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        A secret organization foolishly operates under the flag of a fox

        To partake in such organization

        Let alone be a leader of said organization

        Is an abominable crime
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      Nineteen-year-old Becca Romanov stood by the fireplace and watched the crackling flames. Two bodyguards stood a few feet away allowing her a private moment. She couldn’t help but think about how much her life had changed in the past year since she and RC had uncovered the secrets of the Royal Danish Egg. Nor did she ever expect to have a target on her back.

      “Becca…Becca?” she heard from behind.

      Becca turned from the fireplace and saw Brittany Hewes weaving through friends and business associates dressed in dark colors. Brittany wore a stunning black dress that made her stand out from the crowd in the grand living room. Colorful flowers and the calming, peaceful scent of rosemary filled the air. Becca’s bodyguards made room for Brittany to approach.

      “Thank you for coming to Germany for my grandfather’s funeral,” Brittany said. She gave Becca a tight hug and shook as she fought back tears.

      “Of course. What are friends for?”

      “He was very grateful for your assistance in acquiring the Vermeer painting for him a few months ago. I still can’t believe it was in a garage in Madrid all these years. I don’t know how you found it.”

      “I knew a guy,” Becca said, hiding the difficulty it had taken to find the lost painting. “How are you holding up?”

      Brittany dropped the strong persona she had been using to cover her sadness and was honest with Becca. “I don’t want to be Brittany Hewes, CEO of Hewes Fashion Empire right now. I’m not ready. I just want to run away from everything. Come with me…just us girls. Maybe we can find a map that leads to the real Treasure Island or something? Hopefully, somewhere far away from my life?”

      Becca sighed, disappointed. “That would be amazing, but I have upcoming guest appearances at different charity events.”

      “I know how much you hate those. But that’s what happens when you find you’re related to a famous, long-lost Romanov.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” It pained Becca that she couldn’t share the full truth with Brittany, but it was for her own safety.

      “If there’s anything I’ve learned from being your friend this past year, it’s that your adventures are way more fun than mine. I just hope the next one requires scuba diving for two.”

      Becca smiled and squeezed her friend’s hand. “One can only hope.”

      Brittany sighed. “All right. Back to mingling.” She returned to her guests, and Becca admired how strong Brittany was during this time of grief.

      Relieved to stand alone, Becca noticed people moving out of the way of a man wearing disheveled clothes who was headed toward her. Her bodyguards blocked his path, preventing him from getting any closer.

      “Ms. Romanov,” the man said with an urgent tone. He pulled up his right coat sleeve and revealed a flesh-toned tattoo of a feather on his wrist. It was a feather from a griffin, showing he was a member of the League of Griffins, a centuries-old secret organization. “We need to talk…privately.”

      The bodyguards looked at Becca for approval to let him pass. She knew she was safe. Becca had a different griffin tattoo on her right wrist.

      “It’s okay,” she told her bodyguards.

      The guards moved out of the way to let the man pass but kept a close eye on their charge.

      “Come with me.” She led the way to the study. “Guard the door,” she told her bodyguards, and once inside she closed the door behind her.

      Becca sat on the sofa and studied the man. His nervousness was impossible to miss. He glanced around the room. Becca knew he was looking for surveillance cameras, as that was one of the first things League of Griffins initiates were trained to do. He stared for a long moment at the window overlooking a patio. He had facial tics, a sure sign of extreme anxiety.

      “Please sit down, and tell me why you’re here,” she said.

      The man’s face was plain but not ugly. Actually, he was mildly attractive, the perfect person to be overlooked in a crowd.

      She waited for him to speak. When he didn’t, she said, “We’re safe here. The guards are right outside the door.”

      He closed the window and pulled out a small instrument. He pushed a red button and said, “Jamming device.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      He pulled an object out of his pocket and handed it to Becca. It was a surprisingly heavy pure-silver ring. Becca’s eyebrows rose. The ring had a skull on top between two matching runes that appeared as a backward N inside a triangular border. Three other runes were embedded in oak leaves on the outside of the band. She twisted the ring around in her fingers and saw one of the runes contained a swastika inside a square. Becca looked up with shock.

