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For Ciara, my niece; Suz, my sister; and Jane, my mother—three of the toughest, smartest, coolest women on earth. Charlie Thorne exists because of you.


I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN



PROLOGUE


Princeton, New Jersey

April 18, 1955

2:55 a.m.

Albert Einstein was dying.

In the great man’s bedroom on the second floor of his white clapboard house, a young doctor held a vigil by his side.

It was a quirk of fate that the young doctor was even there. Einstein’s regular physician, a man who had been his friend and confidant for years, was sick himself that night. The young doctor was filling in for him and had answered the emergency call, never expecting that he would end up witnessing history.

The doctor was at once awestruck and saddened. He couldn’t believe he was here, treating Albert Einstein himself—and yet he knew the old man’s time was quickly running out. Einstein was in agony, fading in and out of consciousness. There was nothing the doctor could do for him except try to ease his pain.

To the doctor’s surprise, the housekeeper—a stern older woman named Helen—had argued vehemently against giving Einstein painkillers, even trying to throw them out the window. Ultimately, the doctor had to drag the old woman from the room and lock her out. He had felt guilty about this—especially when Helen had pounded on the door, desperately pleading for him to listen to her—but he had administered the drugs anyhow. His responsibility was to the patient. It would have been a violation of his oath to let Einstein continue suffering.

Eventually, Helen had stopped pleading and gone to make a frantic phone call.

Now Einstein seemed to be asleep, his head propped on the pillows, his breath coming in ragged heaves. However, his pulse was still racing, indicating that his body wasn’t truly resting.

The doctor heard a car screech to a stop on the street outside and then Helen answering the front door downstairs. Whomever she had called had arrived. It hadn’t taken long—perhaps five minutes. The doctor wondered if this new visitor would be more willing to listen to reason. . . .

Einstein’s hand suddenly clasped the doctor’s wrist, startling him. The great scientist snapped upright in bed, his eyes wide open but unfocused—the wild stare of a morphine haze. He pulled the doctor toward him with surprising strength and hissed, “Die Gleichung muss geschützt werden!”

“I—I’m sorry,” the doctor stammered. “I don’t understand.”

Einstein stared at him, seeming both confused and aggravated. The doctor suspected delirium had set in, a side effect of the painkillers. Einstein probably had no idea where he was—or that he was even speaking German. And yet he spoke with startling conviction for a man who had been heavily sedated, as though his thoughts were so important, he was determined to express them at any cost.

“Pandorabüchse!” Einstein exclaimed urgently. “Sie ist im Holmes. Die Gleichung muss geschützt werden!”

The doctor could now hear footsteps racing up the stairs. He tried to lay Einstein back down in bed, to comfort him somehow, but Einstein remained upright, clutching him tightly.

“I don’t speak German,” the doctor explained. “Please. Try in English. . . .”

“Pandorabü . . . ,” Einstein began again, but it was all he could manage. The light in his eyes faded. His pulse faltered. Then he collapsed back onto the bed, the final thought of his incredible life unfinished.

•  •  •

Ernst Klein burst through the door a second later, splintering the frame. He was the same age as Einstein, and they had been friends since they had met during their freshman year at the Federal Polytechnic in Zurich nearly six decades earlier. Ernst wore only pajamas with a raincoat hastily pulled over them. He hadn’t even taken the time to put on a pair of slippers; his feet were still bare.

The moment he saw Einstein, Ernst knew he was too late. His knees buckled slightly, as if all his years had suddenly descended upon him. Tears welled in his eyes. But this was all the remorse he had time for. He fought his emotions aside and turned to the young doctor. “I heard him speaking to you. What did he say?”

“I don’t know.” The doctor was surprised to find his hands were shaking. He had already witnessed many deaths in his thirty years, but this one had been different. His final moments with Einstein had left him strangely unsettled. “It was in German—I think. I couldn’t understand it.”

“Can you repeat it?” It wasn’t a question so much as a demand. Despite his years, Ernst had a commanding presence.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Please!” Ernst seized the doctor by his lapels with such force that he nearly lifted the young man off the floor. “You must try!”

The doctor forced himself to concentrate. “It was something like ‘pander abuse. . . .’ ”

Worry flickered in Ernst’s eyes. “Pandorabüchse?”

The doctor gasped, surprised. “That’s it! How did you . . . ?”

“Did Albert say anything else?”

“Yes, but I can’t recall it. It sounded urgent, though . . . like it was an order. Like he wanted me to do something.”

Ernst relaxed his grip on the doctor, nodding sadly, aware the younger man had no more information to share. If only he had been here a few seconds earlier! If he had just driven a little faster, maybe taken Chestnut Street instead of Maple . . .

