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PROLOGUE

JUNE 17, 1566

Salon-de-Provence, France

 

 

 

 

 

The letter was written by an apothecary who had gained his notoriety in another field. Knowing the uproar it would cause, Michel sealed it and several documents inside a wooden box. He gave the box to his lawyer on the same day he signed his last will and testament.

The year was 1566. He was sixty-two years old.

He died fifteen days later.

When his possessions were divided among his heirs, the box was not mentioned. If it had been, the rest of his estate would have seemed inconsequential, for the contents of the box were far more valuable than gold or jewels or anything else he owned. Knowing this, he added a secret codicil to his will that only his lawyer knew about. The four-page appendix described in very specific terms what was to be done with the mysterious box and, more important, when.

To ensure that his wishes were followed, Michel established a trust fund that compensated the guardians of his secret from one generation to the next. None of these men knew who their benefactor was— otherwise curiosity would have overwhelmed them, tempting them to open the box. Instead, all they were given was a date and a simple set of instructions.

If they completed their task, they would be paid handsomely for their efforts.

If they didn’t, they wouldn’t see a cent.

Amazingly, the chain remained unbroken for more than four hundred years. Decade after decade, century after century, they followed their orders like scripture and were rewarded as promised. Wars raged throughout Europe, but somehow the box survived. Cities burned to the ground, but somehow the box survived. No matter what happened, no matter where it was stored, the box always survived—as if it had a guardian angel. Or was protected by magic.

Those familiar with Michel might have suspected the latter, since he had been publicly accused of practicing “the dark arts” on more than one occasion. But those charges never stuck. Partially because of his connection to the queen of France, a loyal patron who believed in his special powers, and partially because of his cunning. Nearly everything he had written was hidden in plain sight, published for the world to see, but purposely ambiguous. This was his way of avoiding prosecution. Authorities couldn’t convict him of witchcraft or wizardry because his writings could be interpreted in a variety of ways, most of which were benign.

Yet most scholars knew his work was anything but innocuous. They realized it was complex, and layered, and intentionally cryptic. A riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. Just like the man himself. Of course, Michel knew how he was perceived, which was why he penned his final letter in straightforward language and sealed it inside the box.

This was his last chance to explain himself to the world.

His last chance to warn the human race.
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 PRESENT DAY TUESDAY, DECEMBER 1

Geneva, Switzerland

 

 

 

 

 

Louis Keller had been waiting for this moment for more than thirty years, ever since his dying father had explained what must be done in the distant future. For five generations, their family had been in charge of a mysterious trust fund at Credit Suisse, the second-largest bank in Switzerland, and now, after three decades of waiting, the big day was finally here.

Keller would soon be free.

In the beginning, he had viewed his duties with frustration, nothing more than a silly game that his father had forced him to play. But as the years went on, his viewpoint had started to change. What had once been a mild annoyance was now a burden he was forced to bear, a yoke he couldn’t shake. Although he was a healthy man, he’d had trouble sleeping in recent months, afraid he would pass away before he completed his final task, worried he would let down his ancestors. He realized it was a foolish thought, completely irrational, yet he knew the weight wouldn’t be lifted until he had fulfilled his obligation.

Then, and only then, could he sleep in peace.

Wearing a dark suit and overcoat, Keller entered the bank as soon as it opened on the first morning of December. He nodded to the elderly guard who had unlocked the door, removed his fedora in the warmth of the foyer, then climbed the stairs to the main lobby.

Although he had visited this building on many occasions, he was always reassured by its architecture. In his opinion, every bank should be built this way: marble floors, stone pillars, and vaulted ceilings. Everything about the place felt solid, as a proper bank should. Like a medieval fortress or a modern museum. Over the years he had spent some time in the United States and was amazed at the inferiority of its banks. Oftentimes they were wedged into local shopping malls or grocery stores, nothing more than plastic countertops and fake wood paneling squeezed into cheap retail space. Nothing about them seemed safe or secure, which probably explained why the wealthiest Americans deposited their fortunes in Swiss banks.

For peace of mind. And to hide it from Uncle Sam.

