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            THE DAY THE SKY OPENED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, New York

        The Day The Sky Opened

      

      

      Gabriel and Lisa pushed through the chaos and raced up the stairwell to the Astoria-Ditmars subway platform. With no time for common decency or lawful behavior, they knocked other pedestrians aside and hopped the turnstile without swiping their MetroCards. The police were busy dealing with panicked New Yorkers on the streets below. They wouldn’t interfere, and Gabriel and Lisa needed to catch the N train that would depart at any moment. It might be their last chance to get into Manhattan.

      “Talk to me, Nate!” Gabriel shouted into a walkie-talkie as he and Lisa ran the length of the train to locate a car with enough room for the two of them.

      “It’s a war zone out there,” Nate responded, his voice crackling with interference. “We’re tracking two Phoenix choppers. They’ve left a trail of destruction from the Upper West Side heading southeast across Central Park. Current trajectory looks like Cannes Tower. Where are you?”

      “We just boarded the N train in Queens,” Gabriel said as he and Lisa slipped into a car near the southern end of the platform. “We’ll be in Manhattan in twenty minutes, give or take.”

      “You’re going to want to get off as soon as possible. There’s no telling when they’ll shut the system down.”

      A couple of eavesdropping passengers stared fearfully at Gabriel.

      “Don’t worry,” Lisa told them. “We’re the good guys.”

      The subway doors closed, and the train began moving. As it pulled out of the station, the platform walls gave way to the Manhattan skyline. Passengers gasped at the sight of thin plumes of black smoke rising in the distance. Gabriel and Lisa didn’t share their shock, but rather stared determinately at their destination.

      “Samantha?” Gabriel said into his walkie-talkie. “Are you with Nate?”

      “Of course, boss. We’re in the air and heading to intercept now.”

      “Great. We’re unarmed down here, so I’m going to need you to be our firepower from above.”

      “No problem.”

      The subway train stopped at its next elevated platform. Spooked passengers scrambled to get off while new passengers, who were either naïve about the situation unfolding in Manhattan or who, in true New Yorker fashion, didn’t care about it, replaced them. Gabriel held his breath, expecting the conductor to get on the intercom to announce the closure of the subway system, but no such announcement came and soon the train was moving again.

      “We’re going to be lucky if we make it,” Lisa said as the smoldering skyline came into view again. “They won’t hold us under the river, but we’ve got five more stops until then.”

      Gabriel knew she was right. Taking public transportation while the city was in a state of upheaval was risky, but it was also the only option they had. There wasn’t enough time to get to Manhattan on foot from Queens. Judging from the chaos filling the streets, there was also little chance of getting a car across one of the bridges connecting the two land masses. Five stops. They just needed to make it through five more stops.

      The first and second mimicked the stop they had already made. Passengers who hadn’t been aware of the extent of danger in Manhattan exited the train while others got on. On the way to the third stop, Thirty-Sixth Avenue, an explosion boomed in the distance, and a fresh fireball rose from the city’s skyline. Gabriel thought for sure that would be the end of their journey.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the conductor said over the train’s intercom, “I’ve been ordered to bypass Thirty-Ninth Avenue and to unload everyone at Queensboro Plaza. We need this train to help with evacuations in the city. Please prepare to disembark.”

      Lisa stared at Gabriel as if to say, what now?

      “They won’t delay the train for a couple of stragglers,” he assured her as the Thirty-Ninth Avenue platform passed by in a blur. “Just stay put.”

      Their N train pulled to a stop at the Queensboro Plaza station, as promised. The conductor repeated his instructions over the intercom, stressing that it wasn’t safe for anyone to remain on board. Gabriel and Lisa ignored him, as did a handful of other stubborn New Yorkers, and soon the train continued its journey.

      “Nate? Samantha?” Gabriel said into his walkie-talkie. “We’re about to head underground. See you soon.”

      The train tracks dipped as they approached the river. Soon, darkness enveloped Gabriel and Lisa. Focused on getting into the city, they didn’t consider the risk they were taking by riding through an underwater tunnel while explosions rang out nearby. It was too late to worry about that now, however.

      “So what do we do when we get there?” Lisa asked.

      “The only thing we can do. Find Porter before it’s too late.”

      She released a tense breath. “And if it already is?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Pray.”

      A few minutes later, they pulled into the underground station at Lexington Avenue and Fifty-Ninth Street, where a hoard of panicked New Yorkers and tourists were primed to charge the train. When the doors opened, Gabriel and Lisa pressed against the flow of the crowd, ramming and elbowing their way out of the car, off the platform, and to the city street above. They emerged at an intersection of skyscrapers, people screaming as they raced in every direction. Gabriel heard an unusual whistling noise coming from the north. A second later, a smoking missile blasted through the sky overhead. They couldn’t see where it struck, but they felt the rumble of the explosion and saw the tail end of its impacting fireball dissipate into the sky.

      “Come on!” Gabriel yelled.

      He and Lisa ran toward the direction of impact. In fact, they were the only people running toward the impact, for everyone else had enough sense to get away from the imminent danger. They rounded a corner and saw the blown-out side of a tall building. Not far in the distance, Cannes Tower loomed over the surrounding architecture. Two attack choppers passed overhead and glided straight toward it. Gabriel and Lisa followed down the now empty street, each hoping that there was still time.

      “Holy shit, boss!” Nate’s voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. “Are you seeing this?”

      Before Gabriel could answer, a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky above Cannes Tower. It left a deep, red gash in its wake, as if the sky was a tangible surface that could be scarred through physical force. Another bolt of lightning shot across the sky, then several more, each of them leaving similar gashes behind.

      Lisa shivered. “Oh, no.”

