
[image: Cover: The Last Second, by Catherine Coulter and J.T. Ellison]


#1 New York Times Bestselling Author

    Catherine Coulter

    and J.T. Ellison

“An Indiana Jones—style, high-concept adventure thriller about a race to save the world.” —Booklist (starred review)

The Last Second

A Brit in the FBI Thriller






Critics and Readers Praise THE LAST SECOND



“Seamlessly plotted.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Aliens communicating from outer space and a search for the Holy Grail seem the stuff of science fiction, but in the capable hands of Coulter and Ellison, they become an Indiana Jones–style, high-concept adventure thriller about a race to save the world.”

—Booklist, starred review

“Coulter and Ellison are a thriller writer’s dream team, and The Last Second is some of their best work yet.”

—The Real Book Spy

“Coulter and Ellison’s series has locked itself into a wonderful groove…. The Last Second is a perfect example of a popcorn movie in print form, and their latest in this series arguably is the best one to date.”

—Associated Press

“The Last Second was superb. I couldn’t put it down. I definitely enjoyed the firefight scenes, which left me breathless. Next book, please.”

—A. Joyce

“I give The Last Second two thumbs up and ten stars. I loved this book—it was out of this world.”

—J. Propst

“I finished The Last Second! Wow, just wow! Had me hanging on to the last page. It lived up to and surpassed Coulter and Ellison expectations. For those who still have to read it, you will enjoy the ride. Hang on tight!”

—S. Burton

“I loved The Last Second. I couldn’t put my Kindle down! And stayed up to finish it. Thank you for so many enjoyable hours of reading.”

—M. Foster

“I just finished The Last Second this evening and I’m still decompressing from all the action and excitement, intrigue, murder, and mayhem. The Last Second is a hit.”

—T. Muller

“You have done it again! I just finished The Last Second and was amazed. Thanks again for a fantastic story. I’m just sad I’m already done.”

—S. Burian



THE SIXTH DAY


“The character building in this book is absolutely fantastic… completely gripping from the first page to the last. This book adds another outstanding chapter to this phenomenally thrilling series. Not to be missed!”

—RT Book Reviews, 5-star gold review

“The mix of history with the modern technology generates both horror and thrills… another amazing entry in this ongoing series.”

—Associated Press

“Together, [Coulter and Ellison are] absolutely lights-out, and The Sixth Day is everything you’d expect from one of the best writing tandems working today.”

—The Real Book Spy

“An awesome, high-octane, mayhem-filled great read.”

—L. Oshiro

“Another fast-paced, action-filled story that thrills from start to finish. I love how you weave in the bits of true history with the potentially possible story line. Another check in the win column for Coulter and Ellison.”

—G. Keen

“Whooosh! From the very start The Sixth Day gave me chills (which I love), adrenaline rushes, scenery changes, and hold-on-to-your-britches excitement. The Sixth Day is the mother of all gut-wrenching, terror-inducing books I’ve ever read.”

—S. Barton

“I loved The Sixth Day. The cyber intelligence is mind-blowing and the villains are amazing. All I can say is please keep writing.”

—L. Benjamin

“I stayed up till 1 a.m. to finish The Sixth Day. It was your best one ever! You’ve spoiled me, you know.”

—J. Sturgeon



THE DEVIL’S TRIANGLE


“[T]here are action and thrills aplenty in Coulter and Ellison’s new addition to their Brit in the FBI series.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“In nonstop action covering less than a week, Caine and Drummond are challenged as never before, taking both their personal and professional relationships to new levels. This third in the series is an adrenaline-fueled caper that’s hard to put down. Another hit for the team of Coulter and Ellison.”

—Booklist, starred review

“Coulter and Ellison are really on an amazing roll with their outstanding A Brit in the FBI series. Wildly creative and twisty plots that take readers on crazy rides around the world are anchored by a core cast of unforgettable characters…. Thrillers do not get better than this!”

—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick, 4 ½ stars








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Last Second, by Catherine Coulter and J.T. Ellison, Gallery Books]






To my beloved brother-in-law, Blaise, who died recently after a valiant fight with cancer. He was a caring husband, father, brother, grandfather, friend, a man filled with such love and kindness, always ready for a laugh, always ready to hug a grandchild. You will be missed forever. Ah, the wonderful memories all of us will cherish.

—Catherine

For my daddy, who helped steer the winds, and for Randy, as always.

—J.T.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thank you to Catherine, who lets my imagination run free, then teaches me how to make it all come together. This has been quite a journey! Imagine, we’ve made it all the way to space!

I was blessed to grow up in an aerospace family, but I couldn’t have put the concept of this together nearly as well without the help of my dad and my brothers, who answered innumerable questions about the ways EMPs work, how to put one in space, and how they could be stopped. And thanks to my mom for listening and suggesting ideas over the dinner table—during the writing of this book, and my whole life.

To the Tuesday porch: thank you for keeping me honest, the word count stacking up, and for all your constant support.

And my darling Randy, without whom none of these books would happen. I’ll go up in a rocket with you anytime, baby!

—J.T.






PROLOGUE

NASA Johnson Space Center

Houston, Texas

March 2011

There was a large mirror on the wall of the white room. Dr. Nevaeh Patel sat in a hard plastic chair, leads from a lie detector machine hooked to her left hand, a thick cord wound around her chest.

She was the one who’d insisted on the lie detector. After the embarrassment of having her mission cut short, being replaced by another astronaut and brought back to Earth, two weeks on the ground of tests, physicals, conversations, polite glances, and outright stares, she’d gotten tired of their disbelief and insisted on being tested.

Still, this final indignity was almost too much for her to bear. All she’d done was tell the flight director and flight doctor the truth about what she’d seen during her EVA—extravehicular activity—outside the International Space Station, what she’d heard. It had been real, they had been real, and the powers that be didn’t believe her. On board the space station, they’d subjected her to batteries of tests, extensive psychological profiling, and concluded she had been suffering from zero-gravity-induced hallucinations. They rotated her off the ship and grounded her in Houston so they could do it all again.

Which was an affront to everything they claimed to want from their mission—NASA’s ultimate goal was to find exoplanetary life, for heaven’s sake. Which she’d done.

The flight director himself, Dr. Franklin Norgate, now sat across from her, a clipboard in his hand. He wore a gray plaid short-sleeved button-down and a skinny black tie, his normally kind eyes guarded. He was as smart as she was, maybe more so. She’d always respected him, seen him as quietly intimidating.

To his right was the examiner, a blank-faced man introduced only as Jim, in his fifties, bald as an egg, a mustard stain on his black tie, like a Rorschach blot. There had been Rorschach tests, too, earlier today and during the innumerable conversations with NASA’s psychiatric team over the past two weeks.