No, Ernst told himself. There was no point to wishing that history was different. As Einstein would have pointed out, time moved in only one direction. There was work to be done.

An anguished cry rang out behind him. Helen stood in the doorway, clutching the jamb for support, staring at Albert’s lifeless body.

Ernst felt a pang of remorse. He wanted to comfort the woman. He wanted someone to comfort him. He wanted to sit by the bed, hold his old friend’s hand one last time, and cry.

But he couldn’t. Not now. Not when Einstein had spoken about Pandorabüchse on his deathbed. The worst-case scenario they had always feared had come to pass, and now Ernst had to deal with it. He grasped the doctor’s arm tightly, leading him from the room. “You must go,” he said firmly.

“But I have to report the death. . . .”

“Do it tomorrow. Go home now. Get some rest. Then phone in your report. Say Albert died at seven a.m. . . .”

“I can’t do that. It’s against my oath. . . .”

“Do you know who that man is in there?” Ernst nodded toward the bedroom.

“Of course.”

“Would you have ever questioned his judgment when he was alive?”

The doctor considered this, then shook his head.

Ernst fished an envelope from his pocket. It was creased and brown with age. “I’m not giving you my orders. They’re his.”

The doctor reluctantly opened the envelope. Inside were two yellowing pages. The first was a letter, typed and notarized:

To whom it may concern:

I, Albert Einstein, being of sound mind, name Ernst Klein to be the supreme executor of my estate. He is my closest friend and he is to be given your complete and utter trust.

If you are reading this, I have passed on. I beg you to do whatever Ernst requests. He is acting in accordance with my wishes. Do not waste his time asking why; he does not know himself. Only I do, and my reasons shall die with me. Suffice it to say, I have a very good explanation for such extreme precautions.

I beg you: Never speak a word of this to anyone.

Thank you for your understanding,
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The doctor looked back at Einstein, stunned, wondering what the old man could have had in mind. He began to turn to the second page of the documents, but Ernst snatched them away.

“I’m afraid the rest of this is for my eyes only.” Ernst took the doctor’s arm again and steered him down the stairs. “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to give us some time, we’d greatly appreciate it.”

The doctor was surprised to find himself nodding in agreement. He couldn’t explain why exactly; he simply had a sense that something far greater than himself was taking place. Something only an intellectual powerhouse like Einstein could conjure up—or comprehend. Before the doctor knew it, he was at the front door, shaking hands with Ernst, devising a plan to falsify the time of Einstein’s death.

Ernst closed the door on him and turned all three latches. Then he made a beeline for Einstein’s study.

It was on the first floor, wedged between the living room and dining room, but lacking any of their formality. This was the place where Albert could be himself, and it was strewn with the residue of a thousand ideas in progress. Notebooks and papers covered every available surface: they were piled on the desk, couch, and chairs; floor-to-ceiling bookshelves buckled under their weight; even the fireplace was being used for storage, with sheaves of paper stacked upon the andirons. A double-sided blackboard in the corner was coated with dozens of equations, many half-erased and then written over again. As Albert had aged, his organizational skills had waned, although he had never stopped thinking.

Looking at the study, all Ernst could think was that he had a great deal of work to do.

Even so, he quickly read the second page from the envelope, the instructions Albert had given him ten years before. Ernst knew what they said, but what he was about to do seemed so radical—so sacrilegious—that he needed Albert’s reassurance before he began.

It made sense to start with the papers in the fireplace. He found a box of matches, struck one, and set it to the pile. Much of the paper was old and brittle; some might have been stacked there, forgotten, for a decade. The pile quickly burst into flame. Thousands of Einstein’s calculations instantly turned to ash.

The next pages Ernst added to the fire were Einstein’s instructions themselves. Then, working as quickly as his old muscles would allow, he began to burn everything else.

Over the crackle of the flames, Ernst heard two cars skid to a stop in front of the house. Men’s voices echoed in the night.

They’re already here, Ernst thought.

He was surprised. Not that Albert had been right about them—Albert was always right—but that they had arrived so quickly. They must have been stationed closer than he had realized.

Ernst stepped up his pace, throwing everything he could into the fire, racing to destroy as much as possible in the little time he had. He gave no thought to himself, only to the promise he had made to Albert, even though the fire was now blazing hot enough to scorch his skin and the smoke stung his eyes and filled his lungs. He continued feverishly stoking the flames, even as he heard the men break down the front door and shove Helen aside, even as they burst into the room and pulled their guns and screamed at him to stop, right up until their leader clubbed him from behind, crumpling him to the floor.

