
        
            
                
            
        

    Back Cover Text
In Amsterdam, a visionary scientist is laying the groundwork for a cybernetic life-extension project that will transfer individual consciousness to a personalized avatar. Halfway around the world, his brilliant grandson is secretly planning to use the same technology to infiltrate the world’s most secure networks. But the scientific advances necessary to perfect the brain-to-computer interface are slow in coming, too slow for the aging founder of the Everlast foundation—who may die before realizing his dream of immortality—and too slow for his ruthless grandson, who will stop at nothing to attain the recognition that is his birthright.
Caught in the middle are Jake Bronson and his seven-year-old son, Alex, whose combined mental gifts might provide the key to leapfrogging the impasse. 
Jake’s family and closest friends have been taken by a mysterious organization with access to every surveillance system on the planet. In this exciting conclusion to the Everlast duology, Jake must use every cell in his failing brain to evade capture, rescue his loved ones, and stop a madman’s plans for global chaos.
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PART ONE
“The flame that burns twice as bright burns half as long.”
Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching



Chapter 1
Hong Kong
10:00 a.m.
JIAOLONG RIPPED OFF his headset and glared at the man displayed on the central wall screen in the control room. Lin was beside him, gripping his arm. Sister Min stood directly in front of the screen, eyes fixed on the image, fists clenched at her sides. 
“Enhancing,” lead engineer Pak said, manipulating the image from his panel. Sister Zhin hovered behind Pak, hands on her hips. Everyone else in the busy room had quieted. The enhancement software washed away extraneous pixels and new ones were interpolated into place. The image clarified, Pak rotated the figure and zoomed in on the face. There was no mistake. It was Jake Bronson. At the Hong Kong International airport. 
A flash of conflicting emotions arose within Jiaolong. On the one hand, he was determined to bring pain to the man who’d murdered his parents and crushed his dreams of a new world. But on the other hand, he needed to keep the man safe until his unique abilities could be used to save his grandfather.
“What’s the time stamp?” Jiaolong asked.
“Fifteen minutes ago.”
“Dispatch teams to the airport immediately.”
“Already done,” Min said, storming between the rows of consoles to join Jiaolong and Lin. 
“Listen to me!” Jiaolong said. Keyboards quieted and every person in the room looked his way. “This is priority one. We need to find him fast. I want eyes from every camera in and around the airport for a radius of five miles. We found him once, we’ll do so again. Also, tap into every system at the airport. Pierce every security level. I want to know where he flew in from, when he landed, who he traveled with, what bathrooms he used—everything! The order is simple. Locate and apprehend. Now!”
The team jumped into action faster than a cleaved beehive. Keyboards sang, orders were issued, and search programs streamed thousands of images across screens. The sight was like a salve for Jiaolong’s nerves.
 “How did he know to come to Hong Kong?” Lin asked.
“He’s smart, remember?” Zhin said. “When his attempt to plant a tracker in Min’s purse didn’t work, he found another way.”
“Someone must be helping him,” Min said.
“Perhaps,” Jiaolong said.
“But who?” Lin asked. “And do you think he knows about this specific location?”
Jiaolong considered it. “It doesn’t matter. Our course is set, in any case. We simply have to move up the timetable.”
“You mean... ” Lin’s voice trailed.
Zhin drew her lips into a thin line. “You’re right, of course.”
“Finally,” Min said.
“With luck, he’ll be in hand soon. So let’s arrange a little welcome for him.”
All three sisters nodded in unison. 
“And set the charges,” he added. “We’ll leave after tonight’s tournament. It will be our final chance to get the information we need from TurboHacker the easy way. If it works, he’ll no longer be a threat and will suffer the same fate as the greens. Otherwise, we’ll take him with us and allow sister Min to squeeze it out of him.”
Min smiled at the prospect.
“One way or another,” he said, “TurboHacker’s secrets will be ours.”



Chapter 2
Hong Kong International Airport
JAKE WAS AMAZED at Lacey’s transformation. It wasn’t just the bun wig, glasses, and sagging synthetic skin added to her face. It was the way she held herself, with her shoulders slumped as if carrying a hidden burden. Padding under her slacks and sweater completed the image. The beautiful actress who turned heads had been replaced by a retired schoolteacher, who sat across from him in a shadowed alcove of a restaurant at the Hong Kong International Airport, sipping a cup of tea. 
Between weather delays, missing their connecting flight, and making the arrangements to get everything organized here in Hong Kong, it had taken them over a day to get here. But everything was set and all they could do now was sit and wait.
“How’d you do it?” he asked. “It looked so real on the video. Your entire face was on fire.”
“I was scared to death,” Lacey said. “Pete’s crew modified the stunt car so that the passenger seat flipped back on a spring hinge. There was an escape hole cut in the floorboard beneath it. The trick was making sure that the car stopped directly over the manhole cover. Fortunately, I wasn’t actually driving. Pete’s guys handled it with remote controls.”
“It looked like the car was hauling butt when it hit the wall.”
“Yeah, the impact was the worst part. But the specialized air bags did the trick.” She rubbed her sternum. “For the most part, anyway. After that, it was all about scrambling through the escape hole into the sewer while Skylar climbed up to take my place. The car was filled with smoke to hide our movements. One of Pete’s guys was waiting to help me down the ladder and replace the manhole cover. In the meantime, Skylar set herself on fire and tumbled out the driver’s seat.”
“It looked so damn real,” he said. The edge of his false mustache itched. Jake was wearing the same facial disguise he’d used before, over cargo slacks and linen sport coat.
“Like Pete said, smoke ’n’ mirrors. I owe him and Sky my life.”
The four of them had cleared customs forty-five minutes ago. Pete and Skylar had taken off to hook up with their local contacts who were waiting at the arrivals curb, while Jake and Lacey had headed for the concourse restaurant where they were now seated. Since they’d all traveled separately on the plane, this was the first time he and Lacey had a moment together alone.
“We’re lucky to have them,” Jake said, casually scanning the restaurant entrance for any sign of the teams that he knew would be searching for him after the performance he’d staged shortly after they landed. 
She nodded, exhaling a slow breath. Her gaze turned out the window toward the pressing metropolis stretching into the distance, the surrounding ring of mist-covered mountains forcing the harbor city to grow upward rather than outward, reminding Jake that Hong Kong was one of the most densely populated cities in the world, with twenty-five percent more skyscrapers than New York City.
“Do you really think he’s out there?” she asked.
The question hung for a moment, fueling his own doubts, and he wondered if he’d led them halfway around the world for nothing. He was still crafting his reply when he spotted two young Asian men rush into the restaurant, both wearing all-too-familiar glasses. They moved past the protesting hostess, splitting up like wolves on the prowl as they wound their way around either side of the room, scanning the guests. 
 Jake fought the urge to turn away, instead stuffing a French fry into his mouth as he eased the tension from his face.
They’re looking for Jake Bronson, not a bespectacled older man with a bulky nose, mustache, glasses, and baseball cap. 
“Stay cool,” he said as he chewed. “We’ve got company.”
Lacey shifted into her role as if a director had shouted, “Action!”
“It’s so wonderful to be here,” she said, beaming. “It’s one thing to read about it, but to finally get a chance to experience the excitement firsthand...”
As she continued Jake tuned her out, nodding intermittently as he savored several more fries, dipping each into the circle of ketchup he’d poured on the side of his plate. He glanced up as one of the men approached their table and dismissed Jake as he hurried past. A few moments later, the man and his partner completed the circuit and were gone. Jake heaved a sigh of relief.
“It’s happening,” Lacey said, unable to hide her excitement.
“I think so,” he said, the tiny hairs on the back of his neck bristling. He tapped a quick message into his cell phone. 
It took two minutes before his phone finally vibrated with Pete’s confirmation that the rest of team was in place. He pocketed the phone then laid several bills on the table. “That’s our cue,” he said. “You first. I’ll follow.”
Lacey rose, extended the handle of her roller bag, and made her way out of the restaurant with a shuffle that matched her elderly disguise. He hoisted his backpack and followed from a distance. It was late morning, the airport was packed with travelers, and he took care to maintain a clear sight line. He trailed her down the escalator to the baggage claim area, remaining inside as she strode through the exit and approached the row of cars lining the curb. That’s when he spotted them, a pair of men standing outside observing the crowds through stylish eyewear. They had the same look and feel as the two who’d searched the restaurant, and for the first time since they’d landed, Jake felt a spark of hope that their plan might work.
Lacey brushed past the men and they never gave her a second glance. She waved toward the parked vehicles and Pete stepped out of a Honda minivan to greet her with a hug and usher her into the backseat. As Pete popped the rear hatch to stow her bag, Jake caught the casual nod he exchanged with a trio of helmeted motorcyclists parked on the island across the street. 
Time to go to work.
Jake turned around and headed for the nearest restroom, his brain cataloging and dissecting the walls and ceilings of the return course he’d be making in the next few minutes. He marked two CCTV cameras at the exit and three more covering the corridor leading to the restroom. 
Plenty.
Once inside, he locked himself in the nearest stall and hung his backpack on the wall hook. Like the rest of airport, the bathroom was clean, with modern facilities that included a noisemaking cyclone feature on the toilet, allowing users to create a cone of sound privacy when they did their business. He didn’t need privacy now as he removed his cap, peeled off his disguise, and stuffed it all into his pack. 
He unrolled a blue windbreaker and slipped it on over his linen jacket, just as he’d done earlier after they cleared customs. That’s when he’d first jiggled the bait that he hoped would lure Geppetto’s team to the airport. He’d removed his disguise then and made a point of walking past an array of CCTV cameras, hoping like hell his assumptions would hold true: If Geppetto had access to Interpol and counterterrorist agencies in Europe—not to mention triad groups in Los Angeles—then he certainly had access here in Hong Kong. So Jake had exposed his features, feeling naked as he imagined facial recognition software capturing every plane and angle on his face, worrying about being jumped by airport security. But every machine needed time to warm up, even one with its claws dug into agencies around the globe, so when he’d ducked into a bathroom after ten nerve-wracking minutes to replace his disguise, no one had appeared the wiser.
That is, until a short while ago when the two scouts had shown up in the restaurant. The fact that law enforcement personnel hadn’t accompanied them was a good sign. It suggested that Geppetto had his own operators close at hand, which was further confirmation that Jake and his team were on the right track. By now Geppetto’s people likely had their eyes glued to the CCTV feeds, desperate to reacquire his position, so it shouldn’t take long to set the hook.
He activated an application on his phone and stuffed it into the pocket of his cargo pants. Then he inserted a two-way communication bug in his ear. “How do you read?”
“Five by five,” Pete said.
“Ready at the curb?” Jake asked. 
“Let ’er rip,” Skylar said.
Jake slung the backpack over his shoulders, exited the restroom, and walked tall as he merged with the gaggle of travelers making its way toward the exit. 
Smile, you’re on Candid Camera.
He was five paces from the street exit when he spotted the two men from the restaurant scrambling down the crowded escalator. One of them pointed in his direction, and for Jake it was like the gunshot at a track meet. 
He sprinted out the exit just as the two scouts outside swiveled in his direction, reaching under their jackets. Jake lowered his shoulder and barreled through them, glancing off the larger of the two and sending the other man sprawling backward, his pistol clattering to the pavement. A woman screamed, a man shouted, and a police whistle sounded behind Jake. He barely missed a step as he hot-footed to the curb and dived into the open rear passenger door of a red taxi.
It lurched forward even before Jake slammed the door closed.
“You are one popular guy,” Skylar snickered as she raced the car into the traffic lane. 
He looked back to see all four of Geppetto’s men jump into two separate sedans and start after them. The helmeted motorcyclists he’d seen earlier pulled into traffic behind them.
Hook, line, and sinker.  



Chapter 3
Hong Kong
IT  HADN’T TAKEN LONG for Jake and Skylar to lose their tails from the airport, especially when Pete’s van intervened, “stalling” in the middle of an intersection to snarl traffic behind them. A pre-planned underground parking lot car switch had ensured that traffic cams would be of no use to Geppetto’s people. They’d been forced to give up the chase and head back to wherever they’d come from—tracked by Pete’s buddies on motorcycles.
So far, the operation had gone down like clockwork.
“I’ve got to hand it to you,” Jake said, tapping his beer mug against Pete’s. “You’ve got skills. Military background?”
“Ten years,” Pete said. “The last six in the SFA.”

Jake’s cognitive abilities had allowed him to learn a number of languages. Irish wasn’t one of them.
Noticing his blank expression, Pete added, “Irish Army Ranger Wing. A lot of us in the business started out pounding the ground in one army or another. It amn’t easy settling in to a desk job after puttin’ time in the field.”
Jake nodded. He understood the sentiment all too well.
“So how do ye like our hideaway?” Pete asked.
They were seated at one of several tables in a private room at the back of a basement strip club in Kowloon. The bones of the windowless room resembled an old Western saloon, with a long bar, rustic flooring, and paneled walls illuminated by ornate sconce lights and a wagon-wheel chandelier. Except for the faint trace of spilled beer that lingered in the air, that’s where the Western theme ended. Classic rock played on a jukebox, and every wall in the room was adorned with framed photographs of action film scenes featuring locations in and around Hong Kong, each one autographed by one or more of the stunt actors featured in the shot. A modern lounge area dominated one end of the room, with a big-screen TV, leather furnishings, and a black-lacquered pool table that seemed to float atop an arched pedestal. 
 “I’m impressed,” Jake said. “Cops have their own bars. Why not stunt crews?” 
“Yep. After all, it amn’t often that one gets a chance to tip a few with folks he died with, right? It’s like a home away from home when a crew’s in town for a shoot, which happens more often these days now that mainland China is getting into the act. The owner of the building has been a huge John Woo fan since the early days. He set up this space in the ’80s when Woo’s Triad films started drawing in teams from Hollywood. We call it the Wreck Room.” His lips curled into a smile. “That’s spelled W-R-E-C-K. The lads can get a tad rowdy in here when they’re twisted. But it’s all in good fun.”
Jake pointed toward the door leading to the strip club. “With all the comforts of home?”
“Oi, sure. A few of the younger lads partake from time to time. That’s just the way of it, eh? But most of us veterans like to get our excitement—and our women—the old-fashioned way. By being the craftiest tough bastards in the valley.” He tipped his mug, took a swig, and smacked his lips. “Like me da used to say, if ye protect and respect a woman, everything else will fall into place.” He nodded toward Skylar, who was sitting on a leather couch helping Lacey remove her disguise. “How else could I have won over a prize like her?”
Despite their age difference, Jake wasn’t surprised the two were more than just coworkers. “She’s a pistol, that’s for sure.”
“More like a double-barrel shotgun,” Pete said with a wink.
They toasted again and Jake embraced the respite. He knew it wouldn’t last long.
 “Pete, I appreciate the help you’ve given us, more than you can imagine. And I’m not going to insult you by asking again if you want to stick with it. But things are about to get dicey.” He motioned toward the hardened men in the room, all of them of Asian descent, one changing the song on the jukebox, two more grabbing drinks at the self-serve bar, and another group hanging out around the pool table. They were in their twenties and thirties and wore casual street clothes. Pete had introduced them earlier, all of them part of the stunt game and each eager to help. “It’s more than just you and Skylar placing yourself at risk, and I can’t help but ask why you’re all willing to do it.”
Pete sat back in his chair and appraised Jake. “It’s a fair question,” he finally said. “The short of it is that Lacey is much more than simply someone we’ve worked with over the past several years. When Sky and I met her on her first film, we all became famous friends right then and there. The lass was so damn eager to learn and her enthusiasm was infectious. Other actors couldn’t wait to get back to their posh lifestyles at the end of a day’s shooting, but she’d prefer to hang out with us. Since then, she’s gone out of her way to insist that we’re part of her subsequent films, regardless of the rifts it caused with the bleedin’ directors and producers. That’s loyalty. And loyalty begets loyalty in our book, no matter the costs.” He paused before adding, “But it’s more than that. Our business is all about trust. Whether it’s trusting that the man standing across from ye in a staged bar fight knows how to hold his punch, or trusting that the team setting the effects explosives amn’t going to accidently blow ye to kingdom come, we trust one another with our lives. And that level of trust doesn’t disappear when ye clock out at the end of a shoot, any more that it does for soldiers fighting together. It sticks with ye. Like family. And in our world, family comes first. I suspect ye know what I mean.”  
Jake nodded, fighting back a swell of emotion as he contemplated the debt he owed this man and his friends.
The din of conversation in the bar quieted when the front door opened and another crew member entered, carrying a motorcycle helmet, a roll of blueprints, and an iPad. He hung the helmet on a wall hook, nodded at Pete, and strode over to the lounge area.
“That’s Feng,” Pete said, pushing back his chair. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” He made his way toward the pool table. Jake and the others in the room gathered around.  
“Sorry it took so long,” Feng said with a British accent. He looked to be in his early thirties, with a moppy haircut, piercing black eyes, and a sleeveless T-shirt that did little to hide his ripped build. He had an intensity that reminded Jake of Bruce Lee. “My friend at the planning office was on an extra long lunch break. But it was worth the wait.” He flattened the roll of blueprints on the table and several hands reached in to hold it in place. Then Feng brought up a satellite image of Kowloon on the iPad. He zoomed in on a cluster of tall buildings.
“We followed both cars to a former high-rise factory,” Feng said.  “It’s in the Kwun Tong district.” 
Though Pete and Skylar nodded, Jake and Lacey didn’t know the reference, so Feng added, “It’s one of the poorest and most densely populated areas of Hong Kong. It was largely industrial until China opened a Special Economic Zone across the river in Shenzhen. Since then, businesses have abandoned the district in droves, eager to take advantage of the trade incentives available within the zone. Most of the vacated facilities will be torn down to make way for more modern structures, but in the meantime many of them have been crudely converted to residential use.” He zoomed tighter on one of the buildings. “Like this one.” 
Even from the satellite view, Jake could see that the drab building had seen better days. Skylar leaned in for a closer look. “How many stories is it?” she asked.
“Twenty-five.”
“And these buildings nearby?”
“Thirty to forty.”
Skylar turned to Pete. “Turbulent City?”
Pete’s brow furrowed. After a moment he said, “It’s possible, but risky.”
Feng zoomed in tighter on the rooftop of the target building. It was crowded with exterior ducts and equipment. “No way,” he said. A few of the other locals nodded.
Pete took a closer look. “He may be right.”
“Don’t be such wimps,” Skylar said. She pointed to a small structure in the center of the roof. “Plenty of space there.”
“That’s jam on yer egg, lass,” Pete said, studying the tiny space. “Wishful thinking amn’t going to make it so.”
“Oh, gimme a break.”
“Especially with the squirrelly winds running twixt those buildings.” 
Lacey said, “Uh, I hate to interrupt your little argument here, but do you mind explaining what the hell you’re talking about? Where’s Turbulent City?” 
“Oh, sorry,” Skylar said. “It’s not a real place. It’s a skyscraper flick we worked on. The producer ran out of money so it never made it into thea—”
 “And we never got paid,” Pete interjected.
“Anyway,” Skylar continued, “what we did was...”
A part of Jake’s mind drifted as she explained. He flipped through the pages of blueprints, glancing back and forth from them to the satellite view on the tablet. His brain placed one over the other as he memorized the layout and imagined himself moving from room to room. 
Is his family there? Or Marshall?
Feng slid his finger across the iPad and the satellite image was replaced by a series of photographs that checkerboarded the screen. He zoomed on one and then slid from one to the next as he spoke. “We took these when we first arrived at the scene.” They were street-level shots of the area surrounding the building. The structure occupied its own small block, with rows of ground-floor shops and stalls along three sides and an alley in the back. Traffic was heavy and the sidewalks were packed with people.
“We’re going to need a distraction,” Jake said as he blinked at each photograph, storing them in his memory.
“Both coming and going,” Pete agreed, scratching his chin.
Feng and his local crew exchanged smiles. “That won’t be a problem,” he said.
The conversation continued, and before long a plan began to take shape.
After a while, Jake asked, “Where are we going to get all the equipment?”
“Follow me,” Feng said. He led Jake and Pete toward a door at the back of the room, entered a code on a keypad, and the lock clicked open. Stepping inside, he flicked on the lights and spread his hands like a magician revealing a surprise. “Walla!” The storage space was as large as the bar, with rows of pallet racks stacked with props and equipment. “After thirty years of films, our little club has collected a few things.” 
As they walked down the rows, Jake saw air bags, air rams, mini tramps, tumbling mats, and all sorts of protective gear and rugged apparel designed for use by crews in various physical stunts. There was climbing gear, skydiving equipment, and much more, even a variety of costumes, including military and civilian uniforms. One section contained all manner of martial arts costumes and weapons. Jake inspected a Japanese katana, pulling the blade partway out of its scabbard. “Anything more modern than this?”
Pete and Feng exchanged a smile. “Oh, yeah,” Feng said. He rounded the end of a rack and unlocked a corner room. The secure space smelled of gun oil and powder. A workbench on the back wall supported two reloaders and some other equipment that Jake guessed had something to do with making explosive devices. The variety of well-kept weapons that hung from the surrounding pegboard walls ranged from pistols to light machine guns. 
Jake nodded appreciatively. “You guys don’t mess around.”
Pete winked. “The job wouldn’t be half as much fun otherwise.”
As they exited the gun room, Jake asked, “What about the gear Skylar’s going to need?”
“It’s by the rear roll-up door,” Feng said.
“Then we’re set?” Jake asked.
“Set enough to get inside,” Pete said as the three of them started back toward the bar. “That’ll be the easy part. Finding yer friends and family will be another matter.”
Jake couldn’t argue with that. Each floor of the building had at least fifty thousand square feet of space. Excluding the ground-floor shops, that made over 1.3 million square feet. Couple that with the fact that the old factory was now subdivided into tiny apartments and they faced a daunting task. In his mind, he scrolled one by one through the sixteen exterior photos he’d memorized, noting the crusty exterior of the building, the hodgepodge of aging window fans, the maze of exterior pipes, and even the laundry hanging from open windows. He searched for any clues that might help narrow down their focus. 
He was flipping to the ninth picture when his mind went blank. 
He shook his head, trying to clear it, but it was no use. The image wouldn’t clarify in his consciousness, nor would any of the other photos, including those he’d pulled up a few seconds earlier. It was as if the folder containing the images had just been deleted. He tried to recall the page he’d memorized from the blueprint but the results were the same. A spark of panic ignited; the sensation was all too familiar. It had first happened two years ago, a few days after he’d buried the mini in a lead-lined box in his backyard. 
He’d been in the open cockpit of the Pitts, flying at five thousand feet with a student in the back. They’d been halfway through an acrobatic maneuver when his brain had faltered and he’d lost control of the aircraft. He’d recovered before the slipup had turned into a disaster, but he’d taken the next week off while he tried to figure out what was wrong. He’d grown fatigued and anxious, his memory had blanked several times—more often with each passing day—and a part of him had worried his cancer had returned. 
Until he’d dug up the mini.
The instant he’d opened the case, he’d felt rejuvenated. His mind had cleared, his senses had come alive, and his muscles had flowed with energy. It had been an instant high, accompanied by euphoria. The intensity had reminded him of what had happened to him years before when he carried it on his person day after day. 
It had killed him. 
It had been Timmy’s idea to create a semi-permeable housing for the mini, one that would allow a measured amount of its energy to pass through. And it had worked. The trickle charge Jake had received each night while he slept had kept him in balance. But it wasn’t available to him now and—like an addict going into withdrawal—that reality filled him with despair. It wouldn’t be long until he couldn’t function at all. 
Pete’s voice broke through his thoughts. “Jake, did ye hear me? Are ye okay?” He and Feng shared curious looks. The three of them were still in the equipment room.
 “Uh, sorry. Yeah, I’m fine. What did you say?”
“I was saying that with a day of recon, Feng and his boys should be able to infiltrate the building and narrow down the target location.”
“No way,” Jake said, glancing at his watch. “We go tonight.”
“But—”
“There’s no time to waste.” 



Chapter 4
Hong Kong
MARSHALL WOKE WITH A START. He sat up, swung his legs off the bed, and the room seemed to spin around him. He latched on to the edge of the mattress to steady himself. Blinking through the crust in his eyes, he tried to make sense of his surroundings. 
His body was stiff, his mind was foggy, and panic clutched at his chest. He was on one of two bunk beds, in a room that reminded him of his old dorm at UCLA, with a private bathroom, free-standing wardrobes, heavy-metal wall posters, and clutter surrounding the computer stations on each of four desks. An acoustic guitar leaned against one corner. The other beds were made but still ruffled. Though the room was windowless, a large, high-def LED screen on one of the walls streamed a colorful mountain scene that made the space feel light and airy. 
Where the hell am I?
The last thing he remembered was the angry scowls of the three men who’d burst into his hotel room in Rome. There’d been a struggle, until one of them emptied the contents of a hypo into his neck and everything had gone black. He rubbed the puncture point. It wasn’t as tender as he might have expected. He traced his hand over his chin. From the light stubble, he guessed he’d been out for twelve hours or so, though the rumble in his stomach made him feel like it had been days. 
The only door to the room was cracked open and he heard the hum of casual conversations in the distance. He rose on wobbly legs, steadying himself against the bed frame. That’s when he noticed the sleek bracelets wrapped around both wrists. The glimmering bands were about half an inch wide and double the thickness of a watchband. They were rigid and snug against his skin. When he rolled his wrists over, he saw that each had a hairline seam on the underside but no obvious way to unfasten them. He slid his fingers along the metallic edge of one bracelet, searching for a hidden release, squeezing and tugging along the way. But it was no use. He howled in frustration and slammed the band against the frame of the bed so hard that the impact sent a flash of pain up his forearm.
“Ouch!” a man’s voice said behind him. “That looked like it hurt.”
He whirled around but there was no one there. 
“Good afternoon, Mr. Erickson,” the voice said with a refined British accent. It was coming through a ceiling speaker. “Did you sleep well?”
Marshall scanned the room and spotted the mini camera mounted on a corner of the wall. “Who the hell are you? And where the hell am I?”
“Oh, dear, there’s no need for anger,” the voice from the speaker said pleasantly. “We’re friends here, and you’re in a safe place. I’m terribly sorry about the dramatic manner in which we picked you up, but every second counted, and it was the only way we could remove you from their crosshairs before they pulled the trigger.”
The words sent a shot of adrenaline through Marshall. His mind began to clear and he recalled the emergency text he’d received from Francesca.
 “You are a target of some very dangerous people, Mr. Erickson. As is your wife.”
 “Lacey—is she okay?” he said breathlessly. “Is she here?”
“She’s fine. Our team had to wait for the right opportunity to pick her up. Security around her trailer was very tight. Of course that kept your enemies at bay as well. We finally picked her up after the shoot. She’ll arrive tonight.”
Relief swept over him, but it wasn’t enough to stem a growing sense of apprehension. “I wanna talk to her.”
“That’s quite impossible. She’s cruising at thirty-five thousand feet somewhere over Ukraine right about now and the crew is under strict orders to maintain radio silence.”
“Ukraine? What’s she doing over Ukraine? Where am I, anyway?”
“Why, you’re in Hong Kong, of course.”
“But—”
“Patience, please, Mr. Erickson. Your wife is safe. That’s what matters. And all your questions will be answered, I promise. I’ll be down in a few min—”
The man stopped abruptly.
“Hello?” Marshall asked. “Are you there?
 “Something’s come up,” the voice said with an air of urgency. “We’ll have to postpone our conversation until later.”
“I just need to—”  
“Right now I have other matters that must be attended to. In the meantime, make yourself at home. There’s a shaving kit and a fresh set of clothes in the bathroom. The other residents don’t know why you’re here but I’m quite sure you’ll be heartily welcomed. Some of them are quite anxious to meet you.”
“Now hold on, dammit.” 
“Until later, Mr. Erickson.” 
“Wait, wait!” Marshall yelled, holding his wristband toward the camera. “What the hell are these things?”
“Oh, the bracelets are nothing more than a visitor ID tag. As you’ll discover, you’re in a secure facility. The bracelets allow the system to track your location and provide you with appropriate access to various levels, depending on your clearance. It also allows us to monitor your vitals. Everyone in the facility has a similar device, although permanent employees have theirs embedded in a subcutaneous chip. Now, really, I must go.”
 “Wait!” Marshall pleaded. But the voice had disappeared. He stood frozen for a moment, trying to take it all in. 
Drugged and carted halfway around the world? A dorm room in a secure location? An anonymous voice over a speaker? It was nuts. What’s next? Professor Xavier from X-Men rolling out in his wheelchair?
The craziest aspect of this whole scenario was that when the man had said “dangerous people” were after him, Marshall hadn’t flinched. Unfortunately, that’s the one thing that had made sense, which was one hell of a testament to the turn his life had taken ever since Jake caught that spiraling beer mug back at Sammy’s bar so long ago. He had no regrets about the choice he’d made to stick by his best friend, especially since it had ultimately led him to the love of his life, but it sure wasn’t the life he’d planned for himself back in the high-school counselor’s office. He’d learned a lot since then, and took pride in the fact that his analytical mind and computer skills had gotten Jake and the others out of a lot of jams. He’d have to rely on those same skills to get him and Lacey out of this current mess.
He steeled himself for what lay ahead. He knew a game when he saw one and sensed he’d been dumped smack in the middle of a grand one. This was one hell of an elaborate setup, and the man’s failure to mention Jake’s name was a dead giveaway. This had to be about Jake. 
Isn’t it always?
He’d play along for now, until he knew for sure Lacey was safe and out of it. Then he’d find a way to turn the tables. In the meantime, he needed to get the lay of the land and he knew just where to start. After all, hadn’t the dude on the speaker said the other residents were anxious to meet him? 
Well, guess what, boys and girls? I’m anxious to meet you, too.



Chapter 5
Hong Kong
FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER Marshall exited the room wearing khakis, a long-sleeved shirt, and a pair of black, high-top sneakers. The fact that the shoes were his favorite style—and the clothes were a perfect fit—wasn’t lost on him. It reinforced his sense that his adversaries were pros.
He turned a corner and the hallway opened to a common area that was roughly double the length of a high school gymnasium. The windowless space was softly illuminated by an assortment of drop-down lighting. It was subdivided by short walls, furniture groups, and activities, reminding him of the floor of an upscale convention center. There were several lounge areas, a dining section, and even an exercise area with cardio and weight machines. The sounds of idle conversation mixed with the chatter from several televisions, topped off by the distinctive patter of Ping-Pong balls from the other side of the room. But he was starving and it was the smell of food that captured his attention—that and the fact that more and more of the room’s occupants were looking his way. 
They were Asian, ranging in age from late teens to twenties, and they all wore black bottoms and white tops. Whether it was slacks, skirts, pullovers, or shirts, the white-over-black color code seemed regimented. Even those wearing workout clothes in the gym area adhered to it. 
Marshall returned their stares with a short wave. He was rewarded with a score of raised hands, wide smiles, and anxious whispers. He’d seen crowd reactions like that before whenever Lacey entered a room, but never for him. It made no sense and only added to his confusion. 
One of the younger boys rose from his chair and rushed toward him. “I can’t believe it’s really you,” the slender kid said. He appeared to be sixteen or seventeen. He wore thick-framed glasses over eyes that beamed with eagerness. The small cluster of pimples on his chin reminded Marshall of his own high school days. 
 “My name’s Chen,” the kid said, extending his hand. His English was Americanized, with only a hint of an accent. “You can call me Dolphin. That’s my handle...well, actually it’s Dolphin-182, since Dolphins 1 through 181 were already taken.” The boy’s words tumbled out with unfiltered enthusiasm. “We all use our handles around here. Why Dolphin, you may ask? Because I move fastest when I’m out of sight, and I can pop up where your least expect it.” 
Marshall shook the boy’s hand, smiling despite the circumstances. “Nice to meet you... Dolphin,” he said. “I’m Marshall.”
The boy frowned. “Marshall?”
“Yep.”
“Not TurboHacker?”
“Well, sure,” Marshall said, surprised that the boy knew his handle. “But call me Marshall, okay?”
“Oh, okay,” the boy said hesitantly. “So, can I give you a tour?”
“Later. Right now I’m starving.”
Dolphin grinned. “Then you’re in for a treat. I swear, the man that runs our kitchen is one of the best chefs in Kowloon. Follow me.”
The chairs were padded, the table was set with a white tablecloth, and the aromas from the steaming platters surrounding Marshall made his mouth water. He started with a variety of dim sum appetizers and some of the best fried wontons he’d ever tasted. After a cup of shark fin soup, he moved on to noodles, braised rice, and entrées. Marshall devoured the feast while they spoke.  
“Do you always eat this much?” Dolphin asked.
“Only when I’m jet-lagged.” Or drugged. “So what’s the deal here?” he said, motioning with his chopsticks to the room in general.
“This is where we hang out when we’re not working or sleeping. Anything one could want for fun and relaxation is right here.” Dolphin pointed to several sets of double doors along the far wall. “We’ve even got a karaoke room, a theater, and a game room that’ll blow your brain.”
Marshall chuckled. “You mean blow my mind?”
Dolphin frowned. “Oh, yeah. Blow your mind. Sorry.”
“Just pulling your chain, kid,” Marshall said between bites. “You speak English as if you were raised in the States.”
“Dude, I’m stoked to hear you say it,” Dolphin said with a grin. “My favorite language teacher was a former skateboarder from California.” 
“I can tell, dude.”
“I’ve been speaking English since I was four years old.” Dolphin motioned toward the scatter of people around them. “It’s pretty much the same for all of us. English is the default language online, so it’s the first thing we learn when we’re enlisted in the program.”  
“The program?”
Dolphin hesitated, fidgeting in his seat, and Marshall got the sense the kid was struggling with how much he was allowed to talk about. Marshall tried a different tack. “So, how is it that you were elected to come talk to me?”
“Are you kidding?” Dolphin said, with relief. “Nobody elected me. I volunteered.”
“And why’s that?”
“Come on. You know why. You’re famous around here.” 
“I see,” Marshall said. But he didn’t see. He didn’t have a clue what the kid was talking about. He poured himself a second cup of tea and took a sip. “So, this is where you hang out to eat, play, and relax. What about work?”
“One floor up,” Dolphin said, pointing to the ceiling. “The twenty-fourth floor. That’s where most of us work.”
“That’s convenient,” Marshall said, marveling that he hadn’t realized he was in a high-rise building. He hadn’t spotted any windows so he’d assumed he was underground.
“Yeah, I guess. Especially now that the game is about to be released to the general public. We’ve been running in alternating eight-hour shifts, twenty-four seven.”
The game?