What was wrong with them? They were being idiots. Nevaeh had successfully made contact with an alien species. The Numen, they were called, gentle, kind, fascinating beings. And NASA was treating her like she was insane.

She shivered.

Franklin asked, “Are you cold?”

“It’s chilly in here, yes.”

“I’ll see if they can make it more comfortable for you.” He stared at the mirror, and a moment later, she felt the air-conditioning kick off. She nodded her thanks.

The examiner gave her the same strangely blank polite smile all the other experts had been giving her.

“Ready to begin?”

“Yes.”

“Good. As I mentioned earlier, only yes or no answers. Are you comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“All right then. I’m going to ask you some control questions in order to develop a baseline. Is your name Dr. Nevaeh Patel?”

“Yes.”

“Is your first name—Nevaeh—‘heaven’ spelled backward?”

“Yes.”

Silence, scribbling, then, “Did you attend Stanford University?”

“Yes.”

“Did you study physics and astronomy?”

“Yes.”

“You received your Ph.D. in astrophysics from MIT?”

“Yes.”

“Are you an astronaut?”

“Yes.”

“Do you live in Michigan?”

“No.”

“Do you live in Texas?”

“Yes.”

“Are you being truthful with me?”

“Yes.”

“Did you speak with an extraterrestrial being on the International Space Station on your last mission?”

“Yes.”

A pause. The men shared a glance.

“And did this extraterrestrial being tell you to harm anyone on Earth?”

“No. No, of course not.”

“Dr. Patel, I must remind you, yes or no answers only.”

“No.”

“Were you paid by a foreign government in the past two years for any services?”

“What? No!”

“Yes or no only, ma’am. Were you paid—”

She was starting to sweat now, why, she didn’t know. She regretted asking them to turn off the air. “No.”

“Did the alien being you spoke with have a foreign accent?”

She had to think for a moment. Were their words accented? Or did they sound very much like her own voice, an echo of something kind and gentle, but in chorus, as if there were hundreds and one, all at the same time? “No.”

“Were you stationed on the International Space Station for almost six months, beginning in October 2010?”

“Yes.”

“Were you the chief science officer on the mission?”

“Yes.”

“Did you lose your tether on an EVA outside the ISS?”

“Yes.” Her heartbeat spiked, she couldn’t help it. She was hurled back to the moment when she knew her life was ended. She clearly saw the tethers breaking, her gloved hand missing the handhold, felt her body flood with adrenaline. She was in space, floating away from the space station. Her jet pack didn’t respond. She was so royally screwed, she was dead.

Then the strong, gentle hand caught her, and a hundred melodic voices spoke as one in her mind. You are not going to die today. But you must tell them we’re here.

She shook her head, refocused on the room. It happened so often, her drifting back to the moment the Numen had saved her.

The examiner was watching her closely. “Did you encounter an extraterrestrial being on this EVA?”

“Yes.”

“Did you speak with this alien?”

“Yes.”

“Did the alien tell you to come back to Earth and tell us of its existence?”

“Yes.”

“And the alien then led you back to your port so you could rejoin the crew.”

“Yes.”

“Are you forty-nine years of age?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have blond hair?”

“No.”

“Do you believe extraterrestrials are trying to communicate with us?”

“Yes.”

Silence. More scratching, then the man nodded and the machine’s lights went off.

“Thank you. We’ll unhook you now.”

Norgate said, not unkindly, “You can wait in the hall.”

She started to speak, then shook her head and left the room. They thought she was crazy, she’d gone off the deep end and couldn’t be trusted. Space madness. Hallucinations in a stressful moment. They weren’t going to believe her, no matter what she said, no matter what the machine indicated. She could see it in their eyes.

She went to the hallway as instructed. She was good at following orders, it was one of the reasons NASA recruited her in the first place. Brilliant, compliant Nevaeh. So respected for her leadership, so adored by her peers.

She knew everything was about to change.



Norgate said, “So? Did she pass?”

Jim Carstairs, the examiner, said, “Yes. Yes, she did.”

“Let me see it.”

Norgate took the sheets of paper, saw the spikes and flat lines, so much like the EKG he’d had at his last physical.

“I don’t understand. She really passed?”

Jim said, “With flying colors. Either she’s telling the truth, or she’s convinced herself what she saw, what she heard, was truly an alien species. I’ll write it all up for you, but she wasn’t lying to us. Whether she’s relating what really happened is a whole different matter.”

Franklin Norgate raked his fingers through his hair. “The press is going to have a field day with this.”

The door to the exam room opened and Dr. Rebecca Holloway entered. Tall and thin from an extreme running regimen, Holloway was the lead psychiatrist for this NASA facility. In the end, she was responsible for deciding whether Dr. Patel could go back to space or was finished as an astronaut. Norgate was relieved he didn’t have to make the call. He knew he was a coward, but he was grateful it wouldn’t be on his head.

“You saw?”

“I did. Dr. Patel absolutely believes she communicated with aliens.”

Norgate said, “I would hate to lose her, Rebecca. She’s brilliant. Capable. One of the best astronauts we have in the program.”

“She also seems to be suffering from serious delusions, Franklin. You know we’ve seen this happen before. Not to this extent, of course, but we’ve had astronauts topple over into madness. It’s why we screen them so carefully to start with. I can’t believe she made it this long without showing her mental issues. She is brilliant, which is probably why she’s been able to control the visions. Until now, at least. The stress of the incident has made it impossible to hide her problems any longer. I’d say it broke her, irrevocably. Maybe it was inevitable, given who and what she was.”

Norgate rubbed his chin. Given who and what she was? She was an astronaut. What did Rebecca mean? “You’re being awfully harsh, Rebecca. I don’t know if we should give up on her so soon. Maybe some therapy, some time off—”

Holloway shook her head. “Sorry, Franklin, but there’s no way I’m clearing her for flight. I suppose she did show some skill during the incident. It appears she kept her head about her, managed to get reattached to the ISS against all odds. But she shouldn’t have been in that position in the first place. In my professional opinion, the stress of the incident has manifested into something bigger and deeper. The delusions she’s having about these aliens—it’s entirely possible she’s had a psychotic break and is going to present with a severe mental illness after more testing. She’s sick, Franklin, and I’m grounding her.”

He sighed. “All right, I’ll tell her. Can we at least keep her attached to the next mission, for publicity’s sake?”

“I don’t think you’d be doing her any favors. Think this through, Franklin. What it looks like is she tried to commit suicide. She unhooked her tether—”

“A mischaracterization, you saw the tapes. Her tether got tangled with her fellow astronaut Gary Verlander’s and they were trying to get themselves straight.”

