’t be related to your brother.”
 
   “Why?  What’s it about?”
 
   Her eyes met his.  “It’s an argument for the existence of a technologically advanced pre-historic civilization.”
 
   That wasn’t what he was expecting to hear.  “What?  Like Atlantis?”
 
   “Exactly like Atlantis.  I’m not sure how that can help you with the search for Tom.”
 
   Jake shook his head, his hopes dimming.  “I don’t know, either.  But if it doesn’t, I don’t have any other leads to follow.”  And that means Tom is lost for good.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Havre, Montana
 
    
 
   Tom lay on the hard ground staring at the sky.  Dawn had broken hours ago, but it wasn’t his shift yet.  He wasn’t sure, but he thought they might be on twelve-hour shifts.  Which meant he probably had a little time before he was yanked back into hell.  
 
   “Hey man, you sleep any?”
 
   Tom looked over at Seeley, his dig partner.  He and the muscled Latino had exchanged names during their shift when the guards weren’t looking.
 
   “Not really, man. It was fucking freezing. Besides, I just kept trying to figure out how the hell I ended up here.”
 
   Seeley nodded his formerly bald head.  It was now covered in a light layer of black peach fuzz.  “I know what you mean, man.  I was doing the same thing.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t a saint by any stretch.  I started banging at twelve, but I left that life behind.  I got a kid, a girl.  I don’t deserve this place.”
 
   “Yeah, I joined the G7s when I was fourteen,” Tom smiled ruefully.  “You know why they chose the name G7?”
 
   Seeley shook his head.  
 
   “They said we’d all be flying in G7s and living the high life one day.  Truth was, the only high life any of us led was the result of a blunt and most of us never even left the neighborhood, never mind flying in a private jet.  And I looked up G7s when I was inside.  They never even made a jet with that name.  The highest they went was the G5.” 
 
   “What’d you go in for, anyway?” Seeley asked.  Yesterday, Seeley had told him he’d gotten locked up for dealing.  But before Tom could tell his story, a guard had moved only ten feet away from them.  There’d been no conversations after that.
 
   “Started as felonious murder, but it got knocked down to manslaughter.”
 
   “No shit?” Seeley asked.
 
   “No shit.  I was the driver.  But that didn’t matter, especially when one of my guys cut a deal with the district attorney.  I got fifteen and he only got a nickel.”
 
   Seeley grunted.  “You know, they talk a good game about being brothers and staying loyal.  But push comes to shove, that don’t mean shit.  They’ll turn on you in a heartbeat.”
 
   “Yeah.  And the thing that kills me is that my Gran died while I was locked up.  She was the only one who cared.  She showed up to visit every week.  Took her two buses and three hours each way.  Didn’t matter.  She always came.”
 
   “Yeah. My girl was like that.  She always showed up.  My brothers?  Didn’t see one of them.” Seeley paused and glanced at a movement behind Tom.  “Hey man, heads up.”
 
   Tom looked over his shoulder.  The guards on the day shift were pulling up to the enclosure entrance.  The first thing they did when they came on duty was wake up the workers.   The usual wake-up involved some variation of a kindly greeting of, “Wake up, maggots!” followed by gunfire over the cage.  Then, for the poor fools who were too exhausted to hear even that, a kick in the face or the back.  That usually did the trick.  
 
   Tom’s stomach clenched as he watched the guards head towards him and the rest of the men stuck in the sleeping area, a smirk on their faces.  They carried a fire hose over to the water spout outside the cage and hooked it up.  Dragging it behind them, the two guards laughed as they headed for the cage entrance.  
 
   He glared through the wire.  “Bastards.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Syracuse, NY
 
    
 
   After finishing their coffee, Laney and Jake headed for the station.  Jake had argued that they should head out of town.  But Laney couldn’t do it.  Frank had been killed helping her and Marcos was hurt.  She needed to do her part to help get the bastard.  And then she needed to get her uncle.
 
   The station was in an uproar when they arrived.  Rocky latched onto Laney’s arm as soon as she walked in the door and led her to an interrogation room.  Jake was escorted by Mike to a different one.  
 
   As the door closed behind them, Laney turned to Rocky.  “How’s Marcos?”  
 
   “Still in surgery.  They’re not sure he’s going to make it.”
 
   Laney slumped into a chair.  “Do you have any idea how that guy found us?”              
 
   Anger laced Rocky’s words.  “Two more detectives were killed.  About thirty minutes before the attack on the safe house.  We think it’s the same shooter. We’re guessing he got the location from them.”
 
   Oh my God.  Laney wrapped her arms around herself, leaning forward in her chair.  “I’m so sorry, Rocky.”
 
   Rocky knelt down in front of her and waited until Laney met her eyes.  “You listen to me, Delaney McPhearson.  The only person who needs to apologize here is that asshole who attacked you.  You have nothing to apologize for.  You hear me?”
 
   Laney nodded, but she still. 
 
   Rocky squeezed her knee, before pulling up a chair next to her.  “Okay, now I think you know the drill.  Tell me everything that happened, and leave nothing out.”
 
   Laney nodded.  She detailed every event since arriving at the safe house.  When she was done, she felt like she’d run a marathon.  How could a recounting be so exhausting?
 
   “You’re sure it’s the same guy from your house this morning?”  Rocky asked.
 
   “I know it is.”   She put up a hand to stop Rocky from speaking.  “And I know, it’s not possible.  But unless this morning’s attacker had a twin who also got hit by a shotgun in the face, it’s the same guy.”
 
   “Laney, shotgun blasts can't-”
 
   “Heal in that short a time.  I know.  I can’t explain it.  I just know what I saw.  I also saw him take two bullets in the chest without pause.  Can’t explain that, either, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   They lapsed into silence.  Finally, Rocky spoke.  “Look, if anyone asks me about this next piece of the conversation, it never happened.  Got it?”
 
   Laney nodded.
 
   “Okay.  I think you need to leave town.  I don’t know if it’s the same guy who came after you at the safe house.  But someone is definitely after you.  We need to hide you away.”
 
   Laney shook her head.  “No.  If someone goes looking for me and can’t find me, they’ll go after the people I care about - my uncle, Kati, Max, you.”
 
   “Kati and Max are already out of town.  We’ll get them to extend their stay.  And take your uncle with you.” She flexed her bicep.  “And I’d like to see someone come after me.”
 
   “Rocky, I can't …”
 
   Rocky’s expression was fierce.  “Yes.  You can and you will.  You are in danger.  And I’ve got a place for you to go: Chandler Headquarters.  That place is like Fort Knox.” 
 
   “Down in Baltimore?  But how?  I can’t ask Jake to do that.”
 
   “Don’t have to.  While you were having your little chat with Jake, I had one with Jake’s boss, Henry Chandler.  It’s all arranged.  There’s a plane arriving at the airport in about four hours for you guys.  And I called your uncle.  He’s going to say the evening Mass and then go with you.”
 
   Laney gave Rocky an incredulous look.  “Jake can’t possibly agree to that.  The email from Drew can’t have anything to do with his brother.”
 
   “Well, I saw how he watched you.  I think the boy has a bit of a crush.  And you are a bit of a damsel in distress right now.”
 
   Laney rolled her eyes.  “I can honestly say that playing the part of the damsel in distress has never appealed to me.  I much prefer being the knight in shining armor.”
 
   Rocky grinned.  “Well, right now you’re a bit of a hybrid.”  She pulled Laney into a tight hug.  “Just try to avoid needing rescuing any time soon.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.” She pictured Paul’s face contorted with anger.  A tremor ran through her.  “But I don’t think that’s entirely my decision.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER  20
 
    
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
    
 
   Gideon glided through the bustling halls of the U.S. Capitol behind Senator Robert Kensington.  He adjusted his posture to look meek, unimportant.  In these halls, the unimportant were given less attention than the furniture.  
 
   Kensington, however, pulled attention to himself like a moth to a flame.  He greeted the people who passed with a nod or smile.  Tall with a large, open face, he was the perfect personification of the Washington politician: navy tailored suit, hair graying at the temples, a smile for every constituent, blue eyes that could convey sincerity, anger, or righteous indignation at the drop of a hat.  The living embodiment of Machiavelli’s creed: Men in general judge more from appearances than reality.  How foolish.   
 
   Kensington stopped to chat with another senator, an obnoxious woman from Georgia.  Gideon settled himself against a wall to wait.  
 
   He peered up at the Capitol Dome and the Apotheosis of Washington, painted by Constantino Brumidi.  People zipped passed him, but he paid them no heed now.  Adorning the eye of the rotunda, the fresco depicted George Washington rising to heaven.   George Washington was immortalized as if he were a god. 
 
   The fresco always caused a small burn in Gideon’s chest.  A human as a god.  There was no end to their arrogance.
 
   But even Gideon had to admit he could feel the power of the building.   Power that had been wielded by men since the birth of this country. 
 
   Kensington glanced back at him.  With a haughty tilt of his head, he indicated that Gideon should follow.
 
   Gideon imagined smashing him into Washington's face above.  The image tamped down his anger at the man's imperious manner.  He sighed.  It was only a short while longer until this farce would be at an end.  
 
   “Robert.”
 
   Gideon glanced behind him and saw Frederick Santolt, the chairman of Kensington’s party, walking towards them.  Freddy, as he liked to be called, always portrayed a down-home charm that went over well with the media and constituents.  Behind the scenes, however, Freddy was a shark who made all the other politicians look like guppies.  And, Gideon knew, he was the man who held the keys to Kensington’s dream.
 
   Kensington turned on his full watt smile.  “Freddy, how’re you doing?  Great speech on the union measure.”
 
   Freddy grasped his hand in a firm handshake and placed his other hand on Kensington’s bicep, his “I’m your buddy” shake.  Gideon noticed Kensington’s shoulders stiffen in response.  And for good reason.  Freddy only employed the buddy handshake when he was delivering bad news. 
 
   Well, this should be entertaining. Gideon glided closer to the pair.
 
   “I’m glad I ran into you,” Freddy drawled, somehow pulling off a Texas accent even though he had been born and bred in Boston.  “Just got off the phone with a few of our big sponsors.  They’re very excited about the upcoming election.  They think we have a real shot.”
 
   “I’m glad.  I think it’s our turn.”
 
   “Indeed, indeed.”  Freddy replied.  Gideon barely avoided grimacing at the man’s conversational mainstay.  “That’s, in fact, what I wanted to talk to you about.   I know you have aspirations for the higher office.”
 
   “Well, I think we all dream of that job one day.  I just hope I’m worthy.” Kensington provided the expected diplomatic response.  God, these exchanges were tedious.
 
   Freddy beamed and nodded.  “Absolutely.  But we think that next time round, John Michaels is going to be the golden boy.  He’s young, handsome, ambitious.  The media just go nuts over him and he’s made quite a name for himself with his budget proposal.  He’s really our rising star and we need to capitalize on that.”
 
   Kensington’s face and voice gave nothing away.  “John’s an incredible asset for our party.  He’s done some great things.”
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Freddy said again.  “We’re trying to get the whole party behind him and really put up a united front.  Can we count on you?”
 
   Kensington gave Freddy his most sincere look.  “Whatever’s best for the party, you know that.”
 
   Freddy clapped him on the shoulder.  “Knew we could count on you.  Let’s set up a round of golf sometime in the next month.  Have your assistant call mine to arrange it.”
 
   “Will do.” Kensington replied as Freddy turned and headed back down the hall.  
 
   Gideon could feel the anger flowing from Kensington as he watched Freddy leave.
 
   He turned and glared at Gideon.  “Follow me.”
 
   Kensington led him through a series of hallways until they ended up in an empty conference room. 
 
   Gideon closed the door behind them, abandoning all pretense of submissiveness.  “Problem, Robert?”
 
   “Problem?  Did you hear that prick?  Michaels is a boy.  He’s only in his second term as senator.  He hasn’t paid his dues yet.  It’s my turn.”  He whirled around and paced the room.  “You need to pick up the pace at the site.  I need results sooner.  I need something to show them.
 
   “We’re already working the men through the night.  They’ll pass away that much quicker if we pick up the pace.” 
 
   “I don’t give a damn,” he growled.  “Work them all through the night for all I care.  They can always be replaced.  One thing America will never run out of is criminals.  Make it happen, Gideon.”  He stormed out of the room.
 
   Gideon watched him go, his eyes narrowed.  If Kensington didn’t have all the necessary connections, Gideon would crush him like a bug.  But he was right about picking up the pace.  This was taking way too long.  
 
   His phone rang.  Speaking of which…
 
   “Paul.  I take it our little situation is now under control?”  
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   “Not quite?” he echoed, disbelief coating his words.  “Are you telling me she’s still alive?”
 
   “She’s proven quite resourceful.  But I’ll have her by the evening.”
 
   “Well, make it quick.  The longer she’s out there, the greater the risk.”
 
   “I’ll handle it my way.”  Paul’s words were covered in a layer of ice.
 
   Gideon stared at the ceiling and blew out a breath.  Paul’s ego was damaged.  He would need to beat McPhearson in a satisfying way, which meant not quick.  Damn.  
 
   “Where is she right now?”
 
   “At the police station.”
 
   Gideon glanced at his watch.  “She’ll probably be there for a few hours.  Keep her under surveillance.  I have a plane waiting at the airport.  I can be there in two hours.  Don’t move on her until I get there.”
 
   “There’s no need for that, brother.  I can handle her.”
 
   Gideon smiled.  “I have no doubt of that.  I just feel the need for a little fun.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Syracuse, NY
 
    
 
   Night was falling when Jake pulled into the U-shaped parking lot of the St. Hugh of Lincoln church.  The lot had about ten cars in it, with a few more in the bigger parking lot behind the school.  About the normal crowd, Laney told him, for an evening Mass.
 
   They’d spent three and a half hours at the police station: preparing their statements, going through mug books.  But they’d had no luck.  Whoever Paul was, he wasn’t in the system. 
 
   Jake had insisted they head out of town.  But Laney had refused without her uncle. 
 
   Jake smiled, shaking his head as he followed her through the parking lot.  He’d faced down drug runners, terrorists, and war-lords.  And somehow this tiny woman had gotten him to postpone leaving town twice.  Either he was slipping or…  He shook his head, not wanting to follow that thought.  He didn’t have time for that thought.  
 
   They were going to pick up her uncle and then Rocky and her partner were going to escort them to the airport.  He didn’t like the plan.  It would take too much time.  But Laney wouldn’t leave without her uncle. 
 
   He’d considered man handling her into the plane but after reading her history, he was pretty sure he would not come out unscathed.  And he did need her cooperation just in case any of this was related to the file her friend had sent her.  Although for the life of him, he couldn’t see how it was
 
   So here they were, walking into a space he didn’t like, giving Paul more time to catch up with them. 
 
   His eyes constantly checked the shadows for any movement as they headed for the rectory.  He didn’t like this layout.  There was only one exit.  Laney explained the rectory didn’t have a back door.  And while he’d be able to see anyone approaching, anyone would also be easily able to see them leaving.
 
   Laney paused at a break between the walls of the church and the school.  “This is the courtyard.”
 
   He thought the term might be a bit generous.  The three walls enclosing the area consisted of the elementary school on one side, the rectory in the middle, and the church on the right.  And in between, more parking lot.
 
   “What’s with the basketball hoop?”  Jake asked spying it on the opposite side of the courtyard.  
 
   “Uncle Patrick had it erected for the neighborhood kids.”  
 
   Jake caught a glimpse of a smile on her face.  “And what’s with the smile?”
 
   Laney turned, her smile lighting up her face.  Jake caught his breath.  She really was stunning.  
 
   “During the summer, we’d catch fireflies and drink ice tea on the porch.  This place might look unimpressive to some, but to a child, it’s magical.  Some of my best memories happened here.” 
 
   They walked up the steps and Laney fished out her key from her pocket.   Unlocking the door, she flipped on the light switch by the door, heading for the small kitchen.  She set about brewing the tea and setting up some snacks. 
 
   Jake smiled at the ease of her movements.  She obviously felt at home here.  Her shoulders had lost some of their rigidity.  She’d even started humming a little tune under her breath. 
 
   Jake’s head whipped around as he heard a footfall on the porch outside.  His hand went to his holster as the door opened. 
 
   Laney appeared next to him, her hand on his arm.  “It’s okay.  It’s my uncle.” 
 
   A man stood poised in the doorway.  In his mind, Jake had envisioned Patrick Delaney as a frail old priest with a shuffling walk.  The man who strode through the door was anything but.  He was the picture of vitality. 
 
   Jake felt Patrick size him up as he crossed the room.  He restrained the urge to straighten his spine to match the older man’s posture.  Although he was dressed in full priestly black, complete with the white collar, his eyes were that of a different kind of father when they came to rest on Laney.  
 
   Patrick smiled and walked over to her with his arms outstretched.  She walked into them without hesitation. 
 
   A shudder ran through her as his arms closed around her, and then her shoulders dropped with relief.
 
   Jake glanced away from the comfort he saw in that hug, feeling as if he was an intruding. 
 
   “Ah, my dear.  Thank God you're all right.
 
   “It’s okay.  I’m fine,” she said pulling away
 
   Patrick tilted up her chin.  “That bruise on your cheek would suggest otherwise.  And if you were fine, I’m pretty sure we wouldn’t be going into hiding.
 
   “Well, I didn’t say I was perfect.”  She glanced over at Jake and smiled.  “Uncle Patrick, this is Jake Rogan from the Chandler Group.
 
   Patrick turned to shake Jake’s hand.  Jake always thought a handshake said a lot about a man.  Patrick’s firm handshake said he was a straight shooter.  Good
 
   Patrick followed Laney to the kitchen.  “I cleared my schedule with the diocese after I got the call from Rocky.  I have an extended leave of absence.”  He paused.  Jake could hear the concern in his tone.  “Are you sure you're okay?”
 
   She nodded.  “I am.  I’ll be even better once we’re out of here and I know you’re safe.”  
 
   Laney gestured for Jake to take a seat as she grabbed the whistling kettle and poured steaming water into each of the mugs.  She handed them to the two men, before turning to Patrick.  “Is your computer and printer still set up?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s in my bedroom.  Why?”
 
   “I need to borrow it for a minute.  I’ll be right back,” she said before disappearing down the dark hallway.
 
   Jake watched Laney leave and turned to find her uncle staring at him.  He restrained the urge to squirm.  
 
   “So, Mr. Rogan, Laney tells me we are placing our safety in your hands.”
 
   “It’s Jake, and yes.  Chandler HQ has state-of-the-art security.  You’ll be safe there.”
 
   Patrick pierced him with his eyes.  “Jake, that young woman means the world to me.  When my sister died, I promised I’d protect her from the evils of this world.  She hasn’t had it easy growing up without her parents and with me as her guardian.”
 
   Jake interrupted.  “How exactly did that happen?  A Catholic priest getting custody?”
 
   Patrick took a sip of tea.  “Not easily.  Laney’s parents were killed in a car accident.  She was only eight.  Her father’s stepbrother and wife originally agreed to take custody of her.  I was heading up a dig in Africa at the time and I thought a normal life with a mother and a father was what was best for her.”  
 
   He shook his head.    “It wasn't.  They were…” Patrick paused, seeming to search for the right word.  “Unkind.  Laney hadn’t written me in a while and I became concerned.  I made a surprise trip home.  When I arrived, she was at the hospital with a broken arm.  Her uncle was responsible.  There were a rash of old bruises covering her as well.  I petitioned for custody that day.  I told the church they either supported my petition or I would leave them.  I knew I was critical to their archaeological missions, so they threw their weight behind my petition.”
 
   Jake felt anger build at the image in his head: a little girl, with huge green eyes, being used as punching bag.
 
   “We’ve been a family ever since.  So you need to understand, that when I say I won’t let anything happen to her, I mean it.  Do we understand each other?”
 
   Jake looked into the man's clear blue eyes.  He read the determination and love there.  “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her,” he replied, surprised at how strong his own desire to do just that was.
 
   Patrick nodded.  “Laney tells me you’re looking for your brother.”
 
   Jake nodded.  “Yes.  Tom went missing about two days ago.  I think a file Laney received from Drew Masters might help me find him.”
 
   The priest’s face tightened at the mention of Drew, although he was better at hiding his emotions than his niece.  Drew mattered to Patrick as well.  “I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   Patrick cleared his throat.  “Drew was a good man, a good friend. We thought of him as family.  Laney introduced him to me about ten years ago. She’s convinced he didn't take his own life.  I must admit, he never struck me as the suicidal type, though despair can overwhelm a person.  But the alternative, that someone took his life, is no less comforting.”
 
   Jake knew that despair.  After his mother’s death, it had gripped him.  Tom and Mrs. Jeffries had kept him from giving in.  “I have to admit, the timing of his death is suspicious.  There’s a lot swirling around Dr. Priddle, who himself has disappeared.  I think we need to keep all possibilities on the table until we can absolutely rule them out.”
 
   Patrick nodded and then his eyes shifted to a spot behind Jake.  Jake glanced over his shoulder at Laney, who was tucking some sheets of paper into the big pocket at the front of her sweatshirt as she entered the room.  “Just got a text from Rocky.  She and Mike are a minute away.  Time to go.”  She started to pull open the front door.  
 
   Jake bounded from his seat.  “Laney, wait.  Let me check–”
 
   His words were cut off as the door swung open, knocking Laney back.  
 
   Paul stepped into the room. “There you are, Dr. McPhearson.  We never had a chance to finish our conversation.  How does now work for you?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Laney stared at Paul, unable to believe her eyes.  His face was completely healed and he moved without any evidence of his earlier injuries. Every sci-fi movie possibility ran through her mind: cyborg, super-soldier, alien.  What was this guy?
 
   Paul looked around the room, zeroing in on the two men.  “And this must be your uncle.  Family.  That’s good.  In fact, I brought some family myself.”
 
   Laney glanced behind him and saw an attractive blond man with piercing blue eyes, a few inches taller than Paul.  Her heart, which had been racing, now started to gallop at a full sprint.  They’d barely been able to get away from Paul.  If this guy had the same abilities, they were dead.  
 
   “Laney, move,” Jake yelled.
 
   She threw herself away from the door as Jake opened fire.  Disbelief coursed through her as both men leaped out of the way, their speed inhumanly fast.  Paul dove towards Jake, while his companion leaped at her.  She stumbled back.  He reached out and snatched the front of her sweatshirt.
 
   Twisting away from him, she gave herself just enough distance to unleash a vicious sidekick to his midsection.  He grunted.  She shifted and aimed the next kick at his head.  It snapped back with a teeth-clenching jolt.  His grip loosened. 
 
   Her uncle latched onto her arm and yanked her behind him.  He unleashed a series of brutal punches that backed the man into the wall.
 
   She ran into the kitchen, whirling around when she heard her uncle yell.  The man raised her uncle into the air with one hand and threw him across the room. 
 
   He turned and smiled as he stalked towards her.  
 
   Snatching the kettle from the stove, she pulled off the lid.  He grabbed onto her shoulder, spinning her around.  She flung the boiling water into his face.  Screaming, he clutched at his eyes.  Collapsing, his face had already begun to blister.  
 
   Laney sprinted for her uncle, hesitating as she saw Jake locked in combat with Paul.                
 
   Jake caught sight of her.  “Get out of here!”   
 
   Her uncle had just gained his feet when she grabbed onto his arm.  “Come on.  We need to move.”
 
   Before she could reach the door, an arm wrapped around her waist and yanked her back.  She shoved her uncle forward as she flew.  She crashed into Paul’s companion’s chest with a grunt.  It felt like she’d hit steel.  
 
   She glanced up at him.  The sight of his face made her stomach turn:  blisters covered it, some of which were already beginning to ooze.  But, incredibly, some seemed to have begun healing.  
 
   He glared down at her, his grip on her arms painful.  His fingers snaked around her neck and he began to squeeze.  “Good-bye, Professor.”
 
   She reached up and yanked his pinky back to its wrist.  With satisfaction, she felt the snap as it broke.  He howled in pain.
 
   “Laney, get down!”  Rocky yelled. 
 
   She dove for the ground as Rocky and Mike opened fire from outside the doorway.  The man flew back across the kitchen, flipping over the kitchen table for protection.  
 
   “Help Jake,” Laney screamed as she crawled towards the door.  
 
   She glanced up just in time to see Jake kick Paul off of him.  Mike's bullets chased Paul into the hallway.  She couldn't tell if he’d been hit.  She prayed he had, while part of her wondered if it would make any difference.
 
   Laney and Jake reached the doorway at the same time.  Mike shifted out of the way to let them pass, while Rocky kept her weapon trained on the room.
 
   Jake grabbed Laney and Patrick by the arm.  “Time to go.”  
 
   “We’re right behind you,” Rocky said.  
 
   They all sprinted down the steps and Laney noticed parishioners scamper back into the church, out of range.  Some already had their cells to their ears.  Good.
 
   Jake slid his keys into Laney's pocket.  
 
   She glanced at him in alarm.  “What are you doing?” 
 
   “You get the chance, you run.”
 
   Laney, Jake and Patrick ran down the porch steps and towards the parking lot.  Mike and Rocky brought up the rear. 
 
   “No!”  
 
   Laney whirled around at Rocky's scream.  Mike was down, the companion sitting on his chest, waling away at his face.  Before Rocky could get off a shot, Paul tackled her.  Her head thudded sickeningly at the impact.  Paul reached down and yanked her gun from her hand, emptying three bullets into Rocky’s chest before tossing it aside.  
 
   Patrick shook himself loose from Jake.  He ran for Mike, launching himself at the man atop him. 
 
   The man dodged at the last moment.  “Missed me,” he taunted.
 
   “Wasn't going for you,” Patrick replied.  He raised Mike’s gun, which had been thrown in the fight.  He pulled the trigger four times, all four bullets finding their mark in the man’s chest.  The man staggered back into the building, disappearing from sight.
 
   Jake and Laney raced for Rocky.  Jake faked a hook and then charged shoulder first into Paul, wrestling him to the ground. 
 
   Laney dropped to the ground next to Rocky.  “No, no, no.”  
 
   Rocky’s eyes were closed, her breathing shallow.  She had blood pouring from a wound in her arm, and one bullet seemed to have snaked in just under her vest, by her waist.  “You wore your vest.  Thank God.”  
 
   She pulled Rocky's uninjured arm over her shoulder and dragged her towards the parking lot.  
 
   She glanced back in time to see Paul's friend reappear and leap into the fray.  Mike took aim, but missed and the man was on him.  He punched him in the face.  Laney was jarred by how far his head snapped back.  Mike's gun fell and the man reached down for it.  He fired - two in the chest.  Mike’s body shuddered.  
 
   Laney’s heart felt like it stopped.  From the impact, she could tell Mike wasn’t wearing his vest.
 
   Jake flipped Paul over his shoulder, sending him flying, and then with a running jump, tackled his companion to the ground.  Patrick crawled up next to Mike.  He pulled off his jacket and used it to try and stop the bleeding.  
 
   She locked eyes with Paul as she reached Jake’s car.  Her heart hammered at the hate she saw there.  She dropped Rocky to the ground and struggled to open the truck door.
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   Paul appeared as if out of thin air.  He shoved her away from the truck.  She fell over Rocky, who was still sprawled on the ground.  She scrambled to her feet. Paul reached out and pulled her close.  
 
   “You know, you really have been a nuisance.  You were supposed to be a simple kill.  A little professor.  A female, no less.  And now all this.”  He pointed to his wounds.  “I was going to make this easy on you.  But now, I think you need to feel a little pain.”  
 
   His hand whipped out and backhanded her across the cheek.  The blow dropped her to the ground.  Picking her up, he slammed his fist into her stomach.  Doubled over, pain like she’d never felt raced through her.  His next kick flipped her onto her back.  
 
   Straddling her chest, his hands wrapped around her neck.  “Let’s see how many times you can die, shall we?”
 
   Laney punched at him, but she might as well have been hitting him with cotton balls.  He didn't even flinch. 
 
   Spots began to dance across her vision.  A movement underneath the car next to her pulled her attention.  Her eyes flicked over and met Rocky’s.  Somehow, she had crawled under the car and was now lying right next to her.  Rocky pushed a gun towards Laney’s outstretched hand, a sheen of sweat on her face, her movements slow.  
 
   Laney reached for it, trying to figure out where Rocky had gotten it.  Her finger tips stretched almost to the breaking point.  She felt like weeping when they finally wrapped around the hilt of the small .22.  She recognized it.  Rocky’s backup.  
 
   Her finger firmly planted on the trigger, she pulled the gun between her and Paul.  She pulled the trigger.  Paul fell back.  Blood dripped from the wound in the left side of his chest, but he remained straddling her chest.  
 
   Laney gulped in air, almost lightheaded from the infusion of oxygen. “Get.  Off.  Me.”
 
   He sneered at the gun in her hand.  “Haven’t you learned yet?  That won't stop me.”
 
   “Might not kill you, but it’ll hurt you.  I just need hit the right spot.”  Latching on onto his shirt, she pulled herself forward, the gun flush to his chest, right over his heart.  She pulled the trigger.  Paul fell back, but Laney held on. The gun never wavered from its position.  She kept firing until the clip was empty.
 
   A look of disbelief crossed Paul's face as the light in his eyes begin to dim. 
 
   Laney squirmed, trying to pull herself out from underneath.  But her legs remained pinned.  “Get off, get off, get off,” she yelled. 
 
   A yelp escaped her lips as he reached up and grabbed her, his lips pressed to her ear.  She shuddered at the feel of his breath on her skin.  
 
   His voice was weak, but she could hear his last words clearly.
 
   “You won’t stop us.  We’ve waited too long.  Humanity’s time is up.”
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   An ear-piercing scream erupted from Paul’s companion as Paul took his last, rasping breath.  The sound shook Laney to her core.  
 
   Trembling, she tugged open the door of Jake’s car.  She reached down and slid Rocky from underneath the car.  Grabbing her under the arms, she pulled her up.  
 
   “Leave me behind,” Rocky mumbled.
 
   “Not a chance.”  She shoved Rocky into the car, head first.  Pushing her legs in after her, she gave thanks for her friend’s small size.  
 
   As she raced around to the driver’s side, she glanced at her uncle, still keeping pressure on Mike’s wounds.  She hesitated.  She couldn’t leave him behind
 
   “Go,” he yelled.  “Now.”
 
   Jumping into the driver’s seat and starting the engine, she looked over at where Jake was waling away at Paul's companion, using the butt of the gun as his weapon.  With a ferocious growl, the man jabbed Jake in the face, followed by a brutal hit to the chest.  Jake dropped. 
 
   The man whirled in her direction and began to run.  She slammed the car into gear and crushed down on the accelerator.  She sped towards the end of the parking lot, tires squealing.
 
   In the rearview mirror, he raced after her.  She pulled a hard left as she reached the road, knowing her car would be hidden by the wall of the school.  A hundred yards down, she made a U-turn.  Bouncing over the curb and onto the sidewalk, she sped back towards the parking lot.  
 
   She couldn’t have timed it better.  The man sprinted into view just as she reappeared from behind the wall.  The car smashed into him, flinging him into the air.  
 
   Slamming on the brakes, she threw the car into reverse.  She punched down on the accelerator, aiming for him again.  Struggling to his feet, he pulled himself out of the way in the nick of time. 
 
   She braked.  Her eyes narrowed as they met his.  “Fuck you,” she mouthed.  
 
   Jake sprinted from the parking lot, firing at the man non-stop. 
 
   With one last glare at Laney, the man stumbled down the street, clutching his arm to his side.  With a burst of speed, he was gone.
 
   Laney put the car in park and let out a trembling breath.  He left.  He just left.
 
   Jake wrenched open the door.  “Laney?”
 
   She looked at him, fear and terror colliding inside her head.  “I’m okay.  Mike?”
 
   Jake pulled out his cell phone.  He glanced at Rocky and then back at her, shaking his head.  “Your uncle’s keeping pressure on the wounds.” 
 
   She closed her eyes.  Oh God, no.   
 
   Jake walked away as the dispatcher came on the line, telling them they had an officer down.  Sirens sounded in the distance.  
 
   She put the car into drive and turned back into the parking lot, pulling to a stop only ten feet from her uncle.  He was working on Mike, his face a mask of determination.   The pool of blood around Mike shimmered in the parking lots lights. 
 
   Tears gathered in her eyes.  Could anyone survive after losing that much blood?
 
   Next to her, Rocky’s eyes were closed, her right side soaked in blood.  Laney pressed her hand to her neck to feel for a pulse.  
 
   “Still here.”  Rocky’s voice was faint and her eyes remained shut.  “You need to go.  That was the same guy from your house, wasn’t it?”
 
   Laney nodded, but then realized Rocky couldn’t see the motion.  “Yeah.  It was him.”
 
   “And his friend?”
 
   “Don’t know.  Never seen him before.”
 
   A cop car roared into the parking lot.  Two officers leapt out, guns drawn.  
 
   Jake walked toward them, hands raised, explaining the situation.  The two men holstered their weapons.  One ran to Mike, while the other pulled a first aid kit out of the trunk. 
 
   Patrick stepped away as one of the officers took his place.  His arms were covered in blood up to the elbows.  
 
   An ambulance swung into the parking lot.  Jake intercepted it, pointing to Mike, then Rocky.  
 
   Laney opened her door.  “The paramedics will be right here.  I'll be back.”  
 
   She stepped out into the night, pulling her sweatshirt tight around her.  It felt colder than it had only a few minutes ago.  Slowly, she walked towards Paul's body.  Part of her expected him to pop back up like he had every other time.  Why was he staying down this time?
 
   With shaking fingers, she reached down to check for a pulse.  None.  And his face had gone soft in death.  He looked kind, harmless.  Who was he?  Why was he after her?  
 
   Drew’s paper, nestled in the big pocket of her sweatshirt, rustled as she stood.  Was this all because of a simple paper Drew had written?  She glanced around.  Was that really the reason for all this violence?
 
   A chill ran through her as she surveyed the damage.  Mike and Rocky shot.  Paul dead.  And that didn’t include the four officers attacked today, and Drew.  And maybe Jake’s brother and God knew how many other people.  
 
   She glanced over at her uncle, standing next to Rocky, who’d been laid out on a stretcher.  He was holding her hand, offering her comfort.  Somehow, she had brought this horror to those she loved.
 
   She watched Jake, his face set in stone.  Jake had enough going on with trying to find Tom.  None of this craziness could be related to that.  It would be better for him if he just left them behind. 
 
   She shook her head.  But she couldn’t let him do that.  She had to keep her uncle safe.  And Jake and the Chandler Group were her only shot at accomplishing that.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Havre, Montana
 
    
 
   Tom lined up with his tent mates and they quietly filed through the cage door.  Grabbing a stale roll and cup of water, they ate on their way to the enclosure.  Once there, they dropped their cups in a bucket, picked up shovels, and made their way to their dig spot.  
 
   Tom noticed that during the night a number of large objects, about six feet by four, had been unearthed.  Each was still covered in a thick layer of dirt.  He and Seeley were given smaller shovels and a brush.  They were told to carefully remove the dirt from the side of one of the objects.  Other two-man teams were set up with the other objects.
 
   Two hours later, Tom’s back and neck were screaming at him.  But he knew better than to complain.  One of the guys who’d been here a while warned him, that if he got hurt, not to let them see it.  There was no med tent.  If he couldn’t work, his usefulness would be at an end, as well as his life.  So he continued working, ignoring the pain, unveiling the side of the monolith in front of him.  
 
   Almost put in a trance by the mind-numbing task, he was surprised when he saw rock peaking through.  He’d reached the edge.  And there seemed to be something carved into it.  
 
   Intrigued, in spite of his pain, Tom worked faster and shortly uncovered a full carving about twelve inches long.  It was some sort of figure – a man-eagle hybrid.  
 
   Tom sat back, dumbfounded.  It looked like some sort of Egyptian hieroglyph.  He’d seen them once in a book he’d borrowed from the prison library.  
 
   Confused, Tom looked around the enclosure at all the other dig sites.  He could make out a bunch of other rock towers sticking out of them as well. There were dozens of the things.  
 
   Although Tom hadn’t traveled much in his life, he knew that this sure as hell wasn’t Egypt.  He supposed they could be in Canada.  But he didn’t think so.  For some reason, he thought they were still in the States.  All the guards were American, all the cars.  
 
   Tom took a quick glance at a monolith directly behind him.  It depicted humans farming and some flying in some sort of hot air balloon.  
 
   These things had been buried here for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.  A chill ran through him.  But what were they doing here and who had buried them?  And why the hell were a bunch of ex-cons digging them out? 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Baltimore, Maryland
 
    
 
   Her hands in front of her, Laney backed away.  “No.  You can’t be here.  You’re dead.  I saw you.  You’re dead.”
 
   The light from the bright morning sun acted as a spotlight, highlighting Paul as he moved across the floor towards her.  A trail of blood followed him, his chest wounds oozing.  
 
   He let out a laugh that sent shivers of fear racing through her system.  “Dead? I told you.  You can't kill me.”
 
   She sprinted from the room and up the stairs.  Rounding the banister, she ran to the only door on the floor, Drew’s door.  She threw herself at it.  It swung open and she managed to catch herself before she hit the floor. 
 
   Stumbling, she vaulted forward and got caught in a pair of legs.  With a scream, she leapt away from the dangling form.  
 
   “Drew,” she cried. 
 
   His eyes stared down at her, pinning her in place.  His arms reached out for her.  She turned and ran.  But now the door was shut.  Fumbling with the handle, the desperate urge to escape clawed at her.  
 
   Two cold, grey arms pulled her into an embrace from behind. 
 
   Tears streamed down her cheeks.  “No, no.”
 
   She looked at the being that held her.  Its grey skin had already begun to sag and its eyes had turned a milky white.  A horrific caricature of the man she knew.  
 
   It leaned down.  From its dry, cracked lips, rasped two single words.  “Avenge me.”
 
   Laney jolted awake, her breath coming in gasps, her heart trying to pound its way out her chest.  She clutched the blankets to her chest and looked wildly around the room. Her terror increased.   Where the hell was she?
 
   She swallowed and breathed out as her memories returned.  Right.  They were in Baltimore. 
 
   They’d flown in last night.  She’d passed out almost as soon as she’d buckled herself in on the Chandler private jet.  She vaguely recalled waking as the plane landed and stumbling to a waiting SUV.  She’d fallen asleep again in the car and couldn’t remember waking after that.  
 
   The blanket was still clutched in a death grip to her chest.  She forced herself to relax her hands, and smooth out the blankets.  Images of Drew and Paul, Rocky and Mike, clashed in her head, dredging up a mixture of sadness and fear.  
 
   “You will not cry,” she ordered herself, feeling the familiar tightening of her chest.
 
   She inspected the room, looking for something, anything, to take her attention from her thoughts.  White plantation furniture highlighted the pale yellow of the walls and pristine white of the moldings.  Splashes of color came in the shape of bright blue accents.  The morning light shone through a set of French doors opposite the bed that led to a little patio, overlooking a garden in full bloom.  And a giant bouquet of hydrangeas, freesia, and tulips in a crystal vase brought some of that garden inside. 
 
   She smiled.   Nothing bad should be allowed in a room like this.
 
   She inhaled, the peaceful surroundings chasing away the last aftertastes of fear.  But an ache in her ribs reminded her of the last twenty-four hours.  She stretched her arms above her head.  Wincing, she held back a cry of pain.  It felt like she’d been hit by a truck.  
 
   “Or attacked by a superhuman,” she mumbled.   She needed a shower and then she could face the world.  
 
   Stifling a groan, she threw off the blankets.  But please, God, let today be less exciting.
 
   Thirty minutes later, she felt better.  It was amazing what a really hot shower and fresh clothes could do for a person.  She’d found new clothes, all in her size, waiting for her in the attached bath.  She chose jeans, soft brown leather boots, and a pale lilac sweater.  
 
   She fingered the cashmere with a smile.  Someone had good taste. She wasn’t sure who had placed them in her room, but she was thankful.  Her old clothes were only fit for the garbage pail at this point. 
 
   After drying her hair, she sprayed on some perfume she’d found in the bathroom.  Lavender.  Feeling more like herself, she headed for the stairs.  
 
   The soothing neutral tones and white trim of the bedroom continued throughout the small cottage.  She rounded the stairs into a living room with overstuffed white furniture that invited her to sit down and relax.  With difficulty, she ignored the invitation, following the smell of coffee to the kitchen.  
 
   Her uncle sat at a round wooden table in the little nook, just off the open kitchen.  He’d changed as well, wearing a charcoal grey sweater and dark jeans.  He didn’t look up as she approached, his attention completely focused on the papers in front of him.  Eggs lay untouched to his side. 
 
   “Uncle Patrick?”
 
   With a start, he looked up, his face pale and tired.  “Hey, honey.  Sorry.  I didn’t hear you.”
 
   She gestured at the papers in front of him.  “I can tell.  Is that Drew’s paper?”
 
   “Yes.  It fell out of your sweatshirt on the plane last night and I picked it up.”
 
   Grabbing a mug from the kitchen counter, she filled it with coffee.  Warmth flowed through her with the first sip and she closed her eyes, embracing it.  Oh, yes, she needed that.
 
   She sat down across from him.  “Did you sleep at all?”
 
   He gave her a wan smile.  “Not much, I’m afraid.  After yesterday’s excitement and this,” he gestured at the papers, “my head was swimming.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t have that problem.  I don’t remember much after we got to the plane.”
 
   “I’m not surprised.  After all you went through, you practically shut down.  You needed the rest.”
 
   She nodded.  Yesterday’s events seemed unreal, like a movie.  “I still can’t believe everything that happened.  It just doesn't seem possible.”
 
   “Violence can have that effect.”
 
   She reached over and squeezed his hand.  “I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into all of this.”
 
   He covered her hand with his. “You’re in it, I’m in it.  You know that.”
 
   She felt a catch in her throat.  He had always been there for her.  Every school play, soccer game, martial arts tournament.  He’d been there for every single one.  And she knew he’d be there whenever she needed him.  Tragedy might have made them a family, but it had made them a damn strong one.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He squeezed her hand.  “I called Rocky earlier this morning.  She’s fine, some stitches, some blood.  Mike got out of surgery all right as well.  It was touch and go, but he pulled through.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “She said they were rushing Paul’s autopsy.  She told the M.E. about Paul’s skills.  Dr. Nichols had some theories, but she didn’t want to say anything until she’d run some tests.  Hopefully they’ll be back sometime today.”              
 
   He handed her a cell phone.  “Jake gave that to me last night for you. I gave Rocky the number.  She’ll call you when she has something.”
 
   Nodding, she pocketed the cell phone and then looked past her uncle into the garden.  “I still can’t wrap my head around what I saw.  How could those guys get shot, stabbed, hit by a car, and keep going?  What are they?”  She glanced back at him.  “My money’s on a secret military cyborg program.”
 
