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  Preface






This novel was inspired by true events that I first learned about in 2006, when my husband and I moved to Switzerland. When a friend from England learned we’d settled there for a job, he joked, Oh? Are you getting paid in Nazi gold? 

I was shocked by the question, even if it was meant to be dark humor. As soon as he left, I dove into Switzerland’s role and actions in World War II. I learned about the dormant accounts held in banks around Europe when the war ended, and how each country treated the families who produced all the documentation they could to show their relatives, many of whom had perished. As you’ll read, Swiss banks, on the whole, made it incredibly difficult or impossible for people to claim the assets that rightfully belonged to their families simply because they could not—for obvious reasons—produce the formal, impossible-to-obtain paperwork the banks required, including death certificates. Hitler was not in the business of handing these out, and therefore, the Swiss banks kept the money in too many cases.

This story was far deeper and much, much stranger and more shocking than fiction. That was the year I began working on this novel. 

In the course of my research, I also learned about the Nazis’ history with Lake Toplitz. One Christmastime, we packed our bags and the dog in the car and drove from Lucerne, Switzerland, to Grundlsee, Austria, where Lake Toplitz, or Toplitzsee, lies within the Dead Mountains, or Totes Gebirge. Know that when I write about that deep, dead lake, the descriptions and the feeling and the scene is all drawn from personal experience. 

I’m proud and thrilled and relieved and overjoyed that, twenty years later, The Lake Toplitz Code has finally been published, and readers can take this fascinating—and often literally unbelievable—journey with me.

I do want to say that the dark part of Switzerland’s history is only one facet of this incredible country. I was happy there for the years I lived in Lucerne, and if you ever get the chance to visit or move there, I can’t recommend it highly enough. For more about what it’s like to live there, try my psychological thriller The Expat Wife, which was inspired by life as, you guessed it, an expatriate wife living in an unfamiliar new country.

Watch for a non

fiction companion book about this lake to be released in the coming months. 

I hope you love the twists and turns in this highly fictionalized account and, as always, thank you for reading. 

xoCourtney







* * *

Praise for #1 bestselling author Courtney Hargrove’s Expatriate Mysteries Series (Book 1, The Expat Wife, and Book 2, Sandburn):




“This one’s got atmosphere in spades—salt air, secrets, and a heroine who refuses to let the tide pull her under. In Sandburn, Courtney Hargrove blends psychological suspense with a coastal mystery that’s as textured and shifting as the sand itself.” —Goodreads Reviewer




“I’m becoming obsessed with this author’s writing. This book was sooo good! I loved the descriptions of this beachy town. It’s full of mystery and beauty…Your head will spin trying to figure it out due to twist after twist after twist.” —Netgalley Reviewer




“Hargrove is a master at keeping us as confused and questioning as her protagonist…Then, when all became clear, it was most unexpected. Hargrove’s clever use of dialogue is as skillful as her beautiful descriptions of settings and the creation of credible characters. Couple those style elements with her ability to keep us in suspense for over 300 pages, and you know why Courtney Hargrove is a number one best-selling author.” —Readers’ Favorite




“We love a missing person suspense saga and The Expat Wife delivers. It’s like a Switzerland vacation on the page. This riveting journey took us to Lucerne and had us glued to the page.” —Addison McKnight, author of An Imperfect Plan 




“The story is filled with intrigue and nail-biting thrills. The twists and turns provided more than enough suspense to keep me on the edge of my seat…The characters were authentic and relatable. The story was superbly written and had me guessing until the end.” —Readers’ Favorite




“An unputdownable psychological thriller that’ll have you reading long into the night. I loved this book—the dynamics between the characters makes this an addictive read.” —BookGirlBrown_Reviews 
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Him




The pages are crinkled and covered on both sides with text written in uneven cursive. The corners are brown, dirty, crispy from being rained on and then dried in the sun; I saw them poking out from under a hefty stone planter on the patio. I pushed it aside and found a whole stack of papers, then another hidden under an angel statue my wife insisted on buying.

I slip on my glasses and read the first page.

Then the next, and the next, and the next.

I am gripped.

I can’t believe I didn’t see this before. As I read, I think, You failed to keep this hidden. These pages could change everything.








  
  
  2

  
  







Abigail Prince banged out the last line of her email about the department’s monthly Document for Economic Reports and Predictions.

She hit send, then checked the time.

Five minutes to spare.

A car was waiting downstairs to take her to the airport for a redeye to Zurich. Abigail was eager for a change of scene, ready to breathe air outside her drab office with its grey carpeting and matching grey desk. During what were sure to be stultifying meetings in Switzerland, she planned to gaze upon snow-covered Alps instead of the Midtown-Manhattan skyscraper across the way.

As she moused over the Shut Down tab, her inbox dinged.

Abigail noted the sender’s name and tensed up. It was from Hanspeter Roos, the Chief Financial Officer of Schwarz Löwen Bank, and couldn’t be ignored. He’d copied Alfred Färber, Abigail’s counterpart in SLB’s Zurich headquarters, on the email.

She and Alfred had worked together from separate continents for the past few months helping to grease the merger of the obscenely rich Schwarz Löwen Bank and the disgustingly wealthy New York investment boutique firm Grubman Stokes.