Keller smiled at the thought as he strode past the bank tellers, all of whom were locked behind sturdy iron bars, and made his way toward the safe-deposit vault. It was downstairs, nestled underneath the lobby floor. To gain access to the facility, customers were required to pass through security. Ten years earlier, everything had been done with picture IDs and signature cards. Now the system was high-tech, like something out of a Hollywood movie.

As he approached the first checkpoint, Keller removed his leather gloves and tucked them into the pockets of his overcoat. Still stiff from the morning cold, he cracked his knuckles, then typed his ten-digit alphanumeric code into the computer. The hard drive whirred for several seconds before his password was accepted and additional instructions filled the screen.

Knowing the procedure by heart, Keller ignored the monitor and  placed his hand on the scanner, making sure his fingers were positioned in the proper slots. Instantly, a beam of green light, which resembled the lamp inside a copy machine, moved under the surface of his hand. Starting at the tips of his fingers, it slowly made its way toward the base of his palm, analyzing the ridge structures of his skin and the nuances of his hand. In a flash, millions of computations were made, and his identity was verified: Louis Keller, age fifty-two.

A split second later, the electronic lock buzzed in front of him.

Keller opened the door, glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was behind him, then walked inside and pulled the door shut. After double-checking the lock, he turned and faced the marble staircase that led to the vault below. A uniformed guard waited for his arrival.

“Bonjour, monsieur.”

“Bonjour,” Keller said as he pulled out his passport.

The guard inspected the document, compared the name and photo to the information on his computer monitor, then asked Keller to sign the electronic tablet on the security desk. Once his signature was verified, he was finally granted access to the floor.

“Merci.”

Keller nodded politely, tucked his passport into his jacket pocket, and headed toward the massive vault. Made with steel-reinforced concrete, its walls were three feet thick and virtually indestructible. Over the years he had been tempted to move the contents of his safe-deposit box to a newer bank down the street, which always bragged about its sleek, modern vault. However, after consulting with a structural engineer, he learned that the older vaults were actually harder to break into—unless their locks had never been upgraded. But Credit Suisse had spared no expense installing a dual-control combination lock that worked in conjunction with a separate time lock designed to deny any access during nonbusiness hours.

Since the bank had just opened, Keller was the first visitor of the morning. A citrus scent lingered in the air, as if the floor had been waxed the night before. Hundreds of brass locks lined the left and right walls. Several of the boxes were as wide as a brick; others were much larger. The biggest boxes filled the far wall. A few of them were so massive they looked like they could hold caskets. Keller had always wondered what treasures were hidden within: gold, jewels, stacks of foreign currency. Whatever it was, he knew it had to be valuable because a box of that size cost thousands of dollars to rent.

By comparison, his box was a bargain. It measured two feet by two feet and never cost him anything since it was financed by the mysterious trust fund. A long time ago, he had tried to track down the original source of the revenue, but the paper trail stopped cold the same year that his family had taken ownership of the box, way back in the 1800s.

Keller stared at the box wistfully, reflecting on his visits over the years. Then, with a lump in his throat, he entered his combination with the brass dial for the final time.

Seven . . . two . . . fifteen.

As the tumblers fell into place, he pulled his safe-deposit key from his pocket and shoved it into the lock. As the key twisted to the right, the metal door popped open with a click.

Keller smiled at the sound; a mixture of joy and relief filled his face.

The big moment was finally here.

After three decades of waiting, thirty-plus years of stress and anxiety and sleepless nights, he was about to fulfill the promise that he had made to his dying father.

After all that time, Keller could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

But not until he followed the instructions within.
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 SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12

University of Pittsburgh 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

 

 

 

 

 

Dressed in black, the shadowy figure trudged through the blizzard on the nearly deserted campus. Six inches of snow had already fallen, and three more were expected by midnight, thanks to a storm that blanketed the region. Although the evening’s temperature was in the upper twenties, it felt much colder as a result of the harsh winds that whipped down the empty streets, pelting everything with ice.

