
        
            
                
            
        

    
SOLSTICE SHADOWS

	 

	 

	A computer-app designer. An encrypted relic. Can she and the VanOps team decipher the dangerous code before extremists trigger a high-tech apocalypse?

	 

	Broad-shouldered covert operative Bear Thorenson wants his girl-friend, Maddy Marshall, to join VanOps, but the software expert and aikido black belt isn't sure she's ready for a hazardous dark-operations role that might risk the life of AJ, the nine-year-old boy she wants to adopt. But when an armed Russian thief escapes over her fire escape carrying an ancient star chart, her heart drops. She must join Bear in the mission to retrieve it, as the chart may lead to a superconductive meteorite that fringe members of the Russian government want to use to spark a global war.

	 

	Setting off on a mad dash to uncover the chart’s celestial secrets, the VanOps team joins up with an archaeoastronomer. As the group races across the globe through the dangerous bazaars of Morocco, fallen Turkish temples, and Egypt’s perilous Valley of the Kings, they have to fight to stay a half-step ahead of sinister assassins. 

	 

	With millions of lives on the line, can Maddy and Bear crack the chart’s secret code?

	 

	SOLSTICE SHADOWS is the second novel in the fast-paced, one-of-a-kind VanOps thriller series. If you enjoy exciting edge-of-your-seat suspense by James Rollins, Dan Brown, Steve Berry, or Clive Cussler, you'll stay up late turning the pages of Avanti Centrae’s "rousing sequel." (Kirkus Reviews.)
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	2020 Readers' Favorite Awards

	 

	 

	“A tantalizing new series.” —James Rollins, the #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Last Odyssey 

	 

	“Unputdownable. Avanti Centrae packs a thriller parachute with endless suspense and a rip-cord ending. Solstice Shadows is meticulously researched, the history, science, and locales offering a rare 'you-are-there' authenticity. Brew a large pot of java, as you will read through the night. Brilliant.” —K.J. Howe, international bestselling author of Skyjack

	 

	“Has that unputdownable X factor!” —Ernest Dempsey, the USA Today bestselling author of the Sean Wyatt adventure series

	 

	“Fast-paced action adventure with an ancient mystery at its heart— fans of Dan Brown and Steve Berry will love the VanOps thrillers.” —J.F. Penn, USA Today bestselling author of the ARKANE thrillers

	 

	“Fans of complex and highly detailed espionage and action thrillers are certain to dive right into this mixture between Indiana Jones and Dan Brown.” —Reader’s Favorite, Five Stars 

	 

	“Fascinating research, non-stop action, exotic settings, and a sixth sense for human nature in the battle between good and evil. It's a must-read!” —Saralyn Richard, award-winning author of Murder in the One Percent and A Palette for Love and Murder

	 

	“With non-stop action and exciting global adventure to exotic cities, I couldn't put this modern-day Raiders of The Lost Ark down.” —Tracey Phillips, author of Best Kept Secrets

	 

	“From Mexico to Jordan, the action never stops until the nail-biter of a conclusion.” —Chico Enterprise Record

	 

	“Strong, skillful female warriors headline this rousing sequel.” —Kirkus Reviews
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	“Written with a dynamic, cinematic style and full of action and suspense, here’s a book that defines page-turner. Don’t miss this riveting debut!” —James Rollins, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Crucible 

	 

	“Just a good ole’ fashioned rip-roaring adventure from start to finish. Enjoy the ride.” —Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author

	 

	“VanOps: The Lost Power takes readers on a fast-paced roller coaster of a ride across the globe in a top-notch thriller with high-stakes and plenty of edge-of-seat action.” —Robin Burcell, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Good Place and (co-written with Clive Cussler) The Oracle

	 

	“A high-stakes, daring adventure charged with suspense and mystery!” —Ann Charles, USA Today bestselling author of the Deadwood mystery series

	 

	“This one’s a nailbiter for sure!” —Seattle Book Review
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	“. . . the Lord descended on it in fire.”

	—Exodus 19:18

	 

	“. . . a brilliant disk much larger than the full moon, a marvel never before known since the foundation of this land [Egypt].”

	—Tulli Papyrus (Vatican Library)

	 

	“As above, so below, as within, so without, as the universe, so the soul . . .” 

	―Hermes Trismegistus

	 


 

	Ripped from recent headlines:

	 

	“NSA SEEKS TO BUILD QUANTUM COMPUTER THAT COULD CRACK MOST TYPES OF ENCRYPTION.” 

	—The Washington Post, January 2, 2014

	 

	“IoT DEVICES CAN BE HACKED IN MINUTES, WARN RESEARCHERS.”

	—ZDNet, October 25, 2016

	 

	“UNCONVENTIONAL SUPERCONDUCTOR MAY BE USED TO CREATE QUANTUM COMPUTERS OF THE FUTURE.”

	—Phys.org, February 19, 2018

	 

	“SOME METEORITES CONTAIN SUPERCONDUCTING BITS. FIND ENERGIZES SEARCH FOR EXOTIC MATERIALS THAT CONDUCT ELECTRICITY SANS RESISTANCE.”

	—Science News, March 7, 2018

	 

	 

	
PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	 

	Maldives Archipelago

	December 15, 1:46 p.m. Maldives Time

	 

	T


	he golden forks of lightning that raged over the bruised sea reminded Ravi of a thunder-imbued romp with his Russian mistress on her four-poster bed. After their lovemaking, they’d thrown wide the bedroom’s snowy-white French doors and watched the electric skies as they cooled off.

	Lost in the recollection, the hard kick to his thigh came as a shock. He toppled sideways onto the cold sand, the memory forgotten.

	“Ambassador Singh. Sit up and put your hands behind your back.”

	Guttural and accented, it was the voice of a stranger. Ravi had thought he was alone in the aquamarine cove, guarded by his expensive travel guide and the towering walls of seaweed-encrusted rock. 

	He pushed himself to a sitting position on his beach towel and crossed his legs, suddenly feeling cold in his swimsuit. He glanced around. Dark thunderclouds obscured the sun, violent wind whipped his short black hair, and the surf angrily pounded the beach. The guide who brought him to this remote island was lying facedown, fifty meters away, unmoving. Ravi bit his lower lip. 