In the seconds before he lost consciousness, Ernst Klein prayed that, by some miracle, Pandorabüchse had been in the fraction of Einstein’s work he’d been able to destroy—and that it was finally gone from the earth once and for all.



PART ONE


THE FATE OF THE WORLD

It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN



ONE


CIA headquarters

Langley, Virginia

Present day

The director of the Central Intelligence Agency scrutinized the photograph of Charlie Thorne, then dropped it on the conference table and gave Agent Dante Garcia a hard stare. “You must be joking.”

“I’m not,” Dante replied solemnly.

“This is a twelve-year-old girl!” Director Carter exclaimed.

“She’s not a normal twelve-year-old.”

“I don’t care if she can fly,” Carter snapped. “I own pairs of shoes that are older than this kid. The fate of humanity is at stake here and you want me to rely on someone who’s barely a teenager?”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Dante said.

“These measures aren’t desperate. They’re insane.”

“Well, maybe it’s time we tried something crazy. The CIA has been using the same old techniques to find Pandora for almost seventy years, and they haven’t gotten us anywhere. They certainly didn’t work in Bern.”

Director Carter’s gaze went cold, making Dante think that he’d pushed things too far. But then Carter gave a slight nod, conceding that he was right, and sat back in her chair to think.

Dante had seen the director lapse into deep thought before, though never when he was the only one in the room with her. The previous times, he had been a junior agent, relegated to the background, expected only to observe and keep his mouth shut. Carter’s long pauses to think in meetings were legendary at the Agency. She had been known to not say anything for up to ten minutes, during which she expected complete silence. This could be awkward for the other agents in the room, but they all greatly respected Carter—revered her even—and so they dealt with it.

Jamilla Carter was in her sixties, the rare CIA director who had risen to the job by being an exceptional agent rather than a political appointee. Her piercing brown eyes stood out against her dark skin. She had been an analyst, rather than a field operative, but then, most CIA employees were analysts, and Carter was one of the best.

Carter was in analysis mode now. She picked up the file Dante had assembled on Charlie Thorne and leafed through it for what was probably the twentieth time that day.

Dante grew uncomfortable watching her, so he let his gaze drift out the window. It was January and the sky was roofed with gray clouds. Squalls of snowflakes swirled outside the window. Even on a sunny day, the buildings of CIA headquarters were drab; today they looked ominous and foreboding.

Carter’s eyes shifted from the file to the photograph once again.

Charlotte Thorne, aka Charlie, was a mix of many different races, although she didn’t look like one more than any other. If Charlie had been ten years older, this would have been a huge asset. She could have passed for a very tan white person, a light-skinned black person, or Hispanic or Arab or Indian, or even partly Chinese. Looks like that would allow you to blend in anywhere on earth, to pass yourself off as almost any culture if you could speak the language.

But Dante hadn’t suggested Charlie because of her appearance. It was because of her intelligence. Her IQ was off the charts. Director Carter had dozens of certified geniuses under her at the CIA, and none of them had IQs as high as Charlie Thorne’s. Carter wouldn’t have believed anyone could score that high if Dante hadn’t provided three separate reports from respected psychologists to confirm it.

Carter flipped through the psych reports again. She had read them twice already. The second time, she had marked them with a red pen, circling words or phrases that were important to her, for reasons that were good or bad. Finally, she looked back at Dante.

“She’s brilliant,” Carter said. “I’ll give you that.”

“She’s beyond brilliant,” Dante corrected. “She speaks at least twelve languages and can understand more. She’s already been accepted to college, studying advanced math and theoretical physics. She has a photographic memory. . . .”

“There’s no such thing as a photographic memory.”

“Well, hers is as close as it gets. Her mind is wired differently than ours. She knows everything about everything. Science, history, art . . . you name it.”

“Perhaps. But there are other characteristics of her personality that are more worrisome.” Carter tapped some of the reports where she had made notes. “Rebellious. Headstrong. Conceited. Disrespectful of authority.”

“Do you know who else was like that as a child?” Dante asked. “Albert Einstein. As well as Leonardo da Vinci, Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin, Benjamin Franklin, and every other groundbreaking genius you can name. Anyone that brilliant is going to chafe at authority. Because they’re smarter than the authorities.” Dante leaned across the conference table. “The CIA has been searching for Pandora ever since Einstein died, and we’ve gotten nowhere. So maybe we need someone as smart as Einstein to find it. And the closest person we have to Einstein right now is her.” Dante thumped his finger on the photo of Charlie Thorne.

Carter’s eyes fell to the photo again, then returned to Dante. Agent Garcia was mentally gifted himself; that was why Director Carter was even sitting here with him, considering his radical suggestion, when she had a thousand other things to do. Like dealing with the fallout from Bern.

