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      Have you read the other thrillers
 in the Tyler Locke series?

      The Noah’s Ark Quest
 The Midas Code

   
      
      

      For Randi, my idol
      

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      July 23, 1918

      Ivan Dombrovski sloshed through the muddy bog, stopping only to catch his breath. Tracking dogs howled in the distance, their
         task slowed by the stench of rot suffusing the air. He checked his holstered Nagant revolver to verify that it hadn’t come
         loose. When the time came, he would need it to ensure the future for his beloved Tsar Nicholas.
      

      The rain clouds parted briefly, and he ducked to avoid the glow of the full moon that would make him visible among the shattered
         trees that surrounded him. The showers gave way to hordes of mosquitoes and horseflies, but Dombrovski’s head-to-toe wool
         clothing and the netting over his face protected him from the bloodsucking insects. The heat from the outfit was bearable
         only when compared to the unrelenting swarms that had driven half of his team mad during their trek to this forsaken stretch
         of Siberian wilderness.
      

      His heart pounding loudly in the sudden silence, Dombrovski poked his head up and searched for any sign of his adversary,
         who would also be keeping well ahead of the baying hounds. Vasily Suzdalev must be close. The footprints in the mud meant
         they’d been circling each other, but the rain had drowned out any noise of Suzdalev splashing through the swamp.
      

      Dombrovski could see nothing but death, an entire forest of eighty million trees denuded and scythed flat. Although he had
         been in the Tunguska region for more than a week, he was still agog at the expanse of devastation caused a decade ago. According to the reports of the Evenki natives, the Tunguska cataclysm had happened in mere seconds, a blinding flash in the
         sky followed by a sound like a million cannons firing at once.
      

      By Dombrovski’s estimation the razed area measured twenty kilometers in every direction from the center of the blast, larger
         than Moscow. He knew of no power capable of such an event. Yet despite the unprecedented scale of the destruction, the area
         was so sparsely populated that no one had been killed by the explosion.
      

      Suzdalev, a Bolshevik agent for Lenin, had come to this desolate region two years ago and discovered a metallic substance
         never before found on this earth. During the subsequent lab tests, an accident destroyed the specimen, and now Suzdalev was
         back on another expedition to find more. Dombrovski had been sent to retrieve the secret material from him before Suzdalev
         could return to Moscow with it and seal the fate of Mother Russia.
      

      Dombrovski would sacrifice himself rather than let the communists claim it for their own. They had already killed his wife
         and daughter. He would not let them destroy his country as well.
      

      The clouds shielded the moon again, and raindrops pelted him anew. With one last look around, he hoisted himself up onto the
         log he’d been crouching behind and ran along it to avoid the quagmire. Where the tree ended at a splintered stump, he leaped
         over to the log next to it. A hand shot up and snagged his boot while he was in mid-air, causing Dombrovski’s foot to miss
         the log. His chest slammed into the trunk and he fell backward into the mud.
      

      Suzdalev, who must have been lying in wait for Dombrovski to make exactly that move, jumped onto him and kneed him in the
         stomach, driving the air from his lungs. Suzdalev scrabbled at the pistol holster, trying to draw the Nagant.
      

      Dombrovski grabbed a handful of muck and threw it in Suzdalev’s face. The Bolshevik wiped at his netting in an attempt to
         clear it. Dombrovski launched a fist at Suzdalev’s neck. Suzdalev grasped at his throat and collapsed from the blow. Dombrovski
         rolled over and pulled the pistol free. He staggered to his feet, keeping the gun aimed at Suzdalev, who was on his hands
         and knees wheezing. The man was no longer a threat. If he’d had a weapon, Dombrovski would already be dead.
      

      More baying. The dogs were closer, and Dombrovski could now hear the shouts of the fifteen armed men with them.

      “Where is it?” Dombrovski demanded.

      Suzdalev sat back on his haunches and spit mud from his lips. “It won’t do you any good.”

      “You’re wrong. It will be a powerful weapon for the tsar—”

      “By now the tsar has been executed, along with the entire royal family.”

      Dombrovski narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      The clouds parted again, and he could see Suzdalev’s smile just below the shadow from his hood. “I mean the Romanovs are no
         more. It is only a matter of time before the glorious revolution transforms our country into a workers’ paradise.”
      

      “How do you know the tsar is dead?”

      “As one of Comrade Lenin’s most trusted agents, I am privy to much. Nicholas was scheduled to be shot on the night of July
         eighteenth.”
      

      Almost a week ago. As isolated as they were, it would take news even of such momentous proportions quite a while to reach
         them. Suzdalev might be telling the truth. But it made Dombrovski’s task that much more important. If the Reds took over and
         gained possession of Suzdalev’s secret, the communist revolution might not stop at Russia’s borders.
      

      Two dogs barked as they latched onto a stronger scent.

      “I know you found another sample of xenobium,” Dombrovski said. “Tell me where it is, and I’ll kill you quickly.”

      “I hid it an hour ago. You’ll never find it.”

      Dombrovski shot him in the left knee, drawing a scream from Suzdalev and shouts from the dogs’ handlers.

      “You’re lying.” If Suzdalev had hidden the specimen during his midnight escape, there would have been no way for him to find
         it again among the countless identical logs. He had to have it with him.
      

      Dombrovski spied a knapsack inside a cavity beneath the log. With the pistol trained on Suzdalev, he snatched the pack and
         rifled through it until it was empty. The material was not inside. He checked Suzdalev’s pockets with the same results.
      

      “Where!” Dombrovski shouted and fired into Suzdalev’s right knee.

      Another scream. More shouts. The trackers were almost upon him.

      Then Dombrovski spotted a glint reflecting the moonlight next to Suzdalev. The Bolshevik followed his eye and grabbed for
         it, intending to fling it away, but Dombrovski stepped on his hand. Suzdalev must have tried to bury it beside him after he’d
         been defeated in the melee.
      

      Dombrovski plucked it from the mire and wiped it on his sleeve. No bigger than a piece of hard candy, the multicolored surface
         of the xenobium shimmered in the light. Whoever could puzzle out the secrets of this object would have a tool to dominate
         the world.
      

      Dombrovski bent down and ripped the net and hood from Suzdalev’s head. The ravenous mosquitoes descended. Dombrovski could
         see the pure hatred in Suzdalev’s eyes.
      

      “I warned you, tovarisch,” Dombrovski said, spitting the despised word for comrade. “You should have told me. Now you will suffer the way my family did.”
      