They were tasked with combining thousands of accounts between the two companies into one database, clearing out dormant ones, and checking for synergies, whatever that meant. Abigail had stopped caring months ago. She was here for the paycheck.

She opened the attachment and discovered a batch of mind-numbing account numbers, which meant she’d be working on the plane instead of watching movies and sipping champagne before taking a long nap. She sighed and hit print. She’d need hard copies to scribble down her notes and give her eyes a break from staring at screens.

She rose to meet the pages as they exited the machine.

Abigail’s eyes glazed over at the dozens of account numbers crowding the pages as one, two, three sheets of paper crawled out.

She looked closer. Page four was emerging….and it looked wrong. She yanked it out of the printer.

Her heart was pounding as she studied the account numbers. This couldn’t be right. The odd sequence of digits had to be a mistake—or was it a new banking rule or procedure she didn’t know about?

Page five, then six, then seven came out. They all had the same anomalies on the rows of account numbers: Each of them had two extra digits tacked on the end.

SLB private account numbers had precisely twelve digits. These had fourteen: Twelve in a row, then a space, then two final numbers.

The extra digits on these pages roared out at Abigail like a bullhorn. She didn’t believe these could be the numbers; not really. Yet she felt adrenaline flooding her body, through her arms, all the way down to her fingertips.

Oh, shit. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Those numbers were not something she was supposed to see. Those numbers were the stuff of myth, of rumor, of legend, buried in history, never to see the light of day or the shine of true justice.

Officially, they did not exist in the world of Swiss banking.

Abigail’s heart was racing. Were they or weren’t they? They couldn’t be.

She threw a look to the photo on her desk. Her mother and father, Delilah and Caspian Prince, an archaeologist and a paleontologist, were smiling on a dig in Mexico. Abigail was the only Grubman Stokes employee she knew of who had a framed photograph of her parents, and no one else, on her desk at the age of thirty-three. They’d died in a car crash when she was in graduate school. Her first thought now was, still, to call them for advice.

But she was on her own. She shifted her gaze to her suitcase leaning against the wall. Her new corporate overlords decided she needed to spend some time in the Zurich office to work with Alfred on “sensitive accounts,” which Abigail took to mean “barely concealed oligarch and dictator-owned assets,” and she had a flight to catch.

Something was telling her not to go. A voice. One she’d ignored at her peril in the past. Don’t get on that plane.

Abigail thought about the dogsitter, her favorite cousin Lily, who was already installed at her apartment to take care of Simone de Bowvoir, the stray pit bull she’d met on the streets of Brooklyn. She thought about her comfortable job and her outsized paycheck that paid for her Manhattan apartment and luxury vacations.

She had to get on that plane.

She jumped when her landline rang. The call from was a private number. She picked up the receiver, somehow knowing she shouldn’t ignore it.

“Hello?” Her voice was thin.

“Abigail,” came a panicked whisper. “Schadenfreude.”

“What? Who is this?”

“I—”

“Alfred? Is that you?”

It sounded a lot like him; same accent, same tense manner. Why would he be calling her to blurt random German words?

A thump and a crack blasted into her ear as if someone had dropped the phone. Abigail felt a lurch in her stomach.

Abigail knew the accounts she’d just seen were bad news. Anyone who laid eyes on them would be in for an unpleasant future, whether losing their job, being demoted, or ending up in a courtroom.

She stuffed the papers into her purse. She jumped when a voice in her doorway barked, “Abigail! Why are you still here? Your car’s waiting. Did you finish your DERP memo?”

“Just sent it off. I’m going now,” she assured her boss, a workaholic with the sense of humor of a tree fungus.

He grabbed her suitcase and beckoned to her. “I’m under strict instructions to ensure you make your flight, and traffic to JFK will be a nightmare at this hour.”

Strict instructions from whom?

Don’t go, a little voice in her head whispered.

“Abigail,” her boss snapped.

Abigail went.
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Alfred Färber kept his head down against an icy wind, picking up the pace when he saw a side street ahead on the left.

His Italian leather shoes click-clacked against the slick cobblestones on the deserted streets of Zurich’s financial district. Alfred, far from the city’s bustling restaurants and bars, felt exposed under the muted yellow glow of the streetlights.

He had no destination. His mind was muddled by a stupefying panic. All he knew was that he needed to get as far away from Schwarz Löwen Bank as possible, but his Mercedes was stuck in the underground garage.

He hadn’t dared go down there after what he’d seen.

He swung a left down the side street, a glorified alley just wide enough for a compact Peugeot to fit through. He turned back to see if anyone was following him. All was quiet.

He coaxed his coat collar up to protect his face from the wind. His job. His wife. Scheisser. The promotion he’d been promised. His Christmas bonus. Shit, shit, shit. He tightened his grip on the handle of his briefcase.

He heard a rhythmic sound of footsteps far behind him, out of synch with his own. Heels echoing on the pavement. The sound of men’s dress shoes, not unlike his. But not his.

Alfred broke into a run, gripped by terror, spurred by his survival instinct.

At the end of the street he slowed, made a quick decision and took a right. Before he could hit his stride, a black van with tinted windows screeched to a halt in front of him, blocking his way.

The footsteps caught up with him, passed him. A man planted himself in front of Alfred, a strange grin on his face.

“Why are you running, my friend?” the man asked calmly. He was smiling like a serial killer Alfred had seen in a documentary once, a phony upturn of the mouth paired with empty eyes.