“That’s what you think you saw, what she claims, too, but what I saw, what others saw as well, was an astronaut unhook herself and kick off into space, Franklin. It was a miracle she was able to turn around and reattach. Now she’s back on Earth talking about meeting aliens. I know you believe in her, always have, but I don’t. Not now. She’s not stable. I can try some new therapies and reassess in six months, but I can’t guarantee you she won’t be worse. Psychopathy like this, she could very well be more embedded in her delusions.”

Dr. Holloway left the room, the door closing behind her. The click rang of finality. Norgate stared at the closed door. Holloway hadn’t ever liked Dr. Nevaeh Patel, he’d known it immediately. Jealousy? Had Nevaeh known the extent of Dr. Holloway’s dislike? He doubted it. Before this fiasco, Nevaeh had been totally focused on being an astronaut, readying herself to go to the space station. She probably hadn’t even noticed Holloway. But, of course, her entire future had been decided by one person. Not that it mattered now. Rebecca Holloway’s word was final and he’d lost his best astronaut.

Now he had to break it to Nevaeh that she was grounded.

In the hall, Nevaeh stood erect, hands behind her back, legs shoulder-width apart. She looked—resigned. When she met his eyes, he shook his head slightly, and she bit her lip.

Norgate said, “It’s only six months.”

Nevaeh gave an ugly laugh. “We both know I’m finished here. What I don’t understand, Franklin, is this: I’ve given you the information NASA’s been searching for since its inception, and instead of doing everything you can to confirm what I’m saying, you’re kicking me out.”

“It’s just six months, Nevaeh—”

It was Rebecca Holloway, she knew it. “I quit.”

And with that, she walked away, shoulders back, heart breaking in two. And the Numen, silent until now, said in a soft, sibilant, and single voice, It will be all right, Nevaeh. We chose you. You will find us again. We will help you.






CHAPTER ONE


PRESENT DAY

TIME TO LAUNCH: T-MINUS 00:03:01:23

The Guiana Space Centre (CSG) is a French and European spaceport to the northwest of Kourou in French Guiana. Operational since 1968, it is particularly suitable as a location for a spaceport as it is near the equator, so that less energy is required to maneuver a spacecraft into an equatorial, geostationary orbit, and it has open sea to the east, so that lower stages of rockets and debris from launch failures cannot fall on human habitations.

—Wikipedia



Launch of the Galactus 5 Rocket

Galactus Spaceport

French Guiana

July 14, 2018

Dr. Nevaeh Patel was always nervous at a countdown, but this wasn’t an ordinary launch. She’d taken great care to ensure no one on the ground had any idea how very important this payload was to her. All they saw was the same calm, cool, collected CEO and president they always saw, an omnipresent figure during launches, a well-liked, hands-on manager, intelligent—a woman to admire. After all, she’d spent almost six months aboard the International Space Station, one of the few female astronauts to achieve the honor in the new millennium, and was spoken of with awe by many of the aerospace experts who spent their days and nights sending rockets to space. Many. Not all.

She tapped a pencil against the computer station, listening to her launch commander run through the countdown checklist. She looked from screen to screen, focused, assessing. The forty-foot wall was broken into five massive squares—the large center screen showing the Galactus 5 rocket on the launchpad, flanked by two more screens on either side. Top left, the launch sequence; bottom left, the orbital planes surrounding Earth; top right, the elliptical they selected for the satellite insertion; bottom right, the interior specs of the rocket itself, laid out in a 3-D rendering from engines to fairing, running systems checks of each component. Above was a smaller horizontal screen running the computer programming codes now taking over from human flight control.

She watched every screen with the intensity of a hawk. Nothing was left to chance. Nothing. Even the smallest anomaly would scrub the launch. And she prayed.

Her launch commander spoke in her ear: “This is Flight. Everything looks good. We are all go for launch. Repeat, all go for launch. T-minus two minutes.”

The rocket’s computers took over, and all she could do now was watch and wait as the team leads ran the various preflight tests and reported back. She heard the magic word in her ear over and over.

“Flight systems nominal.”

“Oxygen burn nominal.”

“Launch processing system nominal.”

“Payload test conductor nominal.”

“Telemetry nominal.”

Nominal was the only word she ever wanted to hear during a launch. It meant everything was going according to plan, the launch sequence wasn’t meeting with any problems. Nominal meant more than normal in space talk. It meant everything was performing perfectly. With as many moving parts as it took to send a rocket into space, nominal represented the triumph of human achievement.

There had been a time when she was the one strapped into a tiny capsule and hurtled into orbit, the powerful thrust of the rocket taking her from zero to seventeen thousand miles per hour in less than eight minutes. But those days were past, and now Nevaeh ran Galactus Space Industries, a low-cost private provider to the European space arena. Launching telecommunications satellites into orbit was their bread and butter. She was responsible for eight launches a month, mostly sending European telecom satellites into a geostationary orbit, where they would boost signal strengths to increase cellular and Wi-Fi coverage for whichever company was sending up the satellite. With the success of Galactus, these nominal moments had become ordinary. Almost. But this time nominal was all she wanted to hear.

“This is Flight. T-minus one minute.”

Nevaeh couldn’t help it, she always held her breath. So much could happen in a single instant, so many things could go wrong.

In her ear, “T-minus ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five—”

The engines, already running in preflight mode, roared to life, billowing steam and fire, and lifted the rocket into the sky, making the ground shake. Nevaeh’s heart pumped hard as she watched the rocket—her special rocket—her focus now on the launch commander running through his postlaunch checklist. Cheers nearly drowned out his voice, but she listened carefully as he ticked off each benchmark.

Less than a minute later, the rocket was supersonic; another minute and the booster engines throttled back and separated from the main capsule that contained the twelve-foot-wide comms satellite.

Eight minutes after launch, the capsule was in orbit, and the fairing—the protective shield above the satellite—opened. The satellite was propelled into space, where it would take its place among the more than two thousand other satellites sending radio signals back down to Earth.

When the final stage broke away, there were cheers from the engineers in the flight center. Relief coursed through her. They’d done it. She looked down, saw that sometime during the launch she’d broken her pencil in two.

She grinned at the launch commander and rose and raised her fist to the rest of the room. She gave them a small bow and some applause of her own.

She called out, “Success. A beautiful launch. Thank you all for your hard work.” She gave them all a thumbs-up and added, “Merci beaucoup.”

Nevaeh walked from the command center to her small office. Her primary office was, of course, at the Galactus headquarters in Lyon, France, but she maintained space in French Guiana when she was able to be here for launch supervision.

It now fell to her team of engineers to activate the satellite and triangulate it into its final position.