      The gashes began to widen like wounds being ripped open by some otherworldly force. Beyond them was a sea of clouds and stars, all cast in the same blood-red glow. The ground beneath Gabriel's and Lisa’s feet quaked violently, and the wind intensified as if fueled by a tropical storm. Litter and debris flew through the air. Smells of chemical accelerant and smoldering rubble spread through the deserted streets. Stray animals cowered in fear and the sky grew darker. Gabriel had never before wondered what the end of the world might look like, but he had a feeling he was getting a front-row seat to it now. Most people in his situation would start questioning their morals and religious beliefs, preparing for whatever judgment or lack thereof waited beyond mortal life. But all he wondered was, how the hell did I let it come to this?
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        New York, New York

        Two Weeks Before The Sky Opened

      

      

      Gabriel stood before the auditorium of English students and felt the sweat beading on his forehead. He loved giving guest lectures to up-and-coming novelists. It gave him a sense of tangible accomplishment that his millions in book sales could never deliver. But those stage lights… every time he stood under them, he remembered how much he hated them. He hated their glare; he hated their heat; and he hated the fact that, without fail, they would force him to repeatedly pause his lecture to wipe his face dry and take a swig of water.

      Ten years earlier, when Professor Wilson Mead first asked Gabriel to provide his students with motivating words of wisdom, he had been unprepared for the harsh conditions that accompanied such a request. He showed for his first guest lecture in shorts and a button-down, his typical day-to-day attire, with no prepared notes and nothing to drink. Gabriel had assumed the students would have so many questions for him that he would spend the entire ninety minutes fielding their inquiries. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Not only did the students not have questions for him, barely a handful even knew who he was. He was Gabriel Dunne, best-selling author, winner of numerous writing awards, and apparently a complete nobody to anyone under twenty-one. To say that first lecture didn’t go well would be an understatement.

      But Professor Mead was a fan. He gave Gabriel some postmortem tips and invited him to try again next semester. He accepted the challenge and committed to being more prepared the next time around. And he was… sort of. He showed for his second guest stint still wearing his usual attire, and still without a drink, but he had rehearsed a speech that time, and even brought a note card to reference if needed. Student reception was better, but Gabriel still fell about fifty minutes short of his planned lecture duration. He tried to elicit questions from his audience, but that only lasted about ten more minutes before Professor Mead dismissed the class early. Gabriel and Professor Mead had another heart-to-heart, and they arranged for him to make a third—and possibly final—attempt.

      The next semester’s guest lecture was a hit. Gabriel swapped out his shorts for dress khakis, brought a bottle of water to keep his throat moist, and prepared an even longer presentation, this time accompanied by a handful of visuals to stimulate the students’ attention. But none of that mattered. In the months between his second and third guest lectures, one of Gabriel’s books had been optioned for a movie. It wouldn’t release for another year, but it had two high-profile stars attached and the hype train was full steam ahead. His book sales skyrocketed, and he was no longer a nobody among the college community. Students shot questions at him as soon as he took the stage, and he still hadn’t answered all of them when time expired.

      This interaction continued for the next several years. Gabriel discovered quickly how hot he could get under the auditorium stage lights when he actually had to move around and talk for ninety minutes straight. He began wearing a sports coat to hide the sweat stains under his armpits, carried a handkerchief to wipe his forehead, and doubled up the bottles of water to ensure his throat never went dry. To anyone who hadn’t witnessed those first couple of failed lectures, Gabriel carried the facade of a seasoned professional speaker. Over the years, as buzz for his novel-turned-movie died down, he returned to filling some of the lecture time with rehearsed speeches, and by the time he reached his twentieth appearance, he had found his stride with a mix of prepared lecture, popping visuals, interspersed audience polling, and finally, a window for questions and answers to satiate students’ curiosities.

      “My number one rule,” Gabriel said to this year’s newest crop of students, “is to write what you know.” He clicked a portable remote, and a slide of rowdy youngsters watching sports at a bar projected onto a screen overhead. “This,” he pointed, “is what you know. Or at least it’s what you know if you’re anything like I was at your age.”

      A wave of chuckles rolled down from the crowd.

      “But seriously,” Gabriel continued, “for some of you, this is what you know. For others, it’s your studies. For others, hobbies. For others, family. Whatever it is, write about it. Nothing draws a reader in more than the authenticity that empowers the words on the page.” He clicked his remote, and a map of the world replaced the projection. “This is what I know.” He clicked again, and the map was replaced by pictures of archeological digs, ancient sunken ships, artifacts on display in a museum, and other similar photographs, repeating on a loop. “I know geography. I know history. I know the thrill of discovery. These are the things I write about, because they’re the things that have impassioned me for the better portion of my life. So,” he turned the projector off, “write what you know, and your readers will appreciate you for it.”

      A hand went up in the audience.

      “Yes?”

      A tall, curly haired student in a white tee shirt and jeans stood. He had a class clown vibe to him, and Gabriel braced himself for whatever smart-ass comment might be headed his way. “The main protagonist in most of your books is a treasure hunter,” the curly-haired student said. “If you write what you know, does that mean you’re secretly a treasure hunter, too?”

      Gabriel smiled. “I wish I had time for that. Unfortunately, between researching, writing, editing, marketing, and speaking with fine students such as yourselves, the only time for treasure hunting in my life is the hunting I do in my head.” He paused while the student reclaimed his seat. “And that brings me to my second rule: don’t adhere too strictly to the first rule. You’re the writer. You’re the creator. Take some liberties and introduce some unreal into the real. Mingle them so fluidly that the reader doesn’t know the difference.”

      Gabriel’s eye caught a familiar face watching him from the back of the auditorium. He couldn’t be certain through the glare of the stage lights, but he was pretty sure it was someone he hadn’t seen in a very long time. If so, it was someone who knew the true Gabriel, the one behind the novelist, whose identity had been fictionalized and put to the page for the rest of the world to enjoy. He broke contact with the unexpected visitor and finished his thought.

      “You never know what kind of magic your imagination might produce.”
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      Gabriel finished his lecture to a round of fierce applause. He touched base with Professor Mead while the students filed out of the auditorium, then grabbed his water bottles and presentation materials before strolling out into the bright midday sun. Seated on a landscaping ledge just beyond the auditorium doors was the familiar man he had spotted during his lecture. He was dressed in a pressed suit and tie that Gabriel suspected cost more than his annual book royalties, and he wore dark shades beneath slicked back hair.

      “Porter Cannes,” Gabriel said as he approached the man.