      “This is a Totenkopf ring. I’ve heard of them but never seen one before.”

      She studied the inner band of the ring and saw a name inscribed. “Heinrich Himmler, the head of the Nazi SS.” Next to Himmler’s name were numbers. 38.07.23. They could have been a date, but they weren’t in the usual American format of month, day, year or the European format of day, month, year. “Is this authentic?”

      “Yes. Find the others, learn their trueness. Don’t stop until light is upon you.”

      Becca looked up from the ring. “What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea,” the man confessed. “I was told to deliver the ring to you and repeat the message. That’s it.”

      “By whom?” she asked, intrigued.

      The man didn’t respond. He opened the door and walked past her bodyguards.

      “Wait, please. I don’t understand.” Becca shoved the ring into her purse and ran out of the room after the man. He had disappeared into the crowd.

      “Find him,” she said to her bodyguards.

      The three of them hurried through the crowd. She studied the gathering, looking for any burst of movement, but she couldn’t locate him. Basic evasion tactics had taught her that if you wanted to make a quick escape, you must ensure your pursuer sees the direction you intend to go, then quickly move in the opposite direction. It was an escapist version of sleight of hand. If he’d gone the way she thought he had, then he was most likely going in the opposite direction. Becca turned around.

      People were milling around, eating, and talking, blocking her way out of the grand living room. Something caught her eye, and she spotted the man on the far side of the room. He crossed the threshold to the back patio. Suddenly, his head snapped back, and blood splattered onto a couple drinking cocktails. The man’s body fell limp to the ground.

      The woman screamed, and her husband stood still, shocked into silence as he saw the blood on their clothes. Others turned to see what had happened.

      “Shooter!” one of her bodyguards shouted.

      The crowd panicked, screaming and running in all directions. Becca crouched between her bodyguards. They readied their weapons and covered her from the front and back. Becca had a pistol strapped to her inner thigh, but she couldn’t use it in public without blowing her cover.

      The guests continued to panic and run away. Patio chairs were knocked over as they fled.

      “I don’t have eyes on the shooter,” one bodyguard said into his coms.

      “Evacuation protocol one-eight-eight,” said the other bodyguard.

      Becca and her bodyguards moved as one unit. She knew the protocol, as it was one of the first drills she’d learned when she had been recruited into the Griffins. It was code for how a small team, four or less, could help a valuable asset escape a public area, right under the nose of the enemy. Normally, it was more challenging when protecting an innocent bystander. The fact that Becca knew the protocol helped them escape more easily.

      Mass panic surrounded Becca. She saw Brittany being escorted out the front door by her security, while many others ran to their cars.

      Becca and her bodyguards exited through the front door to a black SUV that hopped the curb to pick them up. Once inside the bulletproof vehicle, Becca kept her head down as they raced away from the mansion and the frightened crowd.
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      Becca arrived at the Griffins’ headquarters in Heidelberg, Germany, about an hour from where the attack happened. The compound had been a school campus for troubled youth. On the outside it looked like any other school, but inside it concealed a super-network establishment. A massive reinforced wall surrounded the disguised compound’s campus, protecting it from the outside world. Tall, thick trees shielded the perimeter. Extreme security protected the grounds. Not even Seal Team Six could infiltrate. Lines of invisible lasers crisscrossed the top of the wall to deter anyone from climbing over. Each building had multiple hidden satellite dishes on top. The compound held everything any Griffin member might need for treasure hunts and training.

      The tech building was dedicated to developing new high-tech equipment, ten years ahead of military and public release. Hundreds of engineers and scientists worked around the clock to invent new, better gadgets. Becca had recently completed her mechanical-engineering degree and knew every piece of tech would fascinate her.

      The armory, across from the tech building, had two large training areas, one indoors and one outdoors. A gun range stood on the other side of the armory with a room next to it that held every conceivable weapon, ancient and modern, as well as an archery range.

