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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eighteen Years ago—Late December

        Canadian Arctic

      

      

      Virgil Landowski took a deep breath and unzipped the tent flap.

      The wind’s voice, previously an annoying hum with the tent closed, instantly rose to a near-deafening shrill as it whooshed across the icy plain. The fluorescent green double nylon walls slapped back and forth so violently that he worried the aluminum frame might give way. The top panel, undulating now like a wave on a soft sea, brushed rhythmically against his head as he stood tall while the guide shifted the pack higher on his back.

      Virgil cinched the front shoulder straps. “Thanks, that’s better.”

      “Storm’s coming, Professor.”

      Virgil glanced out the tent opening. “No shit.”

      The guide cracked a half-smile. “I meant it’s coming faster.”

      “I’ll beat it.” Virgil knew he sounded more confident than he felt. Through the flap he observed the ceiling of heavy black clouds hovering menacingly above the sun’s crown as it dipped below the sharply sliced peaks of snow-covered mountains in the distance. This time of year, at these latitudes, the sun was normally a fondly remembered stranger. Normally. There was nothing normal about this expedition. But he’d known his mission was scientifically impossible before he’d embarked, yet here he stood. Crazy? Probably.

      “Sure you don’t want to wait?” the guide asked.

      Weird. The man’s words seemed flat, rote. Almost like he was supposed to ask that question. Likely nothing.

      “Professor?”

      Of course he wanted to wait. He wasn’t an idiot. His chances of surviving alone in the face of an Arctic storm’s brutal wrath were close to zero, and he continued to ask himself, Am I doing the right thing? Is it worth risking a future where my son will have to grow up without a father?

      He sighed, then turned and held the guide’s gaze. “We both know if I’m not there at the exact time, this whole insane expedition will have been a waste. Waiting’s not an option. Either I go, or we head back. So, my question to you is, are you sure I should go?”

      The guide reached to his throat to rub a star-etched medallion hanging from an Inuit whalebone necklace. His face softened. “Yes, professor, I’m very sure.”

      Virgil didn’t move for a long second. Nicky’s only eleven years old, and I’m abandon⁠—

      The guide interrupted his thoughts. “But if you’re going to go, you need to go now.”

      Virgil took a deep breath, reluctantly nodded, then fished a small tape recorder from his duffel. He’d thought about using the record function on his phone but felt more confident in the recorder’s battery life given the extreme conditions. After tightening his hood, he velcroed the LED headlamp around his head and slipped on snow goggles. The wind had been stiff when they’d arrived, but nothing like this. The guide helped him pull the heavy wolfskin mitts over his Merino wool gloves and patted him on the shoulder like a jump-master signaling a parachutist that it’s time to dive through that open airplane door ten thousand feet above the earth.

      Geronimo! He stepped out onto the ice field into the teeth of an angry wind⁠—

      Good God! The wind knocked him back, and he had to catch himself before crashing into the tent.

      He focused on the field ahead of him. The diffuse orange light from the setting sun filtered through the tiny specks of wind-swirled snow creating a gossamer curtain that, while beautiful, hindered his view. Setting sun? Again, impossible. Another deep breath, a check of his GPS watch, and he headed north. The GPS operated well north of the Arctic Circle, except in some places its accuracy was closer to yards than inches. For his purposes, yards would work fine.

      He continued to hesitate. By any normal measure, proceeding farther was insane, and the relative safety of the tent pulled at him from behind like a magnet. A well-educated man, he’d nevertheless allowed himself to fall under the spell of the guide and his bizarre story. Peace and love throughout the world. Sounded like his parents, caricatures of California hippies complete with the hair down to their butts, the beads, and the VW bus. Insanity. In all likelihood he was hiking to a certain death. He clicked on the recorder.

      “Nicky, I don’t know exactly what’s going to happen. Or, if anything’s going to happen. But if there’s even the tiniest chance I’m right, don’t I have an obligation…?” He realized he was pleading his case to a jury made up only of himself. He took a deep breath. “If I don’t return, please forgive me. Know that I love you more than anything in the world. And...” He paused and smiled to himself. “. . . more than anything in any world. And everything I do is for you.” He turned the recorder off.

      He stepped forward and felt the tent’s tug strengthen. He stopped and turned. The guide, a young Inuit man in his mid-twenties, stood tall outside the tent. He was lightly dressed and seemed curiously oblivious to the biting wind. Virgil shook his head. Youth. Got you by what? Twenty-five years? Let’s see how many layers of clothing you bundle into when you get to be my age, kid.

      The guide waved once, then re-entered the tent.

      Virgil’s eyes fell on the two snowmobiles parked next to the tent. It would be so much easier and faster to reach his destination using the machine, but the guide had been adamant—he was required to walk. Required? By whom? By what? The guide had elected not to answer.

      In the end, he had to trust his initial instinct. His gut had never let him down before, and now his gut said to follow the guide, to believe the guide. Not blindly, of course. Trust based on evidence. And there had been evidence. Insane evidence.

      Skæbnen.

      He set out again for the mountains, each step forward loosening the pull of the tent and its relative safety. Loosening the pull of logic and rational thought.

      This time, he didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      The headwind now peppered Virgil with tiny ice pellets lightly pinging off his goggle lens. His climb up into the icy foothill slopes slowed. He’d chosen to forego ice cleats and wear heavy-duty rubber-soled Baffin boots rated to minus148 degrees for frostbite protection. His feet felt warm, but there was a trade-off: the bulky boots made maneuvering across the icy terrain much more of a challenge. He’d experimented with cleats that could be attached over the boots, but found the fit imperfect, and he’d actually felt more unstable.

      His headlamp cast a weakening light upon a jagged shadow bisecting his path up ahead. Shadow? For there to be a shadow something to cast that shadow would be required. He glanced left and right. Nothing. He approached carefully and... Shit! His boot slipped across the shadow line and suddenly dropped.

      An ice crevasse!

      His feet instantly slid into the crevasse, then his belly and chest slid over the edge. He felt like invisible hands had grasped his ankles and jerked his body down. He dug his fingers into the ice, but the downward pull was too powerful. —Oh, my God—In a final attempt to slow his fall, he yanked the small axe from his belt and buried it deep into the surface ice. For a moment his slide slowed. Using every ounce of strength he could muster, he pulled on the axe handle in an attempt to leverage his body up to the surface. No luck, the weight was too much, and his feet slipped back to dangling below him.

      The falling ice now greased the axe handle, and he needed to squeeze with what little strength remained to keep from losing his grip. He knew he couldn’t hold on much longer.

      Oh, Nicky, what have I done?

      The heavy, swirling wind shifted his body a bit, left and right, giving him an idea. Not a great idea but what the hell? He accelerated the pendulum motion, using the axe as his fulcrum. He swung his body faster and faster, higher, high...Yes!  He slipped his left knee over the edge and pressed it deep into the surface as hard as he could. His weight shifted. But the maneuvering back and forth had loosened the axe’s hold. One last try. He jerked his body hard just as the axe popped out of the ice leaving him teetering for a moment on the edge.

      He screamed into the howling wind. “Nickyyy!” and wrenched his hips, then his back, onto the surface.

      Safe.

      For the moment.

      The temptation to remain lying there was overwhelming. His breath came so hard and fast that he firmly believed his heart would split open at any moment. No, I’ve come this far. Not gonna turn back now. He sucked in two long breaths, rolled over, and staggered to his feet.