      Suzdalev launched himself forward but cried out in agony when his legs wouldn’t support him. “Your kind will be extinct soon!”
         he shouted as he swatted at his face. Even the thick mud was no match for his insect tormentors. “You cannot stem the tide
         of history!”
      

      Dombrovski said nothing. He pocketed the object, took the pack’s rations, and left Suzdalev cursing and writhing in pain,
         at the mercy of Siberia’s natural horrors. With no food and dozens of kilometers to the nearest settlement, his last days
         on shattered knees would be excruciating.
      

      It took less than five minutes for the tracker team to catch up with Dombrovski. The team’s leader, his rifle at the ready,
         eyed him warily. “Did your idea work?”
      

      Dombrovski nodded. “The dogs drove Suzdalev straight to me. Our mission is accomplished.” He would secure the specimen in
         a lead-lined case when they returned to camp.
      

      “So now we return to Yekaterinburg and rescue the tsar, sir?” the man said.

      Dombrovski would have to confirm Suzdalev’s claim about the death of Nicholas. If he was correct, it was only a matter of
         time until the civil war was lost to the Reds.
      

      “Perhaps not, my friend. When we return to civilization, we may need to find a different path.”

      As he led his team away from Suzdalev’s final resting place, Dombrovski was already formulating a new route and a new plan.
         He had to get Suzdalev’s find as far from the communists as possible. Instead of taking the Trans-Siberian railway west toward
         Moscow, they would head east—to Vladivostok and eventually, to America.
      

   
      
      
QUEENSTOWN


   
      
      ONE

      
            
      Present Day

      
      They called it the Snow Farm, and Tyler Locke had to admit this winter brought a bumper crop. White stretched across the rolling
         hills unbroken until it reached the rocky peaks in the distance. As he strolled out the lodge entrance, Tyler zipped up his
         leather jacket and put on gloves. Although there were no clouds to block the morning sun, it was still a nippy negative ten
         Celsius outside, not the temperature he was used to in mid-July.
      

      
      With a wave to the bellman, Tyler walked out into the frigid air. He squinted against the blinding white before donning his
         sunglasses. In the distance, clusters of Nordic skiers whisked across groomed courses. Behind him he could hear the whine
         of car engines being pushed to their limits as they raced around a track.
      

      
      A silver Audi S4 rounded a bend piled high by the Snow Farm’s massive snow blowers. The Audi drifted one direction, then the
         other, throwing up a rooster tail of snow behind it. The turbo howled as the car accelerated toward the hotel entrance. Just
         when it looked like the driver was going to blow past him, the antilock brakes chattered, and the car skidded to a stop in
         front of Tyler.
      

      
      The driver’s door flew open, and a black man bounded out with a quickness that must have amazed the bellman watching from
         inside. Though Grant Westfield’s six-foot frame was two inches shorter than Tyler’s, he was built like a tank and moved like
         a Ferrari. If Tyler shaved off his short brown hair and quadrupled his time in the weight room, he might look half as formidable.
      

      
      Not that Grant was looking particularly intimidating at the moment. Tyler barked a laugh when he saw that his friend had squeezed
         all 250 pounds of muscle into an enormous orange parka. To Tyler, Grant looked like the unholy offspring of the Michelin Man
         and a pumpkin.
      

      
      “Where did you get that?” Tyler said.

      
      Grant patted the car and smiled. “Isn’t it cool? I talked the guys at the Proving Grounds into letting us borrow it for the
         day.”
      

      
      New Zealand’s Southern Hemisphere Proving Grounds, located halfway between Wanaka and Queenstown in the South Island’s Southern
         Alps, is the leading facility for auto companies that want to torture-test their upcoming cars in winter conditions while
         the US, Japan, and Europe bask in summer. Tyler and Grant were there to put a top-secret hybrid prototype through its cold-weather
         paces for an unnamed manufacturer. Now that they were done with their main work, they had one more job to do before they took
         a few days off to explore some of the adventures for which the Queenstown area was famous.
      

      
      Skiing, however, would not be one of the activities. Unlike Tyler, Grant hated the cold.

      
      “The car is great,” Tyler said, “but I was talking about your nuclear-powered parka.”

      
      Grant stretched out his arms and then adjusted the black ski hat that covered his shorn head. “It’s awesome. Even Antarctica
         is afraid of this parka. You don’t like it?”
      

      
      “I’m afraid that if I sit next to it for more than an hour, the radiation will make me as bald as you are.” He rounded the front
         of the Audi, but Grant blocked the opening.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” Grant said.

      
      “I’m driving.”

      
      “The hell you are. I procured the vehicle, so I get to drive.”

      
      “When was the last time you drove in snow?”

      
      “Two years ago. When we were in Whistler for that job at the Olympics.”

      
      “Exactly,” Tyler said. “You tore the bumper off my Cayenne.”

      
      “An accident. Could have happened to anyone.”
      

      
      “In the condo parking lot?”

      
      Grant shrugged. “Then this is just the practice I need. Four-wheel drive, top-of-the-line snow tires, electronic stability
         control.”
      

      
      “Ten airbags.”

      
      “Right! You’ll be plenty safe. What more could you want?”

      
      Seeing that Grant wouldn’t relent, Tyler trudged back to the other side and got in. Before he even had his belt on, Grant
         punched the accelerator and they were fishtailing down the road.
      

      
      “Where to?” Grant asked.

      
      “Left when we get to the highway. The sheep station is north of Queenstown. My phone’s map says no more than an hour to get
         there, even with your driving.”
      

      
      “Man, I cannot believe we are doing this.”

      
      “Aren’t you a little curious to see what she’s got?”

      
      “Come on. This lady must be senile. A seventy-five-year-old woman claims to have witnessed the crash of an alien spacecraft
         at Roswell and has a piece of the wreckage, and you think she’ll hand us anything other than some unidentifiable hunk of twisted
         metal? If she’s creative, it’ll at least be from a 1947 Buick. Who is she anyway?”
      

      
      “Fay Turia. Born Fay Allen. Raised on a ranch near Roswell, New Mexico, until the age of ten when her father’s cousin got
         him a job as a foreman at a sheep station in New Zealand. The whole family moved down here, and she hasn’t lived in the US
         since.”
      

      
      “You checked her out?”

      
      “As much as I could,” Tyler said. “She emailed me a copy of her birth certificate to prove she was born in Roswell. It was
         legit.”
      

      
      “So she lived there. Why does she want to hire us?”

      
      “She called Gordian the foremost airplane accident investigation firm in the world.”

      
      “Well, that’s true. At least she’s perceptive in that respect.”