She smiled. Not one of the engineers, not one of the technicians, no one except Kiera Byrne, her bodyguard and companion, knew she’d altered the computer code to put this particular satellite into a spot selected by her—not the company who’d paid for it to be launched. There was a special payload on this run-of-the-mill satellite, and only she and Kiera knew. No one else needed to know what was in the lead-lined box. Not until she was ready.

In two weeks’ time, her nuclear bomb hidden aboard the satellite was going to set off an electromagnetic pulse that would change the world, and Nevaeh would remake it in her own image.






CHAPTER TWO


An EMP is a high-intensity burst of electromagnetic energy caused by the rapid acceleration of charged particles. The electromagnetic shock disrupts electronics, such as sensors, communications systems, protective systems, computers, and other similar devices. It is a pulse that flows through electricity transmission lines—damaging distribution centers and fusing power lines.

—www.heritage.org



As a woman in the space industry, one of the few female corporate leaders, Nevaeh had to be one step ahead of her male counterparts at all times. Even though she was light-years ahead of many of them intellectually, had experience none of them would ever have after her stint on the International Space Station—not to mention the multiple degrees and extensive schooling under her belt—she still had to work twice as hard to maintain her position as head of Galactus.

Only you are brilliant, Nevaeh. It’s why we chose you. You are going to bring peace to those who wish it, and death to those who resist. You will rule with us at your side. Now set off the bomb, destroy all the incessant noise in the heavens, and we will come for you.

The familiar melodious voices of many and yet only one in her head made her square her shoulders. Any time she felt a moment of weakness, of self-doubt, her astral friends would remind her of her purpose, remind her of what was important.

Of course, she never told her boss, Jean-Pierre Broussard, founder and owner of Galactus, about how she spoke with the Numen. He knew all about her claims nearly a decade ago of communicating with astral beings on the ISS, and it had made him more excited to hire her, not less. She had wondered many times what would happen if she announced to the world that a glorious new day was coming. But she knew. She’d be laughed at, declared insane, space crazy. She thought of that bitch, Rebecca Holloway, the vaunted shrink at NASA, who’d managed to have her grounded for good with her lies about Nevaeh’s mental status. She’d overruled Franklin Norgate, the flight director, Nevaeh’s friend. But then again, maybe she was wrong about Franklin, maybe he did believe Holloway’s judgment. At least Holloway couldn’t have openly declared her insane, no, that had remained internal, but what she’d done was just as bad. She’d made sure Nevaeh was denied what she’d desired more than anything else—to be in space. Where she belonged.

But who cared about Dr. Rebecca Holloway now? She’d gotten what she deserved and that made Nevaeh smile.

Did Jean-Pierre believe her experience in space? It didn’t matter. Happily, he wasn’t ever in her face. He stayed out of the way of the people who knew how to run the business. Unlike some of the stories she’d heard about other private space companies, Jean-Pierre was not a hands-on owner. His was a light touch, and he gave her free rein. He’d built the Galactus company from scratch, raised the money to get the first rockets off the ground, then found her. Together they’d assembled the best and the brightest to run Galactus. He was only involved when there were PR problems, or when he felt the need to touch base with the angels—venture capitalists who invested in the company from time to time when they were needed. He had an almost inexhaustible bank account himself and was smart enough to know what to spend it on. With her at the helm, Galactus stayed flush.

Broussard’s dedication was always to the bottom line. He wanted Galactus to be the most respected, the best. Galactus wasn’t the only private aerospace company in Europe, but they’d taken the lead because Nevaeh had found ways to launch satellites quickly, with reusable rockets. Had she stolen ideas from SpaceX, one of the most successful private space companies in the world? “Certainly,” Jean-Pierre loved to say, winking at the cameras. “When the best exists, you might as well learn from them. Galactus will be to Europe what SpaceX is to America. There’s room for all of us in space. It’s infinite, after all.”

After Jean-Pierre had hired her to run his company in 2013, knowing she was more than capable, he’d sailed off on his megayacht, The Griffon, to search for treasure buried in the sea. The arrangement worked wonderfully for them both—Nevaeh hated oversight, and Jean-Pierre hated day-to-day business management.

It was The Griffon Nevaeh now contacted to report to Jean-Pierre, as always, about the successful launch.

She dialed, the satellite uplinked to the yacht, and Jean-Pierre’s handsome face appeared on her computer screen—tanned, dark eyes, white teeth flashing, salt-and-pepper hair mussed from the salt spray, his Roman nose slightly pink from too much sun. His beard was beginning to gray a bit, but it only added to his charisma. He was so very French. When she’d first met him, he’d looked exactly like what she would expect from a billionaire playboy who’d parlayed his life into treasure hunting on the high seas. But he wasn’t a playboy. He was whip-smart, and proved it because he’d instantly seen her potential. Whenever a competitor made a snide comment about her, one even going so far as to call her crazy, Jean-Pierre had dealt with them immediately.

Of course she wasn’t crazy, she wasn’t. What would he say if he knew who and what she really was? What she really wanted? From him? No matter what happened, she would always be grateful to him, no, worship him, for what he’d taught her, what he’d enabled her to understand and believe in—the Holy Grail. Ah, she’d doubted and argued, but he’d shown her document after document, until she finally believed the Grail existed. “It will make one who is worthy immortal,” he’d said over and over, and she knew he believed it. Was he so anxious to live forever? He never said. But then she realized what it would mean—the Numen were immortal and she could be as well. She would be with them forever.

“Nevaeh, ma chérie, you’re smiling from ear to ear. I can assume then the launch, as usual, was perfect?”

“Perfection personified, Jean-Pierre. To think, this is almost becoming routine. We’re on schedule for ninety-six launches this fiscal year, as you expected.”

“Wonderful. Congratulations to us.”

“Yes, absolutely. The engineers are maneuvering the satellite into position and they will report in when they’ve finished, but I anticipate no problems.” She paused an instant, then asked what she really wanted to know about, what the Numen were always asking now. “How is the search going?”

Jean-Pierre’s face changed, suffused with a sort of light she imagined only existed in the passionate and the mad. Perhaps she looked the same when she thought about her own extraordinary path.

“This is classified, Nevaeh, and for your ears only, of course—” The words burst out machine-gun fast, so great was his excitement. “I believe we may have found the Flor de la Mar, the ship matches her specs perfectly. She rests on the seabed below our current location and is in marvelous shape, considering how long she’s been down there.”

Her pulse began to pound. “Since November of 1511, correct?”

“Yes, the ship went down in 1511 in the Strait of Malacca, where we are now. As I told you, they were hauling treasures taken from the King of Siam back to Portugal. Our cameras show the ship is caught on a ledge, and some of the treasure is certainly lost in the trench below. We are undertaking a deep dive with the submersible today to take a closer look.”