      “Gabriel.” Porter hopped off the ledge and greeted him with open arms. “How long has it been?”

      “At least twenty years. How the hell have you been?”

      “Eh,” Porter said with a dismissive shrug. “How about you? How’s Lisa?”

      “Lisa and I are both doing great,” Gabriel replied. “I’ve got a new novel releasing in a few months⁠—”

      “Yeah, I read an article about that.”

      “—and Lisa… well, she’s just being Lisa.”

      “Still obsessed with ancient history?” Porter asked.

      “Of course. And you? Still obsessed with making the world a better place using futuristic technology?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      The last time Gabriel had seen Porter was at a high school reunion. Gabriel’s writing career was just kicking off and Porter’s company, Cannes International, had just held its initial public offering. He had designed some new method for microchips to transfer data between one another without making physical contact. The technology was beyond Gabriel’s understanding, but it must have been a big deal, because Porter’s net worth shot from ramen level to caviar level overnight. He didn’t have time for high school reunions after that.

      “So, what are you doing here?” Gabriel asked.

      Porter played coy. “I came to hear your lecture.”

      “Bullshit. The only fiction you care about is the science fiction you can make a reality.”

      Porter laughed. “Okay, you’ve got me there.” His laughter gave way to a more serious expression. “The truth is, I’m here for a business transaction. I need your services.”

      Gabriel shot him a puzzled glance. “Working on your memoirs already? There are more qualified writers than me for something like that.”

      “No,” Porter said flatly. “I need your other services.”

      Gabriel deflected. “I don’t do that anymore.”

      “Now who’s bullshitting? I remember you and Lisa every weekend in college, hunkered down in your dorm room, marathoning Indiana Jones movies. Remember what I used to tell you?”

      “That it wasn’t real archaeology?”

      “That’s right,” Porter said, smiling at the memory. “Do you remember what you used to tell me?”

      “That we didn’t care because it looked like so much damn fun.”

      They shared a chuckle.

      Porter continued a moment later. “A passion like that doesn’t just go away. A passion like that is for life. Besides, you don’t think I got where I am today without knowing how to dig up information on people, do you? I know about your little mansion in the hills. I bet you even gave it a kitschy little nickname, too.”

      “Artifact Manor,” Gabriel admitted.

      “Ha! Not exactly subtle, huh?” Porter draped a friendly arm around his neck and whispered as if he were divulging state secrets. “My people tell me our old pals Samantha Collins and Nathan Bellows spend a lot of time there—maybe even live there. I also know they get regular deposits in their checking accounts despite being unemployed, suggesting someone has them on an unofficial payroll. There’s no way your book royalties can cover that amount of money, which means you’re on an unofficial payroll, too.”

      Porter had Gabriel nailed, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Information was like gold in the business world, and Porter’s legacy was so shiny and yellow it would’ve made King Solomon jealous. Gabriel wanted to know what his angle was before confirming too much, though, so he kept quiet and listened.

      “I need services like yours,” Porter told him. “I know there are other treasure hunters out there who would champ at the bit to get a taste of my wallet. I’ve got dossiers on every one of them stacked on my desk back at work. But I need someone I can trust. I need a friend.”

      Porter quickly pulled away as a coughing fit overtook him. He stifled his outburst with a handkerchief, looking uncharacteristically embarrassed for what was a common human reflex, then apologized as he straightened his jacket and tie.

      “Here,” Gabriel said, passing him one of his unopened bottles of water.

      Porter took several gulps, then placed his hand back on Gabriel’s shoulder. “See? You haven’t changed in twenty years. I can’t tell you the number of people who’d rather watch me choke to death than offer me a drink.” He took another sip, then capped the bottle. “You’re the person I need for this job. You, Lisa, Nate, Samantha… we all go back a long way, well before I made enemies in this world. You’re the only qualified people I can trust with this job. And don’t worry, I’ll pay you five—no, ten times your normal rate. Just because we’re friends doesn’t mean I expect a discount.”

      Gabriel smiled. “Given your net worth, I wouldn’t dream of it.” He and Porter shared another laugh. Then it was time to have an honest conversation. “So, assuming you’re right, and that my team and I are still involved in the activities you think we are, what exactly do you want us to find?”

      Porter released his shoulder, the businessman within him rising to the surface. He stared at Gabriel with deadly serious eyes and asked a single question. “Have you ever heard of the Pendant of God?”
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      Gabriel blinked skeptically at Porter. “I think I’m going to want to sit down for this conversation.”

      “Sure,” Porter said. “Let’s grab some food. It’s on me.”

      They walked in silence to a campus deli and each ordered a sandwich. Gabriel was having a BLT on white bread. Porter was having a club sandwich on wheat. Some things never changed, Gabriel thought as he grabbed two bottles of root beer and Porter paid. They sat across from each other at a corner table, away from the prying ears of students who had been on the tail end of the lunch rush.

      After savoring a few bites of his sandwich, Gabriel was ready to continue their conversation. “You asked if I’ve heard of the Pendant of God. I have. It’s a fabled piece of jewelry described in the Book of Damien. Religious scholars dismiss its existence since the Book of Damien was never officially deemed a canonical entry into the bible.”

      “Correct,” Porter said. “And do you know the story of the pendant?”

      “My memory’s a little hazy,” Gabriel admitted, “but I believe it was a weapon entrusted to Damien by God himself to prevent a mass genocide.”

      “Very good,” Porter said. “Only it was so much more than a weapon. May I?”

      Gabriel was happy to give his voice a rest. Besides, now he was getting a free lunch and entertainment to go with it. “Sure,” he said.

      “The Book of Damien actually begins with the story of Lyrus, a servant boy loyal to God at a time when the Hebrews were losing faith due to harsh living conditions. A sect of unfaithful Hebrews banned together to denounce God’s love for his people. They established a creed that man should take what man wants and preached against the tyrannical hand of morality. Eventually they grew violent, and the remaining faithful Hebrews prayed for God to intervene on their behalf.”

      “In stepped Lyrus, I assume?” Gabriel asked.