      
      Gordian Engineering was the company Tyler had founded. With a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering from MIT and a PhD
         from Stanford, he’d since happily stepped down from his role as president of the firm and now served as its chief of special
         operations, which meant he could pick and choose the projects he wanted to pursue. Grant was his best friend and the company’s
         top electrical engineer. Their complementary skills let them oversee a wide range of projects, including forensic accident
         analysis, demolition, loss prevention, and automotive testing.
      

      
      But this request was not in the normal line of inquiry. Most of their jobs were for large multinationals that could afford
         the rates they charged. An individual asking for their assistance was highly unusual.
      

      
      “Did she ever say why she waited sixty-five years to come out to the world?” Grant asked.

      
      “She said she’s been doing her own investigation on the down low because she heard too many stories about what the government
         did to the other people who came forward about the crash. But now she’s stuck and wants to see if we can help her out.”
      

      
      “And you agreed to this out of the goodness of your heart?”

      
      “She sweet-talked me into it. Of course, I wasn’t going to take on the job officially.”

      
      “Probably not something we want to add to our website.”

      
      Tyler laughed. “Right. I told her if she could wait three months, we’d be in her neck of the woods for another job and would
         stop by to see what she had. So here we are.”
      

      
      “She’s a kook.”

      
      “Likely, although she sounded remarkably with-it on the phone. I’m sure whatever the object is, we’ll turn it over, frown
         at it with concern, take a sample and some photos, and then tell her that its origin is indeterminate. We won’t give her a
         conclusive answer, but we won’t dash her hopes for an alien artifact, either. After that we can head into Queenstown.”
      

      
      “I hear they’ve got a good pizza place there called The Cow,” Grant said. “Then we can figure out what to do for fun. You
         know, I do have the parachutes in the trunk.”
      

      
      Tyler smirked at him. “You don’t give up, do you? I told you. Bungee jumping, yes. Skydiving, no. At least with the bungee you’re already tied to the bridge.”
      

      
      For the next thirty minutes, Grant steered them down a twisty cliff-hugging road called the Crown Range, where the drop-offs
         were so steep and Grant’s driving was so suspect that Tyler started to wonder just how much more adventure he could stand
         during the trip.
      

      
      Once they got below three thousand feet, the snow cleared and Grant upped the speed. They made up so much time that Tyler
         texted Fay that they’d be twenty minutes early.
      

      
      Tyler guided Grant through green pastures and farmland dotted by quaint bed-and-breakfasts. When they turned onto Fay’s road
         along a deep ravine carved by the Shotover River, Grant sighed as it climbed back above the snow line. In another few minutes
         they saw a sign for the Turia Remarkables Sheep Station, named for the jagged Remarkables mountain range looming over Queenstown’s
         Lake Wakatipu. Fresh tire tracks split the driveway’s snow.
      

      
      “Maybe this means she left,” Grant said hopefully. “I’m starving.”

      
      Tyler looked at his watch: 9.40 a.m. Twenty minutes early for their appointment. “That would explain why she hasn’t texted
         back.”
      

      
      They followed the tracks for half a mile until they reached a stately white clapboard home with an attached garage. Behind
         it was a large red barn. Except for a few evergreens surrounding the house, the countryside was bare of trees. A fence disappeared
         into the hills on either side.
      

      
      The snow tracks separated into a pair that led to the garage and a second set leading to a Toyota sedan parked in the circular
         driveway in front of the house. Grant pulled up next to it.
      

      
      Tyler got out and laid his hand on the Toyota’s hood. Still warm, just like he expected. No rancher would drive a sedan. Two
         pairs of footprints wound to the door. Fay must have visitors.
      

      
      No sheep or ranch hands were visible, probably out working somewhere on the station’s two thousand acres.

      
      “Nice place,” Grant said.
      

      
      “Looks like ranching has been good to her. Shall we say howdy?”

      
      Grant nodded, and they crunched through the snow. When they were within ten feet of the front door, two shotgun blasts erupted
         from inside the house.
      

      
      Their Army training kicking in, Tyler and Grant both dived to their bellies without hesitation. Grant gave him a look and
         silently mouthed, “What the hell?”
      

      
      Tyler was about to suggest they make a hasty retreat to the Audi when he was stopped by a woman’s shout, followed by a third
         shotgun blast closer to the right side of the home. Tyler turned his head and saw a man skid around the corner of the house.
      

      
      He raised a pistol, but before Tyler could yell, “Don’t shoot,” the stranger fired wildly in their direction, bullet impacts
         kicking up snow all around them.
      

      
      That was all the prodding they needed to find cover. Grant scrambled toward the house and rammed the front door open like
         a charging rhino. Tyler was hot on his heels and slammed it closed once he crossed the threshold.
      

      
      The hallway seemed shrouded in darkness until Tyler realized he was still wearing his sunglasses. When he doffed them, he
         saw that shards of a broken lamp littered the floor and buckshot holes peppered the wall.
      

      
      From his right came the unmistakable sound of a pump-action shotgun chambering a new round. Tyler looked up to see a striking
         woman who had to be seventy-five-year-old Fay Turia, though she didn’t look a day over sixty. In her white hair cropped just
         below the ears, slim sporty figure, and bright green eyes, Tyler perceived the echo of the stunning beauty she must have been
         fifty years ago. Only the wrinkles around her eyes and neck and several liver spots on her hands betrayed her true age. She
         held the shotgun firm to her shoulder, as if she were not merely comfortable with the weapon but adept at handling it.
      

      
      “Who are you?” she growled. The yawning barrel was the size of a manhole at this distance. Smoke wafted from it.

      
      Tyler put up his hands. “I’m Tyler Locke. You must be Fay. I believe you invited me and my friend, Grant Westfield, for a
         friendly visit.”
      

      
      Recognition dawned on her face, and the scowl melted away, replaced by a toothsome smile.

      
      “Welcome to my home, Dr. Locke,” she said cheerfully, as if she were about to serve tea and crumpets instead of hot lead.
         “Would you mind terribly calling the police?”
      

   
      
      TWO

   
      
      Nadia Bedova stared at the water glass, hoping that Vladimir Colchev would not show up. Nestled next to her feet was the package
         that he’d requested.
      

      
      Her seat at the outdoor café afforded a spectacular view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, clusters of tourists visible along
         its spine partaking in the BridgeClimb. A cruise ship docked across Circular Quay provided the backdrop for ferries, catamarans,
         and jet boats motoring past the ivory shells of the famed opera house.
      