Alfred felt a cold stab of fear rip through him.

The man was clad in banker attire like Alfred’s, but his coat was cashmere and shoes were far pricier than Alfred could afford. The suit fit well but looked wrong on the man, who carried himself like a coiled spring and seemed like he’d be more comfortable in military fatigues. His hair, a blend of strawberry blond and grey, was cut close to the scalp, capping off an oblong face and a sharp, angular jaw.

“I’ve called the police,” Alfred lied, his left hand curled around the phone in his coat pocket. It was just after nine; surely someone coming home from dinner would wander down the alley and break this up. Anyone would do. He looked up at the buildings looming above him, but all the windows were dark.

The man’s mouth twitched but the creepy smile remained.

“Come, Alfred.” He gestured toward the idling van. “Let’s not do this the hard way. All we want to do is talk.”

The man took another step forward, closing the gap between them, leaving ten centimeters from nose to nose. Alfred could feel hot breath on his face but stood his ground. No one had emerged from the van, so as far as he knew, this man was his only threat. He had to go for it.

He turned to run, but the van door slid open and a burly wall of a man leapt out, and as Alfred made a futile attempt to speed away, the wall grabbed him by the neck, putting him in a chokehold.

Alfred gasped for air as a hairy forearm pressed against his Adam’s apple. He couldn’t breathe, and he felt tears stinging his eyes. He was an accountant, for christ’s sake. Danger wasn’t in the job description. The suited man gestured for his burly friend to loosen his grip. Alfred took a deep breath as the man, who emanated pungent BO, eased up.

“Genau, genau,” Alfred said, taking deep breaths. Okay, okay. “It’s all a misunderstanding. I didn’t see anything. I was directed to the wrong drive and exited the files immediately. The computer log will show this.”

“Ah, Alfred,” the man said. “If you didn’t see anything, then why did you print out pages of account numbers and flee the building with them?” He looked down at the crumpled pages in Alfred’s right fist. “Why did you make a call to your colleague in New York? This doesn’t look good for you, Alfred. Corporate espionage is a serious crime.”

Abigail. She probably didn’t know it, but she was one of Alfred’s favorite people at this massive institution, mostly because she shared his attention to detail and refusal to do any task less than perfectly.

And now she had these dangerous account numbers in her inbox. Alfred hoped he’d done enough to warn her, but it wasn’t looking good.

This was all happening because of a fatal mistake by the bank’s Chief Financial Officer, Hanspeter Roos, who’d obviously meant to send Alfred and Abigail some new customer accounts to check for compliance. But when Alfred had clicked on the link Roos sent him, he’d known immediately that he wasn’t looking at a list of everyday accounts.

The numbers were arranged in a disused format, for starters, and with one glance he knew he was in deep shit. Roos had fucked up badly, but Alfred would be the one to pay for the executive’s mistake.

His first instinct had been to warn Abigail. He suspected nothing he could say in those seconds would stop her from coming to Zurich the next day to work on their project, so Alfred decided his best shot was to give her a head start for when she arrived on enemy territory. He’d thrown the receiver down when he heard urgent voices moving toward his office, and he’d wasted no time grabbing his briefcase and racing out of the building.

He hoped Abigail stayed far away from here, but if she did come, he prayed she’d understand his message.

“Maybe it doesn’t look good, as you say.” Alfred, a junior account manager with a wife and two kids and a nice apartment outside Zurich, still had a little fight left. “But those accounts are out there now, and if anything happens to me, someone’s going to connect the dots. You’ll only be drawing attention to your secret. If you let me go, it will be like it never happened. I assure you I am loyal to the company.”

“Nein,” the man said, shaking his head. “You’ve seen the accounts, Alfred. Don’t you get it? You’re now one of only a handful of people in the world who have laid eyes on them. Congratulations. You’re special.”

The man looked over at his smelly friend then, and Alfred saw the two men lock eyes. The burly man grabbed Alfred in a bear hug. Alfred went limp, hoping his dead weight would allow him to slip through the man’s arms, but the Wall simply tightened his grip and picked the wispy account manager up as if he were a naughty adolescent. He threw Alfred into the empty van onto a thin, scratchy carpet, snatching the papers out of his hand.

The man barked, “Phone. Now.”

Alfred was shaking as he handed the big man his phone, his lifeline, and the van door shut in his face.

He sat up as the vehicle began to move. It was pitch dark and smelled of gasoline. Alfred felt around, trying to find a window to shout for help or climb out. The back windows were thick and translucent, probably bullet-and-sound proof. Alfred pounded on the glass for a full ten minutes until the van stopped. He heard a door slam shut outside with a bang and an echo, as if they were in a parking garage. Alfred heard what sounded like another large vehicle start, and smelled exhaust fumes. He looked up and saw grey smoke puffing out of a vent on the roof of the van; he was trapped in a gas chamber.

Alfred covered his face with his wool sweater and did the only thing he could think of. He banged as hard as he could rose on the door, choking and gasping as the vehicle filled with the toxic fumes. He shouted, cried, and banged until his hands bled and he felt a finger break. No one responded to his screams, and the doors wouldn’t budge. When he realized all his knuckles were worn down to the bone, he gave in. He slumped down against the back door and let the fumes overtake him.