	A man wearing a black executioner’s hood moved from behind Ravi and stood between him and the tortured sea, hands on hips. Rough, white rope was coiled in the man’s left hand, and a length of flexible wire was attached to two wooden handles in the man’s right. Ravi recognized the wire device as a garrote, traditionally used for assassinations. Ravi’s stomach clenched—hard. Bile rose in his throat.

	Ravi swallowed the bitter acid. “What do you want?”

	The man whipped the wire of the garrote around the back of Ravi’s shoulders. It stung like the bites of a million fire ants. Ravi screamed.

	“Shut up. We’re alone here. Put your hands behind your back. Do it now.”

	If he complied, Ravi knew he was doomed. He tried to get upright and lunge at the man, but his beach towel and the soft, wet sand pulled at his legs, telegraphing his intention. The man laughed and kicked Ravi in the side of his chest. Something snapped—a rib?—and he landed on his back. For a moment, his world was a starred kaleidoscope of suffering. 

	“This can be quick, or extremely slow and painful. Your choice. My recommendation is to roll over and put your hands behind your back.”

	Defeated, Ravi complied, earning him another searing jolt from his rib. A distant part of him wondered where the man was from. Not India, not with that accent. 

	A cold, light rain began to fall.

	The man kneeled on Ravi’s back and wrapped the rope tight around his wrists, binding them together like one of the creatures he’d come here to aid. A few years ago, he’d spent time with a local conservation organization helping endangered turtles recover from getting entangled in ghost fishing gear, and had so enjoyed the trip that he’d planned another while he was here in the Maldives on business anyway. It wasn’t working out as imagined.

	“Bend your knees.”

	Ravi did as he was told and the attacker jerked him upright, forcing Ravi’s buttocks onto his heels. The man walked around Ravi and stood in front of him again, legs wide. Ravi studied the man’s hood to take his mind off the pain. There were only endless black holes at the eyes, and no mouth cutout. 

	Unfortunately, the distraction didn’t work to reduce the agony parading across his rib and shoulders. Tears fell down Ravi’s cheeks, obscured by the rain. 

	“Good. Now we talk. I know you’re having an affair with the Russian ambassador, Zola Argones. Tell me what she has told you about Maddy Marshall and the star chart.”

	That’s what the man wanted to know? He and Zola had mostly talked about their common goal of a lightning-fast quantum computer, with only a tangential mention of the star chart. Apparently, though, the information was deadly.

	“I know little, just useless tidbits,” Ravi rasped. 

	“I’ll be the judge of that. Tell me now!”

	Another golden bolt of lightning sizzled across the eggplant-colored sky, and a gull shrieked a plaintive cry. Suspecting he was about to die, Ravi visualized the kind eyes of his now-gray-haired wife, the broad smiles of his three children, his two beautiful and accomplished nieces, and regretted the infidelity with the Russian. When the thunder boomed again, his heart fractured into a thousand shards of remorse.

	In futility, Ravi screamed a second time, and the tattooed man struck anew with the metal whip.

	The man growled, “Talk to me. What did she tell you?”

	But before he told the man everything, Ravi sent up a mental prayer flag to Shiva. He asked for either a miracle of deliverance, or a quick and merciful death. 

	 


CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	 

	San Francisco, California

	December 18, 3:51 p.m. PST

	 

	M


	addy cracked her loft’s front door, peered through it, and felt the hair on the back of her neck stand at attention like rows of tiny soldiers about to do battle.

	There’s someone in there. She pulled the entry door almost closed and put a finger to her lips to silence AJ and Vincent, who lingered behind her in the complex’s dim, soundless hallway. AJ’s ten-year-old eyes grew wide and her ex raised a brown eyebrow, but they both went still. Heart pounding strong and steady, every sense alert, she willed her breath to deepen so she would be ready for whatever came next.

	She inched the door back open. Caution had become her friend in the last year and a half. The pencil-thin beam of light she’d seen two heartbeats ago flickered off in her bedroom and pitch-black darkness descended. Although she had closed the living room patio door when she’d left to teach at the aikido dojo, it was ajar, and damp air filled the loft. The city’s skyline glittered through the windows, showing off the San Francisco Giants’ baseball stadium, lit like a gargantuan ornament in festive reds and greens. The air smelled of the frigid rain that drowned the night. Her roommate had texted an hour ago that he was working late, so who was in there? 

	What did they want?

	There. What was that sound?

	Something like the scrape of a boot on her hardwood floor.

	She listened and squinted into the gloom.

	For the briefest moment, crimson light from the stadium’s Christmas decorations glinted off a metal object in the bedroom doorway. A gun.

	That was all the warning she needed. Maddy yanked the door shut just as the bullet splintered the jamb where her knee had been.

	“Run!”

	With both arms, she pushed AJ and Vincent away from the exploding shrapnel, sending all three of them sprinting down the shadowed hallway, and careening around the corner. Vincent threw his umbrella behind them and it clattered on the tile. Ten feet ahead, the red EXIT sign heralded the stairwell. A shot hit the wall just behind Maddy, knocking a chunk off a glossy Golden Gate wall mural. She cringed. She liked that mural.

	Vincent pulled up short and she nearly ran into his tall frame. He strained to pull a gun from his left armpit holster, turned back, and shot once around the corner.

	Frowning, Maddy put her hand on the top of gun. “Put that away,” she whispered. “It’ll make things worse.”

	Vincent answered in the cultured voice she used to find sexy. “Head downstairs.”

	The index finger of her left hand twitched, and she balled both hands into fists. “No, I’ll wait inside the stairwell to disarm him.”

	“No. Go. I’ll join you in a minute.”

	Angry at him for not trusting her aikido skills and escalating the situation, Maddy pressed AJ toward the stairwell, all the while thinking that more assailants could arrive from downstairs. She bent over and whispered, “Run upstairs to the roof and hide.”

	His freckled face, framed by big jug ears and perpetually messy red hair, looked up at her. He used to be a foster child from the dojo, but she thought of him as hers now, and wanted the adoption paperwork to be official—yesterday. What if she died today? Love for him poured through her heart as he nodded, fear and determination in his eyes.