      
      Despite her calm expression, Bedova’s stomach churned as she waited. Four of her fellow operatives from Russia’s foreign intelligence
         service—the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki or SVR for short—were stationed at key locations nearby: two in the crowded walkway
         between the café and water, one at another table outside, and a fourth inside the restaurant housed under a five-story apartment
         tower. In addition to the mass of tourists strolling along, bikers and skateboarders occasionally rolled through. None of
         them would escape the operatives’ notice. They were here to apprehend Colchev or, if necessary, to kill him.
      

      
      His actions had driven her reluctantly to this point. If he had just disappeared, he might have been left alone. But his last
         contact with her made it obvious that the SVR would have to bring him in or get rid of him once and for all.
      

      
      A voice issued from the tiny microphone in her ear. One of the men in the walkway.

      
      “I see him. One hundred meters behind you and coming this way.”

      
      Bedova didn’t turn. “Is he alone?”

      
      “Yes.”
      

      
      The agents had already checked everyone else in the vicinity, and nobody seemed suspicious or put in place to help Colchev.
         He really was on his own, just as he’d said on the phone this morning.
      

      
      She felt him touch her shoulder and didn’t flinch. She looked up and saw him smiling back at her. He was as fit as she’d ever
         seen him—broad shoulders, slim hips, steely gray hair—and she suddenly experienced a rush of memories of when they’d been
         together.
      

      
      He bent down and lightly kissed her cheek. Then he came around the café’s front railing and took a seat opposite her. Now
         that he was in the shade, he removed his sunglasses and the intense eyes she remembered drilled into her.
      

      
      “You look lovely, Nadia,” he said in a silky bass, using his native Russian.

      
      She responded in kind. “I miss you, Vladimir. Why don’t you come home?”

      
      “You know I can’t do that. At least not yet.”

      
      “When then?”

      
      “I have something to do first.”

      
      “Is that why you needed this?” Bedova handed the bag over to him. He unzipped it, confirmed that the contents were complete
         and intact, and then closed it back up.
      

      
      “Thank you, Nadia. I know procuring this must have been difficult.” He withdrew an envelope from his jacket and slid it across
         the table to her.
      

      
      “I can’t take that,” she said.

      
      “You deserve it. For everything you’ve done.”

      
      She ignored the bulging envelope and leaned forward, taking his hands. “You must tell me what you’re doing. I want to help
         you.” She knew all four operatives, as well as her superiors back in Moscow, were hanging on every word.
      

      
      Up to this point, the only intel they’d had to go on was courtesy of a single encrypted communication intercepted from one
         of Colchev’s known associates that referred to “Wisconsin Ave” and an event taking place on July twenty-fifth, less than a
         week away. The belief within the organization was that he was planning a rogue op using former SVR operatives turned mercenaries and
         that the target was somewhere in America.
      

      
      “I wish you could come with me,” Colchev said, “but the risk is too great.”

      
      “When I volunteered for the SVR, I knew the risks.”

      
      “I meant the risk to my mission.”

      
      “You don’t trust me?”

      
      Colchev turned to watch a passing ferry. “What I’m planning takes a special conviction. Honestly, I don’t think you would
         have the stomach to follow through.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “It’s better that you don’t know.”

      
      She let go of his hands and sat back. “Did you know I have spoken to the head of the SVR?”

      
      Colchev’s head snapped around. “Why?”

      
      “I didn’t tell him about our meeting. I wanted to know what he had planned for you if you returned.”

      
      “A sham trial followed by a swift execution, I expect.”

      
      “No, he said that he understands that the situation wasn’t your fault. And he knows that you have another operation in motion.
         He wants to know if there is any way he can help you.”
      

      
      Colchev was silent as he examined her for deceit. Like him, she was an expert at lying, which she was doing now. Her objective
         was to find out about Colchev’s current plan. The director was hoping that Colchev would bring her onto his team or at least
         give her some hint of his mission. Barring that, the four operatives were instructed to move in and take him as soon as he
         walked out of the café with the bag. Bedova couldn’t have asked for a more wrenching assignment: to bring in the man she had
         once loved to be executed just as he’d theorized.
      

      
      Colchev had created the spy ring that included Anna Chapman and nine other spies who were exposed by the US counterintelligence
         agencies in 2010. To prevent divulgence of their intelligence-gathering methods, the Russians retrieved them by swapping four
         imprisoned Russian intel officers who had been moles for the Americans. Nobody had been happy about the deal, but the SVR
         couldn’t allow the spies in America to reveal any more than they already had.
      

      
      Someone had to be blamed for the debacle, and the obvious choice had been Colonel Alexander Poteyev, the SVR agent convicted
         of selling the spies’ identities to the Americans for thirty thousand dollars. But internally, the fault rested with Colchev,
         the man responsible for setting up the entire operation in the first place. If he wasn’t incompetent for letting the Americans
         discover the spies, then he was complicit. Either way, he had to be dealt with. Permanently.
      

      
      “Nadia,” Colchev finally said, “they have already tried Poteyev in absentia and found him guilty of treason. He’s now a non-person
         in Russia. If it weren’t for the CIA’s protection, he’d be dead by now.”
      

      
      “Why didn’t you go into protective custody like Poteyev?”

      
      Colchev’s jaw worked back and forth, and then he spoke in a hush. “Because I’m not a traitor. I didn’t sell out my country.
         I hate America for everything they’ve done to Russia. I’m a patriot.”
      

      
      “Then prove it. Come back with me and tell them the truth.”

      
      “They aren’t interested in the truth. They want a show trial to save face. It will accomplish nothing.”

      
      “Then what are you going to do?”

      
      “I have assets in the US that I never revealed because I feared Poteyev’s treachery myself. Because they weren’t compromised,
         I saw my opportunity to act independently, and I’m taking it. I’m going to prove my allegiance to Russia and the SVR. And
         when I do, my men and I will be welcomed back to our homeland as heroes.”
      

      
      “But what can you possibly do that we can’t?” Bedova asked.

      
      “Something that takes will. Now that I’m a non-person, whatever I do can be blamed on a rogue spy. I didn’t ask for this status,
         but since I have it, I will take advantage of it and do what Russia never could without fearing retaliation. Once they see
         the results, they will do everything they can to reward me.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand.” Her gaze lingered on the bag holding the equipment Colchev had requested. “How will Icarus make this
         operation possible?”
      

      
      Colchev tilted his head as if considering a decision. “Are you sure you want to be a part of this?”

      
      She had reached him. Now she had to delve into his mission. “Are you planning an attack?”

      
      He smiled. “I am planning to strike a blow that will change the course of history and Russia’s place in it. I have—”

      
      Colchev’s phone buzzed. He stood and picked up the bag. This was it, as soon as he left the café, the operatives would move
         in and grab him.
      