Alfred’s last thought was of his daughters playing in an Alpine meadow on a warm spring day, and of laughing with his wife as they watched their young family grow.
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As the plane flew over the tar-black Atlantic Ocean, Abigail sipped champagne and tried to focus on a movie, but she couldn’t shake her anxiety over the abrupt phone call from Alfred. She was worried something had happened to him, but that made no sense. Who gets hurt in the halls of a Swiss bank? The place is as heavily guarded as the White House.

The two words were stuck on a loop in her mind.

Twenty little letters that could mean everything.

Or nothing.




Abigail—Schadenfreude




Alfred Färber had some quirks, but this was cryptic even for him. She thought about the word’s definition: Schadenfreude, borrowed from the Germans, was about getting a pop of pleasure from someone else’s misfortune. Abigail had been guilty of this plenty of times, but what did it have to do with her project with Alfred?

As far as she knew, it wasn’t some new buzzy financial lingo. At first, she’d assumed her colleague was trying to warn her. That he knew about the numbers. As a Swiss citizen working in the banking industry, there was every chance he knew at least something about these accounts.

But that seemed far-fetched. Surely she was being paranoid. This was all a mistake. It had to be, because she had no interest in getting entangled in the history of these accounts again. She’d sought out a job that kept her under the radar, with little hope of promotion as long as she kept quiet and did her job just well enough not to get fired.

When she’d shifted the course of her career five years ago, she should’ve gone into teaching or food delivery or horse wrangling or anything other than finance, a place where these numbers could find her. Haunt her.

She thought about what her parents would say about her current situation. So adventurous themselves, but always cautious with Abigail, always encouraging her to be logical, to be guided by her head and not her emotions. Her eyes welled up as they often did when she allowed herself to think about them. Her parents both had their nightmare moments, and there was often the sense of a seemingly unbridgeable gulf between generations, but those memories went away when they died. They were literal angels to Abigail now; she remembered only the love. It was all that mattered, all that was left.

She thought about the novel she’d always wanted to write. Her father always told her, There will be time for that. It’s something you do on the side while you’re living your real life. Abigail wished she’d started the one she had swimming in her head, but she never found the right moment to write that first line. Her mother had disagreed with her father, telling Abigail, You will never be as young as you are now. Do the things that matter to you NOW.

Abigail thought, I’m in a real mess. If I get out of it, I’m going to write that novel. She had money from her parents’ savings, and from their life insurance. She could quit banking and write that book. She felt dirty, disgusting, cursed for even thinking about touching that money. It was as if claiming it meant she’d wanted them to die. But, she thought now, maybe it was the opposite. Maybe it was there to give her a chance to change her life.

For now, though, she had to see this through. Part of her hoped no one noticed, and maybe she’d throw the pages away as soon as she got off the plane, and everything would remain as normal.




When she made it through customs and into the arrivals hall at Zurich airport, she saw two men waiting for her. One was holding an innocent chauffer’s sign with her name on it. The other wore a suit and had an obvious bulge in his belt, his shoulders as wide as the plane she’d just stepped off of.

She knew then that her instincts had done their job.

It was her denial-riddled brain that had failed her.
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Abigail leaned back in her chair, stifled a yawn and waited for one of the men in the room to speak.

Her calm demeanor was an act. She was on guard, as one should be when the chief executive officer of one of the world’s most powerful banks requests—no, demands—an audience with you as soon as you step out of the airport.

It was unheard of for a CEO to take a meeting with a lowly associate, yet here she was, with a fuzzy brain and jetlag despite her comfy business-class seat. She’d barely slept a wink on the flight.

Thomas Schmidt had brought a sidekick in the form of washed-out human resources lackey Pierre Wirt, but he lacked the gravitas to worry Abigail. Wirt, a redhead whose eyelashes were so blonde as to be nearly invisible, was staring blankly past her as if he was waiting for someone to switch him on.

Schmidt leaned back in his chair. No one spoke.

Abigail was grumpy about being whisked here from the airport after a nine-hour redeye and ushered into the building by a security guard who gave her no chance to change or freshen up.

She sized up Schmidt. He had a presence, and she thought it was partly due to his height. His knees almost bumped up against the wood under his oversized desk; she estimated him to be over six-three, lanky but solid, with a hawkish nose that curved at the end. His hair was jet black, and his face was tanned and weathered, probably from skiing without sunscreen. She’d place him somewhere in his late fifties or sixties.

Schmidt noticed Abigail looking him over.

“So, Miss Prince. Tell us why these numbers interested you so much.”

He spoke English with a German accent.

She held his gaze, though she was taken by surprise. She hadn’t expected him to be so direct. She stared back into those beady eyes that were so dark they were almost black, and decided to lie.

“I’m sorry? You mean the account numbers Alfred Färber and I were working on? Of course, since the merger we’ve been reconciling all the Zurich accounts with the New York office—”

“Very well,” Schmidt interrupted coldly. “If that’s the way you want to play it. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter.”

He turned to Pierre, whose hands were pressed flatly against a sheaf of papers on the glass table.

“Your past research would have informed you that anything you might have seen is not news, nor is it a conspiracy. As much as the rest of the world likes to point to Switzerland, to make us the villains, the truth is we have met our responsibilities.”

She raised her eyebrows. My past research? Does he know who I am?