	As the sound of Vincent’s next shot echoed down the hallway, she reached around AJ, opened the metal stairwell door and ushered him toward the wet and muddy linoleum landing. His small feet made no sound as he padded up the stairs. 

	Guessing that what she’d hidden in her loft had placed him in danger, her heart overflowed with guilt. But who knew it was there? She reached for her phone and dialed the police.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	 

	 

	 

	3:54 p.m.

	 

	R


	ounding the corner of the stairwell, AJ paused to glance back. Through a rectangular glass pane in the door, Maddy looked at him with wide, green eyes full of love. In the black jacket, cabbie hat, and blue jeans she typically wore after changing out of her gi, she looked fierce, as though she’d personally block anyone from hurting him. With a phone to her ear, she pointed up the stairs and mouthed “Go!” 

	Another gunshot boomed through the hall and AJ used it like a sprinter’s starting gun, panting as he raced up the four flights of stairs to the rooftop patio. Hide. But where? Two metal patio tables with four chairs stood to his right, wet from the falling rain. In front of him was the city’s bright skyscape. To his left, the top landing of the wrought-iron fire escape looked like prison bars. 

	Shivering from the cold, he moved around the back of the tall structure that enclosed the door. The area was dark and scary, but it might be a spot to hide if he could overcome his fear of the dark and make himself explore it. He hated the dark. But as his eyes adjusted and the shaking subsided, he realized there was no good hiding place back there, only large metal boxes that he guessed housed some sort of heating equipment. Afraid to make a sound, he tiptoed around the entire rooftop, avoiding shiny black puddles as best he could.

	A loud sound blasted through the chill night air. Another gunshot? What if Maddy was shot? She was always kind to him, ever since he started taking classes at her dojo. His foster parents were nice, but they had five other kids at the house. He didn’t get a lot of their attention. But Maddy had wanted to take him to ride roller coasters on his birthday and was trying to adopt him. She was as good a teacher as the sensei who owned the dojo and she often came to his rescue during his nightmares.

	He walked back to the fire escape and looked down. A couple of flights below, there was a two-person patio table perched on the landing. It blocked the exit down, but at the moment he didn’t care. The table was draped with a waterproof tablecloth, which meant it’d provide better cover than the larger ones up here. 

	The fire-escape gate creaked as he opened it and scurried down the stairs. Reaching the table, he ducked beneath it. At least it wasn’t dark. 

	With his back to the railing, he pulled his soggy knees to his chest and tried to quiet his breathing. He quivered with fear for Maddy. For himself. Could he do anything to help her? What would he do if Maddy were killed? He lived for the dojo and nights like tonight, when they were supposed to eat popcorn and watch a movie while cuddled up on the couch in her loft. Yes, that was a better thought. Popcorn, with his big dog, Damien, curled up at their feet, chewing on a bone while they laughed at the TV. Maddy’s broad-shouldered boyfriend, Bear, would be there, too, one strong hand on Maddy’s arm, protecting them both.

	Eyes closed, fantasy playing through his mind, he could almost shut out the sound of gunfire and distant sirens.

	He’d be safe here from eyes above, but as his fingers caressed the grate beneath him, he realized he was still vulnerable from below.

	 


CHAPTER 3

	 

	 

	 

	3:56 p.m.

	 

	B


	ack to crouching behind Vincent in the dark hallway, Maddy hoped AJ had found a good place to hide, out of the rain. How long would it take the police to arrive?

	What did the intruder want? The apartment held two priceless items, hidden in separate places.

	Vincent held a black semi-automatic in both hands and looked around the corner, ready to shoot. She’d long ago figured out the weapon was purchased to impress her, and despite her objections, had even gone to the warehouse range with him twice for target practice. After getting over the gun’s rough kickback, she’d become a decent shot, but he didn’t understand that her life was about nonviolence. Guilty nightmares about the men she’d killed sixteen months ago still plagued her. Perhaps she and Vincent were no longer together because he just didn’t get her. 

	As he took another shot at the attacker, Maddy tensed in frustration. If the invader would just get close enough, she’d disarm him with aikido. Or should they run for it? No, that could mean disaster.

	She tugged Vincent’s arm. “Come back to the stairs.”

	He glanced at her, his light brown eyes hard to read. “Okay, we only have three rounds left. Go. Be ready for me.”

	Gunshots ricocheted down the hallway as she ran back to the stairwell, making her ears ring and taking out a wall sconce. The area, already dim in the winter evening light, darkened to a tomb-like gloom.

	“Now!” Vincent yelled, and then tore down the hall, rushing with remarkable speed through the door she was holding open. But when his front foot hit the wet landing, he slipped, fell hard on his ankle and, like a log in rapids, rolled down the stairs to the next landing, where his head hit the wall with a loud thwack and his eyes closed. The pistol dropped from his hand. A break in his lower leg was obvious through the blue jeans. Maddy winced in commiseration at his pain.

	With Vincent now vulnerable, Maddy’s plan to lure the attacker into the stairwell was no longer a good option. Time for a new approach. But only two bullets left.

	In one leap, Maddy jumped down all six stairs. She grabbed the pistol and took the stairs back up, three at a time. She didn’t dare look back at Vincent, but sent a hurried wish that he was alive. 

	Motionless, she crouched next to the metal stairwell door. She listened. After thirty seconds of no sound, she opened it just enough to peek into the hallway with one eye. Empty. He must have stopped at the corner. The mild tremor that had developed of late in her left index finger distracted her with its rhythmic movement. To stop it, she modified her grip on the gun to a two-hand hold and shouldered the door open wide enough to get the barrel through the gap.

	The wall mural held no moving shadows. She waited. All her training was about redirecting an opponent’s energy to neutralize an attack without harming anyone. It was difficult when the assailant carried a firearm, but not impossible if you could entice the attacker to close range. The modern weapon made her feel uncomfortable. But since Vincent had prevented a close-range scuffle, she was going to have to use the dreaded thing in her hands.

	Sirens sounded in the distance. Not close enough yet.

	If she had to fight, there was another weapon she’d rather have that didn’t rely on bullets. Sixteen months ago, she’d found two ancient, seven-inch obelisks that she learned to use in self-defense. Only a three-inch sliver remained, hidden inside a running shoe in her closet. Untested and tiny as that ruby-colored shard was, she wanted it, and squeezed the pistol in frustration. 