      
      But instead of leaving, he put the bag on his seat and held up a finger. “Excuse me while I take this call. Then I’ll share
         my plans with you.”
      

      
      He stepped away to a pillar by the side of the restaurant, just out of earshot.

      
      “Can you hear anything?” she said without moving her lips.

      
      “Nothing,” one operative said.

      
      “Keep an eye on him,” said another.

      
      “He won’t leave without the bag,” Bedova said. “He needs it for some reason, and he’s about to tell us why.”

      
      Bedova felt a rush of air blow by her, and the swift hand of a bicyclist snatched the bag from Colchev’s seat. He threw the
         satchel over his shoulder and pedaled away furiously, scattering yelling pedestrians in every direction.
      

      
      The thief, who was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, must have thought it was Bedova’s luggage carelessly placed across from her,
         but he would get a rude surprise when he saw that it held no money, jewelry, or electronics.
      

      
      Before she could call for help, the other operatives were shouting in her ear.

      
      “Get him!”

      
      “He’s too fast!”

      
      “Cut him off!”

      
      The operative seated at the café tried to jump across the railing to stop the cyclist, but he was too late, as were the agents
         in the walkway and the one bursting out of the restaurant’s interior.
      

      
      Bedova knew that Colchev would be just as concerned with retrieving the sack, but when she turned, she couldn’t see him. The
         wail of an alarm coming from that direction cut through the other noises.
      

      
      “What happened to Colchev?” she said.

      
      “He was right there a moment ago!” came the harried reply. “I looked away for a second, and then he was gone.”

      
      Bedova grabbed the envelope and leaped out of her chair. She ran through the café to see a fire exit from the adjoining apartment
         tower click shut. The alarm it had tripped continued to shriek. Because it was a metal door with no exterior handle, someone
         inside must have opened it for Colchev.
      

      
      Only then did she realize that the whole scenario had been a setup. Colchev had chosen the restaurant, no doubt paying off
         the waiter to steer Bedova toward the seat she’d taken. He had used the cyclist as a distraction, giving him enough time to
         duck into the building.
      

      
      She took off after the other men chasing the rider, who disappeared around the corner of the building.

      
      Pumping her arms, she sprinted after him, rounding the building not far behind the other agents. As the cyclist came into
         view, she saw him dump the bike at Macquarie Street. A van screeched to a halt next to him. He hopped in and the van sped
         away.
      

      
      She heard it stop again only a few seconds later. She kept running, and when she got to the street, she could see Colchev
         climbing into the van. He caught sight of her and gave her a wave. He mouthed “Spasebo” and the door shut. The van accelerated and whipped around the corner.
      

      
      “Did you see the plate?” one agent said.

      
      “Don’t bother,” Bedova replied. “It’ll be a stolen number.”

      
      Their own van arrived a minute later, but by now the trail was too cold. Colchev could be heading in any one of six directions.

      
      Bedova patted the envelope in her pocket and withdrew it. She opened it to find a stack of hundred-dollar Australian bills.
         They were wrapped in a white sheet of notepaper.
      

      
      She unfolded it and saw Colchev’s handwriting.

      
      
         I don’t blame you for trying, Nadia, because you are a patriot, too. But don’t get in my way again.

      


   
      
      THREE

   
      
      Tyler was surprised when the men who’d attacked Fay didn’t jump into their car and drive away, instead taking up positions
         covering both sides of the house with their pistols. Tyler, Grant, and Fay had retreated to the top floor to wait there until
         the cavalry arrived. The only time she had left them was to duck into the living room and retrieve a canvas satchel that now
         sat by her side.
      

      
      “Have you ever fired a Remington twelve-gauge, dear?” Fay said to Grant. The weapon that had loomed like a howitzer in Fay’s
         hands looked like a pea shooter in Grant’s.
      

      
      “I’ve handled a few in my day,” Grant replied.

      
      “He was in the Army Ranger battalion,” Tyler said. “He could shoot an RPG if you had one.”

      
      “No, the New Zealand government won’t let us own those, I’m afraid,” Fay said. Tyler didn’t know whether or not she was seriously
         chastising her adopted country for not allowing her to own a rocket-propelled grenade until she winked at him.
      

      
      “You don’t have any more ammo, do you?” Grant asked. “We’re down to four shells.”

      
      “No. It was my husband’s gun, God rest his soul, and I hadn’t fired it in years until today.”

      
      Fay’s initial calm demeanor hadn’t been an act. Once they’d heard that the police were on their way, Tyler had expected her
         to collapse from the strain. Instead, she’d methodically related the events preceding their stumble through the front door,
         although she did give Grant the shotgun, which he kept trained on the stairwell.
      

      
      Fay had been traveling in the US for the past two weeks, and she had returned to Queenstown that morning, in time for her
         meeting with Tyler. Five minutes after she got home, two men knocked at the door. New Zealand normally being a safe place,
         Fay didn’t think twice about letting them in, especially when they said they were there representing Tyler Locke, who unfortunately
         wasn’t going to be able to come himself.
      

      
      The men, both of whom spoke with American accents, seemed to know everything about the meeting, including the ten o’clock
         appointment they’d set, so she showed them her artifacts from Roswell. The lean blond man who’d shot at Tyler and Grant called
         himself Foreman, and the other one, a hulking giant sporting a black goatee, went by the name of Blaine. They wanted to know
         whether she’d ever come in contact with an opalescent metallic material, and she told them she honestly didn’t know what they
         were talking about.
      

      
      Fay was already beginning to suspect their motives when she went into the kitchen to fetch a pot of tea and saw Tyler’s text
         message that he would be early.
      

      
      Calling from the kitchen, she asked Foreman and Blaine where Tyler was, and they claimed he hadn’t been able to make the trip
         from America. Instead of coming back with a tray of Earl Grey and scones, she entered the living room holding the shotgun.
      

      
      The men put up their hands and moved as if to leave, but one of them drew a pistol, and that’s when the shooting started.

      
      “I guess those two will think twice before underestimating an old lady again,” she said.

      
      Fay certainly didn’t fit the image of an elderly pensioner. Tyler guessed she kept herself fit working the sheep station.
         Her hands were callused and she had lines on her face from being outdoors in the sun, but the sweater she wore left no doubt
         that she had some muscle on her bones, holding the shotgun with ease. She was the antithesis of a doddering grandmother.
      

      
      “I wouldn’t mess with you,” Tyler said. “Plus you seem pretty fresh for someone who slept on a plane last night.”