Lowering his head, he continued onward, unwilling to stop despite the tiny crystals that had formed on his hair and clothes. He had lived in the city for several years, so he knew Forbes Avenue was up ahead, and beyond it, his final destination.

Dedicated in 1937, the Cathedral of Learning towers above the University of Pittsburgh (Pitt) campus. The sand-colored skyscraper stands forty-two stories high and contains more than two thousand rooms. Its steel frame, overlaid with Indiana limestone, is Gothic Revival in design, similar in style to the Palace of Westminster in London and St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York.

Simply put, it is one of the most breathtaking buildings in the world.

On most nights, the golden lights on top of the Cathedral can be seen for miles, but because of the snow, he could barely see the building from across Bigelow Boulevard.

Five minutes later, he tramped up the stone stairs behind the panther-head fountain, then stomped his feet outside the main entrance of the Cathedral, trying to clean his dress shoes the best he could. After brushing the ice from his clothes and hair, he straightened his bow tie and pushed his way through the giant revolving door. A surge of warm air greeted him inside the building, as did two female students, a blonde and a redhead, who were manning the registration table.

“Good evening, sir,” said the blonde. “May I take your coat?”

The black man nodded as he took off his overcoat, revealing a tuxedo underneath. He wasn’t used to fancy clothes. In fact, the last time he had worn a tux was at his senior prom, nearly twenty years before. But because of the formality of the event, he had promised to wear one. Not that he was happy about it. If he’d had his way, he would have been on the other side of campus—near the building where Dr. Jonas Salk developed the polio vaccine—settling into his seat at the sold-out Petersen Events Center, watching the Pitt basketball team beat Duke University in front of a raucous college crowd. Instead, his evening would consist of boring speeches, watered-down drinks, and cheese cubes on toothpicks. Or so he thought.

The redhead looked at the guest list. “And you are?”

A voice from the side answered for him. “That’s the infamous David Jones.”

Jones turned and snarled at Jonathon Payne. Not only was Payne his best friend, he was the only reason that Jones was there. “Don’t start with me, Jon. I’m not in the mood.”

Also dressed in a tux, Payne put his massive hand on his friend’s shoulder and squeezed. “What’s wrong, princess. Still pissed about the game?”

“Of course I’m pissed. We’re playing Duke.”

Payne shrugged. He wasn’t happy about it, either. Even though he had played football and basketball at the U.S. Naval Academy, he had been a Pitt fan since birth. “Like I told you, the event was planned before the game was scheduled. There was nothing I could do.”

“But it’s your event,” Jones complained. “You should’ve canceled it.”

Payne laughed at the thought. Five hundred of the area’s wealthiest people were gathered inside for a black-tie gala. The goal was to raise money for local charities and the continued renovation of the Cathedral of Learning. “This isn’t the type of event that you can cancel.”

“Well, the least you could’ve done was ask for better weather. I froze my ass off outside.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I’m telling you, I had to walk a mile from my parking spot.”

“Why in the world did you do that?”

“Because the street outside was blocked off.”

“Yeah, blocked off for valet parking.”

“Seriously?” Jones demanded.

“Seriously,” Payne said, laughing. “Come on, you should know better than that. Rich people don’t walk anywhere. Especially not in a foot of snow.”

Jones glanced at the two female students, who were nodding their heads in total agreement. As if only a moron would think otherwise.

“Son of a bitch,” he mumbled to Payne. “I’m so cold I can’t feel my nuggets.”

“Well, don’t look at me. I’m not going to feel them for you.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I should hope not,” Payne teased. “Heck, you’d have to donate a hell of a lot of money for me to even consider something like that.”

“Knock it off, Jon. I simply meant—” He paused in mid-sentence, realizing there was no reason to explain himself. “Which way to the bar?”

Payne pointed to the right. “It’s over there.”

“Thank god. Me and my boys need a drink. Wake me when your speech is over.”

 

 

JONATHON PAYNE was the CEO of Payne Industries, a multinational corporation founded by his grandfather, a self-made millionaire who went from mill worker to mill owner in less than thirty years. Payne had shunned the family business as a youngster—opting instead for a decorated career as a Special Forces officer—but returned home when his grandfather passed away and left him controlling interest in the company.