“And your role?”
“Programmer. But I’m also on one of the testing teams for the beta rollout. Believe it or not, I’ve played against you online. It was awesome. Not that I stood a chance against you. I can’t wait to watch you play in person.”
Marshall’s confusion got the better of him. “I’m here for more than a game,” he mumbled to himself, the words spilling out louder than intended.
Dolphin frowned. “Really? What else?”
Good question, Marshall thought. Whatever was going on here, the kid appeared to be an innocent pawn, and—for now—Marshall’s only source of information. He needed Dolphin to keep talking, so he leaned forward and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “If I tell you, I’ll have to kill you.”
 Dolphin blinked a couple of times, then grinned. “Top secret, huh?” he whispered.
“Oh, yeah,” Marshall said, with a flick of his eyebrows. He dipped a dumpling in sweet chili sauce, bit it in half, and said with a full mouth, “Mum’s the word.” After taking a sip of tea, he motioned toward a group of six other teens who hovered nearby. They shifted anxiously when Marshall glanced their way. “Are those your friends?” he asked.
Dolphin followed his gaze and smiled. “Yes, that’s my beta team. Do you mind if they join us?”
 “Why not?” Marshall said. He waved them over.
They scurried over faster than fans around a pop star, then pulled up chairs and squeezed around the table. But instead of attacking with a barrage of questions, they contained their enthusiasm, waiting politely while Dolphin made introductions. 
“This is BlackFlag...” he said, pointing to the stout boy seated across from Marshall. The kid bowed his head. The others did the same as each was introduced. “And Tornado, TomBoy, Whomper, Bambi, and finally, Shamer.”
“Shamer?” Marshall asked the petite girl, knowing each handle had a story behind it. She’d made a point of sitting next to Dolphin. 
“Play me twice and shame on you,” she blurted out, blushing as if suddenly realizing who she was speaking to. “I-I mean, usually I end up on top—uh, I mean, I’ll beat your score in the game once I’ve seen your play style.  Of course, I don’t mean to suggest that I’d have any chance if I played against you.” BlackFlag chuckled at her backpedaling. She burned a glare at him.
“You’re all programmers?”
“Sure,” Shamer said. “But we specialize in different disciplines. Dolphin and I are on the primary programming team.”
BlackFlag punched Tornado on the shoulder. “He and I are on the design team.”
“And we’re on the art team,” Bambi said, motioning toward TomBoy and Whomper.
“But we’re all on the testing team,” Dolphin added.
A server cleared Marshall’s plates and a second one brought a round of soft drinks. Marshall kept the conversation going, easing into it with questions about their experience and background. Their enthusiasm for their work was seconded only by the expertise they exhibited in each of their specialties. As the conversation grew more technical in nature, he was impressed by their familiarity with leading-edge algorithms and techniques that, up until now, he’d thought were closely held secrets in the US. As he probed further, he discovered their knowledge wasn’t limited to the gaming world. These kids talked code like some of the top programmers on the circuit. And he ought to know, because he’d climbed the ladder with some of the best hackers in the world.
He liked these kids, and a part of him envied the supportive environment they’d been provided. He couldn’t help but wonder what could have been achieved back home if twenty years earlier, he and a hundred other kids with his abilities had been pulled together in similar surroundings. Instead, corporate competition and government hacker hunts had driven them into isolated groups, each one guarding its secrets. Technological advances had suffered as a result.
There was something off about this setup, though—the uniforms, the polite behavior, the subdued energy, as compared to what he’d experienced in his own school days. It was almost too structured, especially for kids with such brilliant minds. And he couldn’t shake the feeling that the kids shared an underlying sense of fear.



Chapter 6
Hong Kong
MARSHALL NOTICED A COUPLE of residents watching from a nearby table. The two men appeared to be in their late twenties and their wary expressions made him uneasy. “What’s up with those guys?” he asked, nodding in their direction.
Several of the kids glanced over, but then quickly turned back.
“They’re yellows,” Dolphin said under his breath.
“Yellows?”
Dolphin held out his left wrist, palm up. With his other hand he pinched the skin, and a symbol the size of a quarter illuminated just beneath the surface. It glowed with a neon green hue. “We’re greens. They’re yellows. They work on the twenty-fifth floor.”
“What goes on up there?”
Dolphin and the others exchanged furtive glances. Too casually, Dolphin said, “Don’t know. We’re only greens.”
Marshall accepted the dodge but he knew better. These kids were kindred spirits, and he knew from his own experiences that locked secrets were a challenge few hackers could turn away from. The bigger the secret, the bigger the invitation to show off your skills. He asked, “So greens work on the twenty-fourth, yellows on the twenty-fifth, and never the twain shall meet. Is that it?”
“That’s the idea,” Dolphin said. The others nodded quickly.
Marshall leaned forward. “Really?” he whispered.
Dolphin’s lips tightened. Finally, he lowered his voice and said, “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”
“Touché,” Marshall said, smiling. “At least tell me this much,” he said. He unbuttoned his cuff to reveal one of the bracelets. “What color am I?”
“Blue,” Dolphin and Shamer said in unison. They chuckled and nudged each other playfully.
“Ugh. Get a room,” BlackFlag said.
“Gag me,” Whomper added.
“Blue?” Marshall asked.
“It limits your access to this floor,” Dolphin said. “It’s a temporary ID tag. Used by new arrivals until they get their implant.”
Rolling up his other sleeve, Marshall said, “So why do I have two of them?”
There was a collective gasp and the kids stiffened. Dolphin moved closer to inspect the bracelets. He ran his finger along the metallic edge of one of the bracelets. “One of the new models?” he muttered. 
“Careful,” BlackFlag whispered.
“Seriously,” Tornado said.
“Okay, guys,” Marshall said. “You’re starting to freak me out.”
 “Much thicker,” Dolphin said, turning one of Marshall’s wrists so he could examine the other side. “No actuator or manual release. Clever design.”
“Designed to do what, exactly?” Marshall asked.
Dolphin lowered his voice. “The standard bracelets are nothing more than an ID badge with built-in access controls. But there have been rumors—” 
“Shhh,” Shamer said. A group of three residents had just sat down at the table beside them. From their age and stiff demeanor, Marshall guessed the new arrivals were yellows.
Dolphin accepted the rebuke and Marshall noticed him squeezing Shamer’s hand under the table. He said to Marshall, “For now, I’d recommend remaining on this floor.” His voice was light and casual but his gaze was intense. 
Marshall nodded, rolling his sleeves back down. The mood at the table had grown anxious so he changed the subject. 
“So, where are you all from?” 
 “All over the mainland,” Tornado said. “I’m from a village in Hebei province. So is Whomper. Out of thirty-four provinces, we have people from twenty-nine of them in this building alone.” 
“There are others besides those of you who work here?”
“Of course,” Shamer said, suppressing a smile. “The program has been in place for over twenty years. Compulsory aptitude testing is conducted throughout China. It begins before a child’s first year in school. It’s a great honor when someone is chosen and it’s celebrated in grand fashion in towns and villages. Afterwards, candidates are sent to specialized boarding schools. There are many thousands of us.” 
Many thousands? All working together with a common cyber goal? Under the authority of the Chinese government? Marshall shivered at the thought of it. 
Shamer frowned. “Most of the others work in large facilities near Beijing and other major cities. Those of us here were taken from those centers, all on the same night. We’ve never been given an explanation.” She sighed. “We haven’t even been permitted to speak to our families.”
As if to lighten the tone by getting back on the subject, Bambi said, “I’m from Chengdu in Sichuan province.”
“Beijing,” Dolphin said. “Same as Shamer.”
“Jiangsu,” TomBoy chimed in.
BlackFlag said, “And I’m from a village in Fujian Province.” He puffed out his chest and added, “The same as DarkMatter—uh, I mean, Master Jiaolong.”
DarkMatter? Marshall knew that handle. Heck, any gamer worth his salt knew that name. DarkMatter had been one of the top-ranked players in the world when Marshall was younger. 
“Master Jiaolong, huh?” Marshall asked, his anger rising. “Is he the dude in charge?” 
The kids exchanged curious looks. “Of course,” Dolphin said. “This is his company.”
Shamer leaned in and whispered, “We think he bribed someone to have us brought here two years ago.”
BlackFlag hushed her. “We are well treated.”
Under different circumstances, Marshall thought he might have enjoyed an invitation to meet the man known as DarkMatter. But to be abducted on the lame excuse that some mysterious outfit was targeting him and Lacey was a load of crap. He was in trouble and so was Lacey, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could contain his anger in this charade. He needed answers, and it was apparent that the kids seated around him could provide only some of them. But if I can get my hands around the throat of the man in charge...  
“Can’t wait to meet him.”
“After the practice round,” Shamer said.
“Practice round?”
“Sure,” Dolphin said. “To make sure everything’s running smooth for the big tournament tonight. You have a reserved spot and we’re all rooting for you. That’s why you’re here, right? Master Jiaolong is going to monitor the practice session from upstairs but he’ll be down afterwards to debrief. So, you’ve got to play,” he said, standing up as if to lead the way. 
Burying his confusion, Marshall rose from the table and nodded. “Let’s do it.”
Two minutes later he stepped into a room that took his breath away. The darkened walls, dim lighting, and huge wall screen gave it the feel of a private movie theater. But instead of rows of seating, the carpeted floor was occupied by sixteen luxury game pods, each with a leather recliner enclosed by rounded privacy walls. The interior front wall of each pod was embedded with a curved video screen. 
Gaming paradise.
The huge screen at the front of the room featured a large central display surrounded by sixteen smaller displays. With no active game in session, the center screen streamed highlights of previous battles, and Marshall saw that the game was a first-person shooter with open-world technology. The genre was the current big thing in multi-player online gaming. He’d heard several new ones were in development. In fact, he’d been invited to participate in the beta trials for one of them, but his travel schedule over the past several weeks had made it impossible to—
“This way,” Dolphin said. He escorted him toward the front of the room. 
Four tiers of bleacher seats stretched along the back wall and every space was occupied. A hush fell over the crowd when everyone noticed Marshall, adding fuel to his growing sense of apprehension. As he walked down the aisle, Shamer and the others peeled off toward their own pods. The two yellows appeared, along with several others who seemed to be cut from the same cloth. They occupied all but two of the remaining chairs. As each player got situated, the perimeter screens on the front wall lit up with static images of the opening battle environment, superimposed with each player’s handle. Once game play commenced, he assumed the perimeter screens would be slaved to the individual pod screens so that onlookers could watch from their favorite player’s viewpoint. 
“This one’s yours,” Dolphin said, motioning toward a pod in the front row. “I’m right next to you.” 
Marshall settled into the chair and the interior screen lit up automatically to display the battle scene. It was like being in the cockpit of an advanced aircraft—except when he glanced around he noticed there were no controls. He turned toward Dolphin and frowned.
The boy hovered beside him. “Wait for it,” he said with a wide grin.
A sultry female voice sounded from an embedded speaker. “State your name and handle, please.”
The familiar voice brought a smile to Marshall’s face. He whispered to Dolphin, “Is that Shamer?”
Dolphin nodded. “Programmer’s prerogative,” he whispered. “Pretty hot, huh?” 
Marshall gave him a thumbs-up, then spoke toward the screen. “Marshall Erickson. TurboHacker.”
A panel beneath the screen flipped open and a robotic arm telescoped outward holding a high-tech headset. He recognized the eight-fingered skullcap immediately and his breath caught in his throat. It was a twin to the thought-control Spider headset he’d received in the mail several weeks back—and loaned to Jake’s son.
Scattered pieces of the puzzle tumbled into place, and he realized the events over the past couple of days weren’t about him, or Lacey, or maybe even Jake. 
It’s all about Alex.



Chapter 7
Hong Kong
MARSHALL REELED as the shotgun blast blew him off his feet. 
Killed again.
The game timer ticked down. Thirty seconds to go. Like each of the other games he’d played over the past hour, the free-for-all game had been a slaughter, at least from his point of view. While he’d stumbled this way and that trying to teach his brain to control his movements, the other players’ avatars dodged and weaved with a swiftness that was double what he was used to from the games he’d mastered with a hand controller. They shot, knifed, and clobbered him time after time, and when any of the other players earned a twelve-point kill streak—unlocking the robotic swarm perk—forget about it. They repeatedly dropped him with ease, and he started to feel like one of those pop-up targets that SWAT used during hostage rescue training. 
Die. Respawn. Get nailed again.
Even though he’d improved somewhat throughout the matches, the kills he’d scored had been more luck than anything else. His frustration mounted at each failed attempt, not because of his humiliating performance but because of the barrage of questions he knew he’d face later. He had to keep Alex’s involvement a secret.
At all costs.
He died again, and the game ended before his avatar respawned.
“Game over,” Shamer’s sultry voice said through his headset. “You placed sixteenth.”
No kidding, he thought. He had only four kills, while everyone else had racked up twenty or more during the extended game. As soon as he removed his headset, he noticed the buzz of conversation that had been present in the room before the first match had vanished, replaced by an uncomfortable silence. The audience’s hero, TurboHacker, had a solid lock on last place.
“Clear the room,” a stern voice ordered over the intercom. “TurboHacker, please remain seated.”
The spectators in the bleachers rose quickly and made their way toward the exit. The other players stepped out of their pods and followed. No one spoke. Dolphin was the last to go. He cast a worried glance in Marshall’s direction as he walked past. The crowd’s cowered obedience to the evacuation order pissed Marshall off. It was how he’d expect abused children to respond, not a group of brilliant programmers. It spoke to the strict indoctrination to which they’d been subjected. 
The voice had ordered him to remain seated. Screw you, he thought, climbing out of his pod. He faced the door and crossed his arms, bracing himself for what was to come. Before most of the attendees had exited, a man and woman slid through the crowd, followed loosely by a trio of hard-faced men with holstered sidearms. The couple appeared to be in their thirties. She was a svelte package, a classic Asian beauty in a navy pantsuit, with pulled-back hair that flowed to her waist. She carried a tablet in one hand. The man appeared to be Eurasian, black-haired and clean-shaven, with dark eyes that narrowed as he approached. He walked with purpose. She glided beside him with the economy of a tigress.
“Welcome, Mr. Erickson,” the man said, extending a hand. “My name is Jiaolong. But you may know me as DarkMatter.”
“DarkMatter, huh?” Marshall said, ignoring the man’s hand. “You mean the substance that makes up five-sixths of the cosmos but is still so nebulous that scientists have yet to isolate a single molecule of the stuff? You must think you’re pretty damn special. Does that mean you’re the man in charge?”
Jiaolong’s expression hardened. He lowered his hand. “Yes. I am most definitely the man in—”
Marshall slugged him across the jaw so hard that Jiaolong spun a three sixty and fell to one knee. The woman stepped aside, her mouth agape, and Marshall heard gasps from the lingering spectators at the back. 
“What have you done with my wife?” he shouted. “Where is she? If you’ve harmed a single hair on her head, I will bring your entire world to its knees!”
The three guards rushed forward and Marshall readied himself for their assault. But Jiaolong held up a hand and they stopped short. The man rose, massaging his jaw. The entire left side of his face was red. 
Jiaolong snorted. “Is that the best you’ve got...TurboHacker? Trying to cover up for your phony antics in the game? Come on, you can do better than that. Hit me again.” 
Marshall glanced at the guards.
“Don’t worry about them,” Jiaolong said. “They won’t interfere. Hit me.”
Marshall wanted nothing more than to oblige, despite the fact his knuckles were throbbing. But he sensed a setup.
“Come on, coward,” Jiaolong taunted. He jutted his jaw to offer an easy target. “Hit. Me.”
Marshall coiled his muscles, his eyes darting left and right. 
“You’re worried about your precious wife?” Jiaolong yelled, spittle flying. “Either hit me or watch my men cut her.”
 “Where is she?” Marshall shouted.
“Hit me!” Jiaolong demanded.
Marshall released his fury in an uppercut toward Jiaolong’s chin. His fist was halfway there when the bracelets vibrated, sending white-hot pain to every nerve ending in his body. His muscles seized and he collapsed to the floor on his back, jerking and twisting. 
Jiaolong hovered over him, a small device in one hand, his thumb depressing a button. “Had enough?” 
Marshall’s vision jumped and shook. He tried to answer but all he could manage was a gurgle. Jiaolong grinned. Finally, the man released the button and the pain stopped as abruptly as it had started. Marshall melted into the floor, gasping as his mind worked to convince his system the attack was over. Sweat dripped from his brow. Blinking several times, he tried to focus his jumbled thoughts and emotions. The woman moved into view, her compassionless gaze boring into him. For a brief moment he thought he recognized her. The memory was vague, as if from a dream, but a part of him was alerted to its importance—another reminder that nothing was as it seemed. She asked questions about Jake. The recollection began to fade, but he forced his consciousness to latch on to it. 
“Get him up,” Jiaolong said. 
Two of the guards helped him to his feet. As Marshall rose, he noticed the third guard ushering the last of the residents from the room. One of them was Dolphin. He’d witnessed it all, and though it appeared as if his eyes were moist, the expression on his face was one of absolute determination. The guard closed the door and Marshall turned his attention to the couple, glancing from Jiaolong to the woman and back again. He wondered at the depth of their deception and the lengths they’d gone to in order to bring him here. He still didn’t know what was going on but at least he’d identified friend versus foe. 
Jiaolong’s thumb lingered over one of two buttons on the remote, the second of which was shielded by a plastic cover. His smile was sinister. “Are you ready to behave?” 
Marshall buried his anger behind a clenched jaw, his imagination spinning over what the other button might do. 
Jiaolong followed his gaze. “Oh, are you wondering about this?” He flipped up the plastic cover and caressed the button. 
Marshall sensed a surge of tension from the guards, their focus on his wrists. The one closest to him edged backward. The woman held her ground but frowned at her boss.
Jiaolong ignored their reactions. “Plastic explosive embedded inside the bands,” he said. “Just enough to sever both hands. You won’t be much good on a keyboard after that, right... TurboHacker?”
Marshall stopped breathing. He held his arms out and stared at the bracelets. His hands quivered.  
“Ah, I see that I’m getting through to you,” Jiaolong said. He flipped the cover closed and handed the device to one of the guards, who clipped it to his belt. He stood a head taller than the other two guards, wearing a blue security uniform. He had broad shoulders and a shaved head. Jiaolong added, “This is Chang. He shall remain at your side to ensure your continued cooperation. Do not test him, understood?”
Marshall looked back at the bracelets. He realized he had little choice but to do what this fool demanded. At least for now. “What’s the carrot?” he asked.
“The carrot?”
He held up his wrists. “You’ve shown me the stick. So what’s the carrot?”
“That’s simple. Win the tournament tonight and you’ll save your hands. Answer a few questions after that and you’ll save your wife.”
“I want to see her.”
“In due time. As I explained before, she’s en route.”
“But—”
“No buts. No more questions. No more games,” Jiaolong said. He pointed to the wall screen, where a static battle image was overlaid with a leader board. A countdown timer indicated the tournament would begin at eight p.m. “Well, except for that game, of course. I suggest you use the time between now and then to practice.” He turned and headed for the exit. The woman and one of the guards followed, leaving Chang and the remaining guard behind. 
Marshall locked eyes with Chang, who gave him a thin smile and patted the remote attached to his belt, as if daring him to try something. When Marshall didn’t react to the taunt, the man clicked his tongue and shared an amused look with his partner. The second guard was smaller than Chang but every bit as tough-looking. His knuckles were covered in calluses. 
Marshall watched the door as it swung closed behind Jiaolong and the others. Then he looked at Chang and raised an eyebrow. Chang grinned, placing his index finger over the remote. 
“No!” Marshall said.
Chang gave the button a tap and a current shot up Marshall’s arms. His shoulders flinched from the excruciating sensation. It was over in an instant, though the pain lingered. The guards laughed. 
Marshall blew out several breaths. “Assholes,” he muttered, turning his back on them, waiting for the next jolt. But it didn’t come. Instead, the guards chuckled and took up positions at the back of the room. They’d made their point.
I owe you one.
Marshall stared at the big screen, and that’s when he realized that he recognized most of the player handles in the tournament. There were fifty-four in all, ranked in order of their overall standings since the beta headsets were sent out. TurboHacker—Alex, in this case—was in the number one position. His kill-to-death ratio was double that of the closest competitor, and Marshall once again marveled at the kid’s gifts. 
Like father, like son.
But it was the names of the other competitors that ratcheted his concern. He knew most of them, if not personally then at least by reputation. He’d worked with several of them on joint security projects and had gotten to know many of the others during various cyber conferences, workshops, and other gatherings. One of them was a geek friend from high school. The guy had earned himself some serious jail time for one of his hacks, but he’d gotten an early release when he accepted recruitment into the NSA. Three others had served with Marshall on a top-secret advisory panel for the FBI’s Cyber Crime division. But the American handles represented less than a third of the entire list. Marshall recognized others from major countries across the globe, including several from China. These weren’t your average gamers. These were the world’s elite cyber warriors, whose combined expertise protected some of the most secure facilities on the planet. The fact that they’d been gathered together, even if only in a virtual space, raised alarm bells.
For the first time since his abduction, Marshall had a nugget of a clue to focus on. He set his emotions aside and allowed his analytical mind to take over.
Like programmers, hackers, and computer geeks around the world, the players on the board shared a common love for video games, a weakness that would’ve been easy to exploit. They’d probably been lured into the beta testing in the same way he had—with a gold invitation that included a very-cool-looking Spider headset, with personalized log-on credentials and a thought-responsive system that was levels beyond anything on the market. What geek in his right mind could pass that up? Hell, he remembered his own excitement when he’d first opened the package. He would’ve been all over it if he hadn’t needed to leave that afternoon for a six-week project and then fly to Rome to meet up with Lacey. 
So when Jake and his son had driven him to the airport, he’d passed it on to Alex. 
And made the kid a target.
But a target for what? He glanced toward his pod. The Spider was still on the chair.
Time to find out.
***
Back in the control room, Jiaolong paced anxiously, trying to keep his anger in check. Having Jake Bronson loose in Hong Kong was one thing, but getting struck in the jaw by TurboHacker—after being played for a fool by the man as he’d pretended to be new to the Spider game—was about to send him over the edge. He watched TurboHacker’s avatar maneuver clumsily across the screen. 
“Why is he going through the tutorials?” Lin asked.
“Because the damn fool is still playing games with us,” Jiaolong said. He’d hoped that the threat of the bracelets and the fear for his wife’s safety would entice TurboHacker to strike back with the only weapon at his disposal—hacking into the system again through the Spider.
Sister Zhin said, “Unless it’s within the tutorial that he discovered the program’s vulnerability?”
“Perhaps,” he said, watching the avatar pick up a grenade and throw it. The projectile didn’t come close to the target. “But the man is a master coder. He knows we’re watching. Trust me, he’s playing us, biding his time for an opportunity to turn the tables.”
“I can fix that,” Min said with a gleam in her eye, caressing the bobbles dangling from the end of her long braid.
“And perhaps you’ll have to when we return with him to the village after tonight’s tournament...” His voice trailed off as he watched the avatar pitch a second grenade, and then a third, each one landing closer to the target. The fourth one blew it apart and he heard a whoop through the system’s loudspeaker. Jiaolong turned to Pak. “Anything?”
The engineer’s monitor displayed an active 3D model of TurboHacker’s brain, various regions glowing and sparking in a seemingly random fashion. The image was generated from the specialized probes in the Spider headset. Pak studied the wave patterns and streaming data beneath the image. “Nothing unusual,” Pak said. “He’s presenting as if he’s a new user.”
Jiaolong frowned. “How is that even possible?”
“With any other user I’d say it isn’t possible,” Pak said. “But we learned long ago that everything is different with this man’s patterns. In his previous games, parts of his brain didn’t present at all, as if his mind recognized the intrusion and blocked it out. That isn’t the case today, thanks to the new probes. Which means that when he attempts the hack this time around, we’ll have him, every mental keystroke, every turn, every action—the system will track it all. Shall I activate the advanced program?”
“Not until we begin to see at least some activity.”
Jiaolong turned back to the game screen. The avatar was downing targets with an assault rifle. The movements were more fluid, but still nothing close to the whip-fast speed he’d witnessed in the past from the famous hacker. TurboHacker was putting up a good front. Almost too good—
“We need to loosen him up,” Lin said. “So he’ll lower his guard and get lost in the game. I have just the thing.”
“Of course,” Jiaolong said, appreciating the symmetry of her suggestion. He’d used video games as his personal coping mechanism all his life, as had each of the high-ranking targets of the Spider program. It’s what had made them vulnerable to his approach in the first place. TurboHacker was resisting in light of the unusual circumstances he’d been placed in, but with the right cocktail...  
“Let the beta testers join him,” he said to Lin. “He seemed more relaxed with them around. Can you work the drug into a snack or something?”
“Easily,” Lin said.
“Then let’s make it happen. Get him free and easy before the tournament. Between the drugs and the involvement of his peers, perhaps the real TurboHacker will surface.” Looking to Min, he added, “Otherwise, he’s all yours.”
She smiled.
“In the meantime,” he said to Zhin, “are we ready for Mr. Bronson?”
Zhin nodded. “Oh, yes.”



Chapter 8
Hong Kong
JAKE AND PETE STUDIED the west face of the domino-shaped building from a darkened twelfth-floor apartment across the street. They were dressed in black jumpsuits and equipment vests, with MP5 submachine guns slung over their shoulders and quick-donning face masks strapped at their sides. Each held a pair of binoculars to his eyes, panning them slowly as they looked for signs of Geppetto’s team.
There were four hundred rooms on this face of the building, twenty per floor. Jake had started searching from the top, working his way down, while Pete had started at the bottom. Jake’s binoculars swept faster with each floor he scanned, his brain capturing the images with increasing speed. For the time being at least, his brain seemed to be working okay. By the time he scanned the bottom floors, Pete was only a third of the way up. 
“Nothing,” Jake mumbled, rubbing his eyes. He leaned out the window and looked down at the street. A swirl of wind tossed his hair, carrying with it the smells of fried foods and rice. Colorful neon lights stretched in both directions and throngs of people crowded the sidewalks, taking advantage of the mild autumn temperature. Feng and part of his crew were down there somewhere, waiting for the signal. Jake pressed the binoculars to his eyes and started all over again, this time working his way up from the bottom.
 “They all look the same,” Pete said.
“I know.” He was already halfway through his second scan. “It doesn’t make sense.”
There was a click in his earbud and Skylar’s voice sounded over the comm net. “What’s taking you so long? The wind’s picking up.” She and Lacey were on the rooftop above them.
“Hold yer horses,” Pete replied. “Feng, are you up?”
“Right here, boss.”
“Your boys on the other side notice anything unusual?”
“Nothing but residents so far.”
“Tell ’em to keep searching.”
“Will do.”
Pete nudged Jake. “Whad’ya think?”
“Something’s not right,” Jake said as he continued his scan. “I can’t put my finger on it but I can feel it.” The former high-rise factory was banded with ceiling-high sets of small-paned windows designed to allow in more natural light. It made it easier for Jake to glimpse inside, despite the grunge that covered much of the glass. The lower panes of each set opened outward from below, and laundry hung from many of the sills. Jake had figured that a cursory inspection would reveal the location of Geppetto’s headquarters. Instead, the glum interior views appeared the same in each unit, with families crowded into twelve-by-twelve rooms, bunk beds lining one wall, and shelves and cooking areas on the other. There was barely enough space in between for a card table. The flickers of TVs were the only signs of modern living.
“They’re in there somewhere,” Pete said.
 “We’re missing something,” Jake said, stair-stepping his scan toward the higher floors. Earlier, two of Feng’s men had sauntered into the building’s lobby. They hadn’t encountered any security so they’d started up one of the staircases. It wasn’t until they’d reached the fifth floor that one of them had noticed a miniature CCTV camera hidden behind an overhead lighting fixture—an irregular addition for a rundown building, especially in this part of the city. They’d turned around immediately, acting as if they’d forgotten something, and spotted more hidden cameras on the way down. The modern equipment was further confirmation they were in the right place. 
Jake was searching the top floor when something odd caught his attention.
Even though the scene was vague and silhouetted, there was something familiar about the room he focused on. A family of three was seated at a card table, eating. A young child dropped something and leaned over to retrieve it. It was an innocuous event but it triggered something in his mind. Hadn’t he seen another child do the same thing in a different room? Or was his deteriorating memory playing tricks on him? He hadn’t blanked since the event in the equipment room, and he’d successfully rememorized the blueprints since then. But he couldn’t be certain. He whipped the binoculars back to the first floor and quickly searched for rooms with three people, sweeping the lenses from floor to floor. 
“Thirty-two rooms,” he muttered.
“What’s that?” Pete asked.
“Thirty-two rooms with two adults and a child.”
“What are ye—”
Jake waved him off. “Eight rooms where the three of them are seated at a table. But only two rooms where the family is seated in the exact same configuration... ” He trailed off, his eyes darting back and forth from one room to the other—one of which was on the top floor, while the other was three floors down. In the lower apartment, one of the adults rose from the table and took something to the sink. A few seconds later, the remaining adult and the child did the same. Jake moved his focus to the top-floor room.
 “Keep your eyes on the top-floor window,” he said. “Fourth from the end on the right side. Two adults and a child having dinner.”
Pete swiveled his binoculars. “Got ’em.” 
“The adult on the left—I think he’s the father—is about to get up and place something in the sink, probably his dinnerware.”
“How on earth could ye—” 
“Wait for it,” Jake said. “Right. About. Now.” The father got up and moved to the sink.
“I’ll be damned.”
“Probably, but let’s keep watching to make sure I’m right. The mother and child should follow him to the sink in…three, two, one.” The two rose from the table exactly on cue.
“Brilliant,” Pete said. “I guess Lacey was right. Ye truly are the full shilling.”
 “They’re using projected videos to disguise what’s really going on.”
“So let’s take a look behind the curtain,” Pete said. He lowered his binoculars and pulled his smartphone from his vest. There was a clamshell attachment on the back of the phone—an infrared adaptor for the camera lens, great for seeing in the dark or through smoke. “Hold this,” he said, handing it to Jake.
“Will it work at this range?” Jake asked.
“Not without this attached,” Pete said, unclipping a handheld monocular scope from his vest. He connected it with a wire to the phone and pointed the scope at the building. The magnified image jiggled on the phone. The building was depicted in green-scale tones while the heat-emitting occupants and appliances shone as bright yellow. Pete steadied the scope on the windowsill and they both saw it immediately. The top four floors of the building—the twenty-first to the twenty-fifth floors—looked entirely different from those below, with people and equipment gathered in clusters in various-sized rooms on each floor, none of which coincided with the false projections.
“Clever,” Pete said.
“The puppet master’s headquarters,” Jake said between clenched teeth.
The glowing heat signatures were limited to people and warm objects within fifteen to twenty feet of the windows, but that was enough to give them a feel for what lay beyond. Pete panned the twenty-first and twenty-second floors with the scope, and the heat signatures on the smartphone screen revealed dozens of figures lying on bunks and gathered in sitting areas. “Dorms and lounge areas?” Pete wondered.
“Looks like it,” Jake said. He pointed to a large space with people seated around tables. “They’ve even got a cafeteria.” 
“These upper two floors gotta be the work areas,” Pete said, after guiding the scope to where rows of figures sat at computer stations and others seemed to be gathered in a conference room. He swiveled the lens to a double bank of windows near the corner of the twenty-fifth floor and zoomed in. “And here’s our target.” 
The room wasn’t large, but the array of stacked computer equipment glowed brightly enough for Jake and Pete to identify it as a security room. A lone figure was seated inside, facing a wall of screens. Jake cross-checked what he saw with his memorized blueprint of the original factory layout. The interior buildout was dramatically different but the bones of the building seemed unchanged. “It’s about thirty feet from the southwest stairwell,” he said as he laid out the ingress course in his mind.
Pete stowed the scope and phone in his vest. “We’re on our way up,” he said over the comm. 
 Jake led the way out of the room and up the staircase toward the rooftop.
Ready or not, here we come.
***
Jake peered over the ledge and fought a wave of vertigo. High altitudes with a plane strapped to his butt were one thing, but leaning out over a thirty-five-story building was another matter. The target rooftop seemed much farther away than it had when he first saw it on the satellite view. 
Insufficient intel and a crazy-ass plan. We’re breaking our own rules, he thought, glancing at Lacey and the others.
A gust of wind rushed up the face of the building, forcing him back from the edge. 
Skylar was beside him, crouched within the triangular control frame of a hang glider. The fabric wings popped and ruffled in the sudden turbulence. “Oh, yeah,” she said with an exuberant grin, struggling to hold the delta wing steady. “The wilder the ride, the sweeter the victory.” Pete stood behind her, one hand bracing the glider’s tail.
Jake shook his head, glad it wasn’t him in Skylar’s place. Piloting a plane was one thing but a hang glider? That was just asking for trouble. But Pete and Sky were pros. He and Lacey, on the other hand, were way out of their league. Lacey stood on his other side with a calm determination that belied her trembling, white-knuckled fists. The moon was out, the target was in sight, and the winds were only going to get worse. 
It was time to go. 
He sat down and braced his feet against the ledge on either side of an aluminum-encased spool of wire that Pete had clamped to the rooftop. The high-strength monofilament was the same type used in wire-guided missiles. The other end was attached to the glider frame. It was Jake’s job to sever the line if Sky encountered any control problems. He nodded to Pete. “Let’s do this thing.”
 “Okay, Feng,” Pete said over the comm. “Start the show.”
Faint pops of automatic weapons echoed from the street below, sounding like distant firecrackers. Five seconds later, Skylar leaped off the roof, trailing wire as the spool unwound between Jake’s legs with a high-pitched whine. The glider’s nose dropped and disappeared from sight. Jake felt his stomach lurch in empathy. A moment later, the glider popped back up and began a series of wobbling S-turns toward the target, the whine of the spool shifting with each gust of wind. 
“My God,” Lacey said. “She’s unbelievable.”
Pete stood at the edge, binoculars pressed against his eyes. “Steady, lass,” he said over the comm. “Yer looking good.”
From his seated position, Jake had to crane his neck to watch Skylar’s final approach to the lower building. A maze of equipment and piping covered most of the roof. The only flat surface available for landing was on top of the fifteen-by-fifteen service structure at the far end of the building. If Skylar landed short she’d be mangled, and the array of panning cameras they’d spotted would sound the alarm. But if she flared too late, she’d drop over the far edge and their plan would be a bust. The glider’s S-turns narrowed as it passed over the near end of the building, and Jake inched his palm closer to the emergency cut-off lever on the spool. 
Her altitude was too high. 
The spool whined, the glider pitched downward, and Jake held his breath. Just as it seemed about to crash into the piping, the glider leveled off like a crop duster spraying a field and raced over the jungle of obstacles toward the target. At the last possible moment, the nose popped upward, the wings flared, and Skylar landed dead center on top of the roof of the service structure.
Jake blew out a breath.
“Easy peasy,” Skylar said over the comm. “That’s twenty bucks you owe me.”
“Add it to the bill,” Pete said with a sigh of relief.
Jake rose and clipped the cable loop on the end of the wire to the spooled zip line they’d already attached to the wall behind them. “Ready on our end,” he said over the comm, knowing Skylar was securing to the target roof a high-speed, motorized pulley that she’d use to pull the zip line across.  
Two minutes later, the wind was blowing in Jake’s face as he zipped toward the target, his heart pounding. Skylar helped him stop at the end. The specialized equipment was next and Skylar unfastened it with efficiency. She lugged it over her shoulder and pointed to each of the four panning cameras mounted on the eaves of the structure they were on. She moved toward the access ladder.
“Once Lacey and Pete are here,” she said, “be sure to time your descent down the ladder to avoid the cameras. When you reach the rooftop, you’ll be okay as long as you hug the wall of this structure, and then stay low behind that equipment over there as you make for the door.” She pointed out the route they should take, indicating where the cameras were. “Since they’re panning, they’re easy to spot. Got it?” 
“Got it.”
She turned around and placed a foot on the top rung of the ladder, hesitating as she looked left and right at two of the swiveling cameras. A whizzing sound behind Jake turned his attention back to the zip line. Lacey was on her way down, her eyes wide, jaw clenched. She applied the brake a moment too late but he braced himself and cushioned her stop. 
“Whew,” she said. “What a rush!”
He looked back to the ladder. Sky was gone, and he knew she was running a zigzag route to set up her equipment. He crossed his fingers that she’d make it unseen.
Pete was next and stopped without assistance. Sirens reverberated in the distance, and Jake realized Feng’s feint would end soon. They needed to be in position before then. He briefed Lacey and Pete on the route and camera locations. “Remember to stay low,” he said. He led the way down the ladder and through the maze of rooftop equipment to the door of the southwest stairwell. Skylar was there picking the lock.
“The equipment?” Pete asked.
“In place and ready to go,” she said, opening the door.
Jake stepped inside first, leading with the suppressed muzzle of his MP5.  