      A world-class high-rise, dubbed the “Bunkhouse,” held room for one thousand Griffins at a time. Basically, it was a five-star hotel that housed members on temporary and long-term assignments.

      Becca went into the main building and entered the information-database level. It took up the whole second floor. Fifty slim laptops that projected holographic information in the cubicle sat on tables in rows of individual booths with high barriers to allow privacy and secrecy for those searching records.

      Becca sat at one of the computers and spoke to it: “Show me only male, feather-tattooed members.” The fact that the man had a flesh-colored feather tattoo on his right wrist helped Becca narrow down her search. The tattoos represented the status of every member within the organization. There were five levels, starting with Feather, then moving up to Wing, Talon, Claw, and Beak. Each level had four tiers the members needed to complete in order to advance up the ladder, should they so desire.

      The only way to have this kind of tattoo was to have been inducted into the League of Griffins. The organization had a way of giving authentic, flesh-colored tattoos that only they could provide. The tattoos could not be faked.

      When Becca was inducted into the League of Griffins last year, she had been awarded the Wing-level tattoo as an information gatherer. She’d skipped the Feather level because her discovery of Faberge’s lost Royal Danish Egg had been applied to the requirements for a Wing-level status, even though she hadn’t been a member at the time. She still had a long way to go before fulfilling her first-tier accomplishment within that level.

      Being a Wing-level member allowed her access to certain information within the League of Griffin’s database. Since the man who had given her the Totenkopf ring had a feather tattoo with four marks inside, she searched the database for all feather-tattooed members at the tier-four level. Feather tattoos, the first tattoos an initiate is given, represent the trusted-advisor status within the League. A trusted advisor was pretty much a normal bystander in the world who knew of the existence of the Griffins. Their job was to report any unusual intel to the organization.

      Calculating, DIANA, short for Data Interactive Algorithmic Network Application, responded. DIANA was the Griffins’ supercomputer. The number of search results that came up was in the thousands.

      “Refine search,” Becca said, and a new window popped up. “All Caucasian men between the ages of forty and fifty, average height, five-ten, lean build.”

      The search narrowed to a few hundred, and Becca worried this wasn’t going to be as easy as she had hoped.

      Requires more description to identify individual, DIANA suggested.

      “I’m open to other search ideas,” Becca said and sighed.

      I can ID any individual from the following; fingerprints, addresses, social security, birth certificate, maiden name, blood type, retinal scan, dental records, bank account, facial recognition, and fifty more options. Would you like me to list them?

      “Facial recognition,” Becca said, deep in thought. “Can you get that from a sketch?”

      Most likely. Depends on how accurate the sketch may be.

      Becca grabbed a pencil and paper and roughed out a sketch of the man’s face. It wasn’t perfect, but she figured it could help her narrow the search. She wasn’t the best artist, but her photographic memory had helped her in all her art classes.

      “Scan image.” Becca held up the sketch to the holographic window and watched as the computer laser outlined her drawing and then projected it in a new window in front of her, next to all the remaining names.

      One moment, DIANA said.

      The computer eliminated hundreds of names and photos, narrowing it down to five in a split second. The man’s face appeared as option four.

      Becca was relieved that the sketch had worked. “Number four. That’s him. Access file.”

      A big red warning sign flashed on the screen.

      Access denied. Claw level required, DIANA said.

      “What? For a tier-four, Feather-level member? That doesn’t make sense.”

      Claw was the highest level in the organization underneath the actual leader, Mason Carter, who was a Beak. Being a Wing, it would take her years of excellent results before she would reach the level required to access the file.

      “End search,” Becca said, frustrated, and left the holographic-computer station.

      Becca went to her supervisor’s office. Brady Washington was the only person she knew with the required level to gain access to the file she needed. A former attack-squad member, he was now designated tier four, Claw-R, which meant he’d retired from the field. Brady had years of experience behind him and had chosen to train and manage new members. If anyone could get her access, he could. He’d been her assigned handler ever since she’d joined the Griffins.