Although he willingly took over for his grandfather, the man who had raised him after Payne’s parents were killed in a car accident, he wasn’t thrilled about his career change. In private he often joked that business meetings were held in the “bored room,” yet he never publicly complained about his obligations, not only to avoid sounding like an ingrate but because he realized his current position had certain advantages. Like the ability to help others. It was something he had always been passionate about. Even in his former life.

In the past, he had used blades and guns to get the job done.

Now he used his quick wit and killer smile.

As host of the charity event, Payne took the stage in the center of the Commons Room, a four-story Gothic hall in the belly of the tallest academic building in the Western hemisphere.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he adjusted the microphone to accommodate his height, “my name is Jonathon Payne. Thank you for braving the cold and coming out tonight.”

Dressed in tuxedos and formal gowns, his guests turned toward the podium where Payne waited to kick off his fund-raiser. At six foot four and two hundred and forty pounds, he had the ability to control a room with his physical presence alone. Throw in his charisma and his boyish good looks, and the crowd didn’t stand a chance.

“I realize most of you are here for the free cocktails, so I promise I’ll be brief.”

Payne smiled as he gazed at the sea of faces in front of him. Normally, the great hall was filled with Pitt students doing homework or studying for exams. However, since this was the last day of classes for the fall semester, Pitt’s Chancellor Nordenberg had given Payne permission to hold his event where it would have the most success—right across the hall from the Nationality Rooms, one of the main beneficiaries of that evening’s fund-raiser.

“We are standing in the Commons Room, which is a true example of Gothic architecture. The stone ceiling is fifty-two feet high and all the arches are self-supporting. How they built them without steel beams is beyond me.” Payne paused and looked skyward. No matter how many times he had been inside the Cathedral, he always left impressed. “Amazingly, this entire room was a gift from one man, Pittsburgh native Andrew Mellon.”

Applause filled the room, even though Mellon died in 1937, the same year the Cathedral had officially opened. Then again, in the history of Pittsburgh, certain names stood above all others when it came to philanthropy: Andrew Mellon, Andrew Carnegie, and H. J. Heinz.

“As you know, one of the best things about Pittsburgh is the ethnic diversity of our population. Thanks to the steel industry, immigrants  from every corner of the world came to our city, looking for jobs. And if you’ve ever glanced at a local phone book, you know a lot of them stayed.” The crowd laughed at the joke. “One of those immigrants was my great-grandfather, who came here from a small town in Poland and actually worked on this building. I never met the man, but according to my grandfather, he had a favorite expression. He used to say, ‘If America is the original melting pot, the blast furnaces of Pittsburgh provided the heat.’”

Once again, applause echoed throughout the great hall.

“For those of you who are new to the Cathedral, we are currently surrounded by one of its unique features: the Nationality Rooms. Scattered throughout the first three floors are a collection of twenty-seven classrooms that were donated by many of the ethnic groups that helped to build our wonderful city. By simply walking down one of the corridors, you can visit a Greek classroom from the Age of Pericles, a palace hall from China’s Forbidden City, or a room from London’s House of Commons. All of these rooms are decorated with authentic artifacts that are meant to enrich the learning experiences of Pitt students and the thousands of visitors who come to the Cathedral every year to learn more about our city’s past.”

Payne stared into the crowd, making eye contact with as many people as possible.

“One of our main goals tonight is to raise money for these rooms. Not only to aid the preservation of the current classrooms, but hopefully to build several more. This is our way of honoring the ethnic groups that helped shape our city and make it the special place that it is today. With that in mind, we have representatives of more than forty countries here to answer your questions about the Nationality Rooms and to discuss our amazing plans for the future. Who knows? With a little help from you, that future might begin tonight.”

Amid loud applause, Payne glanced at the crowd one last time before he left the main stage. As he did, his eyes focused on a solitary figure in the back of the Commons Room. She was standing alone, partially hidden behind a stone column and obscured by shadows. Although he could barely see her, years of training told him that something was wrong.