      He pulled out the recorder and spoke in spurts interrupted by the need to catch his breath. “Twenty-two forty-nine GMT. Almost swallowed up by an ice crevasse. Storm’s getting worse, going to slow me down. At this rate I’m over an hour away from reaching it. The temptation to turn back overpowers me...” He closed his eyes and gathered his nerve. So much depended on him succeeding. Couldn’t quit now. He shouted into the recorder as if trying to convince himself he had not set out on a foolhardy suicide mission. “But I am right, and I shall persevere!”
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        * * *

      

      Seventy minutes later, his lungs about to burst, Virgil clawed his way to the top of a rocky ridge and found himself standing on the edge of a clearing. The impossible sun had long since disappeared. No moon or stars; the sky hovered tight overhead like a suffocating black blanket. He glanced again at his watch. Deadline approaching fast. He needed to reach the center of the clearing quickly.

      He set out, expecting the level terrain to ease his journey. Almost immediately he sank thigh-deep into the powdery snow. He struggled to move. Before departing from Nevada he’d considered bringing snowshoes, but his boots had been too bulky to fit into the bindings. Again, the trade-off had been warmth over nimbleness, and he’d chosen warmth. In retrospect, given that his lack of cleats had almost cost him his life and now without snowshoes the whole purpose of his mission could dissolve because he would be delayed crossing the clearing, a big mistake.

      He’d had some experience traveling across rugged terrain in Siberia for the company, but that had been a well-provisioned expedition. Here, he’d had to depart quickly with no time for planning or training in order to reach his destination on the precise date and at the exact time. And, according to the rules, he had to complete his journey alone. Rules? Set by whom? The guide who’d somehow convinced me he was much more than a guide? Too late for second thoughts. Too late to turn back. Either the guide’s fantastic story was true, or in a matter of minutes Professor Virgil Landowski, who was supposed to be one of the smartest geologists in the world, was going to die a complete fool.

      He felt the snow harden. If he didn’t move he’d be locked inside an icy tomb. So close now, he couldn’t give up. Drawing on a last reserve of energy he didn’t know he possessed, he bent over and plowed ahead, wading through what now felt like thigh-high wet cement.

      He finally stumbled to the center of the plain and stopped, gasping, his lungs screaming for oxygen. 23:59—I made it! He slowly turned full circle.

      Nothing.

      The GPS coordinates were spot on. The timing was perfect...

      Where is it?

      Like a blindfold had been removed, his stupidity, his foolishness, his bull-headed pride were revealed to him. All that time, all that energy, wasted. His crowning achievement, the gift he’d wanted desperately for his son—for the world—was all a cruel hoax. The weight of disappointment crushed his body. His shoulders sagged. He staggered and swayed like a drunk trying to remain upright, fighting the wind’s attempt to tumble him into a white grave.

      How could I have believed him? I was such a⁠—

      The wind stopped.

      Completely.

      Like someone had flicked a switch.

      He gazed up to see stars now sparkling through the black like millions of pinpricks. The Aurora Borealis appeared and draped the entire sky with a curtain of brilliant cherry-red light.

      A deep noise. The wind? No, something different. A moment later the sound increased to a guttural rumble. The ground vibrated, then trembled. Then shook violently. The rumble increased to a deep roar.

      At the far end of the clearing the earth cracked open, and the jagged gouge rushed toward him through the deep snow as if some unseen hand pulled open an invisible crooked zipper. He turned to run, but more cracks in the field targeted him from all directions.

      He attempted to zig-zag through the thick snow with little success, hoping to dodge the fissures, and bounced hard against huge chunks of ice ten feet high now suddenly shooting up from the surface all around him. The rising slabs moved, encircling him, closing in like converging soldiers. He tried to break through the tightening circle, but the slabs ricocheted his body back and forth like a pinball. Tighter and tighter. Herding him to a single spot.

      He fought to keep his balance, but the violent shaking knocked him to his knees.

      Before he could climb to his feet a giant crevasse split open beneath him, widening like hungry jaws. He dropped instantly⁠—

      “AAHHHH!”

      Then, silence.

      The earth had swallowed him whole.

      The shaking stopped. The red glow faded. The storm returned. The wind swept away his footprints.

      It was as if Virgil Landowski had never been there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT DAY

        Late November

        Northeast Nevada

      

      

      Nick Landowski switched his phone to speaker and laid it on the passenger seat, then goosed the gas pedal with his foot, propelling the old pickup down the narrow dirt road leading to the mine.

      Years ago, the Ford F-150 had been red, but age and daily exposure to the mining site had permanently changed the color to a dull pinkish brown. The truck plowed ahead like a speedboat on choppy seas, spraying a thick blanket of dust back onto the windshield.

      He raised his voice. “Why’s he coming today?”

      He turned on the wipers; they swept once then stopped, creating a huge brown smudge across the glass.

      Shit.

      He grabbed a dirty rag from the threadbare bench seat, rolled down the window, reached his arm outside, and did his best to clean the windshield while maintaining one hand on the wheel. The smell of diesel fuel filled the air inside the truck cab, and the back-up safety beeps of heavy equipment along with the steady shrieks of steel scraping against rock made hearing Bodie’s response over the phone speaker very difficult.

      “New York didn’t say, but now’s not a good day to be late.”

      With the window down, the outside noise from the mine and the squeaks from the truck’s crappy suspension forced Nick to shout. “Not late yet!”

      Ten minutes later he skidded to a stop at the security gate next to the familiar red and blue sign: FMI- Faber Mining International, Inc. – Site 12 – Ruby Range, NV. At the bottom of the sign someone had hung a droopy Christmas wreath. And December hadn’t even arrived yet. Now, covered in dust, the wreath looked more like a wrinkled doughnut.

      A heavily armed, stone-faced security guard wearing full tactical dress stepped out of the guard hut.

      “Morning,” Nick said, trying not to appear rushed.

      The guard spoke with a slight Eastern European accent. “ID.”

      No “good morning,” no pleasant chitchat. “What happened to Marty? Who are you?”

      “Part of Mr. Faber’s security detail.”

      “Must be hot in all that gear.” The guard didn’t respond. Nick shrugged and handed over his ID. “I’m one of the foremen.” The guard studied the face on the ID, then glanced at Nick, comparing. Nick flashed him an exaggerated smile. The guard frowned, returned the ID, and stepped back, taking in the truck.

      “How old is this piece of shit?”

      “Over thirty years.”

      Maybe you should ask for a raise and buy a new one.”

      “I’ll be sure to convey your recommendation to Mr. Faber.”

      The guard scowled and waved him through the gate.

      He could afford a new truck. Well, maybe not new new; definitely a good used one. The truck had been his dad’s and Nick remembered back when it was still red. The truck represented one of the few remaining connections with his father, and for reasons he couldn’t really explain, he’d kept it going all these years. Probably qualified for antique status now. Maybe it was time to send it to the junkyard. Maybe it had been time to send it to the junkyard years ago.

      He rolled his window back up and drove through the pale cloud of dust that seemed to constantly hover over the two-level site. The small gold mine consisted of a pre-fab admin building, a few double-wides, a pre-fab slurry building, settling tanks, and heavy equipment, all on the upper level. In front of the admin building a dude in a blue uniform that miraculously appeared immune from the dust carefully polished the side-panels of a shiny black Bentley SUV. It had to be Mr. Faber’s ride.