“What you think you saw was, in fact, a clerical error that has been duly addressed,” he added.

“I understand,” Abigail said. “It sounds like you have everything under control.”

Just fire me already, she thought. She wanted a fast, clean way out, and was already thinking about what her next low-pressure job could be, preferably one with no ties to banks or money or numbers of any kind.

“No doubt you’ve read the Eizenstat report.” Schmidt was still talking, and Abigail stifled another yawn. “Hundreds of pages of fantasy, a few hard facts, none of it furnishing real proof, and in fact much of it exonerating our country. Not that one would know it based on the report’s introduction.”

Aside from slightly narrowed eyes belying his hostility, Schmidt maintained his robotic veneer in discussing a touchy moment in Swiss history. Stuart Eizenstat was a Cabinet member in President Bill Clinton’s White House who had written the definitive narrative of the Swiss bankers’ role in financing the Nazi regime in World War II.

Eizenstat’s report was backed by cold, hard facts—which Switzerland’s banks didn’t appreciate one bit. They preferred to stay in the shadows.

Again, Abigail was struck by how much effort Schmidt was putting into minimizing the importance of the account numbers his own CFO, Hanspeter Roos, had sent her. She hadn’t uttered a single word about them. Extraordinary.

Abigail magicked up a safe response and put on Serious Corporate Face.

“I’m not sure what you’re referring to, but I am very eager to finish this project and help ensure the merger goes smoothly. I know my colleagues at Grubman Stokes are excited to get to know all of you here at Schwarz Löwen Bank.”

I’m very eager to get the hell out of here.

“Please,” Schmidt said impatiently, leaning forward, his stance aggressive. “You are being disingenuous. We know your background, and we know why these numbers interest you.”

Abigail felt a chill run down her spine.

She prayed he was bluffing. Because if these powerful bankers really did know about her past, she was in more trouble than she’d thought.
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“The numbers do not interest me,” Abigail shot back to the CEO. This was dragging on and she needed to nip it in the bud. “Your office emailed a bunch of account numbers to me. I assure you I don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s the big deal?”

She was suddenly conscious of her casual attire and fastened another button on her cardigan, realizing Schmidt’s summoning her straight from the airport, unshowered and in wrinkled jeans, was part of a strategy to throw her off her game.

Schmidt opened the folder in front of him. “Abigail Prince,” he read. “Thirty-three years of age. Never married. Graduated from Brown University with a BA in international relations, without honors.”

She said, “I don’t remember putting my marital status on my resume.”

“There are a lot of interesting things about you that aren’t on your resume,” he informed her. “For example, your time at Oxford.”

Abigail wasn’t going to let him see she was thrown by his knowledge of a chapter in her life she’d rather forget.

“No point putting your failures on the document that’s supposed to sell you.”

“Indeed,” he replied.

She shook her head, not knowing what else to say or where he was going with his game of This is Your Life. She didn’t understand how he knew about Oxford, but she wasn’t going to engage with him about her decision to drop out of the PhD program five years ago.

“Back to Oxford,” Schmidt demanded. “Enlighten me. From what I hear, you were a shining star. Thesis well underway, recruiters’ darling. Master of several languages, uncoverer of historical injustices. The CIA was wooing you, and even the White House expressed an interest, no? And one day, poof. You leave school with nothing to show for it.”

He looked up and stared into her eyes, his own cold and unreadable. “Why,” he said slowly, “did you quit?”

“I couldn’t stand English food. It really is as bad as they say. You ever try a saveloy? It’s like gnawing on the middle finger of an entombed mummy.”

He leaned slightly forward in his chair and said with a touch of menace, “I read your paper.”

With that, his intimidation tactics hit their mark. Abigail’s sense of alarm ticked up. That paper was not on the internet, had never been published, never made it to a final draft, and had been seen by a total of about three people, including herself.

“I’m not sure what paper you mean, and I’m not sure what any of this has to do with my job,” she said, focusing her not-so-scary eyes on his, trying to appear fearless. “Can we cut to the chase, please? Let’s get Alfred in here. Let’s clear this up right now.”

“Mr. Färber is no longer with the company,” Pierre said, speaking for the first time, his voice startlingly soft.

Abigail let out a nervous laugh. “You guys don’t waste any time.”

“He, too, was wondering about the numbers,” Schmidt said, and despite her growing unease, Abigail thought he didn’t know her at all if he thought some dead-eyed Swiss banker was going to scare her with vague bankery threats.

“It’s not the numbers that made me wonder,” she sighed. “What made me wonder is why the CEO of one of the world’s biggest banks, who wouldn’t deign to return my boss’s boss’s calls, found time for a one-on-one chat with a lowly associate.”

Schmidt took that in. He sat back and shot a look to Pierre, who chipped in by raising one eyebrow.

Schmidt turned those eyes back on Abigail. “Yes, let’s cut to the chase,” he said, rolling the American idiom around on his tongue. “And in that spirit, I will now tell you what’s going to happen.”
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Schmidt has been looking pointedly at her handbag, which was leaning against the far wall of the office along with her luggage. “Give me the papers,” he demanded.

“What pap— ”

“Miss Prince.”

Abigail shrugged, stalling. She was trying to decide if she had the guts to try to make it out of the building with the printout of the accounts she’d stuffed into her purse.