   Patrick let out a chuckle.  “I think you’ve been watching too many movies.”
 
   “Really?  Have you got any better ideas?”
 
   Patrick was silent.   
 
   Laney looked at him closely.  “You do, don’t you?”
 
   He put up his hands.  “I don’t know if it’s an idea or just a crazy thought.  I think I’ll wait for some more information.”
 
   “Uncle Patrick…”
 
   He held up Drew’s paper.  “I can, however, offer my opinion on Drew’s paper.”
 
   “You’re just trying to distract me,” she grumbled.
 
   “Yes, I am,” he agreed with a smile.  “It’s actually impressive work. He talks about Gobekli Tepe, which, of course, is fascinating in its own right.  But it’s his claims about what the sister site may hold that are the most intriguing and terrifying.”
 
   “A sister site?  Are you kidding?  Where?”  She pictured the ancient Turkish site: all those tall obelisks arranged in circles dating from before the dawn of civilization.  Gobekli Tepe was an incredible find.  But a second?  That was beyond incredible.
 
   “He doesn't say, but he makes a good argument for its existence.”
 
   “That’s amazing.  Drew is going to have a blast…“A pit formed in her stomach.  “I mean, he would have had a blast excavating it.”
 
   “That was my first thought, too.  It’s what Drew dreamed of when he became an archaeologist.  It’s what all archaeologists dream of.  But I’m afraid this sister site may have more than a strong archaeological impact.  If Drew was right, it could uncover a weapon I fear mankind may not be ready for.
 
   “A weapon?  I don’t understand.  What do you mean?”
 
   Patrick’s face was somber, his eyes deadly serious.  “Drew writes of Atlantis.  He argues that we’ve seen glimpses of it, but acknowledges that very little evidence has been found.  He even speaks of their final devastation that all but wiped them from the face of the earth.”
 
   Laney nodded, thinking of Plato’s description of Atlantis, as well as the accounts of Pliny, Plutarch, and Strabo.  “Right, they were said to have been destroyed in one day by the rising of the sea.  Most people argue that refers to perhaps some form of tsunami or great flood.”
 
   “Drew mentions that as well.  But rather than being a natural phenomena, he argues that the destruction was brought about by a weapon.”
 
   “Where did he get that?”
 
   “From Edgar Cayce’s readings.  According to Cayce, a stone was used as the energy source for Atlantis.  It was later changed into a weapon and resulted in the destruction of Atlantis.”
 
   Laney looked at her uncle.  “You're not believing this, though, are you?  There's no proof.”  
 
   Patrick smiled.  “Actually, that’s the part that surprised me.  He offers proof.”  
 
   “You're kidding.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of megafauna?”
 
   Laney shook her head.
 
   “Megafauna, or mega-mammals, are extinct now.  Technically, a megafauna is any animal over a hundred pounds that is not domesticated.  Generally, though, it is used to refer to large-scale mammals.  According to the fossil record, unusual megafauna existed around the time of the last ice age.  They included animals such as the short-faced bear and the giant sloth, which was about the size of a Volkswagen bus.  Even more interesting is that they actually all seemed to disappear from the fossil record at about the same time: 50,000 years ago.”
 
   “But I thought Atlantis was destroyed in 10,000 BC.” 
 
   “That was the final destruction.  Drew was talking about the second destruction.” 
 
   “The second?
 
   Patrick’s eyes twinkled, and Laney knew he was enjoying this part.  Archaeological mysteries always intrigued him.
 
   “Yes.  Remember, Atlantis was actually an archipelago, not a single unitary land mass.  According to Cayce, Atlantis underwent three destructions, each one shrinking the size of the civilization until the last one destroyed it.  For the second destruction, Cayce mentioned that a weapon was used to address, as he puts it, ‘the problem of the large animals.’  But there was a miscalculation.  The weapon ended up setting off a cataclysmic event.  Drew argues that a similar, intentional event happened for the last destruction.”
 
   Laney was stunned.  She recalled reading once about the mass extinction of animals.   Large groups of animals had been washed into caves, creating huge fossil beds.  No one could explain why all the animals had died at the same time.  “But what does any of this have to do with a sister site?”
 
   “According to Drew, the weapon will be found at the sister site.”
 
   Laney was staggered by the implications.  “Are we actually talking about an ancient weapon of mass destruction?
 
   Patrick nodded.  “Yes.
 
   “But, but…that’s impossible.
 
   “You mean, as impossible as men who can be shot, stabbed, and then heal almost immediately?” 
 
   He had a point.  And the fact was, Drew was never one to go for the extreme explanation.  If he heard hoof beats, it was always a horse, never a zebra.  So if Drew had thought this was possible, he must have seen some incredibly convincing proof. 
 
   She took a deep breath and shoved aside her disbelief.  “Okay.  So, I get this paper from Drew, Drew dies, and someone comes after me.  I’m going to take a leap here and say these guys are after this weapon.  Or, at least, trying to keep anyone else from finding it.”
 
   Patrick shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  It all makes a warped sort of sense.  If, of course, Drew was right.
 
   Laney looked past her uncle, trying to imagine the unimaginable.  If Drew was right, there was an ancient weapon of mass destruction out there.  And they couldn’t let Paul’s companion get it.  Whatever reason he had for wanting it, she didn’t think it was for the benefit of mankind. 
 
   Finding out what happened to Drew now had more critical ramifications.  They needed to know more about his research.  They needed to find this weapon.  And they needed to do it fast. Because if they didn’t…
 
   A chill ran through her as Paul's final words came back to her.   “Humanity’s time is up.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   An hour later, Laney and Patrick walked out of the guesthouse into the bright morning sun.  Last night, she’d been in no state to take in their surroundings.  Today, as she stepped out onto the front porch, she realized their guest cottage was nestled in a row of similar cottages on what looked like a residential street.  “This is beautiful.” 
 
   Patrick smiled.  “You missed all this last night.  The Chandler estate dates back to the 1800s.”  He gestured down the street.  “These used to be sharecropper homes.  They were renovated when Henry Chandler took over.  Now, they’re a mix of guest houses and offices.  They call it Sharecroppers Lane.”
 
   She was enchanted.  All the small cottages had porches with overflowing flower boxes. Many of them had stone face.  It looked like something out of a fairy tale. 
 
   A golf cart rolled down the street towards them.  Solar panels covered its roof, explaining its silent approach.  It came to a stop in front of them, with Jake at the wheel.  “How’d you sleep?”
 
   Laney climbed in behind him, allowing Patrick the other front seat.  “Like a log.”
 
   “I’m not surprised.  You were dead to the world when I carried you to your room last night.”
 
   Laney felt her face grow hot.  “You carried me?”
 
   Jake grinned.  “We’re a full-service enterprise, here at Chandler.”
 
   “Great,” she mumbled.  
 
   A few minutes later, her embarrassment was a distant memory as she looked on with amazement at the grounds.   Nestled into the rolling hills of the Maryland countryside, the headquarters sat on five hundred acres. 
 
   “Henry appreciates privacy and history,” Jake explained.  “He wanted his headquarters to reflect that.  So, instead of situating his headquarters in the middle of a city, he renovated the family estate into his work center.”
 
   Henry Chandler’s “appreciation” for privacy was a well-known fact. He’d never been photographed by the press.  Only seen from a distance.  His client list, believed to be a who’s who of world leaders, was a closely guarded secret.  And his projects were equally hush-hush.  Word got out occasionally, though, and helped build a reputation for cutting-edge thinking and innovation. 
 
   Jake pointed to the eight-foot iron fence that surrounded the property.  “While Henry might appreciate the past, there’s nothing outdated about his security measures.  That fence not only has video cameras, but pressure sensors that record even the slightest amount of applied force.  If a sensor is triggered, a security unit is immediately dispatched.
 
   Laney was struck by the familiarity of the design.  “Just like the fence separating the West Bank and Israel.” 
 
   “Actually, this fence was the prototype for that fence, although we’ve kept that information under wraps.
 
   “You’re kidding,” Laney said.  She’d been to the Israeli fence.  It was quite an undertaking.  It had also been quite effective at reducing the number of suicide bombers traveling from the disputed lands into Israel.  She’d never, however, read anything about the Chandler Group’s involvement. 
 
   “You’ll find the Chandler Group has their fingers in a lot of pies.  We just tend to keep that quiet.
 
   “What about the security personnel?” Patrick asked, glancing at the security outpost by the front gate
 
   “We have twenty full-time individuals in the security force.  All former military.   They continually monitor both the buildings and grounds.”
 
   Giving her uncle’s shoulder a squeeze, Laney said, “Well, as far as safety goes, I don’t think we could do any better.”
 
   Patrick looked over his shoulder at her.  “I have to agree.”  He smiled, but Laney could read the concern in his eyes.  
 
   “We’ll be okay, Uncle Patrick.”
 
   He reached back and patted her hand, but didn’t reply.  
 
   Laney watched him for a moment, struggling to come up with something to say that would reduce his fears.  She was at loss.  How could you convince someone they were safe when a man with incredible fighting and healing skills might still be after them?  Answer: You couldn’t. 
 
   Shoving her concerns aside, she focused on the scenery.  It was a surprisingly easy task.  
 
   “This place is something out of storybook,” she said, as they turned onto the tree-lined main drive and drove for another half mile. 
 
   The cart finally came to a halt at a large circular drive in front of the main house.  A giant fountain of marble and gold adorned the center of the drive.  
 
   Stepping out, the full view of the main house left her awestruck yet again.  It had been modeled after Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello estate, but built on a much larger scale.  The brick mansion towered three stories high, with pillars supporting the rounded roof.  The windows were adorned with heavy black shutters. 
 
   Laney stopped counting the windows when she reached twenty.   She glanced at her uncle as he walked up the marble steps next to her.  “Cozy, huh?”
 
   He grinned back at her.  “Yup.  Just a cozy little country cottage.” 
 
   Relief flowed through her at the sight of his smile.  She stepped into the house feeling lighter.  And it was like she was stepping back in time.  A giant crystal chandelier hung in the front entryway.  It highlighted the three-story circular staircase and the polished black and white marble tiles.  The white wainscoting and crown molding of the entryway stood in stark contrast to the deep hunter green of the walls.
 
   The home had, of course, all the modern conveniences.  They were all cleverly hidden, though, so as not to distract from the historical beauty.  Light switches were found on the underside of chair rails, and outlets and heating ducts were similarly hidden within the architecture of the walls.  An elevator had even been built into the wall and covered with paneling.  It was accessed through a switch plate also hidden.  
 
   Laney gaped as she turned a full circle in the entry hall.
 
   “Pretty nice, huh?”  Jake asked, a smile playing across his lips.  
 
   “Nice?  My little vegetable garden is nice.  This place is…”
 
   “Phenomenal?” her uncle offered.
 
   She grinned.  “That'll work.”
 
   Jake led them up the stairs.  He’d offered the elevator, but Laney wanted to see more of the place.  After checking out the second floor, they arrived at Henry’s office.  It took up a full third of the top floor. 
 
   Jake led them through the two large oak doors.  Built-in bookcases dominated the room, covering every inch of three walls.  A quick perusal offered a glimpse of first-edition literary masterpieces – James Joyce, Mark Twain, and Ernest Hemingway – as well as tomes on a range of international issues.  The back wall, however, was entirely made of glass, offering a spectacular view of the rolling hills of the estate.  
 
   Situated directly in front of the windows was the biggest desk Laney had ever seen.  Made of handcrafted mahogany, it was L-shaped.  On closer inspection, she noticed cherubs painstakingly crafted into the trim.  There were also three sleek leather chairs positioned in front of it.               
 
   The other side of the room had a large conference table, capable of seating twelve.   
 
   “Just like my office at the University,” she said.
 
   Patrick stared out the windows at the lush back lawn.  “I can’t believe this is actually a place of business.”
 
   “Henry believes that a good environment means a productive environment,” Jake replied.
 
   “Well, then this must be the most productive place on the planet,” Laney said.
 
   “I like to think so,” said a voice behind her.
 
   “Hey, Henry,” Jake said.
 
   Laney turned to see the elusive Henry Chandler, the man Forbes magazine had dubbed the most analytical thinker of his generation.  He walked toward her and she gaped yet again.  Casually dressed in a light blue oxford and jeans, she noted his unusual eyes.  They were a rich violet, an arresting combination with his pitch black hair. 
 
   She was sure, however, that his unusual eyes were not what grabbed most people’s attention when they first met him.  Henry was easily over seven feet tall, and his head and hands were disproportionately large for his body.  She immediately diagnosed him as suffering from some form of gigantism.  With all the media coverage on the Chandler Group, why hadn’t she ever read reports on this?  
 
   Realizing her rudeness, she snapped her mouth shut and extended her hand.  “Dr. Chandler, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Henry gently dwarfed her hand in both of his.  Obviously, he was accustomed to the impact his size had on people.  “The pleasure is all mine, Dr. McPhearson.  And please, call me Henry.  I’m glad to see you’re all right after your adventures.”
 
   “It’s been a rough twenty-four hours.  Thank you for letting us stay here.”  She glanced over her shoulder at her uncle, who had walked up behind them.  “This is my uncle, Father Patrick Delaney.”
 
   Henry extended his hand.  “Father, I’m glad you could join us.  Your archaeological expertise may be invaluable in the next few days.”
 
   Patrick smiled as he shook Henry’s hand.  “I’m not sure how all of our intrigue is going to be of help to you.  I think we may just be distracting you from more realistic leads in finding Jake’s brother.”
 
   “Well, we have a strong belief the two are related.”  Henry gestured behind him to a young boy, who looked no more than ten.  He reminded Laney of Elliot from E.T., with his dark hair, big eyes, and freckles.   Her focus on Henry, she hadn’t even realized he was there.
 
   “This is Danny Wartowski, our top analyst,” Henry said.
 
   Laney couldn’t hide her surprise.  “Wartowski?  Not the Daniel Wartowski who was up for a Nobel Prize in physics last year?”  
 
   Henry’s smile seemed to reach from one end of his face to the other.  “That’s our Danny.”
 
   “Impressive.” Laney smiled at the young man.  She’d read about him, but meeting the thirteen-year-old prodigy was something else.  He was just so young-looking, it was hard to reconcile the child-like image with the incredibly mature brain.
 
   Danny glanced up, his hazel eyes meeting Laney's for only a second before they resumed their inspection of the carpet.  “Not really.  It’s just physics.”
 
   Laney wanted to hug him.   His introversion had been mentioned in the articles she’d read, but it was painful to witness.  He seemed as if he was waiting for a blow, his shoulders hunched up around his ears.  She’d never read anything on his early history, just his lightning-quick mind.  But it was obvious his childhood had not been an easy one.  The aftereffects were stamped all over his small frame.  
 
   Henry led everyone over to the conference table on the right hand side of the room.  “Let’s get started, shall we?”
 
   Henry took his position at the head of the table and everyone arranged themselves around one end.  Danny took his seat next to him, placing his own laptop on the table. 
 
   As Laney pulled out a chair, she realized that monitors had been built into the table.  A wireless keyboard was on a shelf just under it.
 
   Henry hit a button and a large projection screen descended from the ceiling.  “Okay.  So here’s what we know:  Tom went missing five days ago, which lines up with when other parolees have gone missing in New York state.  Their disappearances coincide with regular cargo flights underwritten by a political action group.”
 
   Laney looked at the slides that Henry displayed on the screen.  Parolees had been disappearing from New York State for almost a year, at the beginning of each month.  It looked like on average they were losing anywhere between twenty and thirty every month.  Tom had disappeared in that same time period.  Obviously, something was happening to them.  But this couldn’t be related to Drew and the attacks on her.  What were they doing here?
 
   Patrick interrupted, as if reading her thoughts.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how any of this is connected to the attacks on Laney or Drew’s death.”
 
   Henry nodded.  “I didn’t notice it, either.  Danny’s the one who made the connection.”
 
   All eyes turned to Danny.  Laney was amazed at the transformation in the boy.  He looked confident, in charge, and years older.  Apparently, his shyness only applied to social settings, not to his professional life.
 
   “I linked regular cargo plane runs by a group called Americans for Progress with the same time period.” 
 
   Laney started at the name.  “Americans for Progress?  They’re the political group?” 
 
   Danny nodded.  “You know them?”
 
   “I asked Drew once about the funding for his research.  He mentioned them.  I remember thinking at the time that it was an odd project for them to be interested in.”
 
   “Well, Dr. Priddle disappeared shortly after Dr. Drew Masters’…”  Danny stumbled over the name. He looked at Laney and Patrick, his face apologetic.  
 
   Laney gave him a small smile.  “It’s okay, Danny.  Go ahead.”
 
   He nodded.  “Dr. Priddle disappeared after Dr. Masters was found.  And then Laney was attacked a short time after she received an email from Dr. Masters.  An email that someone attempted to rescind after Dr. Masters had died.  The likelihood that these events are unrelated is less than two percent.”
 
   Laney sat back, stunned.  Priddle was missing?  And the group funding Drew's research was connected to the missing cons?  What the hell was going on?  
 
   “So,” Jake said, “now we need to somehow link an archaeologist's research with a bunch of missing ex-cons.  Pretty sure they're not hiring them for their research backgrounds.”
 
   Laney looked up sharply, warning bells going off in her head.  A dark thought was forming in the back of her mind, but she really hoped she was wrong.  “Henry, do you have any background on the missing men?”
 
   Henry hit a couple of buttons on his keyboard.  “Yes.  One of my analysts put it together.  I just sent it to your monitor.”
 
   Laney glanced at the spreadsheet in front of her.  Pulling out the wireless keyboard, she quickly flipped through the list of available statistical programs on the computer. 
 
   “There you are,” she mumbled, finding the latest version of Stata.  Importing the data into the statistical program, she stared at the list of variables.  Running some collinearity diagnostics, she nodded.  “Okay. All good.”  
 
   Creating a negative binomial regression model, she ran it and watched in disbelief as the results appeared in front of her.  She looked around the table.  “I think I might have found the link.”  
 
   She exported her results to each of the monitors.
 
   After looking at the monitor, Jake glanced at Laney, his eyebrow raised.  “Laney, did I mention the ‘not going to college’ part of my background?”
 
   Patrick shook his head.  “I went to college and I still don't know what this says.  What exactly are we looking at?”
 
   “Right, right.” Laney said.  She’d forgotten that not everybody spent their down time looking at statistical outputs.  “Sorry.  Basically, I ran a model to check on the health of the missing men.  Prisoners are known for having a slew of medical conditions due to risky lifestyle, substandard health care, and a whole host of other reasons.  The missing men, however, are in the top tier, physically speaking.  None of them have any ongoing medical issues.  They all have clean bills of health.  Hold on a sec.”
 
   Her eyes zipped through the variable list.  Re-working the model, she added a few more variables.  She looked up when the model had run.  “And none of them have any family listed.  On paper, it looks like they’re alone in the world.’ 
 
   She looked at Jake and saw his jaw tighten.  He wouldn’t show up in any of Tom’s paperwork, either.
 
   Henry drummed his fingers on the table top.  “Okay.  We have a group of physically fit inmates with no family ties.  Why would anyone target this particular group?
 
   “That's just it,” Laney replied, the dark thought now supported by the data in front of her.  “You said we need to link the missing men and the research.  My uncle mentioned this morning that Drew’s paper is on a sister site to Gobekli Tepe.”
 
   At Jake’s raised eyebrow, she quickly explained about the Turkish site that predated the Fertile Crescent and consisted of multiple concentric circles of ruins.
 
   Continuing her original argument, she said, “My uncle’s never heard of a sister site to Gobekli Tepe.  And that kind of site would make a huge impact in archaeological circles as well as being splashed across all media outlets.  So I think it’s safe to say no one in archaeology is aware of the discovery.  But if there is a sister site and for some reason someone was keeping it quiet, they'd need men to dig.  They'd need…”
 
   Patrick finished the thought for her, his eyes wide.  “Slaves.”
 
   She nodded, her eyes searching Jake's face for a reaction.  Whatever he thought had happened to his brother, she was pretty sure he hadn’t thought of this possibility.
 
   Jake shook his head.  “Slave labor?  But why take them only from New York?”
 
   “They probably have an in with the parole department that gives them the location of potential targets.”  Another thought hit her.  “Which also probably means that the site is in the U.S.”  
 
   “Is that even possible?”  Jake asked. “On this scale?  I mean, we’re talking hundreds of men in one place.  How could you hide that kind of operation?”
 
   “Actually, it’s probably not as many as you think.” Laney paused, looking at Jake.  She didn’t want to hurt him, but she knew she had to finish the thought.  
 
   “The monsters who view others as property tend not to take very good care of their ‘property.’  They see the people under their control as expendable.  You said this whole process started over eleven months ago.  If we’re right, I think a large percentage of these men may already be dead.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER  27
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   Tom woke up with his teeth chattering.  He forced his arms to move, the blood feeling almost sluggish in his veins.
 
   Sitting up, he shook his legs, which were tingling from the cold. Damn, it must be near freezing.  He could see his breath as he exhaled.  He swung his arms around himself, trying to generate some heat.  
 
   Seeley sat up next to him. “It’s fucking cold, man.”              
 
   He looked horrible.  Seeley’s lips were blue and there were dark circles under his eyes.  His normally warm complexion would now rival a vampire’s. 
 
   Tom was pretty sure he didn’t look any better.  He pulled the bedroll from the ground around his shoulders, trying to stave off some of the cold.  “No kidding, man.  Don’t think I can do many more nights like that.”
 
   Seeley nodded and stood up, shifting from one foot to the other.  “They can’t throw us a damn blanket?  How the hell we supposed to dig for them all day, when we’re freezing all night?”
 
   Tom watched the farm truck pull up and drop off a new batch of recruits. “Don’t think they care, man.  We’re not exactly irreplaceable.”
 
   “No shit.  Do you think last night was a fluke or is it gonna be like this from now on?”
 
   “Don’t know, man.  I mean, it’s October.  Gets pretty cold at night back home around now, too.”
 
   Seeley nodded and shifted to jogging in place.  He stumbled over one of the other men who’d been sleeping next to him.  “Shit, man. Sorry.”  He scrambled back to his feet. 
 
   The man didn’t respond.  
 
   “Buddy, you okay?” Seeley asked.
 
   Tom looked over at the still form.  No little puffs of cold air appeared around the man’s nose or mouth.  Tom leaned down and pulled the man onto his back.  The man’s arm flung out with the movement, hitting Tom in the leg.  He focused on the man’s chest.  It wasn’t moving.
 
   Tom stood up and shook his head at Seeley.  
 
   “Damn.” Seeley looked over at the enclosure.  “What do you think’s gonna happen when the ground gets too cold?  We’re not gonna be able to dig.”
 
   Tom looked at Seeley, and then to the entrance when he heard a gunshot.  The initiation demonstration was in full swing.  Tom watched two men pick up a body and lumber over to the body pit.  As they tossed the body over the edge, one of the men fell to his knees and puked.  A guard kicked him in the back.  
 
   Tom looked back at Seeley and shook his head. “When the ground’s too hard, we’re of no more use.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   Laney placed Drew’s paper onto the wrought-iron table.  She’d taken refuge on the expansive, back veranda on the Chandler estate after the meeting had broken up.  
 
   Needing to sort through everything, she’d picked up a copy of Drew’s paper to finally read it.  She’d had the paper for almost forty-eight hours and she still hadn’t had time to sit down and really go through it.  If she was going to find answers, she knew that’s where she needed to start.
 
   Now that she had read it, though, she wasn’t sure she was any closer to finding those answers.  She stared out at a family of deer munching away on the grass a hundred yards away while her mind tried to pull together the logic of Drew's argument.  Her uncle was right, Drew did seem to argue that there was an ancient weapon of mass destruction buried at a sister site to Gobekli Tepe.  
 
   Her uncle had said that Drew had attributed that information to Cayce.  That, however, was only partly true.  He had also attributed it to the Book of Enoch.  Drew mentioned that the Book of Enoch also referred to an ancient weapon.  But that was all he said.  He didn’t elaborate.  
 
   Laney had only a passing familiarity with the book.  She knew it was popular at one point within the early Christian church.  She certainly didn’t remember any mention of an incredible weapon.  She was most familiar with the last part of the book, which depicted Enoch’s visit to heaven.  Toward the book’s beginning, he spoke about Watchers or, as they are better known, fallen angels.  But try as she might, she couldn’t recall anything about a particular weapon that fit Drew’s description.  
 
   She looked up at the windows that made up one side of Henry’s office.  Henry and her uncle were manning the phones, calling in every marker, favor, possible source, to see if they could track down any information about the sister site.  Danny was scouring the internet for information as well.  Jake was getting in touch with his military contacts.  
 
   She felt useless.  A criminologist could tell you why people did horrible things, not where they were doing them.  And she wasn’t really making any headway with Drew’s paper.  All she had were more questions.
 
   If she had spoken with him before, maybe… Grief welled up inside her.  She blinked back the tears.  How could he be gone?
 
   Looking to distract herself, she focused on the family of deer again.  Four of them stood eating grass, occasionally glancing around before returning to their meal.  A rabbit skittered across the ground not far from them and birds called to each other from the trees.  She smiled at the innocence of the scene.  
 
   All that was missing was for the woodland creatures to join hands in a sing-along, and then the movie scene moment would be complete.  I’ll have to get Max out here.  He’ll love it.  
 
   Her smile faded.  The baseball-sized hole that had taken up residence in her chest reminded her that wouldn't be happening.  She couldn't go near Max, or Kati, right now without endangering them.  
 
   Dropping her head into her hands, she thought of Drew, his smile and excitement whenever he spoke of his work.  Unbidden, the image from her dream returned, followed by what she imagined Tom was probably going through.  It was all just so evil.  
 
   Unburdened, the family of deer continued to munch away.  What a simple life.  No gun battles, kidnappings, murders.  Just meandering through green fields all day.                
 
   “Can I join you?”
 
   She glanced up, surprised to see Jake behind her.  “I didn’t hear you come up.”
 
   “It’s my military training.  It teaches us how to sneak up on pretty girls.”
 
   She grinned.  “What an incredibly useful expenditure of taxpayer money.”  Although her tone was light, his words gave her a thrill.  
 
   She pointed at the family of deer in the distance.  “I was just thinking about how idyllic their life must be.”
 
   Sitting in the chair next to her, he said, “Maybe for those guys.  But most deer spend their time avoiding hunters, desperately foraging for food, and trying to keep from freezing in the winter.”
 
   She looked at him for a long moment.  When she spoke, her tone was dry.  “You know, you’re really ruining my Disney moment here.”
 
   He let out a chuckle.  “Sorry.  I’m sure Bambi and his friends are living the high life.”
 
   She smiled.  They sat in companionable silence for a few moments, enjoying the peace. 
 
   “Any luck upstairs?” she asked.
 
   Jake sighed.  “No.  If there’s a dig site, no one seems to have heard anything.  The other three are still looking for some leads, but I’m not hopeful.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find something soon.”
 
   “Maybe.”  The sound of Laney’s cell phone interrupted her reply.  She glanced down at the caller ID before answering.  “Hey, Rocky.  How are you?  How’s Mike?”
 
   “I’m good,” Rocky answered. “Just a couple stitches and a few pints of blood.  Mike’s in the ICU, but they’re talking about moving him to a regular room soon.  He’ll have to take it easy for a while, but they expect him to make a complete recovery.”
 
   “Thank God.  At least that’s one piece of good news.”
 
   “Well, I also have some news from Dr. Nichols.  Although, I’m not sure it fits in the ‘good’ category.”
 
   “Hold on a sec.  Jake’s here with me.  I’m going to put you on speakerphone.” She punched the speaker phone button and placed it on the table.  “Okay.  Go ahead.  You said the M.E. came back with some results.  Let me guess, Paul’s not human.”
 
   Rocky was silent.
 
   Laney glanced at Jake.  “Rocky?  I was kidding about that not-human thing.”
 
   “Well, you might not be that far off.  The Doc explained it to me and, to be honest, I don't understand all of the science behind it.  Hold on.  I wrote this down.” 
 
   The sound of shuffling papers could be heard through the phone.  “Okay, let’s see. She said something about healing involving a rush of platelets that create something called a fibrin clot.   That happens within minutes.  Followed by um, angiogenesis, collagen deposition, granulation tissue formation, epithelialization, and wound contraction.”
 
   Jake glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. 
 
   She shrugged. “Uh, Rocky?  Any chance you could dumb all this down for us?”
 
   Rocky chuckled.  “Yeah.  I had the M.E. do that for me, too.  Long story short, the entire wound healing process works exponentially faster in our boy.  His platelet count is off the charts, which means he creates a fibrin clot almost instantaneously.  He heals at lightning-fast speeds.  In fact, the M.E. said that some of the shots to his heart already showed evidence of healing.”
 
   “Then how did he die?”  Jake asked.              
 
   Laney could hear the smile in Rocky's voice.  “Well, apparently someone shot him point-blank in the heart multiple times.  It was shredded.  There was simply no way for him to recover from that fast enough.”
 
   Jake leaned forward.  “Has the M.E. ever heard of any other cases like his?”
 
   “She could only find one case, about twenty years ago in San Diego.  Guy was seventy-five.  He'd been shot and still fought off his attacker.  The two took a fall off a second story balcony.  Guy was impaled through the heart by an iron fence.  Same thing – heart was completely destroyed.”
 
   “Ouch.”  Laney shuddered.
 
   “But that’s all she could find.  She’s doing a wider search because I think now she’s just curious.”
 
   “So he heals almost instantly?”  Laney thought of Paul’s face after the shotgun blast.  What an incredible ability.   “That’s got to come in handy.  Was there anything else?” 
 
   “Yup,” Rocky said, “Apparently Paul, whoever he is, was also rather physically gifted.  He had higher than normal levels of type I muscle fibers.  In fact, his body consisted of only this type.  Which means, he utilized oxygen more efficiently, which should have made him incredibly powerful.”  
 
   “I think we can all attest to the truth of that statement,” Jake said.
 
   “No kidding,” Rocky said.  “Dr. Nichols said professional athletes, through hard training, can increase their type 1 muscle fibers by sixty percent.  That’s only a fraction of what Paul had.”
 
   “So he is a superhuman?” Laney asked.
 
   “I guess that’s about as good a term as any,” Rocky replied. 
 
   Laney struggled to assimilate the information with what they knew about the men’s abilities.  “But where did he come from?  And how did he find another superhuman?  I mean, one guy was Asian and one was Caucasian.  They can’t be genetically related.”
 
   “I don't know.  But I do have officers scouring the area around the church to see if any cameras picked up a shot of his friend.  Maybe we can ID him.”
 
   “Any luck ID-ing Paul?” Jake asked.
 
   Rocky’s frustration came through loud and clear.  “No.  But I’ll let you guys know as soon as we have something.”
 
   Laney nodded.  “Okay.  Thanks, Rocky.  Take care, okay?”
 
   “You, too.”
 
   Laney looked at Jake after Rocky had hung up.  “Superhumans?  Is that even possible?”
 
   “Well, before my experience in Afghanistan and yours yesterday, I would have said no.  But now?” He shrugged.
 
   Laney blew out her breath.  “Okay, so we know these guys are physically gifted.  We think they’re grabbing men to work at a dig site and we think the site may be in the U.S.  This all seems to be related to Drew’s paper.  We need to get more information.”  
 
   “Any suggestion as to where we get that information?”  Jake asked.
 
   Laney looked away, focusing again on the family of deer.  She had a feeling that as incredible as it might be, all of this hinged on Edgar Cayce and the Book of Enoch.  Drew had used both as references in his paper.  
 
   She struggled to remember more about Enoch, but there was just nothing there.  All she could remember was that Enoch was Noah’s great-grandfather, and the book was about his trip to heaven.  The individual details, though, were fuzzy at best.  How on earth could that be related to any of this
 
   And then there was Edgar Cayce and his past-life readings on Atlantis.  Somehow, Drew and Priddle had linked them together.  But that link wasn’t clear in Drew’s paper.  If she’d had the chance to talk to him about the paper, she would have advised him to make the link clearer.  But she’d never have the chance now. 
 
   Her uncle could probably fill in the blanks on the Book of Enoch, but she only had a passing knowledge of Cayce.  They needed someone with a more detailed knowledge of the man. 
 
   She looked at Jake.  “I don’t suppose you guys have anyone on staff that specializes in the work of twentieth-century psychics?"
 
   Jake's expression was thoughtful.  “Actually, I think we might.”
 
                  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   Gideon stood at the wall of glass at the back of his home.  When he’d realized Kensington’s role in the acquisition of the stone, he’d purchased the twenty-acre spread in Havre. Construction had begun immediately, although he had never bothered to tell Kensington where he lived. 
 
   Encased almost entirely in glass, the home was a tribute to the clean lines of modern architecture and the style of Frank Lloyd Wright.  It was an homage to the conspicuous consumption of the modern age. 
 
   No expense had been spared.  As far as Gideon was concerned, if he was going to have to muddle through in this life, he was going to do it in comfort.
 
   He stared at the sun as it slipped past the mountain peaks.  The sky glowed orange, with strains of pink streaking through.  There can be beauty here, he thought.  As the last lights disappeared, though, so too did his wonder.
 
   He couldn’t believe Paul was gone.  They’d met two decades ago.  They’d come across one another in an airport, the international terminal at JFK.  That sense of connection was instantaneous.  Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how much he had missed that link
 
   It had been harder and harder to find his brothers as time passed.  The world got larger and chance meetings became increasingly difficult.  Before Paul, it had been three long lifetimes since he’d found a brother.  And now, he was alone again. 
 
   Turning from the darkness, he strode back into the living room.  He looked around, his mind barely registering the stone-faced fireplace or sleek contemporary furnishings.  Instead, he pictured Paul’s body as that red-headed bitch shot him.  He curled his fists, wanting to lash out.  He should have finished her when he had the chance.  She needed to pay…painfully.
 
   But you didn’t make her pay, did you?  
 
   He crushed the voice down.  Her eyes seemed to follow him day and night.  They mocked him.  They knew the truth.  He pictured her sitting in that car, full of courage and determination, her eyes locked on him.  And he had felt it… Fear.  
 
   For the first time in generations, she had made him afraid.  And he had run. 
 
   It had taken him thirty minutes to fully heal.  He cringed as he thought of himself, curled up, cowering like a wounded animal.  She had made him afraid.  By the time he’d returned, she was gone.  It had taken some time, but thanks to the Senator’s contacts, he found out she’d gone to Chandler Headquarters in Baltimore.  
 
   “Chandler,” he whispered.  Another wrinkle.  Chandler’s involvement upped the risk.  He wondered how much Henry knew.  Had his mother ever told him the truth?
 
   He needed to move faster.  He couldn't let fear hold him back.  But he also couldn’t let his need to defy that fear push him to make an unwise decision.  Caution.  He needed to move with caution.  He reached over and pulled his phone off the ottoman.
 
   He dialed.  A voice answered, the Russian accent pronounced.  “Yes?”
 
   “Old friend, I am in need of your services, and that of some of your friends.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   The golf cart glided silently through the winding, flower-lined path that led to Sharecroppers Lane.  Laney once again sat in the back, with Jake behind the wheel, while her uncle rode shotgun.
 
   She and Jake had explained the M.E.’s findings to her uncle, Danny, and Henry before they’d headed off on their trip.  Her uncle had been quiet and distracted ever since.  She’d tried to get him to talk about his ideas on Paul and his companion, but his stubbornness had once again reared its ugly head.
 
   Her mind was full of Drew, Tom, ancient civilizations, and superhumans.  She felt like she was trying to force together the pieces of four very different puzzles.
 
   Looking for a distraction, she watched Danny and Henry in the golf cart behind them.  Henry let Danny drive and patiently corrected him whenever he veered off course or braked too sharply.  No matter how jolting the stop, Henry never lost his cool.   She smiled.  Danny might have had a rough time early in his life, but it looked like Henry was doing everything in his power to make the rest better.  Who would have thought a world-famous intellectual’s most admirable quality would be his kindness?
 
   Her attention was pulled back to her uncle and Jake.  Her uncle had shaken himself from his silent thoughts.  She half-listened to him interrogate Jake on his military experience.  Occasionally, she glanced over her shoulder and, catching Jake’s eyes in the rearview mirror, gained a good-natured smile. 
 
   Jake seemed to be taking everything in stride, but she had a feeling there were a lot of emotions bubbling right under his surface.  She wished she could do more to help him.  She was at loss, though, as to what she could do.  At least, until she realized what her uncle had just asked him.   
 
   “Okay, Uncle Patrick,” Laney interrupted.  “I think Jake’s already proven he’s more than qualified for his current job.  Why don’t you give him a break?”
 
   “What?” Patrick’s eyes were full of innocence.  “I’m just making small talk.”
 
   “Uncle Patrick, you just asked the man to list the weapons he’d want if ambushed by a small rebel force in a third-world country.  I think you’ve officially moved beyond ’small talk.’”
 
   He had the good sense to look abashed.  “Just checking on the man we’ve entrusted with our safety.”
 
   “We’re at the end of the line, anyway.” Jake pulled into a parking spot at the end of Sharecroppers Lane. 
 
   Laney shook her head over her uncle’s tactics and caught Jake looking at her.  He gave her a wink before leading them over to the sidewalk.  
 
   Laney stopped next to her uncle and Jake as they waited for Henry and Danny to join them.   
 
   “Does Dr. Radcliffe work in one of these cottages?” Patrick asked, looking around.
 
   Jake smiled.  “Nope. We need to walk a little to get to his lab.
 
   “Actually, Dominic’s lab also houses his living quarters,” Henry said as he joined them with Danny.  He started leading them down a path that curved away from the cottages.  “He wanted everything in one spot.  Just one of his little eccentricities."
 
   Danny kicked at a rock in the pathway.  “People just don’t understand him.”
 
   Patrick walked next to the young man.  “Sometimes, people can be cruel when they don't understand someone.”
 
   Danny glanced over at him and nodded.
 
   Laney watched the interchange from behind with a smile.  Her uncle had just taken Danny under his wing.  Life might be completely off-kilter right now, but there was one thing that remained unerringly consistent: her uncle’s empathy.
 
   The grounds became less landscaped as they made their way farther down the path.  At one point, they started pushing branches out of their way.  If it weren’t for Henry’s sure-footed stride, Laney would have thought they were lost.  
 
   Finally, they broke through into a little clearing.  In front of them stood a small, squat brick building that looked like a utility shed for a power plant. 
 
   Laney stopped next to Jake.  “This is Dr. Radcliffe's lab?”
 
   “Yup.  I was inside only once, before Radcliffe moved in.  I'm curious to see what he's done with the place.”
 
   Laney looked back at the ugly building.  “Yeah.  I'm sure he's made it real homey.’    
 
   Jake chuckled.  
 
   Henry walked up to the door and flipped open the key pad to its left, inputting a series of numbers.  He placed his eye up to the plate.  
 
   Laney glanced at Jake.
 
   “A retinal scanner,” he replied to her unasked question.
 
   After a loud click, Henry pulled the door open and beckoned everyone in.   Laney and Patrick shared a look before starting forward.                
 
   “Guess we’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy,” Patrick whispered as he followed her into the dark building.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   The room remained dark until the door slammed shut behind Patrick.  Bright incandescent lights flickered on, bathing the room in a greenish tint.
 
   “Well, this isn't creepy at all,” Laney muttered.  
 
   There was nothing there.  It was just a concrete-lined room with one door behind them and what looked like a vault door on the other side.
 
   Henry walked to a panel next to the giant steel door and placed his hand on the plate.  A green glow traced the outline of his hand.  With a blast of air, the door popped open a few inches.  Henry grabbed onto the long handle and pulled the door wide.  Fluorescent lighting hung over a circular hallway which angled sharply down into the ground.
 
   “Huh,” Jake grunted, nodding his head.
 
   “Huh, what?”  Laney asked.  “What is this place?”
 
   Henry answered as he ducked his head to walk through the tunnel.  “It’s a bomb shelter.  Dr. Radcliffe’s lab is actually located forty-five feet under us.”              
 
   Patrick almost tripped over the threshold at Henry's words.  Laney reached out an arm to steady him.  “A bomb shelter?”
 
   “Dom’s just security conscious, that’s all,” Danny said as he walked through the tunnel.
 
   Patrick smiled at him.  “Well, he should feel pretty safe here, then.” 
 
   Danny gave him a timid smile before continuing down the long path.
 
   As she stepped into the tunnel, she remembered her uncle's Dorothy comment.  And she had to admit, she felt a kinship with the poor girl.  And Alice, too, for that matter.  Both had been uprooted from their lives and dropped into a new, magical world. Of course, she thought with a smile as she watched the men around her, Dorothy was probably more appropriate, with Jake as the Lion, her uncle the Tinman, Henry the Scarecrow, and Danny as Toto.  
 
   The tunnel continued on a downward angle for another hundred yards.  At the end, Laney stepped out into a room, almost identical to the one they had first entered.  
 
   She stared at the mammoth door across from them.  “Another blast door?”
 
   Henry nodded as he input numbers into the security panel next to the door.  This time, he placed his right index finger on the glass panel.  A green light lit up above the door.  It clicked open.  Jake stepped up to hold it open for the group.
 
   The whole setting had a surreal quality to it.  The long white halls, the eerie green lighting, the faint musty smell.  She glanced at Henry, who was walking ahead.  He had to almost double over to fit in the tunnels.  Why was this place even here?  She knew the Chandler Group was involved in complex international issues, but did that really require a bunker?  As she continued down, she realized she was both literally and figuratively in over her head.  
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She glanced back at Jake, his eyes concerned.  A small butterfly flitted across her chest.  She barely knew him, and yet for some insane reason she trusted him.  And she didn’t trust easy.  But something about Jake just put her at ease.  She felt as if he would protect her.  And for someone as self-reliant as she was, that was pretty unusual.  Not to mention a little unsettling.  
 
   She smiled.  “Just a little amazed at where the last twenty-four hours have taken me.”
 
   He stepped next to her and squeezed her hand.  “We’ll get through this, Laney.”
 
   She heard the pledge in those words.  Her heart beat a little faster.  “Promise?”
 
   He pulled her to a stop, turning her to look at him.  “Promise.”
 
   Time seemed to stop for a moment.  And Laney had the insane urge to kiss him.  His eyes were locked on hers and then shifted down to her lips.  She leaned forward just a fraction.
 
   “You two coming?”  Patrick called from the end of the tunnel.
 
   Laney jumped away from Jake like a teenager.  Jake reached out to grab her before she hit her head on the rounded edge.  
 
   Slick, Laney.  Real slick.
 