      Miners hurried past Nick in all directions tending to their tasks. The state roasted under record heat more typical of August than November, and sweat plastered grimy shirts to their bodies. He’d need to make sure they all were drinking enough fluids.

      Of course, the real work took place on the lower level. Site 12 was very small, a satellite underground gold mine. Nothing like Faber’s main open pit mine a hundred miles west in Lander County. That mine measured a mile wide, almost two miles long and 140 stories deep. By contrast, the Site 12 mine had been around for over twenty years, barely excavating enough gold to pay operational costs. It was rumored that Faber intended to close it down.

      Nick surveyed the site with a practiced eye, and except for the rock crusher conveyor, all seemed to be working smoothly. He stopped in front of a group of hardhats working on the monster forty-foot-high machine. Normally, a conveyor belt transported chunks of ore from the single mine entrance twenty feet below on the second level up to the main level, then continued up to where the chunks would drop into the crusher. The equipment was old and seemed to break down every other week. He rolled down his window, and a short Latino wearing a yellow hardhat and fluorescent yellow vest approached.

      Luis was one of the most productive workers on site and a friend. He offered his usual cheerful greeting. “Morning. You see the big boss is here?”

      “Yeah, lucky us.” He nodded toward the crusher. “Making any progress?”

      Luis shook his head. “We thought it might be the fuel mix, but we tested it. The diesel’s good.” He gestured to the exposed gears under the crusher. “Checked the gear tracking, but it’s fine. Now focusing on the electrical panel. May be a bad board. I called to get a new one and they’re shipping it overnight. In the meantime, we’ll try to do a temporary patch, so we can get operational today.”

      “Sounds good. Otherwise, the ore’s gonna stack up again down at the entrance.”

      “Not a good look with the boss on site.”

      “Timing’s everything.”

      “True that.” Luis cracked a half-smile and returned to the crusher.

      Nick parked, grabbed the core sample from the seat, and entered the double-wide to find Bodie Williams glued to his computer screen, chomping hard on his bubble gum. Slightly built with mocha skin, thick dreadlocks and thicker glasses, Bodie had worked at the site for the last few years as an on-site geologist. He’d celebrated his birthday a few days earlier, and a rapidly deflating metallic birthday balloon showing the number thirty in bright red letters remained tied to his desk chair. Without taking his eyes from the screen, he blew a pink bubble. The bubble expanded, and expanded, and expanded some more. Eyes wide, he turned his head toward Nick and slapped his desk repeatedly. He pointed to a shelf across the room.

      Nick knew what he wanted; they’d gone through this exercise before many times. He grabbed the metal tape measure and held it up to the bubble. “Not bad. Thirteen… four… ”

      The bubble burst, splattering Bodie’s mouth and nose with pink slime.

      “How much?” Bodie asked.

      “Fourteen and a half,” Nick replied.

      Bodie scowled. “Shit.”

      “Six to go.” The Guinness record for a no-hands bubble gum bubble was twenty inches in diameter. A month earlier, Bodie had blown a monster fifteen and a quarter inch bubble, but never got beyond that.

      Bodie did his best to scrape the gum off his face then reached out, grabbed a spice shaker, and shook cinnamon into a grungy coffee cup. He glanced at his watch. “You made it.”

      Nick faked nonchalance. “Minutes to spare.”

      “Might be time to consider buying an alarm clock.”

      “My mind clock never fails me. I tell myself when I want to wake up just before I go to sleep, and that’s when my mind clock wakes me. Never fails.”

      “Always a first time.”

      Nick stepped around the long folding table that consumed most of the space in the trailer. Subterranean excavation plans spread across half of the table. He filled his old Vegas Raiders mug at the makeshift coffee station on top of a filing cabinet. “The coffee looks like you scraped it from the slag tank. When was the last time you cleaned the pot?”

      “Cleaning ruins the taste,” Bodie pronounced with the confidence of a snooty research scientist.

      Nick took a sip and grimaced. “So, anybody know why he’s here?”

      Bodie glanced out the window. “Looks like we’re going to find out.”

      Nick checked and saw a man and a woman about to enter.

      Bodie grumbled, “Don’t really have a lot of time now to deal with a pile of corporate bullshit.”

      Nick nodded, then reached over to the single window air conditioner and turned it off.

      The door opened, and the visitors stepped in, closing the door behind them.

      “I’m looking for the foreman,” the male visitor said. Nick stood a shade over six feet, and the man was at least four or five inches shorter. Early forties with his hair plastered to his pre-mature balding head in a comb-over flap, he wore a dark suit with a conservative tie. His voice sounded like a munchkin from the Wizard of Oz, only not as friendly. He carried what looked like rolled up transparent overlay plans under one arm.

      “You’ve found him.” Nick extended his hand. The man glanced down, hesitated for a moment, then allowed his small, soft, sweaty hand to be engulfed by Nick’s. “I’m Lee Macey, Faber’s chief geologist.”

      The young woman stepped forward. “And I’m Anna Duncan, Lee’s assistant.”

      “And Mr. Faber’s niece,” Macey added.

      “We’re accompanying my uncle of a tour of his western properties,” Anna explained.

      Nick guessed Anna to be in her mid-twenties. A red ponytail, a few freckles, and warm green eyes. Wearing jeans, and a white t-shirt, she dressed much more sensibly for a mine site visit on a hot, sticky day than her colleague. Her handshake was dry and firm.

      Bodie offered a hand and a friendly smile to his immediate boss. “We finally meet in person.” Bodie explained to Nick, “Mr. Macey conducts Zoom meetings with on-site geologists from FMI locations all around the world, and this is the first time we’ve met face-to-face.”

      “What’s that pink stuff on your nose?” Macey asked, showing his disgust.

      “Uh, maybe a bit of gum…” Embarrassed, Bodie scratched off the gum. He again offered his hand, but Macey had turned away.

      “Mr. Faber brought us with him from New York to advise on Phase Three,” Macey pronounced as if he were presenting his credentials from a king’s court. “I need to see your plans.” Nick gestured to the plans on the table. Macey snapped his fingers. “Anna, coffee.”

      Nick saw the look of embarrassment on her face, and she didn’t move for a long second. He stepped to the coffee station and dumped the contents of the pot down a small sink. “Coffee’s been sitting for two days. I can make a fresh pot.”

      Macey frowned. “Forget it, no time.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and rapidly dabbed his forehead. “How can it be this hot in November?”

      “Think it’s a record,” Bodie said.

      “Don’t you have air conditioning?”

      Nick kept a straight face. “Broken.” He watched Anna’s eyes move to the air conditioner control panel close to her, then return her gaze to Nick. She suppressed a smile but said nothing.

      Macey rolled his transparent overlay showing geological topography out over the plans resting on the table. One side of the overlay curled up.

      Nick reached for a round, softball-sized geode mounted on a cheap mahogany pedestal and used it to anchor down the curling overlay. His dad had given his eleven-year-old son the geode mounted on the wood pedestal the day before his dad had left on the arctic expedition, the expedition from which he would never return. Nick had been so angry at his father for abandoning him that he’d tossed the geode into the kitchen trash. He hadn’t realized that his aunt had retrieved it until a year later when she gave it to him for Christmas. Now it served as a decent paperweight.