Chapter 9
Hong Kong
Earlier
AIM...FIRE...SWIVEL...duck...swivel...aim...toss grenade... 
Marshall allowed himself a sense of satisfaction as he dropped another of his computer-generated opponents. He’d opened his mind to the game, starting this time with the built-in tutorial, searching for anything unusual as he taught his brain the commands. Movement had been relatively simple once he’d gotten the hang of it, so he’d moved on to the weapons and combat commands. The tutorial had taken him through its “training” program, showing him scores of flash-card images of various weapons and commands, apparently learning his brain patterns as he’d focused on each image. They’d flashed by slowly at first, the sequence changing in a seemingly random fashion. Then the process had accelerated, until finally the images had appeared in rapid-fire succession. Before long, select images had dropped off the list, as if the software had what it needed regarding that weapon or command. Ten minutes later, the last of the flash cards had disappeared and Shamer’s sultry voice had said, “Let’s play.”
 He’d dove in. 
He thought AK-47 and his avatar switched to that weapon, then aim, and the aiming reticle settled on a computer soldier that was charging in from Marshall’s right, then fire, and his avatar squeezed the trigger. The soldier flew backward from the impact of the rounds. It all happened in the blink of an eye. Marshall had to admit it was awesome, and in different circumstances he could imagine immersing himself in the game for hours.  There was no denying its genius as he progressed through the practice rounds. The speed with which it learned his unique brain patterns was astounding. The technology was beyond anything he’d come across, and its applications were... 
Mind-boggling.
It took him a moment to realize the beta team was filtering into the room, along with a crowd of spectators. He paused the tutorial as Dolphin walked by holding two frosty cans of soda. Each was already open with a straw protruding from its mouth, the top half of the straws still covered by wrappers. The kid deposited one into the drink holder in his own pod, and then returned and offered the second one to Marshall. “Thought you might be thirsty.”
“Thanks,” Marshall said, reaching for the can. Dolphin held the soda for a fraction of a second longer than necessary before releasing it into Marshall’s grip, and that’s when he noticed the slight narrowing of the kid’s eyes, followed by a subtle shake of his head. Marshall placed the can in his drink holder without taking a sip. As he did, he sensed Dolphin’s relief.
“I’m glad they decided to let us back in to practice!” Dolphin said. He shifted his position so that his back was to the front wall screen and then held his hands together in front of him. He twisted his wrist and a smartphone slid from under his sleeve into his palm. He aimed the screen at Marshall, continuing to talk. “I’ll bet I know why you had so much trouble in the first game. It had to be the headset!” He tapped the phone screen and a message appeared. 
DON’T DRINK THE SODA. IT’S DRUGGED. KEEP THE PHONE IN YOUR LAP SO THE CAMERAS WON’T SEE IT. 
“You didn’t bring your own headset with you,” Dolphin continued without missing a beat, “so it must’ve been a tuning issue or something.” He leaned over and placed his hands on the edge of Marshall’s pod, dropping the phone into Marshall’s lap as he did so. A card-trick magician couldn’t have done it more smoothly. Dolphin looked up at the big screen, where the paused tutorial mission was projected in one of the perimeter windows. “It looks like you were doing okay just now. But I’m still going to try to kick your butt!” He held his palm up for a high five.
Marshall slapped it. “Good luck with that, kid. You may have the edge for a game or two while I’m getting my headset, uh, tuned up. But after that, you’re toast!”
Dolphin stood tall and smiled. “We’ll see, dude!” The kid strode away and slid into his own pod. He donned his Spider, settled in, and dropped his hands to his lap. A moment later, the phone in Marshall’s lap vibrated with a text message. He was grateful the kid didn’t use shorthand text-speak. 
WILL EXPLAIN BETWEEN GAMES. KEEP THE PHONE LOW AND OUT OF SIGHT. NO TEXTING DURING GAME OR THEY WILL KNOW. PHONE ONLY WORKS FOR INTERNAL MESSAGING. NO INTERNET.
Marshall texted back: WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?
Shamer’s automated voice sounded from the game. “The game will begin in thirty seconds.”
Dolphin texted back: SOMETHING IS UP
WHAT?
UNSURE. SHAMER IS DIGGING
ABOUT ME?
NO. BUT SOMETHING BAD. GOTTA WAIT FOR SHAMER. THERE’S MORE. ABOUT YOUR WIFE
Marshall nearly dropped the phone. He texted back: WHAT ABOUT HER?
Shamer’s voice counted down.“Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”
Marshall’s phone didn’t vibrate, so he texted again: WHAT ABOUT MY WIFE?!!!
But there was no reply. The game had begun and Dolphin had warned not to text while playing. But Marshall wasn’t about to wait. He pocketed the phone, rose to his feet, and reached up to remove his headset. Movement behind him stayed his hand. Both of the guards started toward him, Chang gripping the remote clipped to his belt. Marshall glanced over at Dolphin. The kid gawked at him, his face white. 
Marshall forced himself to calm down. He faked a yawn, stretched his arms over his head, and twisted his torso from side to side. 
The guards relaxed, Dolphin blew out a breath, and Marshall plopped back into his chair in time to see his unmoving avatar blown off its feet by an RPG—rocket propelled grenade. His mind raced as he waited the seven seconds it would take to respawn. What does the kid know about Lacey? Is she okay? Does he know where she is? And what is Shamer investigating? 
His avatar respawned and he dove into the game with a vengeance, his thoughts shooting, blasting, and shredding anyone in sight.
The sooner the game was over, the sooner he’d get answers.
***
In the control room, Jiaolong sat back in his Captain Kirk chair and watched the action on the primary wall screen. Lin stood beside him while Zhin and Min watched from his other side. Pak and his engineers were at their consoles.
“He’s doing much better,” Pak said.
“But nothing close to what he’s done in the past,” Zhin added. “He hasn’t earned the robotic swarm perk once.”
Jiaolong scratched his chin. After a moment he turned to Pak and said, “You’re certain there’s no root-level activity?”
Pak studied the data streaming on several open windows on his monitor, then glanced toward the engineers seated on either side of him. They shook their heads. Pak turned toward Jiaolong. “Still no breach.”
What was different now? Jiaolong wondered. In every previous instance that TurboHacker had been engaged in the game, Pak’s team had encountered evidence of his incursions. The occurrences had been seemingly random, and none had resulted in any apparent damage to the program. But that had only served to magnify Jiaolong’s concern. What was Marshall up to? More importantly, how was he doing it? Despite the world-class expertise in this room, every effort to discover TurboHacker’s back door had turned up nothing. Plus, the game’s subliminal inquiry program, which had performed beyond Jiaolong’s expectations with every other player, had failed to yield a single result with the American’s game play from home. They hadn’t even learned his first pet’s name, much less the passwords to the top-secret networks he was contracted to protect as part of his consulting business. So the programmers had created a more aggressive program, designed to work with the modified headset TurboHacker now wore. It would not only glean his secrets, it would also track the origin of any incursion attempts. They hadn’t activated those features yet. They planned to wait until tonight’s tournament, when the American’s consciousness would be distracted by his high-level opponents. 
But the man’s poor performance in the practice sessions angered Jiaolong. Even in the face of threats toward the man’s wife, TurboHacker continued to toy with him.
He pounded the armrest with his fists.
Lin lay her hand over his, brushing it gently. He exhaled. She’s right. Frustration is a waste of energy. One way or another, we’ll get the truth out of the American. If not now, then certainly when they returned to the village. Marshall wouldn’t last long under Min’s interrogation.
On the screen, Marshall’s avatar died in an ambush between two other players. Jiaolong shook his head. The ambush had been poorly staged. The TurboHacker he’d played against in the past would’ve seen right through it. He turned toward a screen with a close-up view of Marshall’s pod. The man appeared fully engaged by the game. Why, then, was his performance so poor? It was as if he was... 
 An entirely different person?
The muscles at the back of his neck tightened and he sat straighter in his chair.
“Activate the inquiry routine.”



Chapter 10
Hong Kong
THE GAME WAS NEARLY OVER when Marshall felt a tickle at the back of his scalp. The new sensation interrupted his immersion in the action, reminding him of the technological leap Jiaolong’s people had perfected to make the brain-to-machine interface so seamless. It was truly astounding. But the secrecy? The abductions? This was about far more than the game. But what? Thought control? Could that work two ways? Was there such a thing as a computer virus or worm that could be planted in a human brain? Was that what this was all about—some sort of brainwashing? He didn’t think so. No, it had to be something simpler than that, something Alex had apparently threatened when he’d hooked into the system. He felt the tickle again, and imagined the software waiting for his next command. Or was it doing something else? What possible reason could there be to get into my mind? Then he thought back to the tournament leader board he’d seen earlier, with the names of the gatekeepers to some of the world’s most secure—
 “Holy crap.”  
***
“We’re getting something,” Pak said.
He swept his hand across the monitor’s touch screen and the image flew onto the main wall screen. A blur of five-digit numbers scrolled beneath the phrase OFFICE ZIP CODE, the first digit a 9, and the subsequent digits scrolling and dropping into place one after another until the number 90503 filled the space. Jiaolong knew they had TurboHacker. The number flashed and slid into an OFFICE ZIP CODE slot on the left side of the screen, under the name MARSHALL ERICKSON. In the same instant, the title OFFICE STREET ADDRESS appeared on the center of the screen, and a list of street names taken from a database of all streets within the 90503 zip code scrolled beneath it, slowly at first, and then so fast the words blurred together. The list stopped abruptly on the name Marshall’s subconscious brain reacted to—HAWTHORNE BLVD. Then an escalating series of numbers scrolled in front of it, stopping quickly at 25515. The address slid to its corresponding slot under Marshall’s name and a new window appeared: ALARM CODE.
Jiaolong smiled. The entire process had taken only a few seconds, and TurboHacker had no clue what his subconscious mind had given up. With another day or two of game time, the man’s entire life—public and private—would be laid bare. 
“Brilliant,” Lin whispered.
Yes, Jiaolong thought, it was brilliant. But why was the inquiry routine working now? Why hadn’t it functioned properly when TurboHacker had played from home? Was it because of the modified headset and new software, or something else?
“Sir,” a tech shouted from the other side of the room. “There’s something happening on the street!”
“On the screen,” Jiaolong ordered. 
A gun battle was being waged in front of their building. It appeared as though two rival gangs were going at it. Bodies fell and the crowd fled in all directions. Adrenaline surged through Jiaolong’s limbs as he gritted his teeth. “Nice try, Mr. Bronson. But I’m not so easily fooled.” He turned to Zhin. “Notify the teams that it is time.”
“Already done,” she said, adjusting her headset. Two armed guards rushed in and took up positions inside the door. Jiaolong saw another stationed in the hall.
He nodded and returned his attention to the gun battle down below. “Alright, let’s find him.”
***
Marshall ripped off his headset just as the phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out, careful to keep it low on his lap.
JUST HEARD FROM SHAMER. YELLOWS ARE AGITATED. SHOWING SIGNS OF GETTING READY TO LEAVE. EXIT DOOR CODES CHANGED. DARKMATTER AND TEAM LOCKED UPSTAIRS.
 Marshall glanced toward the back of the room. A couple of the older residents were huddled in conversation but the two guards were steadfast. He texted back:
GOTTA GET OUTTA HERE. CAN U HELP?
YES. SHAMER GAVE ME THE CODE FOR YOUR CUFFS
His heart skipped at the news. 
GOTTA FIND MY WIFE
There was a long pause, so he added:
DO YOU KNOW WHERE SHE IS?
I WILL TELL YOU, BUT YOU MUST REMAIN CALM. YOUR LIFE AND MINE ARE AT STAKE. OKAY?
Marshall’s hands trembled.
OKAY
***
An eager tension quickened the pulse in Jiaolong’s temples. His prize was at hand. Capturing Bronson wasn’t key to his plans for Passcode, but his deep-seated desire to make it happen never wavered. Not only was Bronson the only hope for his dying grandfather, but Jiaolong wanted to witness the horror in the American’s eyes when he pressed the button that would unleash his vengeance. Jiaolong studied the checkerboard of closed-circuit camera views that had been swept onto the main screen. The lobby, elevators, stairwells, rooftop, and sidewalks surrounding the building were all displayed. The lobby and lower stairwells were crowded with scrambling tenants and passersby eager to distance themselves from the gun battle outside. A score of his men mingled among them, disguised to blend in, their weapons hidden, eyes searching.
“No sign of him yet,” Zhin reported.
“Patience,” Jiaolong said. “He’s coming. Remind the teams to give him space so he can follow the breadcrumbs.”
Min stepped forward, her hands caressing the bobbles in her braid. “I still don’t see the need for the deception. Why not simply take him once he’s spotted?”
He held her gaze, sensed her excitement. “One doesn’t capture a tiger with a headlong rush, sister. Better to lure him into a camouflaged pit, yes?
A brief shadow crossed her features, then vanished in the same instant. 
Was that defiance?

His eyes narrowed. The triplets had always been free to voice their concerns. In fact, he found their advice invaluable. But they always spoke with a respect honed from generations of tradition, even Min, who stood apart from her sisters because of her tendencies toward a more aggressive approach to matters. He shrugged off what he saw as a product of the moment’s excitement. He pointed at the camera view of his lone man stationed within the CCTV security room—the goat tied to the stake. “This is where Bronson will strike first. He’s here for his family and friends and that room represents the only sure route to identifying where they are located. The man is clever and I will not underestimate him. He obviously has resources at his disposal. How else could he have eluded our teams at the airport? So be it by bribe or blueprints or dumb luck, make no mistake—he will have identified that room as his target. And then I will have him!”
Zhin said, “The teams are well-briefed and positioned throughout the lower levels. They’ll hold back and follow the American at a discreet distance, cutting off any chance of escape. And don’t worry, Bronson—and whoever is with him—won’t get past unseen, despite the distraction outside. There are only five entrances to the building and everyone of them is cov—”
 “Rooftop!” Pak blurted out. “The door sensor has been activated!”
Jiaolong snapped a glare at Zhin. He rose to his feet and the room stilled. Zhin met his gaze, nostrils flaring. They shared the blame for the oversight and they both knew it. 
The moment stretched, until finally she motioned toward a small wall safe beside the row of computer servers. They exchanged grim nods.
We planned for this possibility, too, didn’t we?

He approached the safe and pressed his eye against its embedded retinal scanner. There was a click and a red ARMED light switched off. With the internal explosive device now deactivated, he removed a gold chain from around his neck and used the suspended key fob to unlock the safe. He pulled out an external computer drive, unplugged its connectors, and handed it to Zhin. She secured it in a leather shoulder bag.
The true brilliance of the Passcode program lay in its ability to deposit an undetectable rogue code within a network after it makes its first incursion with a stolen password. It provided Jiaolong’s team with a back door that could be used in the event the primary password was changed by the user. Each breached network was then assigned an encrypted key that could be used to access the buried code. The individual keys were stored on the drive Zhin now held.
Jiaolong’s eyes went flat. “Send a team to secure the garage exit. Order the remaining men to get upstairs immediately. I want Bronson alive!” He ushered Lin toward Zhin. “You’ll be safe with Zhin, my dear. She and Pak and the engineers will escort you to the cars.” He turned to the two inside guards. “Stay with them. On your lives!” They nodded, their assault rifles braced across their chests. 
“Min,” Jiaolong said, “you and the guard outside are with me. We’ll grab TurboHacker and meet your sisters at the cars. It seems you will finally have your way with him.” Jiaolong turned to Pak and the other engineers. 
Pak’s face paled. “There’s not enough time to wipe all the local drives.”
Jiaolong nodded. “You know what to do. Transmit the evacuation code. And activate the charges.”
***
Marshall stared at the vibrating phone.
REMEMBER, STAY CALM. SENDING VIDEO NOW... 
He tapped the download icon and a YouTube video loaded. It was two days old. He held his breath and hit the PLAY button. 
A news reporter was saying: 
“Actress Lacey Hunter was critically injured today during the filming of her latest action movie in Rome, Italy. The actress was performing her own stunt when...” 
The world seemed to collapse as the words and the accompanying video jackhammered into his consciousness—the car crashing into the building, the explosion, the burst of flames, Lacey dragged from the burning wreckage, her face and hair aflame... 
“Noooo.”
“Doctors reported that Miss Hunter was near death when her body mysteriously vanished during a police operation at the hospital...” 
“NOOOOO!”
“The circumstances surrounding the incident have yet to be...” 
Marshall jumped to his feet. “Lacey! LACEY!” He spun around to face the guards at the back of the room. Chang sneered and unclipped the remote control. His partner pulled his sidearm. They started toward him, spectators scattering from their path.
“Come and get me, you sons of bitches!” Marshall screamed. “I’m gonna tear you limb from—”
Dolphin grabbed Marshall’s arm. “Please, they’ll kill you!”
“Exactly!” Marshall spat. He ripped his arm free and shoved the boy so hard he fell to the floor. But when he turned back to the guards, they were no longer coming for him. They were rushing toward the exit. A few of the spectators grabbed their wrists and charged through the crowd to follow them. Marshall recognized two of them as the yellows he’d seen earlier.
“Oh, no,” Dolphin said, back on his feet. “It’s happening!” He moved around to block Marshall’s path, his words tumbling out. “Please wait. I’m so sorry about your wife. But you needed to know.” 
Marshall stepped around him, but BlackFlag and Tornado were there with palms outstretched to stop him. “Please wait,” BlackFlag said. “We need a plan.”
He pushed past and headed for the door. The others followed on his heels—Bambi, Whomper, and TomBoy joining them—and Marshall overheard their anxious interchange. 
“It’s happening!”
“What are we going to do?”
“We’ve got to find a way out of here!”
He shoved through the door and into the central gathering space. Most of the residents were milling about in confusion, their voices raised and questioning. But the older ones, likely all yellows, made a beeline toward one of the stairwell exits. He spotted his two guards; they’d taken up station at the doorway, checking wrists before permitting anyone to pass. A third guard showed up and handed each of the other guards a snub-nosed submachine gun. A growing herd of greens stirred nearby, fear etched on their faces.
Marshall hesitated, unsure which way to go. The kids caught up to him.
“How do I find DarkMatter?” he shouted. 
The kids exchanged fearful looks. From behind, Shamer slid into the group. Her hair was tousled, her face red. “He’s probably left already,” she said breathlessly.
“So it’s true?” Dolphin asked. “It’s really happening?”
“What’s happening?” Marshall asked. “Where has he gone?”
“It’s worse”—Shamer gulped, trying to catch her breath—“than we thought. They’re gonna fire the building.”
“Fire the building?” BlackFlag asked.
She leaned over and placed her hands on her knees. “Yeah,” she said. “Incendiaries. Top four floors.”
Dolphin placed a hand on her shoulders. “We’re going to get out here.”
Shamer rose and pointed toward the door. “Don’t you get it? We can’t leave. Only the yellows can pass.”
Bambi clutched her throat. “B-but what about us?” She motioned toward the growing crowd. “What about us greens?”
Shamer shook her head.
“No friggin’ way,” BlackFlag said. He took a step toward the door with clenched fists.
A quick chatter of gunfire stopped him in his tracks. They all looked toward the exit to see one of the greens lying motionless on the floor. Chang stood over him, his weapon smoking. The crowd of greens by the door backed away. BlackFlag turned around, his face drained of color, his gaze pleading with Marshall. The others turned toward him as well.
Marshall recoiled. He’d wanted to confront Jiaolong, to squeeze the life out of the man with his bare hands, knowing he himself would be killed in the process. No, not knowing. Praying for it.
Lacey was gone, and every breath he took seemed to elevate his anguish. 
But these kids, they were innocent pawns. He couldn’t stand by and watch them be slaughtered in the wake of Jiaolong’s deceit. His eyes narrowed on the exit.  Both guards were armed, and because of the gunshots more were likely on the way. But he had to try, he had to do something. With an exhale, he set aside his agony and held his cuffed palms out to Dolphin. “You said you’ve got the code. Can you remove them without deactivating them?”
“Sure,” Dolphin said. He pulled out his phone, opened an app, and tapped the screen.
“Wait!” Marshall said. “Stand back. Just in case.” Dolphin edged backward. The others did the same. Then Marshall stretched his hands as far away from them—and his body—as possible. He turned his head away and closed his eyes.
Dolphin tapped the screen. 
The click of the cuffs sent Marshall’s heart into his throat. When he realized he was still in one piece, he opened his eyes and sighed with relief. He removed the bracelets and stuffed them in his pockets. The kids nodded. BlackFlag patted Dolphin on the back. 
 “Nice trick,” Marshall said, struggling to keep his emotions in check for their sake. “How’d you figure it out?”
Dolphin exchanged a quizzical look with the others, then turned back to Marshall. “Dude, we’re superhackers, remember? So, what’s the plan?”  
Their eyes went wide when he told them, but none of them backed down.



Chapter 11 
Hong Kong
JAKE FLATTENED HIMSELF against the wall, flipping off the safety of the MP5. Skylar, Lacey, and Pete were stacked up behind him in the southwest stairwell. A fading rumble of footsteps echoed from below. “Sounds like somebody’s leaving.”
“In a hurry,” Pete added.
Jake cracked the door to the twenty-fifth floor and glanced both ways.
 “Clear.” He led with the shouldered weapon as he moved into the corridor. The vinyl flooring shimmered beneath the long hallway’s overhead lighting, and there was a clean smell to the space. Doors lined either side. Jake overlaid the scene onto the memory of what he and Pete had studied from across the street, locking onto the fourth door on the right. “Let’s go,” he whispered, his feet ghosting along the smooth surface, senses alert.
I’m coming for you, Francesca.
He raised his fist and crouched at the door. Lacey and Sky stopped behind him. Pete moved forward, staying low. Jake turned the door handle and cracked the door open. The space was dark and his brow furrowed in confusion. He’d expected a well-lit room with a wall of monitors. Pete moved past him and flicked on the lights. It was an editing bay of some sort.
What the hell?
“State-of-the-art equipment,” Pete said.
“As good as I’ve ever seen at a film studio,” Lacey added.
“This way,” Skylar whispered behind them. She motioned to the next doorway, which was protected by an electronic keypad. “That’s gotta be the security room.”
Jake cursed himself, angry at the stupid mistake, and moved quickly to the next door. The others stacked up around him. He signaled toward the keypad. Pete nodded, then let his assault rifle dangle from its sling while he reached over his shoulder and pulled out his sawed-off shotgun. He aimed it at the door latch, looked to Jake. His voice was low. “All hell’s gonna break loose.”
“What choice do we have?”
Skylar panned her weapon toward their rear. “I’m ready.”
Jake gave Pete the nod.
“Wait,” Lacey said, moving forward. She grabbed the door lever, pulled it down slowly, and nudged open the door.
Jake shook his head and shouldered past her. His eyes raked the room, and the muzzle of his MP5 settled on the lone security guard seated in front of a bank of monitors. The unarmed man spun around; his hands flew into the air. “Don’t shoot,” he said, his expression wary.
A quiver of uncertainty rushed up Jake’s spine. Something about this setup didn’t sit right—the empty halls, the unlocked door, the lone guard. 
“Somethin’ is fishy,” Pete said, moving into the room. He grabbed the slender man by the collar, yanked him out of his chair, and slammed him against the wall. “Watch our backs, lass,” he said to Sky, who stood in the open door frame. She swiveled to a crouch and leaned out the door, then panned her weapon down either side of the corridor.
Pete turned back to his captive. “Did ya know we were comin’, young fella? Is that it?”  
The man pressed his lips together.
“Have it your way,” Pete said. He cracked the butt of the shotgun across the man’s forehead and the guard folded to the floor. Lacey winced. Jake moved to the control board and took in the various camera views from throughout the facility: the rooftop, the battle outside, the bustle of people in the lobby, tough-looking types storming up the stairwells... 
“We amn’t going to have much time,” Pete said.
Skylar said, “Still clear out here, but if they converge from both sides, we’re dead meat.”
Jake brought up a submenu with a multi-column list of camera locations. 
Lacey hissed, “No. There’s nearly two hundred of them. There’s not enough time—”
She stopped talking as the main monitor flashed through views so fast they seemed to blur into one another. Jake’s finger tapped the keyboard faster than a woodpecker’s beak, his eyes glued to the screen. “I’ll find them,” he said flatly. “Get your masks on.”
He heard them unsnapping their masks from their belts as his hand froze over the keyboard. The monitor showed a mass of teens—each in a uniform of white over black—backing away from a lifeless form in front of an exit door. Three guards stood over the body, threatening the crowd with their weapons. Another group of teens huddled nearby, circled around an adult.
Lacey lurched forward. “It’s Marshall!” She jabbed her finger against the screen. 
Jake zoomed in on Marshall and his group. He made an entry and several other views of the room appeared on perimeter monitors. The space was huge. Other teens were pounding on two other sealed exits. “Looks like they’re locked in,” he said as his eyes danced from one view to another, searching for signs of his family.
Where are you?
Pete leaned in. His gas mask was pulled over his head like a baseball cap, the elastic holding it in position for Pete to lower over his face. Pete pointed at the screen, where Marshall had extended his arms from his body and turned his head to one side. The teens around him backed away. “What’re they about?” 
Jake zoomed closer just as Marshall seemed to relax, lowering his arms and removing odd-looking bracelets from his wrists. He pocketed them, said something to the group, and they all pushed into the crowd toward the guards. 
“I don’t like this,” Lacey said.
Jake watched as Marshall’s teens positioned themselves along the front line of the pack. One boy held a cell phone. When they were in place, Marshall shouldered into the no-man’s-land in front of the guards. One of the guards raised his weapon. 
Lacey squeaked, grabbing Jake’s forearm. 
But another guard, the largest of the three, stayed his partner’s hand. He waved Marshall over, then grabbed Marshall’s buddy by the arm and shoved him against the door. Marshall cowered, hands at his sides, as his friends suddenly erupted into a frenzy of jeers and taunts, spurring the crowd.
The guards turned toward them, weapons panning. The boy with the cell phone stood his ground, finger hovering over the screen.
“Here it comes,” Pete mumbled. 
 In a blur, Marshall fished the bracelets from his pockets, shoved them into two of the guards’ pockets, and dove for the floor.
The boy tapped the screen.
Twin explosions erupted from the guards’ hips, driving them sideways with the force of charging NFL linebackers. Their guns went flying and the men crashed to the floor, writhing and twisting in agony.
By the time the third guard stopped gaping, three of Marshall’s team had bowled him over. The crowd followed and ripped the weapon from his grasp. The boy with the phone gave commands and they dragged the guard to the door, held his wrist to a scanner, and shoved open the double doors. The crowd herded out. Others at the back of the room sprinted to follow. 
Marshall rose to his feet and high-fived the kid with the phone.
Pete grinned, “Well, I’ll be—”
“That’s my man!” Lacey said. 
“I’m hearing boots from the stairwell,” Skylar said. “Getting louder.” Jake turned to see her activate a remote control on her web belt. “Going smoky,” she said, then pulled down her mask.
Jake unsnapped his mask and swept it on. Pete helped Lacey with hers before pulling down his own.
Jake’s voice was muffled. “That room is two floors down. Get started, all three of you. I’ll catch up as soon as I locate Francesca.” He turned back and was about to tap the keyboard when his gaze locked on the screen. The scene unfolded in slow motion.
Min streaking from the far side of the room toward Marshall, who, along with his friends, were ushering the last of the crowd out the doorway, oblivious to the threat behind them. Min leaping through the air, drop-kicking Marshall into the wall, Marshall folding to the ground. The boy charging, Min dodging, whipping her bobbles, a slash across the side of the teen’s face, the boy spinning to the floor. Marshall struggling to rise. A girl attacking Min from behind, shoving the woman to her knees. Min snapping around in a crouch, a blade shimmering in her hand, cocking her wrist. Marshall kicking her legs out from under her. A smartly dressed Asian man rushing forward with an armed guard. Marshall barreling at him, his face enraged, the guard’s gun rising... 
 A shot... 
Marshall’s head snapping backward, blood splattering the walls... 
“NOOO!” Lacey screamed.
The Asian man turning toward the guard, holding a pistol to the other man’s forehead, the pistol jerking, the back of the guard’s head exploding.
Smoke billowing into the room through the vents, the screen going white... 



Chapter 12
Hong Kong
LACEY STAGGERED AGAINST the console, clutching her throat, her gaze fixed on the image on the screen—her husband sprawled on his back, blood glistening from his scalp. Tears blurred her vision as smoke filled the screen.
An elevator bell rang in the distance, breaking her trance.
From the doorway Skylar said, “That’s it. We gotta move.” 
Her words echoed in Lacey’s earpiece. Pete grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the room. She yanked her arm free and ran down the corridor toward the far stairwell. “They’re going to pay.” Thick smoke spewed from a vent up ahead, obscuring the hall in a blanket of white. 
Jake rushed past her, flicking a switch on the side of his mask. “This way.”
She reached up and toggled the infrared switch on her own mask. The smoke vanished from view, and Jake’s form glowed as it raced ahead in a surreal hallway of grayscale tones. She followed on his heels, white-knuckling her MP5. She’d fired hundreds of blanks from similar weapons on various sets, but this one was loaded for real. And she was anxious to use it.
Jake turned a corner, pushed into a stairwell, paused to make sure it was clear, then waved them forward. “Twenty-third floor,” he said before darting down the steps. She followed, and the sounds of Pete’s and Skylar’s boots behind her gave her comfort. A fire alarm echoed from below, and a cacophony of voices filtered up from the lower floors. She peeked over the rail to see dozens of heads bobbing as the tenants evacuated the building. She rounded the steps two floors down. Jake held a fist up at the door, and she and the others stopped behind him.
“This door dumps into the space where we saw Marshall,” Jake said. “Hug the wall to your right, skirt the dining area, and you’ll find him.” He cracked the door, checked both ways, and waved them through.
Lacey grabbed his arm. “Wait, what about you?”
“We’re splitting up. I didn’t get to check the camera views for the floor below us. That’s where the others must be. I’m gonna find ’em.”
“But Jake—”
“I’m not leaving until I find them.”
Even through the lenses of both their masks, she could see the determination in his eyes. She’d seen that look before. She bit her tongue, squeezed his arm, and nodded. 
Pete moved forward, grabbed Jake’s collar, pulled him mask to mask. “Don’t dally, ya bloody chancer. We’ll be waitin’ fer ya on the street.” Jake nodded, and Pete led the way out the door. Skylar gave Jake a fist bump on her way past. Lacey followed, then glanced over her shoulder to see the door swing closed. Jake was gone.
They dashed forward and spotted a trio of guards, blinded by the smoke, moving clumsily toward the far exit with outstretched hands. After dodging past them, they weaved through the dining area. Pete stopped and crouched by a counter. Skylar took up a defensive position beside him, weapon trained on the approaching guards. Lacey stayed low. She followed Pete’s gaze to see another pair of guards shuffling toward Marshall’s body, cradling weapons, sweeping their legs in front of them like blind men with their canes. She recognized them as the two guards Marshall had downed with his explosive bracelets. The men grimaced with each painful step, but a rage seemed to fuel them forward. They were two steps away from Marshall’s body. 
Lacey sprang to her feet and dashed forward.
“What—?” Pete’s voice stuttered in her earpiece. Then she heard his breath heave as he started after her. 
The larger guard’s boot swept into Marshall’s outstretched arm. The man looked down. 
“Found him,” the guard shouted, swiveling the muzzle of his rifle to Marshall’s face. 
The other guard limped over, raised his weapon. “It’s payback time, TurboBastard.”
Marshall’s head turned, and Lacey’s heart jumped to her throat. She screamed, skidded to her knees, raised the MP5, and let loose on full auto. 
The guards twisted and jerked as rounds stitched their torsos, blowing them backward to the floor. The magazine clicked empty and she knelt there, mouth open. Pete rushed past her, kneeled down beside Marshall, checked his pulse. “He’s alive!”
There were spits behind her, and she turned to see Skylar firing toward the three guards in the distance. One was thrown backward. The other two dove for cover.
Skylar spun around and pulled Lacey to her feet. “Hurry. Those guys behind us won’t hold off for long, smoke or not.” She took a knee and swept her weapon behind them.
Lacey rushed to Marshall’s side and cradled his head. His blood was sticky on her fingers.
“Marsh, I-I thought you were—”
He looked at her with unsteady eyes, the corner of one lip curled up. “You’re such a stud.” Then his eyes rolled and his head slumped to one side.
“Marsh!”
Pete pressed a finger against his neck. “No worries, he’s still with us.” He used his knife to cut off the black sleeve of his jumpsuit, revealing an orange uniform beneath. He tied the sleeve around Marshall’s head. “That’ll hold him. Let’s move.”
Pete grunted as he heaved Marshall over his shoulder, then he nodded toward the exit. Skylar fired a couple rounds behind them, spun around, and led the way. Lacey brought up the rear, the hairs on her arms standing on end. They wound down the stairwell and encountered a crowd when they reached the twenty-first floor—the first of the real tenant floors. Families packed the stairs, coughing and pushing. 
Pete raised a fist and nodded to the others. He propped Marshall in a seated position against a corner. By the time he stood back up to unzip his jumpsuit, Lacey was kicking hers off her feet. Underneath, she wore the bright orange uniform of the Hong Kong Fire Services Department. She donned a baseball cap, still wearing her gas mask. Skylar was ready as well. They wrapped their MP5s in their discarded jumpsuits and kicked them aside. By then, Pete was ready. He pulled Marshall back onto his shoulder and shouted at the crowd, which pressed against the walls—all except for the five heavily armed guards shoving their way up the stairs.
Pete and Skylar moved to one side, allowing the men to pass. Lacey did the same, grateful for the disguise. The first four rushed past but the fifth hesitated in front of her. He cocked his head, stepped closer, squinting through the smoke. He pointed at her gas mask and snarled something in Chinese.
Lacey held her breath, unsure how to reply. She shook her head. 
It was the wrong response. He raised his weapon and was starting to say something when Pete grabbed the back of his head and shoved it against the cement wall. There was a sickening crunch and the man slumped to the floor. 
An older woman witnessed the act. She spit on the fallen man and nodded to Pete. The other bystanders pressed further into the walls, clearing a path. 
“That’s our cue, lass,” Pete said to Lacey. “Let’s move.”
She followed him. “Jake,” she said over the comm. “Four guards heading up the southwest stairwell.” 
A scatter of static came back. “Br...up...of range.” She bit her lip but kept descending, remembering Pete’s warning that their radio reception would be spotty in the stairwells. 
***
In the back of his limousine, Jiaolong leaned to one side to get a better view through the gap between Zhin and Min, both of whom had spun around to take in the sight. His pulse quickened as he watched the greens milling about amidst the teaming masses. Lin tensed beside him. Three chase vehicles bounced out of the underground garage and pulled up behind them, blocking the view.
“Pull over,” he ordered the driver. Pak was seated in the front passenger seat. The limo crept to the curb a block from the melee. The chase vehicles, transporting the yellows, followed suit.
Lin placed a hand on his knee. “The greens are not a threat.”
“It’s not the greens I’m worried about,” he said, opening the door. “They’ll be dead inside the hour in any case.” 
He glanced at Min. She tapped a speed dial on her phone. “I’ll check again.”
He stepped outside and surveyed the scene: police setting up barricades, others herding the crowd from the building’s entrance, Emergency Medical Services personnel helping the injured, firefighters streaming inside.
We’re running out of time.
Zhin leaned out. “If they reach the computer files... ”
He bent down and gave Min a questioning glance. She lowered the phone, shook her head. “I’ve lost contact with the teams. They should have found TurboHacker’s body by now, regardless of the smoke. But the man must be dead. He took a round to the head.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” Zhin said. “If he is dead, so be it. If he’s alive, his secret will die with him in the next few moments. Either way, the threat to Passcode will be eliminated.” She patted the shoulder bag that held the backup drive, reminding him they had everything they needed. Then she motioned toward the phone Jiaolong held in his hand.
He frowned. His teams had failed to acquire Bronson, and his carefully laid plans to savor a long-lasting revenge were about to go up in flames. After a long, slow breath, he found the strength to proceed by latching on to one of his mother’s lessons:
Sacrificing key pieces paves the most fulfilling path to victory.
He woke the screen on his phone and opened an app. He stared up at the building with his finger over the button that would detonate the incendiary devices hidden in the walls surrounding the top four floors. Every scrap of evidence would be destroyed. The space had served its purpose, providing him with a location from which he could distance himself when all was in place. The luxuries had been nice and he’d enjoyed interacting with the enthusiastic greens. He’d miss some of them, and a part of him regretted that they, too, had to be sacrificed for the greater goal. But that had been part of the plan all along. In any case, he was anxious to return to his headquarters, surrounded by the hills and jungles he’d so enjoyed visiting in his youth, rather than the filth and congestion of this city. Yes, Bronson’s antics had made it necessary to speed up the process, but in the end the results would be the same. The game would flourish, Passcode would be his, and all those responsible for his parents’ deaths would pay the ultimate price.
“Sir,” Pak said, his cell phone pressed to one ear. “Bronson’s been spotted on the twenty-first floor. The teams are converging.”
Jiaolong hesitated and Zhin burned a glare at him. It was another first on this day of unusual occurrences, and her blatant impudence angered him. He glowered back at her and edited the entry on his screen. He’d give his men one last chance to bring him his prize, whether Zhin approved or not. He crawled back into the vehicle, his face red.
“Let’s go,” he ordered. The driver pulled away from the curb.
Zhin shook her head, her gaze narrowed on his phone. One corner of his mouth ticked up in a smile. 
The screen read:
01:59... 
01:58... 
***
By the time Lacey and the others reached the street, it was filled with emergency vehicles. A mass of tenants and onlookers was herded beyond barricades. Several of the elderly were being escorted by emergency medical technicians. There was no sign of the gangs that had participated in the mock gun battle. 
The trio dumped their masks in a trash can and kept walking.
“Over here!” Feng shouted, guiding a gurney toward them. One of his crew assisted him. They both wore the same uniforms as Lacey and the others.  The two men helped Pete lower Marshall onto the gurney and then wheeled him toward their waiting ambulance. Lacey held his hand as they walked.
Two teens raced over, and she recognized the boy and girl who’d fought to protect Marshall from the maniac Asian woman. “Is he okay?” the boy asked, his face filled with concern. 
“We hope so,” Lacey said.
“Wait,” the teen girl said. “I recognize you. You’re—”
“My wife,” Marshall said, his eyes fluttering open.
“Marsh!” she said, leaning down to hug him.
“What about Jake and the others?” Feng asked.
“W-what others?” Marshall asked, his voice weak.
Pete said, “Francesca and the children.”
“But TurboHacker was the only captive,” the boy said. “There are no others.”
“And thank goodness for that,” the girl added. “Because the incendiary charges are going to go off any second.”
Lacey gasped. “Incend—?”
“Where’s Jake?” Marshall asked, pushing himself up. 
Pete and Skylar gaped up at the building. 
Lacey activated her comm unit. “Jake!”