   She could feel the blush beginning to spread across her cheeks.  Damn her complexion, which hid nothing.  “Be right there.” 
 
   After all the security precautions, Laney was expecting to find a mad scientist and a dark, dank lab.  But when she stepped through the opening, she was surprised to find herself in a brightly-lit entryway that could be found in any home.  There was even a hall closet for coats, an umbrella stand, and crisp white wainscoting halfway up the pale blue walls.  
 
   Henry led them into the room just past the entryway.  Laney stopped short, stunned by the incredible sight.  The room was massive, easily a hundred feet long, fifty across, and the ceilings were at least twenty-five feet high.  It contained a living room area with a comfortable-looking leather sectional, and a large flat-screen TV.  The kitchen was a mix of dark, sleek wood and stainless steel appliances.  And the bedroom section looked right out of an IKEA catalogue.  
 
   And there were plants everywhere - hanging from the ceiling, in pots along the ground, and there was even a good size greenhouse in the back corner, lit by ultraviolet lights.  Except for the absence of windows, it would have looked right at home in Manhattan.
 
   Jake let out a low whistle.  “Now this is a bomb shelter.”
 
   Laney grinned.  “I guess Dr. Radcliffe has done a lot with the place.  I have to admit, I was picturing something more along the lines of Dr. Frankenstein’s lab.”
 
   “Shall we?” Jake extended Laney his arm.
 
   With a smile, she placed her hand around his arm.  They joined the others, who had congregated around the large island in the kitchen.  
 
   Henry raised a coffee pot as the two walked over.  Laney nodded.  Danny and Patrick were already pulling sandwiches from the tray onto their plates. 
 
   “Help yourselves,” Danny said.  “Dom and Maggie always like to have something for people to eat when they come visit.”
 
   Laney settled herself into one of the high island chairs and had just pulled a turkey sandwich onto her plate when a female voice spoke.
 
   “Good, good.  You’re all eating.” 
 
   Henry walked over and hugged the striking woman who had stepped into the kitchen through a door Laney hadn’t noticed.  Although her hair dark hair was streaked with white, there wasn’t a line on her face, making her age impossible to estimate.  She had a strong, muscular build, was at least six feet tall, and intelligence shone out of her face like a beacon.  
 
   “Laney, Patrick, I’d like you to meet Dr. Margaret Shandone.  She is Dom’s extraordinary partner.”
 
   Dr. Shandone waved away the words.  “Oh, please.  Call me Maggie.  Dom’s finishing up.  He’ll be right out.” Her eyes twinkled as she shook Laney’s hand.  “He tells me you have an Atlantis problem.”  
 
   “We’re really not sure.  But right now, that’s where all the signs are pointing,” Henry replied diplomatically.
 
   Maggie walked over and gave Danny a hug, ruffling his hair as she released him.  “So, you’ve come to pick Dom’s brain.  I have to tell you, I haven’t seen him this excited since his arguments about the naïveté of a theory of everything were supported.”
 
   “I resent that, Maggie.”  Dom bounded into the kitchen, a big smile on his face.  “I was not that excited about string theory.”
 
   Dom shook hands with Henry, who, in turn, introduced him to Laney and Patrick.  Now, this man was more of what she expected.  Dom's salt-and-pepper hair sprung out from his head like it was trying to escape.  His dark eyes were magnified by thick lenses.  Baggy cargo shorts, an incorrectly buttoned shirt, and a brown sweater vest completed the outfit.  
 
   He kept tugging at his collar.  He reminded Laney of Max, when Kati had forced him into a dress shirt for Christmas.  She liked him already.
 
   “Ah, lunch, excellent.”  Dom pulled a sandwich off the tray, and sat next to Danny, who gave him a grin.  “Did you have a chance to read that book I sent you?”
 
   Danny nodded.  “It was good, although I think the author is off base about all five superstring theories really being a single unitary theory.”
 
   Dom clapped Danny on the shoulder.  “I thought the same thing.  Maggie here was trying to justify it by saying he was arguing for a paradigmatic shift in our interpretation of transformation duality.”  
 
   With matching grins, Dom and Danny rolled their eyes at the end of the statement.  Laney couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   Maggie shook her head.  “Don’t drag me into this.  Besides, I think these good people are here to talk about a different topic.  You’ll have to excuse me, though, I need to finish up a few more things in the lab.”  With a quick kiss to Dom’s cheek, Maggie disappeared back the way she’d entered.
 
   Dom glanced around the group seated around the island.  “Ah, yes.  You want to know about Edgar Cayce.”
 
   Henry perched his hip on the counter and crossed his arms.  “As I explained on the phone, Dr. Priddle seems to be basing his entire claim on Cayce’s assertions about Atlantis and something called the Belial Stone.”
 
   Dom bounced in his chair as he spoke.  Energy radiated out from the man.   “Now, Cayce was an interesting character.  He was a psychic, born in 1877.   A devout Christian, he seemed to have an extraordinary gift, or more accurately, gifts. While in a trance-like state, he could diagnose people’s illnesses.  He was reported to have been very accurate.  Some of the treatments he recommended are now actually recognized by the medical community.  He also did life readings for people about their past lives.”
 
   Patrick interrupted.  “He seems an unusual choice for someone to base their academic work on.” 
 
   “Not at all, not at all.” Dom waved his hand with his words, sending part of his sandwich flying across the island.  Henry sighed, shifting out of the way to avoid the airborne turkey.  
 
   “Cayce was an amazing man.  He was not a fluke. He was the real deal.  He predicted that a sign to Atlantis would appear in 1968 or 1969, and then voilà the Bimini Road appeared.”
 
   “But wasn’t that proven to be naturally-formed beach rock?”  Laney asked.
 
   Dom swiped the comment away, his hands flying with his words.  “The skeptics are saying that, but who’s to say the Atlanteans didn’t make use of a natural formation?”  
 
   Danny had to duck out of the way to avoid being hit.  Laney smiled as Patrick pulled Danny’s chair closer to his own to get him out of the danger zone. 
 
   “And that can't explain the ancient anchors that have been found all over the Bahamas, indicating a seafaring civilization thrived there,” Dom continued.
 
   Henry gestured with both of his hands for Dom to calm down.
 
   Dom's hands stilled.  “Sorry.  It’s just such an exciting topic.”
 
   “We understand, Dom.” Patrick smiled.  Her uncle took all personalities in stride, even eccentric professors.  “But why would Drew think the Belial Stone was buried somewhere?  From what he wrote, he seemed to believe that it was intentionally hidden.”
 
   Dom nodded and his face turned serious.  “I’m sure it was.  According to Cayce, a group of Atlanteans, known as the Sons of Belial, converted the stone into a weapon and began using it to destroy the rest of the Atlanteans, who were called the Children of the Law of One.”
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow.  “The Children of the Law of One? Really?” 
 
   “Horrible name, right?  But when Cayce talks about Atlantis, he’s actually talking about the creation of mankind.  The Children of the Law of One were the good.  They believed in living in harmony with nature and being companions of the creator.  Many wouldn’t even fight, not even to defend themselves.  Peace and kindness were their primary goals.”
 
   “And the Sons of Belial were the bad.”  Laney was struck by the similarity to the Hebrew War scroll.  In it, there had been talk of an end-of-times battle between the Sons of Belial and the Children of the Light.  Could the Children of the Light been the same as the Children of the Law of One?  
 
   Dom nodded.  “Unlike the Children, the Belial’s goals were acquiring and maintaining power.”  He grinned.  “They were the original SOBs.”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “Okay, so we’re talking about pre-historic hippies and an ancient weapon of mass destruction.  Who could take this seriously?  I mean, there’s no evidence of any of this.”
 
   Dom stared back at Jake.  “Are you kidding?  Ancient tales are littered with stories of powerful crystals.  Krishna and Zeus are just two examples of tales of gods with powerful weapons that utilized crystals.”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “Yeah, but those are stories.  There's no proof.”
 
   “How about the evidence of a nuclear explosion in Rajasthan, India eight thousand years ago?  Or vitrified stones found all over the world that date back through antiquity?”
 
   Patrick's tone was thoughtful.  “In my homeland of Scotland, there is a tale involving the God of War, Belatucadros.  He was said to have used a staff with a crystal at the end that emitted an intense burst of energy.  And ancient stone forts in Northern Scotland have vitrified stones that could only be created by an intense, focused heat of temperatures greater than 1000 degrees Celsius.”   
 
   Dom smiled at Patrick with a nod and jumped up from his chair.  He opened the fridge, his voice now muffled by the door.  “And, in modern times, we’re beginning to explore crystals as a potential power source for an array of weapons.  Over the last fifteen years, researchers around the globe have been experimenting with diamonds as a source for laser weapons.  They’ve been found to transmit heat and light incredibly effectively.  And they’ve been successful.” 
 
   Jake leaned down to whisper in Laney's ear.  "Shouldn't he be wearing a little tinfoil hat while he explains all this?"
 
   Laney pushed him away, trying to hold back her smile.
 
   Dom closed the refrigerator door.  Shaking his head, he walked back to the island, a can of soda in his hand.  “But you guys haven’t even asked the most important question yet.”
 
   Laney looked around the table at the confused look on everyone’s face, except for Danny’s.  “Danny?” 
 
   “We haven’t asked where the stones came from.  If these stones exist on earth, then there should be another cache somewhere.  But being they haven’t been found, the question is where did they go?  Or, more likely, where did they come from?”
 
   “Right as usual, my boy.”  Dom beamed at Danny.  He turned to Patrick.  “So Father Patrick, care to tell the group where the stones come from?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   Laney looked from her uncle to Dom.  Surprise was written across her uncle’s face.  He stared at Dom.  “Me? I don't know.”
 
   “You are a Catholic priest, right?  And an archaeologist?  You just need to think about it.  I'll give you a hint: ‘They elevated me aloft to heaven.  I proceeded until I arrived at a wall built with stones of crystal.’”
 
   Laney noticed Patrick pale, and knew he’d recognized the words.  But she also noticed Henry start, although much more subtly.  Henry recognized the words as well.  
 
   She fixed her uncle with a look.  “I think it’s time to share what you know.”
 
   Patrick looked across the table at her and sighed.  “The words are from the Book of Enoch.”
 
   Laney struggled to see the connection.  “The Book of Enoch?  Drew uses that as a reference in his paper.”
 
   Patrick nodded, explaining to the rest of the group.  “It was a popular work in the early Catholic church.  It’s one of the largest repositories of knowledge on two areas: heaven and angels.”
 
   “Angels?  We’re adding in angels now?” Jake mumbled.  
 
   Laney shook her head.  “I still don’t see the connection.”
 
   Although Laney had been looking at her uncle, Henry was the one who answered.  “The Book of Enoch isn’t just about angels.  It’s about fallen angels, and it speaks of the stones of great power they brought with them when they fell.”
 
   Laney stared at Henry.  It couldn’t be, could it?  “Fallen angels?  As in beings with superhuman abilities?  Such as incredible speed, power, and healing abilities?”
 
   Dom nodded.  “Oh, sure.”
 
   Laney sat back, stunned.  She knew whatever explanation they came up with for the superhumans would have been incredible.  But she still expected it to be more, well, normal.  A pharmaceutical experiment gone awry, exposure to some sort of radioactive contaminant, a military experiment.  A mutation in the essence of humanity, a la the X-Men.  But fallen angels?  
 
   Dom bounced out of his chair again.  He started to pace around the island.  Laney was starting to get dizzy watching him. She finally closed her eyes and just listened to him speak.  
 
   “According to Enoch, a group of angels become envious of humans, of their freedom, of their women.  Two hundred of them made a pact, and together they fell.  They brought with them the knowledge of heaven.  Their leader was named Samyaza and Azazyel was his second-in-command.  Each of the fallen brought with them some skill that they shared with humanity.  Tamiel taught them astronomy.  Amazarack and Armers taught them sorcery, and so on.”  
 
   Dom paused and looked around the group, his eyes bright.  “But it was Azazyel who has done the most to corrupt mankind.  Azazyel, as the leader of the guard, taught mankind to fashion weapons, and how to wield them.  And most critically, he taught them the use of the stones.  Azazyel has had the most influence on mankind’s split into the Sons of Belial and the Children of the Law of One.  He tapped into human’s basest desires – lust, power, greed – and manipulated them towards his own goals.  And more importantly, he provided the Sons of Belial with the means to defeat the Children of the Law of One.”  
 
   The room descended into silence when Dom finished speaking.  Laney stared at each of them in turn.  Were they really considering this?  Henry and Patrick looked thoughtful.  Danny’s face was a mask of concentration.  He was undeniably running a myriad of permutations with the information that none of them would ever understand.  Her eyes fell on Jake.  Disbelief was stamped across his face.  
 
   She thought back to all that they had been through, all they had seen.  How else to explain Paul’s abilities?  And the medical examiner’s results?  Was this explanation really so crazy compared with any other possibility?  The only other options were super-soldier or alien.  They knew he was not a normal human.  But still . . .
 
   “Okay,” Laney said, drawing out the word.  “So, let’s say for arguments sake, fallen angels did exist.  Weren’t they all banished?”  
 
   Patrick shook his head.  “Not exactly.  According to scripture, the fallen angels were a plague on humanity.  They introduced greed, vice, and encouraged all sorts of base desires.  The world became a cruel and vicious place as a result of their intervention.  Humanity cried out to God for help and he sent his archangels to punish the fallen angels.  They were exiled to a pit in the desert for seventy generations, which is when God said the world would end.”
 
   Jake grunted.  “Right, so all the bad angels got locked up.  Can we now move back to reality?”  
 
   Henry shook his head.  “That may not be entirely true.  There was a loophole. According to Enoch, God banished the fallen for seventy generations and until the end of the world.  And, according to the Bible, God did attempt to destroy the world by a flood, to rid it of the corruption created by the fallen angels and their offspring.” 
 
   “But the world didn’t end.”  Laney said.
 
   Patrick nodded. “But the world didn’t end.  And God vowed to never try and destroy the world again.  Because of that compassion, Azazyel and some of the other angels were allegedly able to escape after the seventy generations passed.”
 
   Dom bounced out of his chair and fetched a bag of cookies from the cabinet behind him.  He plopped back in his chair, offering cookies to those around the table.   “As a result, Azazyel and the others have lived and died thousands of times.  And they have the knowledge of all those incarnations to bring with them.  As well as the fighting skills they’ve honed over the millennia.”
 
   “Well, I suppose that could explain the abilities we saw,” Laney said.  
 
   “Oh, sure.” Dom took a bite of his cookie.  He looked at Laney.  “And as you well know, when they're here, they’re, for all intents and purposes, mortal.  They can be killed.”
 
   No one seemed to know what to say, so they just stared at Dom in silence.  Dom seemed not to notice as he rummaged in the bag for another cookie.  Finally finding an acceptable one, he looked back at the group and smiled.  “Hey, I’ve got some pictures of the angels in their present incarnations if you want to see them.”
 
   Laney was about to ask to do just that, when Jake stormed away from the table.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Although getting into Dom's lab required Henry’s presence and security codes, getting out just required some muscle to pull open the blast doors.  With the anger dogging Jake’s steps, he had more than enough to accomplish the task.
 
   “Angels, Atlantis, psychics, and ancient hippies,” he growled as he stalked up the tunnel.  
 
   He’d reached the second blast door before he realized he wasn’t alone.  He held it open for Laney to slip through before he followed her out.  
 
   She reached the front door and pushed it open.  “You okay?”
 
   Jake noted the concern in her eyes and his anger ebbed a bit.  “I don't know, Laney.  What exactly am I supposed to make of all that?”
 
   Laney didn’t say anything, just followed behind him as he began to push through the overgrown path.  When the path was clear, she stepped up next to him.  “Jake, I know you’re frustrated and you want to do something.  But I think this actually does help.”
 
   Jake stopped short and glared down at her.   “Help?  How the hell does any of this crazy help?”
 
   She flinched at his tone, but held her ground.  “It helps more than you getting angry and storming off.”
 
   “Look, I’m not angry.  I’m just…” He ran his hands through his hair.  “Hell, I don’t know what I am.  This just all seems too crazy.  I know what I saw in Afghanistan.  I know what happened yesterday.  I know what the M.E. says.  But fallen angels?”
 
   “I know it seems unreal, but we have to look at the facts.  These men are unreal.  Their fighting skills, their healing abilities.  None of them are normal.”
 
   Jake looked past Laney.  He let out a breath.  She was right.  They weren’t normal.  Which meant there wasn’t going to be a nice, easy explanation.  “I know.  It's just… When I heard Tom had gone missing, I thought it would take me a couple of days to track him down.  I figured he’d run off.  I’d talk him down, help him get settled.  But this?  I don't want him in the middle of this.”
 
   She reached out and squeezed his hand.  “I know.  But we don’t always get what we want.”
 
   He looked at her upturned face and saw the sadness there.  “I don’t want you in the middle of this, either.”
 
   She smiled, the sadness still there.  “Like I said, we don’t always get what we want.” 
 
   He cleared his throat.  “So tell me, Dr. McPhearson, what do we do now?”
 
   “We find the site.  That’s where Tom will be.”
 
   “Besides believing it’s in the U.S., we have no idea where to look.”
 
   “Actually, I do have an idea about that.  While you guys have been tracking down all your sources for any information, I’ve been thinking about the weak link in this chain.  It’s Priddle.  He’s the one who brought Drew on, and then Drew sent me the paper.  Priddle left his university, quickly.  I’m betting there are some clues there.”  
 
   Jake nodded.  She was right.  He should have thought of that.  “Not bad for a professor.”
 
   She grinned.  “Well, I have my moments.”
 
   “I’ll leave first thing in the morning.”
 
   “And I’ll go with you.”
 
   He shook his head.  “No chance.  It’s too dangerous.”  
 
   Laney’s expression was fierce.  “Drew was killed because of all of this.  Mike and Rocky were hurt and four other officers were killed. I won’t sit here twiddling my thumbs while you take all the risks.  The sooner we find out where the site is, the sooner all this ends.  Besides, I’m guessing you’re not well-versed in academic-speak.  I am.
 
   Jake wanted to argue with her.  He didn’t want her going.  She’d be safer here.  He knew, though, that she was right.  She’d already lost Drew to this madness.  If it were him, he’d go crazy without something to do.  And she was more familiar with talking to academics than he was.  His form of interrogation generally involved fists and sharp instruments.  Neither would be too helpful in this case.  
 
   She smiled and his breath caught.  But nothing was going to happen to her, he vowed.  He wouldn’t let it. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   The flight to Minnesota that morning had been happily uneventful.  Laney spent most it reviewing the information she’d gathered on angels.  It was fascinating stuff.  According to theologians, mankind had been sharing the earth with angels since the beginning of time.  Although, generally speaking, the angels had just made short visits rather than taking up residence. 
 
   When talking about the power of angels, however, the research mainly addressed nephilim, the offspring of angels.  They were reported to be giants with incredible strength, speed, and cruelty.  And if that’s what half-angel beings were capable of, she didn’t want to imagine what full-blooded angels were capable of.
 
   In the abstract, it might be fascinating, but in terms of potential opponents, it was terrifying.
 
   Now as Jake pulled into one of the parking garages at the University of Saint Paul, Laney felt a mixture of familiarity and sadness.  A wave of grief had blindsided her on the way over.   Their route had taken them past Drew’s neighborhood.  She hadn’t mentioned it to Jake.  It hurt too much to talk about.  
 
   The ache in her chest grew at the sight of the familiar campus.  Brick academic buildings, many with ivy covering their walls and columns announcing their entryways, lined the intersecting pathways that broke up the University of Saint Paul’s 100-acre campus.  Set on the outskirts of Saint Paul, the campus was boarded by Mississippi River on the eastern end of the campus.  
 
   She kept expecting to see Drew bound across the green grass and wrap her in a bear hug, like the last time she’d visited.  It didn’t seem real that he was gone.  Pushing those feelings aside, she led Jake across campus to the building that housed the archaeology program.                
 
   The office of Dr. Sean Childress, chair of the Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, offered an incredible view of the river.  That was, however, all they had gotten out of their visit.  In regard to information on Dr. Priddle, the man simply wasn’t any help.  All he would say was that the department greatly admired Dr. Priddle’s work, and they were sad to see him go.  
 
   “And if Dr. Priddle re-emerges, will he be offered a tenure-track position?”  Laney asked.
 
   Dr. Childress pushed his glasses up his nose and looked at a spot behind Laney.  “Due to budget constraints and differing visions for his role in the department, that is unlikely.”  
 
   Laney knew that was academic double-speak for ‘we couldn’t stand him,’ but neither she nor Jake could get any additional information out of the tightlipped chair.  
 
   “And you have no idea where he went?”  Jake asked.
 
   “No.  He left us in quite a bind.  I’ve asked the whole department, but I’m afraid Dr. Priddle wasn’t very social.”  Academic translation: He was an ass.
 
   After thirty more minutes of getting nowhere, Laney stood.  “Well, thank you for your time, Dr. Childress.”  
 
   Dr. Childress rose from behind his desk, placing a hand across his rotund mid-section.  He pushed his glasses back up his nose with his index finger again and extended his hand towards Laney and then Jake.  “We’re always happy to help the Chandler Group.  And I’m sorry again for your loss.  Drew was truly a gifted academic.”
 
   Laney nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat.  She gestured towards the student at the back of the office working on the computer.  “I wonder if we might borrow your student aide for just a short while.  This campus is so large.  I was hoping she could direct us back to our car.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” Dr. Childress said magnanimously.  He turned to the petite blonde.   “Tara, could you please show Dr. McPhearson and Mr. Rogan to where they need to go?”              
 
   Tara grabbed her backpack with a little skip that set her blonde ponytail bouncing.  “Sure, Dr. Childress.  No problem.”              
 
   As they followed Tara out, Jake leaned over and whispered.  “You know, Laney, I’ve made it through the Yucatan Peninsula, the deserts of Afghanistan, and a couple of other less desirable backwaters across the globe.  I don’t think finding the parking garage will be a stretch.”  
 
   She gave a soft laugh.  “Just follow my lead, okay?”
 
   “Okay, Doc.”  
 
   As Tara walked out into the bright sunlight, Laney introduced herself and Jake to the girl.  “So, you must have been excited to work with someone of Dr. Priddle’s caliber.”
 
   Tara made a face. “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “You didn’t like Dr. Priddle?” Laney asked.  
 
   Tara shrugged.  
 
   “You know, I really hated some of my professors,” Jake said.  “They were always so full of themselves.”
 
   Tara nodded vigorously.  “Oh, I know what you mean.”
 
   “In fact, a few students have told us that Dr. Priddle was one of the worst,” he said.
 
   “They did?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.  Did he give you any problems?” Laney asked. 
 
   “He really wasn’t very nice,” Tara began and stopped.  At Jake’s encouraging nod, though, the dam that held back Tara’s words burst.  “He was actually a real jerk.  Not like Dr. Masters.  He was real nice.  I can’t believe he’s gone.”
 
   “Me either,” Laney said.
 
   Tara nodded.  “But Dr. Priddle was never, ever, nice.  He never remembered my name and always wanted his stuff done right away, even when I had other professors’ work to do first.  And he never said thank you – not ever.  And, God, he was so gross.  It was like he dipped himself in oil.  I hated going into his office.  I always felt like I needed a shower afterwards.”
 
   Laney bit back a smile.  “Did you see him before he left?”
 
   “Oh, sure.”
 
   “Anything stick out?”
 
   Tara shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I mean, I guess he was kind of weird.  He said something about showing everyone who he really was.”  She rolled her eyes.  “What a jerk.”
 
   “Do you know where he went?” Jake asked.
 
   Tara’s phone beeped.  She rummaged through her backpack looking for it, reading the text while answering.  “I guess Montana.”
 
   “Montana?” Jake asked.
 
   Tara put the phone back in her bag after sending a quick text.  “Yeah.  He needed me to get some topographic maps of Montana around some place called Haven or Haver or something like that a few weeks ago.”
 
   “But how do you know that’s where he was heading?”
 
   Tara shifted her bag on her shoulder.  “Because the day he left, he came to his office.  He was in a big rush.  I was setting up the bulletin board outside his door.  Anyway, he called somebody.  I don't know who.  He was usually real private when he got phone calls.  He even closed his door, so no one could hear.”  
 
   Tara rolled her eyes again.  “Like anyone would want to.  Anyway, I guess he was too distracted this time.  He asked whoever was on the phone about the money and if his equipment had arrived.  And then he asked how long the plane ride would be from Saint Paul to Haven or Haver or whatever.  I finished the bulletin board and left.  I don’t think he even realized I was there.
 
   By now, they’d reached the parking garage and Laney thanked Tara for her help.  With a last lingering look at Jake, she headed off to her next class.  
 
   Jake turned to Laney with a raised eyebrow.  “Good call on the student.  What made you think she’d know something?”
 
   “Well, professors don’t like to talk about other professors, even when they can’t stand them.  Students, however, love to bitch about their professors. And being she was quietly hanging out in the background, I had got the feeling she probably saw and heard a lot.  So, it seemed like a good possibility.”
 
   “Good hunch.  And now thanks to Tara, we now know where we’re heading next.”
 
   “Montana.”
 
   “Yup.  Montana.” Jake agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   Cheers rang out across the enclosure.  A crowd of guards and inmates surrounded the two combatants.  The men circled each other, jockeying for the best position.  Both men had cuts on their knuckles and faces.  Their clothing, which had been tattered prior to the fight, had been reduced to mere strips of fabric that barely clung to the men’s emaciated frames.  
 
   Tom was sickened by the spectacle.  The smaller of the men, Seeley, held his ribs.  Tom was pretty sure some of them were broken.  He’d been close enough to hear the crack.  The less injured combatant, Devon, charged across the space, aiming for them.   
 
   “Left hook! Left hook!” one of the guards yelled.  
 
   The man’s glee was splashed across his face.  Tom fought to keep from telegraphing his own disgust.  He must have bet on Devon.
 
   Another guard reached out his foot as the combatants neared and tripped Devon.  He fell to the ground.  Seeley leapt on top of him.  Their thin bodies rolled across the space.  Devon managed to get a leg in between them and flung Seeley off.   With a grunt, he slammed into the ground, his face a painful grimace
 
   A guard across the circle threw a shovel into the arena.  Both men leapt for it, knowing it was the difference between life and death.  The guards pointed and laughed.  
 
   Tom looked away, struggling to keep his breathing even, unable to stand the sight any longer.  Seeley was in trouble.  Devon was the stronger of the two fighters. He outweighed Seeley by a good thirty pounds and had at least five inches on him.  The guards thought it was funny that they were so mismatched.   
 
   The fights happened once a day.  Sometimes the guards let the combatants live, but usually it was to the death.  Even those that lived through the fight didn’t survive many days after it.  They probably could have, if they’d been given medical attention.  But that wasn’t going to happen here.  
 
   And the guards didn’t care.  This was sport for them.  Tom looked over at Commander Gregory.  He stood with his arms crossed, staring down at the combatants, a smirk on his face.  As horrible as the guards were, Commander Gregory was the worst.   
 
   To the commander, this was just a cockfight.  The men fighting were no longer even human to him.  Tom had seen Gregory take every opportunity to inflict pain, physical or otherwise, on the prisoners.  Tom knew he was no exception.  The Commander recognized early on that Tom could take the physical pain easier than the emotional pain.  When he saw Tom’s reaction to the body pit, he made sure that from that point on Tom was always one of the men who carried the bodies over.  Every time Tom did, Gregory was there, watching him.
 
   A loud cheer arose from the guards, pulling Tom’s attention back to the fight.  Seeley had somehow managed to wrestle the shovel away from Devon.  He’d gotten a lucky strike to Devon’s head.  Now he slammed away at him, looking like a man possessed. 
 
   Panting, Seeley paused, holding the shovel above his head.  He flipped the shovel over.   Using it as a spear, he drove it directly into Devon’s face.  
 
   Tom’s stomach lurched.  The fight was over.  He watched in horror as Devon’s blood splattered across the ground, along with bits of bone and, oh God, was that brain matter?  
 
   He tore his eyes away from the sight to look at Seeley.  Swaying on his feet, his right arm clutched to his side.  His eyes were wide as he stared at the bloody spectacle in front of him.
 
   Tom looked up into Commander Gregory’s cold eyes.  
 
   “Clean it up,” Gregory barked, pointing to Tom and the man next to him.  
 
   Tom tried to wipe all emotion from his face.  Denying the Commander the satisfaction of seeing him react was one of the only victories he could achieve in this place.  
 
   He walked over to Devon’s body with quick movements, his face without expression.  But as he glanced down at what was left of the man’s face, an involuntary shudder ran through him.  He struggled not to gag.  
 
   Please don’t let him have seen that, he pleaded silently as he looked up.  The Commander stared down at him, victory in his eyes.  
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   Laney and Jake shared a bench on the campus, right on the river.  Jake was on the phone, relaying the information they’d found out to Henry and coming up with their next step.  
 
   Laney was glad she wasn’t part of the conversation.  Her mind was working overtime with the possibilities around Montana.   Dr. Priddle’s ideas, although controversial in archaeology, were logical, if there was indeed a prior advanced civilization.  But Montana?  She dialed her uncle.
 
   “Hi, Uncle Patrick.”
 
   “Laney,” Patrick exclaimed, relief evident in his voice.  “How’d the visit go?”
 
   “Pretty well.” She gave her uncle a shortened version of the conversation with Tara.  “Is it really possible the site we’re looking for is in the United States?   Is there any evidence of an extremely early civilization in North America?”
 
   “Actually, that’s an interesting question.  Alternate archaeologists contend that North America was indeed home to ancient civilizations.
 
   “What?  I’ve never heard that before.  Is there any proof?
 
   “Well, that’s matter of debate.  There are rumors, of course.  My favorite is about a lost city found under the Grand Canyon back in 1909.   And then there have been isolated findings which people argue indicate an ancient civilization’s existence.  Ancient Indian medallions found in Michigan, a Stonehenge-like structure found in Miami, of all places, an Egyptian statue found in Illinois.  There quite a few unexplainable artifacts that have been found in the U.S., or in some cases, reputed to have been found.”
 
   “So if I told you Dr. Priddle appears to have gone to Montana, would that be a possible location for a second Gobekli Tepe?”
 
   There was silence on the phone.  Laney could imagine her uncle staring, unblinking, his hand on his chin.  Laney had coined it his “thinking man” look when she was a child.
 
   “From a geological standpoint, it’s possible, of course.  The landmass of Montana is millions of years old.”  He paused mumbled.  “Hmmm, could they have gone to New Mexico?  Nah, that was too late in the timeline.  Central America?”
 
   She interrupted.  “Uncle Patrick?  Care to share?”  
 
   “Sorry.  I was just thinking about where they would have gone after.  If the site was created by the Children of the Law of One, and they truly were on the run from the Sons of Belial, they wouldn’t have returned home.  And they wouldn’t have stayed at the site, because that would have led the Sons of Belial right to it.  Yet, they must have gone somewhere.  I was thinking about the Anasazi ruins at Chaco Canyon, but they only date to the tenth century.  So I’m trying to think of where…”  
 
   Laney bit her lip, waiting for him to continue.    
 
   “There is one site that would seem to line up with the timeframe we’re talking about.   Although ‘site’ is probably too strong a word for the location.”  Patrick paused again.
 
   Laney sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Uncle Patrick, if you’re trying to create some sort of dramatic build up, I assure you, you’re there.”
 
   “Sorry, sorry.  It’s not that.  It just, well, it’s almost too incredible.”
 
   “Uncle Patrick, everything about this situation is incredible.  So what’s one more brick in the surreal pile?
 
   Patrick chuckled.  “True enough.  Okay, then.  There was a group of people called the Olmecs from northern Mexico whom traditional archeologists believe reached the pinnacle of their civilization around 1500 BC.  They were known for their carvings of incredible stone structures, weighing over a hundred tons, that they moved across great distances.  Do you remember the book I showed you of statues from all over the world, when you were a little girl?  You called it the giant head book.”
 
   Laney’s mind flashed back to pictures of heads carved from stone that rivaled the size of the sphinx.  “I remember it.  Which ones were the Olmecs?”
 
   “They were the carvings of the heads with African features found in San Lorenzo in Mexico.  And there’s debate as to the age of the ruins attributed to the Olmecs:  1,500 BC is the youngest age that can be attributed to them.  Alternative archaeologists, however, believe that they are thousands of years older.  Some even argue that the carvings were not actually of the Olmecs, but rather were handed down from an even older civilization.”
 
   “Wait, how is that possible?  Africans were nowhere near Central America at that time.”
 
   “That is exactly the issue alternative archaeologists point out.  In fact, they were nowhere near Central America at the later time, never mind the earlier one.  Which, of course, makes it rather difficult to explain how these heads were created.”
 
   “Why do you think these people could be related to a site in Montana?”
 
   “For four reasons.  First, there doesn’t appear to have been any developmental phase in the Olmecs’ civilization.  They appeared on the scene, with an incredible technological ability, essentially out of nowhere.  Second, they sprang up in Central America, which is close enough to Montana if you’re not actually trying to settle too close.  Third, if the Montana site is there and dates the same as Gobekli Tepe, then the timeline is consistent with the older dates given for the Olmecs.  It’s the fourth reason, though, that really gives me pause.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “Remember how some academics argued that Gobekli Tepe was pristine because the builders intentionally buried it to protect it?”  
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, at the time of the Olmecs’ downfall, all building stopped.  In fact, buildings were demolished and defaced.  We don’t know if they did it themselves, or if it was done to them.  But in the middle of this, the Olmecs dug and created these elaborate graves that were lined with blue tiles and multi-colored clay.  And into these graves, they placed these huge stone heads and some smaller sculptures.”
 
   Laney imagined the giant stone heads and their burial.  What an incredible undertaking.  Such an elaborate process could only have been done for something they cared for a great deal.  “They were buried to preserve them for future generations.” 
 
   “Exactly.  Just as with Gobekli Tepe and perhaps this Montana site, we see people burying something to protect it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   Chester, MT
 
    
 
   Gideon glanced through the photos Priddle had brought from the dig site.  He, Priddle, and Kensington were in the senator’s study at his Montana ranch.   Kensington had flown in for a few days to see how the site was progressing, and he was growing impatient.  
 
   Gideon’s own patience was reaching an end as well.  He couldn’t understand how no stones had been uncovered yet.  Why was this taking so long?  
 
   He paced along the back wall of Kensington’s office.  He quickly shuffled through the pictures, looking for any evidence of the stone. Where the hell was it?  
 
   Kensington leafed through an identical stack of pictures over at his desk.  He pointed to a symbol in one of the photos.  
 
   “Is this a cross?”  
 
   Gideon knew what picture the Senator was referring to. He shifted to the photo and sighed.  The photo was a close-up of a double crucifix with perfectly straight edges, etched deeply into the granite.  The man was a true idiot.  The site pre-dated Christianity by thousands of years.
 
   Priddle grabbed the photo across the desk and then handed it back. “Not exactly.  It’s more likely an ankh or crux ansata.  It’s seen throughout ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs and denotes eternal life.  It’s believed that the cross that’s used in Christianity was, in essence, borrowed from an older source, perhaps even linking it to the ancient Egyptian quest for immortality.”
 
   “But it resembles a cross,” Kensington argued stubbornly.   
 
   Walking away from the two, Gideon rolled his eyes, knowing why Kensington was trying to tie this structure to Christianity.  His conservative base would love it.  The man couldn’t see beyond his own petty political desires.  Oh, how he longed for the day the man was no longer of use.  
 
   “Yes.  Yes, it does.”  Priddle agreed. 
 
   Kensington continued to review the photos.  “How much of the site is uncovered at this point?”
 
   “Approximately fifty-five percent.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Senator, this site is huge, and you have to understand that archaeology is a painstaking process.  They’ve been working on the Gobekli Tepe site since the mid-‘90s and only uncovered about six percent.  In comparison, we’re moving at a lightning-fast rate.”
 
   Kensington grunted in response.  “What about the Belial Stone?  Have there been any etchings that refer to it in these latest excavations?”
 
   “Uh, yes.” Priddle stood up and took the photographs from the Senator. 
 
   Kensington curled his lip at Priddle’s proximity and leaned away from the professor.  Gideon couldn’t blame him.  The man always seemed to smell of old takeout.  
 
   Priddle pointed to the bottom of one of the photos.  “Here, on photo twenty-seven.  Look at the bottom of the lith.”   
 
   The Senator waved Priddle back to his seat and used his magnifying glass to get a better look.  Gideon flipped to photo twenty-seven in his own stack. The frame depicted a priestess standing next to a glowing sphere.  In the next frame, she took the sphere and used it to help a man who had been hurt.   In the final frame, the man stood next to the priestess completely healed.  The stone appears above them.
 
   “What is this?” Kensington demanded.  “Does it tell you where one of the stones is?”
 
   “Uh, no.  Not yet.”  
 
   At Kensington’s glare, Priddle continued, a tremor in his voice.  “It does, however, tell us that the people who built the site are familiar with the Belial Stone and have used it.  It’s only a matter of time before we find one.”
 
   Kensington nodded.  “How much time?”
 
   Priddle looked uneasily around the room.  “I’m not sure.  It’s not clear at this point where the stone will be found.  But we are making good progress.  You realize, of course, that the cold weather will be upon us soon and we'll have to shut down for the winter.  The ground will be too hard to dig through.”
 
   “Can’t we just bring in some earth movers?  Wouldn’t that speed up the project?”
 
   Priddle cringed.  “That’s not a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “For two reasons.  First, the structures are all incredibly close to the surface.  Over time, the ground above them has been eroded by wind and rain.  That’s the reason the first monolith was uncovered.  Left alone, most of the structures would have probably been uncovered naturally in another hundred years or so.  Second, the structures are simply too close together.  If we use an earth mover, we risk damaging the monoliths.”
 
   “So?”  Kensington asked.
 
   “We, also, might lose a Belial Stone in the process or worse, destroy it.  We don’t know if one became dislodged over the years.  By using the earth movers, we could miss it.”
 
   Kensington grunted.  “Fine.  But I expect you to increase the pace before winter.  I want more than pretty pictures of a Belial Stone, Professor.  I want a stone.”
 
   “Sir, the men are working around the clock as is.  Perhaps if we had more men to dig…”
 
   Kensington looked up and caught Priddle’s eyes.  The academic quickly looked away.  
 
   “Very well,” Kensington replied.  “I will get you more men.  But you had better get me results.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Of course.  I’m sure we’re very close.”
 
   Kensington grunted again and waved him out of the room.  Priddle glanced at Gideon, who had moved to the couch along the back of the room.  
 
   Gideon merely raised his eyebrows and tilted his head towards the door.  Priddle turned.  Tripping on his untied shoelaces, he caught himself on the doorjamb before stumbling from the room.
 
   With a look of disgust at the doorway, Kensington turned his attention to Gideon.  “That man is a cockroach.”
 
   Gideon sighed.  “True, but he is a useful cockroach.”
 
   Kensington’s gaze returned to the photos on his desk.  “Can you get more men?”
 
   “More men are never a problem.  The problem, however, will be when winter moves in.  The professor is right about the timetable.  We have another month, maybe, before winter moves in.  Then you’ll have about 200 or 300 men and nothing for them to do.”
 
   Kensington sighed.  “Well, we’ll just have to close up shop and start again in the spring.”
 
   Gideon looked at him for a long moment.  He knew what the Senator was really saying.  But he got a perverse pleasure from making the man spell it out.  “And the men?”
 
   “They’ll have served their purpose and provided a valuable service to this country.  Once we have the stone, they will have helped forge a stronger United States.”  Kensington leaned back in his chair, his hands across his chest.  “Their sacrifice will be remembered.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   Laney relayed the information she had learned from her uncle to Jake while they sat in a little bohemian coffee shop not too far from campus. 
 
   It seemed incredible.  The United States had often been belittled by other countries for its short history and lack of culture.  The U.S.’s oldest historic sites were only a couple of hundreds of years old, compared to the sites thousands of years old found around the world. 
 
   If this site truly existed, all that would change.  Even more critically, they might be able to find the missing men and Tom.  Montana could answer all of their questions.
 
   The sky was beginning to darken with rain as they left the shop.  They decided to stay in Minnesota for the night and head to Montana the next day.  If they left now, they wouldn’t arrive until well after dark anyway.  And if Montana was as important as they thought, they were going to need to hit the ground running.  
 
   They checked into a two-room suite at the Redfield and ate at the hotel’s restaurant downstairs.  The dining room was intimate, with fabric-covered booths, low lighting, and soft music piped in.  It was romantic and delightful.  For the first time since all this had begun, Laney felt safe, normal.
 
   When they reached the room, Jake asked her if she wanted to join him for a workout in the gym.   
 
   “Normally I’d say yes.  But I’m so sore, I think a workout would be torture.”
 
   “It might help work out some of those kinks.”
 
   “It probably would.  But I’m thinking a really hot bubble bath might be equally helpful.  And less strenuous.”
 
   Jake looked at her for a long minute.  “Maybe I'll skip my workout.  I don’t like the idea of you being alone.”
 
   “Jake, you’ll be one floor down.  I promise to yell really loud if any one breaks in the room.”
 
   “No.  I’ll stay.  Maybe we’ll rent a movie.” 
 
   At dinner, Laney had felt relaxed, but Jake had been like a coiled spring.  He needed to work off some of that energy.   She put her hand on his arm.   “How about a compromise?  A quick work-out and then a movie?
 
   He smiled, taking out the key card.  “Deal.
 
   Before he could insert it, the door to their room swung open, a gun extending from the dark.  Grabbing the gun barrel, Jake slammed the gunman’s hand against the door frame before launching himself at the attacker.  The men crashed to the floor, the door swinging shut behind them. 
 
   It happened so fast Laney couldn’t even be sure the shooter had been male.  She reached for the door handle to help when the door to the room next to her flew open.  A second gunman.  She aimed a sidekick for his stomach.  He dodged the kick, grabbing her ankle and yanking her towards him, into the other room.  She grabbed the gun with both hands, hopping as she balanced on one leg.  She threw a right elbow at his chin. 
 
   He grunted and dropped her leg.  He drew back to throw a punch, but she twisted out of the way, taking his gun hand with her.  He yelped as his finger got pinned next to the trigger. 
 
   Forcefully twisting the gun from his hand, he screamed as his finger broke.  Unfortunately, she yanked too hard and the gun went flying from her grasp, hitting the far wall.  She turned to run for it, but was yanked back by the waist.  She threw her head back, catching him under the chin. 
 
   “Bitch!"
 
   He threw her away from him and she crashed into the desk.  Paper, pens, the phone all crashed to the floor with her.  He ran at her.  She rolled to her feet, sidestepped his rush and aimed a round kick for his knee. It buckled and she caught a reflection on his belt from the moonlight streaming in through the window.  She reached down and yanked the knife from his belt.  
 