      Anna read from a small brass plaque attached to the mahogany stand. “The secret’s in the rock. Love, Dad.”

      “He was a geologist,” Nick explained. “Always saying stuff like that. How rock formations held secrets to the earth’s existence, and by extension, to man’s existence. When other kids received video games for Christmas, I got rocks. Puzzles and rocks. He loved puzzles almost as much as rocks.”

      She offered a warm smile and nodded. “Know what you mean. For my fifth birthday I wanted a Beanie Baby and got a crystalline geode collection instead. Cried for a week.”

      He chuckled and held her gaze for a long moment. Beautiful eyes.

      “Why don’t we get back to the plans,” Macey said impatiently.

      Bodie traced his fingers across the drawings. “We should be ready to start Phase Three in about a week. We’ve decided to excavate upward to the northwest strata… here⁠—”

      Macey interrupted. “You’re not an idiot are you, Wilson?”

      Bodie responded hesitantly. “It’s, uh, Williams.”

      Macey smirked. “How could I forget so quickly?”

      Nick felt the blood rushing to his head and was about to blast Macey when he caught Bodie’s nearly imperceptible headshake.

      Oblivious, Macey continued. “As anyone can see from my overlay, and as core sampling has proven, the chances of finding gold along that upper northwest quadrant are nil. Instead, I’ll be advising Mr. Faber to excavate south and down fifty feet to the lower strata… here. I don’t need your support for my plan, but there’s a chance Mr. Faber might ask your opinion, and I wanted to make sure you gave the right answer.” Macey attempted a fierce stare to make his point, but after a brief moment his eyes turned red, and they blinked rapidly.

      Anna broke an uncomfortable silence. “Lee, these men do have hands-on experience. Maybe while we’re here we should listen⁠—”

      His head swiveled toward her. “Are you questioning me?”

      Anna stepped back. “No, of course not.”

      Nick forced his voice to soften. “Look, we’re all on the same…”

      “Team? Really?” A sneer accompanied Macey’s interruption. “Let me ask you, Landowski. From which institution of higher learning did you receive your degree?”

      Nick flashed a wide grin. “That would be Elko High School, home of the Fightin’ Pioneers.”

      Macey smirked. “And you’re challenging me?” He held up his right hand. “See that twenty-four carat gold ring? Yale. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”

      Nick nodded. “Impressive. But I’m sorry, sir. I hope you didn’t pay for twenty-four carat gold.”

      “Of course it’s twenty-four carat.”

      Bodie caught Nick’s eye and shook his head. Anna remained frozen.

      Nick battled with himself to keep his damn mouth shut. He lost. “You can tell from the color it’s not even gold, it’s electrum. Over twenty percent silver along with copper, iron, and palladium. I’d be happy to run a nitric acid test to confirm⁠—”

      Macey’s face flushed red, and his whole body trembled. “Who… who do you think you are?”

      Nick, worried the little man might stroke out, interrupted, quickly returning to the subject at hand. “Here, let me show you the reasoning behind our own plans.” He stepped to a tall plastic bin and removed two long cylindrical tubes, each marked with ID numbers. He carefully slid out a core sample from each tube.

      “This sample was taken from the B-7 shaft.” He found a magnifying glass on a shelf and held it over the sample. “I know the lab test was negative but check out the spidering vein design. Looks like crow’s feet. Now compare that to the patterns on C-6.” He held the magnifier over the second sample.

      “Almost identical,” Anna said.

      “Exactly. And C-6 came from the most productive excavation shaft since the mine opened.” He pointed to a spot on the plans marked B-7. “With all due respect, our proposed Phase Three path leads up to these quartz strata where the gold is. Your path leads down to this dense heterogeneous material—you, know, dirt—where the gold, I’m sorry, isn’t.”

      Anna stifled a smile. Macey’s head appeared about to explode. Fortunately, the phone rang.

      Bodie answered, listened, then hung up. “Mr. Faber’s ready for us.”

      Macey yanked his overlay off the table, sending the mounted rock crashing to the floor. The geode broke off from the pedestal.

      Nick’s first reaction was dismay. His second reaction was surprise at his first reaction. A cheap rock glued to a cheaper wooden mounting. What’s the big deal?

      Macey glanced back and didn’t try to hide a tiny smirk. “Oops.”

      Anna picked up the geode and was about to hand it to Nick when she paused. “Did you know there’s a seam in the shell? Almost invisible.”

      “Just a crack. Always been there.”

      Anna held the geode to her ear. “I can’t be sure, but it sounds like there might be something inside.” She handed the rock to Nick.

      For the first time, Nick noticed a ring displaying a huge diamond on her left hand. She’s engaged

      “Shake it,” She urged.

      He shook the geode. Was that a rattle? Couldn’t tell. “Don’t really hear anything.”

      “We need to go,” Macey said.

      Nick dropped the geode into the bulky pocket of his yellow construction vest.

      Almost instantly, the birthmark on his shoulder began to itch like it did from time-to-time, and he reached back to scratch it. He hesitated. Why now? Because I’m afraid the red light might reappear? Ridiculous.

      He recalled the first time it had happened, he’d been hiking along the Ruby Crest trail through the Humboldt National Forest when he’d felt the itch and scratched it. Suddenly a red light flashed before his eyes causing him to stop for a second—just as a timber rattler slithered across his path. If he hadn’t stopped, he likely would’ve stepped on the snake. When he’d told his aunt what happened she dragged him off to the doctor who assured him the flashes were nothing serious and occurred when the gel inside the eye rubs or pulls on the retina. There’d been no red light flashes since the snake incident, and the doctor had offered a reasonable explanation. So, why am I hesitating to scratch it now?

      Macey, speaking with false sincerity, interrupted his thoughts. “So sorry about the family memento.” He pulled a five-dollar bill from his pocket, crumpled it up, and tossed it on the table. “Keep the change.”

      The damn itch became worse.

      Macey opened the door to leave with Anna. “If you’re asked, I’ll expect a full endorsement of my plans, Landowski.”

      Nick sighed. He didn’t know if he could… Shit! The damn itch! He couldn’t take it anymore and scratched the birthmark.

      The red light flashed before his eyes.

      Macey tripped on the threshold, fell through the door, and did a face-plant into the dirt.
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      Stunned, Nick couldn’t move. The itch. The scratch. The light. Macey’s faceplant. A connection? Of course not. Obviously just a coincidence. If there weren’t coincidences, they wouldn’t need the word.

      He helped Macey to his feet. “You okay?”

      Macey jerked his arm away and spit dirt from his mouth. “I’m fine, I’m fine.” A line of sweat cut though the dust on his cheek creating the appearance of a jagged scar. He brushed himself off and scurried ahead toward the administration building.

      Nick, Anna, and Bodie followed behind at a normal pace.

      Nick needed to block the red light from his mind. Maybe a little small talk.

      “So, Anna, where do you live?”

      “Upper East Side.”

      “Upper east side of what?”

      “New—”

      His grin cut her off. “Yeah, even us clod-kickers out here in fly-over country have heard of New York City.” He noticed how the tips of her ponytail swished lightly back and forth across her shoulders in rhythm with her gait.

      She offered an easy smile. “I’m working on a masters at Columbia in EES. Taking a little time off to intern with my uncle’s company for some real-world experience.”

      “EES?”