      “Hey, Brady,” Becca said after she knocked, then entered his office. “I’m blocked from using part of DIANA. I need your help.”

      Brady was hunched over his computer. He looked up from his screen and gave her a suspicious glance. “I’m glad to see you’re safe from the shooting at the funeral. We’re looking into the matter now. It doesn’t appear to be an attempt on your life.”

      “I know. The man was the target, and I’m denied access to his file. It requires a Claw level. But why does a tier-four, Feather-level member have the highest restriction on his file?”

      “What makes you so sure the target wasn’t you?”

      “He was killed after he gave me this.” She pulled the ring out of her pocket and placed it on his desk.

      Brady picked up the ring and looked at it.

      “It’s a Totenkopf ring,” Becca said. “The man was terrified and said he’d been instructed to give it to me. I don’t understand why a Griffin would be killed over this. That’s why I need access to the file.”

      Brady was a good handler. He was a tough instructor, a bit gruff and blunt, but Becca always knew where he came from and appreciated his directness.

      “There are thousands of other more experienced Griffins he could’ve given the ring to, so why me?”

      Brady handed the ring back, sat up in his chair, and opened a search engine on his computer.

      “DIANA, pull up my last search result, please,” Becca said.

      The man’s face appeared on Brady’s holo-screen with the access-denied restriction.

      “I don’t recognize him.” Brady shrugged. “Claw-level override; Washington, Brady,” he said to DIANA. A light scanned his retina.

      Access granted, DIANA replied.

      “Antonio Herrero,” Brady read. “Forty-six, a member of the Griffins since 2008, advised on over sixty recon assignments, lived in Sweden, Brazil, Kenya, and Japan.” Brady sat back in his chair. “I’m not sure what you’re hoping to find here, Becca.”

      “I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I have a feeling I’ll know it when I see it.” Becca searched through Herrero’s last two missions. “Located Lucas Santos’s kidnapped daughter, Marcia. He was a Brazilian diplomat. Reported last known money-laundering movement for the Le Diable Rouge gang in France. This doesn’t help at all.”

      “I don’t see anything in his file about a ring.” Brady continued scrolling through the reports. “I’m sorry.”

      Becca sighed. “It was worth a shot. Thanks for checking for me.”

      She returned to her suite on the third floor of the Bunkhouse. It consisted of a large living area with a view of the grounds and an elegant bedroom with two windows overlooking a beautiful landscape of trees. Her bathroom had double sinks, a marble countertop, and a rain shower. Next to her bedroom was a small sitting area she’d converted into an office. She’d placed pictures of her mom and her late best friend, Barry, on a side table. A colorful bouquet of fresh carnations sat on her dresser.

      “DIANA, please access any information about this ring.” Becca held up the ring, and the holo-screen appeared. It snapped a 3D shot, then a whirring sound began. The Griffin AI could scan both the inside and outside at the same time and finished in a few seconds.

      DIANA found tons of information about the ring. Pages scrolled down the screen. It stopped, then showed an index of subjects, from the ring’s history to the meaning of the symbols to its metallic composition and, finally, the legend behind how they went missing.

      During World War II, Heinrich Himmler was the head of the Schutzstaffel, also known as the SS. The organization terrorized not only the German people but also German-occupied Europe. All SS officers received a Totenkopf ring. In 1938 Himmler ordered the rings of all the dead officers to be returned. He stored them in a chest in Wewelsburg Castle as a memorial to the dead officers. In 1945, when Himmler accepted that the Nazis were losing the war, he ordered all the remaining rings to be given back and then blast sealed them inside an unknown mountain. They have never been recovered.

      All this history was fascinating to Becca, but she didn’t understand what any of it had to do with her.

      The cryptic message Herrero had relayed to her before he died haunted and frustrated her.

      “Find the others, learn their trueness. Don’t stop until light is upon you,” Becca said, still unsure of the meaning.

      Now that the ring was scanned into DIANA, Becca enlarged the screen to study the fine details. The ring was expertly crafted.