      
      “Try Ambien. It does wonders for a person. Fourteen hours from LA through Auckland, and not a bit of jet lag. You should try
         it the next time you travel.”
      

      
      “As long as Tyler isn’t the one doing the flying,” Grant said.

      
      “Oh, are you a pilot?” When Tyler nodded, she patted his arm and then gave it a squeeze, feeling his bicep. “You are a catch,
         aren’t you? Smart, good-looking, and talented. If I were forty years younger, I’d save you for myself.”
      

      
      Tyler didn’t know what that meant, but he felt himself blushing. Grant chuckled and shook his head.

      
      “Maybe we should get back to focusing on the two men with guns outside,” Tyler said. The car hadn’t started, so he guessed
         they hadn’t gone far. “How long before the police get here?”
      

      
      “About ten more minutes, give or take.”

      
      “They’ll leave as soon as they hear the sirens. It would be suicide for them to make a frontal assault.”

      
      “Their whole plan seems risky,” Grant said. “Why aren’t they leaving already?”

      
      “Fay, do you know why they wanted your artifacts?” Tyler asked.

      
      Fay shook her head and clutched her satchel tightly. “I don’t know. Only my granddaughter has seen what’s in here.”

      
      “Would she have told someone about it?”

      
      “Absolutely not.”

      
      “I know why they aren’t leaving,” Grant said with a sniff. “Do you smell that?”

      
      Tyler saw the first wisps of smoke curling up the stairwell, followed by the crackle of flames from the back of the house.

      
      “I’ll call 111 back and tell them to send a fire engine,” Grant said as he handed the shotgun to Tyler and pulled out his
         phone. “And I’ll get something to cover our faces.” He went into the hallway bathroom.
      

      
      For the first time, Fay lost her composure. Her face seethed with rage. “Those bastards set my house on fire! I should have
         killed them when I had the chance.”
      

      
      Tyler crabbed to the rear window and poked his head up. The back door was engulfed in fire. “Did you have any accelerants
         outside?”
      

      
      Fay thought for a moment, then nodded. “Lighter fluid for the barbecue.”

      
      “That must be what they used. The cedar siding will go up fast.”

      
      “If they came for my Roswell artifacts, why do they want to burn them now?”

      
      Tyler shrugged. He was just as confused by the situation as Fay.

      
      Smoke billowed through the hallway. He and Fay crouched to get under the thickest of it.

      
      Tyler edged over to the front window and took a peek. He saw Blaine run around from the back of the house and take up a spot
         behind the Toyota. At this distance the shotgun would be at a severe disadvantage. Instead of solid slugs, the gun was loaded
         with bird-shot, which had a minimal effective range. There was no way to get all three of them to the Audi safely.
      

      
      Blaine reared back and threw a glass container with a lit rag protruding from it.

      
      The front of the house burst into flames. Now they were trapped from both sides. They’d all succumb to smoke inhalation long
         before the police arrived if they stayed inside, but jumping through one of the windows would make them easy targets.
      

      
      Grant came back from a bathroom with wet hand towels to put over their noses and mouths.

      
      “The firefighters are on the way,” Grant said, “but it’ll be a while. I suggest we get out of here.”

      
      Tyler remembered the tire tracks leading to the garage. “Do you have a car, Fay?”

      
      “A Land Rover. We can get to it from the kitchen.”

      
      That’s what Tyler had been hoping to hear. Since the garage was attached to the house, they wouldn’t have to go outside to
         get in the vehicle.
      

      
      “We’ll have to risk a getaway,” Tyler said. “Let’s go before we can’t breathe.”

      
      They all scooted down the stairs. Fay grabbed Tyler’s hand. “This way.”
      

      
      The three of them scuttled to a door in the kitchen. They had to shield themselves from the flying shards of glass as the
         back windows shattered from the heat. When they entered the dark garage, Fay slapped a set of keys into Tyler’s hand.
      

      
      “Your reflexes are probably quicker than mine.”

      
      Tyler gave the shotgun to Grant. “See if you can take one of them out when we pass.”

      
      They scrambled into the SUV, Tyler in the driver’s seat, Fay in the passenger seat, and Grant in the back.

      
      “Ready?” Tyler said, the key already in the ignition.

      
      Grant thumbed the window switch. “Ready.”

      
      Fay clicked her seat belt and nodded.

      
      “Okay,” Tyler said, “everyone keep your heads down.”

      
      Tyler started the engine and flicked the transmission into drive. He didn’t bother with the garage door opener. He slammed
         his foot to the floorboard, and the Land Rover’s nose tore into the aluminum door, wrenching it from its tracks. Flames licked
         at the truck as they sped out, the garage door still clinging to the hood until a flick of the steering wheel sent it flying.
      

      
      The gunmen were crouching behind the Toyota, ready for their quarry to pile out in a panic away from the fire at the back
         of the house. It only took a moment for them to refocus their aim, but it was enough time for Grant to lay down some covering
         fire. Two quick blasts disintegrated the Toyota’s rear window and pockmarked the quarter panel.
      

      
      Tyler checked the rearview mirror and saw that one of the men had been hit by a couple of pellets. The slight injury did no
         more than cause him to curse loudly and return fire, his pistol cracking as bullets plunked into the back of the Land Rover.
      

      
      In this snow there was no way the two-wheel-drive Toyota sedan would be able to keep up with the four-wheel-drive SUV, so
         Tyler intended to gain a lead and rendezvous with the police, who should be on their way up the mountain.
      

      
      It sounded like a great plan until a pistol shot behind them was followed by a loud thump from under the vehicle. A bullet
         had punctured the right rear tire. The Land Rover’s back end swerved sideways as Tyler struggled to maintain control. Now
         he not only had to outrun their trigger-happy pursuers, but he would have to fight the SUV’s insistent urge to plunge off
         the snowy cliff-side road into the river far below.
      

   
      
      FOUR

   
      
      Morgan Bell wasn’t getting much cooperation from Charles Kessler, Lightfall’s project lead. That pissed her off.
      

      
      “Dr. Kessler, we have full authorization to be here,” she said, pointing at her credentials. It stated that she was a special
         agent with the Air Force’s Office of Special Investigations.
      

      
      Kessler peered at her ID in mock studiousness. “Never heard of OSI.”

      
      “That doesn’t matter. I know you’ve been contacted by our superiors about our investigation and that you were instructed to
         give your full cooperation. We need to talk. Now.”
      