	She thought back to her training with the Order of the Invisible Flame, and the technique she’d learned to put her in a state of enhanced awareness. Edith, one of the Guardians, had told her the skill was taught to United States military combatants, and later she’d discovered it was a specific brain wave pattern that was also used by high-performing individuals like athletes and CEOs. It gave her an advantage in a fight.

	It was generally called meditation, only she did it with her eyes open. If she really concentrated on the sounds around her, everything slowed down. That’s why she referred to it as listening. She silenced her mental chatter to mirror that brain pattern. Her senses heightened. Time seemed to stretch. She was aware of her breath, sirens. Lights grew brighter, and she felt full of life.

	A moment later, shadows danced low on the shiny Golden Gate mural, revealing the shape of her attacker’s weapon. A shot exploded down the hallway and grazed her hairline. Gritting her teeth against the sudden flare of pain, she fired at the corner, toward the gun, to scare him off. Over the ringing in her ears, she heard an exclamation, and a semi-automatic pistol skated across the tile. She imagined she’d hit his hand. 

	Footsteps echoed away from her. She hesitated for an instant, and then ran after the assailant, kicking his gun back toward the stairwell. Although that cost her only a second, by the time she reached her loft, he’d escaped via the patio. A blast of icy air hit her in the face. With unusual clarity, she could see individual drops of sleet pelting the braided rug in front of the patio door. Boots clanged on the iron fire escape.

	Maddy sprang to the balcony and leaned over the edge, gun first, but the frozen rain became heavy snowflakes, obscuring her vision. Two stories down, she caught a glimpse of a man wearing an army-green balaclava slipping over the railing with something in his bloodied hand. She swore. It was the yellow folder that contained her star chart. Had he found the shard, too? 

	The assailant glanced up, but not at her. The man had one eye dark as sin. The other with an iris white as the falling snow. 

	Maddy followed his gaze. 

	AJ was just two flights up, cowering under a metal patio table. The gunman reached toward his jacket and pulled out a snub-nosed pistol. Maddy fired. The thief ducked, and her shot pinged off the metal railing. 

	The man with the mysterious eyes dropped to the street, and disappeared around a corner.

	Maddy dropped the gun and flew up the fire escape toward AJ, who trembled underneath the table. As she stepped onto the landing, he slid out from under the cloth and jumped into her arms. She held him like that, in the falling snow, for a long time while he sobbed.

	Eventually, he pulled away and wiped his eyes. “That man . . .” His voice broke and he sucked in a breath. “He was one of my kidnappers.”

	 


CHAPTER 4

	 

	 

	 

	Undisclosed Location, Atlantic Seaboard

	December 18, 8:07 p.m. EST

	 

	B


	ear’s feet hit the ground with a reassuring thud and he ran three quick steps, noticing with pleasure that he was hardly limping at all from his old Afghanistan-acquired leg wound. He’d just started to collapse the small parachute when his encrypted work phone rang.

	He swore. It was either Maddy or Director Bowman calling, and though he was happy to talk with either, now was a bad time. Still, it must be important because they both knew he was in training tonight. While he cut himself free of his parachute, took off his helmet, and fished around in his pocket for the phone, he counted rings. He had six until voicemail. On five he answered around the gum in his mouth, a little out of breath. 

	“Bear here.”

	“Hey.”

	The sound of Maddy’s distinctive feminine voice sent a warm tingle up his spine. Almost a year and a half into their relationship and the effect she had on him was stronger than ever. He was still amazed she was finally dating him. All through high school, while he wanted her from afar, she’d only dated tall guys. On one of the rare occasions when she was single, he’d seen her after a football game at the west shore pizza joint and couldn’t find the balls to ask her out. 

	They’d finally gotten together sixteen months ago, and he’d been thankful every day since. With her parents dead, she spent holidays with him and his family at Lake Tahoe and they’d enjoyed some long, passionate weekends together, but sometimes he worried she’d fall for somebody else. Somebody tall. For some reason his winning ticket to the love lottery felt tenuous, like it was a coded message that would self-destruct in a blaze of smoke. 

	Bear struggled to control his breathing. “How’s it goin’, baby?”

	“Not so great. The star chart was stolen tonight.”

	That was Maddy, always getting right to the point. 

	“What? Stolen?”

	“Yeah, somebody broke into my loft, trashed it, and got away with the star chart.”

	Frowning, Bear took off his night-vision goggles. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes, I’m fine.” She hesitated. “Mostly. A bullet grazed my forehead.”

	Bear’s throat constricted. “Oh my god!”

	“Well, could’ve been worse. Funny how two inches can make a world of difference when it comes to bullets.”

	He took a deep breath. “True. Sounds like you got lucky.”

	“I did. Anyway, the cops are there now checking things out. AJ is all right, he’s in the corner reading Harry Potter. My roommate wasn’t home, the cat is her usual ornery self, but Vincent has a concussion and compound leg fracture and is in the hospital. I’m calling you from there.”

	Vincent. Her ex-fiancé. Bear’s heart constricted. Why had they been together? He tried hard to sound neutral by playing up his southern drawl. “Wow. Sounds nasty. Will he be all right?”

	“They don’t know yet.”

	A pause. He’d heard bits and pieces about their long engagement and brutal breakup, enough to know that Maddy still hadn’t completely healed from the relationship. As he knew from when Amy betrayed him years ago, those things took time. Vincent, that tall bastard, was probably trying to win her back.

	Bear decided the safest approach was to get more information. “Why don’t you tell me what happened from the get-go?”

	Maddy sighed. “You remember that tonight was the night AJ was coming over for a movie and popcorn, right?”

	“Sure.” He didn’t, but it wasn’t the time to disagree.

	“I decided to let my aikido class out a little early because of the rain. The city is getting hammered—we even got snow for about an hour, which never happens. Anyway, a lot of parents were at the dojo already, so I let everyone go home.”

	Now that the adrenaline from the jump was wearing off, the night’s bitter cold began to seep into Bear’s bones like an incoming Atlantic tide. “Good idea.” He paced, a quiet distance from the training tent.

	“When AJ and I walked outside, Vincent was there with an umbrella and offered to walk us home. I didn’t want to make a scene in front of AJ, so we all headed to my loft.”