Her mouth felt dry. She whispered, “And the Grail? Immortality?”

“You know the Grail brings more than immortality, Nevaeh. I’ve told you countless times. The Grail brings the holder whatever it is he desires most. But only if he is worthy, and that is the key—being worthy.”

Had she acted too impassioned? She forced a laugh. “Only ‘he,’ Jean-Pierre? The Grail is sexist?”

He laughed back. “Ah, Nevaeh, so many have failed, as you know, and I believe to my soul it stayed hidden because none of those people were worthy of finding it, claiming it.”

She wanted to say yeah, yeah, blah, blah to his philosophical nonsense. She really wanted to scream at him, I’m worthy, what I want is worthy, the Grail is meant for me. But instead, she said dutifully, “If anyone is worthy, Jean-Pierre, it’s you.”

“Honeyed words, but appreciated. Now, I will let you get back to Lyon, and I will get back to my ship. À bientôt.”

Nevaeh said, “Happy hunting,” and reached for the button to end their call. As she did, she saw Jean-Pierre turning toward the doorway as an excited-looking young man entered waving his hands. She heard the very words she’d been waiting for, three years now, and her heart leaped into her throat.

“We’ve found it, sir! We’ve confirmed this is the Flor de la Mar, and there’s something big in the hold, bigger than—”

The call went dead.

The clear sibilant voice in her head said, They have found what we seek. It is time, Nevaeh. With the Grail, we will succeed, you will be with us forever.

She sat for a moment, thinking furiously. And then she placed another call.

“Flight command, what is the status of our satellite?”

The man’s voice was grave. “I was about to call you, Dr. Patel. There seems to be a problem. The satellite missed its insertion point. Apparently, it’s an issue with the code telling the satellite to unfurl its solar panels. Because of this—”

“How could this happen? The code has been programmed for weeks. This is the easiest part of the launch. Who is responsible?”

“I’m not sure, but I will let you know. I am so very sorry. We will begin diagnostics to determine what happened. As far as we can tell, the code coordinates were incorrect, but a check of the original code is correct. I have no idea how it happened, but we will get to the bottom of it. Might take a few weeks, but we’ll figure it out.”

Of course, she knew exactly what had happened. She smiled into the phone as she said, her voice hard, “See that you do. I am very disappointed. It was such a perfect launch.”

She didn’t slam the phone down, but gave it a good snap. Good, let them stew. She gathered her things and headed to the plane. By the time she was back in Lyon, the satellite would be written off as a complete loss, and she could begin her work placing it in a new elliptical. With Jean-Pierre’s discovery of the Flor de la Mar, she sent a prayer heavenward. Let it be the Holy Grail.






CHAPTER THREE

Sky News

July 15

In aerospace news today, France’s private space company Galactus announced that despite a picture-perfect launch yesterday, the payload, a telecommunications satellite, failed to deploy in the proper elliptical orbit. According to a statement released by the company, the failure was caused by a faulty fairing atop the nose cone of the rocket, damaging the satellite payload as the final separation occurred. This prevented its solar panels from deploying.

“The value of the satellite was estimated at thirty million euros, and is considered a total loss. Despite the failure, Galactus confirms there is another launch scheduled, this time with the top secret government payload rumored to be a French spy satellite.”






CHAPTER FOUR


T-MINUS 120 HOURS



Home of Grant and Kitsune Thornton

Capri, Italy

July 23

Special Agent Mike Caine sat on a stool by the elevated countertop, her foot up, resting her healing broken ankle. She sipped her champagne as she watched Kitsune arrange tomato and mozzarella slices for a caprese salad. She started to stretch forward to hand Kitsune the olive oil when Kitsune waved her away. “No, don’t move, Michaela, your ankle’s nearly healed, no setbacks allowed. Your only job is to sit there and watch the master chef at work, and, of course, admire.”

“Can I at least drizzle on the basil and olive oil?”

“You’re not French, you wouldn’t get the amounts just right.” They were laughing when Grant Thornton, Kitsune’s husband of three months, came into the open kitchen carrying a platter of grilled lobsters. Mike breathed in. “Goodness, that smells like heaven. Careful, Grant, Nicholas and I might move in.”

“You’d be welcome, but I doubt you’d be here long before haring off on your next adventure,” Grant said. “Smell that lobster. Nothing like local, you’ll see. Where is Nicholas? I thought he’d be back by now.”

Mike said, “I thought he was part of the male grilling party.”

Grant set the platter on the counter. “He told me it looked to him like I had things well in hand, said he had an errand to run and he’d be right back.”

“He did mention he needed to call his mom back,” Mike said. “She’s solving a mystery in their local village of Farrow-on-Gray, something she excels at. Our families, his and mine both, seem to take turns calling. Even Horne, his parents’ butler, and Nigel—he’s Nicholas’s butler in New York—and no, please don’t mention Nigel, Nicholas would be horribly embarrassed. They all want to know where we are, what we’re doing, and is my ankle healed yet. My dad’s all into hearing about my scuba diving off Santorini and the Gorgeous Rebecca, my mom, wants more photos of the Palace of Knossos on Crete. And as I said, Nicholas’s mom has this new mystery to solve.”

Kitsune said, “Nicholas told me you looked just like your mother—the Gorgeous Rebecca.”

“Nah, Mom’s a knockout, I’m only a vague copy.”

Kitsune shook her head and smiled. “What’s his mother’s mystery involve?”

“When he comes back from his errand, whatever that could be, ask him. I don’t have a clue yet. He’s told me he gets his love of solving mysteries from her. She’s quite the sleuth at home.” She grinned, dropped her voice. “Or maybe, Kitsune, Nicholas is off searching out a missing Rembrandt.”

“Sorry, he’ll be out of luck,” Kitsune said. “I never bring my work home. Even the Rembrandts.”

Grant said, “There’s a pity, I’d like to have a Rembrandt on the wall. No, make that a Vermeer.”

Mike laughed and slid off the stool. “I’ll go see if he’s back.”

“Lunch in ten minutes,” Grant called out.

Mike walked through the large main level, open on all sides. She couldn’t help herself and paused to admire the vast sea views. The house itself was four stories of white stucco, built into the Capri cliffside. It was lovely, very private. It was, she knew, their sanctuary as well as their home. She stepped onto the bougainvillea-covered veranda and breathed in the sweet scent and thought about Kitsune and Grant—an international thief and a former Beefeater, now an international security expert—how they’d found each other and gotten married. It boggled the mind.

Mike called for him, but Nicholas was nowhere to be seen.

Now, what was he up to? Giving his mom advice?

Mike made her way back to the open kitchen, retook her seat on the stool, and took a sip of champagne.