      
      By “we” she meant herself and her partner, Vince Cameron, who stood next to her watching a dozen laboratory technicians carefully
         packing equipment into shipping crates. Their voices echoed from the Wright-Patterson lab’s high ceiling. Morgan had visited
         the sprawling Dayton, Ohio Air Force base many times, but she’d never been inside this building.
      

      
      “Agent Bell, I’m very busy here,” Kessler said, his eyes sweeping the room before locking on a skinny man in glasses and a
         lab coat who was wrestling a box onto a hand cart. “Collins! Make sure the OC-5 analyzer gets packed in there.”
      

      
      Collins looked up and nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir.”

      
      Kessler pointed at a guy with long greasy curls and more forearm hair than she’d ever seen before. “Josephson. Help Collins.”

      
      Josephson looked less eager than Collins. “Dr. Kessler, I’m supposed to be packing the calibration equipment.”

      
      “And if you had that done yesterday, maybe I would have sent Collins on the transport flight to accompany the equipment instead of you. Now move.”
      

      
      Josephson shrugged and moseyed over to Collins.

      
      Kessler turned back to Morgan. “The transport flight is scheduled to take off in three hours, and as you can see we are behind
         schedule.”
      

      
      “Sounds like poor planning on your part,” she said.

      
      “Who are you?”
      

      
      “Dr. Kessler,” Vince said, “we’re sorry to bother you at a critical time. We just need a word with you in private. I promise
         it won’t take more than a few minutes.”
      

      
      Kessler smoldered and then said, “Fine. My office is over here.” He stalked away, leaving them in the dust.

      
      Vince grinned at Morgan as they followed him. “Have you heard of the phrase, ‘You’ll catch more flies with honey than vinegar’?”

      
      Morgan didn’t return the smile. “Yes.”

      
      “Don’t you think that tactic might come in handy once in a while?”

      
      “I use it if I need to.”

      
      “Do you ever need to?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “See?” Vince said. “That’s your problem.”

      
      “It’s not a problem. That’s what I have you for.”

      
      “I knew I had a purpose.”

      
      They entered Kessler’s office and closed the door. Kessler sat down at his desk in a huff. “So what is the OSI anyway?”

      
      “You ever watch the show NCIS?” Vince said. “You know, Naval Criminal Investigative Service? We’re like them, only for the Air Force instead of the Navy.”
      

      
      “I don’t watch TV.”

      
      “We are the primary law enforcement agency for the Air Force,” Morgan said. “Our mission is to identify and neutralize criminal,
         terrorist, and intelligence threats to the Air Force, Department of Defense, and US government.”
      

      
      “Well, I’m pleased to tell you, Agent Bell, that we’re on your side.”
      

      
      “Are you sure about that? Because we have evidence that there is a leak in Project Lightfall.”

      
      Kessler sat up in his chair. “What do you mean?”

      
      “Does anyone in the program ever use the term, ‘Killswitch’?”

      
      Kessler was aghast. “How do you know that word?”

      
      “That’s the nickname some people on your staff have used to refer to the Lightfall weapon, isn’t it?”

      
      Kessler furiously tapped on his desk with his index finger to punctuate his points as he spoke. “Agent, this is an unacknowledged
         Special Access Program. Information is strictly on a need-to-know basis. Most members of Congress don’t even know about Lightfall.”
      

      
      “Well, there are no senators here, so we should be fine.”

      
      “Dr. Kessler,” Vince said, “both Agent Bell and I have top clearances, as I’m sure you were told. And we are on a need-to-know
         basis in this case. If someone is trying to steal information about Lightfall, our mission is to identify that person or persons
         and bring them to justice before we have a further national security breach.”
      

      
      Kessler didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “All right. Yes. The staff started referring to the weapon as the Killswitch, and
         the name stuck, much to my chagrin.”
      

      
      “The National Security Agency intercepted a message hidden in a public Internet discussion forum dedicated to videogames.”
         Vince referred to his notebook. “It said, ‘Kill Switch hints? Stuck on level seven. Died twenty-one times the first day, then
         twenty-five times the next. Need help.’ The username was PG0915. Only one person responded. A man named George Hickson. His
         answer was, ‘Did you try the black box cheat code?’”
      

      
      Kessler frowned. “Hints and cheat codes? Is Kill Switch a game?”

      
      “Yes. It was released nine years ago.”

      
      “So? It’s just some kid who can’t play very well. What’s the problem?”

      
      “Because elements of the message seem to have connections to the Lightfall program, we think it may be a code. When is the
         Killswitch supposed to arrive in Australia?”
      

      
      “Two days from now. The weapons test is scheduled for ten days after that.” Kessler’s eyebrows knitted together. “What are
         you getting at?”
      

      
      “The arrival date is July twenty-first,” Morgan said. “Seven twenty-one.”

      
      “Are you serious?” Kessler said with a laugh. “That has to be a coincidence.”

      
      “What happens on July twenty-fifth?”

      
      Kessler shrugged. “We’ll be prepping for the test firing.”

      
      “And what about the username?” Morgan asked. “PG0915. You’re using the Pine Gap facility for the test prep. PG may mean Pine
         Gap.”
      

      
      “More coincidence.”

      
      “And what if 0915 is a time?”

      
      “Oh, come on. Did you track this person down? It’s probably some pimply-faced teenager in his mother’s basement.”

      
      “We did try to find this person,” Vince said, “but whoever it was used an anonymizer to register the username. George Hickson
         didn’t pan out either.”
      

      
      “Then what do you want me to do?”

      
      “It’s possible that hostile forces are targeting one of those dates for some reason,” Morgan said. “Perhaps someone is planning
         to take photos or smuggle information about the weapon out of Pine Gap. They may even try to sabotage the weapon somehow.
         It’s our recommendation that you postpone the test until a later date.”
      

      
      Kessler’s face darkened. “Agent Bell, do you know how much has been spent getting ready for this test?”

      
      “That’s irrelevant.”

      
      “Over one billion dollars and seventy thousand man-hours of work.”

      
      “And all of that time and money will be wasted if someone steals information about the weapon or disables it somehow.”

      
      “I don’t believe this.”
      

      
      A knock at the door.

      
      “Yes?” Kessler said.

      
      The door opened and Collins poked his head in. “Sir, we’re having a problem with the magnetic flux density analyzer.”

      
      “What’s wrong with … Never mind. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      
      “Yes, sir.” Collins closed the door.

      
      “Why is this test being conducted in Australia?” Morgan asked.

      
      Kessler sighed. “We have to use the Woomera Test Range in South Australia.”

      
      “We have test ranges here in the US.”

      
      “Woomera is the biggest land-based weapons testing area in the world. It’s larger than England and allows the evaluation of
         rockets and explosives far from prying eyes. No facility in the US is that isolated.”
      