	Bear released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. She hadn’t been cheating on him. “Then what happened?”

	“We arrived upstairs at the loft, but when I opened the door, I saw a flicker of light inside. I was trying to see what was going on when a bullet came flying toward the door. I slammed the door just in time. We ran down the hallway and Vincent started shooting back.”

	Bear’s jaw tightened. Wasn’t the guy a stockbroker or something? “Vincent has a gun?” he asked. 

	Maddy hesitated. “He bought one a few weeks ago.”

	Bear tried to joke, but it ended up sounding like a growl. “Tryin’ to protect you?”

	“Who knows? But speaking of other people, why were you panting when you answered the phone?”

	“We’re doing a training exercise. Remember?”

	“Sorry. Can you remind me?”

	He wished he could tell her all about the paramilitary training. It had been months of weapons training, learning to resist interrogation, and practicing with the latest technology, like latex masks and body armor. Tonight was the last night, and it had been intense. “It’s designed to be after dark. I got to wear night-vision goggles. Fun, but bone-chilling cold out here. I can’t tell you much more than that.”

	“Sounds dangerous, Mr. Thorenson. You be careful.”

	A gust of wind blew, and the scent of dead leaves filled his nose. “I will. Then how did Vincent get injured?”

	“I sent AJ to hide on the roof and wanted to lure the attacker into the stairwell so I could disarm him. Vincent followed me at a run, slipped, and fell down a flight of stairs.”

	Bear’s hand twitched as he resisted the urge to pump his fist. “I see. Then what?”

	“I grabbed his gun, against all my better aikido judgment.”

	“I’m glad you did. And you shot the thief?”

	“Did. Must have hit the guy’s hand or wrist because he dropped his weapon.”

	“That’s great! I didn’t know you even knew how to fire a pistol.” Even so, he could imagine her tall, lithe form peering around the corner of her loft’s hallway, her sexy green eyes appraising the situation. Her arms would have been outstretched in a two-handed Weaver stance, black cabbie cap on her head. He loved how strong and powerful she was. It made him feel more a man to be with a woman like her.

	But then again . . . when had she learned to shoot? Had Vincent taught her to use the gun, too? Bear didn’t like the sound of that at all. And she’d been in danger. 

	Jaw clenched, Bear glanced up to see Jags, his trainer, formerly of the NSA, fly down the small highland, her special dark BASE-jumping parachute blocking the stars above her. She looked like a flying squirrel. 

	“When did the attacker hit you?” he asked tightly. 

	“He got me while we were exchanging shots in the hallway. I chased him but he bolted over the fire escape with the star chart.”

	“That could be bad. You’re sure he got it?”

	“Yeah. He had the folder in his hand. And as soon as he was gone, I checked the filing cabinet and it was missing.”

	“What about that sliver of lorandite?” Bear wished there was more of the powerful material, but what was once a set of seven-inch ruby obelisks had been reduced to a tiny, worthless shard. He had also wanted Maddy to let the US government test it instead of sending it to her friend Elena, who had connections in Germany.

	“He didn’t get the sliver,” Maddy replied, and then she paused. “Bear, the man had one dark eye and one white one. Eerie. AJ saw him, too.”

	“The eyes sound strange, and let’s come back to it and the AJ bit—”

	Maddy interrupted. “No, wait. He recognized the thief from when he was kidnapped. Said he’s a dark-haired man named Pyotr who speaks Russian.” 

	Bear raised his eyebrows. “Oh. I remember AJ telling us about the two men who kidnapped him. We never saw Pyotr, and I don’t think he’s surfaced since.”

	“Do you think the Russians could know about the star chart somehow? They were involved before.” 

	Bear stopped pacing, lost in thought. He stood still for a moment and blew a small bubble with his gum. “It’s certainly possible.”

	“Yeah, it’s a good working hypothesis.” She paused. “Unless . . . Pyotr could be a Spaniard who speaks Russian. The only other person who even knows the star chart exists is Prince Carlos in Spain. Correction—King Carlos.”

	“That’s right. The wise old monarch passed away two weeks ago.”

	“I’m sure his daughter didn’t tell him anything, given she stole the chart and gave it to me in the first place. But the king would have filled creepy Carlos in on the missing chart before his death. Duty and all.”

	“That means the power behind our thief is either the new Spanish king or the Russians.” Bear began to pace again. “I’m not sure which is worse.” 

	Her voice rose a notch. “I know, they’re both evil.” 

	“Let’s go back to the chart. Your family thought it would lead to a source of superconductive material, right?”

	“Right. Like some sort of weird sky map.” 

	“Lots of folks might want that material.” Bear shivered in the cold. “It’s extremely dangerous.”

	“We learned that the hard way. I had hoped the rumor that the chart led to more material was just gossip, but should know better after all we went through to get those obelisks.” 

	“That was crazy.”

	Sixteen months ago, they’d barely evaded the Russians in a deadly race to find the obelisks. They’d been chased from Spain to Jerusalem, and farther around the world. Along with AJ’s kidnapping, the death of Maddy’s father and Will’s wife had illustrated the personal costs, and they’d learned later the Russians had much larger plans that would have affected the entire United States. He stomped his feet a little harder as he paced. Saving the world from these kinds of threats was why he was proud to be a new member of the VanOps team. 

	Jags landed next to Bear and gave him a huge grin before she tore off her helmet and walked away, leaving a lingering scent of sweat and perfume. Her shaggy black hair was tossed by the wind as she headed toward the makeshift tent, looking every inch the L.A. model she’d been before college and the NSA. 

	“You have pictures of the star chart as backup?” he asked. 

	Maddy’s tone turned defensive. “Of course, I have backup. One paper copy at the loft, and multiple secure cloud locations for the digital copies. I am a computer geek as well as an aikido trainer.”

	“I’m glad your computer skills come in handy. However, if the star chart does lead to a source of superconductive material, or even other obelisks, that’s a national security risk. A huge one.”