      Bodie chimed in. “Earth and Environmental Sciences.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Wilson,” Nick chided. “Or is it Williams?”

      Bodie glanced toward Anna. “Our Chief Geologist doesn’t have the best bedside manner.”

      She cracked a half-smile. “Not going to defend him. But Uncle Lucas does trust Lee.”

      Two miners approached Nick with a clipboard. He reviewed the document quickly, signed it, and the miners moved on.

      “So, you’re a… foreman?”

      He held her gaze and offered a light smile. “What you really want to know is how some dude who never went to college can understand a little bit about geology and help oversee this mining operation.”

      “Oh, no, of course not,” she responded defensively. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      Nick chuckled. “It’s okay. The truth is, I’ve been exposed to the study of the Earth since I was a toddler. Couldn’t afford college, so after graduation I applied to FMI, and since my dad had done some work for them in the past, they gave me an entry-level job down in the mines. Over the last ten or eleven years I’ve worked myself up to foreman thanks to on-the-job-training.”

      She nodded. “Impressive.”

      “Not really. It’s a small operation that’s barely keeping its head above water.”

      They walked past the crusher. Luis and two other hardhats hovered over the electrical box fiddling with wire connections.

      “That thing’s scary,” she said. “What’s it do?”

      Nick assumed the tone of a tour guide. “Ore chunks brought out in rail cars from the main tunnel entrance down there on the lower level ride a conveyor belt up here, then continue up that belt to the top where they’re dropped into the crusher, and the ore’s… ”

      “Crushed,” Anna said.

      “A-plus. The ground up particles fall into that giant tub where they mix with water, and the slurry runs through the pipe over there to the slurry building where, hopefully, gold is extracted. If we can get the crusher working again before you leave, you’ll see it in action. It’s really kind of cool. Sounds like Godzilla.”

      Luis called down from the top of the crusher. “Hey, Nick, can you take a quick look?”

      Nick hesitated. The boss took priority, but⁠—

      “I’ll check it out,” Bodie interrupted. “You go on ahead. Tell them I’ll be there momentarily.” He peeled off before Nick could object.

      “Sorry about your dad’s geode,” Anna said as they continued walking. “Hopefully it can be reattached.” Her tone changed, draining her voice of emotion. “I’m sure it was an accident.”

      He offered a bemused smile. “No, you’re not.”

      She blushed, looked away, and quickly changed the subject. “You mentioned your dad’s a geologist. Is he retired?”

      They caught up to Macey.

      Nick’s face shadowed. “He disappeared eighteen years ago.”

      “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry. Where?”

      “In the Canadian Arctic. He was searching—” Nick hesitated, embarrassed.

      “Searching for diamonds,” Macey interjected. Smirking seemed to be the man’s default expression.

      Anna stopped in her tracks. “Diamonds? In the Arctic?”

      “Over the years, Crazy Virgil has become quite the legend at FMI,” Macey added, ignoring Nick’s glare.

      After an uncomfortable silence, Nick sighed. Explaining why he had no father was an occasional occurrence, one he routinely dealt with by simply saying his dad had been lost in the Arctic on a geological expedition. With the passage of time, the response became rote and didn’t automatically trigger the flood of images in his mind showing possible horrific scenarios that could’ve resulted in his dad’s tragic death—injured and freezing to death, ravaged by a bear, falling into an ice crevice. However, Macey’s comments required more than a rote explanation, one he wasn’t particularly happy to provide. He modulated his voice to a monotone and tried to avoid any showing of embarrassment. “Dad was searching for a cave inside the Arctic Circle that he believed was lined with diamonds.”

      “Red diamonds,” Macey added. “The rarest, most valuable diamonds on earth.” The man almost giggled.

      “I’m very sorry,” Anna said. “So, you were raised by your mother?”

      “Aunt. No mother.”

      “Can’t imagine.”

      “Happened a long time ago,” he said dismissively. Yeah, it happened a long time ago, but truth was, Nick thought about his dad almost every day and could never forgive his father for abandoning him. Well, technically maybe not abandoning—he assumed his dad intended to return. But Virgil had to know trudging off into the Arctic alone in the dead of winter on a crazy quest for diamonds was suicidal and to Nick fell squarely into the abandonment category.

      Lucas Faber met them at the door, shook hands with Nick, and led them into a cramped, cheaply furnished conference room. Nick had only met Faber in person a few times before. An inch or two shorter than Nick, Faber had a broad, muscular body, and his devotion to health and fitness was legendary in the company. Virtually every company newsletter featured a photo of Faber working out in the company gym at the New York headquarters.

      Nick set his hard hat on a table and closed the door behind him. He spotted excavation plans resting on the table.

      “Good to see you again, Nick.”

      “You, too, sir.”

      “What happened to you?” Faber asked Macey.

      “Tripped.”

      Faber found a napkin on a side table containing drinks and handed it to Macey who quickly wiped his face. Faber turned to Anna. “My father hired Nick’s dad as a consultant out of UNLV many years ago. Brilliant geologist who never feared thinking outside the box. When I heard Nick applied for a job, I stepped right up and hired him as a kind of tribute to Virgil. And Nick has yet to disappoint.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Nick said respectfully.

      “Nick was just telling me how his father disappeared while searching for red diamonds,” Anna said. “I’ve never heard of red diamonds.”

      “Not surprising,” Faber said. “Only one in every hundred million diamonds is red.

      If you gathered up all the red diamonds in existence, you’d barely have enough to fill your pockets.”

      “Of course, a cave filled with red diamonds is geologically impossible,” Macey said.

      Anna turned to Nick for an explanation.

      He paused, reluctant to open an old wound. But in truth that wound has remained open for the last eighteen years. He sighed. “Dad believed the cave was real based on his discovery of an ancient Paleo-Eskimo hieroglyph on a dig in Siberia.”

      “Why don’t you share with Anna where she might examine this hieroglyph,” said the king of smirk.

      Nick shot Macey a cold glance. “After Dad said he observed the hieroglyph, a minor cave-in occurred, and the hieroglyph was destroyed. No photos.”

      “Only evidence it ever existed was in Virgil Landowski’s head.” Macey could barely contain himself.

      Faber raised his hand. “Enough. I’m sure this subject is very painful to Nick. Now, Nick, did you have a chance to check out Lee’s proposed Phase Three plans?”

      Nick squirmed. “We didn’t have time to go over them in detail.”

      But?”

      Nick could feel Macey’s icy stare drilling into his back. “But Mr. Macey’s plan could be dangerous, sir.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Macey instantly interjected.

      Nick spoke quickly. “A fissure runs above that southern path which increases the chance of a cave-in. Bodie Williams can give you more information. He’s checking on the crusher and should be here shortly.”

      Faber frowned. “Lee, are you confident your plan is safe?”

      Macey glared at Nick. “Of course.”

      Faber checked his watch, not hiding his impatience. “This site has produced marginal results for years. I can’t keep losing money. If we’re unsuccessful, I’ll have no choice but to shut the site down. I’m sure you don’t want these men to lose their jobs, do you, Nick?”

      Nick wasn’t quite sure how to answer. “Of course not, sir, but⁠—”

      “Sometimes to achieve great things we have to take risks. I’m already late for a meeting on another site, so I’m inclined to go with Lee’s plan. If it doesn’t work, I’ll have no choice but to close the mine.”