      “Correct,” Porter confirmed. “God was angry with the violence befalling his followers, so he called upon Lyrus to rise from his servant status and become a leader of other faithful men. Lyrus obeyed, and with God’s blessing, created an army to fight back and eventually subdue the insolent Hebrew sect.”

      “Okay,” Gabriel said as he swallowed a bite of sandwich. “I’ll admit I wasn’t familiar with the Lyrus tale. How do Damien and the pendant fit in?”

      “I’m getting there,” Porter assured him. “Once the fighting subsided, the surviving Hebrews expected their lives to return to the status quo, which also meant they expected Lyrus to return to being a mere servant boy.”

      “I take it he didn’t agree with that?”

      “No, he sure didn’t,” Porter said. “I can’t blame him. He had spent most of his life near the bottom of the class hierarchy, but rose to power and risked that lowly life to defend those of a higher status than he, only to have them look down upon him once more when he was no longer needed.” Porter shrugged as if he could relate to the feeling. “That sort of thing can piss a person off. The army of men who had fought and bled by Lyrus’s side were still loyal to him. If the rest of the Hebrews wouldn’t recognize Lyrus for the leader he’d become, then they didn’t deserve his, or their, mercy.”

      “This is how the genocide began,” Gabriel deduced.

      Porter nodded. “It sure is. Following in the footsteps of Lucifer himself, Lyrus misused God’s blessing to establish his own rule on Earth. He plunged the world into a dark age marked by mass death and destruction. God called on Lyrus to stop the terror, but he saw God’s calling as another form of servitude, and he was done being anyone’s servant. So God called on another of his faithful to step in.”

      “Damien.”

      “Damien,” Porter repeated. “Instead of providing Damien with an army of men, God presented him with a single chained pendant. He told Damien that he had imbued the pendant with a mere fraction of his own power, but that it would be enough to stop Lyrus and return the Earth to the light. Damien challenged Lyrus and his army to a battle. Of course, Lyrus thought it was a joke. One jewelry-wearing man versus an army that numbered in the hundreds of thousands… Damien didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Damien, the man, didn’t stand a chance,” Gabriel chimed in.

      “Right. But Damien, the wielder of God’s strength, was unstoppable. He single-handedly crushed Lyrus’s army, then publicly executed Lyrus as an example of the fate that lay in store for anyone else who defied God’s will. No one really knows how Damien accomplished such a feat, but accounts from Lyrus’s execution suggest that whatever the tyrannical leader witnessed on the battlefield drove him mad.”

      “So it is a weapon?” Gabriel asked, revisiting his earlier claim.

      “It was that day,” Porter explained. “But once Lyrus’s reign had ended, Damien offered to return the pendant to God. Recognizing the unending good in him, God instructed him to keep it, explaining that the power within was not just derived from his might, but also from his love. He told Damien the world needed his love more than ever, and so Damien kept the pendant and swore to put it to proper use.”

      Porter grew silent as Gabriel flicked the last piece of sandwich into his mouth. “And then?”

      Porter shrugged. “No one knows for sure. That’s where the Book of Damien ends. But I have my theories.”

      Gabriel eyed Porter as if to say spill it.

      “Records from the region around the implied time of Lyrus’s defeat suggest a prolonged period of peace, health, and prosperity followed. The average lifespan of men during that time was fifty percent greater than the periods immediately before or after. Ailments such as disease are all but absent from historical accounts. There was no war, no famine, barely even a mention of crime. I think Damien did that. I think that’s how he used the pendant. It was his way of sharing God’s love with the world.”

      Gabriel eyed Porter suspiciously. “Ever since we were kids, your beliefs have been rooted in science. You built your entire career, hell, your entire life, around science. You don’t believe in this stuff. I can’t count the number of times I’ve heard you speak about religion as if it’s a plague on mankind, both privately and publicly. Religious scholars don’t even believe the pendant is real. Are you trying to convince me you believe it is? Why?”

      Porter nodded, acknowledging that everything Gabriel had said was true. He then leaned forward, his eyes narrow. “Because I have evidence,” he said confidently. “The pendant is real, Gabriel. It’s real… and you’re going to find it for me.”
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      Porter leaned back and smiled, as if he knew he had Gabriel on the hook now. Gabriel had been raised in a religious household and schooled in traditional Christian beliefs. His parents forced him to attend church despite it being an utter bore, and though he dropped that tradition as soon as he was a grown man, he remained a believer at heart. Maturity and years of knowledge had transformed his view of the bible from a divine record of man’s relationship with God to one of many historical accounts of ancient civilization. It was written by man and thus could be flawed like man. This also meant it could be incomplete, leaving room for the omission of any number of valid books, including the Book of Damien.

      Gabriel tended to only accept jobs with a high probability of success. Those jobs were usually rooted in accepted historical facts. They involved artifacts that had been lost in time, but for which multiple corroborating pieces of information evidencing their existence could be obtained. The Pendant of God was not one of those artifacts. It was a legend that may or may not be true—with most scholars leaning toward the latter. Any time or effort spent in pursuit of it would more than likely wind up wasted. Unless…

      “What sort of evidence?” Gabriel asked.

      “A collection of scrolls written over thousands of years and preserved by monks stationed in temples throughout the world,” Porter told him. “I’ve been painstakingly collecting them for the past eighteen months.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Gabriel argued. “If scrolls documenting the Pendant of God were out there, surely someone would have discovered them long ago.”

      “True. These—” Porter’s voice caught in his throat as he broke into another coughing fit. This time, he had his bottle of root beer to help stymie the attack. “These scrolls don’t mention the Pendant of God,” he said once he regained composure.

      “But you said⁠—”

      “I said I had evidence that the Pendant of God exists,” Porter cut in. “The scrolls themselves are actually quite benign. They contain population data, demographics, accounts of significant events, technological breakthroughs… basically a greatest hits collection of census data and newspaper headlines. It’s not until you compare the data in the scrolls to similar data from the rest of the world that a pattern emerges.”

      “Peace, health, and prosperity,” Gabriel said, channeling Porter’s earlier words.