Somehow he knew she didn’t belong.
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By the time Payne made his way to the back of the room, she was no longer there. He glanced up and down the corridor, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, but a sea of people blocked his view.

“What’s wrong?” Jones asked as he approached from behind. He had spent too many years in the trenches with Payne not to recognize his moods. Even from afar.

They used to lead the MANIACs, an elite Special Forces unit comprised of the top soldiers from the Marines, Army, Navy, Intelligence, Air Force, and Coast Guard. Whether it was personnel recovery, unconventional warfare, or counterguerrilla sabotage, the MANIACs were considered the best of the best. The boogeymen that no one talked about. The government’s secret weapon. And even though they had retired a few years before, the duo was still deadly.

“Nothing,” Payne said. “Just looking for someone.”

“Does this someone have a name?”

Payne flashed a smile and shrugged, as if to say he didn’t know it.

“Let me guess,” Jones said. “The woman behind the pillar.”

“You spotted her?”

“Of course I spotted her. I had nothing better to do during your speech. Pretty boring stuff, if you ask me. I’ll be damned if I’m giving you a cent.”

“Did you see what she looked like?”

Jones shrugged. “Couldn’t really tell. She stayed in the shadows the entire time, which is why I noticed her. For a minute there, I thought I might have to take her out.”

“Please tell me you’re not armed.”

“Of course I’m armed. I feel naked without my gun.”

Payne shook his head. “You brought your gun to a charity event?”

“In my defense, you told me to wear a tux. You said nothing about being unarmed. Oh, and for the record, you also said nothing about valet parking. Or was that for white guests only?”

Payne laughed at the comment. For as long as they had known each other, race had never been an issue, which was why Jones felt comfortable teasing him. Both of them knew it was a joke. Nothing more, nothing less. “Damn! Are you going to be this pissy all night?”

“Probably not,” Jones admitted. “Once I thaw out, I’ll cheer up.”

“You know, I actually thought you might enjoy yourself tonight. You’re always talking about history and foreign cultures. Yet here you are, bitching to me instead of mingling with the assembled experts. What’s wrong? Are you afraid they might be smarter than you?”

Jones rolled his eyes at the statement. “Come on, you know I’m the smartest person here. And to prove it, I’m going to pester your experts until they cry.” He emphasized the word experts by making air quotes with his fingers. “Oh, yeah, one more thing: if any of your  guests asks me where the African Room is, I swear to god I’m gonna shoot ’em.”

 

 

HER INITIAL goal had been to blend in with her surroundings. She had wanted to get a feel for the room before she finally made her move. But her plan wasn’t to be.

They had noticed her immediately, spotting her in the large crowd even though she had stayed in the back shadows of the Cathedral. Less than five minutes later, they had converged on her position, swooping in like predators from both sides of the room. If not for all the people in the hallway, they would have cornered her for sure. The mere thought of it made her heart beat faster. Somehow it gave her hope.

Perhaps, she thought, her long journey had been worthwhile.

Perhaps these guys were as good as she’d heard.

 

 

PAYNE MADE his way to the registration table, where he talked to the two female students.

“Great speech, Mr. Payne,” gushed the blonde. “We were impressed.”

“Thank you, ladies. But please, call me Jon.”

“Okay, Jon,” said the redhead, giggling.

Payne smiled at them. If he had been several years younger, this conversation would have gone in a much different direction, but he decided to focus on the business at hand. “Out of curiosity, did any more guests arrive while I was onstage?”

The blonde shook her head. “Nope, Mr. Jones was the last one here.”

The redhead corrected her, “You mean the infamous Mr. Jones.”

The blonde frowned. “Wait, why is he infamous?”

Payne leaned closer and whispered something. A few seconds later, the blonde burst out laughing. The redhead giggled and blushed.

“Are you serious?” she demanded.

Payne nodded. “Completely. If you don’t believe me, ask him yourself.”

“No way,” said the redhead. “I could never ask him that.”

The blonde grinned naughtily. “But I could.”

Payne laughed for a few seconds before he got the conversation back on track. “So, you’re sure no one came in after him.”