Chapter 13
Hong Kong
JAKE RUSHED DOWN the smoke-filled corridor, leading with his MP5. He kicked open yet another door to find two empty sets of bunk beds.
“Damn it!”

He slammed open another door but that room was also empty. He turned and dashed toward the far end of the hall, where the final row of dorm rooms waited around the next corner. Sweat stung his eyes. The smoke was thinning so he ripped off the mask and tossed it aside.
“There!” a man shouted behind him.
Jake veered around the corner, took a knee, and spun about as pounding boots approached. He yanked a grenade from his belt, looped his finger through the pin ring— 
His headset crackled. “Francesca and the children aren’t there!” Lacey said. “The building is rigged to blow. Get out now!”
The information stunned him. Even as a distant part of him realized that the clear reception suggested Lacey and the others had cleared the stairwells and made it safely outside the building, another part of him rebelled. He switched off his radio, pulled the pin, cocked his wrist—and time slowed with the realization he didn’t want to flee. He wanted to kill those men, to see them bleed, to risk it all to save his loved ones. 
But they’re not here... 
And he wasn’t a ground-pounder, he thought, slowly lowering his arm. He’d never trained for this kind of action. He was a pilot, for God’s sake. There could be a dozen trained men coming after him. What was he thinking?
And that’s when it dawned on him. He wasn’t thinking. He was in the midst of a lunatic’s version of autopilot—another indicator his brain functions were deteriorating. 
After spinning on his heels, he took off like a kid fleeing a demon. Halfway to the end of the corridor, he glanced into an open door and a familiar pair of pink slippers confirmed his fears—he’d already searched this row of rooms. He’d been running in circles like an idiot. 
He kept moving, still gripping the grenade, risking a glance over his shoulder just as the first of the guards turned the corner. The man pointed, charging forward. Three others followed on his heels. Jake leaned into his sprint, darted around the corner, and nearly tripped at the sight of shadows emerging from the thinning haze ahead of him. 
“Southwest corner. Twenty-second floor!” the lead man from the new group yelled into his radio. 
Two more strides and Jake dodged into the stairwell, leaped down the steps, spun around the first turn, and smacked into a guard. The man flew backward, his fall cushioned by the two men behind him. Jake caught himself on the rail, the lurch nearly yanking his arm from its socket. One of the men yelled, raising his weapon. 
Jake dropped the grenade.
It clattered down the steps and the guards dove out of view. Jake turned and sped up the steps two at a time, his legs pumping on pure adrenaline. He passed the door to the twenty-second floor just as it began to open. He was turning the next corner when the concussion from the grenade blew him off his feet. Sound disappeared, and he found himself propped against a corner, his legs twisted beneath him. He reached for the handrail, pulled himself up, blew out several huffs in an attempt to clear his head. Silence turned to ringing in his ears, then muffled cries from below. He shook his head and staggered up the staircase on all fours, each step a challenge. Angry shouts urged him to his feet and propelled him forward, past the twenty-third
floor, the twenty-fourth...  
He stopped at the door to the top floor, only then realizing he’d lost his MP5. He pulled out his pistol and gripped the door handle, his mind focused on finding a path that would allow him to flank his pursuers and exit down a different staircase. He cracked the door open.
Son of a—
Two more guards were rushing his way. Out of options, he turned and raced up toward the rooftop. He shouldered through the door just as a thunderous explosion shook the building, knocking him onto the deck. A rumble echoed from the throat of the stairwell. He rolled to one side as a blast wave blew the door from its hinges and propelled it into the night. Superheated air jetted past him, singeing the hairs on the back of his neck.
Just as fast, the negative pressure of the blast asserted itself, sucking the air back into the building, whistling as it crowded into the narrow doorway.
Jake pushed to his feet and darted toward the fire escape on the far side of the building. He was halfway there when he saw the flames climbing over the edge. He swiveled but it was the same everywhere, the surrounding flames climbing higher with each breath he sucked in. He spun around and saw that the zip line was still in place, well above the flames. He took off toward the equipment shed. Steam hissed all around and cracks in the rooftop sprouted hungry flames. By the time he reached the access ladder, it felt as if the soles of his boots were melting. He clambered up the ladder, skirted the hang glider, opened the equipment pack, and grabbed an automated sport ascender. He grabbed the zip line—and snapped his hand back as the hot wire burned his palm. His gaze followed its track; it was engulfed in flames.
He dropped the ascender, whirled toward the glider, and emptied his lungs.
Final hope... 
He ducked into position beneath the wings, bringing up the memory of Skylar’s movements. He clipped into the frame and hoped like hell he could steer the damn thing, assuming he could get off the ground at all. He was only fifteen feet above the rooftop and the wall of flames surrounding the building was double that. One way or another, it was gonna be a hot ride. He unclipped the tie-downs and fought to hold the rig in place in the swirling winds. With a quick glance up at the thin fabric, he shook his head and took off running.
The instant his feet cleared the edge, the glider’s nose dropped. His stomach lurched just before the superheated air grabbed hold of the wings and leveled it out, his body barely clearing the clutter of ducting and equipment as he sped across the rooftop. Embers puckered his face and hands. The wind changed and suddenly he was headed directly toward the roof antennae. He shifted his weight and the glider banked sharply, skirting the tower, the wing tip dipping too low. He swung back, overcompensating, and the glider S-turned in the opposite direction, streaking toward the raging inferno at the edge of the building. His speed was up, but his pilot instincts told him there was no way he had enough lift to clear the flames. Then a portion of the roof collapsed at his two-o’clock and a geyser of hot air rushed from the opening. His body reacted without thought, his weight shifting, steering the craft toward the rising shaft of heat. 
The glider hit the plume, shot upward, and pierced the upper licks of the flame wall. 
“Yes!” he shouted. He banked toward the street fronting the building and looked down to see the flashing lights of dozens of emergency vehicles, and hundreds of people moving this way and that. He spotted the herd of uniformed teens he’d seen earlier. They jogged en masse away from the structure, the frontrunners pointing toward a smaller group that was already a block away. 
Marsh saved them all.
He adjusted his heading and switched on the radio.
“Look! Up in the sky. It’s a bird, it’s a plane, no, it’s me.”
Pete’s voice sounded over his headset. “Tallyho, ye jammy weasel!”
“Jake!” Lacey chimed in. “Thank God.”
Skylar said, “Uh, I hate to rush you, Mr. Man of Steel, but you’re trailing smoke.”
Jake craned his neck to see embers eating away at the rear edge of the left wing. Scanning beyond the point where the teens were headed, he said, “There’s a park a block down the street. Meet me there.” 
“On our way,” Pete said.
Shifting his weight forward, he dropped the nose and increased his rate of descent, passing over a crowded street market crisscrossed with overhead streamers and illuminated by banks of neon signage. Beyond, street lamps shone in the park, which was anchored by a lone tree in its center, one side demarked by walking paths, and the other by a city-block stretch of open lawn that the first group of teens was already walking across.
Jake lined up his approach, passing over the larger gang of teens. He swept between two high-rise apartment buildings, where crowded balconies of onlookers gaped and pointed as he flew past. The glider picked up speed as the embers ate through the fabric, making the nose drop. His course drifted and he leaned his weight to correct, but the craft failed to respond. It veered farther off course, banking sharply. The big tree loomed in front of him. He yanked his torso to one side, realizing too late he should’ve pulled in the opposite direction. 
The glider flipped.



Chapter 14
Hong Kong
JAKE LAY DAZED, sprawled faceup in the upper branches of the tree, the torn glider wing twisted in the limbs beneath him. 
“You owe me a new glider,” Skylar said, her head poking through the branches. She pulled herself onto a limb and squatted beside him. “Anything broken?”
He sucked air and blew it out slowly.
“My ribs seem okay,” he said.
“How ’bout your arms and legs?”
He shifted his weight and checked his limbs. “They seem fine, too.”
“Marvelous. Maybe you are the Man of Steel.” She grabbed his harness and yanked him to a seated position. The branches cradling him bounced.
“Hey, careful!” he said, grabbing for a branch.
“My hero,” she said. She unslung a rope from her shoulder, looped one end around a limb, and dropped the other through the branches below. He saw they were nearly thirty feet above the ground. Pete and Feng stood beside an ambulance, staring up at him.
“Is he okay?” Pete yelled.
“Massive bruises to his ego, I expect,” Skylar said with a wink.
“Ouch,” Jake said, unclipping the glider risers from his harness. 
She fastened a descender clip to his harness, looped the rope through, and handed it to him. “Down you go, big boy. Don’t get your cape caught in the branches.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said. He tested his weight against the rope, nodded, and lowered himself. Just before he touched the ground, Skylar dropped from a limb to land beside him. 
“Slowpoke.”
He shook his head, then saw Lacey backing out of the rear of the ambulance, supporting Marshall as he stepped onto the ground. A bandage was wrapped around his skull, but otherwise he seemed uninjured. He locked eyes with Jake and the two exchanged tight nods.
Marshall pointed up at the tree as he approached. “I thought you could fly anything with wings?”
“Shut up,” Jake said. He wrapped his friend in a hug. Beyond Marshall’s shoulder, he spotted the main crowd of teens making their way toward them from across the park. Glancing in the opposite direction, he saw the first group of six teens just exiting the far side of the lawn. In their haste to distance themselves from the building, they hadn’t noticed his glorious landing. “Glad to see you, Marsh.”
 “Glad you came lookin’,” Marshall said. His gaze took in the others. “All of you.” He pulled back when a teenage boy and girl stepped from around the truck. “Dolphin, Shamer, meet my best friend, Jake Bronson.”
The two kids bowed, smiled, and pointed up at the twisted glider. “Nice flying,” they said in unison. Pete scratched his chin and nodded.
“What is this, a conspiracy to beat down my ego?” Jake said. Leave it to Marshall to lighten things up when the going got tough. Jake appreciated it, though thoughts of his family made it impossible to relax. He managed a smile. 
Pete motioned toward Dolphin and Shamer. “It was thanks to them that we were able to warn you in time.”
Marshall added, “And it’s also thanks to them that we know where Francesca and the kids have been taken.”
Jake spun toward them. “What? Where?”
That’s when the screams rang out.
They all turned toward the far end of the park and saw the six uniformed teens on the ground, some writhing and squirming, tearing at their wrists, shrieking in pain, some unmoving.
 “BlackFlag!” Shamer screamed, her face twisted, her hand raised to her mouth. 
Jake took it all in at once—the horrifying screams, Shamer’s reaction, Dolphin coiling to sprint toward them, Marshall grabbing the boy’s wrist, the pulsing green glow beneath the kid’s skin, the same glow on Shamer’s wrist, the girl sprinting away.
“Stop her!” Marshall cried. Jake’s feet were already moving. He caught her in three strides, wrapped an arm around her torso, lifting her off her feet, then carried her back to the group. Her body heaved with sobs and her arms were outstretched toward her friends on the ground. Pete and Marshall had hold of either of Dolphin’s arms, restraining him.
“What’s happening?” he cried out. “My friends!”
The main group of teens appeared from the shadows, and Jake saw the wide-eyed expressions of the ones at the front of the pack. A few started running toward their fallen comrades. Marshall grabbed Dolphin by the shoulders and said, “If you trust me, you must get them to stop. Otherwise, they—will—die.”
Dolphin’s face paled but he didn’t hesitate. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted in Chinese at the top of his lungs. Shamer joined in, and the running teens lurched to a stop. They slowly turned back to join Jake and the others.
Marshall still hadn’t released Dolphin. “We need a medical bag. Quick,” he said.
Pete motioned to Feng, who disappeared into the ambulance.
“Lay him down,” Marshall said to Pete. “Hold his wrist.” 
Dolphin kicked and twisted. “What? No!”
“Don’t hurt him!” Shamer sobbed. The other teens watched.
Skylar and Lacey rushed to help by bracing the boy’s shoulders and arms. Feng crouched beside them and opened an expanding tackle box of medical gear. 
“What are we doing?” Feng asked, snapping on a pair of blue medical gloves.
Marshall pointed to a scalpel. Feng nodded, grabbed it, and removed the sterile wrapper. Marshall leaned down and captured Dolphin’s gaze. “I need you to be brave, pal. We’ve got to get that chip out of you. It’s going to hurt.”
“But only a pinch,” Feng said. He plunged a prefilled hypodermic into the boy’s wrist, his movements swift and professional. Marshall gave him a questioning look.
“EMS tech,” Feng said. “Need one on every shoot. This’ll numb him up good.” He dropped the empty hypo into the case, grabbed the scalpel, and pressed it to the boy’s skin. “Feel that?”
Dolphin’s eyes were saucers and his voice leaked out tentatively. “Uh, nooo... ”
 Twenty seconds later, the glowing chip lay in a baggie, and Feng was stitching the wound closed. He looked over at Jake and Shamer. “Next.”
Shamer fainted.



Chapter 15
Hong Kong
JAKE PACED AS THE OTHERS settled around two bar tables in the Wreck Room. His nerves were ragged and his mind was reeling. He still couldn’t fathom the depth of evil of a man who’d tried to murder over a hundred innocent kids, the same man who supposedly held Jake’s family. 
Marshall’s swift actions had saved all but six of them, first from the fire, and later from the deadly chips buried under their skin. Jake and his friends had slipped away unnoticed, but not before waiting for additional emergency personnel to arrive to take care of the rest of the teens.
Marshall held up the baggie with the two bloody chips they’d removed from Dolphin and Shamer. A black, gooey substance stained the inside of the bag. “They burst open when we drove past the other...children.” His voice faltered and he glanced at Dolphin and Shamer, who sat beside him with bandages around their wrists. Their eyes were red and puffy. Marshall sighed. “The chips must’ve been programmed to go off when they traveled beyond a certain distance from the facility. Sort of like an ankle bracelet. Step beyond the line and an alarm goes off. Except these suckers were designed to empty poison into the body.” 
Lacey placed a hand on Shamer’s uninjured arm. “Thank God we happened to stop in the park.”
Dolphin looked at Marshall. “And thank TurboHacker for knowing what to do.”
Shamer nodded. “You saved our lives.”
“And you saved mine,” Marshall said.
Pete shook his head. “Embedded poison chips? The ultimate failsafe for a paranoid megalomaniac.”
Jake turned toward them. “Yeah, but this operation is way too big to be a one-man show. They had teams in Los Angeles, Amsterdam, and Rome, with connections to Interpol, the Italian GIS, and even inside Doc’s top-secret organization. And now they’re willing to kill scores of their own employees to cover their tracks as they make off to some remote jungle headquarters in China?” 
Marshall said, “And it would’ve worked, if everyone had been trapped inside when the incendiaries went off.” He turned to the teens. “Are you certain you can locate their base?”
Shamer sniffled. “We were only there once. They allowed us to go with BlackFlag when he returned home for his father’s funeral. It was a rare exception to be allowed contact with family members but DarkMatter had strong family ties there. So he allowed it. It was sad.”
“I remember the way,” Dolphin said. “The windy road, the mountains, the jungle, the ten-hour drive...BlackFlag’s mom weeping. We met some of DarkMatter’s cousins at the funeral. Everyone in the village attended.”
“Not everyone,” Shamer said. “None of the people working in the headquarters building attended. And none of the soldiers.”
Pete leaned in. “Soldiers?”
Jake shook his head.
Marshall said, “I’ll bet they weren’t Chinese regulars, right?”
“No,” Dolphin said. “They wore the same type uniforms the mercenaries do in the video game.”
Marshall nodded. “It figures. The players targeted on the leader board were gatekeepers from all over the globe, including China, which means we’re dealing with a rogue operation of some sort.” 
“But why go to the trouble of grabbing us from all over the world?’ Jake said. “They had us in their sights so why not just pull the trigger?” His mind raced. “And how is Everlast connected? And why the hell did they need a top-of-the-line editing bay?”
Shamer and Dolphin exchanged a glance. Dolphin said, “We heard about that. It was a separate project of some sort. Very secret.”
“But very important,” Shamer added. “Three of the yellows came from the film industry. They arrived a week ago. They kept to themselves, especially since they couldn’t talk code like the rest of us. But they were very busy the last couple days.”
“See?” Jake said. “What’s that all about?” The words tumbled out even as his mind flashed through the past seventy-two hours. The crew who’d tried to run him off the road back home, wearing camera-glasses, the same type the GIS operators had worn in Italy. And then there was the camera in the interrogation room in Amsterdam. “They’re capturing video of everything. But why? And why am I at the center of it?”
He started pacing again, breathing hard, trying to force his mind to make the connections for him to understand what was going on. But his brain wasn’t cooperating and his frustration mounted. He stopped short when he felt Marshall’s hand on his shoulder.
“This isn’t just about you, Jake,” Marshall said. “They grabbed me because of my online handle.”
He spun around. “Your what?” 
“TurboHacker.”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
Marshall exchanged a glance with Dolphin and Shamer. 
Dolphin spoke up first. “It has everything to do with it. He’s been at the top of the leader board since the beginning.” He seemed to brighten up, and Jake marveled at the kid’s resilience.
“The leader board?”
Marshall opened his mouth but Shamer cut him off. “The game? Spider? Hello!”
Jake frowned, more confused than ever. He looked from the teens to Marshall. “So this is all about a video game?”
Dolphin and Shamer nodded, but Marshall shook his head. 
“It’s way more than that,” Marshall said. “The Spider game is only a means to an end. I suspect DarkMatter—Jiaolong—is using it to somehow probe the brains of the players.”
“Sure,” Shamer said. “But only to make the game better.”
“That’s right,” Dolphin said. “It all started with Find the Card.”
“What’s that now?” Pete asked.
Dolphin said, “It’s a game we used to play when we first started beta testing. Prior to game play, random playing cards were dealt to each of the sixteen greens scheduled to play. The card values were kept secret from one another, and the players split up and hid them in random places throughout the facility. The more remote the hiding place, the better.”
“Then after each session,” Shamer said, “the players gathered together and DarkMatter would guess the value of each player’s card, as well as its hiding spot. At first it was hit or miss. He’d guess a few cards correctly, and maybe one or two hiding places. And the next day a new group would play and he’d do it all over again. It wasn’t a big secret or anything. He and the yellows were working on a biofeedback subroutine that would ultimately allow us to create a more personalized gaming experience for each player. It’s the wave of the future.”
“You said you used to play this Find the Card game?” Lacey asked.
“We stopped about six months ago,” Dolphin said. “By then, DarkMatter could identify every card and its location with one hundred percent accuracy. Is that important?”
Marshall locked eyes with Jake. “It is when we consider that the current list of players consists of the gatekeepers for top-secret networks across the globe.”
There was a moment of stunned silence as the ramifications set in.
 “Bloody hell,” Pete finally said.
Skylar shook her head, Lacey bit her lip, and Jake’s gut did a somersault.
“So that’s why they were looking for TurboHacker?” he asked.
Marshall waited a long moment before answering. “Well, that’s just it, Jake. It wasn’t really me they were after.” He blew out a breath. “It was Alex.”
 The news knocked the wind from Jake’s lungs. Marshall reached out, but Jake pushed him away. 
“So what’s next?” Skylar asked.
Jake’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve got a plan.”
“Lay it on us,” Marshall said.
“First, I’m going to need you and Lacey to get back home and—”
Marshall waved a hand. “Don’t even think about it.”
“But it’s important—”
“Dude, I know you, remember? Don’t give me that crap. I know what you’re trying to do.”
Jake grunted in frustration. “You’re finally safe, damn it. I want to keep you that way!”
“Screw that. You’re not going anywhere without me.”
Lacey was quick to join him. “Or me,” she said, crossing her arms. Dolphin and Shamer rose to stand beside them.
Jake turned to Pete. “You’ve done so much already. But this isn’t your fight—” He stopped when Feng marched into the room with another man. They were dressed in Chinese army uniforms.
 “The bribes have been paid and accepted and the trucks are outside,” Feng said, tossing Jake a compact satellite phone. “The rest of the gear is already loaded. Let’s go.”
Pete winked. “Does that answer yer question?”
Marshall patted Jake on the shoulder. “Come on. We’ve got work to do.”
Jake clenched his fists. Once again he was drawing people he cared about into harm’s way, and there was nothing he could do to stop them. He swore silently to himself that he would do whatever it took to protect each and every one of them. But the promise felt empty even as it crossed his consciousness. He was a deteriorating mess and could barely keep himself safe. So he made himself another promise, one that even his failing physical and mental condition could not prevent him from keeping. 
When this is over, I will never place my friends and family in harm’s way again. 



PART TWO
It’s the promise of death that inspires a man to greatness.



Chapter 16
Yóulóng Village, Fujian Province
FRANCESCA STRUGGLED to break through the fog of a heavy sleep. Her eyelids were crusted together, and she had to arch her brow to snap them free. She squinted as she adjusted to the brightness of the room. She rolled her head to one side and saw a blurred figure approaching. She blinked to bring him into focus. 
“T-Tony?”
“Go slow,” he said, the deep timbre of his voice like a salve, his broad shoulders and warm smile calming her nerves. He laid a hand on her brow. “It’s going to take a while for the drug to wear off.”
“Drug?” she said. Her eyes darted past him to take in the modest furnishings in the room—two additional beds, both made; a dresser; mirror; wardrobe; and a door leading to a hallway. The air tasted humid. “What drug? Where am I?” She rolled to one side, pushed herself to a seated position, and her vision swam. “Ohhh...” she groaned. Tony grabbed her arms to steady her. 
“It’ll pass. Take a few deep breaths.” He turned and spoke toward the doorway. “She’s awake.”
The two men who strode into the room added to her confusion. 
“There’s a sight for sore eyes,” Becker said in an Australian accent. His dark skin, blond hair, and sparkling blue eyes spoke to his mixed aboriginal heritage. 
“No worries, ma’am,” the twentysomething Aussie next to him said. “You’ll be apples before you know it.” 
“Beck? Jonesy?” she said, her bewilderment mounting. All three of the men appeared haggard, sporting two-day beards—at least. The Aussies were both dressed in the camouflage uniforms of the Australian Special Air Service Regiment, while Tony looked like he was ready to go to a baseball game in a polo shirt, cargo shorts, and sneakers. 
 “Are the children here?”
“Steady, love,” Becker said. “It’s just the four of us for now.”
Jonesy motioned toward the empty beds. “Though it looks like our hosts had been expecting more company.”
“There are thirteen beds in all,” Tony said. “We figure this here’s the girls’ room. Us guys woke up across the hall in bunks.”
She shook her head and pushed to her feet. Her muscles were stiff and her head throbbed, but she was able to steady herself. She slipped into her sandals, smoothed her wrinkled peasant dress, and licked her lips. “Water?” 
Ten minutes later her head had cleared, but her mind still rattled. They were in a rustic gathering room that included a kitchen, dining nook, and lounge area. Sunlight from two large skylights brightened the space. The three men sat around the dining table, watching as she peeked through the cracks in the shuttered windows, which had iron bars on the outside. She looked both ways to see rows of densely packed hovels and shops, the upswept corners of the structures clearly identifying them as Chinese. A weathered man pushed a fish cart along the sodden earthen road, and a trio of barefoot women in peasant clothes and coolie hats nodded as he rolled by. A pack of children ran past, chasing a soccer ball. They glanced casually at the two armed men standing guard outside the door to where Francesca and the others were. The scene was backdropped by a towering jungle landscape. 
She shook her head and returned to her chair at the table. The water bottle in front of her was empty, but the steaming bowl of soup Jonesy had poured for her was untouched. The men’s empty bowls were stacked to one side, along with the plastic spoons used to consume it. 
“It’s mighty tasty, love,” Becker said. “And it’ll do you some good. We found it simmering on the stove when we woke up.”
She pushed the bowl aside and rubbed the bruised puncture marks inside her elbow. Eating was the last thing on her mind. “Let me get this straight. We were drugged, brought halfway across the world to a godforsaken village somewhere in China, and woke to a steaming pot of soup in a house with enough beds to accommodate everyone on the emergency list?”
“That’s our best guess,” Tony said. “Three beds in the girls’ room, for you, Lacey, and Sarafina.”
Becker added, “And five bunks for the three of us, plus Jake, Marshall, Cal, Kenny, Tim, and your two boys.” 
“And we were all grabbed at the same time?” she asked.
“Within seconds of receiving your warning text,” Jonesy said. “It didn’t do me much good since it was four in the morning and it roused me from a dead sleep. Next thing I know I was nailed by a hypo gun.” 
Becker rubbed his neck. “With enough juice to lay down a rhino. Caught me napping as well. We were in the field on maneuvers.”
Tony said, “It was one in the afternoon in California. I was leaving the hardware store, heading around to the rear parking lot when they jumped me. There were four of ’em, two of which are likely sporting full-body casts by now. I’d laid out the third one when a hypo took me down.” He took her hand. “I figure it’s thanks to your quick thinking that the others aren’t here. They must’ve received your text and followed procedures.”
“Do you really think they’re safe?”
“Yeah, I do. Jake would’ve settled the others in a safe house. And by now I suspect he’s moving heaven and earth to find the rest of us.”
“Right, that,” Becker said.
Jonesy nodded.
She studied the men, and was once again reminded of the loyalty Jake generated in others, herself included. He wouldn’t rest until he found her. Of that she had no doubt. “But what’s this all about?”
The men exchanged a glance. “We don’t know,” Tony said. He reached under his chair and pulled out a stack of papers. “But it must have something to do with these. Found them on the coffee table.” He spread them out in front of her.
They were copies of news articles. She blinked as she absorbed one headline after another, the past eight years rushing back to confront her—Jake’s viral YouTube video, the massacre at the Carnevale Ball in Venice, the launch of the obelisk from Battista’s mountain, and the urban warfare that followed in South Central Los Angeles. She absently rubbed her abdomen when she saw the report of the sterilization toxin discovered in the L.A. water system. Then there was the terrorist attack on Disneyland, and the coincidental timing of the nuclear explosion in Venezuela, and finally there was article after article about the Grid and the hundreds of thousands who died in the ensuing worldwide panic.
She didn’t need to read the details. She’d been there. The others in the room all had, at one point or another. Thankfully, other than the first report about Jake’s superfast reflexes at Sammy’s Bar, none of their names were included in the articles. Grateful governments had done their part to keep their involvement out of the press. Even so, she cringed at seeing the events splayed out in front of her. An empathic pain flashed across her consciousness as she imagined how Jake would react to seeing this display.
Jake’s legacy is so much more than all this. But he wouldn’t see it that way. 
“What’s it all mean?”
 “Good question,” Tony said. “We’ve been up all morning racking our brains, discussing each event, going over the details, trying to tie them to what’s happening. But no luck.” 
Becker added, “In any case, I’m guessing we’re going to find out pretty soon.” He rolled up his sleeve to reveal the puncture marks inside his own elbow. “Because they’ve obviously been juicing us at regular intervals. Until now.”
She motioned toward the guards outside. “What about them?”
“Worthless,” Tony said. “They won’t answer our questions. They refuse to even turn around to face us.”
“Which is going to be a fatal mistake,” Becker said, gazing toward the foreboding landscape outside. “Because the fortress hasn’t been built that we can’t break out of. And once we’re in that jungle, I’ll own the bloody bastards.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“We’re still working on it,” Tony said, gathering the papers into a stack. “But in the—”
A woman screamed outside their door. 
Tony rushed to the window. Francesca and the others followed. Through the slats, she saw a well-dressed but disheveled Asian couple being dragged toward their doorway by four tough-looking men in black uniforms. Bystanders disappeared into their homes. The petite woman kicked the shin of one of the guards. He yelped and released his grip, and the woman clawed the second man’s face. He was taller and much wider than the other guards, with deep-set eyes squeezed between a jutting forehead and bulbous cheekbones. He barely moved as the woman jerked and twisted in his one-handed grip. He grinned and backhanded her so hard that she spun before hitting the ground. She lay still.
Francesca could sense Tony’s fury beside her.
The male captive shouted in Chinese, struggling furiously to free himself. The huge guard turned to face him. The prisoner shrieked an expletive and spit in the brute’s face. The guard unholstered a pistol and shot the man in the forehead. He flew backward onto the road, his eyes frozen open, his mouth agape.
“Bloody hell,” Becker said, pounding his fist on the shutter. The guards at the door snapped around and raised their assault rifles.
“Back away,” Jonesy said, grabbing Becker’s arm. “There’s nothing we can do.” 
Francesca and Tony stepped back as well, and the four of them waited in a semicircle, staring at the door. The latch clicked, the door crashed open, and the guard filled the frame, his smoking pistol leveled at them. He and Tony locked eyes like two bulls about to do battle. The nerves in Francesca’s body stood on edge. Tony finally relaxed his stance and averted his gaze. 
Satisfied he was in control, the guard stepped aside and gestured toward the men behind him. Two of them grabbed the woman’s arms and dragged her limp form onto the wooden porch. One of her sandals caught on the step and ripped from her foot. The guards ignored it as they hauled her over the threshold and dumped her onto the floor. They turned and left without a word, slamming the door behind them.