      Nick tried with little success to keep the desperation from his voice. “Sir, I’m sure Bodie will be here any minute.”

      “Lee has rank over Mr. Williams, and I trust him. I’m sure you will do whatever it takes to increase protection for our valued employees.”

      Nick couldn’t believe it. Why couldn’t Faber wait a few more minutes to at least hear from Bodie when the lives of his men might be in jeopardy? He didn’t care if he sounded desperate. “Sir, there are no protections against a cave-in.”

      Faber checked his watch and spoke dismissively. “Sorry, Nick. Decision’s made. Now we need to get moving.”

      Nick’s mouth jumped ahead of his brain. “Then I’m also sorry, Mr. Faber. Because I don’t think I can work for—” He was interrupted by the piercing blare of a klaxon.

      Anna’s eyes widened in alarm. “What’s that?”

      Nick grabbed his hard hat and ran out the door.
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      Bodie flopped, twisted, and turned in a panicked attempt to wrench his body free from the huge chunk of ore pinning his shoulder and arm to the crusher’s conveyor belt as it carried him inevitably upward.

      “Nick! Help!”

      Nick barely heard Bodie’s plea over the blaring Klaxon and the screeching noise of rocks being pulverized when dropped from the top of the conveyor into the crusher’s maw, like the sound of a giant tyrannosaurus crunching bones with his teeth.

      The powder from the masticated rock dropped from the top of the crusher into the slurry. Even from his position down below, Nick could see the vessels popping out from Bodie’s forehead like blood worms as he struggled unsuccessfully to pull free while the belt steadily carried him up to the top. In moments he’d be dumped into the crusher with the ore chunks and be reduced to liquid.

      Luis pounded the red emergency stop button on the control panel, but nothing happened. Too high for the men on the ground to reach, one threw Bodie a rope with instructions to tie it around the boulder. Bodie grabbed for the rope and missed. From the far reaches of the site, two men carrying a ladder and a crowbar rushed toward the crusher.

      The machine’s power came from its internal engine. There was no cord to pull or generator to disengage reminding Nick of a car that kept running even when you turned off the ignition. Nick smoldered with anger. Newer versions of the machines featured a number of safety shut-off mechanisms, but Faber had acquired this near antique version to save a few bucks, and now Bodie would end up paying with his life.

      Bodie violently flung his feet back and forth to break away, but to no avail. Steadily, the belt carried him upward toward the top, and his screams melded with the crunching sound from the monster’s teeth.

      Nick saw the ladder and crowbar wouldn’t reach the crusher in time. Without thinking, he climbed up onto the moving belt. While struggling to keep his balance, he crawled up toward Bodie, doing his best to navigate around the heavy ore chunks. He reached his friend just as Bodie approached the top of the belt.

      The huge rock pinning Bodie was far too heavy to lift, but Nick figured if he lowered his shoulder and used his legs, he could shift the rock enough to free him.

      “Hurry!” Bodie pleaded.

      Nick pressed his shoulder against the rock and anchored his feet the best he could on the moving belt. He pushed with every ounce of strength at his disposal, straining to dislodge the rock. It didn’t move.

      “Harder!” Bodie screamed hysterically.

      Nick’s foot slipped, he lost his balance, and tumbled almost twenty feet to the ground, landing hard on his right side. He winced as his dad’s geode in the pocket of his vest jabbed him in the ribs.

      Bodie reached the top of the conveyor, and Nick watched in horror as Bodie’s hardhat fell off his head into the crusher. With a single screech, the powerful blades instantly reduced the plastic hat to a powder that created a thin trail of yellow snaking through the brown liquid in the slurry tank. Bodie’s torso dipped into the crusher’s feeder.

      He struggled to raise his head. “Help… !”

      Lying on his side, trying to catch his breath, Nick had no time to make an assessment of his limbs to determine whether they were still attached and functional.

      Bodie only had seconds left before his body would be liquefied. Nick needed to crawl back on the belt and try again.

      He felt that bothersome itch on his shoulder and hastily scratched it. A momentary flash of red before his eyes. So fast he wasn’t sure it really happened. He attempted to roll to his feet, then yelped in pain as the geode in his pocket pressed hard against his sore ribs. He yanked out the rock and, seeing it was too late to save his friend, he threw the geode at the crusher in angry frustration. “No!”

      The geode appeared flighted to miss the machine completely. Then it cut a sharp right-angle and flew hard into the open gears.

      Screeching metal on metal. Sparks. Smoke.

      The crusher stopped.

      All Nick could see was his friend’s unmoving butt poking up out of the feeder. Had the teeth chewed Bodie in half? He held his breath. After what seemed forever, he saw slight movement. Then a wiggling as Bodie raised his torso, waved and smiled weakly. Someone turned off the klaxon. The workers cheered.

      Nick couldn’t believe it. What the hell happened?

      Bodie shouted down from the top of the conveyor.  “Nice throw! Thanks.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” He called out to Faber who watched from the front of the admin building along with Macey and Anna. “You should give him a medal!” The ladder and crowbar arrived, and two men climbed up to free him.

      Anna rushed to Nick with Faber following close behind.

      “Amazing job, Nick,” Faber said.

      Anna helped Nick slowly rise to his feet. He felt soreness along the whole left side of his body. When she touched his ribs, he grimaced in pain.

      She jerked her hand away. “Sorry.”

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      Faber turned to his niece. “Please call New York and have my secretary arrange for Nick and Bodie to receive all the medical care they need.”

      “I’m fine,” Nick said.

      Bodie climbed down the ladder and walked unsteadily toward Nick, obviously shaken. Without a word he wrapped his friend in a long embrace. “I can’t believe that throw. Forget about geology. You should try out for the Rockies!”

      Anna added, “Bodie’s right. That throw was miraculous.”

      “I wasn’t even aiming for the gears,” Nick said, speaking more to himself than the others. “Just luck, that’s all.”

      She smiled excitedly. “I don’t believe it. You must’ve been the star pitcher on your high school baseball team.”

      “Second team first base, not pitcher. My nickname was Candy Arm.”

      “They put him at first base because all he had to do was stand there,” Bodie said weakly. “Nick sometimes can’t get out of the way of his own feet. And he was cut by the football team because when he ran with the ball, he tripped so often he was credited with his own tackle.”

      Nick grasped Bodie in a playful headlock. “My friend, and I use the term loosely, is exaggerating.” He released Bodie and grinned. “I see you’ve recovered from your near-death experience already.”

      “Sarcasm is my way of coping.” He again embraced Nick and whispered, “Thanks.”

      “I’m afraid we must be going,” Faber announced. “And your friend’s correct, Nick. You do deserve a commendation, as well as a bonus for your heroism. I’m going to ignore your statement about resigning as an ill-considered decision made in haste. FMI would love to have you continue with us. I’m sure it’s what your father would’ve wanted.” He turned and headed for the now shiny black Bentley where Macey waited, not hiding the scowl on his face.

      Anna turned to leave. “Well, I guess I better…”

      “Yeah.”

      She caught up with Faber, and a few moments later the Bentley drove away. Nick thought Anna waved at him, but with the tinted windows he couldn’t be sure.

      He and Bodie made their way toward the exposed crusher gears. “So, at the risk of asking an obvious question, what the hell were you doing on that belt? You’re not a miner.”