Dante was only twenty-eight, but he had already proved himself in the field many times, rising rapidly through the ranks. Like Charlie Thorne, he was a blend of races, able to pass as almost any ethnicity he wanted, meaning he had served all over the world.

“Miss Thorne’s disrespect for authority probably goes much farther than Einstein’s ever did,” Director Carter said. “As far as we know, Einstein never broke the law, whereas Miss Thorne has. And in rather spectacular fashion.”

“That’s exactly why she’ll work for us.”

Carter arched an eyebrow. “You want to blackmail her into helping us? That’s not exactly going to make her respectful of authority.”

“I can handle her.”

Carter leafed through the file on Charlie Thorne one last time, considering all the possible ramifications of bringing this girl aboard. The kid was a risky play, for sure. The chances were high that it wouldn’t work. And yet, as Agent Garcia had said, these were desperate times. Carter’s intelligence said the Furies were closing in on Pandora; meanwhile the CIA was no closer than it had been seven decades ago.

“This will have to be an unsanctioned mission,” Carter said. “Completely off the books. There can’t be any record that the CIA is coercing twelve-year-olds to work for us.”

Dante smiled. “Of course not.”

“That means a bare-bones operation as well. Only you and one other agent.”

Dante’s smile faded. “Only one other? That’s crazy!”

“Weren’t you just telling me it was time to try something crazy? If it helps, you can select whoever you want.”

Dante didn’t hesitate for a second. “Milana Moon.”

Director Carter nodded. Even though she had thousands of agents working under her, she knew exactly who Moon was. The fact that Dante had named her so quickly simply confirmed his intelligence to her. “Fine. If she’ll agree to it.”

“I think I can convince her.”

“Then we’re done here.” Carter snapped to her feet and slid the file back across the conference table to Dante. “Destroy that. And then go find Pandora.”



TWO


Snowmass Mountain

Pitkin County, Colorado

One day later

No one had skied Deadman’s Drop yet that year.

To begin with, it was illegal, lying outside the ski area boundary. Second, it was difficult to get to. After you took the Elk Camp lift all the way to the top of the mountain—11,325 feet above sea level—you still had to hike to get there. Up another mountain ridge. Through the snow. Struggling to get a breath in the thin air, lugging your skis or snowboard, until you finally reached the drop-in point.

But the real reason no one had skied Deadman’s yet was because it lived up to its name and was extremely dangerous. Deadman’s Drop was a couloir, a steep and narrow gouge in the rock, a sixty-degree slope flanked by sheer walls only a few feet apart. There was little room for error—and if you screwed up and busted your leg or tore an ACL, they couldn’t send the ski patrol to get you. You’d have to claw your way out by yourself. And if all that wasn’t scary enough, the couloir ended at a cliff. The ground simply dropped away, leaving a fifty-foot plummet down to the Grey Wolf ski run. There was no way out except over the edge.

Even if you did make it, and managed to stick the landing without breaking a leg or bashing your head on a rock, there was a decent chance the ski patrol would come after you—as you had now landed back on Snowmass property—and they’d yank your ski pass for the rest of the year as punishment for going outside the boundary. Unless you could outrun them, which was highly unlikely, because the ski patrol was staffed by incredible athletes who skied one hundred days a year.

But Charlie Thorne was skiing Deadman’s Drop anyhow.

For her it was pure, unadulterated bliss. Two months’ worth of virgin snow was piled up inside the couloir, and her skis floated over it as she fired through, whooping with joy. She didn’t have the grace of an adult skier yet, slewing about like a rhino on roller skates, but she was a natural athlete with the devil-may-care attitude of a teenager, so she barreled ahead recklessly. Her long dark hair was tucked into a ski helmet, and her green eyes were hidden behind goggles, so all that was visible of her was her broad smile, which her friends considered a near-permanent fixture upon her face.

It was noon on a Tuesday. Charlie should have been in school.

Theoretical physics, to be specific.

But then, Charlie had shown up to her theoretical physics class only once this entire year besides exam days. She had arrived late on the first day of school, listened to fifteen minutes of Dr. Fromer’s lecture, then grown bored and left to go mountain biking. Of course, Dr. Fromer hadn’t been pleased about any of this. So he had thrown a bunch of extra questions into her most recent exam that weren’t on anyone else’s—on subjects that weren’t even covered in the textbook—just to flunk her and teach her a lesson in humility while he was at it.

Charlie had aced the exam anyhow. She hadn’t even needed the entire testing period. She had just sauntered in and casually done the math, the way other people might have jotted down a thank-you note, while all around her students ten years older than her—students who were majoring in theoretical physics—were tearing their hair out in frustration. It had taken her only thirty minutes, and she didn’t even bother to check her work. And most infuriating of all, she had caught a mistake of Dr. Fromer’s, circled it in red, and written, “Sloppy work. Try harder next time.”