      “Tell me about the runes, DIANA,” Becca requested.

      Five runes, DIANA replied. Two Sig runes inside a triangle that represents the power of the sun and control of the universe. One Hagel rune inside a hexagon, which means faith and camaraderie, as well as bring the universe in you and you control the universe. One swastika rune inside a square standing on the vertex, which is the symbol of the power of the Aryan race and, lastly, a double rune in a circle that indicates signs of the salvation of the past.

      Becca waved her hand around the digital scan of the ring. The ring rotated with her hand motion. She pondered the meanings of the runes and how the rings related to the message she’d been told. She divided the message into three parts. Each sentence might be a clue.

      “First part, ‘find the others.’ That must mean the rest of the lost rings. But that’s obvious. DIANA, how many rings are still missing?”

      There are approximately eleven thousand five hundred Totenkopf rings, also known as SS Honor Rings, still missing.

      “Whoa.” Becca didn’t expect that.

      No one has an exact count.

      “How much are all the rings worth if they’re found today?”

      Approximately $60 million. But if they’re found and given away separately, the value can drop to zero.

      “Aha,” Becca said. To any regular treasure hunter, $60 million was motivation enough to kill, but if Herrero was murdered by the organization Becca hated the most, the Brotherhood of the Fox, $60 million would be chump change to them. If the monetary value dropped, and the rings were worthless, there had to be a different meaning, a deeper one, a reason so compelling that someone would kill to learn it.

      The second part of the message, ‘learn their trueness,’ could be just what she’d discovered, the true meaning. She’d eliminated one possibility, money, if it was Brotherhood related. So, what other meaning would be worth a man’s life? She had no idea.

      Whenever Becca was stuck on something, she always went on a short walk to clear her head. She took the elevator down to the first floor and stepped into the courtyard in the center of the compound. Tall pine trees scented the air, calming her.

      She wished Barry was here with her. Her best friend since they were eight years old, their friendship and laughter had kept her grounded. Barry had been a computer geek, and last year he’d been a big help to her with finding the Royal Danish Egg. Memories of the two of them flooded her mind. When they would be on her bed doing homework, he would show her some new hack he’d discovered instead of focusing on the assignment. The multiple times he’d forced her to use her photographic memory to win other students’ lunch money so he could get more food. He would have been extremely useful now.

      Deep sadness overcame Becca, and she hunched into herself as she remembered her last moments with Barry in the coffee shop. She sank onto a nearby bench under a tall pine and looked up to the stars peeking through the branches. To her dying day she’d regret getting Barry involved. He didn’t deserve to die so horribly by the Brotherhood of the Fox.

      A tear slipped down Becca’s cheek. Barry was gone but always with her. She heard him in her head. It was like he’d told her to figure out this new puzzle of the rings.

      “I will, Barry,” she said to the heavens.

      Her walk cleared a bit of the sadness away. Back in her room, she activated DIANA in the little office in her suite. A see-through form of a pretty woman floated in front of her desk.

      You rang, Becca?

      “I see someone’s given you a personality upgrade, DIANA,” Becca said, surprised.

      The computer geeks were playing around with a new script earlier today.

      “I like it. Makes you more personable.”

      Thank you, Becca. You’re very kind. How can I help?

      Becca got right to the point. “Please do a statistical probability of where the SS honor rings may be.”

      On it.

      It still felt weird talking to a computer, as if she were having a conversation with a friend. She hoped DIANA’s supercomputer brain would be able to give Becca a new direction in order to solve the mystery.

      One theory is that the rings are buried under Wewelsburg Castle, DIANA said in her soft voice.

      “Use LiDar to scan under the castle, see if there’s a crate buried there,” Becca said. She waited as DIANA made her calculations.

      Scanning using UV light and radar.

      A three-dimensional map of Wewelsburg Castle hovered in the middle of Becca’s room as DIANA ran the LiDar scan. Becca had learned about LiDar in her basic training with the Griffins. It reflected light from objects to detect them, like a visual sonar. Archeologists have used it in their profession before.