   She sliced up in an arc starting at his waist and diagonally across his chest.  He screamed and tried to grab her.  She dodged his hands, bringing the knife around again and sliced across his neck.  Blood poured from the wound.  She stopped, staring in horror at the damage she’d inflicted. 
 
   The man turned, blood gurgling from his neck and mouth.  He grabbed onto her, falling forward.  They fell backwards, his blood now dripping onto her chest, neck and face.  With a scream, she shoved him off her.  
 
   Scrambling quickly back from the body, she crashed into the wall behind her.  She watched the man writhe, and then just as quickly become still.  
 
   Shaking, she stared at him, unable to believe what had just happened.  She had just killed him.  She hadn’t hesitated.  Hadn’t had any qualms about the actions.  Was this who she’d become?  Someone who could kill without thought?
 
   Her head jerked up.  What if he was one of them?
 
   Heart pounding, she ran for the gun, lying beneath the window.  She grabbed it and trained it on the man.  She moved closer.  He didn't move, not even his chest.  She leaned down and quickly checked for a pulse.  He was gone.
 
   She fell back from the body, all her energy seeming to drain from her.  “Not a superhuman,” she whispered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   Jake slammed the man’s head into the floor.  Then, wrapping his right hand around the man’s forehead, his left around the back, he twisted.  The man’s neck broke and he went limp.  He leapt from the body, and grabbing the gun that had been lost in the tussle, threw open the door.
 
   “Laney!” He yelled.  The hallway was empty.  Where had she gone?  Did she go get help?
 
   He ran down to the end of the hall and then back.  She wasn’t there.  Fear enveloped him. Where was she?  
 
   A noise from the room next to theirs had him bringing his weapon up.  The door next to their room opened and Jake watched in stunned disbelief as Laney stepped out, covered from the waist up in blood.  He quickly lowered his gun, walking towards her.  “Laney?  Are you hurt?”
 
   She didn’t say anything, just stepped back to let him in.
 
   His gun drawn, he stepped in.  The room was a wreck.  He stepped closer to the body next to the bed.  The man was gone.  Blood soaked into the carpet around him.  He leaned down anyway to check for a pulse.  There wasn’t one.
 
   He turned back to her.  “Laney?”
 
   Her eyes met his.  “He’s not a superhuman.”  
 
   His head jerked back in surprise.  He hadn’t even thought about that.  But she was right.  Neither of the attackers was a superhuman.  So who were they and how did they fit in with this whole mess?
 
   “Mine, either.”
 
   “Is he dead, too?” she asked, her voice quiet.
 
   He nodded and a tear rolled down her cheek.  And then she began to shake and her legs gave out.
 
   Jake grabbed her before she could hit the floor.  He pulled her into his arms.  She didn’t resist.  “I’ve got you, honey.  I’ve got you.”
 
   He carried her out of the room, cursing whoever was putting her through this again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
   “So silver lining, they weren’t superhumans,” Jake said as he walked with Laney down to their new room ninety minutes later.  He couldn’t say angels.  He might have accepted that reality in his mind, but he was not ready to say the word out loud.
 
   A hotel manager had offered them the use of a different room to get cleaned up in and to comp their room.  He’d apologized profusely for the incident.  The man was probably more concerned about them potentially suing the Redfield.   Jake took pity on the poor man and assured him that they did not hold the hotel to blame in any way for the attack.  
 
   The police had a mobile fingerprint scanner and the results had come in almost immediately.  Both assailants were Russian nationals who were wanted in a string of countries for various violent acts.  Reading through the lines, Jake knew what they were - assassins.  
 
   Jake gestured to room 209 down the hall.  Laney walked towards it without comment.  He was worried.  She hadn’t said a word since the attack, except to answer the police’s questions.  She seemed to have shut down.  
 
   Jake opened the door and let her walk in first.  “We’ll get cleaned up and then leave for the airport in a few hours.”
 
   She looked back at him.  “The police don’t need us to stay in town?”
 
   Inwardly, he breathed a sigh of relief that she was at least speaking.  “No.  Henry gave them a call and smoothed the waters.  He assured them we’d return if necessary.”                
 
   He placed her bag on the couch.  Before they’d changed rooms, he’d collected her stuff, not wanting her to have to face the evidence of violence in the other suite.  He watched with concern as she gathered it from the couch.  Once again silent, she carried it into one of the bedrooms and closed the door behind her.
 
   He didn’t like her silence or the stiffness in her posture.  But he was at a loss as to what he could do to help her.  He was used to violent confrontation, and providing comfort generally did not come with the territory.  He found himself now in the uncomfortable position of wanting to offer that comfort and having absolutely no idea how to accomplish it.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   Henry stood staring out his office window.  The sun was just beginning to peek out over the hills.  He normally loved this time of day.  Watching the sunrise gave him a sense of calm and peace. 
 
   Today, though, the red streaks of the sunrise seemed more like an angry warning than a peaceful omen.   And after the attack on Laney and Jake last night, he had a feeling that things were going to start getting a lot more dangerous for all of them.  
 
   But at least they seemed to finally be making some headway in this case.  After Patrick had relayed the information that Jake and Laney had gathered from the University of Saint Paul, Danny had run a search for connections between Montana, AFP, and Priddle.  And they’d hit pay dirt.  Unsurprisingly, AFP was a strong supporter of Montana Senator Robert Kensington. 
 
   What was surprising, however, was that Kensington had purchased, through a number of shell companies, a 300-acre ranch a few miles outside of Havre, Montana about a year ago, just before all the men began to go missing.  Henry had contacted an operative on the West Coast last night to check it out and to meet up with Jake and Laney when they arrived in Montana later this morning.    
 
   He pulled his gaze from the sky when the door to his office opened.  Patrick walked in with a handful of printouts and a plate of donuts.  Haggard lines circled the priest’s eyes.  His walk seemed slower, as if his body had somehow aged overnight.    
 
   The day before, Patrick had made Henry promise that he would be told if there was any threat to Laney, no matter the time, day or night.  After Henry had received Jake’s call last night and spoken with the Saint Paul P.D., he’d kept his word.  Waking Patrick, he’d watched the anguish cut across the priest's face at the news.  And he’d known there was nothing he could do to ease the man’s suffering, or his own.  
 
   So the two men had headed to the main building to continue working on the case.  Patrick was looking for more information on the Belial Stone and Henry was reviewing all the information on AFP and their Montana connections. 
 
   Danny had joined them about an hour ago.  They were making some progress tying AFP and Kensington more strongly to the missing men, although there still wasn’t enough to bring the information to the authorities.  And you didn’t go up against a United States Senator without an iron-clad case.
 
   Henry watched Patrick take a seat at the conference table next to Danny and place a donut in front of him.  Danny grinned his thanks.  Henry smiled at the unlikely friendship that seemed to be building between the two.  
 
   A dark shape in the sky drew his attention back to the window.  He frowned.  The Chandler helicopter was back at Essex Skypark for repairs and there were no scheduled flights for this morning.  
 
   He crossed to his desk and retrieved the binoculars he kept in the bottom drawer.  Returning to the window, he noticed that the helicopter had drawn nearer and seemed to be heading in the direction of the helipad on the east lawn.  
 
   He tried to make out the call signs on the helicopter.  A chill went through him.  The numbers had been covered up.  
 
   He pulled out his phone and dialed his head of Security, Kevin Chung.  “Kevin, are you seeing this?”
 
   “We’ve been monitoring the flight.  The helo was heading around the estate and then made a beeline towards us.  There are no identifying marks on the bird.  We’ve tried to hail them.  No joy.  I have a security detail heading over to it as we speak and I’m heading over to you.”
 
   “Okay.  And make sure any staff on Sharecroppers Lane is moved to a secure location.  I hope this is nothing.   If it isn’t, I need them safe.”
 
   “Already have a team working on it, sir.  See you in five.” Kevin hung up.  
 
   Henry turned to Patrick, who’d come to stand next to him at the window.  
 
   “Problem?”  Patrick asked.
 
   He handed him the binoculars.  “I’m not sure.  I’m probably just being paranoid, but we have no scheduled incomings.  Hopefully, somebody’s just lost.”
 
   The helicopter was only about four hundred yards away.  “It doesn’t have any call signs,” Patrick said.  “And it’s landing.”
 
   Henry and Patrick watched the Jeep Cherokee with the security detail drive across the lawn, a hundred yards from the helicopter.  
 
   The side of the helicopter slid open.  A man aimed a surface-to-air missile at the Cherokee and fired.  The impact flipped the Jeep into the air.  It crashed back to earth, a flaming ball of metal.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER  42
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   Laney closed the bedroom door and leaned against it for a moment with her head bowed.  Words sprinted through her mind, but none of them stayed long enough for her to catch.  And she didn’t have the strength to focus on the task.
 
   She pushed herself away from the door and walked to the bathroom.  She placed her bag on the bathroom counter and started pulling out her shower supplies.  
 
   As she turned towards the shower, she caught her first glimpse of her reflection in the mirror.  She stifled a scream, as her shampoo and soap dropped to the white tile floor.  She stepped closer to the mirror and stared with morbid fascination at her reflection.  
 
   Dried blood was smeared across her hair, face, and neck.  She reached down to touch her shoulder.  Her shirt was stiff with blood. Half of her hair was caked with more blood and lay flat against her face.  She looked like she’d stepped out of a horror movie.  Although, she supposed, that wasn’t too far from the truth.  She couldn’t tear her eyes from her image in the mirror.  
 
   Giving herself a mental shake, she turned on the shower, making the water as hot as possible.  She stripped off her clothes and dumped them in the garbage.  She didn’t want any of them.  
 
   Climbing into the shower, she scrubbed her skin and hair until she was raw.  Then she stood there, letting the water beat down on her.  She had killed a man.  She pictured the fight in her mind, cringing with every swipe of her knife.  My god, she had killed him without any thought.  She had just reacted.  Who was she becoming?
 
   Her skin now bruised and pruned, she turned off the shower.  Climbing out, she inspected herself in the mirror.  All the blood was gone, but she still felt like it was there. 
 
   “Out, damned spot,” she whispered, feeling a connection with Shakespeare’s doomed lady.
 
   She grabbed a hotel robe and wrapped it around herself.  And then she went still.  She reached out a trembling hand to hold onto the wall.  Fear, sadness, terror boiled up inside her, clawing their way up her throat.  
 
   Her breathing came in jagged bursts.  Turning, she slid down the wall.  Pulling her legs to her chin, she wrapped her arms around them.  Her chest heaved and sobs burst from her.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   The wreckage of the Security Jeep cast a glow through the window of Henry’s office.  
 
   “We need to move now.” Henry pushed Patrick towards the door before running across the room to the conference table.  He half-lifted, half-pulled Danny out of his chair.  
 
   “What’s going on?” Danny asked, panic filling his voice.  With the noise-buffering windows and his focus on the monitor, he must not have heard Patrick and his conversation.  
 
   Henry pulled him towards the door.  “The estate is under attack.”  He looked back to see that the shooter in the helicopter had reloaded and was aiming for his office.  
 
   “Down!”  Henry tossed both Patrick and Danny into the hall, before throwing himself on top of them.  
 
   He heard and felt the impact of the missile as it slammed into the wall to their right.  A wall of flame shot above their heads.  Henry rolled off them as the flames receded, his back stinging, smoke choking him.  Patrick jumped to his feet, slapping Henry’s back to extinguish the flaming debris that had landed there.                
 
   Henry grabbed one of Danny’s arms, while Patrick grabbed the other.  Together, they hustled him towards the stairs and down to the second floor.  
 
   Patrick started to head down to the first, but Henry grabbed his arm to stop him.  “We need some supplies first.”
 
   He crossed the landing to a section of wood paneling along the back wall and pushed a button concealed under the white chair rail.  A small portion of the panel slid back, revealing a keypad.  He entered a password and another larger panel to his left slid open.  He pulled out an M4, a shotgun, two Berettas, and a bag of ammunition.   The shotgun and one of the Berettas had been specially crafted to fit his larger hands.   
 
   He handed Patrick the M4 and, at the priest’s raised eyebrows, replied, “I’m very security conscious.”
 
   Patrick nodded with a small smile and checked the weapon.  Henry turned and handed Danny a Beretta with the safety on.  Danny’s face was filled with fear. Henry’s heart clutched.  He was supposed to be offering Danny a safe haven.  The boy had experienced enough violence in his short life. 
 
   Gently, he wrapped Danny’s hand around the weapon.  “It’ll be all right, Danny.  It’s just in case.  You won’t have to use it.  I won’t let anyone hurt you.  Okay?” 
 
   Danny nodded, fear causing his whole body to tremble.  
 
   Henry placed a hand on his shoulder and gave what he hoped was a reassuring squeeze.  His throat felt thick when he thought of Danny being caught up in this. 
 
   Henry looked over at Patrick.  He’d read up on him before he and Laney had arrived.  The Scottish priest had been an incredible soldier in his day.  The sight of the machine gun nestled familiarly in his arms gave him a sense of hope.  Maybe they could survive this.  But looking at Danny, he promised that regardless of the cost to himself, Danny would survive
 
   Patrick glanced at Danny and then back at Henry.  He nodded, his face determined.  Henry knew the priest had just promised to defend Danny as strongly as he would.  
 
   “Okay, let’s go.”  With a calming breath, Henry led them across the landing and down to the first floor of the house.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   In the living room of the suite, Jake glanced at the door Laney had closed.  He’d taken a quick shower and changed.  When he’d gotten back to the living room, he heard Laney’s shower still running.  She’d been in there a long time.  She’d only turned it off a short time ago.  Maybe he should check on her.  
 
   He shook his head.  Or maybe he should just give her some space.  He leaned against the wall across from the door and stared at it.  
 
   He was out of his league here.  If it were anyone else, he’d probably just bang on the door and tell them to get a move on.  Here, he didn’t know what to do.  Part of him wanted to kick down the door, hold her, and tell her everything was all right.  
 
   Another part told him he should just leave her alone.  He was the last thing she needed right now.   She’d been through hell and he’d failed to protect her.  And besides, she was a professor with a nice normal life.  What could he possibly offer her?
 
   Jake leaned his head back and closed his eyes.  He couldn’t get the image of Laney curled up and covered in blood out of his head.  
 
   He banged the back of his head against the wall in frustration.  What the hell had he been thinking bringing her here?
 
   He cursed himself for not taking stronger precautions.  He didn’t think they’d follow them to Saint Paul.  Why hadn’t he noticed the surveillance?  
 
   He’d been off his game this whole investigation.  He didn’t know if it was because he was worried about Tom or because he was attracted to Laney.  Generally, he knew the second someone glanced at him for too long.  His platoon buddies use to joke that he was part psychic, he was so attuned to danger.  Where was that ability lately?  
 
   Whatever the reason, his radar was off and Laney was paying the price for it.  Well, this latest attack was the last straw.  He might not know what to do about how he felt about Laney, but he sure as hell knew how to keep her from getting hurt again.  
 
   His head jerked up as the bedroom door opened.  Laney stood poised in the doorway.   She looked around the room before her eyes landed on him.  Her eyes were red from crying.  He wanted to kill those men all over again/
 
   Jake pushed away from the wall.  He opened his arms.  She flew across the room and into them.  Jake held her, his heart aching at the fear that trembled through her.  She'd been so strong and handled so much.  Damn them for doing this to her.
 
   He couldn't let her be put in danger again.  When the plane arrived, he was going to lay down the law – she was going back to Chandler Headquarters in Baltimore.  At least if she was back in Maryland, he’d know she was safe. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   The first floor was silent.  Patrick followed Henry down the staircase, keeping one hand out to grab Danny, who was walking so close to Henry he could have been his shadow.  Adrenaline racing through him, Patrick mentally pulled up the floor plan from the first floor.  He knew there was a front door and a back, but there were a ton of doors along the veranda.  He hoped Henry had a plan.
 
   The front door flew open.  Patrick shoved Danny up against the wall, his gun trained on the entrance.  Henry took a defensive position in front of both of them.
 
   “Mr. Chandler,” a man called as he stumbled into the hall.  He was bleeding badly from a wound in his right shoulder.  Scratches and cuts were scattered across his face and arms
 
   Henry quickly descended the rest of the stairs and crossed the foyer to reach him.  “Kevin, what happened?
 
   “They took out my vehicle.”
 
   Patrick took a deep breath, releasing his grip in Danny.  The injured man must be Henry’s head of security.  “It’s okay, Danny.  Come on.” 
 
   Danny seemed frozen to the spot, unable to move.  Putting his arm around him, Patrick said.  “It’s time to go.  We’re going somewhere safe, okay?
 
   Danny looked up at him, his eyes impossibly large and way too young.  He nodded.  
 
   “Your men?”  Henry was asking Kevin as Patrick and Danny joined him.  
 
   Kevin shook his head.  “I don’t know.  My radio’s toast.  There’s a unit at Sharecroppers Lane securing the personnel and then the unit that went to investigate the helo.”  
 
   Henry spoke with compassion.  “Kevin, the unit at the helo…”
 
   Kevin gave a curt nod, cutting off Henry's words.  Anger slashed across his face, but his tone remained even.  “I know what happened to the group at the helipad.  I told the unit at Sharecroppers to stay with the personnel.  That’s all there was on the estate.  I called the off-duty units and the police, but it’ll take them some time to get here.”
 
   Patrick placed an arm around Danny’s still trembling shoulders, carefully, aiming Danny's gun at the floor.  “Do you know how many men are in the helicopter?”
 
   “Five, including the pilot,” Kevin grimaced and his face paled.  He breathed deeply, waiting for a wave of pain to pass.  
 
   After a few seconds, he continued.  “And they’re not in the helicopter any more.  I saw four rappel out of it.  The pilot dropped them and flew off.”
 
   Henry nodded and gestured with his gun.  “Okay, let’s move.  We’re heading to the bomb shelter.”
 
   “Dom's bomb shelter?” Patrick asked, trying to imagine how they were going to make it all the way across the estate.
 
   “No.  When I renovated this place, I told them I wanted all security measures available.  That includes a bomb shelter, which also acts as a panic room.  We access it through the kitchen.” 
 
   Henry led them through the front hall and into the dining room.  Patrick once again took flank, casting his eyes around the room, looking for any movement.  He watched Kevin in front of him, holding a shotgun.  He wasn’t sure how the man was still standing, never mind if he’d be able to fight in his condition.  
 
   Patrick stopped as he entered the dining room, sensing rather hearing something in the other room.  He glanced behind him just in time to see two men silently enter through the front door, each carrying an AK-47.  Just as silently, Patrick flattened himself against the dining room wall.  
 
   He watched Henry, Kevin, and Danny disappear through the swinging doors that separated the dining room from the butler’s pantry.  They hadn’t heard the men enter and luckily, their exit hadn't drawn the gunmen’s attention.  
 
   Saying a prayer, he stood silently, hidden from the front foyer by the wall.  He waited, alternately hoping they wouldn’t come his way and hoping they would so he could protect the others.  
 
   He heard a footstep only a few feet from him and knew the latter was coming true.  He held his breath and slid lower down the wall.  Without a sound, he switched the machine gun from semi-automatic to fully automatic.  
 
   A man dressed all in black stepped into the dining room, casting his eyes around looking for movement, his gun following the path of his eyes.  
 
   Patrick hesitated, not wanting to do what needed to be done.  His eyes caught the man’s.  He pulled the trigger before the man could get off a shot.  A string of bullets raked the man from knee to shoulder.  
 
   Bullets erupted through the wall behind him.  Patrick threw himself at the floor and crawled along the marble tiles until he was right next to the entryway.  
 
   A curse came from the other room.  He peered through the doorway.  The second gunman had jammed his weapon and was struggling to release the magazine.  He finally managed it and reached for a new mag from his vest.  
 
   Patrick pulled the trigger just as the man slammed a new magazine into the weapon.  The man flew back with the impact of the bullets and blood sprayed in an arc across the foyer wall from the wounds in the man’s chest and neck.  
 
   Patrick knew an arterial spray when he saw one.  The man wouldn’t survive.  
 
   He stood up and looked at the two men he’d killed.  His shoulders drooped at the senseless loss of life.  What was going on?  
 
   He shook his head, as if he could wipe away his culpability in their deaths.  His soldier days were supposed to be behind him.   He was a priest now, but he’d slipped so easily back into that old skin.  
 
   Gunfire barked from the kitchen.  Taking off at a sprint, he knew he was going to have to live in that skin a little longer.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   As Henry entered the kitchen, he realized Patrick wasn’t with them.  Glancing back through the window in the swinging door, he saw Patrick flattened against the dining room wall.  Beyond him, two men crossed the foyer towards him.  
 
   He reached out to warn Kevin when gunfire rang out from the dining room.  Henry pushed Danny under the counter in the pantry and motioned for him to stay down.  He turned to go help Patrick when Kevin tapped his shoulder, pointing to the kitchen.  Two more men were about to enter through the back. 
 
   Kevin lowered himself behind the large kitchen island.  Henry motioned for Danny to stay put before following Kevin.  Kevin indicated that he would go around the island to the right and that Henry should go around to the left.  Henry nodded, his shotgun firmly grasped in his hands.  
 
   The hinges creaked as the kitchen door swung open.  Henry made his way around the island until he was only about six feet from the gunmen, still hidden by the island.  Gunfire erupted again from the other room.  Henry glanced out; both gunmen were looking in the direction of the dining room, right where Danny was hiding.   
 
   He slid out from behind the island, shooting from the ground.  Kevin did the same from the other side.  The gunmen fell, huge gaping holes in their torsos.  One man was gone, but the other still gasped for breath.  
 
   Henry crossed to him and placed his hand under the man’s neck.  “Who sent you?”
 
   The man looked at Henry, his eyes wide.  He grasped Henry’s arm.  “Help me.”
 
   “Help’s coming.  Tell me who sent you.”
 
   The man struggled to speak, blood gurgled from his mouth.  His breathing was jagged.  He clutched at Henry’s arm.   Henry knew there was nothing he could do to save him.  
 
   The man let out one last gasping breath and went still, his arms falling to his sides.  Henry gently lowered the man’s head to the floor.
 
   Patrick came through the pantry door with his gun drawn, Danny close behind him.  “All clear?”  
 
   “Yes,” Henry replied his mouth set in a grim line.  “Danny, you okay?”
 
   “Y-y-eah,” Danny stammered out, his eyes the size of saucers as he took in the scene.
 
   “That’s all of them," Kevin said from his spot on the floor, a pool of blood developing around him.  “Assuming you got the guys that came in the front.”  
 
   Patrick nodded.  “They were not as gifted as some others we’ve come in contact with.” 
 
   Henry’s eyes shot back to Patrick’s.  He was right.  Focused on the immediate threat, he hadn’t considered the nature of their attackers.  These attackers were not superhuman.  The attack must be related, but why send humans?  What had changed?
 
   Kevin closed his eyes.  “A small force for a quick-kill mission.  Plus the helicopter pilot, although he’s probably long gone.” 
 
   Danny grabbed some kitchen towels from a drawer.  Dropping to the floor next to Kevin, he pressed the towels against the Kevin's shoulder wound with a shaky hand. “He needs a doctor.”  
 
   Patrick leaned down to help Danny.  But Henry noted he let Danny take the lead and he was thankful. Danny obviously needed to feel as if he was doing something constructive to stave off the fear racing through his system.
 
   Henry pulled out his cell phone and called for help, even though he could already hear the sirens in the distance.  While he was talking to the 911 dispatcher, his mind was racing.  They had to be getting close to something for someone to take this bold a step.  These men were trained professionals.  
 
   Henry knew that the only reason they’d survived was because the hit squad had expected the only resistance to come from the security force.  And the security force had been taken out with brutal efficiency.  Jake and Laney had been equally lucky in surviving the attack on them last night.  How much longer, though, could everyone’s luck last?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   Saint Paul, MN
 
    
 
   “You’re not going.” Jake glared down at Laney.  
 
   She glared right back.  “Last time I checked, that decision wasn’t up to you.”
 
   Jake tried a different tack.  “Look, I know you want to help.  But I think this is just a little over your head.  You should go home and–“
 
   “And what, Jake?  Darn some socks?  Cook up a lovely meal?”
 
   Jake groaned.  Okay, definitely not the right approach.  He wasn’t sure how everything had gone so wrong.  After Laney had come out of the shower, he’d held her until she’d fallen asleep.  They’d lain curled up together for a few hours.  When she’d awoken, he had told her it would be safer for her to go back to Baltimore.  And then all hell had broken loose.  
 
   “I didn't mean it like that.  I meant you’re not trained for this.”
 
   “Really, Jake?  And how much of your military training covered battles with fallen angels?  Was that part of basic or did they save that for SEAL school?”
 
   Jake stared at her, his mind scrambling to come up with an argument that would work. “Laney, you’ve nearly been killed what, four times?”
 
   She gave him a pointed look.  “The key word there is ‘nearly’.  And I could make the same argument about you.  And who in this room actually took out a fallen?  I’m pretty sure it wasn't you.”
 
   Jake turned and headed for his duffel, which sat on the coffee table.  “You’re not going."
 
   “Careful, you don’t want to scrape your knuckles too badly as you drag them along the floor,” Laney muttered.  
 
   Jake whirled around to reply when his phone rang.  He yanked it out of his pocket.  “What?!”
 
   “Um, Jake?”
 
   “Henry, this really isn’t a good time.”
 
   “Well, it’s not been a great one here, either.  The compound was attacked.”
 
   Jake’s anger evaporated, replaced by concern.  “Is everyone okay?”  
 
   Jake watched the color drain from Laney’s face.  She crossed the room to him to stand next to him.
 
   “We’re okay.  But the security unit was almost completely taken out.”  
 
   Jake closed his eyes and breathed deep.  He’d recommended half the unit at the headquarters.  “Damn it.  Was it…”  he couldn't bring himself to say “fallen angels”.  He just couldn't get the words past his lips.
 
   “They were human,” Henry replied.  “But they have a record.  They were Russian nationals.”
 
   Jake’s head jerked up.  “Same as ours.”
 
   “Yeah.  I think it’s only going to get more dangerous as we move on.  We need to end this, Jake.  I need you two in Montana ASAP to see what you can find.   Danny and I are going to see if we can track down a photo of the attacker from the church.  Patrick’s going to see what he can find out about the stone and these men’s abilities.  If Montana is the end game, Patrick and I will join you there.”
 
   Jake knew Henry was right. They needed to pick up the pace.  Things were getting too dangerous.  “Okay, Henry.  We’ll call you when we have something.”  He disconnected the call.
 
   Laney placed a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry about your friends.”
 
   “You get all that?”
 
   She nodded.  
 
   “All the attackers were normal humans.”  He shook his head.  “Why?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that.  If this Belial Stone is the weapon it’s purported to be, Montana really is the end game.  And not just for humanity, but for the angels’ existence here as well.  And I think Paul’s companion may be on his own.  In our research so far, there’s nothing that suggests the angels all get reincarnated back together.  They could be spread across the planet.  He may have spent lifetime after lifetime looking for a way out of here.  Now, he’s close.  Really close.  I’m guessing he couldn’t take the risk of coming here himself.  If he died, who knows where the Belial Stone would be when he finally re-emerged?”
 
   Jake nodded.  “But he can’t honestly believe that after murdering billions of people, that he’d be rewarded with what he wants.  Can he?”
 
   Laney’s smile was grim.  “Madness generally isn’t logical.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   Gideon stood in the guard tower watching the men scurry around below him.  Lights glared across the space, making it look like a movie set.  Although Gideon hadn’t slept, he felt energized.    
 
   “All these little men, running around like ants,” he murmured.  They were close.  He could almost feel it.  Finally after all this time, it would end.
 
   “Did you say something, sir?” the guard on the other side of the tower asked.
 
   Gideon sighed.  “No, officer.  Why don’t you go take a break?”
 
   The man turned around to face Gideon. “Sir, I’m not allowed to…” 
 
   He trailed off as Gideon fixed him with a stare.  “Sure, sir.  I could use a break.” The guard quickly opened the trap door in the floor and descended down the ladder.  
 
   “Close the door,” Gideon ordered.
 
   “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” The man reached back through for the top of the trap door and pulled it shut behind him.
 
   Gideon turned his attention back to the dig site.  He breathed in deep.  He liked it up here in the tower.  The stink of unwashed bodies didn’t rise this high.  All he could smell was the crisp, mountain air.  
 
   He cast his eyes on the mountains in the distance.  He had to admit, the Children had picked an incredible spot to bury the stone.  They always did appreciate beauty.  He’d gone out to the site in Turkey once he’d heard about the discovery there.  That site was barren in comparison to this majestic location.  Of course, back when Gobekli Tepe had been created, it had been lush.  A veritable Garden of Eden, he though wryly.
 
   If he’d gotten to the Turkish site sooner, maybe he would already have a Belial Stone.  He’d heard about it only after the German team had taken control of the site.  He could have wormed his way in at that point, but the site was too well known.  
 
   But it had inspired him.  He knew it would only be a matter of time before another site would emerge.  He’d heard rumors, eons ago, that a group of the Children had landed in the Northwest of the Americas.  Gideon had inserted himself with powerful people in Oregon, Washington, the Dakotas and, of course, Montana.  
 
   He knew, though, down deep, that it would be Montana.  He smiled.  And Kensington was such a controllable puppet, with endless resources.  Kensington’s tunnel vision on gaining power had blinded him to the real danger that was only an arm’s length away.
 
   Gideon glanced quickly down at the site.  He thought someone had called his name.  He shook his head at his fancy.  It was if the stones were calling to him to be found.  And he would not disappoint them.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 49
 
    
 
   Airborne to Havre, MT
 
    
 
   On the plane ride to Montana, Laney had called her uncle to make sure he was all right.  She’d only gotten off the phone after repeated assurances that he was fine and that Henry was finding them a safe place to hole up. 
 
   She leaned back in her chair.  “My uncle and I seem to spend the bulk of our conversations lately assuring each other we’re fine.”  She glanced over at Jake.  “We are both such big, fat liars.”
 
   “That’s what family does, I guess.  Try to make each other feel better.”  
 
   She nodded, but deep down she didn’t feel better.   Her uncle’s assurances hadn’t touched the ball of fear that had lodged in her stomach ever since she’d heard about the attack in Baltimore.  She’d already lost Drew to this madness.  She didn’t think she’d survive losing her uncle. 
 
   She glanced out the window as the pilot came over the PA to announce that they would be landing.  The land was all mountains, green fields, and fluffy white clouds slowly moving overhead.  “Well, it certainly is beautiful country out here.”
 
   Jake looked past her, his expression troubled.  “Sure is.  I hope Yoni’s got some news for us.”  Earlier Henry had called to tell them he’d put an operative in the area last night.  He’d be meeting them at the airfield.  
 
   Laney reached over and took Jake’s hand.  “We’ll find Tom.”
 
   He looked into her eyes and her breath caught.  They stared, neither one of them speaking.  The spell was broken only when the plane's wheels hit the tarmac.
 
   Laney looked away, her heart pounding.  Definitely not the time for this.
 
   Laney and Jake gathered their stuff and disembarked from the plane without a word.  She got her first glimpse of Yoni Benjamin as Jake wrapped him in a hug at the bottom of the plane’s steps.  The man didn’t even reach Jake’s shoulder.  Laney, who at 5’4” was no giant, was still a couple inches taller than him. 
 
   But what he lacked in height, he made up for in muscle.  He was built like a tank.  His biceps were the size of Laney’s head and his arms couldn't rest flat against his sides.  
 
   When Jake released him, Yoni turned his large brown eyes on Laney.  Eyes too small for his face, a giant nose that looked like it had been broken multiple times, and not a drop of hair on his head.  Yoni Benjamin would not be anyone’s idea of handsome.  But when he smiled, his whole face lit up and you couldn't help but smile back.  He grabbed her in a crushing hug, lifting her off her feet.  
 
   She let out a laugh.  Yoni was one of those people whom you felt like you’d known all your life.
 
   “Hey Laney.  Great to meet you,” he said.  Laney was surprised to hear an Israeli accent.
 
   Jake put a hand on Yoni’s shoulder.  “Yoni, put her down.”
 
   “Oh right.  Sorry there.” Yoni set her gently on the ground.  “It’s good to finally meet Jake’s girl.”
 
   “Um, I’m not.  I mean, we’re not,” Laney stuttered, staring over Yoni’s shoulder, feeling her cheeks begin to burn.
 
   “Yoni,” Jake dragged out the name.  “This is Dr. Laney McPhearson.  She’s consulting with Chandler.”
 
   “Yeah, Henry told me.  But when I saw the way you two were trying not to look at each other, I figured there was something going on.”
 
   Laney’s face flamed even hotter.  “Uh, no.  We're just co-workers.”
 
   Yoni grinned.  “Yeah, that's how my wife and I started, too.”
 
   “How is Julie?” Jake asked, and Laney felt profound relief at the topic change.  
 
   “She’s great. Did you know we’re expecting?”  He reached into his front jean pockets and then his back, finally pulling out a picture.  “Look, there’s my little man.”
 
   Laney looked at the picture and smiled.  How could you not love a man who carried around a sonogram picture of his child?  
 
   “He’s got my chin, you see?”
 
   Jake slapped him on the shoulder.  “Congratulations, man.  That’s great.”
 
   “Yeah, it really is.”  Yoni put the picture back in his pocket.  He grabbed Laney’s bag and started heading for the parking lot.  “I’ve got us set up in a house in Beaver Creek.  It’s about a fifteen minute drive from here.”  
 
   Jake hiked up his bag.  “Have you had any time to do any intel gathering?”
 
   Yoni looked back over his shoulder and grinned.  “Sure have.  And I think I know where they’re keeping your missing men.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 50
 
    
 
   Beaver Creek, MT
 
    
 
   Yoni drove Laney and Jake to a restaurant called The Firehouse in the downtown area of Beaver Creek.  On the car ride over, they explained what they’d learned so far, including the nature of Paul.   Yoni seemed to take the information in stride.  
 
   “So, to kill him, we completely obliterate the heart.”  He nodded, his expression thoughtful.  “I’m pretty sure suffocating would work and dismembering would work pretty well, too.  It’ll at least take awhile to grow back some arms.”
 
   Laney had stared at him, amazed.  Apparently, Yoni wasn’t fazed by much. 
 
   Stopping for lunch, they’d gotten a booth in the back corner where they had a complete view of the Firehouse Saloon.  And saloon was apt, with its poker tables for dining, long wooden bar along one wall, and spittoon by the front door.  The waitress mentioned they’d missed the lunch crowd by about an hour.  Though from what little traffic there’d been in town, Laney couldn’t imagine it had been much of a crowd.  
 
   After everyone put in their order for burgers and fries, Yoni explained that the ranch Senator Kensington had purchased had formerly been owned by a man named Kenny Coleman.  His daughter had been the one who’d sold the property to Kensington.                
 
   When Yoni had gotten in last night, he’d tracked down Kenny Coleman’s daughter, Kelly Nickels.  She worked at Wal-Mart during the day and she waitressed at a bar called the Rusty Nail a couple of nights a week.  She was a single mom with two kids.  She’d really been struggling to make ends meet since her Dad passed away two years ago.  
 
   Jake took a handful of peanuts from the bucket on the table.  “What’d he die of?”
 
   “Three bullets to the chest.”
 
   Laney choked on her water and Yoni whacked her on the back.  
 
   “Oh my God,” she said when she could finally talk.  “Every time I think this can’t get any worse, it does.”  
 
   “Well, apparently it gets a little worse than that.  The police believe he was shot on his ranch.  Then the body was moved.  They were never able to find the original crime scene.  And the ranch is 300 acres, so that’s pretty understandable.  Whoever killed him, carried him back to the house and dumped him on the porch.  And then killed Coleman’s dog.”
 
   “His dog?” Jake asked.  
 
   “Yeah.  Coleman must have left the dog in the house when the murderer showed up.  The dog apparently ripped the door to shreds trying to get to him.  Guy shot him right through the door. Then he grabbed Coleman’s computer and camera.”  
 
   “Do the police have any leads?”  Jake asked.  
 
   Yoni shook his head, “Nothing.  And the daughter didn’t have any idea why either.  Before he died, her father had told her that he had a plan for making some more money.  He never went into detail, though.  According to the police, she’d said he’d been afraid he would jinx it, whatever it was.”
 
   Yoni halted his story to smile at the waitress as she dropped off their drinks.  “So I went by the Rusty Nail to see her last night.  Nice lady.  She’s got it tough, though.  One of the kids is sick a lot.  In fact, she had to rush home last night to take care of him.  I stayed at the bar and talked to the owner who was tending bar, Travis Heymaker.   I’d been sitting at the bar for about an hour when one of those political commercials comes on for Senator Robert Kensington.  And Travis starts saying how this guy is a real shyster.  That’s the actual word he used - shyster.  So I start agreeing with him.  Saying how you can’t trust any politician.  
 
   “And Heymaker just lets loose.  He starts telling me how when Kelly’s dad died two years ago, Kensington bought up all his land after the estate was done with probate.  Travis said he underpaid, but that he’d scared off anybody else who was interested."
 
   “How’d he scare them off?” Laney asked.  
 
   “Anybody who was interested in the land got visited by the IRS or had a warrant issued for their arrest based on old parking tickets, or something else along those lines.  Didn’t take too long for people to get the message and stop being interested.  And the only money Kelly could get was half of what it was really worth.  But she had a sick child and the bills were really beginning to pile up.  So what could she do?”
 
   “Does he know why Kensington wanted the land so badly?” Jake asked.
 
   Yoni shrugged.  “No.  He knows something isn’t right.  Apparently, Kensington put a fence around the whole property – all 300 acres.  And he has guards patrolling it.”  
 
   Yoni stopped talking to give the waitress another flirtatious smile as she placed the food on the table.  “So, I did a little checking into the property.  I couldn’t do much recon on the land because, well heck, I just got here last night.  I did check it out online.  Kensington pulled a Cheney on Google Earth and had it removed.  He even pulled some strings with the governor to have it declared a no-fly zone so that no planes can even fly over it.  Seems like Kensington is trying to keep something hidden.”  
 
   “So we can’t get in?” Laney asked.
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Yoni replied, swallowing a pickle slice and licking his fingers.  “It’s just going to be a little difficult.  I did a little recon last night and again this morning before I came to pick you up.  It looks like the guards patrol every twenty minutes or so.  The best call would be to go in at night.  But there’s not much cover anywhere.”
 
   “Ghillie suit?” Jake asked, a grin beginning to form on his face
 
   Yoni returned the grin.  “Ghillie suit.”
 
   “What’s a ghillie suit?” Laney asked.
 
   Yoni gave her a grin that was usually reserved for four-year-olds on Christmas morning.  “Oh Doc, you’re going to love it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 51
 
    
 
   Beaver Creek, MT
 
    
 
   Later that night, Yoni and Jake prepared to recon the Kensington site.  They were dressed like something out of the Swamp Thing.  
 
   After seeing their get-ups, Laney didn’t even attempt to get them to let her tag along.  She knew she was out of her league.  She might know how to run a hierarchical linear model analysis, but recon a target in the dead of night while dressed like a creature from the black lagoon?  Not her thing.  
 
   After the last night’s attack, though, Jake wasn’t leaving her unprotected.  She had a Beretta to the right of her laptop on the coffee table and a fully loaded shotgun on the kitchen counter across from her.  All the doors and windows were locked, the blinds down.
 
   Yoni had even set up trip wires out in the yard and drive as an extra precaution.  At the first sign of trouble she was supposed to get to the truck and beat it out of there.  And according to Yoni, if anyone tried to stop her, she was supposed to mow them down.  
 
   As he left, he’d even slipped her a machete with a wink.  “Just in case.  Remember, dismemberment will probably work, too.”
 
   She smiled wryly.  Her life had certainly taken a turn to the absurd recently.  Last week around this time, she’d been settling down to watch a movie about a cat who wanted to sing in the movies with Max and Kati.  Now she was sitting in a wired house, armed, trying to find information that tied a U.S. Senator to a bunch of missing cons.  
 
   And she was coming up empty.  Although Kensington certainly had no love lost for the criminal population, all of it was pretty standard stuff.  He was a strong proponent of the death penalty and reducing the number of appeals for a death verdict.  He even wanted to increase prison time for all offenses across the board.   Basically his motto seemed to be, if you couldn’t kill them for their crime, they should be locked up for the rest of their life.  
 
   Laney shook her head.  She knew that politicians loved to take strong stances against crime, but the reality was that by the time the criminal justice system got involved, it was usually too late to do anything.  Criminals weren’t made when they turn eighteen.  They were made through a lifetime of experiences.  
 
   Effective crime reduction policies involved early parenting classes, increasing the quality of education that children received, and providing children with a safe environment after school.  Those options always looked too soft in the public arena.  So Senator Kensington was towing the party line with regards to the appropriate way to deal with criminals – lock them away for as long as possible.  
 
   Everything else about him looked normal and above-board as well.  Henry had sent over a dossier, and nothing stood out.  There were no red flags.  Age fifty-nine, Harvard-educated, ran for his first office at thirty-two after running a successful law firm.  Married at twenty-seven. His wife had died from breast cancer twenty-four years later, leaving him a widower with two adult sons.  One son had taken over his father’s law firm a few years back and the other worked for a hedge fund in Manhattan. 
 
   Kensington had made a name for himself on the national scene two years ago when he'd introduced his controversial crime bill.  The bill had failed, but his popularity had continued to grow.  He’d been considered a shoo-in for the next Republican nomination for president, at least until John Michaels star started rising.   
 
   On paper, everything looked good.  No scandals, no affairs.  He appeared to love God and country.  Laney’s additional searches did nothing to change that view.  He’d become more conservative in his views in the last decade, at least publicly, but there was nothing that stood out as a problem. He was squeaky clean.
 
   She sighed, clicking on another internet site.  “Let’s see if this one is any more useful.”  
 
   Her phone beeped and she checked the text message.  It was from Rocky.  “Pulled his picture off an ATM cam.  Emailed you a copy.  We're putting it thru facial rec.”
 
   Laney accessed her email and clicked on the attachment Rocky had sent.  Even though she knew what to expect, she jolted at the sight.  The man glared at the camera, somehow conveying a palpable sense of menace even through the still photo.  She shoved her chair back from the table, wanting to put some distance between herself and the picture.
 
   “Who are you?” she whispered.  
 
   She shuddered as she remembered the sound of his body colliding with Jake’s car.  She forwarded the email to Henry and then closed the picture.  She didn’t need that face staring at her.  Her nightmares were vivid enough.  
 