Similar things had happened in all of Charlie’s classes. Charlie hadn’t accepted her full scholarship to the University of Colorado for the coursework. She had done it to get away from her parents—and for the proximity to the mountains. The scholarship didn’t mandate that she actually go to any of her classes, only that she pass them. So she spent her time hiking and biking and skiing with classmates, then showed up on exam days.

There were some courses that intrigued her, although they were all extracurricular and not for credit. Things like rock climbing, kayaking, and self-defense. Charlie was always on time for those, because they were fun.

The only real problem Charlie had was getting to the hiking trails and ski resorts. She might have been a genius, but she still didn’t have a driver’s license.

Luckily, Charlie wasn’t the only student who had chosen the University of Colorado for its location. There were always plenty of others who were willing to skip a few days of school for some adventure in the mountains.

That was how she had gotten here, to Snowmass, even though it was four hours from campus. A few sorority girls had been thrilled to blow off class and give Charlie a ride out to the mountains in return for a free place to stay at a swanky ski-in, ski-out house. Charlie had claimed the house was her uncle’s, when really she had rented it herself, because otherwise she would been stuck explaining how a twelve-year-old girl had enough money to rent a house that cost more than a thousand dollars a night, and Charlie didn’t really feel like doing that.

The girls were cool, too. This was the second time Charlie had gone on a road trip with them. A lot of her fellow students didn’t know how to behave around her, given her reputation as the tween who was ten times smarter than any of them. They were either condescending, treating her like she was a seven-year-old, or they were weirded out by her, whispering behind her back like she was a circus freak. However, these girls were fun and friendly—and they were rebellious, too. It was one of them, Eva, who had suggested skiing Deadman’s Drop in the first place.

Eva probably hadn’t thought Charlie would take her up on the challenge, but once Charlie agreed to it, Eva—and all the other girls—had been forced to agree to it as well. They couldn’t let a twelve-year-old be braver than them, could they? They had been acting excited about Deadman’s as they slipped under the boundary ropes and hiked up to it, but Charlie could tell that underneath the bravado they were all nervous and thinking that maybe Eva should have kept her big mouth shut.

Charlie didn’t think it was such a big deal, though. She had gotten away with far more in her life than a little trespassing.

She whooped again as she came flying through the couloir.

Eva and the other girls followed, but much more tentatively, worried about their safety—and Charlie’s, too.

Charlie fired through a tight gap in the rocks, and the lip of the cliff came into view. It was as though the earth simply ended up ahead. There was a sharp white line where the snowpack stopped abruptly, nothing but bright blue sky beyond it.

The numbers instantly came to Charlie.

Her grin jacked up a few notches. She tightened her tuck and barreled straight for the edge.

Behind her, Eva and the other girls slid to a stop, cowed by the sight of the cliff—and worried that Charlie was heading right for it.

The girls all knew Charlie was an impressive skier for her age. The rumors around school were that she had grown up skiing somewhere back East, Vermont or Maine maybe. The girls had already seen her handle double black diamond runs with ease and had watched her pull double corks off the jumps in the terrain park. But this was different. This was Deadman’s Drop. No matter how good a skier you were, you couldn’t just jump right off a cliff. You had to check it out first, go to the lip and look down, figure out where you were going to take off and land, gather your nerve. You could die on this thing if you weren’t careful—and it sure didn’t look like Charlie Thorne was being careful. If anything, it looked like the girl had a couple of screws loose. Like maybe she wasn’t as brilliant as everyone said; she might have had book smarts, but she obviously sucked at analyzing risk.

In truth, Charlie had already analyzed Deadman’s Drop far more than any of the girls realized. She had carefully observed the end of the couloir from the ski lift down on the Grey Wolf run. She had assessed the height of the drop and the angle of the ground beneath it and worked out exactly how fast she needed to be going and where she needed to land and then rechecked her math two dozen times and memorized it all. Now all she had to do was enjoy the ride.

So while the other girls stopped in the couloir and held their breath, Charlie kept barreling forward, apparently unfazed by the sudden drop ahead, laughing like the happiest person on earth. And then she launched herself over the edge, into thin air.

As the ground dropped away from under her, Charlie was suddenly struck by a pang of fear and self-doubt. What if she had made a mistake in her math? She was five stories in the air above a ski slope. If she made any mistakes now, she could die.

So she focused on the numbers.