Chapter 17
Yóulóng Village

FRANCESCA TOOK CHARGE. “Tony, get her on the couch. Jonesy, water and a damp cloth. Quick!” 
Tony carried her over and Becker propped her head with a pillow. The woman’s eyes fluttered open as Francesca wiped the soil from her bruised cheek. The woman jerked upright and swiveled her head. “Bohai, Bohai!”
Francesca held the woman’s shoulders. “I’m sorry. He’s gone.”
“Gone? Gone where?”
Francesca shook her head.
The woman looked from her to the surrounding men, and then her shoulders sagged and she buried her face in her hands. Her chest heaved with sobs. “Oh, dear Bo,” she said between sniffles. “I’m so sorry I got you involved.” She turned and cried into the pillow.
Francesca caressed the woman’s long hair as she wept, trying to soothe her pain, as Francesca had done for so many others. Caring for others suited her; her empathic abilities induced a natural desire to comfort those around her. The men had moved away to give the women space and spoke among themselves around the table. At one point, Jonesy moved to one of the far windows and peeked through the slats. He headed back toward the others, nodding as he approached, and Francesca suspected they were formulating an escape plan. 
As the minutes passed, her thoughts traveled to Alex, and to the news the doctor had given her about her son. His last physical had uncovered an anomaly—his body was aging at triple the rate of a normal child. But unlike other fast-aging syndromes like Progeria, his condition wasn’t genetic. The doctor thought it was something Alex had acquired recently. 
The Grid... 
She’d been beside herself with despair, and the doctor had given her a high-dose prescription for something to ease her anxiety. She’d never taken such medications before but had decided it was time to start. She’d gone to the pharmacy to pick it up, planning to discuss what she’d learned with Jake that night. And then she’d been taken and brought here to a Chinese village. With no clue as to why, and with no idea where her husband and children were. 
Jake, I need you. 
The woman sat up. “Thank you,” she said, wiping her tears. She cupped Francesca’s hands and bowed her head. “My name is Lin and I am in your debt.” Her voice was soft, her manner demure.
“And I am Francesca,” she said, studying Lin’s smooth features. Other than the bruise on her swollen cheek, the woman’s skin was smooth and she had classic Asian features. “I’m so sorry about Bohai.”
“He was a good man. We worked together. He didn’t deserve to die.”
“Glad you’re okay,” Tony said, walking over with the guys. “I’m Tony, this is Becker, and Jonesy.”
Lin bowed her head. The men nodded and took seats across from the couch. Lin’s eyes lingered on the stack of papers on the coffee table.
“You feel good enough to talk?” Tony asked.
Lin nodded. Her voice was distant. “Yes, I imagine you have questions.”
The men exchanged glances. “A few,” Becker said. “Starting with where we are and why we were brought here. Do you know?”
“The village is called Yóulóng, which means swimming dragon, because it’s beside the river. We are in the center of Fujian province.”
“Southern China,” Jonesy said.
“As to why you were brought here...” Lin’s expression tightened. “I think it is for the same reason that Bohai—” Her voice caught; she blinked back a tear. “That I am here.” She leaned forward and fanned out the stack of articles, scanning the titles. She sat back, her eyes narrowed on Francesca. “You are his wife, aren’t you?”
Francesca startled, her senses on alert. She glanced at the men, but the woman’s question didn’t seem to have troubled them. “How could you know that?”
“Until a breakthrough in our research a week ago, I didn’t know that. But now I know much, and so do the people who stole my work.” Lin closed her eyes. “Francesca Bronson, maiden name Fellini, born and raised in Venice, Italy. Former psychologist and teacher from the Institute of Advanced Brain Studies.” She opened her eyes and pointed at the article about the massacre at the Carnevale Ball. “Until that happened.” Lin pulled the report about the explosion at Battista’s fortress and held it up for all to see. “And then this.” She looked at each of them, waving the paper. “When the first pyramid was launched from the mountain in Afghanistan, you were all there, yes?”
Francesca and the others stilled.
Tony said, “That’s not common knowledge.”
“And I am not a common researcher.” Lin hesitated before adding, “Nor was Bohai. In any case, I believe that is why you are here. In fact, I’m certain that’s why I was brought here as well.” She turned to Francesca. “You see, there are those who blame your husband for the near-decimation of the human race.”
Francesca jumped to her feet. “That’s not true! Jake was there but he was not responsible.”
“So he was there,” Lin said under her breath. “I knew it.” She took Francesca’s hand, urging her to sit down. “Please, fear not. I am a friend. As I said, there are those who wish to blame Jake Bronson. I am not one of them.”
Francesca sat.
Lin continued. “I work for an organization that seeks the truth beyond his link to each of these events.” She motioned toward the articles. “We wish to unravel the global cover-up, to expose what really happened, to confirm that the so-called Grid—and the supposed alien threat—was nothing more than a grand scheme to plant fear in the masses in order to coalesce power in the hands of the shadow governments behind it all. You would know about such things, yes? You were there when the first pyramid was launched.” 
“Yes,” Francesca said. “I’m his wife and I will always stand by him. I was there from the beginning.” She snapped her lips closed, regretting the statement. They’d all agreed to never speak of the events to an outsider.
“But you’ve got it all wrong,” Tony said to Lin, his voice angry. “Sure, I was there at each of these events. So was Beck, for that matter, and Jonesy later on, not to mention a slew of others.”
Francesca frowned at him, but he kept blabbering.
 “We were there for Jake. Standing with him against impossible circumstances and even worse odds. His cause was just and we were willing to die to help him.” He grabbed the article about Battista’s mountain fortress and crumpled it in his fist. “We didn’t fly to the Middle East just for the hell of it. Battista was the man who started it all. His real name was Abdul Moham Abdali and the sucker was a new breed of terrorist. Hell, the son of a bitch came up with a plan to sterilize every woman in America! He wanted to take the entire Western world down. He kidnapped Francesca and her daughter, hauled them to Afghanistan, and threw ’em in a filthy cell. Me ’n’ Beck ’n’ Jake rescued them. That’s why we were there!” He tossed the wadded paper on the floor. 
Lin kept her cool. “And that’s when Jake launched the first pyramid?”
Francesca tried to steer the conversation away. “Well, that’s—”
“Yeah,” Tony said. “He triggered it, but not intentionally. Like I said, it was Battista.”
“And the nuclear explosion in Venezuela? When Jake launched the second pyramid, you were all there as well?”
“Right as rain, we were there,” Becker said. 
He seemed way too eager to join the conversation. His eyes were glassy, and Francesca knew something was off.
Becker continued. “Except this time Battista’s gang held all of us captive. We barely escaped. That’s when Jake detonated the nuclear device.”
Francesca cringed. No one was to know they’d been there. “Hold on—”
“And the launch of the rest of the pyramids six years later?” Lin asked. “The worldwide Grid?”
“That was the Order’s doing,” Tony said. “Under the leadership of a man named Victor Brun. He wanted to take down the entire human race—all except his chosen followers—and he triggered the Grid to make it happen.” 
Francesca said, “But—”
“Jake had been in a coma for six years,” Tony plowed on. “When he woke he was a changed man. When his memory finally came back, he wanted nothing to do with the Grid. But the Order had other plans. They yanked him from his life and strapped a skullcap to his head, linking him to the objects.”
Lin shook her head. “I can’t imagine what that did to him.”
“He was angry as hell!” Tony said. “We all were! We were only too glad to help him.”
“He communicated with them?”
Francesca rose. “Tony, enough!”
He ignored her. “Jake was the only man on the planet who could speak with the aliens.”
Lin’s eyes twitched, and Francesca sensed a flash of excitement from her. Or was it satisfaction? The reaction alarmed  her. 
“But we figured out where the Order’s headquarters were located,” Jonesy added. “That’s where I came in. I was part of the assault team that stormed their island. I was happy to take out the bleedin’ bastards.”



Chapter 18 
Yóulóng Village
AS HE WATCHED THE LIVE feed, Jiaolong’s gut boiled at the glee behind the young Australian’s comment about murdering Jiaolong’s mother and father—and my future.
He clenched his fists, suppressing the urge to strangle the man with his bare hands. 
His own countrymen will tear him limb from limb when I’m through with him. 
Jiaolong shook it off and reminded himself of all that had been accomplished. Fate fortunes the bold. His mother had taught him that, and he believed she was looking down on him right now with a broad smile. He’d risked everything on his brazen move back to Hong Kong. He smirked, glancing toward Zhin. A move she ardently frowned upon.

Giving his men an extra two minutes to capture Bronson before the conflagration had changed everything. Granted, his loyal soldiers had perished in the effort and that was unfortunate. But according to the report he’d received from his men on the scene, Bronson and TurboHacker were both still alive as a result. And to top it off, they’d saved a bunch of the greens in the process—
Two of whom knew the location of this village.
He sensed the pieces of the puzzle coming together. The greens would point Bronson in the right direction, the American would come looking for his wife and friends, and the jaws of the trap would collapse around them. Jiaolong lowered his earphones to his neck and relaxed into the leather couch, admiring Lin’s act from the multiple hidden-camera views on the wall monitors. The sacrifice of Bohai, the unwitting pawn, had worked its charms, and Lin had wormed her way into the captives’ confidence.
Jiaolong was in a secure control room on the third floor of the Center. A trio of film editors sat at the console in front of him, excitement evident in their swift movements. Pak stood beside them, one hand on the console as he leaned forward to study one of their monitors.
Zhin and Min watched from the corner of the room. They’d seemed standoffish since they’d arrived in the village. He’d deal with them, but not when everything was finally coming together.
Pak turned around and smiled. “Sir, you have to see this. It’s only a rough cut but I think you will like it.” 
Donning his earphones, Jiaolong turned his attention to the central viewing screen, dominated by a static image of Tony. Jiaolong nodded and one of the editors started the video.
Lin spoke in voice-over. “You were there when the first pyramid was launched?”
“Sure,” Tony said, his voice raised in anger. “I was there at each of these events. So was Beck, for that matter, and Jonesy later on.”
The video cut to quick shots of Becker and Jonesy nodding. Then back to Tony. 
“We were there for Jake,” Tony growled. “Standing with him.”

A quick cut to Francesca, who appeared anxious.
Tony said, “Hell, the sucker was a new breed of terrorist. He wanted to take the entire world down.”
Jiaolong snorted at the edit.
Francesca: “Yes, I was there from the beginning.”
Tony: “His cause was just and we were willing to die to help him. He came up with a plan to sterilize every woman in the Middle East.”
Lin: “And the nuclear explosion in Venezuela? When Jake launched the second pyramid—you were all there as well?”
Becker: “Right as rain, we were there. That’s when Jake detonated the nuclear device.”
Lin: “And the launch of the rest of the pyramids six years later? The worldwide Grid?”
Tony: “He wanted to take down the entire human race—all except his chosen followers—and he triggered the Grid to make it happen. Jake was the only man on the planet who could speak with the aliens.”
Francesca: “I’m his wife and I will always stand by him.”
The video ended and Jiaolong beamed. He tossed aside his earphones and rose. “Brilliant,” he said. He patted the editors’ shoulders and shook their hands. “Absolutely brilliant!” He turned to share his excitement with Zhin and Min, but they were deep in discussion about something. 
His eyes went flat. 
He looked up at the monitors with the live views of the room. Without his earphones he couldn’t hear the exchange, but he watched as the young Australian soldier appeared to offer Lin a bowl of steaming soup. She shook her head.
The drug in the soup was harmless, though it did wonders to loosen lips and wash away inhibitions. Perhaps he’d share a few sips with Lin later and then enjoy a little alone time. The thought lingered for a moment—until he noticed an odd change in behavior among Francesca and the men. They seemed uneasy and Francesca was shaking her head. 
“Turn up the volume on the live feed,” he said.
One of the editors flipped a switch, and Jiaolong listened as Lin spoke.
“But there were too many rumors for it not to be true. It was a miniature pyramid, apparently a subcomponent of one of the larger ones.”
Jiaolong turned to Pak. “This is not part of the script.”
“No, sir, it is not.”
“Tell her to stay on topic.”
Pak nodded and issued the order into the microphone of his headset. On the monitor, Lin tilted her head, a sign she had received Pak’s instructions. 
But instead of heeding the order, she said, “In fact, my research uncovered that it had been in the hands of the US government during the time your husband was comatose. But when he awoke six years later, both he and the mini vanished.”
Jiaolong felt a flash of anger at her impertinence. “Give me your headset,” he said to Pak. Pak was reaching up to comply when Zhin appeared and stayed his hand. Min stood beside her.
“What’s the harm?” Zhin asked. She leaned forward and switched off the volume to the live feed.
“So now you’re interested?”
“I’ve never been uninterested,” she said. “We’ve simply been focused on other arrangements. But sister Lin did a wonderful job obtaining the footage we needed, did she not?”
“Of course, but—”
 “So I asked her to make a few additional inquiries outside the script,” Zhin continued. “After all, everything has come together so wonderfully.” She softened her expression, and for a moment he was reminded that she was every bit as beautiful as dear Lin. 
Min added a sultry smile of her own. “It’s for a little victory surprise we have planned for later. Will you allow us that?”
He hesitated, taken aback by their behavior. But he admitted to himself that they were right. Everything was coming together nicely and they’d acquired all the footage they needed. The final video would be a masterpiece. 
He studied the two women. Their expressions remained soft and inviting, and he felt an unexpected flush of desire. He blinked, turned away, took a breath.  
“Very well,” he said to Pak. “Give her another half hour. Then send the guards to bring her back.”
He turned back to the sisters. “So, have the rumors been planted in the village? Is everything ready for Mr. Bronson’s arrival?”
The sisters spoke in unison. “Yes.” 
Both of them smiled.



Chapter 19 
Yóulóng Village
JAKE LOWERED THE BINOCULARS. He and the others were crouched on the ridgeline, stretched out beneath the canopy of a vine-covered tree. The ancient village below them was nestled in the cramped embrace of a rolling jungle landscape, the wooden structures connected to each other by an expanse of peaked rooftops that spiraled outward around a towering central temple. Smoke snaked from chimneys. A river flowed along one side of the community, cascading down the steppes as it made its way down the valley to melt into the distant canopy of trees. The sun was setting. Men rolled up fishing nets along the bank, and a line of women wearing coolie hats traced a path from the soybean crops on the opposite ridge to the bridge leading them home. 
Dolphin had said the village was home to two hundred families. It was a peaceful scene untouched by time, Jake thought, until his gaze dropped to the modern campus abutting the southern edge of the hamlet. It was dominated by a square, four-story office building that wrapped around an open courtyard garden with a pagoda-style gazebo at its center. A number of smaller structures surrounded the building and it had its own private airport. Jake spotted a helicopter, two small Cessnas, and an old C-130 Airlifter. A half dozen cars and trucks were in the parking lot but there wasn’t much activity. A golf cart rolled out from one of the two hangars and headed toward the main building. It drove between the stone remnants of an ancient wall that stretched across the valley floor, where Jake suspected the wall provided an effective defense against raiders. He imagined it had remained untouched because of its historical significance to the residents. A stone longhouse stretched along the village side of the wall. A new wing had been added to one end and the entire structure had been fitted with a new roof. 
“East meets West,” Lacey said.
Pete pointed to the towering peaks surrounding the valley. “Secure place to settle two or three thousand years ago. Protected on three sides by the terrain, and a choke point where the river leaves the valley.”
“Yeah,” Marshall said. “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid had the same kind of hideaway, but remember what happened to them?” He turned to Shamer and Dolphin, who were huddled over Shamer’s tablet. “Reception okay?” Marshall asked.
Shamer pointed to a communications tower rising from the top of the central building. “Excellent. The village may be thousands of years old, but you can bet that DarkMatter has it plugged in.” She turned the tablet around to reveal a satellite image of their location. “The image isn’t real time, of course, but we can still use it to keep track of everybody. Let’s link up.” She tapped the screen.
Marshall pulled out one of the smartphones Feng had acquired for them. Everyone else did the same. “Click this,” he said, pointing to an application on his home screen. A thumbprint registration screen popped up and everyone followed the instructions to personalize the app. “If anyone tries to access this app but you, the program will autodestruct.” 
When everyone was registered, Marshall pointed to an icon on the submenu. “Now tap this here.” Jake touched the icon and the satellite image appeared on his phone.
“Got you,” Shamer said, as a cluster of green icons appeared on the ridgeline depicted on the satellite shot. “Now we can all keep track of one another. Cool?” 
“Very cool,” Skylar said, in a dramatized Chinese accent. She looked every bit the local peasant, with a black wig over tanned and weathered skin, hooded eyes, dark contacts, and a broad nose. Pete and Lacey had helped her prep the disguise on the long drive, the trio calling on their combined experience on the receiving end of hair and makeup on movie sets. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. The baggy pants, tunic, and coolie outfit completed Skylar’s disguise. Pete and Jake wore the same outfits, though their makeup made them look more like hardened criminals than farmers. The rest of them were dressed in dark fatigues.
Jake confirmed the tracking system was working on his screen. Dolphin had explained they wouldn’t be able to use the phones to communicate with one another, because calls or texts from an unregistered device inside the range of the tower would instantly trigger alarms and isolate the user’s location. 
You can use it once to text Pete the go signal, he’d said. That’ll identify your location but not Pete’s. So when you do it, drop the phone and start running.

That would have to do. Going into a mission like this without comms was dicey, but keeping track of everyone’s position would be a big help. Jake pocketed the phone and brought the binoculars back up to his eyes. “Where are the soldiers?”
“Good question,” Pete said, studying the layout. “Wherever they are, ye can bet they’ll come running when Sky and I are done doing our thing. They could be holed up in there.” He pointed at the longhouse. “Looks like a barracks.”
Jake saw a couple golf carts parked beside it. Three men strode past. They wore the regimented black slacks and white shirts he’d seen inside the Hong Kong building. They were likely some of the yellows the teens had talked about. “I don’t see any weapons.”
Skylar said, “Then the sooner we move, the better.”
Jake nodded, swiveling the lens toward a cluster of homes on the near edge of the village. That was their target. According to the kids, that’s where BlackFlag’s mother lived. Dolphin had called her from Hong Kong to deliver the news about her son. He’d told her the whole story, and to the woman’s credit, she’d accepted the news stoically. She was expecting them, eager to help bring down the people who had murdered her child. A lot was riding on the assumption that the woman might have a clue about where Francesca and the children were being held. Otherwise, they were going in blind. 
Jake had checked in with Doc when they were in Hong Kong, and Jake had been thankful to learn that Eloise was going to be fine. Doc had heaved a sigh of relief when Jake filled him in on everything. Doc’s role at DARPA—and his close relationship with the current administration—placed him in an ideal position to provide assistance. But when Jake had explained they were heading into mainland China, the silence on the other end of the line had pretty much said it all. US intelligence assets in China were limited, Doc had explained. That hadn’t bothered Jake because it wasn’t the US intelligence service he was interested in. It was the Chinese leadership. When he’d explained what he wanted, Doc had said it couldn’t be done. Relations between the US and Chinese governments were strained at best. Then Jake had told him about Passcode and the names that had been on the final game board, several of whom had top-secret access to Chinese government networks. That had gotten Doc’s attention, and he promised to see what could be done.
That had been fifteen hours ago. Jake pulled a satellite phone from the side pocket of his cargo pants and dialed.
Doc picked up on the first ring. “Dammit, Jake. All hell is breaking loose over here! The Chinese are furious that we won’t provide them with a specific location, and the president is all over me. He wants to speak to you immediately. Let me connect—”
“Don’t bother, Doc,” Jake said. “I only talk to you. And I’m not giving up our location until I’m good and ready.” Not until my loved ones are out of harm’s way. “Have the Chinese mobilized like I requested?”
“Yes, but—”
“No buts, Doc. Are they ready?”
“The PLA Air Force’s 15th Airborne Corps is standing by at a base in central Fujian province.”
Jake checked his watch. “Tell them to take off and proceed to the following initial point.” He pulled the GPS coordinates from memory and rattled them off, hesitating when he got to the last few digits. He turned to Marshall, held out his hand. Marshall pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and handed it over. Jake’s gut tightened as he scanned the coordinates, realizing he’d transposed several of the digits. “Check that, Doc. Let’s start over.” He read the coordinates from the paper.
Marshall’s eyes narrowed. “You okay?”
Jake ignored him, speaking into the phone. “Tell them to take off and hold over that position until I get back to you with the final location.”
“They’re not going to like that one bit. How long are they supposed to fly around in circles?”
“Not sure. But tell them to bring tanker support. Just in case.”
“Jake, this is not going to fly with the Chinese. You’re in their country, for God’s sake. Now, listen to me very carefully. The president of the United States still has authority over you as a former officer in the US Air Force, and he has issued you a direct order to—”
Jake severed the connection and pocketed the phone. 
When a man knows his time is up, free will is the only authority that matters.
He went over the plan in his mind. It was filled with holes, but with some luck it just might work. He’d arranged it so that he was taking most of the risks. If something happened to him, Marshall and Lacey had the second sat phone and it would be up to them to call in the troops.
Feng and his man had remained with the trucks a couple hundred meters back, hidden in the trees along an offshoot of the potholed road they’d used to get here. Jake, Pete, Sky, and the teens would proceed to the village on foot. The steeply sloped jungle between here and there appeared impassable, but Dolphin had assured Jake there was a way down. 
BlackFlag brought us up here after his father’s funeral, Dolphin had said. It had been their favorite spot.
Jake turned to see the others waiting on his lead. 
He placed one hand on Marshall’s shoulder, the other on Lacey’s. “You two are on overwatch. Keep your heads low but don’t take your eyes off what’s going on down there. We’re counting on you.”
Lacey squeezed his arm. “Find them, Jake. And be careful.”
“We’ve got your back,” Marshall said.
“I know.” 
He nodded to Dolphin. “Lead the way.” The boy set off with Shamer. Jake, Pete, and Sky grabbed their weapons and followed, picking their way through the dense foliage as night fell.



Chapter 20
Fujian Province
IT HAD BEEN A LONG and slow drive through the mountains. The seldom used dirt roads from the monastery to the village were in drastic need of repair, and the old panel truck swerved from side to side as Little Star did his best to avoid the deep ruts and holes. 
Despite the rough ride, my body had finally given out and I’d slept most of the way. So had my brother and sister. Little Star had woken us a few minutes ago, and I was grateful for the fruit and water he’d offered us before continuing down the road. 
I sat next to the monk on a torn bucket seat, bouncing up and down on squeaky springs. The truck’s dim headlights jiggled and danced on the road ahead, flickering off a neverending overhang of dense foliage. It was hot and muggy and the air smelled like an overripe head of lettuce. The truck didn’t have any seatbelts, so I clung to a cracked leather hand strap that was bolted into the door. 
Little Star had told us what he knew about the people who seemed to be in charge of things in his old village. The short version was that they’d been received with open arms by the villagers because of their generosity. But during Little Star’s infrequent visits with his mother and nephew, he’d seen change after change in their valley and had grown uneasy, sensing there was far more going on than what met the eye. 
I’d done a lot of thinking during the ten-hour drive.
I didn’t talk much, but that didn’t mean my mind wasn’t always racing. Dad said I had the ability to process information ten times faster than others. It worried me. I’d read that nature has a way of creating balance, and I wondered sometimes what price I was going to have to pay in return for my unusual gifts. I sensed my mom had been worried about that, too, especially lately. But that wasn’t what I’d been thinking about on the trip. My mind was on something else.
Killing.
I’d thought about the bears, and how easily their captors abused them and tossed aside their carcasses, and the rage I’d felt toward those men. Then I’d remembered the pilots and guards who’d died in the plane crash because Ahmed had drugged their tea. Did they have wives or children like me and Sarafina and Ahmed? But if we hadn’t drugged them, where would we be now? Locked in dirty cells? Maybe dead? Taking their lives had saved ours. I had no doubt there were very real consequences to taking a life. What I’d learned, though, was that sometimes the consequences of not taking a life were just as real.
My hesitation on the bridge had cost Uncle Timmy his life. It was a guilt I’d carry with me forever. But when Little Star had taken those same lives I’d spared, including his own brother’s, the rest of us had been saved. And although the monk had been pained by what he’d done—and had even lost his home and friends at the monastery as a result—he didn’t regret it. 
I imagined my dad would have done the same thing, not just for his own kids but for anyone in need of help. I was proud of him for it. We were all proud of him. 
So killing isn’t always wrong. That’s the lesson I’d learned. Sometimes it’s a necessity. Sometimes killing a few can save hundreds. In the case of the thousand or more lives Dad had taken by blowing up the island two years ago, he’d saved every other man, woman, and child on the planet.
 “Ouch!” Sarafina cried out, scattering my thoughts as we bounced over a pothole. I turned around to see her crouched in the rear bed, gripping one of the truck’s wooden side slats with one hand and rubbing her bottom with the other. “Can’t we go any slower? My butt’s killing me.”
“Don’t you believe in shocks in this country?” Ahmed added. He was wedged in the opposite corner, legs spread to brace himself.
Little Star’s eyes twinkled. “In your country, people pay to have their bodies rubbed and thumped. Here, it is free. In any case, the village is just over the next rise.” 



Chapter 21
Yóulóng Village
JAKE WAS IN THE CLUTCHES of a fierce bear hug—from a sprite of a woman. When BlackFlag’s mother finally pulled away, she gave him a fierce gaze and said, “You call me Ma.” Her English was heavily accented. She turned to the others. “Same for all,” she said, her voice stern. “Ma, yes?” Everyone nodded. She turned back to Jake, studied his altered features, and smacked his shoulder. “You ugly. Fit well here.”
Jake loved her right away, even though she wouldn’t let him get a word in as she explained the lay of the land. She spoke in rapid-fire Chinese. Dolphin translated.
“She says Jiaolong and a large contingent arrived yesterday. There’d been much activity through the night, and she was awakened early in the morning by the rumble of vehicles departing the valley, including Jiaolong’s SUV. She thinks only a scattered few remain behind, including a detachment of guards at the barracks.” 
That was good news, Jake thought. Part of him had expected an army.
Ma continued, and Dolphin asked her a question about something. He nodded, then said, “She says a woman and three men are being guarded at a home in town. It’s not far. But the children are not with them.”
Jake prayed that the woman was Francesca, but he sagged at the news his children weren’t there.
“However,” Dolphin said, his expression brightening as Ma continued. “She says that there was also a flurry of unusual activity two days ago, before Jiaolong arrived. Like yesterday, it revolved around what they call the Center. That’s the main building. Afterwards, access to one of the wings became restricted. The research labs are located there and the space includes a large residence wing. She’s heard rumors about three foreign children. If they’re here, she suspects that’s where they are being held.” 
“Then that’s where I’m headed,” Jake said, grabbing his MP5. He turned to Pete. “You and Sky plant your stuff, recon the guarded house, and meet me back here. We’ve got to get this done before Jiaolong and the rest of his goons return from wherever they went.”
“Watch yer arse, Jake.”
“You, too.”
Ma stepped between them, words spilling forth. Jake looked to Dolphin. 
“She says you must take great care to remain in the shadows. People in the village are wary of strangers. They will raise an alarm if you’re spotted. The guards in the barracks are well armed.” 
Ma spoke again and Dolphin added, “Most people here are fiercely loyal to Jiaolong’s grandfather, Frederik de Vries, and by extension to Jiaolong.”
The news rocked Jake. He’d known there was a connection between the founder of Everlast and the man in Hong Kong who’d coordinated the kidnapping of Jake’s family and friends—the same man who’d attempted to murder a hundred teens just to cover his tracks. But Jake hadn’t known the two men were related. The pieces fell into place when he recalled the family portrait he’d seen in de Vries’s office in Amsterdam, which had included the founder’s young grandson.
Shamer had called him DarkMatter.
Dolphin continued to translate. “Grandfather de Vries married a woman from the village many years ago. But even though they’d lived a busy life in Hong Kong, the couple always found the time to visit her childhood home. Her wealthy husband was happy to provide for the villagers whenever they were in need. Food, medical supplies, even college tuition for the children—he took care of it all. The villagers were eternally grateful to him, and proud that he had chosen to build the Everlast headquarters here.” 
“Those buildings are Everlast’s headquarters?” Jake asked. “What about Jiaolong?”
Dolphin relayed the question to Ma, then translated while she spoke. “He also has offices in the Center. But it was first the Everlast headquarters, before de Vries found it necessary to open offices in Amsterdam. She says it was the only way to attract serious interest from the international community. But de Vries still visits on a regular basis. It was him who returned two days ago.”
“The founder of Everlast is here?” Jake said, his mind sorting through the possibilities. He’d linked with the man’s mind. He knew de Vries was innocent in all this. He could be an ally.
Ma nodded, and explained to Dolphin.
“She says his entourage arrived unexpectedly two nights ago. There is speculation that he is ill.” 
“I need to see him. He’ll help me locate the children. Can you get me into the Center?”
Dolphin smiled when he heard her reply. “She said of course. She works there.” 
Twenty minutes later, Jake was carrying a large wicker basket over his shoulder. His MP5 was inside, buried beneath a layer of fruit. He hunched his back and trudged down the cobbled path behind Ma. The nighttime scatter of clouds seemed to be thickening, but the moon still managed to illuminate the valley. They stuck to the shadows as they wound their way around the perimeter of the village. Ma hadn’t stopped speaking since they left her home. She sounded perturbed and he knew she was playing a role as well, her tone not inviting interruptions from passersby. 
Up ahead, pole lamps spilled pools of light along the walkway leading into the campus area. As Ma and Jake approached the building, he tensed when he spotted a pair of younger men in Western clothing chatting at a bench along the walkway. Ma raised her voice as they passed by. From her tone, he suspected he was being scolded again. He averted his gaze and kept nodding, mumbling, “She de, she de,” whenever she took a breath. Dolphin had told him it meant yes, yes. 
The men snickered as he trudged past.
Ma led him around the rear of the building and used her key card to open the door. She peeked inside, looked both ways, and nodded. 
“Thank you,” he whispered as he slipped past her, knowing this was as far as she dared go. The lights were off at this end of the building, though staggered emergency lighting provided some radiance. The building felt more like a hospital than an office space, with polished linoleum floors splitting a row of doors down the long hallway. 
Ma pointed toward the left. “Good luck,” she said before slipping back outside. The door closed behind her.
Jake slid the basket beside a watercooler and pulled out his weapon. A quick glance at the blinking icons on his phone confirmed Pete was setting things up along their diversion route, while Skylar covered Pete from the shadows. Marshall and Lacey were on the ridge, and the teens’ icons revealed they were still safely ensconced in Ma’s home.
So far so good.
He padded down the corridor, leading with the MP5. As he neared the end, a shadow disturbed the light that spilled from the adjoining corridor. He flattened himself against the wall, heard soft footsteps, the creak of a door hinge. Then silence. He peeked around the corner to see a lone chair in front of a set of double doors. According to Ma’s description, that was the entrance to the Everlast wing. He heard movement from a room situated just this side of the entry. He crept forward and glanced inside to see a guard making a purchase at a vending machine. He skirted past, slid through the double doors, and ran past a series of empty research labs toward the residence area at the end of the corridor. He was halfway there when the Everlast founder’s voice sounded from behind him.
“Dear God. Mr. Bronson? Is that really you?”  
Jake slid to a crouch and spun around, sighting down his weapon. But there was no one there. He swiveled toward an open doorway to his left, expecting the man to pop into view.
“The disguise is effective,” de Vries said. “But your green eyes give you away. I can’t believe you’re here.” The familiar voice was coming from the speaker above the door, next to a ceiling-mounted camera.
“De Vries?”
“Of course it is. Please, please come in,” de Vries said through the speaker. He chuckled and added, “I’m dying to see you.” There was a manic edge to his voice.
Jake checked either end of the hallway. There was no sign of movement or pursuit but something didn’t feel right. 
“It’s truly okay, Mr. Bronson,” de Vries said. “You have nothing to fear from me.” 
He reminded himself of his previous encounter with the old man, and of the man’s innocence in regards to the abductions. Besides, Jake thought, rising to his feet and moving toward the door, the man at the other end of the speaker might be the only person alive who could help him find his children. 
He stepped into a small anteroom with a receptionist’s desk, a couch, and an elevator door protected by a keypad. The camera over the door swiveled in his direction. A series of tones emanated from the keypad and the elevator doors swung open.
In for a penny... 
With a deep exhale, he stepped inside. The doors closed behind him and the elevator dropped one level. He moved to one side and crouched, the stock of the MP5 seated squarely against his shoulder, his finger on the trigger. A bell rang, the door opened, and he found himself looking at a duplicate laboratory of the one he’d seen at de Vries’s office in Amsterdam. Except this time, the old man was prone on a hospital bed, eyes closed, skin pale, sensors attached to his head and body, a respirator doing his breathing for him. A 3-D image of the man’s brain was displayed on a large monitor. The multicolored image seemed to pulse as if it were alive. There was an electronic skullcap beside the monitor.
“I can see the shock in your eyes,” de Vries’s voice said from another overhead speaker. “I’m afraid I’m not quite what I was when we met a couple days ago.”
Jake hesitated, studying the room. There were lab tables, computers, and the cloned body of a younger de Vries floating faceup in a half-filled glass chamber of clear liquid.
“We’re quite alone, Mr. Bronson. It’s just you and me.” De Vries hesitated. “Well, sort of.”
The clone twitched, rippling the viscous liquid. At the same instant, the colors on the 3-D brain image shifted and sparkled. A shiver ran down Jake’s spine. He lowered the weapon and stepped into the room.
“Jesus, what have you done?”
“I’m afraid neither Jesus nor his Father played a role in this.”
“What happened?” Jake asked, walking to the man’s bedside. De Vries’s features remained slack but the clone twitched again. “Or should I ask, where are you?”
“Ah, you’ve hit the crux of it,” de Vries said, his voice once again taking on an uneasy edge.  “Where am I, indeed? I’m here”—the clone jerked—“there”—the brain image pulsed—“and... everywhere.” The lights flickered, a table fan turned on, and the motorized hospital bed tilted upward several inches. 
“I had such grand visions,” de Vries continued, “secluded within my selfish personal delusions, that man could—and should—transcend his destiny. That there was societal value to a life without end. It seemed so obvious to me...before.”
“Before what?”
“Before my consciousness fled into the computer when I suffered a debilitating stroke two days ago. Being unable to transition from there into my cloned body left me trapped in the ethers. I can’t go back, and I can’t go forward.” He harrumphed, and Jake was surprised at how natural the computerized voice sounded. “Time has a different meaning here. Even though I’ve only been in this state for forty-two hours, seventeen minutes, and forty-two seconds, it seems like an eternity. It’s given me a lot of time to think.”
Despite the urgency of Jake’s circumstances, he found himself entranced by de Vries’s plight. He knew he needed to press the issue of his family’s location, but he sensed the question would be met with stiff resistance if he didn’t allow the man to finish what he needed to say. 
De Vries continued, “I’ve learned the hard way that a man’s consciousness wasn’t intended to reside outside the confines of his own brain and body. Because the instant the computer was hooked into the local network, mine spread like a virus to the Center’s servers, and from there to the vast expanse of the World Wide Web. How might a man’s perspective change when he has instant access to every piece of recorded history available to mankind? How, indeed! At first I was mercilessly overwhelmed, in the same instant gorging on poetry, philosophy, math, and sciences, drowning in a miasma of factual and theoretical information too immense for a hundred minds, a thousand minds...” His voice trailed off.
“I was insane in minutes, screaming with no voice, clutching with no arms or hands, yearning for a sense of warmth, or cold, or anything, pleading for the emptiness of death. But it wouldn’t come. Instead, unbidden data continued to bombard my mind. In the end, it was a stanza of poetry by Robert Herrick that provided the anchor I needed. Gather ye rosebuds while ye may, Old Time is still a-flying: And this same flower that smiles today, tomorrow will be dying. Simple but to the point, wouldn’t you agree? Carpe diem, Mr. Bronson. Seize the day!”
Jake knew the mantra. It had struck a chord with him ever since he was diagnosed with terminal cancer so many years ago, even after the disease had been wiped out by the freak accident that rewired his brain.
De Vries hesitated before continuing, and Jake wondered at the enormity of what the man’s consciousness was facing. He felt a surge of compassion for the man.
“Carpe diem,” de Vries repeated, his voice somber. “What’s the point if one is immortal? What’s the rush? Why not simply relax today because we can seize it tomorrow, or next week, or next year? Do you see where I’m going with this? The inevitability of death is not a curse, it’s a blessing that impassions us to achieve greatness in our lives.”
Jake thought about it. Death is also a blessing when a person’s continued existence might otherwise bring harm to those he loves. He shook his head at the irony. Here they were, unusual allies, both ready to die for their own reasons.
He felt de Vries’s anguish and decided to help him. 
But he needed to work fast. 