	As a boy, Bear had dreamed of serving his country as a CIA officer, and even dressed up as a spy every Halloween. Now that he was an adult, he deeply loved his country and wanted to protect it, in addition to enjoying the adventure and risk. He was thrilled to be a career trainee, and truly appreciated the overarching VanOps mission to keep the country safe from obscure and extreme dangers. His biggest dream was to someday be awarded the Intelligence Star, the CIA’s equivalent of the Medal of Honor. Maybe Bowman would assign him to track down this chart.

	Echoing his thoughts, Maddy said, “Bear, I hate to admit it, but I think we have to figure out where that star chart leads before the Russians or King Carlos do.”

	“What about the city police?”

	“This will be just another burglary to them. They won’t care.” She took a deep breath. “I’m also worried about Will. He was with us when I got the chart.”

	“Argones is a big boy and has been through his initial training. I only wish you were here working on the VanOps payroll, too.”

	“I suppose.” She paused and continued with characteristic bluntness. “I just can’t get used to you calling him ‘Argones.’ And I doubt he’s suddenly become Superman.”

	Bear noticed she still avoided the VanOps job question. And he agreed with her assessment. 

	“True,” Bear said. “Despite his penchant for knives, he’s still a lousy shot.”

	“I’ll call him as soon as we get off the phone.” 

	“Good idea.” Bear’s tone softened. “I just hope the attacker doesn’t come after you and AJ. Why don’t you come on out here to DC? I’ll talk to the director, see if he’ll at least let me run those mismatched eyes and the name through the databases.” 

	Based on a prior conversation with Bowman, Bear had a sense the director would indeed be interested. The man remained obsessed with the sat feeds from that night sixteen months ago, and even though Maddy strongly wished to keep everything hush-hush, the director had figured out that something unusual had generated the strange-and-curious ball lightning. 

	“I suppose we can get his help. The main thing I pledged to keep secret was destroyed.”

	Bear felt pleased she was still working to keep the obelisks secret. She’d be a good operative. “Yeah, and if you want Argones and me to lend you a hand, the director is the boss.”

	She hesitated and he could almost see her weighing the options on a balanced set of scales. Finally, she said, “Okay, let’s ask Director Bowman. I’ll text you a pic of the star chart. If the Guardians are okay with it, I want to take AJ to Jerusalem tomorrow.” 

	“Is the foster mom cool with that?”

	“She is. I couched it as a Christmas vacation for him and she liked the idea of one less kid around the house.”

	“That’s lame.”

	“I know, huh?”

	“Are you thinking Elena?”

	“I am. She and her new boyfriend leave for the Philippines in two days, and I want to hand-deliver AJ to her. It’s a long flight to Israel, but I want to make certain he’s safe and out of the way. I’ll call her later to confirm.”

	Since their meeting at the Jerusalem Testing Society, which was now the headquarters of the Order of the Invisible Flame, Elena had become a good friend to Maddy. Bear still couldn’t believe an ancient sect of royal spies existed, much less a school to test and train them. But he’d seen the place. They were modern European royalty, descendants of Isabella and Ferdinand, and, he had to admit, perfectly placed to gather intel in their roles as statesmen. 

	“Good idea, since he’s a star witness. And you’ll come to DC after?” 

	“Sure, I’ll be in and out of Jerusalem. And we can go from there.” Her tone became softer. “But only if that heavy breathing was from training.”

	Bear stopped pacing again. “Maddy. I’m not the one hangin’ out with my ex.” With jealousy tightening his throat, the words came out stronger than he intended.

	Her tone developed an edge. “We weren’t hanging out.”

	Bear kicked himself for bringing it up. “Okay, let’s table that discussion. I’ll talk to the director immediately.”

	“Thanks. And I’ll call Will. Bear?”

	“Yes?”

	The timbre of her voice shifted. “Do be careful with your VanOps training.”

	“I will. If you promise not to go around and get yourself shot. Or shot again, I should say.”

	“Deal. Good night, Bear.”

	“’Night, Maddy.”

	As he hung up the phone, Bear felt torn between his new job and his desire to protect Maddy and AJ. Would she ever move to the East Coast? If she was part of the team, Bear would no longer need to keep secrets from her and could do a much better job of keeping them safe. He knew from recent briefings that the Russians would stop at nothing to achieve their goals. 

	From the tent, Jags sprinted over to him, blue eyes blazing, phone in hand. “The Indian ambassador to Russia was just found dead on an isolated beach in the Maldives. Killed with a garrote. The director wants us back at HQS pronto.”

	 


CHAPTER 5

	 

	 

	 

	São Paulo, Brazil

	December 18, 11:15 p.m. Brasilia Summer Time

	 

	W


	ill Argones felt his boat shift and prepared to draw his knives. Did someone just step on the back of my boat? This was São Paulo’s most secure marina, but Maddy’s call had put him on edge.

	Ana Therese looked at him with concern. It was a rare December evening without rain, and they were sitting on the front deck of his boat, eating, drinking, and reminiscing. 

	“That sounded like a scary conversation with your sister,” she said in Portuguese, her tone light and quick. 

	He was good with languages, but his Portuguese bore the traces of his California upbringing. “Yes, someone broke into her loft tonight.” 

	“Holy mother of god! Is she‎ safe?”

	Distracted, Will nodded. “For now. Although she’s worried I may not be.”

	“Really? Why?”

	Will drummed his fingers on the table, considering his security clearance and the oath he’d taken to safeguard national secrets. How to fill her in? And how much to tell her? 

	“‎Well, we both miss Maria horribly, don’t we?”

	“Yes! She was my best friend! That’s why I’m glad we finally got together tonight. To remember. To grieve.” Her gentle, caramel-colored eyes threatened to fill again with tears. “Looking at all the old pictures with you was good. And made me sad all over again.” 

	The pictures were spread on the table near an almost empty bottle of good red. He’d come down here to arrange for the boat to be shipped up to a marina located in the shadow of the Washington Monument, walking distance to everything DC, but he would miss this harbor. He’d spent four good years here. 

	Could it have been someone on the boat? 

	A fishing boat chugged in the distance, and the neighbor two slips down was talking to his rat terrier, like he always did before bed. The water lapped against the starboard side and Will wondered again why he had felt the vessel shift. Not normal. He always paid attention to odd details, but now VanOps had trained him, and was paying him well, to exploit his suspicions. He’d joined the Red Team and, when he wasn’t in the field, his mission was to poke holes in other teams’ strategies and tactics. 