      “Exactly!” Porter leaned forward with excitement. “Believers in the Book of Damien estimate his last known location was somewhere around modern day Israel. Approximately three hundred years after Damien’s battle with Lyrus, the abnormal prosperity in that region dissipated. Why do you think that is?”

      “Because the power of the pendant ran dry?” Gabriel was only half serious.

      “The power of God himself dried up? Your mother would be so disappointed.”

      Gabriel shrugged.

      “The way I see it,” Porter then explained, “if we take the power of the pendant as absolute, then only one of two things could have happened three hundred years later. Damien, or whomever succeeded Damien in possessing the pendant, either left Israel, taking the pendant’s blessing with him, or changed his mind about sharing God’s love with man.”

      “If it was the latter, we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Gabriel concluded. “So where did Damien—or whomever—go?”

      “Egypt,” Porter replied. “For about one hundred years. Then Libya, Algeria, Morocco, Spain, France, Austria… round and round the Mediterranean Sea, changing locations every fifty to one hundred years.”

      “Sharing God’s love beyond the boundaries of Israel?”

      “Or trying to keep it a secret,” Porter countered. “Too much prosperity in one place for too many years could draw unwanted attention. Imagine if Hitler had gotten a trajectory on the pendant’s location during his artifact obsession… the world could be a much different place.”

      “So, where is it now?”

      “Well, that’s the tricky thing,” Porter said. “The evidence always lags the pendant’s current location. By the time a pattern of prosperity can be identified in one country, the pendant has moved to the next.”

      “Where was the last pattern?”

      Porter smiled. “That’s the good news. Morocco. The pendant has consistently moved clockwise around the Mediterranean Sea for several thousand years. Morocco is at the Northwest corner of Africa and at the Southwest corner of the Mediterranean. To continue clockwise around the sea requires crossing the Strait of Gibraltar⁠—”

      “Which would put the pendant in Spain.” Gabriel recalled from his studies of European geography. “Or possibly Portugal.”

      “Yes,” Porter agreed. “Though, based on previous cycles, Spain is the more likely of the two.”

      Gabriel took a moment to consider the implications. “So where in Spain do we start? It’s not like we can trek door-to-door across the country asking people if they’ve seen a pendant that gives the wearer god-like capabilities.”

      “That, my dear friend,” Porter said with a mischievous grin, “is what I’m going to pay you big bucks to figure out.” He began to cough again, but stifled it.

      Gabriel ran some rough calculations in his head. He didn’t know the exact count, but he guessed Spain had to be home to at least forty million people. He also guessed, based on mental recollections of world maps, that it was approximately the size of Texas, maybe a little smaller. Finding a mythical artifact in an area of that size and population density was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack. Still, it was one hell of a needle. Mythical religious artifacts were the first place trophies of the treasure hunting game. It didn’t matter whether they lived up to the often exaggerated legends from which they sprung. Their existence, and attainment by those lucky and skilled enough, made them the ultimate prize.

      A thought popped into Gabriel’s head. What if the Pendant of God did live up to its legend? What if, tucked safely away in a hidden corner of Spain, was a piece of jewelry that didn’t simply symbolize the power of The Almighty, but actually contained a piece of it? God entrusted Damien with the pendant because his heart was pure and devoted to God’s word. But what if Damien had been like Lyrus? What if the temptation of mortal supremacy could have corrupted his devotion to God’s ways? As Porter himself had put it, the world could be a much different place.

      Gabriel sized up his old friend, a friend that appeared out of the blue after twenty years to implore his unique services. A friend who already had about as much power as any one man could expect in life. A friend who appeared quite healthy, but had a suspiciously nagging cough…

      “There’s one thing I’d like to know before I take this job,” he told Porter.

      “Shoot.”

      “Damien and Lyrus each used the gifts God gave them to achieve extraordinarily different goals. Not that it’s likely, but let’s assume for a moment that the pendant truly contains the power of God, both his love and his destructive capability. Let’s also assume I’m able to find it for you.” Gabriel stared hard into Porter’s eyes so he could get an accurate read on his friend’s next reaction. “Once you have that kind of power in your hands, which one are you going to be? Damien… or Lyrus?”
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      Porter glared at Gabriel as if offended by the question. “Now what do you think? I’m Lyrus. I’m going to use that pendant to infuse my tech empire with the power of The Almighty. Then I’m going to use my empowered empire to rule the world with a steel fist and army of God-infused robots at my back.”

      Gabriel sat in stunned silence as Porter let his plan sink in.

      A moment later, the businessman busted out with laughter. “I’m just bullshitting you, Gabriel! Oh God, you’re just as gullible as I remember. You should see your face. You’re whiter than the mayonnaise on my sandwich!”

      Gabriel released a tense chuckle. He was glad Porter still had a sense of humor after all these years, twisted as it might be. But he still wanted an answer to his question, so he waited.

      “The truth is,” Porter told him after settling down, “I don’t want to be Damien or Lyrus. I’m Porter Cannes. I’m the man who has more wealth than most men dream of. But you know what I don’t have? Treasure. Sure, I can buy just about any historical object I want. Famous paintings, priceless jewelry, ancient inventions, revered artifacts… I’ve bought them all at one time or another in life. Hell, I think I even own a museum somewhere in Europe. But none of it feels like treasure to me. So I asked myself why.”

      “Because you’re so disgustingly rich you can’t remember what you’ve bought?” Gabriel snickered.

      Porter flipped him his middle finger. “It’s because I’m so disgustingly rich that purchasing objects has lost all meaning for me.”

      “I could help take some of that wealth off your hands,” Gabriel offered. “In the interest of restoring meaning to your life.”

      “Hardy har. Unfortunately, even if I returned to our penniless college years, I suspect buying objects would never be enough. I want to discover, Gabriel. Like you. I want to obtain something grand through hard work and perseverance.”

      “Isn’t that how you got your company?”

      “Yes,” Porter admitted, “but even it has a price. I want to obtain something so unique and so valuable that a price tag could never be placed on it. I want a treasure of my own, and the Pendant of God might very well be the greatest treasure in existence today.”

      Gabriel pondered over his intentions for a minute. “Not to potentially ruin the financial windfall headed my way,” he then said, “but if you hire me, won’t I technically be the one making the discovery?”