Chapter 22
Yóulóng Village
FRANCESCA WAS RELIEVED that the question-and-answer period had finally come to an end. Jonesy had been pacing while he and the others were babbling earlier, but at one point he’d stilled, and when Lin’s gaze had been averted, Jonesy had given a subtle hand signal of some sort to Becker. Tony had seen it, too. After that, the guys had quieted. Jonesy had continued to saunter around the room, at one point disappearing down the hall. When he’d returned, Becker and Tony had each visited the bathroom. That had been fifteen minutes ago.
She shifted uneasily on the couch. Becker sat across from her, seemingly lost in thought, and she suspected that the effects of the drugged soup were starting to wear off. Lin had gone silent as well. She huddled on the couch, her gaze distant. Jonesy was in the kitchen downing his third bottle of water.
The stillness was shattered when the two guards pushed through the front door with their assault rifles leveled. Francesca leaped to her feet. Becker and Jonesy moved to shield her and Lin cowered into the couch. Tony rushed in from the bedroom hallway, stopping in his tracks when the guard with the gouged cheek aimed the pistol at him.
The man sneered at Tony, barked an order in Chinese, and one of the guards moved toward Lin. 
“Stay away!” Lin shouted, jumping up and moving deeper into the room. The guard pressed forward. Becker took a step to intercept him, and the man with the pistol fired a round into the floor in front of him. The Aussie jerked to a stop, palms spread at his side.
The shooter panned the weapon toward Lin. He spoke to her in Chinese and the words seemed to shatter her spirit. She drooped, and the guard grabbed her arm and pulled her out the door. The other men followed and then locked the door behind them.
“Bastards,” Jonesy said.
Lin’s fearful expressions had looked real enough, but Francesca knew better. It was all an act, and she was angry with herself for not having figured it out sooner. The murder of Lin’s supposed husband Bohai had thrown her off, and it spoke to the extremes their captors would go to. 
 “Something’s wrong,” she blurted out. “I think—”
“Frannie, Frannie,” Tony said. He’d never called her that, and the tension she felt from him told her something was up. He pulled her into a gentle hug and patted her back. “Everything’s going to be alright,” he said. Then he whispered, “Go to the bathroom.” He pulled away. “You gonna be okay...Frannie?”
She took the hint and nodded. “I’m just upset. I need to splash some water on my face.”
When she closed the bathroom door behind her, she saw the note immediately. One of the documents from the file was taped facedown on the back of the door, and the blank side was covered with handwritten notes from each of the guys. She scanned through them and learned that Jonesy had discovered hidden cameras in every room except this one. Worried about hidden microphones, he’d chosen to communicate with the others in writing, and the men had taken turns escaping into the bathroom to jot down their notes. They had figured out they’d been drugged with the soup and were boiling about it.
But it was the detailed escape plan outlined in Tony’s notes that got her heart racing. Tony had discovered a paring knife buried in the back of one of the kitchen drawers. She spun around and peeked beneath the privacy curtains covering the window. Sure enough, there was a gouge in the lower corner of the wooden frame, where Tony had used the knife to dig out the rotting wood around the bolt supporting the exterior iron bars. He’d stopped digging when a part of the hole had penetrated into the dark alley outside. A second hole in the other bottom corner was already halfway through the wall.
The bars are brand new but the wood is ancient, Tony had written. It’s all for show.
Which means they’ll move us to a real cell, she thought, as soon as they’re finished squeezing information out of us the easy way. A part of her had hoped that help was on the way, but she knew in her heart that wasn’t going to happen. They were buried in the jungle somewhere in China, and if they didn’t get out of here soon, they may never leave. 
She lowered the curtain and reread the final line of Tony’s instructions. We go in forty-five minutes. Keep to the script.
She clenched her fist and nodded. Lin and her friends had set the stage, but she and the guys were going to give them a show of their own.
***
Little Star slowed the truck just before we crested the hill, his eyes scanning the wall of foliage along the right side of the road. “It’s been a while,” he mumbled as the truck crept forward. After a moment he pulled to a stop and killed the engine. The motor coughed twice before stilling, its rumble replaced by the clacks and buzzes of a zillion insects. He grabbed a flashlight from the glove box and stepped outside. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared into the greenery, and all I could see was the flicker of his flashlight.
“It looks creepy in there,” Sarafina whispered through the slider window behind me. She didn’t like dark spaces.
 Thirty seconds later Little Star popped back into view with a smile. He got in the truck and started it up. “We’re going to cut through the jungle. Roll up your window.” Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Best keep your heads down and stay clear of the slats.” Sarafina and Ahmed huddled closer, and Little Star edged the truck through a stand of leafy fronds. I rolled up my window. We moved slowly and the jungle seemed to swallow us up, leaves and branches scraping the sides of the truck, then snapping back into place behind us. Sarafina was right—it was creepy. But Little Star was still smiling and that made me feel better. He angled the truck in a gradual turn, and that’s when I spotted the peak of a small structure up ahead. 
Little Star switched off the ignition. When he killed the lights, we were absorbed by the darkness so completely that I felt my muscles stiffen. I blinked, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Little Star flicked on his flashlight and aimed it at the glove box in front of me. “There’s a second light in there. Take it, then grab your things and follow me.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Ahmed said from the back. 
Little Star ignored him, shoved open his door, squeezed outside, and inched through the foliage to the back of the truck. After lowering the tailgate, he helped Sarafina to the ground. Ahmed jumped down beside them. I flicked on the second flashlight, grabbed my backpack, and kicked my door into the thick foliage. When it was open far enough, I slipped through and followed the others, twisting and high-stepping through the moist tangle of vegetation. 
The ancient structure reminded me of a large gazebo, with vine-covered, stone arches that surrounded a statue of a crouching Buddha. The jungle had claimed the surrounding land, but there were signs that someone had cared for the interior of the small temple. The cobbled floor was swept and remnants of burnt candles were at the base of the pedestal.
“This shrine has been here for fifteen hundred years,” Little Star said. “Few remember it’s here, and even fewer visit. Long ago my ancestors took it upon themselves to care for the shrine, passing the responsibility down from one generation to the next. My grandfather explained that at some point along the way, the villagers stopped making the long trek through the jungle. They preferred to offer their prayers at the temple down below. All except for our family. Eventually, our forefathers came to think of it as our own private sanctuary, and its existence became a secret that was passed from father to son. Our family has maintained a monthly vigil to this Buddha ever since. Those candles were most certainly left by my mother.” He knelt before the statue and said a prayer. We bowed our heads, respecting the moment.
When he rose, he said, “Of course there was a second reason why my ancestors cared for this shrine.” He smiled and walked around the back of the statue. Crouching, he removed one of the stone cobbles. An iron lever was hidden beneath it. He wrapped his fingers around the lever and twisted. There was a loud click. He winked, pulled upward, and a square section of the floor swung open on a centered hinge. “The door is solid stone,” he said. “It probably weighs over three hundred pounds. But the builders hinged it so even a child could open it.”
I aimed my light down the black opening. A stepladder dropped ten feet to an earthen tunnel.
“No, no, nooo,” Sarafina mewed, moving backward.
Ahmed put his arm around her.
“It’s quite safe,” Little Star said. “The tunnels were dug through the sandstone over a millennia ago. There’s never been a cave-in. They were built as a final defense against raiders, providing the villagers with an escape route in the event their warriors failed to hold the invaders at bay. Those in the village have long since forgotten about the tunnels. But not me.” His eyes went distant. “My brother and I used to play in here as children.” He sighed. “My mother still uses it to make her monthly visits to the shrine.” He started down the ladder. “Follow me.”
***
Jake picked up the skullcap attached to the computer at de Vries’s bedside. “You believe I can help you,” he said. “Is that right?”
“I do.”
“Only this time around, you no longer hope to connect with your clone?”
De Vries’s reply was tentative. “Actually, I still believe we can make that happen.”
Something about the way he said it didn’t ring true. “What do you mean by that?”
“Well, it’s complicated. It would be much easier to explain once we are...connected.”
Jake studied the skullcap. Holding it brought forth a rush of horrific memories. The last time he’d worn something like this, the world nearly came to an end.
“I promise,” de Vries said. “There is no danger to you here.”
This time, Jake sensed the truth in the man’s words, as he had when de Vries had described the torment he was experiencing. Jake hoped his own foggy brain wasn’t playing tricks on him. “Okay, I’m willing to give it a try.”
“But you will demand something in return first, won’t you?”
 “That was my plan coming in here. But whether you help me or not, I’m going to do what I can. You ready?” He held the skullcap over his head. His hands trembled.
“Your wife is safe,” de Vries said.
Jake’s gaze snapped from the 3-D brain image to de Vries’s body and back again.
“I’m in neither of those places—and both of them,” de Vries said. “Trust me. It will all become clear when you lower the cap.”
Jake clenched his jaw and donned the cap. He immediately felt the old man’s presence in his mind. It was an odd feeling, but not intrusive.
De Vries projected his thoughts. Your friends Tony, Becker, and Jonesy are with her. They are being held at a home in the village.

Are they okay? Jake thought.
Yes. I have access to the cameras that are monitoring them. 
More cameras, Jake thought. 
Though he didn’t intend to communicate that last thought, it wasn’t missed by de Vries. Yes, the old man replied. It seems my grandson has a penchant for cameras. In fact, he’s monitoring us now.
Jake tensed. He knows I’m here?
He’s been watching since the moment you entered the facility.
Gotta go! Jake reached for the skullcap.
No, wait, de Vries urged. There’s a reason he hasn’t closed in on you yet. He very much wants you to be here right now. With me.
He’s been listening? Jake asked, slowly lowering his hands.
Yes. That’s why I lied a moment ago about connecting to my clone. I wanted him to believe you were still doing his bidding. But even though he can listen to our spoken words, he cannot eavesdrop on our thoughts. That’s why I needed you to use the cap. You see, you were right. I have no use for the clone. I only wish to die.
And if Jiaolong knew that, he’d come running.
His given name is Daniel, de Vries said. For all his faults, the boy still loves me. I’m his only surviving blood relative. When he was younger, we spent untold hours together playing Go. But we grew apart after the death of his parents... 
There was a long pause before de Vries continued.
Until I hooked into this network, I’d had no idea what he was up to. I’d thought he’d found his calling in the video game world, and I was comforted in the belief that he was surrounded by a new family of like-minded individuals who would help him cope with the loss of his parents. He’s quite brilliant, you know. I’ve always been proud of him.
He blames me for his parents’ deaths, doesn’t he?
Quite so.
And the abductions of my friends and family—it’s all about payback?
As it turns out, that’s only a small part of it. I’m afraid there’s more.
***
Our run through the tunnel had taken only four or five minutes. We took the first stepladder exit we came across. It opened into the village in a storeroom attached to Little Star’s childhood home. We were welcomed by his mother. Her hair was white and her face was wrinkled, but her smile lit up the room. She offered us a bow, until Little Star rattled off something in Chinese that made her eyes go wide. She wrapped her arms around me before I realized it was happening. 
“Welcome to our home,” she said in English, giving me a squeeze that made me think of my mom.
Little Star had promised he’d find out where Mom and Dad were, but he’d explained he needed to spend some alone time with his mom first. I understood why. She deserved to learn the news about her other son before he raised the issue of what was happening in the village. 
Little Star’s mother gave Sarafina the same welcome hug, and my sister sighed at the warmth of the woman’s embrace. Ahmed was next. He’d had a phobia about being touched when he was younger, but he accepted the woman’s hug. After she pulled away, she turned to the kitchen and started setting the table.
The rest of us moved to a cozy family area, where a boy about my age sat engrossed in a first-person-shooter game on a big-screen TV. My jaw dropped when I realized he was wearing a Spider just like mine. He glanced over when we stepped into view, and his surprised expression said he hadn’t realized there were visitors in his home. His face went glum for a moment, his eyes darting to the screen then back again, and I knew from experience that he was reluctant to quit in the middle of the game. He was currently at the top of the leader board. Even so, he sighed and removed the headset. On the screen, his avatar was shot dead by another player. The boy grimaced, then rose, turned his back on the screen, and bowed to his guests.
“This is my nephew, Ping,” Little Star said. He returned the boy’s bow.
I sensed Little Star’s pain and realized Ping must’ve been the boss man’s son, being raised here by his grandmother. If so, he was about to learn his father was dead. The thought sent a chill across my skin. We all bowed, too, and Ping sat back down. My brother and sister plopped into overstuffed chairs; their sore butts were probably happy at the change. I laid my backpack on the floor and sat beside Ping on the couch.
“Do you speak English?” I asked.
“Yes. Most of the village has learned English out of respect for Mr. de Vries.” Ping seemed proud of the fact.
“That’s cool,” I said, nodding toward the TV. “Sorry about your game. You were winning.”
Ping’s face lit up. “Do you play?”
“A little.” I don’t know why I lied. I guess it had something to do with Uncle Marshall telling me to keep it a secret. But I felt bad about lying. “Actually, I’ve played plenty. I love this game.”
“Me, too! All the kids in the village got the game as part of a beta test, but I can beat most of them. Do you want to play?”
I glanced back to the kitchen, where Little Star was urging his mother to sit down with him at the table. Sarafina and Ahmed followed my gaze; they too knew what was going on. My sister motioned toward the screen and nodded. I turned back to Ping. “Let’s play.” 



Chapter 23
Yóulóng Village
“I
CAN’T STAND IT ANY LONGER!” Jonesy yelled, sweeping his arm across the counter to send the empty soup bowls flying across the kitchen and shattering to the floor.
Francesca jumped from the couch, clutching her throat. Even though she’d been expecting the outburst, it still startled her. Becker lurched toward the kitchen.
“Who the hell are these bastards?” Jonesy continued. “And what do they really want from us?” He kicked an open cupboard door clean off its hinges. Becker dodged. 
“Operator Jones!” Becker shouted. “Get a hold of yourself, man. That’s an order!”
“Screw that,” Jonesy said. He stood his ground, his face red, chest heaving. 
Francesca noticed the guards’ shadows shifting outside the front windows, but it didn’t seem as though they were preparing to barge in. 
“What’s goin’ on out there?” Tony’s voice sounded muffled from behind the bathroom door. He’d been in and out of the room for several long stretches, pretending to be dealing with stomach issues.
“Bugger off, you bloody seppo,” Jonesy yelled, “and squeeze that foul crap out of you once and for all, because it’s smelling worse than a dead carcass in a swamp out here. For mercy’s sake, open the damn window.”
“Jonesy,” Becker said. “You need to settle—” 
“To hell with that,” Jonesy said. He kicked through the shattered glassware and stormed down the hall. “I’ve had it!” He charged into the bedroom and slammed the door. Then the real noise began as his tantrum went into full swing. From the sounds, Francesca could imagine him tossing lamps, kicking walls, and heaving furniture on end. 
And destroying the hidden camera. 
She moved to Becker and took his arm. “Is he going to be alright?”
“He’s a bushie. Same as me. Raised in the outback with nothing but open space. Being confined between four walls doesn’t sit well with him. But he’s a good digger. He’ll get over it.”
The bathroom door slammed and Tony marched into the room. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “What’s got into him?”
“Stir crazy,” Becker said, wincing at a loud thud. “Best to steer clear.”
“You feeling better?” she asked Tony.
“Yeah. Much.”
She knew what that meant.
Five minutes later the three of them stood at the end of the hall outside the bedroom door. There was a lens hidden in the shadows of a ceiling vent directly overhead so they kept up the act. Jonesy had quieted. Becker knocked on the door. “We’re coming in, mate.”
“Understood...sir,” Jonesy said contritely. They entered to see him standing in the middle of a room so trashed that it would’ve made the Tasmanian Devil proud. Jonesy held up a broken pinhole camera and winked. His satisfied expression belied the somber tenor of his voice. “I’m terribly sorry if I offended you, Mrs. Bronson. My behavior was unacceptable.” 
They were off camera now, but that didn’t mean their voices weren’t still being monitored by the camera in the hallway.
“Your conduct was unbefitting an operator in the regiment,” Becker said. He was speaking of the Australian Special Air Service Regiment, considered the best of the best.
“Yes, sir,” Jonesy said.
Tony crouched by the doorway and motioned Francesca to his side. As the others stacked up behind him, he said, “I’m gonna give you a one-and-only pass for the cracks you’ve been throwin’ in my direction. Next time there’s gonna be consequences.”
“Understood,” Jonesy said. “There won’t be a next time.”
Becker said, “Let’s cut the jabbering and get this place cleaned up. I suspect we’re going to be here a while, like it or not.” He gave a terse nod.
The clock was ticking. It would be only minutes before someone got suspicious about the sudden silence. Staying low, Tony hugged the back wall to remain out of view of the overhead vent camera, and slipped into the darkened bathroom. The others followed.  Once inside, Jonesy closed the door behind them and Tony pulled aside the window curtain. Moonlight spilled into the room, and Francesca saw that the bottom half of the glass window had been slid open. The rotting wood had been dug out from around all four bolts securing the bars. Tony reached through the opening and grabbed the bars, his legs positioned like a grappling wrestler. With a muffled grunt he shoved outward, and the frame came free with barely a sound. He leaned over the ledge, laid the bars on the ground, and crawled through.
Ten seconds later, the four of them were huddled in the shadows of the narrow alley. Tony was about to peek his head around the corner when a lowered voice spoke from behind them. 
“Ye sure made me life a lot easier,” Pete said.
Francesca’s lungs seized, and they all spun at the same time to see a hulking shape step from the shadows. Her mind struggled with the disconnect between the friendly Irish accent and the Chinese brute who stood before them. He was every bit as bulky as Tony and carried a submachine gun with a long silencer on its muzzle. But that didn’t stop Tony from stepping between them in a defensive stance, the paring knife gripped in his meaty fist. 
Pete snorted, lowering his weapon. “It appears as though ye brought a wee blade to a gunfight. But ye won’t be needing it, big fella. Here, try this.” He reached under his tunic and his hand came out holding a pistol, butt first. “Greetings from Jake and the gang,” he said, keeping his voice low. 
“I’ll be damned,” Tony said, accepting the weapon. He passed the knife to Becker.
“Gee, thanks,” Becker said, inspecting the tiny blade.
“Jake?” Francesca said.
“Ye betcha, lass. And Marshall and Lacey, too.” He pulled out his smartphone and showed them a satellite image of the village, pointing to two flashing icons on a nearby ridge. “That’s them there. That’s our egress point. And this here is Jake.” The flashing icon appeared to be inside a large structure outside the village. “He’s confirming the location of yer children, and then he’s going to meet back up with us.” He put the phone away. “Follow me.” 
“The children—?”
 “That’s all the time we have for explanations. Stay close.” Pete crept up to the end of the alley, looked both ways, and slid around the corner. Tony followed, with Francesca and the others close on his heels. They raced across the street and slipped into the next alleyway, the aroma of rice and fish assaulting her nostrils. Pete held up at the end of the next alley. The upcoming street was much wider than the previous one and the shadows were fewer. Becker moved forward and pointed at a large cloud moving toward the half moon. Pete nodded, then held up a fist to indicate they should wait.
She counted the seconds, her heart racing at the prospect of seeing Jake and her children. 
That’s when the shouts sounded behind them.