      She saw the hill the castle was built on turn transparent as the scan processed every angle and its foundation.

      No objects of the size and shape of a large crate found under Wewelsburg Castle.

      “Not surprising. That would’ve been too easy,” Becca said. She stretched, then went back to her desk, disappointed. Now she had to start over again.

      What was the origin of the ring? Who was Antonio Herrero, and why had he been told to give it to her? How could the ring have ended up with him? And who gave it to him?

      “DIANA, please scan the ring for DNA.”

      Scanning.

      A few seconds later, DIANA gave the results.

      DNA found for Rebecca Hunter Lake Romanov, Antonio Herrero, and Christianne Fischer.

      Becca had never heard of Christianne Fischer. “Search Christianne Fischer,” she said.

      Searching. Christianne Fischer, born in 1930, still living. Ninety-two years old. Lives in Seesen, Germany, near the base of the Harz Mountains. One son, Stefan Fischer. One married daughter, Emery Schmidt.

      “Search anything on the internet and government databases about Christianne Fischer, please.” Becca watched as a few pictures and local articles hovered in front of her.

      “Any mention of Nazis or an honor ring?” Becca asked.

      One article appeared: “World War II Horror Story. The Early Life of Christianne Fischer.” Becca noticed the article had been posted by an Emery Fischer-Schmidt, possibly Christianne’s daughter.

      Becca took a breath as she read the article. Dated May 15, 2006, the article said that Christianne was fifteen in 1945 when four men came into the local tavern she’d been working at. All of them were miners working at the nearby mine in the Harz Mountains. They were elated with drunken excitement and talked among themselves. They boasted about some ultrasecret mission they had just completed for Heinrich Himmler and the Nazis. All the men were Nazi sympathizers.

      One of the men waved a ring at his buddies. Christianne heard him bragging to the other three men about having stolen it as a token for completing their secret mission. After serving the men a few rounds of drinks, the man with the ring cornered Christianne near the bathrooms. He threatened to have her killed if she ever told anyone about the ring and then attempted to rape her. She fought back and accidentally killed the man with a carving knife. The ring fell out of his hand, and Christianne scooped it up. During the attempted rape, the other three men had fled. Not knowing what she had, Christianne took the ring home and put it away. The article said she’d kept the ring as a reminder of what she’d survived during the war. It also said no charges had been filed against Christianne.

      Becca now held Christianne Fischer’s ring. Knowing that Christianne still lived in Seesen, Becca pulled up a map of the town on her holo-screen and saw it sat at the base of the Harz Mountains.

      “DIANA, how far can Griffin GPRs reach into the earth?”

      GPRs are specifically calibrated to go three miles deep. The Griffins really souped theirs up, and it scans ten miles deep.

      Becca smiled at how real DIANA seemed. “I’m still not used to your upgrade. Remotely use a GPR to scan the mine at the base of the Harz Mountains near Seesen, Germany, please.”

      Scanning.

      Becca tapped her fingers on her desk.

      An object matching the size and scope of the possible crate of rings does appear in this part of the mountain.

      The screen revealed an area outlined in red.

      Coordinates sent to your phone.

      Becca’s heart jumped as she studied them. The area was about four hours away.

      Becca initiated a video chat with Brady. His hologram window appeared.

      “I’ve narrowed down a possible location for the remaining rings to an old mine in the Harz Mountains near a town called Seesen, in Lower Saxony. I’m asking permission to be assigned with a team for an investigation and possible artifact extraction.”

      Brady responded like it was business as usual: “Granted.”
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      The Harz Mountain terrain was somewhat rugged. Beech, oak, and sycamore trees were found at the lower levels of the range. Mining had been a big industry in the area for centuries, until the 1980s, but was borderline extinct now.

      Becca hiked up the mountain with four other Griffin team members. She did her best to hide her excitement from them. This was her first official assignment in the field after being part of the Griffins for over a year, and she didn’t want to appear inexperienced. Plus, it was way more exhilarating to be solving mysteries than doing her public appearances as Rebecca Hunter Lake Romanov.