Kitsune asked, “Find him?”

“Nope.” She grabbed her phone and sent a text. “Why didn’t I think of this before wandering around?”


Where are you? Lunch is almost ready.

With you in a moment.



Mike said to Grant, “He didn’t say what he was doing?”

“Nope.”

Mike said, “What man disappears from a lunch party with fresh lobster heading the menu to run an errand?”

A man’s voice said from the doorway, “The kind who wants to surprise the wild woman with the nearly healed ankle.”

She turned to see Nicholas holding a bouquet of blush-pink and white roses, peonies, and sprigs of delicate lily of the valley, all wrapped in fine blue gauze the same color as the Bay of Naples.

Nicholas held out the flowers. “For you, Agent Caine.”

“Oh goodness, Nicholas, they’re gorgeous, but what are they for?”

“Our anniversary. One month we’ve slain dragons together, maybe a bit longer, but close enough.”

Their anniversary. But it was more than that, lots more. It had been nearly one month today he’d come to her apartment after they’d survived a hair-raising adventure, and she’d leaped on him. Imagine, she’d only known him for a total of six months, since January, when he’d first come over from London. The Koh-i-Noor was January, and now here we are in July, partners in every sense, sitting on a veranda on a sunny Italian cliff. In six months her life had changed irrevocably. Well, his had as well. He’d uprooted himself from Scotland Yard in England to move to America, joined the FBI, and was now a firecracker agent, and the two of them were leading the Covert Eyes team. And her life had expanded and blossomed—

“Where are you, Mike?”

She gave him a manic grin. “Just thinking, remembering. So much has happened, actually to all of us, in the last six months. And somehow, against the odds, we’re here and we’re friends.” She took the flowers and her hand lingered on his. “Thank you for the flowers. Let’s go dancing in Rome, my ankle’s almost one hundred percent. Some place to waltz. Do you waltz, Nicholas?”

“Yes, my father said every gentleman had to waltz and do it gracefully, as if he’d emerged from the womb dancing to Strauss.”

“Come on, mates, enough with the mush,” Grant said as he walked in with a tray of grilled vegetables. “Chow’s ready. Nice flowers.”

Kitsune took the flowers, set them in a vase. “You did good, boyo, very good. Grant, pay heed. Nicholas bought these for their anniversary. Here we’ve been married for three months, and all I get is lobster and grilled aubergine?”

Grant laughed. “Oh, trust me, I know, and I won’t forget.” He moved close, lightly touched his fingers to her cheek. “You’ve given me the most bonkers three months of my life. I’m looking forward to years of the same.”

She swatted him with a towel, then leaned up and kissed his mouth. “You’re lucky I’m mad for you.”

They brought everything to the veranda, even the flowers, set precisely in the middle of the table. The veranda was heavenly scented, the stucco warm and inviting, the trellis covered in lush green vines dotted with jasmine, the small lemon orchard above and to the side making the whole hill smell like sunshine. A light breeze blew off the sea. It was a glorious moment in time, Mike thought, a moment to remember and treasure. Bonkers, she thought, an excellent word. All their lives were amazing and, yes, bonkers.

In between bites, Kitsune said, “The mystery, Nicholas? Tell us what puzzle your mother is solving, then I want to know Mike’s favorite spot you’ve visited during your vacation.”

Nicholas speared a grilled carrot. “Mum said Mrs. Able, the owner of the Cock and the Crow, a local inn in Farrow-on-Gray, found a dead man in his room, shot through the head, the room ransacked. The room was rented to a man from London for one night, a stranger. But it was no stranger Mrs. Able found. The dead man was a local solicitor, good reputation, solid family. And on his forehead, in his own blood, was a cross with a small blood dot on each side of the crossbar, and a huge blood X on his chest. Mrs. Able came to see my mum immediately and it was my mum who called the local constabulary. She’s investigating along with Inspector Crabbe, a dour old curmudgeon who adores her and treats her like the queen.”

“So what happened? Did your mother figure it out yet?”

“It’s only been a few days. She said she’d keep me posted and to give Mike a big kiss and remind her of her promise and to text me any ideas.”

“Promise?” An eyebrow went up as Kitsune dipped lobster into hot butter.

“Unwritten and unspoken, but clear enough,” Mike said. “I’m to keep him safe and in perfect health. Or else. Now, onward. My favorite spot so far? I really liked Santorini. Well, of course, there’s Crete.”

Nicholas tugged on her ponytail. “Admit it, Mike, you’re getting antsy, you want some action, maybe fly back to England and help my mum solve this murder mystery. All this wallowing in the sunshine and floating in the Mediterranean is getting to you.”

Was she getting antsy? She thought of exploring Rome and said, “Nah, not yet.” She waved her hands around her. “Capri is spectacular. We did the Blue Grotto this morning, what a cool spot. And it’s beautiful here. If this were my view every day, maybe I wouldn’t ever want to leave.”

Kitsune said, “Ah, but duty always calls, doesn’t it? A lovely balance we all have, I say. After wallowing for a while, I’m contacted when there’s something to, ah, liberate, Blue Mountain tells Grant there’s someone for him to protect, and for you two, there’s always someone naughty to discipline. And speaking of stopping bad guys—you’re gaining quite a reputation. Saving the president again, and the Queen and prime minister? I hear you were knighted, Nicholas, and Mike is now a dame. Impressive. My advice? Wallow while you have the chance. There’s always something lurking in the shadows, just out of sight, waiting to grab you by the throat.”

Grant said, “What’s lurking for me is heading up a team to protect a man in Malaysia. Should be pretty straightforward. I ship out tonight.”

Nicholas said, “So Blue Mountain has forgiven you for getting yourself kidnapped, and you’re back in the saddle. Glad to hear it.”

“They even gave me enough downtime to do pretty substantial upgrades to our security here. My boss, name’s Wesley Fentriss, said to make it solid so I’d never be taken from here again, or he’d shoot me. The man I’m going to protect is Jean-Pierre Broussard. You’ve heard of him, yes?”

Nicholas raised a brow. “The Frenchman who founded Galactus Space Industries?”

“That’s the chap. Turns out he’s just as interested in treasure hunting as in space exploration, and has his megayacht somewhere near Malaysia. Apparently, his treasure hunting is so lucrative he needs major security, so Blue Mountain has been rotating teams in and out for the past month. I’ve been assigned to head the next team. As I said, I fly out tonight.”

Nicholas asked, “Is Broussard searching for anything in particular, do you know?”

“No clue, but it must be something special. We don’t normally provide generic guard duties, but there are pirates in that area, so he’s concerned what treasure he finds could be stolen. It should be interesting. I’ve heard the yacht is four hundred feet long, one of the most state-of-the-art in the world. I saw a photo—it looks like a floating spaceship.”