   She stood up and paced the room.  She pulled out her phone and dialed Henry.  Absently, she stood at the table and clicked through the pictures of Kensington she’d found.  Some of the photos were obviously from the news media, some were surveillance photos.  But there was nothing incriminating.  Just pictures of the Senator waterskiing, snowshoeing, kissing babies, making a speech, meeting constituents.   
 
   He looked normal.  Strong, patrician features, the slightest touch of grey at his temples.  He looked like he was right out of central casting for a politician. 
 
   “But you never can tell, can you?” she murmured. 
 
   Her hand stilled over the computer as the next picture flashed across the screen.  Paul’s companion’s face stared out at her.  “Holy crap.”  
 
   She dropped back into her chair, pulling up Rocky’s picture.  Her eyes shifted back and forth between the two shots.  There was no mistake.  It was the same man.    
 
   Henry’s deep baritone filled the phone.  “Hi Laney.  What are you still doing up?”
 
   “Hey Henry,” She struggled to keep her voice even as she paced.  “I um, was, um. . .
 
   “Laney?
 
   She gave herself a mental shake. “Sorry.  Just got a double hit here.  Rocky sent me a photo of Paul’s accomplice.  And I just found pictures of him and Kensington.  I’m not sure what his role is, but he’s connected to the Senator. I just sent you the picture from Rocky.”   
 
   “So now we’ve connected them.  Hold on a sec.”  She heard rustling and figured he was trying to get his large frame behind a normal desk.  It must not be too easy being Henry.  
 
   “I can run a facial recognition.  But it will take a while.”
 
   “Okay.  Rocky’s doing the same.  Just let me know when you get something.”
 
   “Will do.”  Henry paused.  “How’re you doing?”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “Really?” Henry asked quietly.
 
   She sighed, shutting down the pictures again and walking to the couch.  She plopped down, pulling her legs under her.  “I don't know, Henry.  I mean, I keep trying to make sense of all of this and the one explanation that makes sense just seems impossible.”
 
   “The fallen angels.”
 
   She pulled a wool blanket from the back of the couch over her. “Yeah.  When Dom first mentioned them, I thought he was crazy.  But with the M.E.'s report and my own experience, what other explanation is there?  And I checked out Cayce a little more thoroughly.  The man was not a quack.  He refused to take money for his work and he helped a lot of people.  Research has even been done on his medical predictions, and he had an 86 percent accuracy rate.   And I can't help but think...” her voice trailed off.
 
   “If those reading were accurate, why couldn’t the other ones about Atlantis be just as accurate?”  Henry sighed into the phone.  “I know.  I’ve been thinking the same thing.”  
 
   She drummed her fingers on the side of the couch as her eyes roamed the room.  “In Cayce’s work, he speaks of the split between the Children of the Law of One and the Sons of Belial.  But before that time, everyone lived and worked together.  And Cayce never explains what caused the split.  But if Dom’s right, the fallen angels caused it.”
 
   “I came to the same conclusion.  I just don’t know where that gets us.”
 
   They both lapsed into silence for a few moments before Laney broke it.  “Henry, can I ask you a question?”              
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She sat up from the couch and started tracing the outline of the handgun on the table.  “When Dom mentioned that quote from the Book of Enoch, you and my uncle seemed to recognize it right away.  I get why Uncle Patrick did, but why did you?”  
 
   Henry was quiet on the other side of the phone.  Laney worried that maybe she had overreached. 
 
   But then his voice came through, calm as usual.  “When I was a child, my mother didn’t read me fairy tales the way other moms did.  Instead, she read me the stories of the angels, both good and bad.  They were my bedtime tales.  It’s funny you should ask me about that, because ever since Dom mentioned the fallen angels, their stories have been filling my mind.”
 
   “Why was she so fixated on angels?”
 
   “I don't know.  Now I’m beginning to wonder if she was trying to prepare me for something.”
 
   “So you think Dom could be right?”
 
   “I don't know, Laney.  I just don't know.”  Laney could hear the exasperation in his voice.  “On the one hand, it seems crazy.  Angels walking among us and being reincarnated over and over again?  But on the other hand,” he paused, “it would explain what we’re dealing with.”
 
   “And that means we need to prepare for the worst.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She picked the gun up from the table and sat back on the couch with it in her lap.  “So, we’re preparing to go against a fallen angel who’s using men to dig up an ancient source of power.”  She took a deep breath.  “And who then plans on using said weapon to destroy the world.”  
 
   Henry gave a small chuckle.  “Well, at least there’s no pressure.”
 
   Laney smiled, but then it fell away.  “You know, Henry, as long as we’re being so straightforward, it seems we’re avoiding one big issue.”
 
   “What's that?
 
   “The name.  We keep calling them fallen angels, but that’s not entirely accurate.  Because when an angel falls, he’s no longer known by that name.  He’s called a demon.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 52
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   After the attack, Henry had relocated Patrick, Danny and himself to Dom’s bomb shelter.  He told the rest of the staff to take a week off.  The Chandler Group was currently closed for business.  
 
   Henry, however, was still plugging away, although he debated whether or not to call it a night.  He pushed back from the computer monitor and rubbed his eyes.  God, am I tired.
 
   He’d been running the picture Laney had sent him through recognition systems since he’d gotten off the phone with her.  Two hours later, he had nothing to show for it.  
 
   He knew Danny would probably be able to do it faster.  He couldn’t, though, bring himself to wake him.  Danny was asleep in one of the guest rooms down the hall after Henry slipped a sleeping pill into his tea earlier in the afternoon.  He hadn’t wanted to, but Danny needed sleep.  When he’d brought Danny into the Chandler Group, Henry had hoped to protect him against the violence that he’d been exposed to in his early life.  Today, he’d failed at that task, and it was eating him up inside. 
 
   “To sleep or not to sleep, that is the question,” Henry muttered as he watched the program complete its run with no matches.   He stared at the email icon on the bottom left of the screen.  He thought about the file Dom had sent him about the present incarnations of the angels.
 
   “Oh, what the hell.”   He double-clicked the icon.  
 
   The file contained two large folders.  One labeled “Twentieth Century and Later” and the other, “Nineteenth Century and Earlier”.  He clicked on the twentieth century folder and over two hundred files listed on the screen in front of him.  He quickly read through the names and a number of them jumped out at him: Rasputin, Mengela, Bundy.  
 
   Okay. This was stupid.  These names were well known.  Their guys were not.  He was about to shut down the computer when he saw some names that were dated for the latter half of the twentieth century.   
 
   He rubbed his eyes.  I check these dozen and call it a night.
 
   He clicked on one of the Word files and a bio of a general in the Egyptian army appeared.  The .jpeg file with the same name showed a tall man with dark hair, a scar across his cheek, and a look of complete menace in his eyes.
 
   Definitely not a nice-looking man, but also not the man I’m looking for.
 
   He clicked through about eight more files and thought he should just forget it.  This was ridiculous.  He clicked on the ninth photo and his hand stilled.  The man staring back at him had high cheekbones, crystal blue eyes, and soft brown hair.   His eyes flew to the photo Laney had sent him.  The man in Dom’s picture was a little younger, but undeniably the same man.
 
   He quickly clicked the Word file and read the bio.  He scanned past the early history to his more recent involvements.  Suspected of being involved with Chechen rebels fifteen years ago, the Syrian government about eight years ago, and now he was believed to work for Senator Kensington. 
 
   Now they had a link between the attackers – Russian nationals – and their unknown man.
 
   He scrolled farther down the file.  Dom had tracked down some reports on people who’d worked with the man.  The reports all differed except for one common trend: the man was a ruthless killer who seemed to have almost supernatural fighting skills.  He went by the name Gideon but Dom had made a note about what he believed to be his real identity.
 
   “Azazyel.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 53
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   Jake and Yoni crawled up to the eight-foot chain link fence that surrounded the all of Kensington’s property.  They lay still, waiting for the patrol truck to pass.  It took all Jake had not to storm the grounds.  The idea that Tom was only a short distance away and in trouble was killing him.
 
   He and Yoni had made a loop around the exterior of the fence to check for patrols and any gaps in the fence.  There weren’t any.
 
   Tom was in there somewhere.  Jake felt it.  He wanted to sprint in and grab him, taking out anyone who got in his way.  But he knew that would only sign both of their death warrants.  So slow and cautious was the approach.  
 
   There didn’t appear to be any motion sensors or electronic surveillance.  They seemed to be relying solely on human security in the form of one truck, which was responsible for patrolling the entire perimeter, and a guarded entrance on the northern side of the property.  
 
   The low-level security was good news for them.  It was much easier to slip pass human security than electronic security.  
 
   Watching the truck approach, Jake took a breath, trying to calm the rage building within him.
 
   The truck’s headlights rolled over them as their Ghillie suits blended seamlessly into the landscape.  It didn’t stop.  
 
   Jake gestured to his watch.  “Ten minutes.”
 
   Yoni nodded and moved to the fence with a pair of wire clippers already in hand.  He made the first cut and waited.  No alarms went off and no guards came running.  He made quick work of cutting a hole in the fence big enough for them to crawl through.  Once they were through, they repositioned it so that it appeared still intact.  Heading north, they kept low to the ground.  
 
   It was silent, with only a slight wind.  Jake strained to hear the sound of anything.  If there were men here, shouldn't they be able to hear something?  
 
   Doubts flooded his mind and fear crept through him.  If they were wrong, then he had absolutely no idea where Tom might be.  
 
   They were only five hundred yards in when his watched beeped.  He signaled to Yoni to stop.  They flattened themselves to the ground.  Seconds later, the lights of the patrol returned.  It drove slowly past them.  
 
   “Hurry up,” he urged, watching the truck.  This was taking too long.  They needed to move faster.  
 
   When the patrol was out of view, Jake jumped to his feet, ready to start back on their path.   Yoni grabbed him by the arm and shook his head.  He signaled for him to listen.                
 
   Straining, Jake could just make out the sound of a plane.  As the noise grew louder, he was surprised to hear that it sounded like a military cargo plane, flying low.  
 
   Looking up, he saw the lights of the plane and noticed that the landing gear was down.  As it passed over them, he exchanged a look with Yoni.  Without speaking, they both changed direction, following the path of the plane.
 
   Moving fast, they arrived at a makeshift landing strip another two thousand yards in.  Jake’s heart hammered in his chest.  This must be the cargo plane that filed the false flight plan every month.  But why were they flying in now?  Hadn’t they already made this month’s delivery?  Could this operation be even bigger than they realized?
 
   They settled into a small gully two hundred yards from the landing strip.  The plane had just rolled to a stop next to a large farm truck and a Suburban.  Four armed men exited the Suburban.  Two other armed men leaned against the truck.  
 
   Jake grabbed his camera from his pack and started snapping away.  Yoni watched the scene through his night-vision binoculars.   
 
   “It’s opening up,” Yoni whispered.  
 
   Jake fixed his camera on the cargo door as it slowly lowered.  The commandos stormed into the belly of the plane.  Their yells echoed through the open space.  Seconds later, shackled men stumbled down the ramp.  One man fell as he stepped off the ramp and was kicked in the face by a guard.  Jake's grip tightened on the camera.  Bastards.  
 
   Another man grabbed the fallen man and helped him stand.  Then all of the men were rushing to get into the storage truck.  Less than a minute later, the truck and SUV were driving across the field and the plane was turning around to take off again.
 
   “I guess we’ve found the missing men,” Yoni said grimly.
 
   Jake placed his camera back in his pack, trying to focus on the task.  The anger burning in his chest was making that difficult.  This must have been how Tom arrived.  He looked at Yoni.  “We need to know where they’re going.  You up for a run?” 
 
   “Always," Yoni replied, already slinging his pack over his shoulder.  The two men took off in the same direction as the vehicles.  Jake’s boots pounded into the ground.  But in his mind’s eye, each step pounded into the faces of the men responsible for this atrocity.
 
   I’m coming, Tom.  I’m coming.
 
   Jake could make out a dim light in the distance.  As they approached, more trees and shrubberies allowed them to move at a faster clip.  They slowed down as the coverage began to lighten.  Soon, it all but disappeared.  They shifted to an army crawl and stopped at a rock encasement just out of the halo of the lights.  Once again pulling out their binoculars and camera, they took in the scene before them.  
 
   Sitting in the middle of this barren acreage was a huge wooden structure.  There were no lights along the top of the walls. The only available light emitted from inside the enclosure, bathing the area around it in shadows.  
 
   Jake noticed movement from in front of the enclosure and saw that the truck had pulled to a stop and all the men had been offloaded.  They were now being led into the enclosure.  The doors to the enclosure opened, but from his position, Jake could not make out anything inside.  
 
   “Jake, you need to see this,” Yoni whispered.  He handed him night-vision goggles and pointed to the right of the enclosure.  
 
   Jake put on the goggles and looked to where Yoni had indicated.  “What the…?”
 
   There was a smaller enclosure of some sort with two guards sitting out front.  Inside the enclosure, which looked like some sort of large animal pen, were about a hundred men sleeping.  
 
   “Well, I guess we found them,” Yoni said quietly.  
 
   “Yeah,” Jake replied just as quietly taking in the ominous structure and the highly-armed guards.  “But how the hell do we get them out of here?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 54
 
    
 
   Baltimore, MD
 
    
 
   Laney started as the phone rang.  She was reading the Book of Enoch and had gotten lost in the story.  She placed her e-reader down and flipped on her phone.  “Hello?”
 
   “Hey.  Did I wake you?”  Henry asked.
 
   Stretching her arms above her head trying to work out some of the kinks, she grimaced.  “Sadly, no.  Sleep doesn’t seem to be happening tonight.  What’s going on?”
 
   Henry sighed.  “I think I've found Paul's accomplice.  I’m sending you a file.  Call me back after you’ve read it.”
 
   Laney stared at her phone as Henry disconnected the call abruptly.  She might not know Henry well, but she was pretty sure practically hanging up on someone was not his usual behavior.  Whatever was on the file must have really shaken him up.
 
   She booted up the computer and pulled up the file Henry sent her.  A chill came over her as she began to read and it seemed to get deeper as she kept going.  She swallowed hard when she was done, her whole body felt numb as she dialed the phone.  
 
   She didn’t bother with a greeting.  “Are you sure it’s him?”
 
   “I ran it through some recognition programs to match up the features.  It’s him, all right.”  
 
   “Which database did you find him in? FBI?  Interpol?”
 
   “No, none of those.  I found him in Dom's database.”
 
   “Is it crazy that I keep hoping there’s another explanation for all this?”
 
   Henry’s sigh came in loud and clear through the phone.  “I know.  I tried all the databases I could think of and I had absolutely no luck.  Dom’s database was a last-ditch effort.  Honestly, I expected the search to be as fruitless as the others.”
 
   Laney stared at the face on her screen.  It wasn’t a friendly face, but there was nothing about it that screamed fallen angel.   Of course, she wasn’t sure exactly what would scream fallen angel.  Wings?  A crooked halo?  
 
   She stared back at the picture.  If she was being honest, the man was handsome. 
 
   She glanced back at the description of the man. His legal name was Gideon Wright, but it was the name Azazyel that leapt off the screen at her. 
 
   Azazyel, the most dangerous of the fallen angels.  The one who had taught mankind about war and how to use the stones. 
 
   Her heart began to pound as she contemplated the ramifications.  This couldn’t be true.
 
   She stood up, pacing the room.  She made a conscious effort to still the tremors that were causing her hands to shake.  “Okay.  Let’s look at this logically.  You had no luck with the other databases, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you sure there aren’t any you overlooked?”
 
   Henry gave a small laugh.  “I tend to be pretty thorough.  I’ve covered all of them.”
 
   She grinned.  Right.  Head of a multinational think tank.  “Okay.  So he’s in Dom’s database and from what’s written there, he’s a dangerous man.  That still doesn’t mean he’s a fallen angel.  What made Dom add him to the database?”
 
   “Dom had a number of criteria for inclusion but the main ones seem to be unnatural/unexplained abilities, evidence of knowledge of former lives, inhuman healing abilities, and psychopathic traits.”
 
   “And this man fits those criteria?”
 
   Henry sighed.  “He does.  According to the background Dom was able to dig up, Gideon was ruthless on the battlefield, not to mention in his strategies.  He had no conscience regarding targets: schools, playgrounds, homes, all fair game as far as he was concerned.  Some even argue he was the mastermind behind the attack on the school in Beslan, Russia.”
 
   She gasped and sank down into a chair.  “My God, nearly four hundred people died in that attack.  Half of them were children.”
 
   Henry’s voice was grim.  “Like I said, no targets appear off-limits for him.  His fighting skills were first noticed when he was thirteen.  There’s no record of him having any formal training, but he’s highly skilled in hand-to-hand combat.  And from the reports, he’s practically a savant when it comes to weapons.”
 
   “What about the evidence of former lives?”
 
   “That’s where it gets really interesting.  Apparently, in kindergarten he would tell the other kids he was better than all of them and that one day they would bow before him.”
 
   She closed her eyes.  “Great.”
 
   “He also told them he was God’s first soldier.  He was later expelled from that kindergarten for bringing a handgun to school.  His dad swore up and down that the gun had been stripped and in parts at home.”
 
   She felt her jaw drop.  “He put the gun together at the age of five?”
 
   “Like I said, a weapons savant.  About six years later, his parents were killed by an armed intruder.  The intruder was never caught.  Gideon was in the house at the time.  The police suspected him, but they could never prove it.  According to the police reports, the kid sat there cool as a cucumber under their interrogation.  He never once broke or shed a tear.  In fact, he was incredibly polite.  Dom contacted the investigating officers. One of them said that that case convinced him there was evil in the world.  That he’d never seen an offender before or since that was so cold.”
 
   Laney was silent as she stared at the man’s picture on the screen.  She knew that a normal, non-fallen angel child with that background wouldn’t have a good chance of living within the law.  If he was a fallen angel, she didn’t even want to think about the likely outcomes.  
 
   Henry’s voice intruded, as if reading her mind.  “I know.  It seems impossible.  But what if it’s not?  What if we underestimate this threat because we can’t wrap our heads around it?”
 
   “Logically, this all fits.  And yet, it all seems so fantastical.  But the fact is that, deep down, I’ve had this feeling since the attack at my house.  I knew there was more underlying all of this.  That the stakes were much higher than we were acknowledging.  And with the medical examiner’s report, doubting seems to be the height of stupidity.”
 
   “But what do we do with this knowledge?  How does this help us?”
 
   “It tells us what we need to prevent.  We can’t let Gideon get the stones.”
 
   “What do you think he’ll do if he finds one?”
 
   Laney’s thoughts raced through the Book of Enoch and all the other references to the fallen angels she could recall. 
 
   “If the Book of Enoch is accurate, the power contained within the Belial Stones is the power of heaven itself.  If Gideon succeeds in acquiring even a single stone, he’ll use it to finally bring about the end of time.  He wants to release himself and his brothers from this purgatory of Earth."  
 
   She paused, taking a deep breath.  “And he’ll destroy all of us to do it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 55
 
    
 
   Beaver Creek, MT
 
    
 
   Laney woke up late the next morning, if the sun streaming through the cracks in the blinds was any indication.  She stared at the ceiling for a moment, wishing she could go back to sleep.  She felt like she’d been run over by a car.  Since all this began, she had yet to wake up without at least three parts of her body aching in pain.  
 
   She’d fallen asleep on the couch late last night waiting for Jake and Yoni to return.  A blanket had been placed over her, so she knew they were back, even though the house was quiet.  
 
   She was surprised she hadn’t woken up when they’d come home.  Apparently, she had been so tired that she had slept through not only two men entering the house, but one covering her with a blanket.
 
   Annoyed with her nonexistent sentry skills, she stretched and headed to the kitchen to put on some coffee.  After the coffee was set, she started pulling food out of the refrigerator for breakfast.  She had bacon grilling and a second egg-white omelet finishing up when Yoni stumbled into the kitchen and took a seat at the table.  She sat an omelet in front of him.  
 
   “Ah, Laney.  If I were not a happily married man, I would propose to you.  Perhaps in the next lifetime, hmm?”
 
   She laughed.  “Does your wife know how big a flirt you are?”
 
   “Of course she does.  That is why she loves me.  She knows that as much as I love women, I love her the most.”
 
   Skillfully scooping out the omelet, Laney poured in more egg whites to start the third.  Jake walked in just as she was adding the tomato, onion, and spinach.  He sat across from Yoni and smiled at Laney as she placed an omelet in front of him.  
 
   He raised an eyebrow.  “I thought you didn’t cook.”
 
   “I don’t.  Breakfast isn’t cooking.”
 
   Jake took a bite.  “Well, it tastes great. Thanks.”
 
   Laney smiled.  She tried to imagine what it would be like, if it was just her and Jake.   A quiet romantic breakfast.
 
   “Hey, you two want to be alone?” Yoni asked. 
 
   Laney rolled her eyes at him.  Reality:  A romantic breakfast with her, Jake, and Yoni, the destroyer of moments.
 
   Jake slapped Yoni on the back of the head and Yoni chuckled.   
 
   Jake caught her eyes and gestured to the laptop.  “I downloaded the pictures from last night.  Take a look.”  
 
   Laney started to sit down when a knock sounded at the front door.  Jake grabbed her and pulled her behind him, while simultaneously pulling his gun from its holster.  Yoni was already positioning himself to the side of one of the front windows with his gun out.  
 
   Yoni peered through the blinds.  He turned around and smiled.  “It looks like we have a few more joining us for breakfast.”  
 
   He walked to the door and opened it.  Henry and Patrick walked through the front door with large duffle bags slung over their shoulders.    
 
   Laney let out the breath she’d unconsciously held when Jake had pressed her against the wall.  She forced her heartbeat back to a normal rhythm before crossing the room to envelope her uncle in a warm hug.  
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jake give Henry that half-handshake, half-hug  greeting guys tended to use. 
 
   “Not that we mind the company, but couldn’t you guys have given us a heads-up that you were coming?”  Jake asked.
 
   “I thought you guys could use the sleep.”  Henry replied.  He turned to Yoni with a grin.  “You need to work on your trip wires a little, Yoni.”  
 
   “You’re the only one who’s ever gotten through them.”  Yoni grumbled, kicking at the carpet like a kid.  “How do you do that?”
 
   Laney released her uncle and looked past the two men.  “Did you two come alone?  Is Danny with you?”              
 
   “Danny’s with Dom.  We thought it’d be better for him to stay there.” Henry gestured back towards the front door.  “But we did bring along five extra men.  They’re setting up a patrol on the perimeter. More will be flying in later today.”
 
   Jake nodded.  “Good.  I’ll coordinate with them after breakfast.”
 
   Laney headed back to the kitchen and flipped the omelet she’d left on the stove top.  “Why are you two here?”
 
   Patrick looked at Henry as he answered.  “We thought you might need some help with the next part of the plan.”
 
   “Next part of the plan?” Laney stopped and looked from Patrick to Henry.  “We have a next part of the plan?”
 
   “Not yet.  But I have some ideas," Jake replied.
 
   Patrick glanced past her to the breakfast on the table.  "Are those your egg-white omelets?  Any chance Henry and I could snag one?”  
 
   She linked her arm with his.  “Absolutely.  Have a seat.”
 
   Ten minutes later, she’d scooped the last omelet onto her plate and placed a couple of pieces of bacon next to it.  
 
   Taking her seat, she ate with one hand while scrolling through the pictures on Jake’s computer with the other.  “Is that a landing strip?”
 
   Jake nodded.  “Yes.  And we were there for the delivery.”
 
   A chill went through Laney.  “Are those men bound?”
 
   “Yeah.  And they were brought to some sort of structure.  We couldn’t get a look inside.  But it’s safe to say we’ve found the missing men.”
 
   A startled gasp escaped Laney as she clicked onto the next image.  “What is that?”
 
   Jake leaned over to look at the monitor.  “We couldn’t tell until we got home and brightened it up a bit.  It appears to be where they put the bodies.”
 
   “Bodies?”  Patrick asked, paling.
 
   Yoni gave Jake a look of apology.  “It looks like when someone dies at the enclosure, they don’t bury them.  They place them in a pit just outside the wall.”
 
   Laney clicked on a different picture, not wanting to look at the macabre scene any longer.  “How many men are in there?”
 
   “We couldn’t tell,” Jake said, his voice strained.  “But there were a lot.”
 
   Laney shook her head.  “I know we thought this was what was happening.  Somehow, though, seeing the pictures makes it more real.”  She hesitated.  “Did you see any sign of Tom?”
 
   “No,” Jake said.  “It was too dark.  And the enclosure is huge.  He could have been anywhere.”  
 
   Laney reached over and squeezed his hand.  “Okay, so now we know where they are.  What’s the next step?   Do we call the cops?”
 
   Yoni shook his head, but Jake was the one who answered.  “No.”
 
   Laney looked between the two of them.  “Why not?  We have proof now.” 
 
   Yoni gently took her hand.  “Laney, Kensington has enough political power to get planes re-routed.  He’s going to be able to squash any search warrant or, at least, postpone it long enough to remove any evidence of the missing men.  Do you know what the easiest way for him to do that is?”
 
   “To kill them all,” she replied in a small voice.
 
   Yoni nodded.  
 
   Despair weighed her down.  “So what do we do?”
 
   Jake's determined voice answered her.  “We get them out ourselves.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 56
 
    
 
   Tom was worried.  Ever since the fight, Seeley had struggled.  Tom was pretty sure he’d only fractured a couple of ribs and not broken them, as he’d originally feared.  He also had some cuts and bruises and Tom couldn't be sure there wasn't some internal bleeding.  
 
   But his physical injuries weren’t the main problem.  He hadn't spoken since right after the fight.   
 
   “It’s not your fault, man,” Tom had said.  “You didn’t have a choice.  You’d have died if you didn’t take him out.”
 
   Seeley had looked at him, but his face had been absent of expression.  “But I did have a choice, man.  These guys are monsters and they turned me into one.  I could have chosen not to fight.  If I died, at least I’d have died a man, not a patsy for these guys.”
 
   Tom didn’t know what to say.  His brain couldn’t come up with a logical response.  He’d just sat next to Seeley and thrown his arm around his shoulder.  They’d slept like that, sitting up.  Tom had grabbed some bedrolls and used them as blankets.  Seeley’s clothes were shredded and Tom was afraid if he let him lie down alone, he wouldn’t get up again.
 
   Seeley hadn’t spoken since.  In the morning, Tom had stripped one of the dead men of his clothes before he was carted to the pit.  Seeley had let him dress him like he was a doll
 
   Seeley seemed to have caved in on himself.  His eyes were lifeless.  At work, he worked silently.  Tom would glance over at him, to make sure he was all right.  Occasionally, he’d see hot tears burning their way through the dirt on his face.  At night, he watched Seeley lie curled around himself, staring off into space.  Every time Tom would wake, he’d see Seeley, staring out at nothing.  
 
   Tom didn’t know what to do.  He’d tried talking to him, yelling at him.  In the end, he just looked out for him.  Made sure he ate, made sure he got his work done, made sure the guards didn’t notice him.  But he was getting worse.  His ribcage was a mass of dark bruises and he was getting weaker every day.  
 
   Tom knew the only reason he’d survived this long was because of Seeley.  He couldn’t imagine trying to get through this hell without him.  They say that when soldiers went to war, they became brothers for life.  Seeley was his brother.  If he died, Tom knew he’d be following him into the body pit soon after.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 57
 
    
 
   Laney and Jake finished cleaning up the breakfast dishes as Patrick and Henry got settled.  Yoni was outside coordinating with the men.  
 
   Handing Jake the last pan, she leaned against the counter, drying her hands on a towel.  “So, now we plan a raid on the castle?"
 
   Jake gave her a small smile.  “That’s the idea.”
 
   “Can’t say they covered that in my doctoral program.”
 
   “No worries, Doc,” Yoni said as he walked in the kitchen with a large duffel bag.  “We got you covered.”  He held it up.
 
   Laney looked at the bag, which was almost bursting at the seams.  She knew it was one of the bags her uncle and Henry had brought, filled with weapons.  “Like I said, not really my area.  But I’m in.”  
 
   She put away the last of the dishes and joined the rest in the living room.  She took a seat on the couch, her uncle next to her.  Yoni and Henry took the two club chairs, while Jake leaned against the wall across from her.  
 
   Her eyes kept drifting over to him and she forced herself to focus on Henry.  Okay, quit acting like a teenager.  Life and death issues here.
 
   Henry leaned forward.  “We have two goals.  First, we need to get the men out of there.  Second, we need to make sure that if the Belial Stone is there, it doesn’t fall into Gideon’s hands.”   
 
   Jake interrupted.  “But how realistic is the existence of a Belial Stone?  Isn’t this all myth?” 
 
   “Well, we’re in a time when many myths are being proven to be more fact than fiction,” Henry said.  “The city of Troy was believed to be a myth until its discovery in the late nineteenth century. Even the Iliad is beginning to be viewed as potentially a recounting of an event rather than a work of fiction.
 
   Patrick jumped in.  “For generations, the people of India have spoken of a highly advanced civilization that existed in antiquity just off the coast.  It had been written off as a myth by Western academia.  But then side scan sonar in the Gulf of Khambhat revealed underwater structures and subsequent dives uncovered artifacts dating to before 5500 BC.  The dates place an ancient civilization in that area earlier than the civilization at the Fertile Crescent.”                
 
   “And they found the hobbits.” Yoni interjected, taking a handful of grapes from a bowl on the coffee table. 
 
   Everyone turned to stare at him.  
 
   “What?” he said.  “You didn’t hear about the hobbits?  Some cave on this island in the South Pacific.  They found all these skeletons of little, tiny people.”
 
   Laney smiled.  “Actually, Yoni’s right.  They did find skeletons of about a dozen dwarves who existed at the same time as modern man, about 18,000 years ago.  They only reached about three feet tall at their full height.  Their discovery has thrown our understanding of the development of modern man into a bit of a tailspin.  We didn’t make any allowances for different species of man coexisting.  Myths, it seems, may actually hold kernels of truth.”  
 
   “But an ancient weapon of mass destruction?”  Jake asked skeptically.
 
   Patrick nodded.  “Drew made a good case with his interruption of the mass fossil beds found in caves across the globe.   They all disappeared at the same time.”
 
   “And all civilizations have flood myths.  From the Bible to the tales of Gilgamesh, there are stories of floods that destroyed civilizations.  So, why not a cause?”  Laney said.
 
   Patrick leaned back against the couch, his hand on his chin.  Laney stifled a grin. It was his ‘thinking man look’.  “My readings on the stone seem to be suggesting it’s some sort of acoustic weapon.”
 
   “You mean like LRAD?” Yoni asked.
 
   “What’s LRAD?” Patrick turned to look at him.
 
   “LRAD stands for long range acoustic device.  It’s a sonic weapon used by law enforcement and the military for crowd control, among other uses.” 
 
   Laney couldn’t keep the surprise off her face.
 
   Yoni winked at her.  “Hey, I’m not just a pretty face."
 
   Henry grinned.  “Yoni’s right, at least about LRAD.  It was first used against the protesters at the G20 Summit in 2009 in Pittsburgh.  But now it’s being employed across the globe: against pirates off the coast of Somalia, whale activists in Japan.  It’s even been reported to be have been used in China.”
 
   Jake nodded.  “And it’s been modified so that it only affects those under twenty, for use against loitering youth.”
 
   “It can be made age-specific?” Laney asked.
 
   Jake nodded.  “As you age, your hearing range becomes more limited, even as early as twenty.  The sonic blast they’ve developed targets those who can hear at the lower range of the scale. It causes discomfort, nausea. But I’ve never heard of it being used in as a WMD.  It’s just not powerful enough.” 
 
   “Theoretically, it’s possible,” Henry mused, his large frame making the wingback chair he was sitting in look like a child's. “The idea is that by creating strong enough acoustic waves, you can create such extreme resonance that a structure will be destroyed.   There’s been rumors that the military is working on just such a weapon, although I don’t believe we’re anywhere near that capability yet.”
 
   “But we may have had that capability thousands of years ago,” Patrick said thoughtfully.  All heads turned towards him. 
 
   “The horn of Jericho.  The Book of Joshua describes how, after walking around Jericho six times, David blew the horn and the walls crumbled.  Archaeology backs up the story to a certain extent: In 1997, an Italian team found that parts of the wall of Jericho did indeed collapse around 1,400 BC.  Of course, they don’t attribute it to a sonic weapon, but to earthquake activity in the area. Who’s to say they’re not both right?  Maybe a sonic weapon triggered an earthquake that collapsed the walls.” 
 
   “I’m afraid my science background is a little lacking.  How can sound destroy walls?” Laney asked.
 
   Henry looked around the group.  “Resonance as a destructive force works by matching the resonant frequency of a target.  For example, we’ve all seen a high note shatter a glass.  For that to happen, the glass is forced to absorb more and more energy at its natural frequency.  The end result is that it shatters.”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “But there’s a big difference between being able to shatter a glass and create an earthquake.”
 
   Henry nodded.  “True.  But the idea of creating an earthquake is not that far out there.  Tesla was rumored to have created an earthquake-producing machine called the Tesla oscillator back in 1898.  So we know that, in theory, others have embraced the idea that you can utilize resonance for destructive purposes, even on a large scale.”
 
   Patrick nodded his head.  “I wonder if the stone works as some sort of acoustic tuning fork, for lack of a better term.  Something that focuses, directs, and shoots out sound at a level equal to the natural frequency, the result being the destruction of the object.”
 
   “A sound weapon,” Laney said.
 
   “Exactly,” Patrick said.
 
   “But wouldn’t it only damage the immediate area?”  Yoni asked.
 
   Henry shook his head.  “Not if you chose the right area.  The Western seaboard of the States is littered with quake sites.  If you set those off, you would have a domino effect of earthquakes.  A strong enough one could even force the super-volcano under Yellowstone to finally blow.  That could take out the whole United States.”
 
   “And the earthquakes and tsunami in Japan have horribly demonstrated the vulnerability of nuclear plants to natural disasters,” Laney added.  A meltdown at one or more of those would set the world on a slow, agonizing downward spiral.”
 
   “Great,” Yoni grouched.  “So if this guy sets this thing off, we either have an immediate death by volcanic eruption or a slower death by radiation poisoning.  Good times.”
 
   “But,” Jake said, “that might not be a concern.  Kensington is in all likelihood viewing the stone as an energy source.  It would help him cement his political ambitions. Any weaponized goals would probably come long after that.  And we don’t know for sure our fallen angel friend would set it off, do we?”
 
   Laney and Henry shared a look.  She hadn't mentioned Gideon to them yet.   And apparently neither had Henry.
 
   “Okay you two, spill it.  What do you know?”  Patrick demanded.
 
   “We found out the identity of Paul’s companion,” Henry said.  “His name is Gideon Wright.  From all reports, he goes just by Gideon.”
 
   Jake pushed himself away from the wall.  “Gideon.  Are you sure?”
 
   Laney looked up in alarm.  Jake’s tone’s was urgent.  “Jake?  Do you know him?”
 
   “No.  But I know of him.”  He looked at Henry.  “He’s linked with a spate of international terrorist incidents, including the attack on the school in Chechnya.  Right?”
 
   Henry nodded.
 
   Jake closed his eyes.  “He was dangerous even without any supernatural abilities.  But I haven’t heard anything about him since 2004.  Where’s he been?”
 
   “He was working with the Syrians.  But he began showing up in the background of pictures with Senator Kensington a few years ago.” 
 
   “An international terrorist with super-human abilities.  This just keeps getting better and better,” Yoni said.
 
   “And according to Dom’s database, his real name is Azazyel,”  Laney said.  
 
   Jake frowned.  “I’m not up on my fallen angels.  Was he a really bad one?”
 
   “Actually, he was the worst,” Henry said.  “Suffice it to say, there are strong indications that he has a suicidal streak.”
 
   “Suicidal?  Can’t he just find a way to kill himself that doesn’t take the rest of us with him?”  Yoni grumbled.    
 
   “Apparently, he also has a grandiose view of himself.” Henry said.  “If Gideon gets ahold of the stone, he will try to destroy the world.  So we need to keep that from happening.”
 
   “Yes,” Laney said slowly.  “But what I don't get is why Kensington would work with him.  And why keep the site secret?  I mean, this is something the whole world would be intrigued by.”
 
   “That’s easy,” Jake interjected. “The military is always looking for the next great weapon.  And the less your enemy knows about it the better.  Plus, think about the political windfall for Kensington.  He could announce that he already has a plan to keep America safe.”
 
   “Not to mention the knowledge.  As we get more and more advanced, we’re always looking back to the past to regain the knowledge that we’ve lost.  And now we’re talking about an incredibly advanced ancient civilization.  Think of what knowledge they might be able to share,” Patrick added.
 
   Henry leaned forward.  “And don’t forget that we’re talking about a stone of incredible energy.  Since the 1970s, the United States has been dependent upon foreign oil.  Oil is the basis for our transportation, our machinery.  As a result, we’ve been embroiled in numerous wars. We’ve been the target of terrorists with apocalyptic agendas.  And we’ve had to turn a blind eye to horrific human rights abuses in countries that provide us with oil.  It’s safe to say that while oil allows us to live our lives as we currently do, it also endangers our lives on a global scale and makes us vulnerable to the influence of other countries."  
 
   “But if someone were to find an incredibly powerful renewable energy source?  It would be a golden ticket.  It would be worth billions.  And the political windfall that would result from being the individual who reveals it?  There’s not an office that they couldn’t get elected to.”
 
   “But what about all the people killed to achieve that end?  Won’t that cast Kensington in the role of the villain?” Laney asked.
 
   Henry turned to Laney.  “It depends on whether it gets out or not.  He’s done a pretty good job of keeping a lid on his activities so far.  The only reason we’re here is because Jake went looking for Tom.  Otherwise, we’d be none the wiser.  And who’s going to look too closely at the how, when Kensington is viewed as the savior of the United States?”
 
   “And I’m betting Kensington has no idea who he’s really dealing with,” Jake said.  “He thinks he’s in control.  He doesn’t know he’s just a pawn.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 58
 
    
 
   Chester, MT
 
    
 
   “Damn it!”  Gideon threw the chair across the room.  That bitch had escaped again. Two separate hit teams had failed, miserably, and it had taken hours for the news to reach him.  This was all spinning out of control.
 
   The Senator jumped as if he had been struck.  “Now, let’s just calm down.  Throwing things isn’t going to help the situation.”
 
   Gideon’s eyes pierced the Senator.  In his mind’s eye, he strode across the room, grabbed the man by the throat, and choked the life out of him.  The image made him smile.
 
   The Senator continued, oblivious to how tenuous his situation was.  “She has proven rather resistant to harm.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was part superhero.”
 
   Gideon felt like he'd been slammed in the chest.  Could it be?  Could she be one of them?  He wracked his brain, remembering all his contact with her.  He shook his head.  No, there were no signs.  She had no special abilities.  He had felt no kinship with her, no flicker of recognition.  She was not one of them.
 
   But maybe, a voice whispered in his mind, she's something else.
 
   “Has there been any sign of them?"
 
   Gideon forced himself to focus on the conversation.  “There’ve been no reports since Saint Paul.  The Chandler pilot submitted a false flight plan indicating they were heading back to Baltimore.  And Henry Chandler has gone to ground as well.  There’s no information on him after the Baltimore attack.”
 
   Kensington ran his fingers through his hair in agitation.  “This is not acceptable.  This problem should have been taken care of.  You’ve disappointed me, Gideon.”
 
   Gideon met Kensington’s eyes and held them until the Senator looked away.  Gideon felt a flush of satisfaction at the twinge of fear he'd seen in the Senator's face.   
 
   “We need to find them,” the Senator mumbled.              
 
   Gideon gave an exaggerated sigh.  “I said there was no record of where they were.  I didn’t say I don’t know where they are.”
 
   “What?  Why didn’t you notify me?”
 
   “They’re not on the grid Senator, but they are here.  They’re in Montana.”
 
   “How on earth do you know that?”
 
   “McPhearson and Rogan met with Dr. Priddle’s department yesterday.  Dr. Priddle undeniably left some clue as to where he was going.  So they headed here.  And after the attack on the compound, neither Henry Chandler nor Patrick Delaney would leave the people they care about on their own.  I’m betting they’re in Montana as well.”  
 
   He nodded his head, feeling more confident.  Of course they wouldn’t give up.  They’d stay here until they accomplished their mission.  He smiled.  Or died trying.
 
   Out loud, Gideon said, “I’ll begin a search for them.  And while we don’t know exactly where they are right now, we know where they’re going.”
 
   A thoughtful look crossed the Senator's face.  “The dig site.”
 
   Gideon nodded, biting back a sarcastic remark.  “I’ve already contacted Gregory to tell him to increase the guards and to be on the lookout for anything unusual.”
 
   “Fine.  Let’s find them and end this.”
 
   Gideon shook his head and let out an irritated sigh.  “Have you learned nothing, Senator?  It’s too late for that now.  They undeniably have plans in motion for that eventuality.  Henry Chandler is not a dumb man.  He would have made arrangements if something were to happen to them.”
 
   “Wait.  You know Chandler?”
 
   Gideon ignored the question and continued.  “We need to take a different tack.  We need leverage.  We need something that will prevent them from saying anything about the project, even if they could.”
 
   “And how do you propose we accomplish that?” Kensington asked, his tone petulant.
 
   Gideon smiled.   It was time to take control back.  "Oh, that’s easy.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 59
 
    
 
   Laney looked at the preparations going on around her in amazement.  Stacks of ammunition and weapons lined the kitchen table and counter.  Everybody was focused on their part in the upcoming fight.  Jake had just left to speak with the men outside and make sure everyone knew their role.  
 
   Her eyes settled on Henry, who was currently checking the magazine of an M4.  She could not for the life of her figure the man out. 
 
   To say he was enigmatic was an incredible understatement.  His intellectual and business prowess was as impressive as his EQ.  She’d expected that, though, from media reports.  
 
   But she’d also expected Henry to be a dominating personality, maybe even aggressive or arrogant.  Yet, while Henry might be in charge of a room, he was never domineering about it.   He respected his employees and trusted them to do what needed to be done.  He led them when they needed it and rolled up his sleeves when work needed to be done. 
 
   And taking Danny in revealed a heart as compassionate as his size.  And now, this compassionate man was calmly loading ammunition into an array of weaponry as cool as any Special Forces soldier. 
 
   There was something else about Henry that kept gnawing at her.  She had a feeling that much of what they were uncovering was not a surprise to him.  When they were discussing Gobekli Tepe and the technology of ancient civilizations, Henry hadn’t asked a single question.  It almost seemed as if he was waiting for everyone else to simply catch up to him.  But if he knew so much about the topic, why hadn’t he just told them?  Why keep it a secret?
 