The redhead furrowed her brow. “Wait! Do you mean guests, or anyone?”

“Anyone.”

“Oh, in that case, some lady came in. She wasn’t a guest, though.”

“What was she?” Payne wondered.

“A brunette.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Was she a student? A professor? Something else?”

“She was thin,” the blonde offered. “Does that help?”

Payne nodded. “At this point, everything helps. Did she leave her name?”

The blonde shook her head. “She didn’t leave her coat, either. But it was really cute. It was green and had big buttons.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“No,” the redhead replied. “She walked right past us and stood over there in the back of the room. I lost sight of her after that. I was watching your speech.”

The blonde looked concerned. “Did we do something wrong?”

“Not at all,” Payne assured them. “You two are doing a great job. I’ll make sure someone brings you over some soft drinks and appetizers.”

“Thanks,” they said in unison.

“Do me a favor, though. When Mr. Jones comes back for his coat, make sure you ask him about what I said.” Payne grinned mischievously. “I bet he denies everything.”
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Although he would have preferred the basketball game, this type of event was a great consolation prize for Jones. A voracious reader with a thirst for knowledge, he had always been a fan of history and world culture. Throw in his incredible memory, and he had the ability to spout random facts about every subject imaginable, often to Payne’s amazement.

As he roamed the crowded halls of the Cathedral, Jones ducked into a few of his favorite rooms, starting with the German Classroom. Designed to reflect the sixteenth-century German Renaissance, it was based on the Great Hall at the University of Heidelberg. Walnut paneling framed the blackboards. The intarsia doors of the corner cabinets featured images from German folklore, including Lorelei, the beautiful maiden who lured sailors onto the rocks of the Rhine River with her enchanting songs. Wrought-iron chandeliers hung from the extravagant wood ceilings, and rows of walnut armchairs graced the floor.

Jones had seen the German Room several times before, but he had never noticed the whimsical details of the stained-glass windows  until he overheard one of the tour guides discussing them. The images depicted several characters from the Grimm Brothers’ fairy tales, including Hansel and Gretel, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Cinderella, and Little Red Riding Hood.

“I wonder,” said the tour guide, “if Walt Disney visited the Cathedral of Learning prior to making his animated classics. If so, this room might have been his inspiration.”

A few minutes later, Jones decided to journey across Europe. He bypassed the crowded Italian and Czechoslovak Rooms and headed toward the Syria-Lebanon Room. Because of the extravagance of its furnishings, it was one of two display rooms where no classes were taught. Originally a library and prayer room in a wealthy merchant’s home in Damascus, it was moved intact to its current location.

The linden-paneled walls and ceilings were decorated with gesso, a mixture of chalk and glue applied by brush, then painted and overlaid with silver and gold leaf. The room featured a mihrab, a decorative niche that indicated the direction of Mecca, and a marble ledge for the placement of the Koran during daily prayers. An old mosque oil lamp made of perforated copper and hand-blown glass wells illuminated the room. The sofas were covered in satin and rested on a dark red and white marble floor that sloped down at the entrance, where visitors were asked to remove their shoes before entering. In 1997, a glass-paneled door was added that allowed the opulent decor to be seen even when the room was closed.

But on this night, the room was open for guided tours. Inside, a Lebanese professor was commenting on the room’s furniture. “Very few Americans know this,” he said in heavily accented English, “but the word sofa comes from the Arabic word suffa. According to tradition, it was a reclining piece of wood or stone that was often covered in cushions.”

Not surprisingly, Jones already knew that fact and many others about the Arab world. He had acquired most of his knowledge years ago, when his unit was stationed in the Middle East. However, he had recently added to his collection during a classified mission to Mecca, a journey that he and Payne weren’t allowed to discuss outside the confines of the Pentagon.

After listening for a moment, Jones walked down the corridor and visited the English Classroom. It was the largest of the Nationality Rooms and was designed in the sixteenth-century Tudor Gothic style of the House of Commons, which was destroyed by Luftwaffe bombing in 1941. The British government rescued several original relics—a stone fireplace, hearth tiles, oak paneling, the entrance doorframe, lintels—and donated them to the Cathedral of Learning.