      
      “Who chose Australia as the test site?”

      
      “The Australians. This is a joint project with them.”

      
      “I know. Do you think someone on the Australian side could be the leak?”

      
      “It’s only a handful of people on their end, but go ahead and waste your time delving into that side of it.”

      
      “We will investigate every possibility thoroughly,” Morgan said. “In the meantime I’m going to recommend that you postpone
         the test until we can verify who sent that message.”
      

      
      “Agent Cameron,” Kessler said, turning dramatically toward Vince, “you seem to be the more reasonable person here, so I’ll
         address this to you. Unless I get a call from the Secretary of the Air Force himself telling me to call off the test, we are
         going forward with it. Now, you are the investigators, so investigate. You may interview whomever you want. Look into their
         backgrounds. Put extra security on the transport. I don’t care. Just stay out of my way.”
      

      
      Before Morgan could respond to the disdainful comments, Vince stopped her. “Putting extra security measures on the transport
         will only draw attention that what they’re transporting is valuable. We might as well put a sign on the plane saying, ‘Top-secret
         weapon inside. Please don’t steal it.’”
      

      
      Kessler waved a hand. “Security is your job, not mine.”

      
      “Dr. Kessler,” Vince said, “are any of your employees gamblers?”

      
      “I have no idea. I don’t get involved with their private lives.”

      
      “Any of them been acting strangely at work?”

      
      He spoke without hesitation. “Not at all.”

      
      “You’re absolutely sure you don’t remember anything out of the ordinary?”

      
      “Not that I recall.”

      
      “You seem to be very blasé about the possibility that your project has been compromised by potential spies,” Morgan said.

      
      “I handpicked all of the scientists and engineers on this project myself. I work with them daily. I can state for a fact that
         none of them is a spy.”
      

      
      “What about you?”

      
      Kessler’s eyes burned into Morgan’s. “Are you insane? I’ve spent the last ten years of my life on this program. I’ve staked
         my entire reputation on it. Why would I do anything to sabotage it?”
      

      
      “You tell me.”

      
      “I can’t, because this is ridiculous. You’re fishing for something to justify your jobs. Unless you can come up with a more
         credible threat than a stupid message on a discussion forum, we will continue as planned. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have
         to make sure Collins will be finished in the next thirty minutes.”
      

      
      He stood and walked to the door, waving Morgan and Vince out of his office. He shot Morgan a withering stare as he locked
         it, and he was gone.
      

      
      “What do you think?” Vince asked her.

      
      “I don’t like coincidences,” Morgan said.

      
      “Neither do I.”

      
      While Vince took a bathroom break, she called her section head. The conversation didn’t go well. She hung up and waited.

      
      When Vince returned, he said, “By the fact that we aren’t hustling after Kessler, I’m guessing the boss said he wasn’t going to the director with this.”
      

      
      Morgan shook her head. “He doesn’t think there’s enough to warrant cancelling the test.”

      
      “It is pretty flimsy evidence.”
      

      
      “Not too flimsy to merit two tickets to Australia, though. We’re on United out of LA this evening. I convinced him to send
         us to Pine Gap just to keep an eye on things.”
      

      
      Vince groaned. “Are you kidding? Fifteen hours on a flight to Sydney? At least tell me we’re flying business class.”

      
      Morgan shook her head. “Coach.”

      
      Another groan.

      
      “It gets worse. Did you look at Pine Gap on the map?”

      
      “No. Why?”

      
      “Sydney isn’t our final destination. We’ve got a connecting three-hour flight. Pine Gap is in the middle of the Australian
         outback, near Alice Springs.”
      

      
      This time Vince didn’t groan. “You just love trying to make me miserable.”

      
      “No,” Morgan said. “You do just fine on your own.”

   
      
      FIVE

   
      
      If the bullet had gone through one of the front tires, the Land Rover would have skidded off the road and plummeted into the
         Shotover River long ago. And although the right rear tire was punctured, it hadn’t shredded, so Tyler was able to open up
         some distance between him and the rear-wheel-drive Toyota on the snowy road. With the curves throwing off their aim, the pursuers’
         shots went wild. So far luck had favored the pursued.
      

      
      But two new problems faced them. Grant was now out of shells, and they had come down to an elevation where snow no longer
         covered the road. At the speed Tyler was going, the pavement would rip the punctured tire to tatters in minutes.
      

      
      “Where are the cops?” Tyler said to Grant in the back seat.

      
      “The dispatcher says they’re about two miles away.”

      
      Tyler saw in the mirror that the Toyota was closing fast. “If we stop, we’ll never be able to hold out until the police get
         here.”
      

      
      “There’s a small town up ahead,” Fay said. “Arthurs Point. We could run into a shop and get help.”

      
      “Do the shop owners carry guns?”

      
      “Shop owners in gun shops do.”

      
      “I don’t suppose there are any gun shops in this little town.”

      
      “I don’t think so.”

      
      Hiding in a store might work, or it might get innocent bystanders killed. Given that the gunmen were still in hot pursuit,
         it didn’t seem like they cared much about witnesses.
      

      
      Tyler saw a red sign flash by for Shotover Jet, the jet boats that take passengers on a high-speed ride down the Shotover
         River canyon. Grant had shown him a brief video of the boats when they were planning their trip to Queenstown, but Tyler hadn’t thought about it further because of the cold weather.
      

      
      “Fay,” he said, “do the jet boats run in the winter?”

      
      “Oh, yes. Year round.”

      
      He glanced in the mirror and saw Grant nodding. “It’d be hard for them to follow us.”

      
      Bullets hammered the tailgate.

      
      “Down!” Tyler shouted, but nobody had to be told to duck.

      
      The Toyota was less than a hundred yards behind them.

      
      The rear wheel was now grinding along the asphalt, throwing up a shower of sparks. At any moment the wheel itself might fly
         off, and then they would be easy prey.
      

      
      “Since they’re after me,” Fay said, “the noble thing for me to do would be to offer to have you drop me off to distract them while you get away,
         but I have to admit I’m too scared to make the gesture.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry, Fay,” Tyler said. “That’s not an option.”

      
      “Good, because if you’re thinking of using the jet boats to get away from these men, the turnoff is coming up on the right.”

      
      Tyler was impressed. Even though she was frightened, Fay still kept her wits. Sure enough, a new sign for the jet boats pointed
         to the right. Tyler cranked the wheel and grimaced as the rear hub squealed against the road in protest.
      

      
      Tyler approached a fork in the road. “Which way?”
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