      Porter grinned as though he had anticipated the technicality. “That’s why I need someone I can trust. It’s also why I’m going with you. We’ll follow the clues and make the discovery together. What better way to reignite an old friendship?”

      While Gabriel had no problem with Porter’s suggestion, he wasn’t sure his team would feel the same. Oh well, that was a problem for later. He was intrigued enough to formally accept Porter’s task, but before he could, the businessman broke out into another coughing fit. This time, he didn’t cover his mouth quickly enough, and a light spattering of blood landed on the remnants of his sandwich.

      “Shit,” Porter muttered when the fit subsided. “I guess that cat’s out of the bag.”

      Gabriel’s eyes swung from Porter’s face to the blood on the bread, then back to Porter’s face again. “This isn’t just about finding your treasure in life, is it?”

      Porter wiped his lips with his handkerchief and examined the red streak they left behind. “What I told you was true. But yes, I have a secondary motive for pursuing the Pendant of God instead of any other of a thousand artifacts hiding out there. Eighteen months ago, an X-ray revealed a mass in my lungs. The prognosis was… well, let’s just say we probably won’t be having lunch again this time next year.”

      “Treatment?” Gabriel asked, deep down already knowing the answer.

      “It was too late for most, and the others are too ineffective.” Porter frowned. “It’s funny, really. I’ve got all the money and connections in the world, and it’s all worthless when it comes to saving my life.” He looked at Gabriel with solemn eyes. “But you’re not. You can help me extend my time on this mortal coil. You can help me live again.”

      “Porter,” Gabriel said. “There’s no guarantee we’ll actually find the pendant. Even if we do, we don’t know for certain it has the power you think it does. It could be an inert relic, nothing more.”

      “You’re the best there is at this sort of thing,” Porter said with a confident smile. “We’re going to find the pendant. If it has the power to save me, mission accomplished. If it doesn’t, then at least I can die having lived my last days to their fullest.” He sighed with heavy acceptance. “That alone is pretty priceless.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Why didn’t you just come clean from the start? You know I would have—” He paused, having answered his own question. “You didn’t want me to pity you. You wanted me to take the job because I wanted to take it, not because I felt obligated.”

      “I’ve never been a pity kind of guy. I don’t show it to others, and I don’t expect anyone to show it to me.” Porter wrapped his sandwich remnants and pushed them aside. “So, ignoring the last five minutes of our conversation… I’ll pay ten times your normal rate and keep the cash flowing until we find the pendant or until I drop dead. I’ll give you a twenty-thousand dollar deposit up front to cover any return expenses should the latter happen mid-journey. You will, of course, keep everything we discussed today and everything that happens related to our business agreement going forward strictly confidential. If word got out about my condition…”

      “I get it,” Gabriel told him. “You’re trying to protect your company. My team and I will sign whatever non-disclosure agreements you need us to.”

      “Your word is plenty,” Porter said. “Let’s keep the lawyers out of this. I’ve already taken my fair share of scoldings from them and my financial advisors over the laws I’ve bent and money I’ve burned to get those scrolls.”

      “I’ve never cared for lawyers, anyway.”

      “Well, then?” Porter asked. “If the terms are acceptable, shall we do business?”

      Gabriel probably should have discussed the proposition with his team, but he didn’t want Porter to sense hesitation in him. He may have been an old friend, but he was in businessman mode. He would just as soon offer the same deal to the next most trustworthy treasure hunter should he get the idea Gabriel would flake out. Besides, Gabriel could only think of one or two reasons his team might oppose the arrangement. Given the stakes, he was willing to risk their unhappiness. “Yeah,” he nodded. “Let’s go find that pendant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            PARANOIA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, New York

        Two Weeks Before The Sky Opened

      

      

      Porter and Gabriel conversed for another twenty minutes before heading their separate ways. Porter invited Gabriel and his team to stop by his office the next day to review the scrolls he had amassed and to discuss any further business arrangements that needed to be made. Gabriel accepted the invitation, expressed remorse for the circumstances that had reunited them, and assured Porter he had entrusted the right person with such an important task. He then began his trek across campus to the visitor parking garage.

      Gabriel noted that Porter headed in a different direction, and assumed he had more privileged parking somewhere nearby. It must be nice to have that type of money, he thought as he walked the landscaped paths of campus and took in the sights of students going about their days. It wasn’t that Gabriel was poor; far from it, in fact. But most of his income, both from his legitimate job and his more secretive, but highly lucrative one, went into one of two ventures. The first was funding future excursions, for which he rarely received advance payment. The second was collecting historical relics for safekeeping in his museum-like mansion, itself the source of a hefty property tax bill. Gabriel spent very little of the money on life’s luxuries and conveniences. Maybe he would if he had ridiculous amounts of wealth like Porter did. Then again, maybe he would just spend it on more of the same. It was hard to know without having the opportunity to test those rich waters.

      “Watch it!” a student exclaimed as he barely avoided crashing into Gabriel at a blind corner.

      “Sorry about that,” Gabriel replied, his cheeks turning red with embarrassment.

      It was funny how the universe had subtle ways of slapping people on the wrists when they needed it. That’s what I get for having money envy, Gabriel told himself. He continued down the sidewalk, more alert to his surroundings. He watched as some students passed him by on their way to class, while others tossed footballs or frisbees on the lawn, and as the rest drowned out the natural world to focus on the screens in their hands. Gabriel had nothing against technology, but he would never understand how today’s youth got the same satisfaction out of their devices as he did from the tangible feel of a piece of history.

      He passed the library, where an attractive male and female student leaned against a stairwell railing, their eyes glued to their phones instead of to each other. I hope those things start coming with reproductive organs, Gabriel thought. If not, humanity is screwed. As if hearing his thoughts, the male student glanced up at him briefly. They made eye contact, causing Gabriel to question whether he had accidentally vocalized his comment. But then the student returned to his device, confirming that the glance was little more than happenstance.