Then again, if she buckled and handed him the folded papers that currently lined the bottom of her handbag, and which may or may not have lipgloss leaking on them, she might make it out unscathed. Especially if she could work up some tears and a dose of believable groveling.

“Do you ski, Miss Prince?” Schmidt asked abruptly, managing a cold smile. She knew then she’d stalled too long.

“No, but I do enjoy a good game of Parcheesi.”

Another small smile, acknowledging her sense of humor. Suddenly the charm was on, and she saw a glimpse of what must have helped propel him to master of the banking universe. She should have known he couldn’t possibly be such an insufferable douchebag all the time and make it to his position. She was growing more wary of him by the minute.

Schmidt said to Pierre, “Will you please outline the upcoming week for the young lady?”

He turned back to Abigail. “From what I understand you’re a whiz on the piste, and I think you’ll like what we have to offer. I’m afraid I must excuse myself. I’ve another meeting.”

He rose and met Abigail’s eyes one more time. “Thank you for coming all this way,” he said. “I hope you find our proposal amenable.”

And with that, the CEO left, obviously having made a decision about Abigail that she was not privy to, which made her very uneasy.

Pierre skipped the small talk and got to the point, alternately looking at her and down at a piece of paper in front of him.

“Given the unfortunate loss of your partner, Alfred, we’d like to send you to the firm’s chateau in Zermatt, where you will be provided with unlimited ski passes, access to the company helicopter, a chef and a maid,” he said in a monotone. “We would like to compensate you for your time and understanding on this matter. Zermatt is a resort in the—”

“I know Zermatt,” she said. “So will I be taking this delightful five-star vacation on my own?”

He looked up from his folder.

“Uh, we hadn’t thought about it. I suppose we assumed you would. You’re here in Zurich on your own, of course?”

“Yes. But a week on the slopes by myself seems extravagant and, frankly, a bit lonely.”

She was trying to get him to veer off script, to offer any hint as to what was actually going on. It was all so bizarre—the hostile confrontation followed by zero information followed by the charm offensive and free stuff. And no one had fired her.

This did not compute, and with bankers everything was supposed to add up, so she knew she had to find the missing piece of this equation. Or, if she was smart, she’d skip the investigating and get the hell out of Switzerland.

“So. Our driver will meet you in reception and take you straight to the resort,” Pierre went on. “He has instructions to take you shopping and purchase any ski gear you might need for the week.”

“That’s very generous,” Abigail said. “Will I be provided with spending money?”

He ignored that. “Schwarz Löwen Bank hopes you enjoy yourself.”

He rose, and she followed suit, keeping a firm grip on her handbag and the small roller case she’d brought from New York.

Wirt did not offer his hand, nor did he hold the door for her when he moved to the exit ahead of her.

“Please follow me to reception,” he said without looking back.

Don’t go. You ignored your instincts in New York. Don’t do it again.

She took a step to follow him. He rounded the corner ahead, and she moved to catch up.

And then a strong hand came out of nowhere and grabbed her arm from behind. She whipped around to see a tall, broad, dark-haired man in a tailored suit. The designer duds screamed standard Swiss banker. The man inside it did not.

He whispered, “There’s a fire escape ahead on your right. Take it.”

“Excuse me?” Abigail turned back and saw Pierre was several paces ahead of her.

The man took her arm again, then reached for the handle of her suitcase. “I’ll take that. Come with me. Now.”
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Abigail wrenched her arm way. “Get your hands off me.”

The man let go. “I’m sorry, but there’s no time to be polite. I’ll apologize profusely after I’ve saved both our lives.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“You know the secret way out of here? You got a key card for the exit? It’s now or never.”

Abigail glared at him, but he was already stalking away with her suitcase, and she followed. He used a key card to open a door and she stayed at his heels as he flew down ten flights of stairs. When they reached the underground parking garage, the man approached a red Alfa Romeo Spider. If he thought she was going to be smuggled out in its miniscule trunk, he was out of his mind.

He opened the drivers’ side door. “Get in.”

“I can see you’re going for subtlety,” she observed. “If only there was a more conspicuous car you could kidnap me in.”

She wondered how he could even fit in it. He looked like The Rock after he’d stopped working out for a few months, but he was taller, and had more hair. She could see his back muscles through his shirt and jacket when he popped open the trunk and tossed her suitcase in.

She hesitated. He said flatly, “You have about one more second to make your decision.” He stood at the driver’s side door. “They’ll already have an alert out for you, but it might not be too late for me to get out without suspicion. It’s your choice, but I am telling you that you do not want to go to Zermatt.”

His accent was an amalgam of German, American, and British from what she could tell. Back at Brown they used to call that particular dialect Fucked-Up International School Accent. She’d bet money this guy grew up in Singapore or Dubai or maybe France, attending one of the elite international schools favored by rich expatriates.

Her choice was to go with this guy who may or may not be a sociopath, or get caught up by people she already knew were sociopaths, the bankers working for the institution that stole from customers who died in the Holocaust.

Abigail jumped in the two-seater. She grabbed the seatbelt.

“No,” the man barked. “Get down in the footwell.”

She slid down and curled up the best she could. He laid his coat over her. He started the car, and over the hum of the engine, Abigail heard male voices that were beginning to escalate into full-blown yelling.

“That doesn’t sound good,” she said.