      Bodie sighed. “Yeah, stupid, I know. We were trying to find out if a gear-lock might be the problem. I was sitting on the belt, holding onto the chuck of ore, so I could bend over for a better view of the gears. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, it started up. The sudden movement rolled the rock onto my shoulder, and I couldn’t pull free. Luis grabbed my leg and pulled, but I was pinned solid till you saved the day.” He pointed to the center of the gearbox. “There’s what’s left of your geode.”

      Nick reached in and twisted the geode free from the gear teeth. The rock had been almost sheared in half, with the two halves barely held tight together by about an inch of the outer shell.

      “Really sorry, man,” Bodie said. “I know what that geode meant to you.”

      “Just a rock,” Nick murmured without conviction.

      Bodie stooped down and retrieved a small object from the dirty gravel. He held it up for Nick to see. “A mangled key head,” Bodie said.

      “The key blade’s broken off, destroyed by the gears. Must’ve been what was rattling inside the geode.”

      “Why would your dad hide a key in a geode, and what does it open?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t know.” When his dad failed to return, he’d been consumed with a thick mix of grief and anger. The secret’s in the rock. It had never occurred to him that his dad’s words should be taken literally. All this time you hid a key from me? Seriously?

      Bodie studied the key. “There are markings on the head, but they’re too messed up to make out.”

      Why didn’t you just give me the damn key? Or give it to Aunt Grace? Why does everything have to be a damn game?

      “Nick, listen to me.”

      Bodie’s face took on a serious expression that Nick had rarely seen before.

      His friend lowered his voice to a whisper. “Your dad was obsessed with one thing, right? The diamond cave. Right?” Nick didn’t respond. “Right. And then he hides a key inside a geode? Why would he do that and give it to you just before he departs on his expedition? Only thing I can think of is whatever that key opens must contain the location of the diamond cave.”

      Frustrated, Nick sharpened his voice. “Macey said a cave lined with red diamonds is a geological impossibility. So, you’re a geologist. You tell me. Do you have any reason to believe he’s wrong?”

      Bodie averted Nick’s gaze, sighed, and murmured, “No.”

      “Me either. So, forget it.”
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      Mack’s Barbecue restaurant was slammed. Yellowed photos of country-western singers interspersed with Vegas Raiders football memorabilia covered the oak paneled walls. Over the sound system country music star Garth Brooks sang his hit single from the Nineties, thanking God for unanswered prayers. The heavy scent of barbecue and beer filled the air.

      Because of her short height, all Nick could see of Grace Landowski standing behind the hostess desk was her round face, her silver hair pulled back in a bun, and the shoulders of her orange Mack’s BBQ t-shirt. She waved Nick and Bodie past frowning patrons patiently waiting in line.

      A tall dude with a black cowboy hat and a red mustache scowled. “We was here before them.”

      “Reservation,” Grace replied cheerfully.

      Mack’s didn’t take reservations, but she whisked them off to a table before the cowboy could respond. She handed Nick a menu, and he could again see the weariness in her eyes that make-up couldn’t hide.

      She whispered, “Everybody’s heard about what happened at the site. Very proud of you, Nicky. Love you so much. And glad to see you’re okay, Bodie. I warned you boys about those crashers.” She kissed Nick on the cheek, then turned and headed back to the front to deal with the angry cowboy and the line of people behind him.

      When his dad had failed to return and was presumed dead, there was no wife involved, so the modest proceeds from the sale of Virgil’s house had gone to his older unmarried sister, Grace, along with an eleven-year-old boy as an added bonus. Unfortunately, the money hadn’t lasted long, and his aunt had been forced to take on the hostess job to supplement her income from the feed store. Nick worked part-time all through high school, and most of the money had gone to Grace to help pay the bills. Once he started working at FMI, his contributions had significantly increased yet never rose enough to allow his aunt to fully retire.

      He could’ve moved to his own place, a small apartment in town, and Grace continually urged him to do so. You’re a young man. You need your own space to hang out with your friends and maybe invite a girl over for dinner now and then. He couldn’t say he’d never been tempted, but she’d injured her hip a few years earlier and now had trouble accomplishing even basic household chores. And she’d made crystal clear she’d never leave her house.

      A pretty blonde waitress dressed in jeans and a red plaid shirt with a few extra buttons undone approached the table.

      “Nicky!” She rested a hand on his shoulder. We all heard about your heroics, so Mack said everything’s on the house.”

      “Not necessary, Tilly, but thanks.” Think I’ll have… ”

      “I know what you want.”

      Her tone was borderline suggestive. A year earlier he’d remained at the restaurant till closing sharing a few beers too many with Bodie. He had no recollection of how he got there, but he’d ended up in her apartment and soon thereafter in her bed. Since then, she’d periodically drop not so subtle hints that she wanted to continue a relationship, but he wasn’t interested.

      “Brisket and beer, right?”

      “Good guess.”

      “Wow, it’s like she’s inside your head,” Bodie said with mock sincerity, completely ignoring Nick’s brow-furrowing scowl. “Amazing. Truly amazing. And by the way, I’ll have a plate of baby-backs and, just to save you the trouble, two beers.”

      “You got it. And I know you boys like your barbecue extra hot.”

      Bodie watched her sway her butt as she headed to the kitchen. “Speaking of extra hot, you know you could slow-dance with her if you wanted, right?”

      “Not my type,” Nick said with a tone that hopefully conveyed he wasn’t interested in pursuing the subject.

      “What is your type?”

      His mind momentarily flashed to a swishing red ponytail. “I’ll know it when I see it.”

      Bodie paused for a long moment and absently scanned the room while speaking softly. “So, you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

      “What are you talking about?” Nick snapped.

      Bodie pivoted and looked directly at his friend. “Here we are jumping the line at Mack’s like a couple of Hollywood VIPs, we’re offered free food, yet you seem like you’re in another world.”

      Nick had continued replaying the sequence in his mind. The red light. Then the crazy geode sharply curving into the gears and saving Bodie’s life. “I’m fine. And I’m going to say it again. There’s no reason why you should quit, too.”

      “So, you haven’t changed your mind?”

      Nick shook his head.

      “Look, I agree,” Bodie said. “Faber’s an ass for listening to that idiot, Macey. They’re going to get somebody killed inside the mine, and I don’t want to be around to see it.”

      “Hopefully I’m wrong. So, what would you do?”

      “Do?”

      “Yeah, you know. For employment?”

      “There are other mines not owned by Faber. How about you?”

      Nick really hadn’t given that subject any thought. “Same answer, I guess.”

      “You might have to move.”

      Nick thought immediately of his aunt. “That could be a problem.”

      Bodie grinned. “That cave up in northern Canada chock full of red diamonds would solve a stack of problems.”

      “Leave it alone. You admitted such a place can’t exist.”

      “Your dad was a much smarter man than me, and he believed it does exist.”

      “My dad also had a reputation in some circles for being an eccentric nut job.”

      “Okay, then what about the key? Why was it inside the geode?”

      “No idea.”

      “Any luck in deciphering the markings?”

      “Not really. They’re pretty smudged.” Nick removed the keyhead from his pocket and examined it more closely. “This curvy first number might be a six. Or maybe a C. Then possibly an eleven? Can’t make out the next mark, but I think the last one’s either a U or a Y.”

      Nick handed the key to Bodie who held it close to his eyes. “I’d guess the number on the second line is a forty-two.”