      Gabriel reached an intersection and took a slight left onto the path that would take him directly to his parking garage. He didn’t know why—call it intuition—but he had a sudden urge to check the status of the library couple before he lost his line of sight. When he looked back, he caught the male staring at him again. The student tried to play it off by turning away and running a hand through his hair, but Gabriel was certain about what he had seen. Did he have a kick me sign on his back or something? His name was famous among up and coming English majors, but his face was another story. Maybe the student had recognized him from one of his novel covers or a talk show interview. Unlikely, he decided.

      A moment later, the library and its tech-obsessed students were gone from view. Gabriel reached the parking garage, took the stairs up two levels, and found his car. As he tossed his presentation materials on the front passenger seat, he thought he heard a cough echo off the garage walls. He had seen no one else in the garage, despite there being only a few parking spots left, so he glanced around for the source of the sound. All was quiet.

      Gabriel knew he should shrug the noise off. Why did it matter if there was someone else in the garage? It was a public place, after all, and clearly he wasn’t the only visitor to campus that day. But his clandestine profession had taught him to be observant when his surroundings didn’t feel right, and this parking garage was feeling about as right as a left-handed guitar player. If he had noticed another person on his way to his car, he probably wouldn’t have given the cough a second thought. But an unseen person trying to mask a cough… well, that was a different story altogether.

      Gabriel closed the front passenger door and walked around to the other side of the vehicle, trying to act natural as his eyes scanned his closest surroundings. Nothing triggered his warning lights. He then opened his driver-side door and was pretty sure he heard a quick patter of footsteps timed with his own noise. He froze and pretended to check his smartwatch as if he had received a notification. Unfortunately for Gabriel, the footsteps had been to his backside. Turning toward them would be too obvious, but proceeding into his car would be noisy enough to entice his potential assailant forward.

      A wave of girly laughter echoed from the stairwell Gabriel had taken to this level of the parking garage. A moment later, two chatty teenagers emerged from the stairwell and started down his aisle. Seizing the unexpected opportunity, Gabriel flung his car door open, jumped inside, and slammed and locked it behind him. He caught a brief glimpse of a suited figure dashing out of sight as the teenage girls neared. Gabriel started his engine and peeled out of his space as soon as the girls were clear, then raced for the exit ramp. The headlights of a black sedan illuminated his car as he passed, its engine springing to life. Gabriel summoned his phone’s virtual assistant and instructed it to call his wife.

      “Hey, how’d it go?” Lisa answered after two rings.

      “Hey,” he responded as he watched the black sedan pull into range of his rearview mirror. “I’ll tell you about it later. Right now, I’ve got a problem.”
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      Gabriel’s tires squealed as he took a hard right out of the campus parking garage and sped toward city streets. He pounded his horn at students crossing the road, swerving around them so tightly that he may have even clipped a backpack or two. The black sedan pursued, less cautious with its actions, sending students diving for the sidewalk to avoid being run down. At the edge of campus, Gabriel made a left onto Broadway.

      “You need to cut over to Third Avenue as soon as possible,” Lisa guided through his speakerphone. “Otherwise, you’ll hit too much pedestrian traffic.”

      He glanced in his rearview mirror. The black sedan was still on his tail, but it had lost some ground exiting campus. Gabriel shifted his vision ahead, where red lights dangled across the approaching intersection. He muscled his way into the right lane, spotted a gap in the mob of pedestrians crossing the adjacent street, and blasted through the gap without slowing. He was heading east now, with nothing but green lights on his path. He gunned the gas through a nearby intersection, then two more, before he saw his next set of red lights approaching.

      “North or south on Third?” Gabriel asked.

      “North,” Lisa instructed.

      He maneuvered his way to the leftmost lane. This time he couldn’t speed through the red light without risking a major accident, so he took his place in line in the turn lane. A civilian vehicle immediately sandwiched him in. Then another pulled to a stop behind it. The black sedan followed. Gabriel leaned from side to side to get a better look at his pursuer, but the man was too obscured by the cars that stood between them. How long had the man been following him? He had returned home from his most recent treasure hunt nearly six days ago. The mission had experienced some complications, as Gabriel liked to call them, but to the best of his knowledge, everything had been settled by the end. Was it possible some lingering threat from that mission had been tracking him for six days without his knowledge? If so, why wait until now to strike?

      There was another possibility, though Gabriel didn’t want to acknowledge it. The suited man, whoever he was, might have been following Porter. He might only be after Gabriel because of his new business arrangement. But would a tech billionaire’s fascination with a mythical religious artifact really garner this type of attention? Porter mentioned something about making enemies… but Gabriel had assumed he was speaking hypothetically. Well, he thought, you know what they say about people who assume…

      The turn lane light turned green. As soon as he was able, Gabriel pulled forward and passed through the intersection. The larger width of Third Avenue at his disposal, he then gunned the gas once more, hoping to recoup some of the distance he had lost between him and the black sedan.

      “Where to now?” Gabriel asked Lisa.

      “There’s only so long you can evade by car. My map shows a public parking garage to your right when you reach Thirteenth Street. Park there and ditch. You’re going to lose me until you get back outside. I’ll figure out your next move by then.”

      Gabriel continued using the full width of Third Avenue to swerve around slower vehicles and put critical space between him and his pursuers. When he crossed Twelfth Street, he pushed his way to the right lane, careened around the corner of Third and Thirteenth, and checked his rearview mirror. He didn’t have sight of the black sedan, which meant it didn’t have sight of him, either. Gabriel turned into the first parking garage he saw, grabbed a ticket to raise the gate, and sped deep into the structure.

      He took the first available parking space he spotted and killed his engine. Then he hopped out of his vehicle and ducked down just before the black sedan pulled in after him. The sedan crept slowly down the entry lane, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before the driver identified his car. Staying low, he tiptoed to the next row of vehicles, then doubled back toward the garage entrance. The sedan stopped near his parking spot. As his assailant investigated his abandoned car, Gabriel reached the end of the row and assessed his situation. The entrance to the parking garage was only twenty yards away, but all twenty of them were out in the open, with nothing for him to hide behind. The black sedan was about eighty to one hundred yards away, having not moved since locating his vehicle. But the sedan had wheels and a gas engine, two things that, the last Gabriel checked, didn’t come standard on the human body. Even in reverse, it could close that gap about as fast as he could close the one to the entrance.