	A strangled meow cut through the night, followed by a splash. Will stood up, searching the dark water. There. Ripples. Will vaulted over the railing, onto the worn dock, and sprinted toward a spluttering cat close to drowning near the pier. He reached down, grabbed it by the nape of the neck, hauled it out of the water, and placed it on the wood planks. It shook water from its fur, arched its back, and hissed at him.       

	Will hissed back before he walked back to his boat and rejoined Ana Therese.

	“That was exciting!” she said. 

	Will went into the galley and washed his hands. Drying them on a towel, he sat back down at the table. “Darn cat. Got my heart rate up.”

	The cat jumped onto the boat and walked over to him, rubbing itself on his legs. Even wet, he could see it was a thin tabby, with a pronounced M on its forehead. 

	She laughed. “I think it likes you.” 

	Will took the towel and dried the purring beast. “Haven’t seen it around.” 

	“Maybe it’s a sign. You should take it with you as a souvenir.”

	“I’ll think about it.” 

	The cat moved to a corner of the deck, laid down, and began cleaning itself. Will took a sip of wine. He hadn’t cared for a pet in years. Maybe it was time.

	Ana Therese picked up a picture and showed it to him. “Take a look at this one.” 

	It was a beach snapshot of him and Maria, arm in arm as they stood next to Ana Therese and her husband, Tomás. Will’s heart still ached for Maria. When he wasn’t looking, he could almost hear her bustling about the boat. Even in DC, he rolled over in the mornings expecting to see her. The supreme guilt he felt for sleeping with the woman in Jerusalem so soon after Maria’s murder resurfaced. He tried to tell himself that his behavior was the result of terror from being chased halfway around the world, but he still berated himself for his actions. It hadn’t been respectful. He’d been in a sad daze for months, a two-pointed anchor of grief and guilt weighing down his heart.

	He scratched his beard, remembering life before his loss. “Those were good times. Really good times.” 

	As he put the snapshot down, he noticed that Ana Therese had changed since the picture was taken. Although her impish smile was the same, her face was rounder and her dark hair longer. She looked less a girl and more a woman.

	She looked out over the harbor, her eyes lost in the past. “They were good times. I wish Tomás was able to be sad with us tonight, too. Sorry he is visiting his mother. He also misses Maria.” 

	Will pulled a harmonica out of his tooled leather holder and blew a few test notes. A mournful melody filled the harbor. He stopped playing and palmed it. Silver, it was shaped like a small harp and had a gold-plated mouthpiece. “Please tell him hello when he gets back.”

	“I will. When did you start playing that?”

	He set it on the table next to his wine glass. “I picked it up after Maria died.” 

	He’d developed a sudden urge to play after lightning had struck him. When the desire lingered, even after the branching redness had faded from his left leg, he’d given in to it and purchased a high-end Suzuki SCT-128 professional 16-hole Tremolo Chromatic, and found it fairly easy to play the melancholy music haunting his head. Finding the talent strange, he’d done some online research and discovered a surgeon who’d left that career for classical music after being struck by lightning in New York. Will enjoyed it as a hobby.

	“You’re talented.” She took a sip of wine. “But you’re avoiding the question of why your twin feels you are not safe.” 

	This question was about his sister and not VanOps, which meant he could share a little information. “Maddy is concerned that whoever broke into her place may come after me.”

	She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, this is not good! What do you think?”

	His most honest thoughts came out in a rush. “If they killed me, I could be with Maria again.”

	She grabbed the wine bottle and poured what was left over the side of the boat and into the water. “Enough wine for you.” Then she sat back down and swatted his hand. “Stop that negative talk. She wouldn’t like it.”

	He drained the last of the wine in his glass. It was a decent cab from a Napa Valley vineyard back home. But maybe there had been too much of it lately. “She would give me a good whack over the head, probably with that bottle.” 

	Ana Therese said, “That’s right. She would want you safe and happy.” The look she gave him reminded him of one his mother might have given: half concern and half get-your-shit-together.

	He was trying to get his act together. But what he couldn’t tell her was that he was a newly minted junior intelligence analyst with VanOps. After Maria’s death and his return to Brazil, he had been fired from his engineering job for missing too much work. The termination troubled him, but Director Bowman was true to his word. Will was interviewed, and hired after a series of psychological tests and a polygraph. Now, with more than a year of training under his belt, he was gaining confidence in his innate ability to perceive threats, and sort true hazard from imagined danger. He’d recently been added to the VanOps Red Team to act as a devil’s advocate during planning sessions, tasked with evaluating the risks of proposed operations. His main role was to identify and analyze unusual threats to the US as well as opportunities to disrupt those threats. 

	With the help of the training staff, he’d found both his talents and his “growth opportunity areas.” VanOps was exploiting his natural gift for languages, and he was also good with the never-ending fact-sorting drills and the writing of the intel reports and cables. Memorization was no problem, even when it concerned things outside his engineering purview, like models of foreign weapons. However, he sucked at using his body in the interest of self-protection. Even after weeks and months of crawling under barbed wire, mock shootouts in vacant buildings, parkour climbing instruction, high-speed driving and crashing, and shooting, he still had much work to do. They weren’t prepping him for commando assaults, but even as an analyst, he would eventually need to perform intelligence-gathering missions in hostile environments. The team was too small to keep him behind a desk all the time. 

	The only thing that felt natural to him was knife work. He fingered the Strider SMF in his pocket, a gift from Bear. Bear and his fellow marines knew their knives. Striders were born in the War on Terror, and Will appreciated their compact size and light, titanium frame.

	He cast his eyes down, trying to look contrite. “You’re right. She would want me safe and happy.”

	After a last look at the snapshot, she stood. “It’s late. Thank you for helping me remember my friend.”

	He stood and put the silver and gold harmonica back in its case. As she hugged him, she sobbed once, and he felt a tear leave the corner of his eye and roll down his cheek. 

	“I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, voice thick. 

	Five minutes later, when he stepped back onto his boat, senses alert for danger, the marine alarm sounded. His boat was taking on water.

	He ran aft, threw open the hatch, and rushed downstairs. A freshwater hose had leaked into the bilge, raising the water level until it triggered the overflow sensor. He took a deep breath and looked around.