   She shook her head and headed to the kitchen for another cup of coffee.  She needed to focus on the task at hand. There was enough intrigue with the nature of Gideon to keep her mind occupied.  She grabbed the coffee pot and then changed her mind.  Grabbing a handgun, she tucked it into the holster Jake had given her.  She headed for the door.
 
   “Laney?”  Her uncle called, his expression concerned.
 
   She forced a smile to her face.  “Just need to stretch my legs.  Be back in ten.”  He nodded, but she could tell he was worried.  But she needed a little space.  She headed out the back door and up the hill.  
 
   Since everything had started, she had barely had time to think, only to react.  Now felt like the calm before the storm and she couldn’t keep the thoughts from running through her mind.  If everything they’d pieced together was true, the implications were staggering.  
 
   While she believed in angels in theory, it was another thing altogether to be confronted by them in reality.  After all, you weren’t raised by a Catholic priest without a healthy dose of both the academic and religious arguments for the existence of angels.  The big three monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all believed in angels and their roles as God’s messengers and soldiers.   But despite this belief, the role of angels in religion was not clear cut.  
 
   In fact, one of the books that provided the greatest detail about angels, the Book of Enoch, had been banned by both Judaism and Christianity.  Despite its huge popularity among early Christians, it was pronounced heretical by the Council of Nicea.  Similarly, within Judaism, Rabbi Simeon bai Jochan cursed all those who read it in the second century AD.  
 
   And there simply wasn’t much that was considered academically credible that addressed the role of angels in modern times.  Within religion, the belief that angels had visited mankind in antiquity was well-supported and accepted.  Yet somehow, the idea of an angel being around today was received with great skepticism.  Most reports of angel sightings or interactions in modern times were met with disbelief or derision.  
 
   She headed down a trail that led away from the house to the northwest, her body moving on automatic pilot while her mind churned.  The fact was, there was no reason to think that if angels existed at the beginning of time, they would then simply disappear.  Today, however, belief in angel visitations was relegated to the New Age loonies.   And in this science-driven world, if it couldn’t be scientifically proven, it couldn’t be true.  With the M.E.’s report, though, didn’t they have proof?
 
   Laney ran her hands through her hair.   Everything in religion supported the existence of angels and everything in her faith accepted the idea.  Early religious works from various sources spoke of how fallen angels were doomed to walk the earth until its end, suggesting they were still here.  From that standpoint, Gideon as an angel was credible.  And if he was, what did that mean going up against him?
 
   She couldn’t help but still struggle with the idea, in spite of everything she’d seen and experienced. She had a million questions she wanted to ask.  Did angels retain their special abilities?  Could they have children, and did these children have abilities?  Would God truly allow the fallen angels back into heaven after destroying billions of people?  Were all two hundred fallen angels still on Earth, and were they reborn together?  Were all the fallen angels evil or were some good?  
 
   There had been no time to research all of the questions save one: the powers of angels.  It still wasn’t clear how many powers Gideon brought to the table.  In literature, the powers of angels remained a mystery.  She knew that within the Bible, angels were never described as winged creatures.  That was a bit of creative license taken by artists.  
 
   In the biblical text, they were often described as giants.  Compared to Henry, however, Gideon was no giant.  Some scholars argued that the term “giant” was misinterpreted and that it did not refer simply to physical size, but to gigantic abilities such as strength or fighting skills.  
 
   With five of them fighting two, they had almost lost.  And it had taken quite a toll.  Would this upcoming battle be any less dangerous?  Could it be any less dangerous.  A branch snapped behind her and she whirled around, her heart in her throat.
 
   Jake walked towards her. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”  
 
   Laney’s heart pounded as he approached, only in part because of the scare he’d given her.  How could she have fallen for him so quickly?  Was it only the situation?  Or was there more here?
 
   Jake stopped when he was only a foot away.  “You okay?  You look lost in thought.”
 
   “I was.  I’m trying to make sense of everything that’s happened so far.”
 
   “Any answers?”
 
   “None that seem credible.”
 
   Jake stepped closer and reached up to brush his thumb across her cheek.  “Sometimes it’s not about evidence, Laney.  Sometimes you have to just go on faith or, in my world, your gut.”
 
   “So I guess you've lost your doubts about Gideon as an angel?”
 
   “Seems a little stubborn to still be doubting at this point, doesn’t it?”
 
   She stared into his eyes.  Was he talking about this situation or what was happening between them?  All hell was going to break loose tomorrow, so for today, she was going to take Jake’s advice and go with her gut.  
 
   She leaned up until her lips were just an inch away from his.  “I think that’s great advice.”  
 
   Jake lowered his lips to hers and pulled her up against him.  Wrapping her arms around him, Laney gave up thinking.  For right now, she was just going to feel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 60
 
    
 
   The assault on the compound was going to take place tomorrow morning before dawn.  Henry had arranged to fly in an additional ten men, as well as more weaponry, from Baltimore.  He and Jake had left about an hour before to pick them up.  With the extra men that had flown in with Patrick and Henry earlier today, they would have a total of twenty-four in their assault force.  
 
   Hoping it would be enough, Laney studied the map Yoni had drawn of the compound.  She looked up when her uncle placed a cup of tea in front of her.  
 
   “I think you know the layout, Laney.”
 
   “I know.  I just want to make sure.”
 
   He sat down in a chair across from her and reached over to take her hand.  “You know, you don’t need to be part of this.  You’ve done enough.  We can handle the assault tonight without you.”
 
   “We’re going to need every hand.  Even with the men and weapons Henry and Jake are picking up, we’re still going to be cutting it close with manpower.”
 
   “You’ve played your part in this fight.  Let us handle the rest.  We’ll have enough men without you, okay?”
 
   Laney squeezed his hand and then pulled hers away.  “Uncle Patrick, I know you’re trying to keep me safe.  And the best way for that to happen is for all of this to end.  Let’s just enjoy the peace for now, because lately, it’s been pretty rare.”  And it’s usually followed by gunfire, she thought.  Out loud she said, “I spoke with Kati about an hour ago.”
 
   “Are you sure that was wise?”
 
   “Jake arranged it.  He gave me a burner phone and I called her father.  They can’t trace it back here.  She took Max swimming.  She said he's a natural in the water.”
 
   Patrick smiled.  “I’m not surprised.  He’s a smart little monster.”
 
   “He’s worried that he’s going to miss his first school play.  He plays a carrot.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Hmmm, I remember those school plays when you were in them.  I have to say, I’m not sure I’m going to be upset at missing a bunch of four-year-olds forget their lines and sing out of tune.”
 
   Laney scoffed good-naturedly.  “Who are you kidding?  Kati told me you made her promise to record it so you could see it.”
 
   “I was just being nice.”
 
   “Which is why you gave her your video camera?”
 
   Yoni interrupted Patrick’s response with a question from across the room.  “Hey, what do you think of a baseball theme?”
 
   At Patrick’s perplexed look, Laney explained.  “He’s looking at bedding for the nursery.  He’s trying to find the right theme for his son.”  She walked over to Yoni and glanced at the screen.  “It’s kind of cliché.”
 
   Yoni nodded and turned back to the computer.  “I don’t really like baseball anyway,” he muttered.  “Hey, what are those, farm animals?”  
 
   Before he could expand the image, an icon started flashing in the top right hand of the screen.  He clicked on it and a schematic of the trip wires he’d placed around the property appeared. 
 
   Laney's heart raced.  The wires had been activated about a thousand yards in front of the house.  
 
   Yoni leapt up and grabbed the assault rifle he’d placed on the desk.  He pushed Laney towards the kitchen where the stash of ammunition was piled.  “We’ve got company coming up the front.  Grab as many weapons as you can handle.”
 
   Laney hesitated, shock momentarily anchoring her in place.  Then she grabbed a Beretta off the table, shoving three clips of ammunition in her pockets.  She grabbed the automatic rifle off the counter.  She slipped out the magazine, checked that it was full, and then slammed it back in place.
 
   Patrick grabbed an extra handgun and ammunition from the stash on the kitchen counter as well.  “Plan?”
 
   Yoni paused at the bottom of the stairs.  “Patrick, take position at the front of the house.  Laney, you take the back.  I’ve got a three hundred and sixty degree view from the widow’s walk upstairs.  We just need to hold them off for a little while.  With some luck, Jake and Henry will be back any minute with reinforcements.  Until then, we have enough ammunition to hold off a small army.”
 
   Laney nodded, amazed at the change in Yoni.  There was no trace of the easygoing man she’d come to know.   He was all soldier.  
 
   “Take positions,” he ordered before sprinting up the stairs.  
 
   Laney flattened herself against the wall by the back window.  Her uncle smashed out one of the front windows and Laney did the same to the back, training her M4 on the backyard.  Nothing moved.   
 
   She jumped as she heard the retort of Patrick’s machine gun.  She kept her eyes peeled.  A movement to her right drew her attention.  She pulled the trigger and the man creeping through the trees dropped.  
 
   Another two men appeared over the hill to the right.  She took aim and they dove for the ground as her bullets raked where they had stood.  
 
   She took aim again when a projectile clattered to the floor behind her.  She turned as smoke began to pour from the soup can sized object.
 
   “Tear gas,” her uncle yelled as he crossed the room, his shirt pulled above his mouth.  Laney pulled her shirt up as well.  
 
   “Need to go,” her uncle said as he reached her side. 
 
   Laney nodded, her eyes already beginning to sting.
 
   Patrick flung open the door and sprinted into the back yard, his weapon high.  
 
   Laney charged out the door behind him, drawing up next to him.  She kept pace with him, praying they could make it to cover before there exit was noticed.    
 
   A man appeared over the top of the hill.  Well, that prayer didn’t get answered.  She raised her gun.   Before she could take the shot, the retort of Yoni’s high-powered rifle echoed through the space.  The man dropped to the ground and was still.   
 
   Another two men appeared from different sides of the yard and Yoni took them down as well.  Laney sprinted for the top of the hill.  She glanced over at her uncle.  His expression focused, his eyes scanned the area for any threat.  For the first time in her life, she saw her uncle as the Marine he once was.  
 
   They flew over the crest of the hill together, their guns raised.  No one was in sight.   
 
   The land sloped down towards the woods with a two-hundred-yard clearing.  Laney could hear the retort of Yoni’s machine gun as he switched his attention to the front of the house.  
 
   They sprinted down the incline.  A man appeared from the woods to their right.  Patrick fired off two shots, hitting the man in the chest.                
 
   Another man appeared to the left.  Laney pulled the trigger three times.  He disappeared from view.  She wasn’t sure, though, if she’d gotten him.  Her aim was off.  Note to self: If I get out of this, practice running and shooting.
 
   Dirt spit up from the ground next to her.  Laney looked over her shoulder and saw two men bearing down on them.  Spying an outcropping of rocks ahead and to the right, she yelled, “Head for the rocks.” 
 
   Laney dove over the barrier and quickly rolled out of the way as Patrick crashed down next to her.  Gunfire raked the rocks surrounding them.
 
   “Shooters are to our right,” Patrick said, his breathing ragged.  
 
   Laney nodded her agreement, fear choking off her words.  
 
   “Okay, on the count of three," Patrick told her.
 
   Laney put a new clip in her Beretta and nodded again.  
 
   “1, 2, 3.”
 
   She popped up with Patrick.  Using the rocks as cover, she took aim at three men approaching them from the right.  She dropped one, but felt the sting as rock shrapnel hit her from a shot coming from behind them.  
 
   “Got it!” she yelled.  
 
   She swung around and took aim at another two gunmen who were trying to sneak up behind them.  She took down one.  The other man took cover behind some trees.  He only showed himself as he moved from tree to tree.  Panic coursed through her.  She couldn’t get a bead on him.  
 
   She dropped the Beretta and grabbed the M4.  She was much more accurate with it.              Her hands began to shake as fear forced adrenaline through her system.
 
   Stop it.  Calm down.  You know where he’s going.  Just shoot where he’s going.  
 
   The next time he showed himself, she aimed for the next tree and just before he entered her cross hairs, she pulled the trigger.  She saw a flash of blood as the bullet punched through his neck.  She grimaced as blood poured from the wound, but a small part of her cheered.  
 
   A shadow fell across her and her gaze jerked upwards, followed by her gun.  A man had crawled up while they’d been distracted by the attackers from each side.  She knew she wasn’t going to get him in time.
 
   “Laney!” Patrick dove in front of her, while firing at the gunman.
 
   The gunman toppled as Patrick’s bullet found its mark, causing the gunman’s shot to go wild.  Patrick’s head crashed into a rock as he fell to the ground.  Laney quickly swiveled three hundred and sixty degrees.  She didn’t see any more attackers.  
 
   She reached down to her uncle.  He was out and blood was streaming from the wound in the side of his head.  She checked for a pulse.  It was beating steadily.  “Thank God.”  
 
   Laney could hear Yoni continuing to hold them off from the house. That was good, but it also meant he wouldn’t be able to help them any time soon.  
 
   She pressed her sweater to her uncle’s head, trying to staunch the flow.  The blood slowed, but didn’t stop.  And he wasn’t stirring.  She was pretty sure he was going to be out for a while.  
 
   Her eyes darted around, looking for somewhere to hide him.  Nothing close.  She wouldn’t be able to carry him to safety.  They’d catch them both for sure.  Her only hope was to lead the attackers away from him.  
 
   Grabbing some of the straw grass that blanketed the area, she spread it over him.  Then she positioned some loose rocks around him, placing a few light ones on top of him.  It wouldn’t fool anyone who looked too close, but from a distance he would look like he was just part of the landscape.
 
   She reloaded her M4 and looped the strap over her, pulling out her handgun.  Discarding the clip, she slammed in a new one.  She sat back on her heels, preparing to run.  
 
   “I love you, Uncle,” she whispered. 
 
   Waiting, a shuffle from the left told her it was time to go.  She burst out of the rocks for the trees in front of her, being sure to make as much noise as possible.  Bullets chewed up the ground behind her.  
 
   She ran faster, her breathing matching the cadence of her run.  She vaulted over an overturned tree and kept going, bullets continuing to dog her steps.  
 
   Up ahead, she saw the clearing and tall outcropping of rocks that she’d seen this morning when she’d gone for a walk.  She picked up speed, and leaped up the rocks and into a small crevice hidden behind them.  Pulling around her M4, she rested it on the rocks as she waited for the men following her.  
 
   A few seconds later, two men fully dressed in camouflage stepped into the clearing.  Their eyes scanned the area, looking for their target, looking for her.  Without pause, she took down one and then the other, both shots center mass. 
 
   She waited another few beats.  No one else appeared.  Silently, she thanked her uncle for the shooting lessons he’d insisted on when she was a teenager.  It had been his idea of bonding time.  Who could have known how helpful they would be?  
 
   She cautiously crawled out of her hiding spot and waited, listening for any sound.  She could hear Yoni’s gun in the distance and the returning fire, but nothing close.  She headed back towards her uncle, stopping to listen every few feet.  
 
   As she passed a giant sycamore, she hesitated, sensing rather than hearing someone was there.  She inhaled sharply at the press of the gun barrel between her shoulder blades.  
 
   “I must admit, Dr. McPhearson, you are much more resourceful than most college professors I’ve met.  My brother greatly underestimated you.  I, however, have not." 
 
   Gideon.  Panic flashed through her and she struggled to keep it out of her voice. “If you’re waiting for me to apologize, it’s going to be a long wait.”
 
   He pushed his gun deeper into her back and she forced herself to ignore the pain.  “Not at all, not at all.  I am merely paying my respects to a worthy opponent.  Now, please lower your weapons.”  
 
   Laney’s mind scrambled, running through all possible scenarios of escape.  
 
   Gideon, though, seemed to know what she was thinking and his voice turned cold.  He leaned in close, his lips almost touching her ear, and his voice turned cold.  She couldn’t help but flash back to Paul doing almost the exact same thing. 
 
   “Do not misunderstand me.  I would as soon shoot you.  But for now, I need you alive.   I do not, however, need you completely unharmed.  Try anything and I will take great pleasure in giving you pain.”
 
   Laney didn’t doubt him.  She slowly lowered her weapons to the ground.  
 
   He nudged her forward with his gun.  “Excellent.  Now, let us proceed.”  
 
   A man burst through the trees on her right.  She leaped back at his appearance.  From his clothing, she could tell he was one of Gideon’s men.  
 
   He took in the scene and then walked towards them.  His eyes stayed on Laney.  She didn’t like the look in them.
 
   “I can take her, Mr. Gideon.”  He looked her up and down.  “I’ll take real good care of her.”
 
   Gideon sighed and then beckoned the man closer.  The man leaned forward.  Gideon pressed his gun to the man’s forehead and pulled the trigger.  
 
   Laney stumbled back as blood and bits of bone sprayed across her face.  She started to shake.  
 
   Gideon hauled her to him, his hand firmly clenched around her arm.   “One thing I can’t abide is a man who would mistreat a woman.”
 
   She stared up at him in disbelief. 
 
   Catching her look, Gideon smiled.  “My dear, my intentions towards you have nothing to do with the fact that you are a female.  And neither will the pain you experience.”
 
   He raised his gun and brought it down on her skull.  Pain exploded through her head before everything went black.  
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 61
 
    
 
   Jake tried to reach Laney again, but she didn’t pick up.  He tried Yoni and still nothing.  He didn’t like it.  Something was wrong.  
 
   Pushing down the accelerator, the tires of his Suburban squealed as he turned onto the winding lane that led to their rented house.  A quick glance in the rearview mirror showed that Henry, who was following in the other Suburban, had matched his pace.  
 
   Jordan Witt glanced over at him. “Problem?” 
 
   Jake and Jordan had served together in the SEALS.  When the tough Californian had left the military four years ago, he’d joined the Chandler Group at Jake’s urging.  
 
   “Can’t reach anyone at the house,” Jake replied tersely.  “Something feels off.”  
 
   Jordan nodded and turned to the four armed men seated behind them.  “Trouble ahead, gentlemen.  Suit up.”
 
   The house was the only one on the block and stood almost a full mile from the street.  As Jake approached the drive, he noticed a shape lying in the drive.  
 
   “No,” Jake growled, his heart starting to pound.  “Keep your eyes peeled.” 
 
   Jerking to a stop at the front of the drive, the men poured from the car taking up defensive positions around it.  Jake and Jordan quickly moved to the body and rolled it over. 
 
   “Do you know him?” Jordan asked.  
 
   Jake nodded, scanning the area.  “He was part of the security detail Henry brought in this morning.”  
 
   There were discarded shell casings strewn across the drive, but there was no sound.  Whatever had happened seemed to be over.
 
   Jordan watched the woods surrounding them.  “There were four other members of that detail.  Right?”
 
   “Yes,” Henry said as he joined them, his Glock at his side.  
 
   Jordan turned to the men to direct them.  “We’ll find them.” 
 
   Jake sprinted back to his car with Henry on his heels.  “We need to get to the house.”
 
   Henry didn’t even respond as he threw himself into the passenger seat.  Jake slammed the car into drive.  Henry trained his handgun out the window as they sped along the long drive.  
 
   There was no movement as they raced towards the house.  Jake told himself to calm down, but fear was threatening to choke him. And it wasn’t fear for himself.  He needed to see that Laney was all right.  Approaching the house, he cursed as he swerved to avoid another body in the drive.  
 
   He pulled up short in front of the house.  As he stepped from the car, the front door flew open.  Dropping to his knee, he pulled his gun in one fluid motion.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Henry do the same.   
 
   “Hold your fire,” Yoni yelled, his hands raised as he came into view.  “It’s me.”
 
   Jake lowered his weapon.  “What happened?”
 
   Yoni shook his head.  “They came at us from the front and the back.  But they left.  I don’t understand why.  They knew I was still alive.  Why wouldn’t they finish me?”
 
   “Because they didn’t come to kill us.  They wanted something else,” Henry said looking around. 
 
   Jake moved towards Yoni.  “Where are Laney and Patrick?”
 
   Yoni started running towards the back of the house, calling out over his shoulder.  “I was just going to look for them when I heard your car.  They were smoked out.  They ran into the woods.”  
 
   Jake sprinted in the same direction as Yoni and took over the lead.  He glanced at the bodies that littered the lawn only long enough to know that they weren’t Laney.  Come on, Laney.  Where are you?  
 
   As he crested the hill, he saw Patrick moving unsteadily towards them, his hand held to his head.  
 
   “I’ve got him,” Henry yelled as Jake and Yoni continued forward.  
 
   They followed Patrick’s trail to the encasement of rocks and then stopped.  “Patrick must have been hit here.” Yoni pointed to a pool of blood.  “But where’d Laney go?”
 
   Jake looked around, and seeing no sign of her, closed his eyes.  He pictured Laney when he’d met her.  She’d wanted to lead Paul away from the high school kids, not wanting to put them at risk.  Then, she risked her life to save Rocky.  In both situations, she could have just saved herself.  But that wasn't who she was.  His eyes popped open. 
 
   “She would have tried to lead them away from him.”  He stood up and looked at the ground, finally finding a footprint in the ground a few yards from where Patrick had fallen.  “She went this way.”  
 
   With a start, Jake realized she had followed the same trail she’d taken this morning when he’d caught up with her.  He remembered the feel of her lips on his.   He shook himself free of the memory, focusing on the task at hand.  
 
   They crossed through the wooded area, over a fallen tree, to a body lying face down on the path.  Jake’s heart stopped before he realized it was a man.  They continued on into a clearing and found two more men that Jake couldn’t identify.  They looked around.  The clearing was encircled by rocks.  
 
   Yoni looked up.  “I bet she settled in there and took these two out as they came into the clearing.”  
 
   Jake nodded, picturing it in his head.  “And then she went back for her uncle.”  He turned around and retraced his steps to the man they’d found in the woods.  
 
   Jake rolled him over.  There was an almost perfect hole in the man’s forehead.   “Laney didn’t do this.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Jake pointed to the bullet hole.  “Powder burns.  Whoever did this put his gun right up to the guy’s skull and pulled the trigger.  It’s cold, not panicked.  She couldn’t have done that.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   Jake struggled to keep his voice even as he stared into the woods surrounding them.  “I don’t know.  But I think Laney’s gone.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 62
 
    
 
   Chester, MT
 
    
 
   Laney’s first thought, when she came to, was that she needed some aspirin.  Her head pounded and her arms ached uncomfortably.  She tried to move into a better position and couldn’t.  Her hands were tied behind her.  
 
   Her eyes flew open as she remembered the attack at the house.  There was one door opposite her and she was lying on the floor, surrounded by shelves of food.  I’m being held captive in a food pantry? 
 
   She slid along the floor until her back touched one of the vertical beams.  Pressing her back against it, she managed to work herself up into a sitting position.  Her vision swam as she straightened.  She bowed her head, breathing deep, waiting for the dizziness to pass.
 
   Raising her head slowly, she gritted her teeth against the pain in her head.  She struggled to free her hands.  They were bound incredibly tight.  God damn fallen angels.
 
   She kept working at the rope for another five minutes but only managed to rub her wrists raw.  Her shoulders slumped.  Obviously, she wasn’t getting out of here until someone let her out.  
 
   She remembered Gideon's whispered threat.  Tears gathered in her eyes and she willed them back.  Get angry! she yelled at herself.  Don’t give him the satisfaction. 
 
   Focusing on her breathing, she let the anger build, until the feelings of despair were replaced.  She heard heavy footsteps heading towards her.  They stopped just outside her door.
 
   A key turned in the lock and the door flung open.  She glared up into the face of Gideon. 
 
   “Good, you’re awake.  I was worried.”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m sure you’ve been real torn up inside.”   
 
   Gideon reached down and pulled her to her feet.  Laney’s instinct was to fight him, but she knew right now that would be useless.  It would be smarter to go along and wait for an opening.
 
   “You know, Dr. McPhearson, even though I want you dead – and I really do want that – I must tell you I admire your spirit.  I'm a big fan of the human spirit.”
 
   “Can’t say I’m such a fan of the angel spirit.”  
 
   Gideon paused.  “Well, you really have been busy.”  He gripped her arm tighter.  
 
   She bit her lip to keep from crying out.  
 
   “Let’s just keep that information between ourselves, shall we?”  His grip tightened again and she nodded. 
 
   “Excellent.”  He started to pull her down the hall.  “Not, of course, that anyone would believe you.  But best not to take the chance.  You know, this might even turn out to be a good thing.  You knowing who I am, that is.  You can imagine how difficult it is to keep some things to myself.  And you did remove the one person I could share this with.”
 
   She refused to give into the tentacles of fear that were beginning to travel through her system.  “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “The Senator is waiting for you.”
 
   “Why am I still alive?”
 
   “Well, you’re no good to us dead,” Gideon replied, his voice upbeat.                
 
   He led her down a hall decorated in a Western style with Native American prints, exposed wooden beams, and animal heads mounted on the wall.  
 
   “What good am I to you alive?”
 
   “Why, you’re leverage, my dear.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 63
 
    
 
   Gideon knocked briefly on a door before tugging Laney into a well-appointed home office.  The giant picture window behind the hefty oak desk provided an incredible view of the rolling mountains in the distance.  Awards and pictures of the Senator crowded the walls.  The office of a man who loved himself a great deal.
 
   Drawing her eyes from a picture of the Senator and a former President, she focused on the man behind the desk.  She barely recognized him, despite the fact that he sat surrounded by pictures of himself 
 
   His face was haggard, with the beginning of deep jowls forming.  His eyes looked smaller as the skin above them had begun to sag.  Even his hair looked thinner.  Or maybe it was just evil taking its toll.  Well, he’s definitely a beneficiary of Photoshop.
 
   The Senator didn’t even glance up at her.  He sat leaning back in his desk chair, his glasses perched on the end of his nose and his shirt sleeves rolled up.  He continued reviewing the papers in his lap, occasionally making notes.  After a few minutes, he looked over his glasses at her and then Gideon.  His look was glacial.
 
   “Gideon, why is she still restrained?”
 
   “Senator, she’s a security risk.”
 
   Kensington scoffed.  “Oh please, she’s a college professor.  What’s she going to do, lecture me to death?  Remove the restraints.”
 
   Yeah, Gideon, remove the restraints, Laney thought.
 
   “I don’t think that is a good idea.”
 
   “I am still in charge here, Gideon.  Remove them.” 
 
   “Very well.  But it is your neck,” he replied softly.  
 
   The Senator glared at Gideon’s back as he cut the ties.  Free, Laney rubbed her wrists, trying to restore the circulation.  Gideon gave her a wink and a pat on the shoulder as he left the room.  
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief as she watched him leave.  Granted she’d only met two fallen angels in her life, but she had to think that even for those guys, Gideon was a few feathers short of a full wing.  
 
   The Senator continued to ignore her, which was fine by her.  As far as she was concerned, he was a small threat.  Gideon was the one to worry about.  And this might be her only chance to escape. 
 
   They were on the first floor.  If she incapacitated the Senator quietly, she might be able to make a good run before Gideon even knew she was gone.  
 
   Removing his reading glasses, the Senator addressed her for the first time.  “Dr. McPhearson, you have caused me a great deal of trouble.  You and your friends have endangered my work here.”  
 
   “You mean the enslavement of hundreds of men? Gotta say, I’m not feeling real bad about messing that up for you.”
 
   The Senator continued as if she hadn’t spoken.  “I do not think you appreciate the enormity of the task I have undertaken.  I am personally ensuring the future of this country.  The United States is at crossroads.  We are beholden to oil-rich countries and without a means to sustain our current lifestyle.  Unless we find another source of energy, our standing in the world will fall.  More than that, we will become the lapdog of other, more oil-rich countries.  My work here will ensure that does not happen.  What I am doing will save this country and ensure its future.”
 
   “At what cost, Senator?  How many lives will you destroy?”
 
   The Senator waved away her words.  “No lives of value have been lost.”
 
   “No lives of value?” she sputtered.  “You’ve abducted hundreds of men to work as slaves at your site.  And how many of those men have been killed?”
 
   He sneered.  “Men?  They’re not men.  They’re burdens to society.  As you well know, we have over one and a half million people incarcerated in the United States with another five and a half million under some form of correctional supervision.  The criminal justice system is the largest part of most state budgets and a huge part of that goes towards housing and supervising felons.  Good, decent Americans can’t send their kids to college because we’re too busy housing convicts.  And then what happens when we let these offenders out?  They commit more crimes.  The cycle has to stop.”
 
   “By killing them?”
 
   “They provide a vital service to this country.  They’re helping secure its future.  They are finally paying back the debt they owe the country that they have so egregiously harmed.  Some may not survive, but their work will.”
 
   “They were incarcerated. They’ve paid their debt.”
 
   “Paid their debt?” he shouted, his face turning a violent shade of red. 
 
   Maybe I’ll get lucky and the guy will have a heart attack.  
 
   He pounded a fist on the desk.  “You liberal professors are always the same.  Inmates are incarcerated, for what?  Maybe a half of their actual sentence?  And then they’re released for ‘good behavior’.  And what is that good behavior?  They didn’t kill anyone while locked up.  How’s that paying their debt?”  
 
   He shook his head.  “No.  We need to start treating inmates like they treat us.  We need to use them for what we need and not care about the ramifications of our actions.”
 
   She stared at him with disbelief.  Was this guy serious?  Did he actually believe the crap he was spewing?  “How does that make us any better than them?  If you’re so angered by their behavior, how does becoming like them make us any better?”
 
   The Senator stood up and began to pace the room.  “Like them?  I am nothing like them.  I am not doing this for my benefit.  I am doing this for my country.  Through my efforts and their sacrifice, this country will be stronger.  Our future will be assured.  This country will be restored to its former glory and we will lead the world once again.”
 
   Well, apparently someone had seen one too many James Bond movies.  He was the villain come to life.  “With you at the helm.  Right, Senator?”
 
   “Someone with the right vision has to lead this country.  And true leaders make the tough decisions and don’t look back.  I am willing and able to make those decisions.”  
 
   He nodded his head as if to confirm his own righteousness and Laney saw how close to madness the Senator truly was.  He was lost in his own vision of the glory of America and his role as its savior.  
 
   Her mind raced.  He actually believed Gideon was going to give him the stone.  All his arrogance was only going to serve to get him killed.  She looked at him, lost in his own glory.  He was swimming in very deep waters, and he didn't even know it.
 
   She glanced behind her.  They were still alone.  Now was probably her only chance.  Besides Gideon, she hadn’t seen any other guards.  She just needed the Senator to move a little bit closer.  And for a man with his ego, there was one surefire way to do that.
 
   Leaning forward in her chair, her voice dripped with condescension.   “And if you happen to make millions in the process, while killing others?  You could have just given this discovery to the world.  But no, you kept it for yourself.  You’re selfish, you’re egocentric, and you’re greedy.”
 
   The Senator’s face returned to its violent red hue.  “How dare you!  I am this country’s hope for the future.  You do not get to speak to me that way.  Who do you think you are?”
 
   Laney braced herself on the edge of her chair.  “Who am I?  I’m one of the people you claim to speak for.  You’re not what America is about.  You are arrogant.  You are elitist.  You are without conscience.  You are the worst of what America stands for.”
 
   With a strangled cry, the Senator launched himself around the desk at Laney.  His hands reached for her throat. 
 
   Laney sidestepped his hands and aimed a jab straight at his face.  His head snapped back, a strangled cry on his lips.
 
   Grabbing his shoulders, she yanked his head down, slamming her knee into his face.  Cupping the back of his head, she pushed it towards the floor, forcing him to the ground while holding onto his right arm.  She aimed two more punches at his ribs as he headed to the floor and put a knee into the middle of his back.  
 
   She stepped over his arm with her left leg, kicked him in the face, and trapped his arm between her legs.  She wrenched back on his arm, breaking it at the elbow.  The Senator screamed in pain.  She dropped his arm, spun around for the door, and went still.  
 
   Gideon lounged against the door frame, a pistol aimed straight at Laney.  
 
   “I told you she was a security risk,” he drawled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 64
 
    
 
   Beaver Creek, MT
 
    
 
   The security team performed a search of the grounds, but didn’t find any sign of Laney.  They did, however, find a total of twelve men killed, five belonging to the Chandler Group and seven strangers.  
 
   Jake had personally searched almost every square inch.   He’d failed her.  Guilt and fear engulfed him.  He paced up and down the drive.  “How the hell did they find us?”
 
   Patrick stood against the Suburban, his face ashen.  “Laney said you let her make a call earlier.  Could they have traced us through that?”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “No.  The phone was untraceable and we didn’t call Kati directly.  That’s not what led them to us.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” Yoni said, his head in his hands.  “They must have traced the house rentals and then just checked them one by one until they found us.  I should have found another way.”
 
   Henry placed his hand on Yoni’s shoulder.   “It’s not your fault, Yoni.  They knew we were coming.  They just needed to figure out where we were.  We’ve been too predictable.”  
 
   Henry’s phone rang and he looked at the display.  “Excuse me.  It’s Danny.”  He walked towards the house.
 
   Patrick raked his hand though his hair, wincing as he touched his injury.  “Are we sure they even took Laney?  Maybe she’s just hiding somewhere.”
 
   “We’ve done a search, Patrick,” Jake said, gently but firmly.  “She’s not hiding.” 
 
   His attention was diverted to Henry when he heard his tone change.  He watched Henry’s face tense.  Henry spoke with Danny for a few more minutes and from the expression on his face, Jake could tell he was trying to comfort the young man.  This wasn’t going to be good news.
 
   When Henry re-joined the group, Jake spoke before Henry had a chance.  “They have Laney.”
 
   Henry nodded and looked at Patrick.  “Yes. They just contacted the switchboard at Chandler HQ.  Danny got the message.  They said Laney won’t come to any harm as long as no word about the operation leaks and no move is made on the compound.  If we don’t follow their instructions, Laney will be killed.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Patrick gasped, falling back against the Suburban.
 
   Jake turned to Patrick.  “We’ll figure out a way to get her back, Patrick.  I promise.”  
 
   Patrick looked at him for a long minute and nodded his head before walking quietly into the house.
 
   When Jake was sure Patrick was out of earshot, he spoke quietly to Henry.  “That’s not all they said, is it?”
 
   “No,” Henry replied, his expression fierce.  “But Patrick doesn’t need to hear the rest of the message.  The caller explained how they were going to kill her, in slow and painful detail, if we didn’t follow their instructions to the letter.”   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 65
 
    
 
   Havre, MT
 
    
 
   After the fight with Laney, the Senator had screamed bloody murder.  Gideon had hustled her out of the room and back into the food pantry.  
 
   She’d expected some sort of payback, but instead, he seemed almost happy.  He’d even given her a big grin before locking her in.  She’d stayed there for what felt like hours, but she was sure it was much less. 
 
   Finally, Gideon opened the door and put her in an SUV, after a quick trip to the bathroom.  Gideon climbed behind the driver’s wheel.  
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked from the backseat.
 
   “To the place you’ve been searching for.”
 
   Forty minutes later, she was staring at what seemed like endless flat, barren land.  She’d even started to doze off, when a structure came into view on the horizon.  Although she wanted to remain resolute in her anger, she couldn’t help feel a thrill at seeing an ancient site, possibly ten thousand years old.  
 
   At first, Laney could only make out the outline of a giant wall that seemed to be the length of two football fields.  As they neared, she saw in living color the structure from the pictures Jake had taken.  Was that only this morning?  
 
   The thought of him gave the fears she'd been blocking a road in.  Were her uncle and Yoni all right?  Had Jake and Henry gotten there in time?  She pictured her uncle shot, his blood seeping into the ground where she'd left him.  
 
   She took a deep breath and stared out the window, not wanting Gideon to see her emotions.  Her uncle was fine.  Yoni was fine.  Jake, Henry.  They were all fine.  She would hold onto that.  She had to hold onto that.
 
   “We’re here.”  Gideon sang out.
 
   They pulled to a stop at the yawning gate of the enclosure.  Gideon exited the car.  He jogged around to her side, opened her door, and yanked her out.  “I hope your trip wasn’t too bad.  You seemed a little emotional.  Worried about your friends?”
 
   She ignored him, yanking her arm out of his grasp.  Her attention was drawn to the left as she sensed movement.  
 
   Glancing over, she saw the cage Jake had photographed.   His picture hadn’t done it justice.  It hadn’t captured the palpable despair that it emitted, or the stench that radiated from it.  The fear, despair, terror, and anger of the men on the site slipped below her defenses, flooring her.   
 
   By the entrance, a guard kicked an emaciated man as he passed with an empty wheelbarrow.  The man stumbled, dropping heavily onto a knee, nearly overturning the wheelbarrow.   Another two guards escorted a group of twelve men into the enclosure.  At the back of a ragtag group of impossibly thin men, two men held a third up, quietly urging him to walk.  
 
   She went cold.  These people are monsters.  She glanced over at the other SUV as it rolled to a stop.  And here comes their self-appointed king.  
 
   The Senator’s driver rushed around to open the door for him.  After their skirmish, the Senator had refused to ride in the same car with her.  When they’d started this little journey, that had given her a sense of victory.  But, staring around her now, she felt nothing but defeat.
 
   A wind kicked up and she caught an odor from the opposite side of the entrance.  She knew that smell. Something was dead.  Unable to ignore it, she glanced over and saw a decomposing hand in view above the rim of the ditch.  
 
   She started to breathe heavily and spots began to appear around the edge of her vision.  This was too much.  She was filled with pain for the men who had been killed here, and the desolation of the men who still lived through it.  
 
   Gideon grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the entrance.  She stumbled as her feet were slow to react to Gideon’s urging, but he didn’t pause. 
 
   She caught herself and yanked her arm from his grasp.  He turned to grab her again.  
 
   She glared at him.  “I can walk.”
 
   Gideon bowed his head.  He mockingly gestured for her to walk in front of him.  “But of course, Professor.”
 
   Disgusted, Laney walked through the giant opening and into the enclosure.  Still caught by the inhumanity, she was slow to pick up on the history that surrounded her.  She walked forward and stopped only when she noticed a plank leading into the earth below.  
 
   Following the plank with her eyes, she gaped at the sight.  A set of twelve fifteen-foot monoliths standing in a circle had been excavated from the earth.  Each must have weighed over a hundred tons, and from what she could tell, each seemed to be a single piece of granite.  
 
   Carved into each structure were symbols, humanoid figures, and animals, many of which Laney couldn’t identify.  She glanced around the enclosure.   There were over thirty additional dig sites.  For those closest to her, she could see similar megalithic structures extending out of the earth.
 
   Despite the horror of the site, she couldn’t help but be awed by the history in front of her.  She walked down the ramp on trembling legs and stopped at the first megalith.  She raised her fingers to a carving of a man walking in a field with a lion.  The carving was pristine.  She couldn’t make out any tool marks, just the precision of the artist.  
 
   “My God,” she whispered in awe.
 
   “Perhaps now you can appreciate the necessity of my plan,” the Senator intoned from above.  
 
   Laney snatched her hand from the megalith as if it burned.  Kensington’s words brought her crashing back to the present.  The Senator looked down at her with smug satisfaction, in spite of the sling that now housed his left arm and the bruises that darkened his face beneath his eyes.  
 
   “Appreciating the beauty of this site is not the same as supporting your plan.  In fact, this site has just the opposite effect.  It reinforces my belief that this site belongs to the world.  No one owns it.  It’s a gift to humanity.”
 
   He glared down at her before turning to the large man behind him.  “Gregory, put her in with one of the work details.  You’re in charge of her.”  
 
   At Gregory’s smirk, Kensington grabbed the man with his good arm.  “Let me rephrase that.  You are in charge of her safety.  If any harm comes to her, and I mean any, it will be your head.  She is to work here, but she is too valuable to be harmed.  Do you understand me?”  
 
   Glowering at the censure, Gregory didn’t speak.  He gave the Senator a curt nod.  
 
   “Very well.” The Senator turned on his heel and walked back to the car.
 
   Laney glanced up and saw Gideon give her a little wave before following the Senator.  With trepidation, she turned her attention to Gregory.  The man was huge.  His chest seemed to strain against the fabric of his shirt, and while he wasn’t as tall as Henry, he was easily six-foot-five.  
 
   “You come with me,” Gregory growled. 
 
   She stood rooted in place for a few seconds before she could will her legs to work.  She walked back up the ramp towards him.  Her legs trembled yet again, although this time for an entirely different reason.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 66
 
    
 
   Gregory marched Laney to a dig site about a hundred yards from the entrance.  She tried to stay an arm’s length away from him, but he wouldn’t let her.  She cringed every time her arm touched his.    
 
   “You address all guards as ‘sir’.  You never make eye contact with a guard.  There is no talking between inmates.  Basically, anything we tell you to do, you do.  If you don’t, it will not be pleasant for you.”  
 
   At that statement, Gregory glanced down at Laney.  His voice was quiet, his tone deadly.  “The Senator said we can’t harm you, but there are ways that don’t leave marks.  Keep that in mind.”  
 
   When they reached their destination, Gregory handed her off to another guard.  “Put her to work.  But don’t let her get hurt.  There’s some special plan in place for her.”
 
   The guard glanced down at her.  “Oh yeah, I’ll be real nice to her.”   
 
   Gregory snorted.  “No marks.  Just put her to work.”
 
   “Yeah.  Yeah.  Got it.”  The guard grabbed her roughly by the arm and pushed her towards a ramp leading down into the trench.  
 
   About ten structures had been partially uncovered.  Two-man teams were carefully shoveling and brushing dirt away from each of the towering megaliths.  Another two men circled the site with a wheelbarrow, filling it with displaced dirt.  Laney had seen a few men sifting the dirt at various locations up above before other men took the sifted dirt to a giant pile outside the enclosure.  
 
   She was led over to one of the two-man teams.  The men, kneeling down to brush the bottom of the structure, focused their gazes down as she and the guard approached.   
 
   The guard kicked one of the men in the back, causing him to fall onto his hands.  “You.  Explain to her what needs to be done.”
 
   The man pushed himself back up and reached for his brush again.
 
   “Hey. I gave you an order.”
 
   “I’ll do it, sir,” the man beside him said in a rush.  “He’s gone a little deaf.  He can’t hear you.”
 
   “Whatever,” the guard mumbled.  “Make sure she knows what to do.” 
 
   “Yes, sir,” the man replied.  
 
   The guard turned around and headed back up the ramp.  The man who’d spoken helped the other man find his brush and then gave him a comforting squeeze on the shoulder.  He gestured for Laney to kneel down next to him.  He reached behind him to grab another brush and shovel.
 
   “You’ll need these,” he said, looking her in the face for the first time.
 
   “Tom,” she gasped.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 67
 
    
 
   Tom glanced around nervously.  “How do you know my name?”
 
   Laney spoke quickly, keeping her voice low.  “My name’s Laney McPhearson.  I’m a friend of Jake’s.  He’s been looking for you.”
 