      A familiar voice. “How are your ribs?”

      They both turned to see Anna approaching.

      Stunned, Nick felt proud that he still was able to get off a passable quip. “Great with barbecue sauce.”

      “Very funny. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you boys.” She nodded across the room where Faber and Macey sat partially hidden in a corner booth. “We finished visiting the company’s other sites in the area and stopped in here for a bite. My uncle complained that there wasn’t much choice when it came to restaurants in the area, but to me this is great. Love the aroma of barbeque.” Anna focused her green eyes on Nick. “I wanted to come over and see how you’re feeling.”

      Nick was forced to admit that Anna Duncan made him nervous, and he didn’t know why. Okay, she was attractive and sophisticated and friendly and smart but also way way out of his league. Not to mention that huge diamond ring on her finger. “Ribs are fine. Little sore. No big deal.”

      “Have a seat,” Bodie said. Keeping his expression blank and avoiding eye contact with Nick, he said, “You’ll know it when you see it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ignore him,” Nick said. “His mind is consumed with an image of the crusher liquefying his brain like his yellow hard hat, so he doesn’t know what he’s saying.” He turned to his friend and spoke as if to a two-year-old. “It’s okay, Bodie. I’m sure those scary dreams of you turning into Bodie soup will go away real soon.” Nick struggled to keep a straight face and watched Bodie roll his eyes.

      Anna smiled at the exchange, then turned serious as she took a seat. “Nick, what you did this morning was amazing. Please don’t quit. Uncle Lucas is right. FMI needs people like you. Like both of you.”

      “Thanks, but I’d rather you convince him not to go forward with Macey’s plan. It’s crazy dangerous.”

      “If what you said about the southern path fissure is true⁠—”

      “It is.”

      “Then I’ll definitely try,” she said, conveying firm conviction. “But Uncle Lucas can be pretty stubborn when he thinks he’s right.” She took in both young men. “So, how long have you two known each other?”

      Bodie pulled out his phone, tapped it a couple of times, then handed it to Anna. The screen displayed a photo of two toddlers with a man and woman standing behind them. “My mom posted it. That’s my mom there and Nick’s dad. Seems like we’ve known each other forever.”

      “Nick, you look a lot like your dad. Same blue eyes, same sandy blond hair.”

      “He’s not my real dad.”

      “Adopted?”

      “Kind of.”

      Before Anna could follow up, Bodie pocketed the phone. “Show her the key. Maybe she can figure it out.”

      “Figure what out?”

      “When Nick tossed his dad’s geode into the gears, it split open. He found this mangled keyhead inside. The blade’s been destroyed, and we can’t make out the markings on the head.” He handed her the keyhead, and she studied it closely.

      “Seems too small for a door. I don’t know, maybe a locker or a home safe of some kind?”

      “To my knowledge he never had a locker or a home safe.”

      “How did he get it inside the geode?” Bodie asked.

      “That part’s easy,” Nick said. “Anna noticed the seam. He obviously sliced the geode open, inserted the key, then used a clear epoxy to glue the halves back together again. Because of the irregular surface of the rock, I assumed it was a natural crack in the shell.”

      Bodie pressed. “Okay, then the next obvious question. Why?”

      Nick sighed. “Again, I don’t know. He gave it to me when he left for what turned out to be the last time. I was eleven years old. He handed me the geode and said, ‘Remember, rocks hold the key.’ I thought he was talking about the importance of geology. He was always saying boring stuff like that. He never married, and I guess he didn’t have anyone else to talk to. All these years, I never figured⁠—”

      Bodie finished his sentence. “That ‘key’ meant a real key.”

      Tilly appeared with their drinks. She spoke coolly to Anna. “Your food was just delivered to your booth. Don’t want it to get cold.”

      “Thanks.”

      Suddenly Tilly’s face brightened as her eyes focused on Anna’s hand. “Wow, what a beautiful ring. Very expensive, I bet. So, when’s the wedding?”

      Anna’s expression clouded. “Uh, all up in the air now.”

      “Well don’t wait too long to tie the knot,” Tilly advised. Her eyes found Nick. “Don’t want to let a good one get away.”

      Anna cast her eyes down, plainly uncomfortable with the subject of her ring, and mumbled, “Good advice.”

      Tilly was about to leave when she caught sight of the keyhead in Bodie’s hand. “I see you got yourself a safe-deposit box key. Planning on winning the lottery, Bodie?”

      “How do you know that’s what it is?” Nick asked.

      “I work Mondays and Thursdays at Elco National. Let me see it.

      Bodie handed Tilly the keyhead.

      “Not one of ours. Initials are blurred but could be a C, then maybe a B or an H? Pretty sure it’s a B, then the number’s forty-two.”

      Bodie nodded. “That’s what I said.”

      Tilly chirped at Anna. “Don’t want your food to get cold, Miss.” She handed the key back to Nick and walked off.

      Bodie’s face lit up. “Did you hear what she said? A safe-deposit key? And what do you keep in a safe-deposit box? Your most valuable stuff. Secret stuff. Okay, C B something Y forty-two.”

      “Anna?”

      They’d been so absorbed with the keyhead they didn’t notice Macey coming up behind them. He carefully avoided eye contact with Nick.

      “Anna, your food’s getting cold.”

      “So, I’ve already been reminded. Twice.” She rose from the table. “Good luck with the key.” She trailed Macey back toward Faber’s booth.

      “Think she likes you,” Bodie whispered.

      “First, she’s engaged. Second, you’re crazy. And third, did I mention she’s engaged?”

      “Engaged don’t mean married.”

      Nick watched Anna walk back toward Faber’s booth, her head down, her thumbs dancing across her phone screen. He had to acknowledge that he was pleased by Bodie’s observation. But Anna Duncan lived 2000 miles away and was so far out of his league that the chances of their paths crossing again were virtually nil. Not to mention she’s engaged!

      Suddenly, Anna stopped short, pivoted, and hurried back to their table with a triumphant expression. “C B N Y.” She intentionally extended a pause. “Think I know what it is.”

      “Awesome. So, are you going to tell us?’ Bodie asked.

      She teased, “Maybe.”

      Nick shrugged theatrically and turned his back. “Well, when you decide, let us know.”

      “Okay, okay. If it’s a safe deposit box key, that means the markings likely identify the bank, and forty-two is the box number.”

      “Well that sure narrows it down,” Nick said.

      She read from her phone. “One of the oldest financial institutions in America. Chase Bank of New York.”

      Bodie pounded the table. “Yes! We found it!”

      Nick whipped out his own phone and googled. “Just one problem. It seems Chase Bank has branches all over the country.”

      “Doubt if the “N Y” would’ve been included if the branch was in another city,” Bodie argued.

      After a few more google taps on his screen, Nick responded, “Okay, well there also happen to be over twenty Chase branches in the city.”

      No one spoke for a few long seconds. Finally, Anna said, “But safe-deposit boxes are being phased out. How many of those twenty branches still offer customers those boxes?”

      Bodie added, “And how many of those branches also had the boxes over eighteen years ago when Virgil would’ve used it?”

      It took Nick only three taps to answer. “One.” He quickly responded to Bodie’s ridiculous triumphant grin. “But look, we’re still going way out on a limb here. This whole theory could be dead wrong.”

      He needed another hint, but the only person who could provide that was his dad.

      And Virgil Landowski was dead.
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