The man hit the gas and the car screeched out of the parking space. They flew through the garage. Abigail peeked out from under the coat. She could see the top of the driver’s side window, and she noted they were approaching a small booth with two security guards flanking it.

They were so close. We might actually make it, Abigail thought.

But the man slammed on the brakes and the car came to a screeching to a halt. Red lights were flashing and a shrill alarm blared.

Her supposed savior said through gritted teeth, “There’s one other exit, but that’s even more heavily guarded. We’re going to have to ditch the car and make a run for it.”

He threw the car in reverse, speeding back toward the entrance to the bank.

The alarms and shouting guards collided into a cacophony. “We’ll have no chance on foot,” Abigail said, her voice muffled by the coat. “We have to try the other exit.”

“It’s not an option,” the man insisted, his voice tense. “It’s a VIP entrance for top execs. It’s the next level up and they patrol it like Fort Knox. We’d have to pass two checkpoints to get out—safeguards for removing gold from the vaults, stuff like that.”

“Perfect,” Abigail said. “Go!”

“No way.” He stopped the car and unlocked his door, ready to jump out.

“Listen.” Abigail shook her head and stayed put. “They won’t be expecting us at the executive exit. Your way involves trying to outrun a posse of armed guards on foot. I’d rather go down fighting then let them grab me as I stroll voluntarily back into their bank. There’s every chance they didn’t think to add reinforcements to the VIP exit.”

He made a quick decision. “Fine,” he said, clearly unconvinced, but throwing the car into gear. “We’ll do it your way. But if it goes bad…”

“I know, I know,” she said.

The man guided the car up to the first level, tires squealing against the smooth surface of the garage floor.

Abigail peeked out from under the coat and saw the exit up ahead. She’d guessed correctly: There were only two guards at the checkpoint.

She and her new friend exchanged glances. “Cross your fingers,” she said, scrunching down deeper into the footwell.

She heard a guard approach as they drove up, and Stefan fished in his pocket for his company ID.

“Word of the day, please,” the guard said in Swiss German.

“Entschuldigung?” Abigail always thought the word for sorry, or excuse me, sounded like a weird European game show. Her new friend stalled, head down, still pretending to look for his pass.

“Bitte,” the guard repeated the request.

Abigail stage-whispered one word to her companion, praying the guard couldn’t hear: “Schadenfruede.”

“What?” The guy was pulling a ventriloquist act.

“Trust me,” Abigail hissed.

“Schadenfruede,” he said to the guard.

The next moments were an eternity of silence. Abigail heard nothing, and then her new friend kicked the car into gear and floored it. Daylight poured into the car.

Abigail let out a long breath. Thank you, Alfred. She’d thought about it out on the plane last night. As she’d tried to sleep, the gravity of her situation hit her like a hunk of gold bullion. She was wrapped up in a decades-old mess, a crime against humanity in fact, whether she liked it or not.

Alfred had been trying to warn her. To help her. Ever since that call, Abigail had been looking for the moment she was meant to put schadenfreude into play.

The Spider tore down the street, and when Abigail looked back, she saw the guards scrambling and shouting.

Her companion turned to her with narrowed eyes. “How’d you do that?”

“We’ll get to that later,” she said. “Right now, you need to tell me who you are, and where you think you’re taking me.”
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The man drove past the east side of the Paradeplatz, the epicenter of the financial district, then down the Bahnhofstrasse toward Lake Zurich.

Abigail said, “So, you know about Zermatt. What else do you know? Do you work with Alfred Färber?”

The man nodded. Abigail took a better look at him. Not a bad profile: strong jaw, impeccable grooming, and close-cropped dark hair she imagined would be lush without its required conservative-banker cut. The gearshift looked tiny in his hand, and he was stuffed in the driver’s seat. She guessed his age to be anywhere from thirty-three to forty-ish.

“You haven’t told me your name,” she pushed. Was he a banker or a guard, a mercenary, a trap?

“Stefan.”

“Okay, Stefan. I understand you don’t want to chat while you’re doing your escape thing, but the minute we start driving down dark alleys or I pick up an ax-murderer vibe, I’m opening this door and doing the jump and roll.”

She flicked the door handle to make her point.

Stefan smiled slightly. “I’m sorry I grabbed you. But it couldn’t be helped. You

need to understand how much danger you’re in.”

“Yeah, well, I think I’ve got it now,” Abigail said.

The truth was, until the garage drama she hadn’t really believed the numbers in her handbag reflected anything more than a clerical error, even in the face of Schmidt’s game of stick-and-carrot. She’d still lingered in denial until they’d broken out of that garage.

Stefan maneuvered the car down a cobblestone street, then stopped at a traffic light. “Tell me right now where we’re going,” Abigail said as the car idled, perhaps her last chance for a dash to freedom.

He held out his hand. “Unlock your phone and give it to me.”

“Whoa—”

“Hurry.”

She handed it to him, and he fiddled with her settings and swiftly removed the battery. “I disabled your digital SIM card. Keep the battery separate and don’t turn your phone on until we figure this out.”

The light went from red to yellow, and he put the car in first gear.

“To answer your question, we’re going to Austria,” he said. Abigail could see the entrance to the motorway ahead. “Four hours to Salzburg.”