   Tom looked startled.  “Wait.  What?  Jake?  Jake Rogan?  He’s looking for me?”  
 
   Laney nodded, taking in Tom's disheveled appearance with a heavy heart.  He barely resembled the picture Jake had shown her.  But his deep brown eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow, and his strong cheekbones were unmistakable.  
 
   “Your pastor called him about two days after you went missing.  He’s spoken to your pastor, the members of your church, Cleo.  They’re all worried about you.”
 
   Tom stared at her for a moment and then looked away.  “I thought I was on my own,” he whispered, tears gathering in his eyes.  
 
   She reached over and gently squeezed his arm before quickly pulling it away.  Glancing around, she grabbed one of the brushes and started brushing the dirt from one of the symbols at the bottom of the monolith.  
 
   “No, Tom, you’re not alone..  Jake tracked you here.   He’s only a few miles away.  They were supposed to infiltrate this place tonight, but then Gideon grabbed me.  I’m not sure what the plan is now.  Whatever it is, though, Jake is not going to leave you here.”  Or me either.
 
   Tom turned to the structure and started shoveling dirt from the bottom.  Tears streamed down his cheeks.  “I thought this was it for me.  I thought I was dead.  This place, it’s just, just…”
 
   “I know,” Laney whispered.  “I saw the ditch out front and the cage where they keep you.  It’s inhuman what they’re doing.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.  Sometimes for sport, the guards make the inmates fight each other.  If both inmates are alive at the end, they’re usually in such bad shape that they’re dead within a few days.”  
 
   He glanced over at his dig partner and Laney took a good look at the poor man.  It was obvious he'd been severely beaten.  Bruises poked through the dirt in his face and he seemed to favor his left side.  Through his tattered shirt, she could see dark splotches across his chest.  He needed medical attention as soon as possible.  She was amazed he was still conscious.  The man dropped his tool and couldn't seem to locate it on the ground right in front of him.  
 
   Reaching over, Tom handed it to him with a gentle shoulder pat, before his eyes returned to Laney.  “The guards think it’s funny to spit in our food, or drop it on the ground, and make us eat like dogs.  Whatever I’ve done in this life, I’ve never done anything as bad as these guards.”
 
   “I think there’s a special kind of hell for people like that.” 
 
   He nodded.   “But for now, we’re the ones in hell.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 68
 
    
 
   Patrick went through the rest of the afternoon in slow motion.  He knew he was in shock, but he couldn’t shake himself out of it.  Laney was in the hands of that madman.  He couldn’t focus on anything except that one single thought.  
 
   He shook his head.  Man.  That isn’t even the right term, is it?  
 
   Henry had arranged for the group to move to an old farmhouse about fifteen minutes from the Kensington compound.  The farmhouse sat on a hundred and twenty acres, and it had been sitting empty since it had been foreclosed on six months earlier.  They hadn’t contacted anyone about it.  They’d just moved in.
 
   No one knew they were there.  Henry didn’t think Gideon would try another assault, but if he did, he wanted to make it as tough as possible to find them.  
 
   Jordan stayed behind to deal with the local police.  As far as the police knew, he was the only member of the Chandler Group alive.   
 
   Time was now more critical than ever, and they couldn't waste it walking the police through everything that had happened.  And besides, they needed to keep a lid on things if they were going to keep Laney alive.
 
   Now, sitting at the old kitchen table, Patrick pushed the food on his plate around before giving up.  He couldn’t stomach it.  He hadn’t protected her.  From what they had figured out, she had, in fact, protected him.  
 
   He was sitting here safe and sound.  And they didn’t even know where she was.  And worse, now her life hung in the balance against the lives of all the men at the site, including Jake’s brother. 
 
   Jake, Yoni, and Henry sat with him.  Their food grew cold along with his.  The security detail had been split into two shifts and half patrolled the new homestead while the other half slept.  No one was talking.  
 
   They had been debating what to do next.  Henry argued they should just follow the instructions and do nothing for now.  Yoni voted for finding Laney.  Jake had stayed silent.  Now they all sat watching their plates.
 
   Patrick watched Jake, who sat across from him.  He’d said very little since they’d received the call about Laney.  The failure to protect her weighed on him.  Patrick didn’t know how to lessen that burden.  It hadn’t been his fault, but he knew Jake was blaming himself.  Hell, they all seemed to be blaming themselves.
 
   He took a deep breath.  The next step was up to him.  He couldn’t add the burden of this decision to anyone else.  It was his to bear.
 
   He cleared his throat.  “You all know that Laney isn’t just my niece.  She is, in every practical way, my daughter.  And I know her better than almost anyone.  I remember this one time when she was eleven years old, a kid at school was being bullied.  Laney wasn’t even friends with the child, but it didn’t stop her from intervening even though there were three bullies.  She got a black eye that day.  They told Laney to stay out of it and if she tried to stop them again, they’d do worse to her the next day.  So the next day came, and what do you think she did?”
 
   “Tried to stop them again,” Jake said, a smile forming on his lips.
 
   Patrick smiled.  “Yup.  She didn’t go in alone, though.  She brought backup in the form of her friend, Darby.  The other child didn’t get beat up that day, but Laney and Darby took a good few hits.  Of course, they gave a good few as well.  When she came home that night, I asked her what had happened.  She confessed the whole story to me.  I asked her why she took the bullies on again, even though she knew she was going to get hurt.  She told me that life wasn’t about trying to avoid getting hurt, it was supposed to be about doing the right thing.  And keeping that child from getting hurt was the right thing to do.”
 
   “Her childhood…”  His words disappeared for a moment, and he struggled to control his emotions.  “Her childhood was not easy.  But it gave her a very strong sense of right and wrong. And she’s lived her life staying pretty much on the right side, even when it’s been at great personal cost.  She’s always trying to help the person who needs the most help.  But I think you’ve all seen that already.”
 
   The men nodded back at him.
 
   Patrick took a deep breath, hating the words that he needed to say.  “So, I’ve been trying to think of what Laney would want us to do.  And the answer is obvious, although it kills me to say it:  She would want us to help those men in the compound, regardless of the risk to her.  It’s the greater good.”  
 
   His hand was unsteady as he raised his teacup to his lips and took a small sip.  “We need to follow through with the plan to take out the compound.  And we need to do it fast, because they won’t be expecting that.  They’ll expect us to take time, to re-group.  We need to move now.”
 
   “Are you sure, Patrick?” Henry asked.  “We don’t need to make any decision right now.  We can take some time.”
 
   “And if Gideon gets the stone?”  Patrick asked.  “What then?”
 
   “We don’t know for sure it’s even there,” Jake said.
 
   Patrick looked at each man at the table before he answered.  “We have to work on the assumption that it is.  Do you really want to bet the fate of the world on the possibility that it isn’t?  That Azazyel has gone to all these lengths without being sure he’d find it?”
 
   Jake stared at him and then looked away, his jaw hardening.  He shook his head.
 
   Patrick stood up.  “You all know as well as I do, the sooner we do this, the better chance we have at succeeding.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll leave you to finish planning while I get a little fresh air.”
 
   Patrick could feel their eyes on him as he walked out into the night.  He turned right, heading around the side of the house.  
 
   Once out of sight of the windows, he stopped and leaned against the building for support.  He wrapped his arms around his stomach as if he could keep himself from splitting in two.  
 
   Tears streamed down his cheeks.  “Oh, God, please protect her and keep her safe.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 69
 
    
 
   Laney spent the rest of the day brushing and shoveling dirt from the megalith with Tom.  Her back ached from being hunched over.  Her hands were covered in blisters.  
 
   A layer of horror blanketed her as she worked.  During the day, she’d seen enough brutality and its aftereffects to last a lifetime.  
 
   At the same time, she couldn’t help but be amazed by the history in front of her.  The megalith she was uncovering depicted what appeared to be a history of man.  The pictographs seemed to support Cayce’s explanation of how humans came into existence. 
 
   There were depictions of the thought forms that, at first, took residence in animals.  Then human bodies were created and they took residence there, followed by a time of peace and harmony.   
 
   Later on in humanity’s timeline, others descended from the sky, bringing violence and despair.  The fallen angels.  Destruction began the moment they set down.   With their arrival, the frames shifted from the pictures of peace and harmony to frame after frame of violence. The hieroglyphs depicted murders, wars, human sacrifice.  That was where the depictions stopped, unfortunately; the rest remained buried.
 
   Throughout the megalith, there were also depictions of the Belial Stones.  At first, they appeared to be revered and worshiped.  With the arrival of the fallen angels, though, emissions from the stones were used in violent acts.  
 
   There was nothing, though, in the megalith that indicated where the stones might be found.  And with the guards constantly looking for the slightest deviation from work, she hadn’t been able to take a long look at any of the other megaliths near her.  
 
   Laney rubbed the back of her neck, trying in vain to work out the kinks as the sun began to sink in the sky.  They couldn’t work much longer with the light dimming.  Her hands had started to cramp severely a few hours ago.  Now, they were practically numb, which was actually a blessing because it was less painful.  
 
   The trade-off, though, was that she was having difficulty holding onto her tools.  And her back was screaming from being hunched over for so long. She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to stand up once they finally allowed her to.
 
   She couldn’t remember ever being so physically exhausted.  Tom had seemed to retreat into his own little world, but Laney knew he must be in even more pain than her.  
 
   As the sun finally slipped below the horizon, Laney looked up expectantly.  She breathed deep.  The work would have to end now.    
 
   Spotlights glared on across the enclosure, bathing the dig site in high-voltage light.   She looked around in stunned disbelief, her hope plummeting. 
 
   Lights were strung across the entire enclosure.  She hadn't noticed them before.  Despair threatened to send her into unending river of tears. 
 
   Beyond defeated, she picked up her brush and began removing more dirt from the granite in front of her.  When will this day end? 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 70
 
    
 
   The plans for the assault on the compound lay on the kitchen table.  They would go in just before dawn.  Henry was busy explaining the plan to Jordan, who had just returned from the other house.  The police were still investigating, and they weren’t buying Jordan’s story completely.  But Jordan had been able to prove that he’d just flown in, and they’d been unable to hold him.  
 
   Jake tried to focus on the conversation, but Laney’s face and then Tom’s kept flashing through his mind, distracting him.  
 
   Henry put his hand on Jake’s shoulder, pulling him from his thoughts.  “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m fine.”  
 
   Henry didn’t say anything, just waited.
 
   Jake sighed.  “What do you want me to say, Henry?  We’re going to go rescue the men from the compound and by doing so, sign Laney’s death warrant.  So, yeah, I’m great.”
 
   “I know it's an impossible choice.  If we go in, we're signing her death warrant.  If we don't, we're signing the death warrant of every man in that place.  Tell me what you want me to do, Jake, and I’ll do it.  If you don’t want us to go in, we won’t.”
 
   Jake raked a hand through his hair.  “How can I say that?  Tom’s in there and I’ve seen what those men are going through.  How can I say that saving them is wrong?  I just don’t understand why Laney has to pay the price for their lives.”  
 
   Jake’s cell phone rang and he looked down.  Yoni.  He’d gone to scout out the compound one last time to make sure there’d been no changes in security.  “Yeah?” 
 
   “She’s here, Jake,” Yoni said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Laney.  She’s at the compound.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Jake asked, not daring to hope.
 
   “I’m sure.  I got a good look at her when they escorted the prisoners to the sleeping quarters.”
 
   “Does she look okay?”
 
   “No noticeable injuries,” Yoni said, his tone upbeat.  
 
   “Thank God.” Jake released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
 
   “‘Thank God’?  I think that Padre has been a good influence on you.”
 
   “What about security?  Any changes?”
 
   “Yeah.  They’ve beefed it up.  There’s an extra patrol truck on the fence and more guards at the enclosure.  We’re going to need more men.”
 
   “Okay.  We’ll figure it out.” Jake hung up.
 
   He turned to find Henry grinning at him.  “So, now it looks like we’re saving everybody?”
 
   Jake returned the grin “Yup." 
 
   Then the grin slid from his face.  “But they’ve beefed up security.  Yoni thinks we need more men.”
 
   “We can’t get them in until tomorrow, at the earliest.”
 
   “Why do we need more men?” Jordan asked.
 
   “They’ve increased security at the site,” Jake replied, staring at the map.
 
   With a smile, Jordan pointed to the sleeping enclosure on the compound map.  “I think we have more than enough men.  We just need to get them weapons.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 71
 
    
 
   The living room was a buzz of activity as they made the final preparations for the assault.  Jake finished packing the ammunition into his bag.  Yoni was working on the assault team’s communications.  Patrick was familiarizing himself with the weapons they would be using, and Henry was reviewing the plan, adjusting as he saw necessary. 
 
   Jake tested the pack for weight.  Good.  He glanced over at Patrick.  
 
   The news that Laney was at the compound had given Patrick a renewed determination.  If anyone got between Patrick and his goal of saving Laney, God help them -- although Jake liked to think that with the Father on their team, God wasn’t going to be helping the other side much. 
 
   Even without divine intervention, though, he had a feeling that Father Patrick was not a man that you crossed easily.  Much like his niece.  
 
   Jake’s thoughts darkened when he thought of Laney being caught in the middle of the fight tonight.  It wasn’t that she was female – Jake had worked with plenty of women in the military, and he knew they were more than capable of handling themselves.  And he’d seen Laney’s skills first-hand.  There was just something about Laney that made him want to protect her.  
 
   And then there was Tom.  What kind of condition would he be in?  Was he even still alive?  If he was would he still be after the assault?
 
   Jake shook his head, clearing it of doubts.  He needed to focus on the plan, and in a few hours, he’d have both of them safely out.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 72
 
    
 
   Laney pulled the threadbare blanket more tightly around her, trying to stave off some of the cold.   She knew it was a wasted effort.  Her teeth continued to chatter and she shivered violently.  The flimsy material could not combat the steadily dropping temperature.
 
   She and the men who’d been working the day shift had been brought back to the sleep enclosure only a few minutes ago.  They’d been given a cup full of what could only be described as gruel.  It seemed to be made of lukewarm water and beef gristle.  
 
   Laney was starving, but she only managed to choke down half of it before giving up.  The man across from her had stared hard at her cup.  She’d handed it to him without a word.  He swallowed it down quickly with a nod of thanks.   After their two-minute dinner, a guard barked at them to go to bed.  
 
   Tom had led Laney to a bedroll and taken the one next to her.  First, though, he’d helped his friend Seeley find a spot.  The man seemed to be only physically present, as if his mind had escaped elsewhere.  In this place, that was probably a blessing.
 
   As Laney curled up on the bedroll, she was sure she would fall asleep as soon as she hit the ground.  Her bones practically wept from exhaustion.  But she hadn’t counted on how hard the ground would be, or how cold.  The bedroll was barely thicker than a bed sheet.  It didn’t seem to keep any of the cold from seeping into her.  
 
   She had been trying to sleep for thirty minutes now.  She was so cold and shivering so hard, it had proven impossible.  She'd tried to hold back the tears, but she didn't have the strength to fight that either.  She felt weak for crying, and selfish.  These men had been here for who knew how long and here she was, crying like a baby, on her first night.  
 
   Hearing a rustle behind her, she glanced over her shoulder.  Tom had moved his bedroll right beside hers, so that his back was to her back.  The man whom she’d given her dinner also moved closer to her, his back now right in front of her.  The men sandwiched Laney between them.  After a few minutes, the cold tremors subsided.  She wasn’t actually warm, but she didn’t fear freezing to death, either.  
 
   Laney mumbled her thanks.  Neither man heard her.  They were already asleep.  And a few minutes, so was she.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 73
 
    
 
   Arthur Priddle paced along the edge of dig site twenty-one.  He’d been hovering around it for most of the afternoon and evening.  Fists clenched, he struggled to keep from yelling at the workers to hurry up.  He’d yelled himself hoarse already.  He’d gone so far as to push one to the ground and kick him in the back when he scratched the megalith with his shovel.
 
   All he’d accomplished was stressing out the workers.  They’d become clumsy and slowed down to compensate.  He was aware enough to realize he needed to pull back.  He towered above them now, practically biting his tongue off to keep from speaking.  It was a Herculean effort on his part.  
 
   The megaliths at this site included more depictions of the Belial Stone than any other site so far.  He was convinced they would find one here.  
 
   If they ever finish excavating it! He glared down at the workers, as if he could will them to work faster.  
 
   He paused in his pacing to wipe his brow with the grimy handkerchief he'd shoved into his back pocket.  The Senator kept pushing him for more results, and didn’t understand that conducting an archaeological dig was not like ordering at a restaurant.  Sometimes you just had to take what you got.  
 
   Today, Senator Kensington had even mentioned replacing him with someone who could get results.  Replace him!  After all the work he’d put into this site.  Well, that simply wasn’t going to happen.  If he had to personally beat each of these workers within an inch of their worthless lives to get results, he’d do it.  
 
   He heard the scrape of a shovel against a hard surface again.  Whirling around to scream at the offender, he noticed a flurry of movement near one of the megaliths.  Grabbing his bag of tools, he clambered down the ramp and made his way to the towering pillar.  
 
   As he approached, he saw that unlike most of the pillars, this one had something jutting out of it.  But the object was smaller than any relief they had seen so far.  Shoving the man who had been brushing the object aside, Priddle carefully pulled his own brush from his pocket and began removing dirt. 
 
   He carefully probed the object.  So far, the only objects that projected out from the pillars were animal reliefs, but this was no relief.  It was made of a different material, both hard and smooth. 
 
   With reverence, he brushed at the thin layer of dirt that remained.  Slowly, a diamond-shaped object with a crystalline structure, about the size of a softball, was revealed. 
 
   “Camera,” he demanded, holding out his hand.  It was placed in his shaking hand.  He’d found it.  Finally.  
 
   He quickly took shots of the stone from every angle.   He removed a small chisel and hammer from his tool bag.  Ever so gently, he pried the stone loose.  
 
   Holding it up, he could just make out the crisscrossing patterns within the six-sided figure.  Surprise flooded him.  It was warm to the touch.  Rummaging in his bag, he pulled out a piece of burlap.  With infinite care, he wrapped the stone, still able to feel its warmth through the fabric.  
 
   He nestled it to his side and headed back up the ramp.  He would call the Senator immediately.  No one was going to replace him now.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 74
 
    
 
   Kensington arrived at the dig site just before five a.m.  He’d been awoken by his aid thirty minutes ago. At first, he’d yelled at the man for interrupting his sleep.  When he’d found out that Priddle had called from the dig site and wanted him out there, he’d yelled at the man for not waking him sooner.  
 
   Ignoring the workers who crossed his path, he strode through the enclosure entrance and towards the RV.  Not bothering to knock, he threw open the door and climbed in.  
 
   The brightness of the trailer was blinding.  Once his eyes adjusted, he focused on Priddle, who was sitting at the table, a jeweler’s monocle to his eye.
 
   “You’ve found it?” he asked eagerly.
 
   Priddle looked up and smiled.  “Yes, sir.  In site twenty-one, just like I predicted.”
 
   “Let me see it.”   He demanded, moving to sit opposite Priddle at the table, careful not to jar his injured arm.  
 
   Priddle placed the jeweler’s loupe on the table and handed over the crystal.  Kensington took it reverently.  
 
   “It’s warm,” he said with surprise.  
 
   Priddle nodded.  “I’ve done some preliminary readings and the heat seems to be generated by constant vibrations within the stone.
 
   “Is it a form of acoustic resonance?”
 
   Priddle couldn’t conceal his surprise.  Kensington bristled at the look.  These academics always thought they were the only ones with a brain. 
 
   “Actually, I think it is.  The readings I’ve conducted so far suggest that the energy stored in this small crystal is immense.   I’m not an expert in this area, but I’d say you’ve found an incredible source of renewable energy in this stone.”
 
   Kensington held up the stone.  “You’ve done well.  With this stone, America will achieve its greatest heights.”  And I will lead them there, he thought smugly.  This was proof that he was destined to lead.  This stone was put here for him to find, and to help bring America back to its former greatness.
 
   Priddle glanced behind the Senator.  “Will Mr. Gideon be joining us?”
 
   “No,” the Senator said firmly, still staring into the crystal.  “Mr. Gideon is no longer a part of this project.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 75
 
    
 
   Gideon drove his black Mercedes SL550 down the private drive towards his home.  He’d spent the last few hours in the company of an accommodating woman over in Beaver Creek.  He smiled at the memory of her silken generosity.  He smiled even wider as he recalled her eyes as the life drained out of them.  
 
   The interlude had distracted him, for a few hours, from the search for the stone.  He couldn’t believe that they still hadn’t uncovered one at the site.  Was it possible he had miscalculated?  That there was actually no stone to be found?  
 
   He pulled to a stop in front of his home.  No.  They would find the stone.  It was just a matter of time.
 
   Before exiting his car, he took a moment to appreciate the beauty of his home.  He might actually miss this place, he thought as he walked to his front door.  
 
   Pulling out his electronic key, Gideon felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.  He wasn’t alone.  Without giving any indication of his awareness, he dropped his keys and lowered himself to the ground to pick them up.  Sliding his hand underneath his jacket, he felt the grip of his handgun.  
 
   A whisper of a sound and a shadow came from around the corner of the house.    
 
   Bullets slammed into the front door behind him.  He threw himself to the ground and rolled behind one of the columns at the entryway.  He peeked out.  The man had taken refuge behind his car.  
 
   Gideon lay down on the ground and peered underneath the car.  He could see the man’s foot just beyond the front tire.  Lining up his shot, he pulled the trigger.  The man howled in pain and fell, his whole body now exposed to Gideon’s view.  He emptied two more bullets into the man’s face and chest.  The yelling stopped.  
 
   Sensing movement to his left Gideon rolled to his feet and swung around.  A second shooter was coming around the other side.  The man was caught out in the open. 
 
   “Amateur,” Gideon muttered disgustedly.  He shot the man twice in the chest.  
 
   As the man dropped, Gideon stalked towards him, keeping his gun trained.  He kicked the man’s weapon away and looked at his would-be assassin.  The man was gasping for breath.  
 
   He calmly shot him in the face.  A face he recognized.  He was one of Kensington’s private security detail.  
 
   He strode over to the man in the driveway.  He was already past help.  Wishing he could kill him again, he emptied the rest of his clip into him.
 
   He stomped to the front door and kicked it open, breaking the door frame.  Seething, he stopped, looking around his home with narrowed eyes.  How dare he. Who does he think he’s dealing with? And only sending two men to kill me?  That’s just insulting. 
 
   He paused, halfway into his living room.  Why would Kensington make this move now?  It was bold.  And Kensington was never bold, except when he felt he held all the cards.
 
   He turned to his right and walked over to his bar.  He pulled a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue off the shelf.  Pouring himself two fingers worth, he downed it before re-filling his glass.   The drink warmed his throat.  Ah, Kensington.  You foolish man.  You’ve found the stone, haven’t you?    
 
   He emptied his glass.  Placing it back on the counter, he looked around his home.  It had been a good refuge.  But if all went well, this would be the last time he saw it.  
 
   Smiling, he turned and walked back out to his car.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 76
 
    
 
   It was just before dawn as the assault team crept towards the enclosure.  They had broken into two groups of fifteen men.  The first group, led by Henry, took out the truck patrols.  The second group, led by Jake, hightailed it to the enclosure.  
 
   Patrick watched behind him for the first group to join them.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw them appear from the darkness.  Together, the two groups advanced on the enclosure.  So far they’d been lucky.  They hadn't encountered any guards.  They must all be at the compound itself.  
 
   Patrick’s pulse quickened as the enclosure came into view.  A wind blew towards them, bringing the scent of body odor and death.  The thought of Laney being held in there chilled him to the bone.  He gripped his Glock more securely.  He would get her out.  Nothing was going to stand in his way.  
 
   He nearly tripped as he counted the guards at the site.  They seemed to have tripled in number.  He shoved aside the doubts that tried to crowd his mind.  They would succeed.   They would get Laney and Tom out of there.  
 
   Patrick watched Yoni move towards the transformer, using the shadows as cover.  Almost time.  In one minute, Yoni would blow the transformer and back-up generator.  The darkness and chaos would, hopefully, provide the assault team with enough time to subdue most of the guards.  
 
   Patrick crawled up next to Jake.  Making the sign of the cross, he said a little prayer for the upcoming assault.  He hoped that Gideon was nowhere nearby.  This was going to be tough enough without that obstacle.
 
   He looked over at the sleeping cage where Laney slept.  He had to hold himself back from springing for it.  
 
   Jake reached over and grasped Patrick’s shoulder.  “It’s okay, Patrick.  We’ll get her out.”
 
   Patrick looked into Jake’s eyes and read the commitment there.  Jake would not let Laney be harmed.  He was as determined to get her out as he was.  
 
   He nodded.  “Yes, we will.  And Tom, too.”
 
   The radio beeped and Yoni’s voice called out softly.  “Ready to go.  All teams in place?”
 
   The teams all called in their affirmatives.  
 
   Yoni counted down.  “Darkness in 3, 2, 1.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 77
 
    
 
   Yoni leapt away from the transformer.  The explosion blasted through the metal casing, sending shrapnel in every direction and a fireball straight up.  
 
   A wave of heat blew over him and he rolled farther from the flames.  The site was pitched into darkness.  
 
   Yoni pulled out his M4 as silence descended and all work stopped.  He imagined the guards, looking around, trying to figure out what had just happened. 
 
   Gunfire broke through the silence.  Yoni got to his knees, ready to join the fight.
 
   “Shit,” he yelled as gunfire peppered the ground behind him.  He dove behind the wreckage of the transformer.  The guards had recouped faster than he’d expected.  He looked up at the gun tower and saw the sparks of light that the shooters set off with each shot.  
 
   “Shit,” he groaned again, struggling to figure out a way to avoid the enemy, who had the higher ground.  
 
   “Yoni, get down!” Jordan dropped to a knee and sent a surface-to-air missile into the guard tower.  
 
   “Shit!” Yoni threw himself to the ground, covering his head as a shower of tower debris rained around him.  
 
   Jordan ran over, pulling him to his feet.
 
   Yoni slapped at a small fire that had started on his sleeve.  “Next time, send the debris inside okay?”
 
   Jordan took a shot at a guard that appeared in the enclosure’s entryway.  “Sorry about that, Yoni.” 
 
   A second explosion at the other guard tower drew Yoni’s attention.  
 
   Yoni slapped Jordan on the shoulder and gestured to the smoldering ruins of the other tower.  “Learn something new every day.  Both surface-to-air missiles and grenade launchers are effective at taking out guard towers.”
 
   Jordan’s reply was cut off as a conveyance of ten guards appeared behind them.  Jordan yanked Yoni to the ground.  
 
   Bullets whistled above their heads.   They scrambled for the cover of the destroyed transformer.  Yoni switched the M4 to automatic and let loose a spray of bullets.  The guards ran for cover.
 
   He turned to Jordan with a grin.  “So, how do you think the assault's going so far?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 78
 
    
 
   Jake sprinted from his hiding spot as the transformer exploded, Patrick keeping pace next to him.  Jake took out the guards at the entrance of the sleeping cage with two shots. 
 
   Then Patrick slammed into him, tackling him to the ground, as automatic fire chewed up the ground behind him.  Simultaneously, they turned, taking out the solitary shooter.
 
   “Thanks,” Jake said.  
 
   Patrick nodded as the guard tower above them exploded with Henry’s grenade hit.  
 
   Jake scrambled to his feet, seeing Patrick do the same.  Side by side, they sprinted for the sleeping cage.  A guard appeared around the side of the enclosure with his gun raised.  With a fluid motion, Patrick pulled his shotgun from around his back and shot the man, practically slicing him in two with the blast.  
 
   Jake grinned.  The priest could definitely hold his own.
 
   Jake held his position, covering Patrick as he ran for the cage.  
 
   A padlock secured the gate.  Patrick took aim and blasted the lock.  Flinging the shotgun back over his shoulder, he threw open the door and yelled.  
 
   “Laney!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 79
 
    
 
   Laney jolted awake, trying to figure out what had pulled her from her sleep.  Tom was sitting up next to her.  
 
   “Tom, what’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t know.  There was a loud noise and then the place just went dark.”
 
   Gunfire rang out and an arc of light shot through the sky.  The guard tower nearest them exploded.  Scrambling to her feet, Laney turned to Tom.  “It’s Jake!”
 
   Tom had jumped to his feet at the sound of the gunfire.  He pulled Laney and Seeley to the side, just as a group of inmates charged for the gate.  
 
   Above the yelling, Laney thought she heard a voice calling her name.  She looked around, but couldn’t see anyone amongst the mass of bodies rushing to the exit.  Then she saw a man pushing against the tide, fighting to get into the enclosure.  “Uncle Patrick!”                
 
   Patrick’s eyes looked up and caught Laney’s.  He fought through the swarm of bodies and reached her, pulling her into a tight hug.  
 
   “Laney,” he breathed.  
 
   Tears rolled down her cheeks.
 
   Patrick pulled back and took the shotgun from across his back, loaded it, and handed it to her.  “We need to get going.”  
 
   She nodded and reached out to grab Tom’s hand.  “Where’s Jake?”  
 
   “He’s in the enclosure.”  Patrick gestured beyond the gate as he handed a handgun to Tom.  “You must be Tom.”
 
   Tom nodded., holding onto Seeley’s waist to keep him upright.  “And this is Seeley,”
 
   Patrick looked at the injured man, his face expressionless, but Laney saw the sympathy dart across his eyes.  “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
   Following Patrick, they headed to the gate.  A noise behind her caused her to glance back.  Two guards were coming up on the back side of the enclosure.  
 
   “Look out!”  Tom threw himself on top of Laney as the guards opened fire on the cage.  
 
   Gunfire whistled through the air above them.  Tom rolled off Laney.  She and Patrick grabbed onto Seeley’s arms.  They pulled him along the ground to the gate as Tom crawled behind them.   Suddenly, the gunfire stopped.  Laney turned and saw a group of inmates had jumped the guards.   They began to kick and stomp on the guards in a mad frenzy.  
 
   She turned away and scrambled to her feet.   
 
   Patrick pulled Seeley to his feet and carried him out of the cage with a fireman’s lift.  Laney and Tom ran behind him and over to the open storage truck used to transport the men.  
 
   Crouching low, Laney checked her shotgun. “What’s the plan?”
 
   Patrick lay Seeley gently on the ground.  “Henry and Jordan’s assault groups are keeping any additional guards at bay, while Yoni and Jake enter the enclosure with an additional assault team and clear it.  I’m supposed to get you clear.” 
 
   An explosion from inside the enclosure rocked the walls.  A chorus of screams rolled over them. 
 
   Laney looked at Tom and he nodded.  “Sorry, Uncle Patrick.  But we’re not leaving this fight.” 
 
   Laney could tell Patrick wanted to argue with her.  She cut in before he had the chance to speak.  “Can you get Seeley to safety?”  
 
   Patrick looked at the man on the ground and a group of Kensington’s men’s heading for one of the Suburban’s to escape.  “I’ll take him to some of the men, and have them get him out of here.  I’ll find you in the enclosure.”
 
   With a nod, she and Tom turned to leave when Patrick’s words stopped her.
 
   “Delaney McPhearson.”  She turned to face him.  “Don’t make me come save you again.”
 
   “You got it, Uncle,” she said with a smile.  And then with a deep breath, she and Tom sprinted for the enclosure gate.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 80
 
    
 
   Henry crouched low to the ground, using some debris from one of the destroyed towers as a barrier.  He’d helped clear the area of guards and was going in for one last sweep.  Almost a hundred yards away, he saw a group of Kensington’s guards pulling away in a Suburban.  They were too far away to reach.  
 
   He quickly made his way to his ammunition stash, hidden to the left of the enclosure entrance.  He pulled out the surface to air launcher and lined the truck up in his sights as it sped from the enclosure.  Pulling the trigger, he watched the plume of smoke trail the missile as it zeroed in on the truck.  
 
   The impact flipped the truck, sending it flying twenty feet into the air.   It crashed down to earth in a ball of fire, just like the other surface-to-air missile had done to the Jeep at the Chandler headquarters.  
 
   “That’s for my men,” he whispered.  
 
   Dropping the empty canister, he reached for his gun.  A man collapsed onto his back with a shriek.  From the smell, he could tell the man was a captive, not a guard.  
 
   “Bring him over here,” another man yelled.  Henry looked up to see two more inmates a few feet to his left.   
 
   Henry let the man pull him over to the other two.  “Look, I’m not one of the guys who put you here.  I’m one of the guys who set you free.”
 
   “Well, right now, I don’t really care.” The man’s face had been horribly scarred from burns that looked recent.  “I’m owed payback and it looks like you’re going to give it to me.”  
 
   Henry was about to reply when he was distracted by the sight of a car pulling up in front of the enclosure.  The glow of the fires around the enclosure and the breaking dawn provided enough light for Henry to identify the man getting out of the car. 
 
   It was Gideon.              
 
   “Hey, man, I’m talking to you,” the inmate yelled, accentuating his point with a right hook to Henry’s ribs.  Henry’s body shifted only a little with the punch, but the man now had his undivided attention.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 81
 
    
 
   Jake flattened himself against the enclosure wall with an upturned sifter table in front of him for cover.  He reloaded his M4.  Leaning around the table, he caught sight of Yoni entering the enclosure and let loose a spray of cover fire.  
 
   Yoni sprinted across the dig site to him.  He dove over the table and landed in a heap next to him.
 
   Yoni quickly righted himself as Jake ducked back behind the table.  
 
   “So, how’s it going in here?” Yoni asked.
 
   Jake spared him a grin.  “Oh, great.  We’ve got a bunch of armed ex-cons who don’t seem to realize that we’re the good guys and Kensington’s security appears to be endless.  How’s it going outside?”
 
   “Henry and Jordan did their part.  They took out all the guard towers and most of the guards around the perimeter.  And Patrick got to Laney and Tom.”
 
   “Are they clear?”
 
   “Well, they’re no longer in the cage,” Yoni replied cheerfully.
 
   Jake groaned.  “Please, tell me they’re not joining the fight.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   A string of bullets slammed into the top of table, cutting off his reply.  Jake flung himself at the ground. Beside him, Yoni did the same.  The barrage of bullets halted as gunfire erupted from a different direction across the enclosure.  
 
   Jake glanced out.  Laney had pinned down the shooters.  A slim black man rose up behind the two guards and took both of them out.  
 
   Yoni peered over his shoulder.  “Personally, I’m okay with them joining the fight.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 82
 
    
 
   After the transformer blew, the enclosure was plunged into darkness. Priddle’s trailer, which ran on its own battery, stayed lit.  Kensington jumped at the sound of the explosion and went to look out the trailer window.  
 
   “The enclosure’s dark.”
 
   “Hmm?” Priddle murmured, still staring at the stone.  “I can’t swear it, but I think I just saw a puff of smoke drift through the center of the stone.  I wonder what that could be?”
 
   “Arthur!”
 
   Priddle jerked his head up to look at Kensington with barely concealed annoyance.  “What?”
 
   He gestured to the window.  “The enclosure.  It’s dark.”  
 
   Priddle paused in his inspection of the stone and leaned over to pull back the curtain next to him.  “Huh, that’s never happened before.”  
 
   A loud popping noise came from the outside the enclosure.  
 
   Priddle frowned. “Is that a car backfiring?”              
 
   Kensington paled.  “Shit! Douse the lights!” He hit the switch by the door.  
 
   “What are you doing?” Priddle shrieked.
 
   “You idiot! That’s not a car backfiring, that’s gunfire.  Someone’s attacking the site.”  
 
   Priddle paused for a moment before flinging himself to the floor.  He crawled under the table and reached a hand back up, feeling around until he felt the Belial Stone.  He pulled it down to him.
 
   Kensington stumbled over to the table.  He turned off the light above it before crawling underneath.  “Move over!”
 
   Priddle shifted his bulk closer to the wall as Kensington squeezed himself in, yelping as he whacked his arm against the table in his haste.  Both men held their breath, waiting to see if anyone noticed them.  
 
   The sounds of gunfire seemed to recede from the trailer.  “I think we could probably make a run for it,” Priddle suggested in a whisper.
 
   Before Kensington could reply, the RV door rattled.  
 
   “Did you lock the door when you came in?” Priddle asked, his voice shaking.  
 
   Kensington looked at the door and saw the handle turn.  No, he hadn’t locked it.  
 
   They waited with bated breath as the door opened.  A dark figure filled the doorway.  The man had a flashlight, which he used to search the corners of the trailer.  The light came to rest under the table.  
 
   “My, my, my.  What an unimaginative hiding spot.”
 
   “Gideon?” Kensington asked in disbelief and then quickly changed his tone.  “Thank God.  The compound is under attack.  Can you get us out of here?”
 
   “Happy to see me, Robert?  Why, I thought you’d be surprised, after the men you sent to my house tried to kill me.”
 
   “What?  Are you okay?” Kensington exclaimed, his words coming out in a rush as he tried to convey his sincerity.  “I would never do anything like that.  We’re partners, right?”
 
   “Are we?” Gideon asked, his voice steely.
 
   “Yes, yes, of course.  In fact, I was just going to call you and tell you about the Belial Stone.” Kensington snatched the stone from Priddle’s hands.  “See?  We found it a short while ago.”
 
   Gideon kept his flashlight trained on the stone while Kensington struggled to free himself from beneath the table.  As he stood, he held out the stone.  
 
   Taking it, Gideon held it up so that the light from the flashlight could shine through.  “It’s been so long,” he murmured.
 
   “Now can you get us out of here?” Kensington demanded, feeling sweat begin to appear on his brow.
 
   “Out of here?  Why would you want to get out of here?  You’ll miss the show.”  
 
   Gideon stepped further into the cabin, letting the door swing shut behind him.  His voice rang out in the darkness, adding an air of menace to the chilling words.  
 
   “You amaze me, Robert.  Your self-involvement and lack of awareness are truly unmatched.  And coming from me, that’s really saying something.  You’re so concerned with your political ambitions that you’ve never asked why I would help you.  Did you think I was just being altruistic?  You have the connections that I needed.  You were merely a useful tool in my toolbox.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  This is my plan.”
 
   Gideon laughed.  “Your plan?  My God, man, are you really that much of a fool?” 
 
   The truth of his naïveté was like a smack to the face.  Kensington was floored by it.  He had never wondered, either silently or out loud, why Gideon was interested in the stones.  He’d been so focused on his own dreams of power that he hadn’t considered Gideon’s agenda.  He’d just assumed Gideon saw and supported his own ambitions.  Now, he could see that rather than Gideon being a tool to be used for his own goals, he was the one being used.  Gideon was right.  He was a fool.
 
   Fear laced Kensington’s words as he stared at the stone in Gideon’s hand.  “I don’t understand.  What are you going to do with it?”
 
   Gideon flashed his light on Priddle’s face.  He smiled.  “You know what’s about to happen, don’t you, Arthur?  I'm guessing you've suspected for a while.  Why don’t you tell the Senator here.”
 
   Kensington turned to Priddle.  The man didn’t speak.  He simply stared at Gideon, his jaw open, his head shaking from side to side.  “It’s not possible.”
 
   “Come now, Professor.  I can see you finally understand.  Here, let me help.  I’ll start the explanation for you.  The Belial Stones are known by another name.  They are also called angel stones.”
 
   Priddle began haltingly.  “The Belial stones are also called angel stones because . . . Because they were supposed to have been brought to earth by the fallen angels.  The stones were alleged to contain the power of heaven.  With a chant in Enochian, the language of the angels, the angels were supposed to be able to release all of the force of the stone.”
 
   “Very good, Professor.  I give that answer an A-minus.  The minus, of course, for the use of the word ‘alleged’.  There is nothing ‘alleged’ about the power of the stones.”
 
   “But this is ridiculous,” Kensington sputtered.  “There’s no such thing as fallen angels.”
 
   Gideon gestured with the gun for the two of them to proceed him out the door.  “Well, I guess we’ll just see about that, won’t we?  Let’s take this outside.  Shall we?”
 
   “Why?  What are you going to do?”  Kensington asked.  
 
   Gideon smiled.  “Why, unleash the stone’s power, of course.  You’re a fan of power, Robert.  Now, you have the opportunity to see what real power actually is.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 83
 
    
 
   Laney and Tom moved through the enclosure, evacuating the men who’d been pinned down in the trenches when the attack began.  
 
   Carefully, she approached another trench, Tom beside her.  Her nerves were taut, her finger on the trigger of the Beretta she'd confiscated off a guard.  
 
   A guard sprinted up the ramp with a yell.
 
   She opened fire, catching him at the waist.  He screamed and toppled off the ramp, landing back in the trench below.  
 
   She peered over the edge.  His neck sat at an unnatural angle, his eyes stared up, seeing nothing.  Her pulse spiked and she fought the urge to be sick.  How many had she killed now?
 
   Tom stepped next to her, his hand briefly resting on her shoulder.  “It’s okay.  It had to be done.”
 
   She looked over at him and nodded.  He was right.  She might not want to do this, but it was necessary.  Her eyes searched the trench, falling on the five men hunched against the far wall.  Two of them didn't look like they could walk under their own power.  
 
   She glanced back at the guard sprawled unmoving below her.  He was part of this.  He wasn’t the one who deserved her sympathy. 
 
   Tom gestured towards the men.  “I’ll go."
 
   She nodded, taking point at the top of the ramp, as Tom headed down it.  A movement out of the corner of her eye drew her attention.  She trained her gun to her right.  
 
   A noise directly behind her caused her to whirl around.  A guard was charging, his gun aimed straight at her.  She raised her weapon, but knew she would be too late. 
 
   Two bursts of automatic fire barked and the guard’s chest bloomed red.  He crashed to the ground, a look of surprise frozen on his face.  
 
   Jake and Yoni appeared thirty feet behind him, scanning the area as they moved.  They moved quickly, but she could tell they were missing nothing, moving in tandem.
 
   She drank in the sight of Jake.  He had some scrapes on his arms and neck, but otherwise he looked fine.  Hell, he looked gorgeous and dangerous.  Relief and need coursed through her.  She felt an almost overwhelming urge pulling her towards him.  She forced herself to look away from him and her eyes lit on Yoni.  She smiled.  They were both okay.  
 
   She dropped her gun to her side as they approached, barely registering the men who were scurrying out of the trench behind her.  Jake stopped when he was a foot away and looked her into her eyes.  
 
   “You okay?” he asked gruffly.  
 
   She nodded, taking a step towards him.  
 
   Yoni grabbed her in a crushing bear hug.  “I knew you’d be okay!”
 
   Laney couldn’t stop laughing, while she struggled to breathe.  “It’s good to see you, too, Yoni.”
 
   “Jake?”  
 