      Cornell, the Scottish team leader, led the way. He’d been in America for years but still had a thick Scottish accent. Considered one of the best team leaders, Becca was thrilled to be on her first mission with him. Red, so-called because of his bright-red hair, spent more time with technology than people. He was classified as an engineer. Hawk, a medium-sized Asian American, was one of two men brought in for protection. His size in no way indicated his skill. A master in multiple styles of martial arts, he was deadly. And Axel, originally from Samoa, was a beast when it came to strength and the second man used as protection. Little did anyone know that Axel was a big softie when you got to know him.

      Sweat poured down Becca’s face and back. Her quads were killing her as she walked up the lower part of the mountain. She slipped on some uneven dirt but regained her footing without assistance. She was determined not to let this mountain come between her and her prize.

      A notification dinged on her phone. Their location matched the coordinates DIANA had calculated. Becca noticed the other team members had also received the notification.

      “Okay. Now the only question is, which way do we go?” Axel said from the front of the squad. He seemed unfazed by the hike. “Look around for any kind of a sign or marker that could’ve been left for an SS soldier.”

      They searched the area multiple times and didn’t find any hint or a clue where they should go next. Becca sat down to rest near a rocky outcrop. She drank water to hydrate and wiped away the sweat rolling down her face. A cloud blocked the sun, giving them a much-needed break from the heat.

      The treasure hunt was thrilling and fed Becca’s adrenaline. She knew they were close. She felt it in her bones. The rush always enhanced her abilities to focus and see puzzles out of thin air. She watched a shadow cross the mountain base as the sun peeked out from behind a cloud. A beam of light illuminated a rock embedded in the mountainside. Something about the rock caught her attention. It didn’t look like a natural part of the mountain but more like someone put it there. Becca walked over to it and rubbed away dirt hiding an embedded skull.

      Excitement kicked in. Becca studied the carving. The skull was small and appeared to be a match to the skull on the ring she’d been given. She pulled the ring out of a zippered pocket and looked at the top of the band. She placed the skull into the carved indentation. It was a perfect fit.

      “It’s a key,” Becca said as Cornell came up to see what she was doing. She turned the ring. Nothing. She pressed a little harder. Nothing. “Damn. It’s got to work. Why else would this be here in the middle of nowhere?” Instead of twisting the ring, she toggled it up and down. A hard click sounded, which caught everyone’s attention. Small rocks tumbled to the now-shaking ground and revealed a door made of different-sized boulders and mortar.

      “Nice work, Romanov,” Cornell said. “You’re up, Red.”

      Grinding and creaking mechanical sounds were heard from inside the mountain.

      Becca took the ring out of the indentation, put it back into her zippered pocket, and stepped back. Her heart pounded with anticipation.

      Dust and dirt blew into their faces forcing them to move away and cover their eyes and mouths as the opening cleared.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Cornell said.

      Becca smiled with delight as she stared into the entrance of an abandoned mine shaft.

      Red did a thorough scan of the entrance with his enhanced phone. “I don’t see anything that can set off a potential booby trap. We’re good to go, Boss.”

      Cornell turned to Hawk and Axel. “You two stay outside and guard the entrance. Keep the emergency supplies close. Becca and Red, we’re going in.”

      The three of them walked into the cave. Dust mites floated through the air. Becca waved them away and put on a respirator mask to protect herself. So did the other two. Large headlamps stared like a single eye from the front of their hard hats.

      Rails and rotting wood planks lined the pathway deep into the earth. Stones lay on the ground covered in cobwebs that stretched down from the creaking wooden beams. The team cautiously walked down the tunnel looking for weak spots in the old wood framing. Becca held her Griffin-designed GPR, or ground-penetrating-radar device, in one hand. Cornell led the way, followed by Red and Becca. They reached the end of the tunnel and stared at the scarred rock and dried mud that blocked their way.