It was now or never if she wanted to get away from this stranger. Her brain told her she was being an idiot for trusting him, but her gut told her this was her best option, so she sat silently, waiting for him to explain himself.
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A few minutes later, they were whizzing down the motorway, at which point Stefan announced, “Alfred’s dead.”

Abigail felt her stomach lurch. “What? No! I got a call from him last night! I—I…it can’t be.”

Stefan’s expression was grim. “I believe he was killed because of that call. He was found dead early this morning. They’re calling it suicide by carbon monoxide.”

Abigail leaned her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes. Poor Alfred. He’d always been nice to her, and she’d been looking forward to meeting him on this trip. His wife Marie…his children. What was happening?

Abigail was sad, but her primary emotion was anger. The history of these unique bank accounts was rooted in evil, and that evil had lingered into this century and ended the life of a good man who wanted nothing more than a stable job and a happy family.

Abigail felt like she was caught up in a nightmare that would never end, no matter how hard she tried to outrun it.

Except this time, it wasn’t so easy to run away.

“You don’t believe it was suicide,” she said quietly.

Stefan shook his head. “Alfred was found in an abandoned garage in his car on the outskirts of the city. He was battered and bruised, and his hands were mangled into hamburger. It’s preposterous to say it was suicide. No, Alfred was murdered.” Stefan pounded the wheel with his fist. “They didn’t have to do that. He wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”

Abigail was silent, watching the landscape go by, knowing they were next in line for “suicide” or perhaps a delightful “overdose” if they didn’t figure out what to do soon. For starters, she needed clarity on who “they” were.

She inquired, “If that’s true, then why didn’t they get me? I got the email. I answered the phone call. Why did they let me leave the building in New York?”

Stefan turned to look at her. “Because they knew you were coming to them. Much easier that way. Lots of people have accidents in Switzerland. It’s a beautiful country, but it’s rife with pitfalls.”

Abigail processed that, wondering if she really had just escaped with her life. Deep down, she’d thought the worst they could do was smear her reputation or even frame her for financial misdeeds within the bank. It was hard to imagine an evil cabal of bankers planning murders from their fifteenth-floor offices in central Zurich.

Then again, what the men running those banks in the last century did to people after World War II was pure evil. She’d have to start thinking like them.

Stefan said, “I assume you have the papers with you?”

Abigail narrowed her eyes. Alarm bells were going off now; he wanted the accounts everyone was after. Conspiracy theories flitted through her mind. Had the Swiss bankers pulled the old reversal on her? Had they predicted she’d resist and sent this man as a failsafe to lull her into compliance?

She wasn’t naïve, but she had to wonder if she’d made an error in judgment in the few seconds she had to decide which way to go down that hallway.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Stefan said. “Of course I know about the accounts. And about your time at Oxford.”

Abigail was trying to decipher his expression, checking for cues and tells and tics that might indicate he was a lying dirtbag.

“Congratulations. Your turn. Who are you, and how do you know who I am? Are you in banking or are you one of them? No more stalling.”

“Okay.” Deep breath. “I work at Schwarz Löwen Bank. Alfred used to talk about you a lot. I think you baffled him on a daily basis. Having met you, I can’t imagine why…”

“Funny. I guessed you’re not Swiss, and now I know I’m right.”

He reached over to turn on the radio. His cufflinks were engraved with the red, white and blue Union Jack flag, and the hairs on his arm curled over his wristwatch, a hefty Tag Heur.

He found a traffic channel, and a scratchy barrage of guttural Swiss German—which, contrary to popular belief, was not the same as the high German you learn in American schools—spewed out, making Abigail’s teeth hurt. She turned it off.

“Talk,” she demanded.

He almost smiled. “Now I know what Alfred was talking about. I’m a fund manager at SLB. I manage the portfolios of our wealthiest private clients. Alfred is…was…one of the global analytics guys assigned to our team.”

Abigail watched him. His eyes were misting up.

“The second Alfred opened the link the CFO sent to both of you, he tripped an internal alarm and security was all over him. He never had a chance.”

“Eyes on the road, please,” she chided. “I can see why they’re so freaked out. Those numbers gave me goosebumps when I first saw them.”

Stefan nodded, and she got goosebumps again, right up her forearm and along her scalp. Abigail shifted in her seat and tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her ear.

“There’s one thing I don’t get,” she said. “These accounts are supposed to be protected within an inch of their lives. That’s the whole point, right? That’s the whole lore of the numbers. They’re top secret, hidden so well it’s as if they don’t exist. Well, beyond mythological status anyway. So how did the CFO have them hanging around and just ‘accidentally’ email them to a couple of underlings?”

Stefan drew close to an 18-wheeler and passed it, heading into the fast lane at 140 kph. The snow she’d predicted had come, dropping in fat, wet lumps. Stefan turned on the wipers, and Abigail watched the oversized flakes melt as they were whooshed away.

“You mean you don’t know?” He squinted at her again. “There is a deadline coming up. There are certain key people who have been preparing the accounts to be finally, permanently dissolved. They are active, in play. That email was the result of a perfect storm. Roos is a boozehound, and he was drunk, and he sent the wrong files. The only surprising thing is it didn’t happen sooner, with him or some other lazy executive. Statistically, this secret has been kept far longer than it should have been. Based on the number of people who would have been in on this cover-up since the last century, we would have expected it to get out a lot sooner. It was a question of when, not if.”
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