   Jake turned.  Tom stepped off the ramp.  Laney could tell Jake was jolted by Tom’s ragged and bruised appearance.  But then Tom gave a tentative smile and even Laney could see the little boy who had been Jake’s brother and friend.  
 
   “Tom.”  Terror, relief, and love were wrapped in that single word.  Jake reached over and pulled Tom to him.  Tom hugged him back, his shoulders shaking.  
 
   Laney turned away, tears stinging her eyes.  Wiping them away, she saw movement over by the beat-up trailer. She squinted and saw the Senator appear, followed by Priddle, and then Gideon. 
 
   Gideon ushered the Senator and Priddle out into an open space beyond the trailer.  He held an object about the size of a softball in one hand and a gun in the other.  
 
   Her chest felt tight.  “Guys?  I think we have a problem.” 
 
   Jake turned at her words.  
 
   She gestured towards the trailer.  “It’s Gideon.  I think he has the Belial Stone.”
 
   Two hundred yards away, the three men had stopped.  Gideon gestured with the gun for Kensington and the professor to move back.  The two men looked terrified as they backed up against the wall of the enclosure.  Gideon tucked the gun into his belt and raised the Belial Stone to the sky.
 
   “What on earth is he doing?” Yoni asked.
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 84
 
    
 
   Patrick ran towards entrance of the enclosure.  He’d left Seeley with one of Henry’s men.  He had been torn, wanting to stay and help the poor man, but his heart wouldn’t let him.  He needed to get back and make sure Laney was all right.  
 
   He sprinted past a truck.  A group of men ran straight towards him.  A guard stepped out of the shadows at the wall and took aim. 
 
   “Down!” Patrick yelled. 
 
   Three of the men dove for the ground, but two of them were too terrified.  They kept running straight at him.  A bullet careened through one of the men’s shoulders.  
 
   Patrick dropped to a knee and pulled the trigger.  The guard collapsed to the ground.  
 
   Patrick ran for the fallen man.  He was still conscious, but in pain.  Two of the men stopped with him.  
 
   He pointed back in the direction he’d come.  “Back there, four hundred yards.  There are three men.  They’ve set up a small triage.  You’ll be safe there.”              
 
   He pulled a Beretta out of his waistband and handed it over to one of the men.  “Only shoot the guys in the grey uniforms, okay?” 
 
   The men grabbed the injured man and between the two of them, managed to run-walk with him. 
 
   Patrick caught sight of Henry over to his left.  He’d been grabbed by three of the ex-cons.
 
   Patrick ran for him.  It looked like Henry needed some help now.  
 
   Henry took a punch to the ribs.  He didn’t grimace.  In fact, he looked more annoyed than hurt.  “I don’t have time for this,” Henry growled.  “Let me go, now.” 
 
   The ringleader laughed, though it came out more nervous than authoritative.  
 
   “I warned you,” Henry said.  He launched a front kick into the man’s face.  
 
   The man’s nose shattered.  Henry extended his right arm behind him, capturing the man’s arms.  He aimed two jabs at the man’s face before kneeing him in the groin.  The man collapsed to the ground, shrieking.  
 
   The third man let out a yell and charged at Henry.  Henry turned as the man leaped, and grabbing the front of the man’s shirt, threw him head-first into the wall.  
 
   The ringleader tried to get up for another round.  Patrick placed a foot on the man’s chest, aiming his gun at the man’s head.  “You and your friends need to run now.”
 
   The man grimaced as Patrick increased the pressure on his chest.  He tilted his head towards Henry.   “Start running.  “Or you get to face my friend again.” 
 
   The man looked from Patrick to Henry and nodded.  Patrick removed his foot and urged the man along with his gun.  The man stood, looked at his two cohorts who were still on the ground, and then sprinted across the field.  
 
   Patrick kept an eye on the man until he dropped into the shadows, trying to compose his face before he turned to Henry.  Henry had just squashed these three men like they were nothing.  He would never have believed that last throw into the wall if he hadn’t seen it himself.  While Henry was the size of a giant, he also seemed to have the power of one as well.  Questions plagued him.  
 
   And although now was not the time to ask them, but Patrick opened his mouth to ask anyway. when the ground began to shake violently.  A cracking sound slashed through the air.   
 
   Henry caught Patrick’s eyes.  “It’s starting!” he yelled.  “We need to get to Gideon!”
 
   Patrick nodded and hurried after Henry, noting that unlike him, Henry seemed to have no trouble moving on the trembling earth.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 85
 
    
 
   Laney watched as Gideon raised the stone above his head, chanting in a language she did not recognize.  He swayed as he focused all his energy on the stone, chanting the same undecipherable phrase over and over again.  
 
   The crystal stone began to glow, first blue and then red, until it began to resemble a ball of fire.  Gideon released it, but kept his attention on it the entire time.  It slowly levitated higher and higher above his head, spinning increasingly faster as it rose.  
 
   It stopped rising ten feet off the ground, but continued to spin at an incredibly fast rate.  Small sparks of electricity began to flash across the illuminated globe and it gave off a low hum.  
 
   Pressure began to build in Laney’s ears and she swallowed to try and release it.  “I think it’s creating some form of acoustic resonance.”   
 
   “How bad can that be?” Tom asked.
 
   “Bad,” she replied.  “According to Biblical scholars, acoustic resonance is what was responsible for the walls of Jericho falling down.  Acoustic weapons are even used by the military and law enforcement.  They cause all sorts of lovely things, like blindness, severe nausea and even death.”
 
   “So when you say bad, what you mean is really bad,” Yoni said.
 
   A slight tremble rumbled underneath the enclosure.  A sharp crack of thunder rang out and a huge fissure in the ground twenty feet from the entrance appeared.
 
   “Yeah, I think I have to agree with Yoni.  Really bad is a better description,” Jake said as he stared at the cracks beginning to appear in the ground across the enclosure.  
 
   While the appearance of the cracks was horrifying enough, each one was accompanied by a nightmarish screech, as if the earth itself was coming apart.
 
   “We need to get that stone away from him,” Jake yelled, starting towards Gideon.  
 
   Laney tried to respond, but the ground had started to quake so violently that she was too busy trying to stay on her feet.  Yoni put his arm around her waist.  Together, the two stumbled forward.  
 
   Jake was ahead of them, but struggling just the same.  Then the ground fractured directly under his feet. 
 
   Laney’s stomach plunged.  “Jake!”
 
   He started to tumble into the yawning crevice.  Tom grabbed him by the back of his shirt and yanked him back before he pitched over the edge.  
 
   “Thanks,” Jake said.
 
   “It’s the least I owe you,” Tom replied.  Arms linked, the two scrabbled along the ground.  Laney and Yoni struggled to follow them.  It was like trying to walk on a trampoline when someone was jumping on it.  You'd go forward two feet and get thrown back five.
 
   Little by little, they made their way closer to Gideon.   They were only forty feet from him when a huge fissure split the ground next to them.  Laney peered down.  It looked deep enough to reach the bowels of hell itself.  She shivered at the thought.  
 
   Slowly, the group started to make their way around the yawning cavity.  But if possible, the tremors increased in frequency and the cacophony of cracking was now almost deafening.  
 
   Laney and Yoni collapsed as the ground beneath them began to undulate like a wave.  She looked ahead of her and saw Tom and Jake holding onto their piece of ground for dear life.  Gideon stood in an undisturbed clearing not far away, his focus undiminished by the destruction around him.  She knew they would never be able to reach him in time.
 
   He’s going to do it, she thought in dismay.  He’s actually going to destroy the world.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 86
 
    
 
   Laney white-knuckled the ground below her to keep from being flung into one of the crevices that now dotted the landscape.  
 
   Gideon stood only fifty feet away in a clearing with a flaming object above his head.  She could see his lips moving, but she couldn’t make out the words above the din.  
 
   The ground was bucking like a bronco.  Her hands ached as she tried to hold on.  She wasn't sure how much longer she'd be able to.  
 
   Yoni leaned into her, his weight helping keep her from being flung off, but she could see his grip weakening as well.  She didn't want to think about what would happen then.
 
   Movement to her left drew her attention.  With disbelief, she watched Henry continue doggedly towards Gideon.  Somehow he managed to stay on his feet.  With all his attention focused on the stone above him, Gideon didn’t notice Henry leaping from shattered ground to shattered ground.  
 
   With a final lunge, Henry made it to the clearing behind Gideon and, with a burst of speed, tackled Gideon to the ground.  As Gideon lost his hold on the stone, it flew forward, landing at the very edge of the precipice.  The ground mercifully quieted.  
 
   Laney tried to scramble to her feet, but it took a minute.  Her ears rang and her limbs were still shaking.  Pulling herself to her knees, Yoni helped pull her fully upright.  “We got to go, Doc.”
 
   She nodded, not able to speak quite yet.  She stumbled along the edge of the crevice, her balance still off, following behind Yoni.  Tom and Jake were getting to their feet behind her.    
 
   Across the gaping hole, Henry wrapped his huge arms around Gideon’s legs, keeping him from rushing to the stone.  They struggled and Gideon was able to free one of his legs and kick Henry in the face.  Henry hung on.  Another kick to the face gave Gideon his opportunity, and he squirmed free.
 
   Laney pulled out her Beretta, seeing Jake and Yoni do the same.  She dropped to a knee, trying to steady her arms.  She didn’t have a shot.  After hanging onto the ground, her arms couldn't seem to stay still.  Jake and Yoni didn't seem to be in any better a position.   
 
   Gideon sprinted for the stone.  But, with her heart in her throat, Laney watched her uncle beat him to it.  She hadn’t noticed him run into the clearing.  Patrick picked up the stone and held it over the crevice.   
 
   Oh God no, Laney thought, jumping to her feet.  She sprinted along the edge of the crevice, pushing her still wobbly legs to move faster, her eyes never leaving her uncle.
 
   Gideon stopped short.  “Do you realize what you hold in your hand, Priest?  It could answer all your questions.  It could justify all your sacrifices.  With it, you wouldn’t have to worship God, you could be one.”
 
   Patrick looked at the stone.  Laney couldn’t read his face.  Fear stabbed through her.  She knew Gideon was right.  The power in the stone was the power of the gods.  The power of God.  Her uncle wouldn’t covet that, would he?
 
   A smile was on the Fallen’s face, a smile of understanding. 
 
   Gideon’s smile wavered as Patrick looked back at him, shaking his head.  “You think all men are like you.  We’re not.  This power is not meant for us.  This was supposed to be a gift to mankind, but it’s been perverted.  And you’re the one who perverted it.  Mankind cannot handle this power, and you don’t get to wield it.”  Keeping eye contact with Gideon, he dropped the stone into the fissure.
 
   “No,” Gideon screeched, lunging for the edge.  
 
   Patrick backed away.  Even from her distance, the fury in Gideon was palpable.  She cried out as her uncle stumbled over an upturned piece of ground.  Righting himself, he turned to run.  
 
   Gideon yanked him back, wrapping his fist tightly around the front of Patrick’s shirt.  “So self-righteous.  So moral.  Let’s see your morality save you now.” 
 
   Gideon pitched him over the edge.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 87
 
    
 
   “No!”  Laney ran for her uncle on legs of Jell-O, terror almost dropping her to her knees.  She barely registered Gideon as he sprinted away.  
 
   Henry reached the edge just as she did.  Patrick had managed to grab onto a cliff edge only six feet down.  He was barely hanging on.  
 
   “Grab my legs,” Henry yelled as he lowered himself head first over the edge.
 
   Jake and Yoni threw themselves on Henry’s legs as he stretched out desperately to reach Patrick. 
 
   Laney felt like she was coming apart inside.  This couldn’t be happening.  
 
   Patrick stretched up his hand.  Henry was still too far away.  
 
   Trusting Yoni and Jake to keep him from plunging to his death, Henry stretched himself completely over the ledge, with only the tips of his boots touching the ground.  
 
   Laney held her breath, not daring to breath.  This time, Henry reached Patrick’s fingers.  Slowly, fingers crawled along fingers, until he grasped Patrick’s wrist.  
 
   “Pull us up!” Henry kept a death grip on Patrick.  
 
   Together, Yoni and Jake pulled on Henry, and Tom jumped in as well, adding the extra muscle needed to pull the two men up. 
 
   As Patrick got close to the edge, Laney leaned over to grab Patrick’s shirt and helped pull him back onto solid ground.  He yelped as she grabbed onto his arm.  She quickly adjusted her position and grabbed him by the shirt, yanking him over the side.  She wrapped her arms tightly around him.  
 
   “You’re okay.  You’re okay,” she repeated over and over, not sure who she was trying to reassure.
 
   Yoni sat up first and looked around.  “Where’d Gideon go?” he asked.  
 
   “There.” Tom pointed to the main entrance.  
 
   Yoni started to rise to go after him, but Henry stayed him with an arm.  
 
   “Gideon’s mine.”  Henry’s voice left no room for discussion and he took off after him.  
 
   Laney kissed her uncle on the cheek.  “I have to help him.”  She turned to Yoni and Tom.  “Take care of him."  
 
   Jake pulled her up.  “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “I never doubted it.”  She sprinted towards the exit, Jake at her side.  It was time to end this.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 88
 
    
 
   Laney and Jake reached the exit seconds after Henry crossed though it.  Gunfire rang out and she leaped back.  
 
   Jake grabbed her around the waist, pulling her into the wall, out of danger.  “You hit?”
 
   “No.” She peered past him.  Henry was pinned down in the body ditch, climbing along the edge.  Her breath caught as Gideon stepped to the edge, his boots on either side of Henry’s hands.  
 
   Henry looked up.  “Azazyel.”
 
   “So you know who I am.  But do you know who you are, Henry Chandler?  That is the true question.” Gideon stepped on Henry’s fingers.  “How’s your mother doing?  She’s going by Victoria these days, is she not?”  
 
   Henry gritted his teeth, but didn't answer.  
 
   Gideon stomped down harder.  “What, no response?  I’ve never understood how your mother could generate such loyalty in her children, when she’s doomed you all.”
 
   “You know nothing about her.”
 
   “Oh, my friend.  Your mother and I go way back.  And I do mean way back.  But now’s really not the time for that.  After all, what’s the point in chatting with a dead man?”  Gideon aimed his gun at Henry’s head.  “Good-bye, Mr. Chandler.”
 
   Laney and Jake leaned out and set off a barrage of shots.  Gideon dove for the ground.  Bullets followed him as he crawled towards his car.
 
   “Henry, we’ve got you covered!  Get out of there!” Jake yelled.                
 
   Henry needed no further encouragement.  Placing both hands on the edge, he vaulted out of the pit.  He turned in the direction that Gideon had disappeared.  Gideon’s car was peeling away.  
 
   Laney spied a truck.  She sprinted for it and leaped in the driver’s seat.  She flipped open the visor and the keys dropped into her lap.  “Thank you, God.” 
 
   She turned the key as Henry and Jake jumped in the passenger door.  “Hold on boys.”  She slammed down the accelerator and peeled after Gideon.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 89
 
    
 
   Tom let Yoni help Patrick to the exit.  He wanted to check one more time and make sure no men had been left behind in the enclosure.  He looked around with disgust.  No one should be here longer than they needed to be. 
 
   There was only one ditch left to check.  He headed down the ramp when a hand reached from under the ramp and yanked on his leg.  He barely managed to get his hands up in front of him to avoid slamming his face into the ground.  
 
   As he hit the ground, he rolled to his side.  Dazed, he made it to his knees when a dark shadow lumbered at him from underneath the ramp. 
 
   The man sprinted across the ground towards him, a shovel raised above his head.  Rolling out of the way, Tom just missed being pummeled.  
 
   The man came at Tom relentlessly.  Tom crab-walked backwards, trying to stay out of the way.  The man swung at him again and again and again, an inhuman scream accompanying each swing.  
 
   Tom rolled under a table and the man slammed the shovel into it.  He pulled it back up but it was caught in the frame.  With a curse, he yanked at it in a frenzy.  
 
   Tom scrambled to his feet and took his first look at his attacker. 
 
   Commander Gregory.  Somehow, he had survived the initial attack, although he seemed to have lost his weapon.  And he was bleeding profusely from a wound in his left shoulder.  
 
   With a cry of impotent rage, Gregory finally wrenched the shovel free and wheeled with it over his head.  
 
   “Stop,” Tom said quietly, training his gun on the raging man.  
 
   Gregory paused, the shovel still in the air above his head.  He sneered.  “A gun? What are you going to do?  Shoot me?  You don’t have it in you.  You’re not that kind of man.”
 
   “You don’t know me.”
 
   “I know you,” Gregory said.  “You’re weak. You’re not a man.  You practically cried every time you saw blood.”
 
   “And you’re a man?  You held all the power and you wielded it like a weapon.  You killed people for sport.  You have no conscience.  You’re no man.  You’re the weak one.”
 
   Bellowing, Gregory launched himself at Tom.  Tom took a step back and fired, catching him in the right shoulder.  
 
   Gregory flew back with the force of the bullet, his shovel flying uselessly behind him.  He fell, spread-eagle on the ground.  
 
   Tom walked over slowly, keeping his gun trained.
 
   Blood seeped from the now matching wounds in Gregory’s shoulders, but didn’t stop the venom that spewed from his mouth.  “Couldn’t even kill me, could you?” he taunted.  “Why don’t you finish the job, you coward.”
 
   Tom lowered his gun.  He shook his head and looked Gregory square in the face.  “I don’t need to.  You’re going to go to jail and spend all your time with people who will happily punish you every day for the rest of your existence for your acts here.”  
 
   Tom smiled.  “You were in charge here, but that’s over.  Everything before now doesn’t matter.  Because this is the last battle.   In the end, I win.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 90
 
    
 
   Laney sped across the field, trailing behind Gideon and losing ground fast.  She pushed the accelerator to the floor, trying to coax out a little more speed, but there was nothing.  Stupid farm truck. I should have looked for something faster. 
 
   “We’re not going to catch him in this,” Jake said.  “We need to figure out a way to slow him down.  Don’t suppose we actually got that back-up plan up and running?”
 
   Reaching into his pocket, Henry pulled out his cell phone.   He hit two numbers and then barked into the phone.  “We’re about three clicks northwest of the enclosure following a black Mercedes.”
 
   “Understood,” the caller said and disconnected the call.
 
   Laney glanced over at Henry, but he didn’t offer any explanation.
 
   A few seconds later, she heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter and checked the sky.  A white chopper was heading straight for them.  As it approached, the door to the chopper opened, revealing a man with a surface to air missile.
 
   “Please tell me they’re on our side,” Laney groaned.  
 
   Henry just smiled.  
 
   The helicopter flew past them and released the missile.  It struck just behind the Mercedes, somersaulting it across the field.  Shards of metal littered the ground behind it, like a trail of breadcrumbs. 
 
   Jake looked over at Henry.  “Guess you did get that little surprise up and running.”
 
   Henry gave him a brief smile.  Ahead, the Mercedes crashed onto its back and stopped moving.  Laney slammed to a stop a few feet away.  
 
   Henry and Jake jumped out of the truck with their guns extended.  Laney slid out the other side, taking the same precautions.  
 
   They advanced in unison on Gideon’s vehicle.  It was a mass of twisted metal, the roof caved in, a trail of metal shards and broken glass leading to it.    
 
   The driver’s door flew open and Gideon fell from the car.  Laney stared, amazed that even Gideon could survive that wreck.  She moved to the left, Henry and Jake spanning to the right to keep him completely covered.  
 
   “Aim for the heart,” she murmured to herself, gripping the Beretta tightly and lining up the sights. 
 
   Gideon struggled to stand.  He glanced at Laney and Jake, disregarding them.  His focus was on Henry.  “A missile? Really, Henry?”
 
   “Well, Azazyel, you seemed to be getting away,” Henry replied.
 
   “I prefer Gideon these days,” he replied heatedly.
 
   “I don’t really care what you prefer these days,” Henry replied coldly, raising his gun.
 
   “What, you’re just going to shoot me in cold blood? What about you?” Gideon turned to her.  “How can you condone this?”  
 
   Laney’s gaze didn’t flinch. “I can live with it.  I’ll ask my uncle to absolve him of sin afterwards.”
 
   Gideon wiped the blood from his eyes and laughed as he saw it on his hand.  He glanced back at Henry.  “Besides Henry, don’t you want a shot at the title?  Haven’t you always wanted to know?”
 
   Laney looked from Henry to Gideon and back, knowing there was an undercurrent here that she wasn’t privy to.  She glanced at Jake and noted the confusion there.  He didn’t know what was going on, either. 
 
   “Henry?” Jake asked.
 
   Henry looked at Gideon for a long moment.  “Laney, Jake, do you have him?”
 
   Laney steadied her arm.  “Yes.”
 
   Jake did the same.  “I’ve got him.”  
 
   Henry turned and walked towards Jake, careful not to block his view of Gideon.  He tucked his gun into Jake’s belt.  “I think I do want a shot at the title.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 91
 
    
 
   Laney watched as Gideon and Henry squared off.  What the hell was going on?  Why was Henry fighting him?  He couldn’t possibly think he’d win.
 
   Gideon and Henry circled each other, muscles tense, both looking for an opening.   Henry rushed in and Gideon leaped to the side.  He aimed at jab at Henry’s head, but Henry twirled away.  
 
   Laney felt her jaw drop.  Henry was skilled.  And incredibly fast.  She swallowed.  Almost inhumanly fast.  Seconds passed, with one moving in and the other countering.  Jabs and kicks hit nothing but air.  
 
   Then Gideon moved to the left and zipped back to the right, rushing in at Henry. Henry sidestepped and caught Gideon in the nose with a palm heel.  Blood gushed from his nose.  Henry grabbed the back of Gideon’s head and flung him to the ground behind him.
 
   He spun around.  Gideon lay sprawled on the ground in an undignified heap.  “That’s all you’ve got, Azazyel?”  
 
   Issuing a guttural growl, Gideon jumped to his feet and tackled Henry with impossible speed.  Henry crashed with such force, Laney expected to see a crater.  She knew the fight was over.  No human could take that kind of hit.  
 
   She tightened his grip, preparing to take Gideon out.  She saw Jake start forward. But then Henry rolled back onto his feet.  He held up a hand, waving Jake back.  
 
   Laney gaped again.  How was he standing?  
 
   Henry rushed at Gideon too quickly for Laney to even see.  He was a blur of motion. The two combatants clashed in a series of punches and kicks so fast, she couldn’t tell who was getting hit and who was getting hurt.  
 
   Henry took a vicious right hook to the face followed by an uppercut that landed him on his back.  Gideon leapt towards him.  Henry rolled out of the way at the last second, sweeping Gideon’s legs and landing a heel kick to his chest.  
 
   In spite of the beatings, both men managed to get back to their feet.  Gideon grabbed Henry by the front of his shirt, charging him backwards across the field. 
 
   Henry dropped onto his back, brought his feet up, and kicked Gideon over him, causing him to slam headfirst into the wrecked Mercedes.  Gideon landed upside down, the wreckage capturing his legs, pinning him there.
 
   Henry walked towards him, wiping blood from the side of his mouth.  “You’re done.”
 
   The blood in Gideon’s mouth choked off his attempt to laugh.  “I’m not done.  I’m never done.” 
 
   Henry reached down for a large shard of twisted metal that had been flung from the car in the crash.  He squatted next to Gideon.  
 
   “You’re done for this lifetime.” He plunged the metal into Gideon’s heart and twisted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 92
 
    
 
   Laney and Jake headed back to the enclosure in the truck.  Henry had stayed behind with Gideon’s body.  Just in case, as he'd explained.
 
   “Jake, what was that?”
 
   He shook his head.  “I don’t know, Laney. I really don’t.”
 
   Laney pulled up in front of the enclosure in a daze.  That fight had been incredible.  But what did it mean?   Who, or more accurately what, was Henry
 
   “Where do they think they’re going?” Jake asked.  
 
   Laney followed Jake's gaze.  Kensington and Priddle sprinted from behind a piece of rubble, heading for a giant SUV.  They must have been hiding out and only now tried to escape.
 
   She leaped out of the car, rage fueling her.  “Oh no, you don’t.”
 
   Kensington was only a short distance from his car.  She put on a burst of speed.  Ahead of her, Kensington fumbled for his keys, dropping them to the ground in his haste.  Laney reached him just as he retrieved them.  
 
   She spun, aiming a back-kick at the base of his spine.  Kensington screamed as his chin connected with the roof of the car and his broken arm crashed into the door.  
 
   Anger rolled off her in waves as she stalked towards him.  Grabbing him by the back of the head, she slammed his face into the car, breaking his nose.  She spun him around and let him drop to the ground.  
 
   He sniveled, clutching his nose and moaning.  She looked at him with disgust.  This was the man who had killed hundreds of men in the name of power, who was responsible for Drew's death, and who had endangered the people she cared about.  And when confronted, he collapsed without a fight.  
 
   She thought she should say something to let him know that he had lost.  As she looked at the sniveling mess of a man on the ground, though, she realized he wasn’t even worth the energy to speak the words.
 
   “You good?” Jake asked from behind her.
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him.  She smiled.  “Yeah, I’m good.”  She started to turn, when she heard the retort of a gun.  Confused, she looked around, trying to determine where it had come from.  
 
   Jake closed the distance between them in seconds and grabbed her around the waist.  Priddle stood peering over the hood of the car, his gun aimed at them.  Somehow, he had crawled around the side, unseen, to take his shot.  
 
   Jake pulled Laney close as he shot over her shoulder.  Jake’s shot found its mark, right in the middle of Priddle’s face, now all but gone.  The force of the shot blast forced him backwards, into the cage where he’d enslaved men to further his own career.
 
   “Laney?  Are you all right?” Jake asked, his face a mask of concern.  
 
   “Yeah, I'm fine,” she said, as her legs buckled.   She stared at the darkening pool on the ground below her with confusion.  
 
   Where’s all that blood coming from? she thought, right before her world went black.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 93
 
    
 
   Great Falls, MT
 
    
 
   Patrick sat next to the hospital bed, waiting for Laney to open her eyes.  The bullet had cut through her right lung, just missing her spine.  She’d survived the surgery, but the doctors said the next couple of hours were critical.  
 
   Patrick looked around the room at the medical equipment, listening to the heart monitor beeping away, keeping track of her heartbeat.  He wasn’t sure he could stand this.  
 
   Yoni had gone running when he heard the retort of Priddle’s gun.  Patrick had hobbled along behind him.  The first thing he’d seen was Jake’s anguished face as he knelt next to Laney, the ground stained with her blood.  He didn’t remember much after that.  
 
   He vaguely recalled the Chandler helicopter landing in the field.  He and Jake had flown to the trauma unit at the Benefis Hospital in Great Falls.  
 
   The hospital’s helipad already had a helicopter on it, so Jake had made the pilot land in the parking lot, indifferent to the cars and pedestrians who'd had to scramble out of the way.    
 
   A medical team whisked Laney onto a gurney right from the parking lot.  She'd immediately been taken into surgery.  Patrick had stood there numb, watching the doors to the operating room swing shut behind her.  
 
   Henry, Yoni, and even Tom had all been by, but Patrick couldn’t have said when they had shown up or when they had left.  
 
   Jake had paced the waiting room like a caged tiger during the surgery and refused to leave.  The police and feds had shown up two hours ago to get Jake’s statement, after their attempts to get him back to the enclosure failed.  Patrick had encouraged Jake to speak with them.  He knew Jake needed to do something.  He promised to call him if anything changed.  
 
   But he hadn’t had to call.  Laney lay still in the bed, only the monitor letting him know she was still here.  He looked up as a shadow fell over him.  
 
   Jake stood framed in the doorway.  “Any change?”
 
   “No. Nothing.”   
 
   Patrick stretched and looked at the strong man staring at his niece from the door.  Jake’s eyes were wild and he could tell he was trying to keep a storm of emotions at bay.  
 
   “I guess it’s my turn to speak with the police.  Will you stay with her?”
 
   “Of course.”  Jake stepped into the room and pulled a chair to the other side of the bed.  He leaned over and took Laney’s hand.  He looked like a drowning man grabbing onto the last life preserver.  
 
   Patrick needed to leave him with some glimmer of hope.  He paused in the doorway.  “Jake, did you know Laney’s full name is Delaney?  Her mother, my sister, wanted her to have the family name.”
 
   Jake looked over his shoulder with a small smile.  “Delaney.  It suits her.”
 
   “More than you know.  Delaney is an old Celtic name that means ‘descendant of warriors’.  That’s who Laney is.  That’s who she comes from.  If anyone can come back from this, it’s her.”
 
   Jake nodded and Patrick walked out of the room, hoping he was right.  He walked through the electric doors that separated the intensive care unit from the rest of the hospital.  The police were in a conference room down the hall to the right.  He turned left.  He needed a minute.  
 
   He walked the halls of the hospital, glancing into the rooms as he passed.  Some patients sat watching TV alone, others had family or friends keeping them company.  They all seemed secure, comforted. 
 
                 Patrick had none of that.  There was no comfort for him.  He felt an icy coldness to his very bones.  What if she died?  What if after all of this, he lost her?  He had comforted people in mourning.  But this felt different.  She was part of him.  
 
   He only made it to the end of the hall before he collapsed in a chair, his legs too weak to keep him upright.  He bent his head to his hands and prayed.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 94
 
    
 
   When Patrick left, Jake turned back to the bed.  He leaned over to whisper into Laney’s ear.  “Come on, Laney.  Open your eyes, sweetheart.”  
 
   Her eyes stayed stubbornly closed.  He gripped her hand tighter.  She’d faced attacks by men with superhuman abilities, gun fights, and even capture in that hellhole.  
 
   And she’d stood up to all of it.  She hadn’t backed down.   She’d fought.  She’d won.  This couldn’t be how it ended.  This was just one last challenge for her to overcome.  
 
   She hadn’t made it through so much to die at the hands of someone like Arthur Priddle.  She would make it through.  She had to.                
 
   “Please, Laney.  I know how strong you are.  You can beat this.  We need you here.  Your uncle, Kati, Max, Henry, Yoni.  They all need you… And me, too, Laney.   I need you, too.”  
 
   And he realized it was true.  Somewhere along the way, he'd fallen for her, and the idea of her not being in his world was too painful to contemplate.  “Come back to me.”
 
   He lowered his head to the bed and felt a small pressure on his hand.  His eyes flew to her face.   “Laney?”  
 
   Another squeeze on his hand and a small smile appeared on her face.  
 
   Jake squeezed her hand back and returned the smile, tears stinging his eyes.  “Thank God.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Syracuse, NY
 
    
 
   Three weeks later, Laney lay curled up on her couch, a blanket across her lap.  It was blessedly quiet in her house.  Her chest still ached when she moved too quickly, but other than that, she was doing pretty well.  The doctors had said she needed to keep her activities to a minimum.
 
   She smiled listening to Jake rustle up lunch in the kitchen.  Luckily, she had someone to make sure she did just that. 
 
   A wave of grief blindsided her and she leaned her head back, breathing deep.  These moments always took her by surprise.  They came out of nowhere.  She’d be fine, reading a book, walking up the stairs, when an image of Drew would send her spiraling.
 
   She, Patrick, Jake, Tom, and Henry had flown back from Montana a week ago, after stopping to visit Drew’s grave.  It had been a heart-wrenching journey.  She and her uncle had stood by his grave, holding on to each other, lost in their grief.  It had been the first time since all this began that they had really had a chance to mourn their loss.  She supposed she was going through all the stages of grief she hadn’t been able to experience with all the tumult following his death.
 
   Drew should have had a full life, not been cut down so young.  It was such a senseless loss of life.  It was impossible to believe all his energy was gone.  How could he truly be gone?                She took a deep breath, trying to force the grief from her mind.  She focused on her breath.  In, out.  In, out.   
 
   She breathed in the quiet, thankful for the peace.  Kati had taken Max to the movies, and the nonstop stream of visitors had finally ended.  In the week she'd been home, her students had been by, as well as her friends from the police force.  Henry had brought Danny for a few visits.  In fact, they’d rented a house not too far from here for the foreseeable future.  They’d become a constant fixture in each other’s lives.
 
   Tom had been by almost every day as well.  He and Jake were getting to know each other again.  Kati and Max were back.  Yoni had even flown in with his very pregnant wife.  
 
   The media had also been another constant fixture since their return.  Luckily, though, Henry had managed some magic and called them off.  As a result, the last few days had been relatively peaceful.  So she had finally been able to talk her uncle into going back to the office.  He’d barely left her side these last three weeks.  She couldn’t blame him.  She didn't like letting him out of her sight, either.  
 
   Laney grabbed the remote, looking for something mind-numbing to distract her.  But, despite her best intentions, her mind kept drifting back to the last few weeks and where everyone would go from here.  
 
   The men had all been found after they’d scattered.  Over three hundred had been killed at the enclosure.  According to the preliminary autopsy results, the causes of death ranged from strangulation to gunshot wounds to blunt force trauma to starvation.  She’d expected the large number, but it had still come as a shock.  And the men that lived all had a host of medical issues.  Tom was actually in pretty good shape, relatively speaking.  His friend Seeley had also survived, but it was going to be a long road back for him.
 
   Americans for Progress had quietly settled a multimillion dollar lawsuit with the men who had survived and the families of those who hadn’t.   Henry had arranged for the legal team that brought the suit on behalf of the men.  
 
   Henry had also made sure that Kenny Coleman’s family received a significant payout from the Kensington estate.  He’d even established college funds for Coleman’s two grandchildren and taken care of their outstanding medical bills.  It wouldn’t bring their grandfather back, but at least the family would no longer have to worry about money.  
 
   Robert Kensington and the guards who’d been rounded up would be incarcerated for the rest of their natural lives.  She was pretty sure that the prison population would not welcome them with open arms.  And God help her, she couldn’t work up any compassion for what they would go through in prison.  Her only sympathetic thought was that maybe if they experienced enough hell in this life, they’d get some credit for time served in the next one.  
 
   The Chandler Group had officially taken over the dig in Montana.  Her uncle was going to be the archaeologist in charge.  The Church had already given their permission.  The Church recognized the impact the findings could have on human history and they wanted to be sure they were part of it.
 
   She, Jake, and her uncle had had a number of conversations with Henry about the Belial Stones.  They all had agreed the world simply wasn’t ready for them.  If any more stones were found at the site, they would be locked away, hopefully to be retrieved one day when mankind was ready.  
 
   That’s what had been resolved.  But Laney’s mind kept getting caught on all the issues that hadn’t been settled.  She knew that some were academic and others a matter of theoretical debate.  The most pressing questions in her mind, though, didn’t involve ancient civilizations, angels, or even the nature of man.  They involved the nature of just one man – Henry.
 
   She knew Henry was a good man.  She had no doubt about that.  He had put everything on the line to save all of them.  The image of Henry reaching down to pull her uncle out of that crevice would stay forever branded in her mind.  And Henry had taken it upon himself to make sure that all of those harmed by Kensington’s agenda were taken care of.  
 
   She also knew that there a side to the man he’d kept hidden from the world.  Henry’s knowledge of ancient civilizations and religious matters went beyond simple academic interests.  
 
   And his physical abilities were astounding.   In the hospital, she’d researched gigantism to see if the incredible strength she’d observed was part of the condition.  But, if anything, people who suffered from the condition were weakened by the syndrome, despite what their large size suggested.  So what accounted for Henry’s abilities?  
 
   And then there was his mother, Victoria.  What had Gideon meant when he said he knew his mother?  And for a long time?  For Gideon, a long time would be centuries.  Was she like him, a fallen angel?  Or was Gideon just taunting Henry?  
 
   She sighed.  
 
   “What was that for?”  Jake asked as he set a tray on the coffee table in front of her.
 
   “Just trying to figure out some of the mysteries we don’t have answers to yet.”
 
   Jake sat next to her and tipped her chin up, kissing her lightly on the lips.  “Which mystery in particular?”
 
   “Henry.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother you, not knowing?” 
 
   “Laney, I know everything I need to know about Henry. He’s a good man.  In fact, he’s one of the best men I know.  He’d put his life on the line for mine without hesitation and I’d do the same for him.  That’s all I need to know.”
 
   “And his abilities?”
 
   “When he’s ready to say something, I’ll be ready to listen.  Until then, it’s his truth to tell.”
 
   She nodded.  “I know.  I’ve just never been very good at leaving mysteries unsolved.”
 
   He shifted closer to her on the couch.  “Well, if you need something to distract you, I have some ideas.”
 
   Laney slid her hands up his chest and around his neck.  “I don’t know.  They'd have to be some really, really great ideas.”
 
   Jake leaned over her.  “I do love a challenge.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
 
   Thank you for taking the time to read The Belial Stone.  I hope you enjoyed it.  I really enjoyed creating the characters and knitting together facts and possibilities from history, religion, and archaeology.   And writing action scenes using all that Kung Fu knowledge I’ve been building up for years was an absolute blast!
 
   The Belial Stone was about three years in the making.  Actually, it was longer than that.  It was three years of physical writing, but I had been thinking about the story a few years before that.   I knew it would involve Atlantis, and alternative archaeology.  But I couldn’t quite figure out how to put it all together.  Then I saw a documentary one Saturday on Edgar Cayce.  And the light bulb went off.
 
   While I was writing, I realized other people’s impressions were critical in improving my writing, both for figuring out what’s working and what’s not.    My critique group has been an incredible resource in pointing out what I couldn’t see.  
 
   And now that The Belial Stone is out there, I have another incredible resource: readers.  When I first published The Belial Stone, I sent it to a copy editor prior to release.  But thanks to reviews that pointed out numerous errors, I realized I needed to get it copy edited again.  I am very thankful to those reviewers who took the time to contact me about the errors.  Most of them were very kind in the way they phrased their feedback.  ☺
 
   As a new writer, reviews are a critical part of the learning process as well as a great way to get feedback from readers about what they liked.  In fact, it was feedback from readers that encouraged me to make the next book, The Belial Library, focus on Henry’s identity.  I had planned on revealing his backstory a little later in the series, but changed my mind after quite a few people expressed an interest in learning more about him.
 
   Reviews are also critical in helping a writer get discovered on Amazon.  The more reviews, the higher your profile.   And hopefully, more people will discover, read, and enjoy this book.
 
   So if you have the time, I would really appreciate if you could write a review for The Belial Stone, good, bad, or somewhere in between.   I read all reviews and hopefully, your review will help others decide if The Belial Series is right for them.  If you'd like to write a review you can go to The Belial Stone page on Amazon or use this link here:
 
   Click here to leave a review
 
   If you have any questions or would like to hear about upcoming publications, please contact me at rdbradywriter@gmail.com.  I’d love to hear from you.              
 
    
 
   Thanks again for reading. 
 
    
 
   Until next time,
 
   R.D. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



FACT OR FICTION?
 
    
 
   Whenever I read books with lots of facts, I like to know what was real and what was the product of the author’s imagination. The Belial Stone concept was derived from multiple sources in history, religion, and new age studies.  Below I will discuss some of the research for the book.  
 
    
 
   Edgar Cayce.  Edgar Cayce did indeed exist. He was a truly remarkable man.   Everything reported in this about novel about him is accurate.  Cayce was a psychic who diagnosed people’s illnesses while in a trancelike state, and his accuracy was incredibly high.  He also did past life readings, including a small portion that involved Atlantis. 
 
   Cayce did state that humanity had been broken into two groups: the Children of the Law of One and the Sons of Belial, the good and the bad.  And, coincidently, the Hebrew War Scroll  speaks of the final battle that occurred between the Sons of Belial and the Children of the Light.
 
   There are a number of books that have been written on Cayce.  I personally liked Edgar Cayce's Atlantis by Gregory L. Little, Lora Little, and John Van Auken.  You can also check out the institution founded by his descendants that’s dedicated to furthering his work: Edgar Cayce’s Association for Research and Enlightenment.  (http://www.edgarcayce.org)
 
    
 
   Book of Enoch.  The Book of Enoch was a biblical text that was deemed heretical by the Catholic Church in the fourth century AD.  Enoch himself was reported to be the great grandfather of Noah.  The Book of Enoch describes the fall of the angels and Enoch’s visits to heaven.  
 
    
 
   Belial Stone.  There is not a stone called the Belial Stone.  However, according to Cayce’s readings on Atlantis, there was a Tuari Stone, or white stone, that served as the energy source for Atlantis. 
 
   As described here, the stone was said to be responsible for the second destruction of Atlantis due to a mistuning while trying to eliminate the problem of the large animals.  Moreover, according to Cayce, the Tuari stone was changed into a weapon by the Sons of Belial in their quest for more power.  Prior to that time, it had been used for purely beneficial efforts.
 
    
 
   Gobekli Tepe.  Gobekli Tepe is a real archaeological site and all of the information provided on the site is accurate, at least to my knowledge.  In fact, the way in which poor Kenny Coleman found the Montana site echoes how Gobekli Tepe was discovered:  a shepherd a few miles outside Urfa, Turkey literally stumbled over one of the stones while tending his flock.
 
   In fact, all of the archaeological references in the story exist in reality. The vitrified stones in Scotland exist, the research on the Walls of Jericho (i.e. that there was an earthquake that brought down the walls) is true, and there truly are controversial theories about a pre-historic civilization in the United States - yup those are true too.  There was even a newspaper article on the alleged city underneath the Grand Canyon in the early twentieth century.  The underground cities in Derinkuyu, Turkey - they exist too, as do the stone doors that were used protect them from marauders – exist too.  In fact, the Montana site is the only archaeological site within The Belial Stone that is a fictional creation. is  the Montana site.
 
   Anyone interested in alternative archaeology should check out Footprints of the Gods by Graham Hancock (or really anything by Graham Hancock, for that matter).  His books are rather dense, but incredibly well-written and researched.  For an easier introduction, try J. Douglas Kenyon's Forbidden History.  
 
    
 
   Acoustical Weapons.  All of the information on acoustical weapons is accurate, including their use by law enforcement and the military.
 
    
 
   Earthquake Inducing Weapons.  Tesla did create an oscillation machine, though there are conflicting reports on how successful it actually was.  And yes, there are people who continue to try to create earthquake-producing weapons in modern times.
 
    
 
   Fallen Angels.  The biblical and apocryphal literature references to fallen angels are accurately portrayed.  Once again, your decision on how you interpret this is left to you. .
 
    
 
   Ancient Civilizations.  So did they exist?  I don’t know.  All the information I’ve included on alternative archaeology's support for ancient civilizations is accurate to the extent that I understand it.  Which means that there are more and more archaeological finds that pre-date our timelines for civilization.  
 
   I have combined these and other facts in a way that makes sense to me and that I hope was fun for you to read.  Am I making an argument for the existence of ancient civilizations that pre-date our current understanding by thousands of years?  Not exactly.  But I'm certainly not arguing against the possibility. 
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