She saw them in her mind, etched onto the landscape of the earth before her. The numbers were the equations she had worked before, back on the ski lift. They told her how she needed to move, where she needed to land, what she had to do to survive. Better yet, they told her what she needed to do if she wanted to make this look awesome.

Her fear vanished and her confidence came flooding back. At exactly the right moment, she threw herself into a reverse somersault, whipping her shoulders back, arching her spine, watching the sky rotate in above her, then the cliff, then the horizon—and by then the ground had already rushed up to meet her, so she cocked her skis at forty-five degrees to match the slope, kinked her legs to cushion the impact, and nailed the landing. One second she was falling and the next she was skiing, glowing from the adrenaline surge, rocketing downhill for a few more seconds before dramatically skidding to a stop in a spray of snow.

The skiers on the Grey Wolf run stopped and gaped in astonishment at the young skier who had just appeared out of nowhere. The skiers on the Elk Camp lift who had witnessed the whole stunt burst into applause. Up in the couloir, Eva and the girls heaved sighs of relief that Charlie hadn’t biffed the landing and killed herself. Charlie allowed herself a moment of grandstanding, flashing a smile to the spectators and taking a bow.

And then she saw Agent Milana Moon waiting for her.



THREE


Milana Moon and Dante Garcia had tracked Charlie with her phone. All phones had Global Positioning Systems in them, and the CIA had accessed that and triangulated Charlie’s location. Dante had assumed they would be heading to Boulder, where the University of Colorado was, but they had discovered Charlie was in Aspen instead.

Due to the urgency of their mission, they had the use of a jet, albeit an outdated one the CIA had confiscated from some arms dealers twenty years earlier. Agent Moon, among her many other talents, was an instrument-rated pilot.

They landed at the Aspen airport, which was only a short cab ride from Snowmass. Dante and Milana could both ski, and they didn’t want to sit at the bottom of the mountain for the whole day, waiting for Charlie to come down. Time was too precious in the hunt for Pandora. So they had rented skis and used the GPS to track Charlie more precisely.

It wasn’t hard to blend in on a ski mountain. Far easier than it was to blend in on a city street, where people could be wearing anything from T-shirts and cargo shorts to three-piece suits. All skiers basically wore the same thing: heavy jackets, ski pants, helmets, scarves, and goggles. The helmets, scarves, and goggles had the added bonus of hiding the agents’ faces.

They had fallen into the Elk Camp lift line behind Charlie and she hadn’t even noticed. Or so they’d thought.

The plan was to apprehend Charlie nice and easy if they could: Wait for her to split off from her friends, maybe when she went to the bathroom. Then they’d grab her, badge her, and tell her she was under arrest. Hopefully she wouldn’t try to run, but if she did, they’d cuff her and take her down. It should have been a cakewalk. It wasn’t like they were bringing in a hardened criminal. Just a twelve-year-old girl. If anything, it seemed beneath their rank.

They had been a little thrown when Charlie and the girls had gone out of bounds, wondering how they could possibly follow them without drawing attention to themselves, but then Dante had talked to a ski bum, who had told them the girls were probably headed for Deadman’s Drop, and if so, that it would dump them right back onto Grey Wolf. The ski bum had even pointed out the exact spot where that would happen. So Milana Moon had posted herself there, acting like a normal skier waiting for her friends, while Dante had gone farther down the run to stand guard by the base of the ski lift, in case something went wrong.

Which was exactly what had just happened.

•  •  •

Dante knew a great deal about Charlie Thorne, but he had severely underestimated her ability to notice her surroundings, unaware that Charlie had made a point of honing that skill.

It was amazing how little most people really noticed in the world around them. All federal agents knew that eyewitness testimonies tended to be shaky at best. Most people could barely remember what they’d had for breakfast any given morning, let alone recall details about a suspect they might have seen for only a few seconds.

But Charlie Thorne was different. She had gotten away after breaking the law, but she didn’t assume that would always be the case. Someday someone would come looking for her. Therefore, she always needed her guard up. She always had to be prepared for trouble.

Always had to be ready to run.

So she was constantly paying attention to everyone around her, even here, at a ski resort. She had trained herself to focus on the people in the crowds, to notice what they were wearing, to look for patterns that were too statistically unusual to be a coincidence.

The woman standing downhill from where Charlie had landed on the ski run had been right behind her in the lift line on the way up the hill. There was nothing particularly unusual about her ski outfit, but this skier was tall for a woman, a few inches above average, and had the same distinct, strong jawline, so Charlie was sure it was the same person.

Charlie couldn’t help herself; she started seeing the numbers.