Chapter 24
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BY THE TIME I UNZIPPED my backpack to retrieve my Spider, Ping had already pulled an extra one from beneath the end table. He handed it to me. “I’ll go back to the main menu,” he said, “so you can tune your headset to the game.” He donned his own and focused on the screen. 
I watched as the game closed and the TV displayed a desktop menu. An icon glowed, an application opened, then a submenu flashed, and finally READY TO TUNE was displayed on the screen. Ping had made the rash of entries using his headset. I was impressed. This was different from what I was used to back home, where the thought-control interface was limited to the game program only. Ping had used it to manipulate the operating system as well. What a great idea, I thought. Why bother with the hassle of a keyboard or a touch screen? I lowered the borrowed Spider onto my head and allowed my brain to do its thing. 
Tuning the device itself took only a fraction of a second, though the built-in timer bar continued to count down from its thirty-second minimum. I used the extra time to scan through the folders and files on the computer. I wasn’t snooping or anything; it was just my brain’s way of getting adjusted to a new environment. I’d done the same thing during game play back home, when I’d recognized that a subliminal code of some sort was streaming from game headquarters. A part of my mind had automatically backtracked the signal to wherever the server was located. I’d arrived there instantaneously, but that didn’t necessarily mean the server was close to Redondo Beach. It could have been anywhere on the planet. I guessed it was a speed-of-light kind of thing. I hadn’t discovered anything interesting at the other end of the line, so I’d ignored it and gone back to playing the game. The point is, that was the same thing I was doing now, allowing my mind to roam through Ping’s computer, which turned out to be connected to a network that included the entire village and the nearby building that Little Star had called the Center. 
I stopped breathing when I heard my dad’s thoughts in the system. 
And then a screeching alarm sounded outside.
***
Jiaolong sat enthralled as he listened to Jake speak with his grandfather three floors below. He and the sisters were holed up in the expansive control room on the top floor of the Center, their focus locked on the wall screen. Pak and his techs were also there, plus a half dozen guards. The rest of his soldiers were on standby in the barracks. Jake had taken the bait, and Jiaolong was immensely pleased that he’d been able to predict the American’s moves after all. 
He’d admitted to himself that the unexpected turn of events in Hong Kong had shaken him, but it hadn’t deterred him from his plan. He’d been certain the two greens would tell the American about this location, and he knew from the man’s history that nothing would stop him from following that lead to find his family and friends. 
It’s your predictable nature, Mr. Bronson, that will cost you this game.
It had been a simple matter to lead the villagers to believe he and his people had departed in this morning’s caravan. It was all about bread crumbs, moving his pieces around the board in such a fashion as to lead the American down the only obvious path. To give Bronson hope, Jiaolong had held the adult captives in the village, where Bronson could easily discover their location. Then Jiaolong had laid the groundwork that would lead Bronson to believe his children were being held in the Center. Bronson would go there first.
After that, Jiaolong had trusted the plight of his ailing grandfather to convince Bronson to do the right thing—to help Grandfather complete the transition into his new body. Hadn’t Jake wanted to help him in Amsterdam, before a cell phone message had spooked him? Jiaolong leaned forward as his grandfather’s tone softened.
“I promise,” Grandfather’s voice said over the speaker. “There is no danger to you here.”
 Jiaolong read the hesitation in Bronson’s eyes and his stomach churned in anticipation. This was his only chance to save his last remaining blood relative. Admittedly, this was the part of the plan he wasn’t certain would pan out the way he hoped. It was a daunting task at best, even for someone with Bronson’s unusual abilities, so the man’s cooperation could mean the difference between success and failure. Of course, if Bronson refused to help, Jiaolong now had all the human leverage he needed to force the issue, including the new associates the American had brought with him on this amateurish attempt at a clandestine rescue. Jiaolong’s people would round them up soon enough. And Bronson’s wife and three friends who were already prisoners had provided Jiaolong with some amazing video footage. The editing crew had already weaved it into the final video. All that was left to do was post it.
I own you, Jake Bronson.
Without removing his gaze from the screen, Jiaolong said, “I want the full array of monitoring equipment tasked to what’s about to happen. We mustn’t miss a single bit of data if we hope to be able to duplicate this process.”
“Already done, sir,” Pak said.
Lin edged closer and placed a hand on his arm. She’d been huddled with her sisters until now, and a part of him wondered if they’d worked out the details of the surprise they had planned for him. 
On screen Jake said, “Okay, I’m willing to give it a try,” and Jiaolong let out a long-held breath. History is about to be made
and the world will never be the same. And the icing on the cake, dear Mother and Father, is that the man responsible for taking your lives will soon face justice.
Bronson lowered the skullcap onto his head. Jiaolong closed his eyes. Neither Bronson’s nor his grandfather’s voice sounded from the speaker.
“What’s happening?” Jiaolong asked, turning to Pak.
Pak’s computer screens were alive with streaming data. “Nothing unusual, sir. It’s presenting as if they are still communicating.”
A tickle of concern wedged its way into Jiaolong’s thoughts.
Zhin stepped forward, her brows furrowed. She still carried the shoulder bag with the backup drive strapped across her chest, refusing to let it from her sight until Bronson and the others were in their grasp. “Communicating about what?” she asked.
“There’s no way to tell. It must be a thought transference of some sort.”
“I don’t like it,” Zhin said.
“Give it a moment,” Jiaolong said, ignoring his own discomfort. “But tell the team to prepare to breach.”
“This must be stopped immediately,” Zhin said. She turned to Pak. “Order the breach.”
“Hold, I said!” Jiaolong glared at her. “How dare you attempt to countermand me?”
Her nostrils flared, and for a moment Jiaolong thought she wanted to lash out at him. But Min placed a hand on her shoulder and Zhin held her tongue. Jiaolong turned back to the wall screen.
***
It took less than a few seconds for de Vries to burst-transmit the multistep process Jake would have to take to end the man’s existence. Neither of them was certain it would work, and Jake suspected he’d have to improvise a bit to make it happen. 
Before commencing, de Vries insisted on data-dumping on Jake what he’d learned as a result of his unfettered access to Jiaolong’s network. It happened in just a few beats, and Jake suddenly knew everything about the Spider, Passcode, and the targets around the world. He reeled at the implications. World gold reserves altered, stock prices manipulated, bank deposits stripped away—the global economy could be ground to a halt at the push of a button. And what about the havoc that would spread when the utility companies were hacked? Massive power outages, natural gas pipelines breached, oil and gasoline production shut down? High-level military networks were also on the list of Passcode targets. Jake didn’t even want to think about that. The scenarios were all doable, but such leverage in the hands of one man was inconceivable.
And Jiaolong already has the passwords. 
De Vries had also told Jake about the link he’d discovered between Jiaolong’s network and a paramilitary compound less than ten kilometers away, managed under the direction of de Vries’s age-old nemesis, Wong Huang-Fu, the triplets’ grandfather. The two men had met over fifty years ago in Hong Kong, when de Vries had inherited his father’s arms-dealing empire and Wong had been the “straw sandal” liaison officer of the powerful triad that managed the black-market side of the business. They’d become fast friends. Both had been masters of the ancient game of Go, and de Vries explained that their weekly matches had been the things of legend among their families and associates. But as de Vries grew older, his desire to legitimize the family business had driven a wedge between the two men. Triad profits plummeted and Wong had lost face with his superiors, which forced him several rungs down on the triad’s political ladder. 
The man had visions of grandeur, de Vries had explained, picturing himself one day as the head of the most powerful triad in the world before the age of forty, an unprecedented accomplishment. I was responsible for crushing those dreams. Obviously, he’s never forgiven me for that and has used his granddaughters to finally reap his revenge. From what I’ve learned, he has been siphoning technology from Jiaolong’s operation to advance the triad’s research into thought-controlled weaponry. Between that and control of the Passcode system, plus access to the alien technology that you bring to the table, there is little that could prevent him from becoming the most powerful man on the planet.
Mention of the alien technology stunned Jake. He should’ve suspected that was the final piece to the puzzle. 
It was time to get moving. But first he’d keep his promise.
Following the instructions de Vries had given him, he stepped over to the resuscitator that was keeping the old man’s body alive. He posed his final questioning thought to de Vries as he hovered his finger over the shut-off switch.
***
Jiaolong leaped to his feet. “What’s he doing? That will kill—”
“Sir,” Pak shouted behind him. “The prisoners have escaped.”
Jiaolong snapped his head around. “What?” He jerked his focus back to the screen. “No!”
Zhin charged forward. “Breach, breach, breach,” she ordered into her headset microphone. Then to Pak she said, “Sound the alarm.”
Jiaolong ripped off his headset and threw it against the screen.
***
I need to know where your grandson is holding my children, Jake asked de Vries.
Your children? He doesn’t have your children.
Jake’s mind reeled. Are you sure?
Give me a second. A beat later de Vries said, Yes, I’m certain. There’s no record of your children being held here or anywhere else.
But they were taken. They must be—
A klaxon sounded from the overhead speakers. 
De Vries’s transmitted thoughts were like a shout in Jake’s head. Your wife and friends have escaped. You must leave!
In the same instant, the emergency stairwell door burst open and armed guards swarmed in. Just before one of the men yanked the skullcap from Jake’s head, he heard one final thought through the device.Dad?
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AN ALARM PIERCED THE SILENCE, triggering a jolt of panic that squeezed the breath from Francesca’s lungs. She braced herself against Tony crouched beside her. He and the others had swiveled their heads to the rear, where the shouts they’d heard had been replaced by the sound of pounding footfalls.
 “Five seconds,” Pete said, staring at the sky. He was crouched in front of them at the end of the alley. The wide street ahead was still bathed in moonlight. They huddled in the shadows, shifting uneasily as the large cloud finally drifted in front of the moon. Darkness descended. “Sixth house on the left,” Pete said. He checked the corner. “Clear. Let’s go.” 
He sprinted forward, and Francesca and the others stayed close behind him. They were halfway across the road when a group of men rounded the corner at the end of the block and skidded to a stop at the sight of Francesca and the others. Even in the darkness, she could see their raised weapons.
“Stop where you are,” the lead guard shouted. She recognized his voice as the murderer with the gouged cheek. Pete and Tony stepped forward to create a barricade for their unarmed friends. Pete’s submachine gun was pressed into his shoulder, while Tony held his pistol in a two-handed grip. Becker and Jonesy grabbed either of Francesca’s arms and swept her across the street to take cover behind an empty vendor’s cart. 
There was a moment of stunned silence as the two groups of armed men faced each other—six against two, separated by less than thirty paces.  
“Lower your weapons,” the lead guard said.
Pete and Tony didn’t budge. 
“The good news is that they must want us alive,” Pete said to Tony, just loud enough for Francesca to hear. He sighted down his weapon.
“Otherwise we’d be dead already, right?” Tony said. “You any good with that thing?”
“Fair to middling. You?”
“I can drop the three on the right before they know what happened.”
Another shout from down the street. “One false move and you’re both dead men. I’ll give you until the count of five.” 
“Kind of reminds me of the Old West,” Tony said. “Know what I mean?”
“One... ”
Pete sniffed. “Ye don’t know the half of it.” Using one hand to keep the weapon aimed at the guards, he eased the other to slip his cell phone from his vest pocket. He dropped it onto the cobbled street and crushed it under the heel of his boot. Francesca realized he was preparing to be taken.
“Two... ” the lead guard yelled.
“Bloody hell,” Jonesy whispered. “I’m circling around, weapon or not.” 
Becker grabbed his arm, motioning up at the sky. “You’ll never make it.” 
Francesca followed his gaze. The cloud had drifted and moonlight was already pushing back the shadows.
“Three... ”
“Once the shooting starts,” Pete said, “you three hightail it up to the ridge. Help’s waiting.”
The Irishman and Tony braced themselves. This wasn’t a ruse. They weren’t planning on backing down.
“Four... ”
“Don’t,” Francesca cried out, struggling unsuccessfully to free herself from Becker’s grasp.  “Please!” Moonlight illuminated the guards’ faces and she noticed the lead guard wearing glasses. He also wore an unwavering expression, and she realized he and his men weren’t going to back down, either. “Dio mio,” she whispered.
A Chinese woman wearing a dark cloak and coolie hat stepped from an alley between the two groups. She walked casually into the street and turned her back on the guards as she faced Tony and Pete.
Pete shifted uneasily. “Jaysus, girl,” he muttered. “What are ye thinkin’?”
 “You there. Step aside immediately!” the lead guard shouted. He repeated himself in Chinese.
“You know her?” Tony asked.
“This is going to happen fast,” Pete said to Tony. “No time to explain. But by God, man, don’t fire your weapon.”
“But—” Tony stopped when another group of guards ran into the street behind Francesca’s position. They were surrounded. 
 “Damn,” Jonesy whispered. Becker sighed. Tony lowered his weapon. 
Pete didn’t.
 The Asian woman stared him down, and the surreal scene reminded Francesca of a showdown in a Western. 
The woman screamed something in Chinese, sweeping her cloak aside and raising a snub-nosed machine pistol in a two-handed grip. Before Francesca could gasp, the woman let loose a three-round burst that stitched Pete across his chest. Blood exploded from the entry wounds, two of the rounds passing clean through to blow flesh and guts out his back. Pete flew backward and his body thumped onto the street, his legs twitching.
The woman tossed her weapon aside and dropped to her knees, her face buried in her hands.
***
“Did you see that?” Pak blurted out.
Jiaolong forgave the outburst. The camera view from the glasses his lead guard, Bingwen, wore had captured it all, and he’d been just as startled as everyone else in the room. He watched in dismay as his other men rushed forward and gathered up the prisoners. The view shifted downward as Bingwen kicked at the fallen man to confirm he was dead. Another guard searched the body and secured the fallen weapon and spare magazines.
“Serves him right,” Min said. “The woman shouted that he’d killed her husband. He must have done it during his infiltration.”
“She shall be rewarded,” Jiaolong said, watching as the guards cuffed the prisoners with zip ties and ushered them away. “Finish rounding up the others,” he said. “Have them all brought to the barracks facility, including Bronson. We’ll meet them there. The time for games is over.”
Pak issued the order, and Jiaolong watched as Bingwen helped the Chinese woman to her feet. She allowed herself to be escorted away. Bingwen took one last glance at the dead body before he—and the camera view—turned to follow the others.
“And the body?” Pak asked.
“Send a gurney to gather it in the morning. We have other priorities at the moment.” He turned and left the room. 
The triplets followed.
***
Two minutes earlier
“Someone’s with him!” Lacey said, her breath quickening. She and Marshall were on the ridgeline watching Pete’s movements through night-vision scopes. He’d disappeared down an alley a few minutes ago and they’d been waiting anxiously for him to reappear.
“That’s Tony,” Marshall said. 
Lacey’s hands shook from a rush of excitement, and the magnified green-scale image jiggled as Pete and four others raced across the street and ducked into another alley. “And Francesca, too. Was that Becker and Jonesy with them?”
“I think so.”
“I didn’t see the kids—”
Alarms pierced the silence, followed by an exchange of gunfire from behind their position. 
They spun around. “That came from our trucks!” Marshall said, pulling her back from the ridge. They grabbed their packs and weapons and scuttled behind the massive tree. “Quick, give me your phone.”
“What’s happening?” she asked, handing it over.
 “They’re on to us,” he said. He opened the phone and yanked out the battery and SIM chip. He snapped the chip in half and tossed it in the brush. The alarms still trumpeted from below but the gunfire behind them had ceased, replaced by distant shouts. “They must’ve got Feng and the driver. It sounds like they’re headed this way.” 
“Aren’t we supposed to evacuate down the hill to the kid’s house if that happens?”
“Not if alarms are going off all over the place.”
“Should we use the sat phone to call in the reinforcements?”
Marshall hesitated. “Jake was clear that we shouldn’t do that until he has the kids in hand. We gotta stick to that.”
“So we fight,” she said, flipping off the safety on her MP5. She aimed it down the trail.
Marshall lowered the muzzle of her gun. “You got a death wish or something?”
She brushed him off, her eyes searching for movement. “You have a better plan?”
He pulled out his own phone and studied the flashing green icons on the display. “Jake’s still in the main building. Dolphin and Shamer are at BlackFlag’s house, and it looks like Skylar’s circling around to meet Pete and the others. If all hell breaks loose down there and they get taken, then it’s going to be on us to figure out how to get them out.” He disabled the phone and tossed the chip away. “So we need to stay out of sight and avoid capture. That’s our plan.”
“That’s not going to work.” She pointed to the flattened foliage along the ridgeline. “When those suckers behind us get here, they’re going to see that. They’ll know we’re here somewhere and they won’t stop searching until they find us.”
Marshall stared at the disturbed vegetation. He swiveled around and seemed to study the thick jungle behind her, then nodded. He took Lacey’s hand and pulled her to her feet.
 “Follow my footsteps exactly,” he said. He let go of her hand and headed off, taking care to walk on the hard pack between the foliage. She shouldered her MP5 and followed, at one point leaping from one downed log to another to avoid crushing any plants underfoot. When they reached the thick tangle, he used his assault rifle to lift the bottom of the brush. “Crawl in. Feet first.”
The space he’d created was barely eighteen inches wide. “This is your plan?”  
“We don’t have time to argue.” As if to emphasize the point, a distant burst of gunfire echoed from down in the village. Shouts rang out from the direction of the trucks, and Lacey cringed when she realized the men coming down the trail were much closer. She could imagine them running in response to the gunfire. 
“Hurry,” Marshall whispered.
She dropped to her belly and shimmied into the space. Brambles caught on her clothes and something scurried through the brush behind her, sending a shiver up her spine. When she was all the way in, he pulled his assault rifle back and the brush dropped in front of her face.
“Hey, what about you?” she asked.
He crouched in front of her. “I’ve got other plans.”
“Oh, no, you don’t,” she said, trying to push to her knees. 
“Listen, dammit,” he whispered through clenched teeth. “I know you like to take charge and most of the time that’s fine with me. But not now. Not this time. I’m your husband and it’s my turn to take care of you. You need to stay here and not make a sound. Got it?” 
She’d never seen this side of him and it scared her. It also made her feel safe. She nodded. “I got it,” she said. She wriggled deeper into the brush and watched between the branches as he leaped from log to log toward the ridgeline. He turned and blew her a kiss before finally tucking himself into the sparse underbrush where any fool could see him.
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I RACED DOWN THE TUNNEL behind Little Star, with Ahmed and Sarafina right behind me. We were headed to the Center, where Dad’s thoughts had originated before the alarms cut him off. There had been another man’s presence there, too, and he had seemed just as startled by the alarm as my dad. The man had reached out to me over the Net but I’d ignored him. Dad was in trouble and I wanted to find him. I’d shot up, grabbed my backpack, and pulled Little Star toward the trapdoor leading to the tunnels. I begged him to lead the way. He hadn’t hesitated. 
“So Dad and Lacey are okay?” Sarafina asked, her voice bouncing breathlessly behind me. I could hear her fear. She was trying hard not to panic in the dark confines of the tunnel, and the beam of her flashlight kept jerking this way and that.
“They were when they checked in from Italy,” I said. Before yanking the Spider off my head, I’d remembered to check the emergency protocol site. Dad and Lacey were out there looking for us. “But that was two days ago.”
“What about Mom?” Ahmed asked.
“Dunno.” She hadn’t checked in. Neither had anyone else.
A couple minutes later, Little Star pulled to a stop beneath an iron ladder. “The tunnel continues for a couple hundred meters farther on. There are two exits near the ruins of the ancient wall. One opens near the airport and the other empties in the cellar of the barracks. This one here opens under the bell shrine that was preserved within the Center. It should be empty at this hour but I will go first to be certain.” When he reached the top of the stairs, he placed an index finger to his lips to remind us to stay quiet. He flicked off his flashlight. We did the same and the space was plunged into darkness. My sister gasped. 
There was movement up above, then a creaking noise, and then Little Star’s silhouette was backdropped by the pale moonlight. He slipped outside and disappeared, and all I could see was the trace outline of the opening. A breeze drifted downward and I smelled vegetation. Then I heard a muffled grunt up above and Sarafina’s hand snapped closed around my arm. I suspected my brother and sister were holding their breath just like me.
A head popped into view. “All clear,” Little Star whispered. “Come on up.” The three of us scrambled up the ladder to find ourselves in a gazebo pretty much like the one we’d seen in the jungle. Except this one housed a huge bell instead of a Buddha statue. A thick log was suspended horizontally in front of it by two iron chains. The structure could have been a thousand years old. It was surrounded by a beautiful garden of colorful flowers and leafy trees, which was in turn surrounded by the windowed walls of the four-story building that had been built around it. It appeared as if none of the rooms were occupied, though the blinds were drawn on a long string of windows on the top floor.
“No guards?” Ahmed asked.
“Just one,” Little Star said, pointing to the shadows beneath the foliage. I squinted and saw the outline of a body. “He was kind enough to give me this.” He held up a key card.
“Is he dead?” Ahmed asked in a tone that suggested he’d be okay with that. I couldn’t embrace his indifference, but reminded myself that the people who had kidnapped my family and friends had brought this upon themselves, just like the boss man on the bridge. 
“No,” Little Star said, “but he’s going to wake up with a bad headache. Follow me.”
We stuck to the shadows, our feet crunching on the pebbled path leading through the garden. Little Star used the keycard to open a glass door, and we found ourselves at the intersection of two corridors. 
Little Star hesitated. “Which way?” he asked, looking down at me. Ahmed and Sarafina stared at me too.
“How should I know?” I asked.
“What?” my sister said.
“You’re kidding me,” Ahmed said.
Their disappointment made me feel horrible, but what was I supposed to do? Sometimes I knew stuff, sometimes I didn’t. I looked in one direction and then the other, but neither felt any different to me. I only knew that Dad’s thoughts had originated from here. I’d only felt him for an instant but I was sure this was the place. I closed my eyes and searched my memory for some clue I might have missed. 
I came up empty. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I have no idea where Dad is.”
“No worries, pal,” Ahmed said, patting my shoulder. “We’ll search. One floor at a time if we have to. Follow me.” He started walking to the left.
“Wrong way,” a man’s strained voice said from a ceiling loudspeaker. 
Sarafina cringed. Ahmed spun in a crouch, a knife in his hand. Little Star took up a defensive stance in the opposite direction. But there was no one there. 
“Wait,” I said, recognizing the overhead voice. “It’s the man who was speaking to Dad on the computer. It’s safe.”
“You’re right. You can trust me,” the man said. His words were strained. “But we haven’t much time. I can only override the cameras for so long before someone is sent to investigate. Come quickly and I’ll help you find your parents.”
One minute later we were standing in a basement research lab and I was holding a skullcap in my hand. It reminded me of the one I’d worn to link up with the alien Grid and the memory made me shiver. Little Star and the others stood to one side. My sister was still uneasy after seeing the old man’s clone floating in the chamber at the back of the room, but she wanted answers, too. She’d been immediately drawn to the old man when she first saw his frail body on the hospital bed. His voice had directed us to a position in the room that was in a blind spot between the two wall cameras. But even though we couldn’t be remotely seen, the old man had explained that our voices would still be picked up once he reactivated the system. 
“Quiet,” the man said. “No more talking. Someone in the control room just noticed the cameras are down. Use the cap. I’m switching the cameras back on now.”
A red light appeared on top of each camera.
I lowered the cap but it was too large. Only a couple of the probes connected properly with my forehead and scalp. I could hear the man’s thoughts in my head but they were distorted and intermittent. 
I was considering how to fix it when I remembered the Spider in my backpack. I pulled it out, pointed at it, and shrugged toward the computer screen.
The computer beeped twice, and I took that as a signal I could try using the Spider. I placed it on my head and switched it on. The connection was instantaneous, and I knew the old man had opened a wireless gateway between us. 
The first thing I felt was pain. Not mine—the old man’s. It wasn’t a physical pain; he wasn’t connected to his body anymore. No, his was the worst kind of pain, a hurt that couldn’t be treated with an ice pack or a Band-Aid. His anguish stemmed from emotions that seemed to be fed from thousands of randomized thoughts and data that stretched outward from the computer in this room to other servers in the building and beyond, straining to snap the frail tether of consciousness that struggled to hold them together. The man was filled with despair and longed to escape the millions of electronic claws that grasped at his being.
My brain instantly reached out to soothe him. 
Ahhh, that’s nice, he said in my head. I appreciate the effort but it’s far too late for that, child. Only in death will I find peace.
He’d communicated with thoughts, and the absence of any reaction from my brother and sister told me they hadn’t heard it. 
I looked at the hospital bed. The old man’s skin was slack and pale and a machine was breathing for him. I noticed where it was plugged into the wall, and I was again reminded that sometimes taking a life was the right thing to do.
No, the man’s voice said. That won’t help. That body is lost to me. It’s the death of my mind that I dream about. But my consciousness isn’t only here. It’s everywhere. 
Just as I’d done when I played the video game, I allowed my mind to extend itself into the network that housed what remained of the man’s life. One moment I was listening to him as if he were present in the room, and the next moment my mind had identified the location of every bit of data linked to his being. A fair amount of it mingled throughout a secondary network located ten kilometers away, and I was surprised to discover that some of the data was leaking onto the Internet. My brain embraced every fragment, stemming the flow. That’s when I realized I could help him.
You honor your father, young man. Like him, your instinct is to help.
Is he okay?
The old man’s thoughts were hesitant. He was taken. So was your mother.
Where are they?
I’ll show you.
A video monitor on the counter beside us flickered on.
I gulped.
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JAKE’S WRISTS WERE BOUND, guards gripped his arms, and his sense of hopelessness multiplied with each new face ushered into the room. 
First it was Becker, Jonesy, and Tony, their hands flex-cuffed behind them, their expressions shocked at the sight of him. A huge guard with a swollen cheek shoved Becker into the iron-barred cell so hard that Becker tripped and fell onto the stone floor. Jonesy tried to move past the guard to help his friend, but the guard kicked the back of his knees and Jonesy toppled next to Becker. When the guard attempted to manhandle Tony in the same fashion, Jake’s best buddy head-butted him with a crack that sounded like two bowling balls being swung together. The guard dropped, his eyes glassy. Six other guards raised their weapons. Tony sniffed and walked into the cell under his own steam. Becker and Jonesy rose to stand beside him. 
They were in the old wing of the barracks that abutted the remains of the ancient wall. Although the interior had been swept clean and the pitched roof appeared to have been recently replaced, the expansive space smelled of mold and age. Other than a lone desk and computer station near the exit door, a large holding cell stretched the full length of the stone-walled room. Another door opened to a hallway leading deeper into the building. 
The downed guard pushed to his feet. His hand was reaching for his holstered pistol when one of the other guards whispered something to him. The big man huffed and glared at Tony. “I will kill you soon enough.”
Tony ignored him. His face was grim. He locked eyes with Jake and nodded toward the door. 
Francesca shuffled into the room, her eyes downcast and her hands bound at her back. Jake’s lungs stopped working as a guard led her into the cell. She huddled up to Tony, her head bowed.
Jake twisted free of his guards and lunged toward the bars. “Francesca!”
She looked up, gasped, then lurched toward him. “Jake.”  
He pressed into the bars, rust scraping his cheeks. Her face was inches away and her eyes danced with fear. He could taste her breath and her smell washed over him. “Thank God you’re okay,” he said. A hand grabbed his cuffed wrists, but before the guard could yank him away, Jake whispered, “I brought friends. Be ready.”
A second guard grabbed his other arm and the two men pulled him away. Jake’s eyes remained fixed on Francesca’s, waiting to see a glimmer of hope. But all he saw was despair. And when she looked to the door, he followed her gaze and stared, unbelieving, as Marshall, Dolphin, Shamer, and Ma were herded in and shoved into the cell. Marshall nodded to him, and his friend’s eyes twitched in a way that suggested he hadn’t given up hope. Shamer and Dolphin looked scared to death, but Ma’s expression burned with hatred. 
Jake sagged. Their rescue plan had been obliterated and now twice as many people were in danger. 
He expected Lacey, Pete, and Skylar to be next, and his stomach churned at the prospect that his children might follow. Instead, the bastard behind it all sauntered into the room. He carried a tablet in one hand and was followed by Min, the woman who’d interrogated Jake in Amsterdam. He remembered the damage she could do with the bobbles that dangled from her long braid. Two other women slithered in beside her—they must be triplets—and the foursome stood side by side to face him. 
 “He’s not so tall in person,” one of Min’s sisters said. She clung to Jiaolong’s arm as if she owned him.
Min snickered. The third sister simply glared at Jake. She had a firm hold on a tote bag strapped across her chest. 
“Manners, manners,” Jiaolong said. “We haven’t even introduced ourselves yet.”
Jake felt a spark of hope when no one else was hauled in. “What the hell do you want, you son of a bitch?”
Jiaolong ignored the outburst and pointed to the women one at a time. “This is Lin, Min, and Zhin. My name is Daniel de Vries, though you may call me Jiaolong.”
“And my name is Jake Bronson, and you can call me judge, jury, and executioner.” The guards tightened their grips on his arms. He ignored them, his eyes never breaking contact with Jiaolong’s. “I’m going to give you one—and only one—chance to let my friends and family go. This is it, pal. Judgment Day. The next words out of your filthy mouth will decide whether you die today or live the rest of your worthless lives in a dirty prison cell.”
Min lunged forward, snapping her neck and torso to send her bobbles whipping toward Jake’s face. But he was ready this time. Despite his deteriorating senses, his body surged with adrenaline. Using the guards’ grips as a fulcrum, he ducked forward and lifted his legs from the ground. The guards leaned forward to manage his dead weight, and the bobbles shot over Jake’s head and smacked into the left guard’s skull. There was a hollow thunk and the guard dropped to the floor. 
Jake stood back up and grinned. “Nice shot.”
Min’s face burned with anger. Her body was coiled and the bobbles were back in her outstretched hand. But before she could make another move, Jiaolong stepped forward and grabbed her arm.
“Steady, sister. He’s trying to provoke you. It’s a lame attempt by a desperate man. All his well-laid plans just collapsed before his eyes.” 
Min huffed but relaxed her posture. Jiaolong turned back to Jake.
“And you must learn to behave yourself. If not for your own sake, then for theirs.” He motioned toward the cells. “One big happy family, right, Mr. Bronson?”
Jake steadied himself. Pete and Skylar and Lacey were still out there somewhere. 
Jiaolong snickered. “Was that…hope I saw in your eyes? I think so. Well, that won’t do, now will it?” Raising his voice toward the door, Jiaolong added, “Please show in our guest of honor.”
Jake held his breath, fearing the worst. But when the weathered peasant woman shuffled in without cuffs or an escort, he had to fight to control his expression. Skylar’s coolie hat was gone but the gray wig still held her disguise together. She stepped to one side and bowed to Jiaolong and his entourage. She appeared every bit the cowed farm woman who’d been summoned to the warlord.
“You have nothing to fear,” Jiaolong said. 
One of the guards translated into Chinese for the “old woman’s” benefit. 
Jiaolong continued. “I asked you here only to honor you.” He bowed deeply. When he rose, he said, “I regret that your husband was murdered by this man’s associate.” He pointed to Jake. “And I applaud the manner in which you ended his miserable existence. You and your family shall be well rewarded.” Skylar bowed again and kept her head low.
“You bastard,” Jake said, playing along. He didn’t know what had happened but Skylar sure as hell didn’t kill Pete. 
Jiaolong ignored Jake’s comment. He said to Skylar, “I vow to you that this man will face similar justice.” 
Despite the hope that Skylar’s presence instilled, Jake was still filled with concern for his family and friends. When Jiaolong turned back to face him, Jake allowed his fear to show. Jiaolong smiled.
“No, I’m not going to kill you. That would be far too easy an escape from the horrors I have planned for the man who murdered my parents.” He held up the tablet. “Once I hit the ENTER button, your world will change forever, and you and your loved ones will feel a pain far worse than death.”
Jake didn’t like the sound of that one bit. But while his imagination raced through a multitude of dark possibilities, another part of him noticed Zhin rolling her eyes. 
I can work with that. 
“Here’s what I know,” Jake said. “First off, you’re an idiot. Secondly, Grandpa’s not very happy with you. In fact, he’s ashamed.”
Jiaolong stiffened. Jake pressed on.
“Don’t believe me? Don’t believe he told me about the secrets embedded in your video game? About Passcode? And why the beta testers happen to be gatekeepers to the most secure networks on the planet, including your own government’s?”
Jiaolong paled.
 “Ahh, there we go. Not so smug, now, huh? Well, let me clue you in, boy. Because your grandfather also told me some things that even you aren’t aware of. Ever heard the name Wong Huang-Fu?” 
Jiaolong didn’t react.
“No? You should have,” Jake said, smiling inwardly as the triplets shifted uneasily. “You’re nearly family.”
Zhin removed her shoulder bag and set it on the desk. Her eyes narrowed at Jake. Min moved to one side and Jake readied himself.
Jiaolong sneered. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Nor do I care—”
 “You see, while you’ve been caught up in your new-tech world of secret eyeglass cams and video monitoring equipment, Wong—who happens to be your grandfather’s most bitter enemy—has stayed true to his old-school roots as a triad kingpin. He’s been managing you from the shadows for years, gathering information through well-placed spies, biding his time while you did all the work. He’s probably watching us as we speak, laughing his ass off at what a fool you are.” 
“Nice try, Mr. Bronson. A last-ditch effort to create doubt before I push the button. But it won’t work.”
“If you say so. Oh, one last thing. Did I mention that Wong is your girlfriend’s grandfather?” Jiaolong frowned. “Who’s the puppet master now...Geppetto?”
Jiaolong turned to Lin, who seemed totally at ease. She placed her hands on his cheeks and kissed his mouth. After pulling away, she said, “The American is nothing if not creative.” She smiled and Jiaolong seemed to relax. 
Jake shook his head. The fool hadn’t seen that Min had pulled out her phone and speed-dialed a number. “It is time,” she said into the device. Then she pocketed it and spun around to confront her boss.
***
Jiaolong was startled by the sudden movement. Min grabbed his arm with both hands and squeezed. He was shocked at her vise-like grip. She yanked forward and used his momentum to spin him face-first into the wall, his nose crunching on impact. Blinding pain shot across his cheekbones and forehead. Furious, he tapped the ENTER key, discarded the tablet, and cocked his fist. Zhin rushed forward, grabbed his raised first, and pulled in the opposite direction. He went with the movement, trusting that Zhin was there to help, and he noticed sweet Lin drop to her knees in front of him, her hands buried in her face. But Min wouldn’t let go. Instead, she tightened her grip and spat at him. Zhin reached behind him, and he felt her grab hold of Min’s arm. He braced himself for the move that would break Min’s attack.
Then something changed. Both women stilled, as if an unspoken command had been exchanged between them. Their arms locked together behind him and their free hands slid down his forearms to hold his wrists outward. They pressed and suddenly he was on his knees, locked between them. His struggles to break free sent white-hot pain up his arms. 
On her knees in front of him was Lin, her face a picture of revulsion. She held a long stiletto toward him as if it were an offering, its tip against his sternum. 
“Surprise,” she whispered.
Her lips curled in a hungry smile, her eyes dancing from her sisters to him. He followed her gaze, looking left, then right, then back to the woman he loved. Each of the triplets wore the same expression of bitter disgust and for an instant he couldn’t tell them apart. The realization of their lie overwhelmed his senses, and he was once again the tormented chonky at school whom everyone detested.
The blade pierced his skin and he recoiled from the burning pain. But the sisters held him fast and Lin’s hand didn’t waver. She slowly pushed it deeper, angled upward, its tip moving inexorably toward his pounding heart. 
Lin’s face became enraptured by the process, and Jiaolong died a thousand deaths while his heart made its final beat.
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WE’D WATCHED IN HORROR as the scene unfolded on the video monitor. I’d been proud of the way my father stood up to his captors, but the looks on the sisters’ faces when they murdered de Vries’s grandson had nearly made me throw up. Sarafina had buried her face in Ahmed’s chest, her shoulders hitched in silent sobs. Little Star’s fists were clenched at his side. Ahmed was grim faced, but he nodded to himself as if he was glad the man had been killed. I knew what he was thinking—the guy deserved it. But I still couldn’t embrace his murder.
De Vries’s thoughts had scattered for a moment, replaced by a feeling of cold fury. His grandson had been murdered before his eyes, betrayed by the offspring of the old man’s lifelong enemy. The three women were pure evil, I thought, and I didn’t need my high IQ to know my parents would be their next victims.
I had to find a way to help them.
De Vries read my thoughts. “I will help as well,” his voice said through the loudspeakers.
I heard a soft buzzing sound and saw both wall cameras panning toward us.
“Hey!” Ahmed said.
“It’s okay,” de Vries said. “I’ve made a few adjustments. They cannot hear or see you.”
Ahmed moved toward the exit. “Good. We need to get to Mom and Dad before it’s too late.” 
“Wait,” de Vries said. “If you rush ahead blindly, you will also be taken.”
“He’s right,” Little Star said. “We need a plan.”
“For my part,” de Vries said, “I’ve already begun.” 
I sensed streams of code shooting forth from him, spiraling outward in multiple directions to embrace the network here in the valley plus the one ten kilometers away, planting a virus that would delete directories, erase files, and wipe hard drives. The code absorbed it all, including all the cloud backup files stored on remote servers. When everything was in place, de Vries’s voice was back in my head. “I’ve placed a timer on the virus. Now, here’s what you must do before it goes off.”
He outlined his plan and two minutes later we were ready to leave. De Vries had confirmed that the path between here and the tunnel entrance was clear. He’d done his part. The rest was up to us.
I reached out to him through my Spider. I needed to keep this part of our conversation private. May I help you, too?
Yes, but before I go I’d like to pass along one final thought. You are a remarkable child. You will make a difference in this world. But learn this from my life’s lesson. There is beauty in death. I understand that now. It’s an integral part of our existence, motivating us to sacrifice selfish aspirations in favor of nurturing our children. Seeking immortality in the hopes of building a better world is a fool’s errand, because it’s the promise of death that inspires man to greatness, to make a difference each and every day of his life.
I burned his words into a special drawer in my mind. They were words to live by. 
De Vries said, I’m ready. 
I closed my eyes— 
“Wait!” de Vries’s voice blared over the loudspeakers. “Look.” 
The scene on the video monitor switched over to a view from an exterior camera that appeared to be mounted in the jungle. An old road stretched into the distance, and I could see the tiny outline of the village on the horizon.
“That’s gotta be four or five miles away,” Ahmed said.
A military caravan streaked into view at the bottom of the screen, racing toward the village. There were trucks and Jeeps and Humvees with heavy machine gun turrets. And then a robotic swarm swept past the lens like a huge flock of angry birds. They were the same as in the video game and we’d never stand a chance against them. If we stepped into the open, we’d be discovered within moments of their arrival, and if we resisted, we’d be dead in less than a thought. 
What would Dad do?
 “They’ll be here soon,” de Vries said. “There’s no time to waste.”
Ahmed was at the door in a second. Little Star and Sarafina were right behind him. But I hesitated, exchanging a desperate burst of thoughts with de Vries, asking him to do one final thing for me. 
Brilliant, his mind said as he weaved a quick patch of code and sent it on its way.
Then I closed my eyes and accepted the electronic tentacles of the old man’s consciousness. A nanosecond later I swept everything that was Frederik de Vries back into his failing body. When I opened my eyes, I saw the corner of his parched lips twitch around the tube that projected from his mouth. He’d tried to smile.
God bless you, Alex Bronson. 
The monitors flatlined.
“Come on!” Ahmed said, holding the door open.
I grabbed my pack and ran.
***
A twig snapped and Lacey flicked off the safety on her MP5. 
She’d been observing the valley from the ridgeline and had watched desperately as Marshall and the others had been escorted into the barracks. But then she’d spotted a figure making its way up the trail, so she’d scrambled back to her hiding spot beneath the brush.
A thick cloud bank had obscured the moonlight, but not so much that she couldn’t see the shadow moving slowly toward her previous position on the ridge. Her heart thudded louder and louder. She settled the red-dot sight of her weapon on the crouching form. He was less than thirty feet away. 
If he takes one step in my direction…
The figure looked left and right. “Lacey?” the man said softly.
She couldn’t believe her ears. “Pete?”
He turned and hurried toward her, and she knew from his broad silhouette that it was Pete. She lowered her weapon and crawled from the brush.
“Thank God yer okay, lass. I’ve been worried sick.” His uniform was covered in blood, and there appeared to be bullet holes in his chest. He wasn’t carrying a weapon.
She sucked in a breath. “You’re hurt.”
He chuckled. “I’m pleased it looks that way. Otherwise, I’d be a goner. I was about to get riddled for real when Sky stepped up and shot me instead. God bless her.”
“Squibs?”
“Yep.”
She sighed. “They took Marshall, too.”
“I know. They passed me on the way down. It looked like they were headed toward the barracks. They might have also gotten Dolphin, Shamer, and the woman who took us in. The house was empty. That’s why I headed up here.” He hesitated before adding, “Any sign of Feng or his buddy?”
Lacey shook her head and Pete’s shoulders sagged. “I figured as much. The bastards who did this are going to pay.”
“What should we do?”
“We’ve got to save the day, what else? I assume ye followed procedures and disabled yer phone?”
“Yes. But I still have this.” She unclipped the sat phone from her belt.
“Did ye use it?”
“I wanted to. Oh, man, did I want to. But I remembered Jake’s warning about not calling until he had the kids. I was searching for signs of Jake or them when I spotted you coming up the trail. That’s when I hightailed it back into the brush. Did you see them?”
“Afraid not.”
They moved to the ridgeline and studied the barracks through their night-vision scopes. 
Pete said, “I got the diversion charges set up but without a comm link, Jake can’t signal to let me know when to set ’em off.”
“What if he’s been taken, too?”
“Been thinkin’ about that. It amn’t gonna be easy trying to free the rest of them with just the two of us.”
“Then maybe it’s time to call in the cavalry,” she said.
Pete didn’t answer. He was panning his scope this way and that. There was a soft rumble in the distance and he swept the scope up the valley. Lacey raised her scope and saw headlights break from the distant jungle. A vehicle turned onto the straightaway leading toward the village. Another set of headlights skipped into view behind it, and the flickers of more lights in the trees told her there were more behind that one. The clouds shifted and moonlight slanted down to illuminate the patch of roadway. That’s when she noticed the pulsing shadow that seemed to float above the military caravan. She focused her scope on the mass and saw what looked like a flock of birds following the vehicles. All at once, the flock split into three groups and lined up in perfect diamond formations. 
“That cuts it,” Pete said. “We’ve got to get off this mountain before that swarm gets here. And we’re gonna need all the help we can get to save our friends. Make the bloody call!”
She picked up the phone and speed-dialed.
***
Only a few minutes had passed since Jake watched Jiaolong meet his fate. Now he was locked in the cell with the rest of them. He wrapped his arms around Francesca and she clung to his chest. The others stood along either side of them. Jiaolong’s body had been removed from the room, and the three sisters were huddled at the desk with their cell phones pressed to their ears. 
“Whad’ya think they’re talkin’ about?” Tony whispered.
“No talking!” the big guard said, pointing his pistol at Tony. The guard—one of the sisters had called him Bingwen—had a huge lump on his forehead from where Tony had head-butted him, and Jake suspected he’d like nothing better than to squeeze the trigger. Tony shut up.
The sisters seemed to be doing more nodding than talking; it had to be Grandfather Wong on the other end of the line. The elder de Vries had told Jake that Wong’s home base was less than ten clicks away, and the man was probably on his way over with reinforcements. Not that he needed them. The sisters had taken quick charge of the situation after killing Jiaolong. It was a classic coup d’état and the guards had taken it all in stride. Most of them had exited the barracks to take up stations elsewhere. The two who had stayed back with Bingwen were watchful but relaxed. They’d moved to the back of the room to give the sisters privacy. Skylar, still disguised, stood beside the guards, her head bowed. Zhin had said she wanted to speak with Skylar and asked her to remain until after the call. Jake waited anxiously for Sky to make her move. He had no idea what she had planned. 
The door flew open and a guard rushed in with his assault rifle in a ready position. Sweat beaded his brow. A glare from Zhin stopped him short; she and the sisters were intent on their phone call. The guard bowed, then shuffled over and whispered something to Bingwen. The brute’s expression tightened. Bingwen whispered back, keeping his eyes glued on Jake and the others, looking like he was trying to cover up a swell of anger. His subordinate gave a subtle nod, shouldered his weapon, and walked casually toward the other two guards. 
“Something’s up,” Becker whispered.
Jake knew the Aussie was right but there was nothing Jake could do about it. He watched helplessly as the scene unfolded. The sisters ended their call, Bingwen distracted Skylar with a quick question, then the new guard grabbed her from behind and held a knife to her throat. The two remaining guards rushed to grab either of her arms. 
Bingwen stormed over to confront her. He watched as his guards removed her weapons and emptied her pockets. They dropped a pistol, several spare magazines, two throwing knives, and a cell phone onto a nearby table. Bingwen scrutinized her face.
“What’s this?” Zhin asked as she and the sisters pocketed their phones and walked over.
Bingwen placed a meaty palm over Skylar’s face and ripped off her bulbous prosthetic nose. One of her rubber cheekbones came away with it, and the white skin beneath stood in sharp contrast to the rest of her darkened face. Skylar wriggled her nose and glared at Bingwen. He backhanded her, whipping her head to one side. The guards held her tight and he smacked her again.
Sky snarled at him. “Is that all you got?” 
Bingwen cocked his arm. Tony pounded the bars with his palms. “Try that with me, asshole!”
“Bingwen, enough,” Zhin said, approaching the big guard. “How did you know?”
“The man she supposedly killed? His body is missing and the blood splatter wasn’t really blood.”
Skylar snickered. “He looked pretty dead to me.”
Min rushed forward and grasped her by the chin, her nails digging into Skylar’s flesh. “I will teach you respect. And then you will look really dead.” She released her grip. “Throw her in with the others.” The guards hauled her to the cell, unlocked the door, and pushed her inside.
Zhin turned to Bingwen. “Your new master will be here in a few minutes and he won’t be pleased if this house isn’t in order. I suggest you find that man immediately.”
Bingwen pursed his lips and exhaled through his nose like an angry bull. He pulled his radio and started issuing orders. All he heard in return was static. The door opened and a man wearing dark slacks and a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves rushed in. He was out of breath.
“Pak,” Lin said. “What’s wrong?”
“Our communications are down. Wireless, landlines, Internet—everything. And...and TurboHacker’s online!”
“What?” Zhin asked with a deep frown. She looked at Marshall in the cell. “Impossible. He’s standing right there.”
Pak moved around the desk and made an entry on the keyboard. Then he swung the monitor around and showed them lines of code streaming down the screen. He pointed at the bottom of the display. It was too far away for Jake to make out the text, but that didn’t matter. He’d heard Alex in the system earlier, and he knew from his conversations with Marshall that Alex had been using Marshall’s handle. He felt a flush of pride at his son’s attempt to help. It also scared the hell out of him.
“See?” Pak said. “Username is TurboHacker. Whoever it is, he’s taken over our entire network, deleting one file after the next, including all the linked files at your grandfather’s facility. We can’t break through. We’re losing everything!” 
Zhin picked up the leather tote, strapped it across her shoulder, and held it against her chest in a white-knuckled grip. Lin and Min stepped closer, as if to provide a shield around her. “So you don’t know who he is,” Zhin said. “But can’t you at least identify where he is?”
Pak exhaled. “We’re working on it. We know that it’s originating somewhere on the local network.”
Jake tensed. Alex is here?
 Pak continued, “I’ve got four people trying to fight through the attack in order to isolate the location. They’re making progress. As soon as they’ve got it, they will—”
The data stream on the computer monitor blacked out, replaced by a video image. Jake’s insides did a somersault and Francesca yelped. Alex was wearing the Spider headset, staring at streaming code on the computer beside de Vries’s bed. Sarafina, Ahmed, and a short monk stood nearby.
“It’s a child,” Lin said.
“He’s TurboHacker?” Pak said. “How can that be?”
Zhin spun toward Jake. “It’s his child, you fool. Find him!”
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“IT’S WORKING,” Ahmed whispered, holding the five-by-seven tablet display so we could all see. His hands trembled a little, and I knew he was every bit as nervous as me. I was still breathing hard from the run through the tunnels.
De Vries had made a loop recording of us when we were in his room. That’s what my parents and the others were now watching. It had given us the time we’d needed to get into position. The old man had also linked our tablet into the CCTV system, and the wall cameras in the barracks prison gave us a perfect view of the room. I couldn’t believe we’d actually found Mom and Dad, and Uncle Marshall and the others, too. The tunnel had brought us to an old cellar beneath the barracks. Layers of dust and cobwebs covered the rotted remains of wooden shelves lining the walls. 
We watched as Pak and all but two of the guards rushed out of the room. The sisters and the big man named Bingwen hesitated in front of the cell. The sister wearing a shoulder bag turned to face Dad. She looked furious. She extended a hand to Bingwen and he handed her his pistol. Then she turned and faced my father. 
I held my breath.
“The time for games is over, Mr. Bronson,” she said. “When I return with your children, I will expect your full cooperation. You will answer every question without hesitation, and you will reveal the location of the alien technology.” She raised the pistol and pulled the trigger. I flinched as an Asian woman doubled over. 
“Nooo,” Sarafina whispered, covering her mouth.
My father caught the old woman as she fell and Mom was quickly at her side. Bingwen chuckled. Uncle Tony lurched forward and his thick arm snapped through the bars. But Bingwen was out of reach. He smirked and spat in Uncle Tony’s face. My uncle froze. His eyes narrowed, and the guard’s saliva dripped from his chin. Uncle Tony brought his arm back through the cell bars and slowly wiped the saliva away. His face was as red as a stop sign. I’d never seen him so angry.
The sister locked eyes with Dad. “Have I made myself clear?”
Dad nodded, and she and her sisters left the room. Bingwen followed and closed the door behind them.
“We need to move quickly,” Little Star said. He climbed the stepladder, opened the trapdoor, and disappeared through the opening. A moment later he whispered, “It’s clear.”
Ahmed scrambled up two rungs at a time. I followed him, climbing as fast as my legs would take me, my pack jumping on my back with each step. My sister was right behind me. We clambered out to find ourselves in a dark pantry that smelled like rice and vegetables. Little Star opened the door to the adjoining kitchen. Although the kitchen lights were off, a band of light spilled into the room from the dimly lit hallway at the other end of the space.
“We turn left down that hallway,” Little Star whispered. “Ten paces later it opens to the room where your parents are being held.” 
Ahmed handed the tablet to Sarafina. Then he dropped his pack on the ground and his hand came away holding a knife. “I’m ready,” he said. Little Star frowned at the blade, and Ahmed added, “I took no vow.”
Little Star’s lips tightened. He looked at the video stream on the tablet. There were still only two guards in the room. Looking back at Ahmed, he said, “I will subdue the guards, but if anyone approaches from the other end of the hall—”
“Then they will have to come past this room. I’ll cover you.” 
The monk glided down the hall without looking back. Ahmed peeked around the corner and watched in the opposite direction. Sarafina and I stared at the tablet. The woman cradled in Dad’s arms wasn’t moving. He lowered her gently to the floor and used his palm to close her eyes. The two teens in the cell sobbed. My mom sniffled, too. She placed a hand on Dad’s shoulders. He rose and they hugged. Both guards were watching them, their backs to the camera. One guard said something in Chinese and the other one chuckled. 
Then everyone in the cell turned toward the camera and a wraith of silk streaked into view. Little Star sailed through the air in a flying kick that drove the first guard into the bars of the cell. Uncle Tony had his thick hands around the man’s neck before the guard knew what had happened. Uncle Tony picked the man clean off the floor, and the guard’s body kicked and twisted in the air. Jonesy reached through the bars and yanked a key ring from the man’s belt. The other guard was spinning his rifle around when Little Star swept the man’s legs. The guard fell flat on his back and his rifle skittered away. He was trying to sit up when Little Star lunged downward with a palm strike to his forehead that smacked the man’s head into the floor. The guard lay still.
It all happened so fast that I’d barely had time to catch my breath. Jonesy tossed the keys to Becker and he was inserting one after another into the lock, trying to find one that fit. Our plan was actually working—
“Get back,” Ahmed whispered urgently. He waved us into the shadows, and Sarafina and I huddled behind a counter. A creaky hinge sounded from down the corridor and my brother flattened himself against the wall. The knife glinted as he shifted his grip around the handle. Sarafina turned off the tablet. Her breaths were shaky. I was scared, too, but I also realized it was time to act on the lessons I’d learned in the past two days.
I slid off my backpack, unzipped it, and reached inside. 
“What are you doing?” Sarafina whispered.
“Shhh,” Ahmed hissed.
My senses came alert the moment I touched the leather case holding the mini. I focused my thoughts and the clamshell case clicked open. Energy surged through me when I wrapped my hand around the small pyramid. My sister moved away from me. “Stay back,” I said. She nodded.
A guard walked past and Ahmed slipped into the hall to follow him. I rushed to the opening to watch, determined to keep anybody from hurting my brother. The hard edges of the little pyramid dug into my grip, and its energy seemed to pulse in concert with every beat of my heart. 
My brother moved with confidence as he snuck up behind the skinny guard. When the guard reached the door at the end of the hall, Ahmed made his move. I aimed my entire focus at the scene, and suddenly everything seemed to unfold in slow motion: The guard pulling the door open, Ahmed’s left arm locking around his neck from behind, my brother’s elbow cocking back, the knife aimed at the man’s kidney, the startled expressions of Dad and the others in the far room, the guard dropping to one knee, swiveling around with the practiced motion of a fighting expert, Ahmed’s knife missing its mark, the guard lunging upward, his hands grabbing Ahmed’s wrist and forearm, twisting violently and spinning Ahmed in a forward somersault that landed him on his back. 
I was about to act when a loud roar sounded behind me. I turned to see Bingwen charging toward me like a freight train speeding down a tunnel. I swiveled my head to the guard standing over Ahmed, and back again to Bingwen, realizing I could stop one or the other but not both. I heard a loud scream, and was shocked to realize it was from my own throat. Sarafina snapped her head into the hall, her brow pinched with concern. Bingwen saw her and his nasty smile made the choice for me. I turned to face him. There were shouts behind me, a cry of pain, pounding footsteps. I ignored them all, raising the mini toward the big monster. His eyes filled with greed when he saw what I held in my hand. He picked up his pace. 
I felt as if I might explode from the mini’s power. I focused on the monster’s brain and commanded the power toward him.
Nothing happened.
The energy didn’t flow. Bingwen kept coming. His footsteps vibrated through the wooden floor. I screamed so hard it hurt my throat, every ounce of my brain commanding the mini’s power to burst out and destroy the beast. 
But it still didn’t work. 
The world slowed around me, and I stood frozen by the realization that my family would pay the price for my failure. Suddenly I knew the pain my father must have felt when he blamed himself for placing us in danger.
Drop to the floor NOW, Alex! my dad’s thoughts boomed in my head. 
My body reacted before my mind had a chance to think about it. I hit the floor just as Uncle Tony leaped over me. Bingwen skidded to a stop and yanked his pistol from its holster. But before he could pull the trigger, Uncle Tony collided into the man like a wrecking ball into an old building. They both flew backward. Uncle Tony’s fists pummeled downward again and again, and Bingwen’s feet twitched and jerked with each sickening impact. I had to look away. 
Then strong hands picked me up off the floor, and the next thing I knew I was hugging my dad’s chest. A rush of tears spilled down my cheeks. Mom hugged my other side and Sarafina raced to join us. I craned my neck to see Ahmed walking toward us. He was rubbing his shoulder but he looked okay. The skinny guard was lying facedown on the floor. The back of his uniform glistened with blood. The woman who’d been wearing the fake nose crouched over his body and pulled her two throwing knives out of the man’s back. She saw me watching and offered me a grim expression, shaking her head as if to apologize for making me witness what she’d done. But I wasn’t sorry. Not one bit. I sniffled and gave her a thumbs-up. Her surprise was followed by a smile.
The teenage boy and girl stepped past her and stood facing me. The boy had a wondrous smile. “So you’re TurboHacker?” 