Mike said, “What about you, Kitsune?”

The breeze was tousling Kitsune’s black hair around her face. Her eyes were lighter and bluer than the sky. She looked relaxed and happy. Amazing, Mike thought, to think this elegant Madonna could turn into a tiger in an instant, a very deadly tiger. She said, “Actually, like Grant, I’m about to leave on an assignment as well. No, forget it, I’m not about to tell you what I’m going to do or where I’m going to be. Actually, I have to be completely off the grid for the next two weeks. I don’t like it, but no choice.”

Grant took her hand in his. “I’m not particularly thrilled about that last part.”

Nicholas knew if anyone could take care of herself, it was Kitsune. She was wily as her namesake, a fox. He asked, “How about one small hint, Kitsune?”

Her grin was cocky. “You mentioned Rembrandt, didn’t you?”

“Which one?” Mike asked, sitting forward. “Where?”

Kitsune threw back her head and laughed. “No more. Now, if you two would like, since we’re both leaving, you could postpone Rome and stay here. Finish convalescing, Mike, and wallow in the lovely water in the cove right below us. You and Nicholas could keep celebrating your anniversary.”

Nicholas finished the last bite of his lobster. “That’s very kind, but we’re expected at the Hassler in Rome this evening. I can’t wait to show Mike around.”

Grant said, “What do you want to see, Mike?”

“Everything. Full-on tourist mode for me—the Pantheon, the Colosseum, the Vatican, you name it, I’m game. Oh, Grant, I noticed your fitness tracker. I’ve been thinking it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get one, especially considering how lazy I’ve been. I need to ramp up my exercise again, and I love accountability. What do you think of it?”

“I’m with you, I like accountability, too. This baby measures all sorts of information, from steps to weight to heartbeat. This new version costs less than a hundred dollars and even tells you the time and where you are on the planet.”

He took it off and handed it to her. She said, “I want one in blue. Hey, Nicholas, do you think we could find me one in Rome? I could get you one in macho black like Grant’s for our anniversary, instead of flowers. What do you think? Hey, what are you doing?”

Nicholas said, without looking up, “Checking out where we can find a fitness tracker like Grant’s in Rome. Ah, here we go. Now, Mike, we need to leave. I want to get to Rome before sundown.”

At the door, Kitsune hugged Mike and whispered against her ear, “Don’t worry, it’s not a Rembrandt, it’s something far more exciting, more esoteric, if you will. Ah, can’t you see me flirting in Russian? You can stay in touch with Grant, and I’ll be back here in two weeks. I hope.”

Mike called out as she climbed aboard behind Nicholas on their rented motorcycle, “Grant, be careful with all those pirates in Malaysia.”






CHAPTER FIVE


T-MINUS 110 HOURS

The Flor de la Mar or Flor do Mar (Flower of the Sea) was a Portuguese carrack of 400 tons that sailed the seas during the early 1500s. This ship was carrying a great amount of treasure when it sank somewhere off the coast of Sumatra, possibly at the northern end of the Strait of Malacca, during its voyage back to Portugal…. Whilst some have claimed that the ship has been found, these have not been supported with irrefutable evidence. Thus, the wreck of the Flor de la Mar, along with the treasure it was transporting, is still considered to be lost.

—Ancient-origins.net



The Griffon

Strait of Malacca

Off the Coast of Sumatra

Jean-Pierre Broussard stood at his desk holding the fragile piece of paper that had brought him here, a portion of a letter from the captain of the Flor de la Mar, Afonso de Albuquerque, to his son, detailing the doomed voyage. It was dated two weeks after the captain was rescued from these very waters back in 1511.

Jean-Pierre knew that nearly all of the four hundred crew aboard the ship had died, but Albuquerque had gotten away and, miracle of miracles, now a portion of the letter was in Jean-Pierre’s keeping. He held the creased paper carefully, so worn and fragile it now was. It wasn’t an officially known letter, but one Jean-Pierre had discovered, translated, and kept to himself, knowing what it could mean to him, to Emilie. Surely the fates could not be so unjust as to give him the letter and not lead him to the ship.

As always when he read the words, he felt a leap of hope.


As sorry as I am to see the Flor de la Mar lost, I will be forever happy to have left behind the accursed black stone, which is clearly not of this world. It was bad luck from the start.



The black stone Albuquerque spoke of was the Heaven Stone—more commonly called the Holy Grail—he knew it to his soul. Why had Albuquerque considered the stone bad luck? Why hadn’t he realized what immense good fortune he’d found or been given? If only he’d understood what he had, he never would have been so cavalier about leaving it behind when he managed to escape from his sinking ship.

Soon, soon, he would find it. He had to find it. Time was running out for Emilie. He closed his eyes a moment in prayer, a daily ritual, and he saw Emilie three years ago, at eighteen, just after she’d been diagnosed. And it was for Emilie, beautiful, innocent Emilie, the daughter of his heart. No one was more worthy than she. He would have freely given everything he owned if it would help her, but nothing could help, no drug, no medicine, no operation. Only the Holy Grail. And it was on that day he knew he had to find the Grail, it was simply the most important thing in his life, now or ever. He had to find it, bring it to her, and she would be well. There was no more worthy an individual than his precious daughter. Then he saw her as she’d been a month ago, lying on her back in bed, her beautiful black hair spread around her head on the white pillowcase, her nurse sitting beside her. Her legs were now too weak for her to walk, and she had little strength left in her arms. It wouldn’t be much longer, the doctor had told him, and lowered his head in sympathy. Jean-Pierre had held Emilie close, kissed her temple. “Mon petit chou, I am still looking for your gift from God and I swear to you I will find it and it will cure you. You must be strong. You will live, you will be healthy, I swear it to you.”

Three years since he’d ramped up his search, three long years he’d prayed, he’d studied, followed any and every lead he heard about or read about in ancient texts, stories, legends, he didn’t care. Many times he’d despaired because she’d gotten progressively weaker, but then, somehow—he believed it a miracle, truth be told—the letter had come to him. Yes, he knew it was meant to come to him, for Emilie.

The past nine days had filled him with hope. Exciting days, frustrating, and then he’d had to deal with the fallout from the failed satellite launch. He’d said over and over to the reporters who incessantly emailed him—These things happen. We regret the failure tremendously, and will endeavor not to let it happen again.

Let the press clamor. Jean-Pierre could care less about the satellites his company launched or, in this case, failed to launch into space. No, what he was about to find was the Holy Grail itself, the ultimate reward to those worthy and deserving—the granting of one’s greatest desire and everlasting life. For Emilie.