It had been like this her whole life. Even when she was a little kid, well before anyone had tried to teach her math, the numbers had come to her. In fact, no one had ever needed to teach her math; she had simply worked everything out on her own. It hadn’t been difficult. Instead, it had just seemed . . . obvious. It had all come so naturally, Charlie was five before she realized what she was doing was unusual. Until then she’d thought everyone instinctively knew how to add and subtract or how to calculate the volume of a box—or, for that matter, how to understand a foreign language by merely concentrating on its syntax and patterns as it was spoken.

To understand coincidence, you simply had to understand probability. For example, people were generally surprised if, in a group of thirty people, two turned out to share a birthday. But there was a greater than 70 percent chance this would happen. You just had to do the math:

[image: image]

So now Charlie worked out the probability that someone who had been behind her in line on the way up the lift would be standing here thirty minutes later, at the exact spot where Deadman’s Drop emptied back out onto the run. To do this Charlie considered a variety of factors, like the number of lifts at Snowmass, the amount of skiable terrain, and the approximate number of skiers there were on the mountain that day. She calculated a 0.08 percent chance, which was certainly within the realm of possibility, but still slim enough to be of concern.

But there was one way to definitely tell if this woman was following her.

Up in the couloir, Eva had finally gathered her nerve to make the jump off Deadman’s Drop. It was hard for Charlie to tell where the suspicious woman was looking, given that she was wearing ski goggles, but her attention—at least for the moment—appeared to be on Eva.

Without even bothering to wave to her fellow skiers, or to see if Eva managed to land safely, Charlie turned and fled.

•  •  •

Milana Moon didn’t notice Charlie had run for a moment. She was watching the next girl jumping off the cliff, unable to believe someone would risk her life for a stupid stunt like that, thinking there was a good chance the idiot was going to wipe out badly and snap her spine right there in front of everybody. As it happened, the girl did wipe out, tumbling down the slope, her skis and poles flying everywhere, but somehow she was okay. She lay there on the ski run, laughing at herself, then sat up and yelled to her friends, “Well, I really screwed that one up, didn’t I?”

Then Milana returned her attention to Charlie—only Charlie wasn’t standing there anymore. She was well down the ski run, in a racing tuck, going for speed.

Milana swore, then grabbed her phone and alerted Dante. “Dagger! It’s Coyote! The rabbit’s on the run!”

Dante was waiting down the hill, near the base of the ski lift. It was cold, just standing there, and a chill had started to seep into his bones. He was in position to catch Charlie if she ran, but the ground here was flatter, so he’d need ample warning from Milana to get up to speed. Now, as he saw Charlie flying down the hill toward him, he swore under his breath as well. Milana’s warning hadn’t come fast enough; Charlie had gotten the jump on her somehow.

Milana was coming too, but Charlie had a big lead on her, at least thirty seconds. Dante dug his poles into the ground and moved into the middle of the ski run, blocking Charlie’s path, ready to tackle her if he had to.

Only Charlie didn’t stay on the run. Before she got to Dante, she suddenly veered to the right, into the trees.

She spotted us, Dante thought. How on earth did she do that?

Up the mountain, Milana changed course and followed Charlie into the woods.

Dante dug his poles into the ground again and took up the chase.

•  •  •

Charlie shot through the trees. Her hunch had been right. Someone had found her. She didn’t know who exactly, but she wasn’t going to wait around to find out. She had seen the second person down below, moving to block her escape, forcing her to take evasive action. And the one she had spotted on the ski run was coming after her too.

The problem now was that she was on tricky, unpredictable terrain. She had spent plenty of time studying the trail map for Snowmass, picking out potential escape routes in case of trouble, but she couldn’t possibly scope them all out. She could only hope that she was skilled enough to handle them.

The forest was thick here, full of trees, and Charlie was certainly moving too quickly through it to be safe. She had no choice though. The female agent was coming after her just as fast, and whoever had been waiting down below—she couldn’t even tell if it had been a man or a woman—was certainly coming as well. So Charlie skied through the trees as quickly as she could, reckless as it was.

It struck her that the forest was incredibly silent compared to the ski resort. The runs at Snowmass were filled with the noise of other skiers and the clanking machinery of the lifts, but here in the woods that sound had faded almost instantly, muffled by the canopy of branches and the deep snow on the ground. Every sound Charlie made—every swoosh of a turn, every grunt of exertion— sounded as loud as a cannon, but she could also clearly hear the woman pursuing her.

The woman was catching up.

Charlie might have been an excellent skier, but she was still only twelve. The woman was bigger and stronger than she was. And in addition to the trees, there was another big problem with fleeing on skis. Charlie was leaving tracks. Perfect, easy-to-follow tracks in the snow. Which was allowing the woman behind her to stay on her tail. Charlie needed to do something to slow her down.