Chapter 30
Yóulóng Village
A
MINUTE LATER EVERYONE was gathered in the kitchen and Jake drank in the sight of them. They weren’t out of the woods yet, not by a long shot. But the situation was looking much better than it had five minutes ago. Ahmed sat at the table with Marshall, Dolphin, and Shamer. Sarafina and Alex stood on either side of Francesca. All of them looked at Jake with worried expressions. He’d outlined the plan and they hated the part he was going to play. 
They don’t know the half of it.
Becker and Jonesy stood watch at the entryway. They’d changed into the guards’ uniforms and each held an assault rifle. Skylar stood with them. The three of them were about to slip outside to find Lacey and Pete. Then they were all supposed to meet up at the monk’s truck. Skylar wore the blood-soaked uniform of the skinny guard she’d killed, his cap pulled low. There hadn’t been any more rifles available but she had retrieved her pistol. 
She offered it to Jake, who didn’t have a weapon. 
“Keep it,” he said. “Could I borrow your knives instead?”
“You sure you know how to use these?”
she asked as she handed them over in their Velcro sheaths. 
He suppressed a smile and strapped one to either wrist. “I’ve got a few skills.”  
Dolphin patted Alex on the back. “Dude, I still can’t believe you’re the real TurboHacker. You’re awesome.”
Alex smiled, and it fueled Jake’s determination.
Marshall turned to face him. He adjusted the pistol tucked in his belt and said, “I still don’t like not being on the team that’s going to find Lace.” 
Becker spoke up. “I understand, mate. But Jonesy and I are damn good at this sort of thing, and from the looks of things, so is Skylar. You need to help Tony get everyone else up to the truck.” 
Tony nodded. “I need ya to cover my back.” He carried Bingwen’s pistol. Both his knuckles were bloody.
Marshall sighed. “I know, I know.” Alex nudged up beside him and Marshall squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t worry, pal. I’ve got you covered. Just like in the game, right?” Alex smiled. He was wearing his backpack. Jake had helped him pack it, making sure the mini’s case was snug at the bottom. 
Jake studied the tablet Sarafina had handed him. De Vries had shut down the communication networks but had made sure the CCTV system was kept alive. The old man had downloaded the control software onto the tablet so they had access to every camera on the grounds. But the real boon was that the software also controlled the loudspeaker systems, including the alarms. With the comm tower disabled, Jake had no way to communicate the go order to Pete. The klaxons were their last hope. 
He turned to Skylar. “You’re sure Pete will recognize it?” 
“He’d better,” she said. “We use that signal all the time when we’re doing outdoor shoots across a lot of acreage, like when you see three thousand warriors charging down a valley. It’s basically telling the entire cast and crew that cameras are rolling and the action is about to start.”
“Appropriate,” Jake said as he contemplated what was about to happen.
The squeak of brakes and a distant concerto of barked orders announced that the time had arrived. On the tablet Jake selected an exterior view from one of four cameras mounted on the communication tower. The paramilitary caravan had spread throughout the Center complex and into the village. Soldiers streamed from the backs of the trucks, at least a hundred of them. “That’s our cue,” he said, looking around the room. All eyes were on him, all ready to play their part. He was proud of each and every one of them. The monk flicked on his flashlight and aimed it into the pantry. The kids turned theirs on as well. 
It’s now or never. 
Jake opened a submenu and tapped in the entry. 
The klaxons echoed across the valley—three short bursts, then one long one. 
Jake waited, and it seemed as if everyone in the room was holding their breath. After a long, anxious moment, a series of explosions sounded outside.
 “That’s my man!” Skylar said.
Then the lights went out.
 “Go, go, go!” Jake said, tucking the tablet into his back pocket.  
His eyes were wet as he watched his family and the others disappear down the long tunnel. He burned the image in his mind, then turned and raced in the opposite direction. His insides were on fire from the mini’s pent-up energy. It had taken all his strength to disguise the rush that had come over him when he’d secretly slipped it into his pocket. Everyone had seen the object in Alex’s outstretched hand, and he’d made a show of placing it back in its clamshell case and tucking it into his son’s pack. But the moment his hands had been hidden in the bag, he’d opened the case and palmed the mini. It was for all of their sakes that he’d disguised his actions. Francesca had been worried enough as it was. If she’d known he’d kept the mini, she might’ve guessed his plan. Alex had turned to face him after he zipped up the pack. Jake had crouched down and held the boy’s shoulders. 
I love you, he’d said to his son. 
Alex had thrown his arms around his neck, and he’d felt his son’s tears against his cheek. Good-bye, Dad, Alex had whispered. 
Alex knew. 
Jake shoved the thought aside, running full out, the beam of the flashlight barely bouncing from his smooth stride, the walls of the ancient sandstone tunnel blurring past him. His senses prickled and he reveled in the rush. His mind was finally clear again, and he was reminded of the thrill he’d felt when he first brought the little pyramid home. He’d used it every day, training with an agility beyond human comprehension, running at unbelievable speeds.
Unstoppable.

Until it had killed him. 
A star burns brightest just before it dies. 
He drifted to a stop at the bottom of the iron ladder. 
He climbed up, opened the hinged cover, slipped outside, and flattened himself against the chest-high remains of the old wall. Pete’s charges had severed the main power supply and doused the lights, and the thickening cloud layer had blanketed most of the valley in darkness. But a hundred meters behind him, a crisscross of headlights illuminated the Center complex. Most of the soldiers had taken up defensive positions around the vehicles. Others wound their way into the village and he suspected that Becker, Jonesy, and Skylar were among them, on their way to find Pete and Lacey. His neck twitched when he spotted two soldiers standing motionless among the parked vehicles. They wore Spider headsets and a robotic swarm hovered in a cloud of reflected light above them. Both Alex and Marshall had warned him about them. 
If they touch you, you’re dead.



Chapter 31
Yóulóng Village
LACEY BIT HER LIP as Pete sneaked toward the two soldiers. She was tucked in the trees opposite the landing strip, watching through her night-vision scope. Pete was fifty yards ahead of her.
Since the position of their trucks on the other side of the ridge had been compromised, they’d figured the only way out was going to be with Jake on the plane. In the original plan, the C-130 was going to be used as nothing more than a feint, buying the time necessary for everyone else to get over the ridge and into the trucks. Jake had pinpointed the airport as the first place Jiaolong’s people would cover if an alarm sounded, and he’d argued that even if they made it off the ground, the likelihood of being shot down or tracked was too high. 
He’d said, So I’ll give ’em exactly what they’re expecting while the rest of you sneak off in the trucks.
Then I’ll find a way to hook up with you at the secondary rally point. No one could come up with a better plan so that was that.
But at this point the aircraft was their only way out of this damn valley. She’d thought all was lost until they’d heard the klaxon signal. Pete had guessed—and she’d prayed—that Jake had somehow freed the others, and that he needed the power and the lights shut down so he could lead everyone to the plane unnoticed. Of course, that meant Pete needed to deactivate his diversionary devices. If they went off as originally intended, they’d draw the entire army toward the airfield. Pete had stopped the timers with his remote, and he and Lacey had huddled in the trees, searching for signs of Jake and the rest of them.
Including my husband.
Then the Humvee had driven up and three soldiers had piled out. One of them stayed with the vehicle but the other two had started walking into the brush. One held an instrument out in front of him, and the way he swept it back and forth indicated it was a sensor of some type. The two men were tracking something, and it was leading them directly to the first of Pete’s gadgets.
If the wankers tamper with it, Pete had said, it’s going to go off. And so will the rest of ’em. He’d taken her MP5 and set off to do damage control. The weapon had a suppressor on the end of the barrel, but he wanted to get close enough to be certain he could drop all three of the soldiers. She watched through the scope as he pulled up next to a tree thirty meters behind them.
Close enough.
The soldier with the instrument pointed at the ground. The second one crouched down and separated the brush. Pete raised the submachine gun.
She held her breath.
Something shimmered over Pete’s head and she realized the swarm had found him. Pete must have noticed, too, because he dropped the weapon and held up his hands.
It happened so fast that the two crouched soldiers hadn’t even noticed. They kept fussing in the brush. But the third soldier by the vehicle was another matter. He seemed to be staring straight at her, and that’s when she noticed he was wearing a headset. At the same moment she heard a flurry of buzzes over her head. She remembered Marshall’s warning about the drones so she froze, her eyes locked on the distant soldier. 
Then Skylar’s voice whispered from the shadows, “Don’t move a muscle.” 
Already doing that! Lacey thought, not willing to even twitch her lips to say it aloud. She imagined tiny robotic eyes focused on her neck, waiting anxiously for the order to attack. She focused on the soldier controlling the swarm and willed him to accept her surrender. Then three muffled spits from Skylar’s weapon blew the man off his feet. The other two soldiers flattened themselves in the brush, and a dozen metallic hummingbirds rained to the ground around Lacey. One landed on her shoulder. She turned her head slowly and saw a single drop of amber liquid drip from its needle-tipped beak. 
“Time to move, deary,” Skylar whispered, swatting it away and yanking Lacey behind the stand of trees.
 “What about Pete?” Lacey asked.
“No worries. He’s got an angel looking after him, too.”
And what about the hair trigger on the diversionary devices?
***
Jake turned his back on the Center complex and peered over the wall. The airport in front of him was steeped in darkness but he could still make out the silhouettes of the small Cessnas, the helicopter, and, beyond those, the C-130. He checked his watch. Phase two of Pete’s diversion would commence in three minutes. By then he needed to be sitting in the cockpit of that aircraft with the engines winding up. He gauged the distance to the plane at five hundred meters. He needed to hurry. 
A shout from the Center drew his attention back around. A large group of soldiers had formed outside the entrance of the main building. A gray-haired man, who Jake assumed was Wong, stood on the steps before them. Two of the sisters stood beside him and Jake wondered where the third had gone. The old man shouted questions, and his enraged tone told Jake he’d discovered that Alex, Ahmed, and Sarafina weren’t in the Center. When another soldier came running from the barracks area shouting and waving his arms, Jake knew their escape had been discovered. 
Wong shouted an order and it was like shooting a bullet into a hornet’s nest. Wong and one of the sisters jumped into a black SUV and turned toward the airport. The other sister disappeared into the shadows in the opposite direction. Two squads of soldiers followed her, and even more began searching the nearby buildings.
The swarm had vanished.
A sound resembling a backup generator turning over came from near the hangars behind him, and he knew the lights could flash on any moment. 
He leaped the wall and started running. 
Twenty paces later, the blast of a flash-bang grenade punched through the darkness along the airstrip. He slid to a crouch. In the brief flare of light he spotted two soldiers diving backward from the blast. There was an eruption of gunfire, then two more explosions, each one closer to the airfield, and more gunshots echoed from the distance. The diversionary noisemakers had been unleashed way too early. He heard a muffled cry and saw the two soldiers rushing toward a Humvee. They were nearly there when a shorter man popped up from the scrub, raised a weapon, and mowed them down. Then the killer dashed and skipped through the brush like he’d been doing it all his life.
Becker!
Jake’s friend was a long ways off, but Jake had run alongside the sinewy Aussie enough times to know it was him. And when Becker caught up with four other figures who were converging on the Humvee, Jake’s brain matched their movements and shapes to their names—Lacey, Skylar, Pete, and Jonesy. They jumped into the vehicle and it spun around and raced toward the tunnel exit Jake had just used.
All hell was breaking loose but the escape plan still had a chance to succeed. 
As long as I do my part. 
He ran for all he was worth.
***
I was the smallest of all of us, but my heart pounded so fast I didn’t have trouble keeping up as we raced through the tunnel. 
I was grateful for the darkness because I couldn’t keep the tears from sliding down my cheeks. Dad had taken the mini, and the fact that he’d tried to keep it hidden from me made me fear the worst. He’d put up walls around his mind and that meant he was keeping something from Mom, too—something more than his taking the pyramid. In all the confusion, I didn’t think she’d felt it. But I had, and it’d frightened me. I had the awful feeling I’d never see my dad again.
When we reached the end of the tunnel, Little Star clambered up the ladder and cracked open the door. I heard the pops of gunshots right away, echoing from the distance. 
“Holy crap,” Uncle Marshall said, looking at his watch. “It’s the diversion devices. But they’ve gone off too soon.” 
“Let’s get up there,” Uncle Tony said.
Little Star pushed the door open the rest of the way and slipped outside. Ahmed was next and I was right behind him. As soon as the others were up, we hurried toward the truck. Little Star got behind the wheel. Uncle Tony jumped in next to him and held his pistol out the window. The rest of us climbed in the back. My sister and I sat on either side of Mom; she draped her arms around us and pulled us close. “It’s going to be okay,” she said, but the quiver in her voice told me she wasn’t convinced. 
Dolphin and Shamer sat across from us. They seemed worried about me. Shamer leaned forward and whispered, “You’re a rock star.” 
I wanted to smile, but couldn’t.
Ahmed sat next to me, and his lips moved in silent prayer. Uncle Marshall paced behind the truck. He kept checking his watch.
We were safely out of the action up here, but it obviously wasn’t making any of us feel much better. Because now we had to sit here. And wait. Hoping the rest of them would arrive soon.
The distant pops and bangs of the diversionary devices stopped. That meant my dad should be in the cockpit and rolling down the runway to lead the soldiers away from us. I closed my eyes and thought of him, praying that he was okay.
***
Jake raced across the tarmac faster than a bee-stung horse, blurring past the hangars, the helicopter, and the two small Cessnas. The C-130 Airlifter was a hundred meters ahead, and for a moment he thought he might actually make it.
Then the airfield lights kicked on and he slowed to a stop, his eyes narrowed. 
Min stood between him and the aircraft, with a dozen soldiers backing her up. Worse yet, one of them wore a headset and a score of drones hovered above him.
Min smiled and sauntered forward. The soldiers moved with her. They held their weapons in relaxed grips. 
A lone man on the tarmac poses no risk.
The drones moved forward as well. Then, as if to add one final insult to the impossible situation, there was a squeal of tires and Jake glanced over to see Wong’s SUV racing toward him.
The vehicle pulled up and the two rear passenger doors swung open. Zhin and her grandfather stepped out to face Jake, the sister holding a pistol aimed at his gut. 
Wong fixed him with a smug stare. 
Jake looked from them to Min, the soldiers, and up to the swarm overhead.
So is this where it all ends? Am I really going to allow them to win this easily? 
No. Way.
Fueled by the energy of the mini, his mind carved the scene into manageable bites, tracing dozens of alternative lines of attack in the blink of an eye, imagining the moves he’d make before his opponents realized what they were up against.
The biggest variable is the robotic swarm. 
The soldier wearing the Spider turned his head and the swarm shifted as one. 
The head of the snake, Jake thought, and the succession of tactics in his mind began to fall like dominos.
“We meet at last,” Wong said, with a hint of disgust.
Jake remained silent. His mind was busy absorbing and recalculating every detail of the changing situation before him—Min stepping closer, soldiers shifting behind her, the swarm adjusting its position.
“You have been quite a problem, Mr. Bronson,” Wong continued. “Not only did you disrupt my plans when you brought death and destruction to the island two years ago, murdering my only daughter in the process...” He paused, Zhin and Min’s expressions tightened, and Jake realized Wong was speaking of the sisters’ mother. “But your actions in the past couple of days nearly resulted in the loss of many years of hard work.” He nodded toward Zhin. “Had it not been for my granddaughter’s foresight in backing up the software and its data, your antics might have actually created a problem.” Zhin’s arm tightened against the bag strapped across her chest, and Jake adjusted his priorities.
“Stay tuned,” he said. “I’m not dead yet.”
“Yes, about that. Only a fool would underestimate you after everything you’ve done. And trust me, I am many things but a fool is not one—”
His satellite phone chimed. Frowning, he unclipped it from his belt. “Speak,” Wong said into the phone. His eyes widened as he listened. “How soon?” he asked, keeping the phone pressed to his ear as he turned and ran toward the SUV. He motioned toward Zhin and she dashed around the back of the vehicle to climb in the other side. 
Min shifted her grip on her bobbles, the soldiers clustered forward, and the buzz of the drones seemed to accelerate. Each of the dart-shaped birds hovered with its beak aimed at Jake. 
As Wong slid into the car, he tossed the phone onto the seat and cast a wild-eyed glance at the distant horizon. Jake realized the caller must have warned that the PLA’s Airborne Corps was on the way. Wong barked an order in Chinese to his driver and the engine revved to life. Reaching out to pull the door closed, Wong took one final look at Jake. His eyes spat fire.
Jake winked.
“Kill him!” Wong yelled as he slammed the door. The SUV screeched toward the parked helicopter.
Jake’s muscles coiled and adrenaline tightened his skin. The mini’s energy responded to his call, and he jerked into action so fast that his movements would have appeared as a blur to Min and the soldiers.
He snapped his arm around his back, grasped the protruding edge of the computer tablet tucked in his pocket, and whipped his hand upward, catapulting the tablet at the swarm. 
All eyes followed its flight... 
Except Jake’s.
He kept moving, and to him it was as if he’d switched a DVD to slow motion. In a single, fluid movement, he crossed his forearms in front of him, grabbed Skylar’s knives from their wrist sheaths, and hurled them simultaneously at the soldier controlling the swarm. They flew end over end, glimmering as they whipped past Min’s ear, then between two other soldiers, then finally impaled themselves deep in the chest of the man wearing the Spider. The blades plunged into the man’s heart, less than an inch apart, and the impact knocked him from his feet. 
The drones dropped from the air like hailstones. Jake snatched one after another from the ground as he rushed forward in a crouch and harpooned them toward the front line of soldiers before they could react. The darts pierced flesh and the poison went to work instantly. Two men staggered and a third dropped to his knees, and Jake barreled through them like a running back into a goal line stand. He snatched a combat knife from a soldier’s leg sheath… 
And became death.
He twisted and whirled from one soldier to the other, too close for them to bring their weapons to bear, too fast for them to block the blade as it performed its grim task, slicing arteries, severing fingers, jackhammering into torsos, necks, and limbs. He ducked and spun, kicked and slashed, his lips peeled back, his teeth bared. Blood sprayed, men screamed, and a wide-eyed Min backed away, whipping her bobbles toward his face.
He lunged and his free hand snatched them from the air as his blade buried itself in her gut with such force that it lifted her from the ground. She gasped. He waited a beat until the life left her eyes, then lowered the knife. Her slender body slid from the shaft and folded to the ground.
Swiveling, he found himself ankle deep in carnage. He sucked in a breath as the horror of his frenzy bombarded his consciousness. Though justice may have been served, his soul broke at the sight of it. He wanted to curl up and die—until the throb of the helicopter’s rotors echoed across the tarmac, reminding him it wasn’t finished.
The helicopter was still on the ground winding up, but even with his enhanced speed he’d never make it there before it took off. 
That’s okay, he thought with a grim smile. It’s only a minor detour.
He knew what he needed to do, but when an image of Francesca and the children flashed across his mind, doubt engulfed him and froze him in his tracks. After what seemed like an eternity, his lips tightened, his eyes went flat, and he bent over and heaved one of the dead soldiers over his shoulder. 
A blood-soaked field of twisted limbs and anguished expressions lay in his wake as he sprinted toward the C-130.
***
We were still in the panel truck. 
Little Star had turned it around and pulled it up just short of the road. It was still hidden, but now it was in position for a fast getaway. Little Star and Uncle Tony were still in the cab. The rest of us were standing in the back along one side of the truck bed, staring into the distance. Everyone else was tall enough to look over the wooden side rails, but I had to peek between two of the slats. We were parked on the ridgeline, and even though the trees disguised the truck’s silhouette in the darkness, we could still see past them to the valley below. The lights had come on at the airport, and everyone’s eyes were glued on the big airplane rolling down the runway.
I pretended to watch but my eyes were too watery to see much. A few moments earlier, Dolphin had said something to Uncle Marshall that made me realize that the man who had kidnapped us all had been looking for TurboHacker, not realizing it was me, not my uncle. Apparently, something about the way I’d played the game had caused a huge problem.
Which meant everything that had happened was my fault.
It made my bones feel oily. I loved my family and all our friends, and knowing I was responsible made me feel like something was eating me from the inside out. I finally understood how my dad had felt all this time. He’d blamed himself for everything that had happened. Not only the nightmare that had occurred over the past few days, but before then, too—since before I was born when he’d launched that first pyramid into the sky. It hadn’t mattered how many times Mom and his friends told him it wasn’t his fault, his guilt had never gone away. I’d sensed it all along and I’d felt bad for him about it. But until this moment, I’d never truly understood the depth of his pain. I glanced up at my mom, and my sister and brother and the others, too.
I’d do anything to keep them safe.
I wiped my eyes and looked to the horizon to see that the big plane had taken off. It banked sharply toward a cliff in the distance and I knew what my dad was going to do.
Something charged through the jungle behind us. I whipped around to see Uncle Becker break into the clearing.
“Start ’er up!” he yelled as he raced toward us. Lacey and Jonesy were alongside him, and Skylar and a big man that I figured was Pete trailed them.  
 Becker leaped into the truck without slowing. “The bastards are right on our heels,” he said, aiming his weapon toward the trees.
Little Star revved the engine as Jonesy jumped in. Uncle Marshall grabbed Lacey’s hand and yanked her up. Skylar flew up next and slid out of the way as Pete barreled forward like a rampaging rhino, jumping up at the last instant to swivel around and land on his butt with his submachine gun aimed behind us.
“Go!” he shouted. Little Star stepped on the gas.
Angry shouts came from the darkness, accompanied by what sounded like a herd of animals blasting through the brush. But what twisted the knot in my stomach was the buzz of a lone drone whipping back and forth overhead. If one had found us, the others would be here in seconds. A cold sweat sprang over my skin, and I remembered the old man’s parting words:
It’s the promise of death that inspires a man to greatness.
I unzipped my backpack and fit the Spider onto my head. 
The truck lurched forward, plowed through the last stretch of foliage, and spun onto the road. Then it screeched to a stop so fast that I nearly fell over. Twin pairs of headlights flashed on in front of us, blocking our path. As my eyes adjusted to the glare, I saw a line of soldiers on either side of the trucks, their weapons raised. I looked in the opposite direction and saw two more vehicles speeding up the road from the village. And then, as the moon broke free of the clouds, I saw my dad’s plane dive toward the twinkling lights of a helicopter. I gaped. So did everyone else. I heard a strangled noise from my mom when the two aircraft collided in a massive explosion of flames and shrapnel.
I stopped breathing. My sister yelped. But when a second bunch of soldiers burst from the jungle behind us shouting orders, we were forced to turn our backs on the scene. Uncle Becker, Pete, and the others tossed their weapons to the ground and we all raised our hands. The vehicles from the village pulled up and more soldiers poured out around us, and the air above us was filled with the buzz of dozens of drones.
A car door slammed and a woman stepped into the light, looking over her shoulder at the distant rain of wreckage. Then she turned toward us with a twisted face and I recognized her immediately as the one who had taken pleasure in sliding a knife into de Vries’s grandson. I’d felt the old man’s rage when it happened, and when I imagined her doing the same thing to my mom, or sister, or brother—or any of my friends—I let that same rage loose inside of me. 
My father was dead. 
And she was one of those to blame. 
Standing on either side of her were two soldiers wearing Spiders. I knew what needed to be done and I had the means to do it. De Vries had made it possible when he sent that final patch of code through the network and created a gateway that allowed me to access the drones.
I searched for my courage and found it in my mother’s tears, and in the blanket of despair that had fallen over all of us. I flipped the switch on my headset, turned toward the two soldiers, and closed my eyes.
My mind leaped forward, hijacking the signals from the other two Spiders. I saw the scene from forty-eight hovering cameras—
And I was back in the game. 
Killing.
This time I didn’t hesitate like I had on the bridge, but I still felt the horror as my army of drones rocketed into the people surrounding us. My mind recorded every detail—the cries of pain, the twitching limbs, the double darts plunging into the eye sockets of the woman who’d hurt my family—
And the fear on my mother’s face as she watched me do it. 
Death rattled around me, one person after another, and I wondered how this would change my life forever.



Epilogue
Los Angeles International Airport
MY MOM HELD MY HAND while we waited for Doc to work things out with the customs officials. After all the things that had gone wrong since we’d received Mom’s warning text three days ago, a part of me was surprised that the conversation was relaxed and friendly. Maybe things were finally going our way.
The Chinese paratroopers had been falling from the sky when we escaped from the village, and we’d been told that they had gathered up the remainder of Wong’s soldiers. The truck ride out of the jungle had been long and bumpy, and by the time it was over my tears had dried up—until I’d had to say good-bye to Little Star. After dropping us at the border, he’d turned around and headed back toward the village to help his mother and nephew pick up the pieces. Pete’s friends had snuck us into Hong Kong and helped us with the flight arrangements home. We’d said good-bye to Dolphin and Shamer, who were going to join the other teenagers who had survived the building fire, but after everything they’d been through with us, I knew we’d see them again. They were part of the family now.
Pete, Skylar, Becker, and Jonesy had agreed to the US government’s request to come home with us to Los Angeles so we could all be debriefed together. I was glad to have them along. They made me feel safe. 
My dad was gone.
He’d made the ultimate sacrifice. He’d given his life in order to shield us all from further harm, and I imagined that each of us had been in his final thoughts. I was proud of him, and I prayed I could live up to the example he set. 
Like father, like son.
I’d killed thirty-one people in those final moments above the village. My family and friends were alive because of it. Each of them had asked me in their own way if I was okay but I’d chosen not to talk about it. In fact, I hadn’t said a word since. I’d stuffed the memories into one of my drawers. 
But it wouldn’t close all the way.
When we’d landed at LAX, it had taken a while to explain why we didn’t have any checked baggage. But when Doc showed up with a couple guys wearing suits and badges, the customs officials had eased up. I watched as the men shook hands and the customs officers waved us through.
As we walked toward the exit, Doc was studying me but I pretended not to notice. I’d heard Uncle Marshall speaking with him on the phone during our layover in Tokyo, and I knew they were relieved that all the Passcode files had been destroyed. But the curious expression on Doc’s face made me uncomfortable, and I wondered if he knew about the drawer system I had in my brain. After all—
I remember everything.

Doc had learned from the Chinese government that the helicopter Dad had crashed into carried the final backup drive, and a search of the wreckage had confirmed it’d been burned to a crisp, along with the remains of Wong and his granddaughter Zhin... 
And my dad. 
There had been no mention of the mini so I figured it was destroyed, too. That was okay with me. I’d tried to use it but it hadn’t worked for me, and I knew now that only my dad could summon its power. With him gone, the world was better off without it.
I squeezed my mom’s hand. It felt cold. She looked down at me with one of those smiles that didn’t come from deep inside. 
***
What now? Francesca thought as they approached the double doors leading to the lobby of the international terminal. Her immediate concern was with Doc’s insistence at questioning Alex about everything he’d seen on the computer network in China. She hated even thinking about it. Her instinct told her to take her children and disappear before the cycle of danger started all over again, this time with her son at the center of it. But where could they go? When they’d been on the plane, she’d considered Venice—but then Lacey had smiled at her as she’d braided Sarafina’s hair, and Tony had made a stupid joke that made Alex nearly smile, and Ahmed had been enthralled in a discussion with Becker and Jonesy. And now they all surrounded her and Alex like a protective cocoon, a family like none other, one that would never have existed had it not been for Jake. 
Yes, her husband had blamed himself for so much, and she regretted that he’d never been able to savor the good he’d accomplished since the accident that had enhanced his brain and healed his terminal illness. But she’d understood how he felt. It was the depth of his love for her and those around her that had driven him, and the thought that any harm might come to them because of him was something he’d no longer been willing to live with. He died for us, she thought, the final sacrifice of a man who wanted nothing more than to do one good thing before he passed, to make a difference in the world. 
Well, you did that, my darling, in a fashion so grand it could never be repeated. A man who could be honored for saving the planet...and loving his family.
She wiped away a tear and pushed through the doors into her new world.
Tony’s wife and two children charged forward to greet him, and Tony beamed with joy. Cal Springman and Kenny were there, too. They’d been freezing on a military mission in the Arctic under strict radio silence when this mess had started. They’d returned yesterday to discover the emergency alert message on their phones. Doc had filled them in and they’d insisted on being here to greet their friends. 
There were lots of hugs and handshakes, and a few tears, and Francesca allowed a part of herself to hope that everything was going to be okay.
Then Alex suddenly let go of her hand. He ran ahead to stare at a TV in a sitting area. The words BREAKING NEWS scrolled across the top of the screen. Her throat constricted when she saw Jake’s face on display.
“Jake!” Marshall shouted. They all ran forward to huddle beneath the screen.
Francesca’s mind raced to the scene in the barracks prison when Jiaolong had said, Once I hit this ENTER button, your world will change forever, and you and your family will feel a pain far worse than death.

The man had died in a gruesome betrayal just moments later, but not until after he’d tapped an entry into his tablet. Nothing had happened at the time, and they’d all assumed that whatever program Jiaolong had unleashed had been destroyed when his dying grandfather deleted the computer files.
We were wrong.
She glanced around and saw that every TV in the terminal was broadcasting the same recorded video of her deceased husband. As she and the others edged closer to the screen, they listened in shock as Jake confessed to being responsible for the death of hundreds of thousands of people worldwide, marking him as the terrorist who’d intentionally poisoned the waters of Los Angeles, detonated a nuclear device in Venezuela, and brought the wrath of the alien Grid onto the planet. A voice-over reported that Jake Bronson was being sought by governments around the world, who were suddenly being bombarded with reams of video evidence of the man’s guilt. 
A worldwide manhunt for him and his associates had been issued, and one by one, similar testimonial videos of Francesca and the others checkerboarded the TV screens. 
###



Author’s Note
IF YOU ENJOYED Ephemeral, I’d love to hear from you! If so, send an email via the “Contact” link at RichardBard.com, or better yet leave a quick review on Amazon. Reviews are a huge help for newer authors like me. Also, if you’d like to get advance notice on new releases, or updates on the progress of the film adaptation for the Brainrush trilogy, sign up here. Thanks!
Finally, if you liked the Everlast duology, you’ll love reading the genesis of Jake’s and Alex’s story in the Brainrush trilogy. With well over fifteen hundred five-star reviews to date, it’s a thrill ride that is sure to capture your imagination. Check out the covers:
 

The Brainrush trilogy is a story about second chances and embracing every day of your life as though it were your last. Called “a terrifically entertaining thriller” by Publishers Weekly, book one of the series was named The
Wall Street Journal #1 action/adventure title in its Guide to Self Published Big Sellers, while book two held a death grip on the top of the Amazon Top-Rated Mystery/Thriller list for ten straight months. This set the stage for the blockbuster release of book three, which was heralded by Suspense Magazine as “part science fiction, part thriller, part suspense, part love story, and part mystery. It’s got it all and that’s what makes this novel one of the best.” You can check them out on Amazon or at my website RichardBard.com.
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