And he’d finally found the Flor de la Mar, no question in his mind. He’d seen in the silty quiet of the water’s depth the skeleton, spars and metal scattered on the ocean floor. Ah, but there were significant pieces still intact. A five-by-ten chunk of the hull had been their first recovery. Upon examination, they were able to see the repairs to the hull made after the ship’s maiden voyage, when it began to leak. The round marks from the wooden repair pegs had been almost perfectly preserved in the salty deep waters.

For nine days, they’d been diving to the wreck. They’d split into two teams—divers and those running the submersible, as the wreckage was in two areas—one half on the reef, 656 feet under the water, the other deeper by nearly 300 feet, down into a dark, unmapped trench.

The ship herself was in tatters, clearly broken apart by the waves that had sunk her centuries ago. A loss, but nothing to discourage him, because the cargo was scattered across a football field’s length of terrain. So far, they’d flagged hundreds of crates buried in the silt.

The cargo. Or should he say, the lost treasure from the heavens.

He wasn’t at all surprised the ship had gone down. The fact was they’d overloaded her with treasure and she wouldn’t withstand a ferocious storm. She had been repaired many times, this old warhorse of a ship, and was not up to the challenge. Her sinking was no fault of the Heaven Stone. The weight of the crates alone was beyond her capabilities, not to mention crew, supplies, and, of course, the stone. He wondered why Albuquerque had decided to use her to transport the treasure he’d taken from the King of Siam after his conquest of Malacca. Where was his brain? Broussard asked himself again. How had the Grail come to be among the treasures of Siam? He didn’t know why, doubted he would ever know, nor did he really care. He only wanted to find it, find it before Emilie suffocated to death.

A bright young voice called out from the doorway, “You were reading that ancient letter again, weren’t you, Jean-Pierre? You have memorized it.”

Jean-Pierre looked up to see Devi, beautiful Devi, with her charmingly accented French, her glorious black hair braided halfway down her back, her perfect young body. So eager she was, and how she pleased him, her brightness, her curiosity. She distracted him when he despaired, and to be fair, he found her incredible in bed. To his surprise she wasn’t at all venal. She was kindhearted, amazing in his experience for one so young and beautiful, and a bigger surprise, she’d been presented to him quite unexpectedly, like a lovely steak on a plate, by a wealthy businessman in Kuala Lumpur. The world saw her as his current mistress, and that was true enough. But unlike others before her, she was interested in him and in his search, always eager to listen to his stories about the Holy Grail. But, of course, he’d never told her about Emilie. No one knew about Emilie. He’d always protected her identity, kept her away from the rapacious, ever-insatiable media, to spare her the pain of being called illegitimate.

Devi stood in the suite doorway, wearing a lacy white coverup, and beneath it he knew there was a bikini that would make a man’s guts twist. He found it amazing his crew never leered at her, never made jokes about his latest mistress behind their hands. Fact was they liked her. He saw she was looking down at the linen packet in his hands.

“Devi, yes, I have memorized it. I’ve told you, the very existence of this letter gives me new hope when I would fall into depression. It makes me hold to my belief.” He’d shown it to her, of course, and she’d read it.

She crossed the room to where he stood, lightly laid her hand on his shoulder. “I have spoken to the men. They are convinced something—they don’t know what—is down there, waiting to be retrieved. They all want it to be the Holy Grail. They want to present it to you. They are as excited as you are. Tell me, Jean-Pierre, if—no—when you have the Grail in your possession, what will you do with it? Carry it on your shoulders to show the world? Become the emperor of the planet forever? What?”

He looked into her beautiful face, so vital with health and youth. Jean-Pierre was twice her age, wealthy, a man who knew he was handsome and well-made and charming. And notoriously fickle with his women. Still, Devi had been with him for more than six months, a record, both of them knew.

He kissed her gently, then eased the linen-wrapped letter into his battered leather logbook. “No, I do not wish to be an emperor or carry it on my shoulders and prance about the world and show off my prize.” What to say? “It is something private, something very special to me.”

“You have never told me how you came to be hunting for the Holy Grail.”

He sat down, brought her onto his lap. “No, do not kiss me, I don’t want to lose my thread.” He closed his hands loosely around her waist. “I will tell you. At first it wasn’t about the Holy Grail, I scarcely knew anything about it. I grew up in Lyon, as you know, and there wasn’t much to do. We had a store that rented movies on those dreadful VHS tapes. I had read about Jacques Cousteau and his underwater discoveries, and was looking for something similar to watch. The owner of the store had a private collection of bootleg movies he received from friends in the United States. There was one that told the story of a treasure hunter in Florida named Mel Fisher who discovered the sunken Spanish galleon Nuestra Señora de Atocha, and recovered four hundred and fifty million dollars in treasure—gold, silver, emeralds, rubies—forty tons of gold.”

Her eyes never left his face. He loved her curiosity, her focus on him as if she wanted to pull the words out of his mouth. Did she care for him? He hoped so. He continued, “As you can imagine, to a ten-year-old boy interested in treasure hunting and diving, this was an incredible discovery. I decided on the spot I was going to become a treasure hunter. I began reading books on lost treasure. So many lost ships, so many stories to follow, and I’ve found my share, to be sure. And as you know, I’ve sought the biggest treasure of them all.”

She whispered, “The Heaven Stone—the Holy Grail.”

“Yes. I suppose you could say I must find it or I will lose my desire for all of this.” He waved his hand around. “Yes, I must find it and soon, very soon now.” He touched his hand to his heart. “I feel it here. Soon I will have it.”

She cocked her head to one side. “I don’t understand. Why is the Grail so important to you? It’s as if your life will no longer be worth living if you don’t find it.”

He wasn’t certain what to say, and he didn’t have to speak, for he heard his dive captain yelling in the hall.

“Captain! Captain! We need you!”

Jean-Pierre lifted her off his lap. “Now what is this all about?” He yelled, “Come.”

Cesar Lourdes stood in the doorway, a mask in one hand, water streaming from his stringy ponytail, a huge grin on his face. “Boss, I’d thought we’d found something, before, well, it wasn’t the Grail, but now—this might be the Grail, you must come.”

Jean-Pierre’s adrenaline spiked, his heart kettledrummed in his chest. He and Devi followed Cesar to the aft portion of the bridge where the dive was being coordinated. As they walked, Cesar said, “I was on the reef site, kicking around in the silt, seeing what I could find, and I knocked into something pretty big, bigger than the rest of the chests we’ve recovered or marked for recovery. And very different. I ran the portable X-ray over it and, sir—there’s something inside, and it doesn’t seem to be fastened to anything. It’s very strange.”

Keep calm, keep calm. “How big are we talking?”
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