So, in addition to looking for the best route to speed through the forest, she also had her mind racing, analyzing the gaps between all the trees ahead, estimating the distances between them, assessing which route would be optimal for what she needed. Finally, she spotted what she was hoping for. As she shot through the gap in the trees, she ducked and held a ski pole above her head, turned perpendicular to her. It wedged perfectly between the tree trunks, which yanked it from her grasp and held it there, suspended four feet above the ground.

Charlie didn’t risk a look back to check her work. She could only plow ahead, hoping the pole would blend in with the forest and that the agent pursuing her would be too focused on following the tracks in the snow to be looking at the trees.

A startled yelp rang out through the quiet woods from behind her, followed by the sound of a skier getting clotheslined by a ski pole and then wiping out badly.

Charlie grinned, proud of her trick.

And then the ground dropped out from underneath her.



FOUR


Dante came upon Milana so fast he almost skied right into her.

She was sprawled directly in his path, having lost control for some reason and smashed into a tree. Dante swerved and nearly crashed himself, then stopped to check on her. Yes, that meant Charlie was widening the gap between them, but he feared Milana might have knocked herself unconscious, and he couldn’t leave her behind. By the time he found his way back to her, she might have frozen to death.

“Moon . . . ,” he began.

“I’m all right.” She groaned. Although she was trying to hide the pain, he could hear it in her voice. “Go get her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes! Go get that little jerk!” Milana pointed down the mountain.

So Dante went after Charlie. Only he’d lost some time and a lot of speed. It took him a while to get moving again, but the slow pace turned out to be a blessing in disguise. If Dante had been going much faster, he might have gone over the edge of the cliff.

It wasn’t a huge cliff, but it came up fast, the lip of it hidden by a thick stand of trees. Even at his relatively slow speed, he almost pushed through the branches and went right off the top.

His fear for his own safety was immediately overwhelmed by his fear for Charlie Thorne. She probably wouldn’t have seen the cliff coming either, and she would have been going fast. Dante didn’t want the kid dead. He skidded to another stop and cautiously sidled to the lip, peering down over the edge.

The cliff was only thirty feet tall, but there were plenty of rocks at the bottom and only a narrow patch of snow to land in. To Dante’s relief, Charlie wasn’t splayed out on the rocks below. Instead, there was a pair of ski tracks leading through the snow into the trees, indicating that somehow, by incredible luck or incredible skill, the kid had nailed the landing and continued onward.

So she was still alive.

The problem was, there was now a cliff between Dante and Charlie, and Dante sure as heck wasn’t about to ski off the top of this thing. He looked around and spotted an area to the side where the rock face gave way to a narrow slot filled with snow. That, he could handle. It wouldn’t look good, but he could manage it. The bigger concern was that it would eat up more time. Dante had no choice though. He needed to bring in Charlie Thorne. The fate of the world depended on it.

•  •  •

Charlie was now well down the mountain ahead of Dante. The slope had grown steeper since the cliff, but Charlie wasn’t going as fast now, exercising more caution. The cliff had caught her by surprise and shaken her. If another sudden drop came up, she wanted to be ready for it.

She knew she was lucky to have weathered the cliff as well as she had. She had been skiing recklessly, too focused on what was behind her instead of what was ahead. One moment there had been ground beneath her and the next there wasn’t. There hadn’t even been time to see the numbers before she hit the ground. She simply had to go on instinct. Somehow she had landed all right, though she had barely made it a few feet into the woods before catching a shoulder on a tree and getting knocked on her butt. Fortunately, she had been able to recover from that quickly and set on down the slope again, although her shoulder throbbed and she now had about five pounds of snow down her pants, freezing her rear end.

She had come down at least a thousand feet in elevation since Deadman’s Drop. The thick stands of evergreens were giving way to forests of aspen, and the bare branches of those trees were easier to pick out a path through. That was good news, as Charlie was growing tired. Fleeing her enemies was exhausting.

She was also starving. Skiing burned a ton of calories, and she and her friends had been planning to get lunch after Deadman’s. Now Charlie was thinking that, in addition to being tired, she might be hypoglycemic as well.

As Charlie sliced through the trees, her phone rang in the pocket of her ski parka. It was probably Eva or one of the other girls, wondering where she was, annoyed at her for taking off without them and now making them look for her. There was no time to answer it though. They would have to just keep wondering where she was.

It made Charlie think about the mess her life had suddenly become. She had been hoping no one would have ever caught on to what she’d done. Hoping that she could continue coasting through college, then maybe do the same thing in graduate school, until she was eighteen and legally free from her parents. Then she could do whatever she wanted with the money she had socked away—as long as she was smart about it.
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