	Was it an accident, or something more sinister?

	 


CHAPTER 6

	 

	 

	 

	San Francisco, California

	December 18, 6:20 p.m. PST

	 

	F


	rom the back seat of the old-fashioned taxi, Maddy looked out the side window. It was well after dark, but the heart of San Francisco still hummed with vigor, even in the wet hangover from the brief snow. 

	A well-dressed woman in heels and a knee-length fur coat marched down the street with a large Macy’s bag. A uniformed delivery man double-parked and ran up to an apartment door with a double-decker set of pizza boxes in his arms. A tired-looking African American woman in nursing scrubs waited at a bus stop. Sixteen months ago, Maddy had been an ordinary member of the city, too, working at the dojo, hoping for a windfall if her software company did an initial public offering, and starting to plan her wedding with Vincent. 

	Now she was dating Bear, had at last moved up a black belt level to second dan, or nidan, was a member of a thousand-year-old clandestine organization, and was considering working for VanOps. 

	The changes from then to now made her head spin, and tonight, especially, it felt like they had come at a steep price. Not only was Vincent her ex-fiancé, but also, he was in the hospital, severely wounded. Was his injury her fault? Perhaps. Perhaps not.

	What was her fault, or at least her responsibility, was the death of those men a year ago using the superconductive obelisks. She had killed, and now she was living with the ramifications—which was why she hadn’t jumped at the chance to join VanOps like Will had.

	Ever since that night, she’d had nightmares. Though technically it was the same nightmare, one where she blasted the men into tiny pieces that dispersed into the night like multicolored fireflies. Only the men’s eyes remained, staring at her like the Cheshire cat’s disembodied smile, blaming her for snuffing out their lives. At least they weren’t “real” dreams, like the one she’d had when her mom died, or the nightmare about Will’s wife’s death. Those dreams happened rarely, provided few specifics, and left her with a gut-wrenching feeling that something horrible was about to happen. She shuddered. Even if they weren’t prophetic, the nightmares were just as disturbing. 

	She tried to remind herself that she had no choice. That AJ, Bear, and Will would have died that stormy night if she hadn’t acted. But somehow her arguments came up empty and most mornings she woke with a heart full of shame.

	Now, an important document that was given to her for safekeeping had been stolen, and the thief had left her with a bullet wound to the forehead. Her life was certainly no longer pedestrian.

	The taxi stopped at a red light and a tall man with dark hair crossed the intersection in front of the cab. Dark hair. AJ had told her that the thief had black hair with those mismatched eyes. Was the man who stole the star chart working for the Russians or the Spaniards? Probably the Russians, but she thought Carlos capable and would bet he’d love to get that chart back. But what did either want with a cache of superconductive material? If a supply was out there at all. God, she wished she knew.

	The light turned green and the taxi pulled forward. Without warning, a loud pop sounded outside the car. The taxi driver swore. The car slowed and jolted up and down. Had a tire blown? Or had it been shot?

	Maddy immediately sorted through the sounds she’d heard in the last few seconds. Even suppressors left a sound signature, and there had been a distant noise. But was it gunfire? Or could she be channeling Will’s penchant for paranoia?

	“Flat tire?” she asked.

	The cabbie’s English was laced with a heavy East Indian accent. “Yes, ma’am. My apologies. I’ll have it fixed in no time.”

	Deftly, he pulled the car into a grocery parking lot and jumped out to survey the damage. Moments later, he sat back in the front seat. “Very strange. It does look flat. Probably a nail. If you wish to wait here, it will be no problem to fix.”

	Maddy considered. They were just three blocks from her loft, and there was no hail of bullets raining down on them. “No worries, I’ll walk the rest of the way. What do I owe you?”

	He looked at the meter and eyed her carefully. “The neighborhood is . . . risky. If you are sure you want to walk, just call it an even ten dollars.”

	Slightly miffed at the insult to her neighborhood, Maddy fished thirteen out of her purse, told him to keep the change and headed home on foot, eyes searching the darkness. The bitter air from the bay was whipping around buildings, and gone was the snow from a few hours earlier, replaced by a freezing drizzle. She pulled her black jacket tight and was glad for the cabbie hat.

	Soon she was away from the well-lit grocery parking lot and on a dark, mixed-use street. Commercial buildings, closed for the night, sat cheek-by-jowl with apartment buildings. Shared walls were common in this neighborhood, street lights intermittent. Usually there were more foot-travelers, but tonight Maddy walked alone.

	One block passed, then another. 

	Five doors from her loft, she passed the shadowed doorway of the local mom-and-pop hardware store. A homeless man lay under a pile of cardboard and newspaper. He shifted as she walked by.

	From behind, a cold, thin wire was flung over her neck.

	Maddy immediately stepped backward into the attacker, acting on years of training. As she twisted, turned, and ducked, she elbowed his diaphragm, gratified to hear the air escape his lungs in a rush. Still, the wire scraped over her ear and scalp, pulling off her earring, burning her ear, and tearing the cap off her head. 

	Quickly, Maddy spun away on the ball of her left foot. 

	In the gleam of the streetlight, the attacker was bent at the waist, but his head was up. His eyes, framed by a face covered in an exotic pattern of tattoos, held an intent, hungry look. Both eyes were dark. 

	Whipping the wire in the air, he lashed it at her calf. Unable to dodge in time, she grimaced at the sting and swore under her breath. He lunged at her. Maddy stepped aside and, with her arm, pushed him along his original trajectory, right into the side of a parked Volkswagen Jetta. His face hit the car with such force that the car alarm engaged, piercing the night with its high-pitched demand.

	“Stop now and I won’t hurt you,” Maddy said. 

	Undeterred, the man turned. Blood gushed from his nose, and it looked crooked. Broken. And yet, after only a moment, the attacker pushed off the car and came at her again, like a bull aiming for an elusive red cape. 

	Swiftly, she moved to the right and he rushed past. Before he could turn and regroup, a nearby screen door banged open and a male voice shouted, “Hey! What’s going on out here?”

	Lights came on in several apartments. A glass door slid open and a bright flashlight beam interrupted the altercation.

	The attacker swung the wire in a last circle before he ran off and disappeared down the night street.
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