Under the ceiling trusses were four limestone corbels from the House of Commons, carved with a Tudor rose. Stained-glass window medallions depicted the coats of arms of several English towns and cities, literary figures, scholars from Cambridge and Oxford, and the Houses of Lords and Commons. Portraits of Andrew Mellon, former ambassador to the Court of St. James, and William Pitt, the former Earl of Chatham after whom Pittsburgh was named, flanked the stained-glass windows in the rear bay. And a brick from 10 Downing Street, the residence and office of the prime minister of the United Kingdom, served as the room’s cornerstone.

As Jones crouched to admire it, he sensed someone staring at him from the entrance to the classroom. Always attentive, he glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of a woman a split second before she hustled into the hallway. Her face was obscured by her shoulder-length brown hair and the collar of her green coat. Long legs and a slender frame were showcased in a snug pair of faded jeans that were tucked into stylish black boots.

Jones stood at once, realizing that this was the same brunette he had seen in the shadows of the Commons Room during Payne’s speech. Now she was watching him, too. He didn’t feel threatened—his gun and his training put his mind at ease—but he was intrigued.

Who was this woman, and what did she want?

Suddenly, his evening had become a lot more exciting.

 

 

PAYNE’S CELL PHONE vibrated in his jacket pocket. He looked at his screen and shook his head before he answered. “Don’t tell me you’re lost.”

“Where are you?” Jones demanded.

“Why?”

“I just spotted your stalker. Now she’s following me.”

“Where are you?”

“Didn’t I just ask you that?”

Payne growled in frustration. “I’m in the Polish Room.”

“Of course you are.”

“It’s near the registration table.”

“Then you better hustle. You’re on the wrong side of the building. She just left the English Room, number 144. It’s in the far corner. I’m not sure where she went, though. She blended in with all the white people.”

Payne walked into the corridor, trying to picture the layout of the Cathedral and the nearby streets. Fifth Avenue was to his left, Forbes Avenue to his right. Bigelow Boulevard was behind him, and S. Bellefield Avenue was on the far side of the building, much closer to Jones.

“Take the hallway that runs parallel to Bellefield. I’ll take the one along Fifth. Those are the only two routes from your current position.”

“Unless you count all the rooms and stairs.”

“Worry about them later. For now, concentrate on the hallways.”

“Just so you know, she’s wearing jeans and a green coat. She should stand out.”

Payne nodded in agreement as he passed several older couples who were dressed in formal attire. “Remember, this is a charity event, and she’s done nothing wrong. Try not to shoot her.”

Jones grinned. “No promises.”

“And no running. I don’t want anyone else to worry.”

“I know, and no sweets between meals. I got it, Mom.”

Payne smirked and hung up the phone, which was one of the only ways to stop Jones’s yapping. Some of the others included duct tape and medical-grade pharmaceuticals, neither of which Payne had in his tuxedo.

 

 

JONES SMILED in triumph when he heard the click of his phone. That meant Payne was unable to think of a suitable retort and had hung up instead.

Keeping his phone in his hand, Jones shifted his attention to his surroundings. This was the same corridor he had strolled down minutes before, so its layout was fresh in his head. The French Classroom was on his immediate left, followed by the Norwegian Classroom, then the Russian Classroom. Up ahead on his right was the Syria-Lebanon Room that he had viewed earlier. After that, the hallway split: stairs to the left, elevators to the right, and several regular classrooms in the distance. Rooms on the first floor were rarely locked, giving students a quiet place to study. Unfortunately, it also gave the woman plenty of places to hide.

At this point, Jones viewed her more as a curiosity than a threat. He had jokingly referred to her as a stalker because she had acted like one  when he had spotted her—quickly retreating into the hallway—but he knew her reaction could be explained in several innocent ways. His best guess was she didn’t belong at the event. It was invitation-only, and she was obviously underdressed. Perhaps she had hustled away to avoid an embarrassing confrontation.

On the other hand, her behavior had raised a red flag.

And for that reason alone, they were determined to find her.




End of sample
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