      “It’s a dead end,” Cornell said. “We’re in the wrong spot.” He and Red turned to leave.

      “No, we aren’t.” Becca studied the diagram DIANA had created of the mine on her phone. “This tunnel should continue for a few more meters, then go deeper to the right. Looks like the result of an earlier cave-in.”

      Just as she finished talking, a slight rumbling shook the mine. Rocks and dirt fell from the walls and rolled down the floor. Cornell held up a hand for the team to stop.

      Becca’s heart sped up at the thought of the mine collapsing. She wasn’t claustrophobic, but she was very afraid of being trapped inside the mine.

      “Wait a few seconds,” Cornell said.

      The three of them looked around the mine shaft for any clue as to whether they should stay or run. The rumbling faded, and the mine shaft stabilized.

      Becca took a deep breath, then ran her hands over the tunnel blockage. The rocks were loosely piled, as if they’d been there a short time. “It should be behind here.”

      Red held his GPR near the blockage. “Radar pulses show more of the tunnel on the screen behind the rubble, just like Becca said.”

      “Clear it,” Cornell ordered, then spoke into his com to inform Hawk and Axel. “We have to clear an old cave-in. Keep you posted.”

      Becca and the two men used their tools to clear an area wide enough for them to pass through. After an hour, the area was clear. They continued down the mine shaft.

      Becca turned on the thermal-imaging feature of her GPR. The layout of the tunnel appeared in various shades of blue.

      The mine rumbled in the distance. The squad heard small rocks hit the ground farther down the shaft. Becca stopped walking and waited for the mine to settle. She didn’t like being underground. The mine’s instability worried her.

      Once the sound of falling rocks disappeared, Becca kept her attention focused on the GPR. She turned and scanned the tunnel wall. “I see something on the monitor.” After some minor screen adjustments, she saw a green-highlighted box-like shape with a white-hot spot inside.

      Becca’s pulse sped up. “I’ve got an object matching the size we’re looking for,” she said to Cornell and Red.

      Cornell glanced at his GPR. “I’ve got the same reading on mine. Time to dig.”

      “Wait,” Becca said as she stared at the screen. “There’s some sort of device between us and the rings. You guys see it on your GPRs?”

      Red looked at his screen. He studied it for a few long seconds. “From their shapes, those look like two possible German-engineered charges, one on the left and one on the right side of your screen. The devices may be unstable. If we attempt to create an opening, the devices might blow. It’s a crapshoot.”

      “So, we need a way to bypass the explosives without damaging the rings or having them spewed all over the mine shaft,” Becca said. “Not to mention, we have to keep us safe.”

      “Becca,” Cornell said in a stern, steady voice. “How certain are you these are the SS rings?”

      “Ninety percent. The dimensions of the box and its location fit DIANA’s calculations to a tee. Also, why would there be German explosives in front of the crate, if not to protect it from looters? Then there’s the fact that the GPR shows a white-hot spot, which indicates a metallic substance inside.”

      Red turned to Cornell. “Your call, Boss. Are we digging or leaving? We could laser around each of the devices, keeping the triggers intact, and that would take no time at all. Then we laser out a larger opening to reach the crate.”

      “Do it,” Cornell said. “Set up the trolley. We didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

      They operated like clockwork. Becca and Cornell assembled a collapsible trolley, then helped Red cut out the two sections of wall that held each explosive device. They laid the devices on the ground a safe distance away from where they were working. Red lasered out more of the tunnel wall, making an opening large enough for them to access the crate. Once the wall section was removed, Becca, who stood closest to the opening, shined her flashlight into the hole. She smiled as she saw a large wooden crate with a swastika stamped on the side.

      “Guys…” she said with a bit of triumph in her voice. “We found it.”

      Cornell stepped closer and shined his light on the crate. The black swastika, although smeared with dirt, was marked on the side of the box. “Open it.”

      Becca and Red each grabbed a crowbar. They pried the top off and placed it to the side. Becca shined her flashlight into the crate. The beam illuminated a faded, falling-apart, burlap-type material
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