      He would have to chance it. His pursuer knew he was in the garage. It wasn’t like Gabriel could simply wait him out. He took a deep breath and set his eyes on the bright sunlight streaming in from the garage entrance. Twenty yards… it didn’t sound like much, but it might be the difference between life and death. Oh well, Gabriel thought. Let’s get this over with. He pushed off with his dominant foot and ran into the twenty-yard clearing. His pursuer was on him quicker than expected. The sedan’s reverse lights lit up immediately, and its tires screeched as it launched backwards.

      Gabriel slammed on his own internal gas pedal. The sunlight grew brighter as he closed the gap to the entrance. The roar of the sedan’s engine grew louder as it closed its gap to him. Gabriel gritted his teeth as he charged ahead, praying that he felt the heat of the sunshine before he felt the heat of the sedan’s exhaust pipe as it passed over his pancaked body. He had less than five yards to go, but the sedan’s engine sounded as if it was less than five feet from his ears. Gabriel channeled his inner football player and dove forward. The draft of the sedan twisted his body in midair, sending him tumbling awkwardly onto the concrete sidewalk that lined Thirteenth Street.

      The sedan took out the guardrail that blocked the garage entrance, nearly crashed into a passing taxi, then spun one hundred eighty degrees before coming to a stop in the middle of Thirteenth Street. Gabriel pushed himself up and eyed the vehicle. The glare of the sun prevented him from seeing its driver, but he knew the driver was eyeing him right back. Seeing as how they were in different weight classes, Gabriel in the lightweight and the sedan in the ungodly overweight, he thought it best to hightail it out of there. He bolted toward Third Avenue, not looking back as the sedan’s tires squealed once more.

      A familiar face rounded the corner ahead. It was Samantha, walking toward him with the calm confidence of someone who knew she had the upper hand. She popped open a steel canister and flung its contents into the street without breaking stride. As Gabriel ran, he heard the metallic clinks of a dozen spiked balls bouncing across the concrete. The sedan hit the first of them and skidded out of control as its front tires popped. It tore over the rest of the balls, which blew out its rear tires and sent it flipping end over end into the intersection of Third and Thirteenth. Gabriel paused at the corner and watched as oncoming traffic narrowly missed hitting the smoking overturned vehicle.

      “Come on,” Samantha said once she reached him. “There’s a subway station at Fourteenth Street. We can lose him underground.”

      Gabriel saw his unidentified assailant squirm behind cracked glass. The man then freed himself of his seatbelt and kicked at the passenger side window. Gabriel didn’t wait around to see what happened next, and instead followed Samantha to the safety of the subway system.
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      Gabriel and Samantha hopped subway lines for nearly an hour to ensure they had lost any potential tails. Then they caught a cab to Grand Central Terminal and took the Metro-North to Bedford Hills. Lisa had parked near the Bedford Hills station over an hour earlier and had been keeping her eyes peeled for any suspicious activity. Comfortable that all was normal, she picked them up and took them home to Artifact Manor.

      At first glance, the mansion looked like any other celebrity home in the area. It was a luxurious multi-winged structure surrounded by thirty acres of lush greenery. It had a garage the size of most people’s houses, a tennis court, basketball court, and a swimming pool that would make proprietors of five-star hotels jealous. Though Gabriel and his team used the amenities from time to time, they primarily existed for show, to detract the attention of anyone eyeing the property from its true value, which resided on the inside.

      Gabriel had been in the treasure hunting game for so long, he had amassed a small village’s worth of ancient artifacts. Many were his own, collected during quests that held personal significance to him or members of his team. Others belonged to various museums and preservation societies he’d networked with over the years. Gabriel had earned a reputation for meticulously protecting relics of the old world, so whenever these organizations needed safekeeping for their excess or particularly valuable exhibits, they turned to him. He offered his protection services at minimal cost, and often reciprocated with a pledge to donate one of his own artifacts upon his death. He saw it as his duty in what had become mutually beneficial arrangements to preserve objects of historical relevance. He got to enjoy and protect treasures that would otherwise be inaccessible to him, and the museums and societies received protection and grew their collections in return.

      Artifacts were showcased throughout the mansion. Some were encased on top of standalone pedestals. Others were displayed on bookshelves, walls, and mantles. A select few—the most valuable of those in Gabriel’s possession—were kept in the vault, an underground showroom with an extra layer of security between it and the rest of the mansion. Not that the artifacts in the common areas of the mansion were unprotected. Gabriel had installed advanced sonic fencing along each property line of his estate. It was one of the many technologies Cannes International had made available for commercial purchase and it allowed strong physical protection of any area without the ugly sight of a physical barrier. Technically, the fencing wasn’t approved for residential protection, but Gabriel’s residence and business headquarters were one and the same. Whether it was commercial systems or taxes, he often leaned on whichever classification was necessary to get preferential treatment.

      He had also installed a vast network of security cameras throughout the estate’s acreage. They fed into a security console in the underground vault that also actively monitored motion, moisture, temperature, ultraviolet radiation, air purity, and a handful of other statistics from every portion of the mansion in which an artifact was stored. Should any portion of the sonic fence be disturbed by something larger than a stray animal, or any camera detect a remotely human figure, or any sensor within the mansion record a reading outside of its established standard parameters, each member of Gabriel’s team would receive an alert directly to their phones. Should the need arise, any of them could remotely—or from the security console—trigger a mansion lockdown that would drop containment doors between each room, over every window, and at every exit.

      Of course, such an elaborate security setup was only as strong as its weakest link, and in this case, electricity and a stable network were the portions of the safety chain most easily broken. To counter this possibility, Gabriel had installed solar paneling on the mansion’s roof and an enormous array of battery storage in the underground vault. He’d wired the entire security system and its communication network into this storage to provide a failsafe, should anyone attempt to break those weak links. In the event that still wasn’t enough to stop intruders, he had made friends with the Bedford Hills PD, who would drop everything to come to his aid at a moment’s notice.

      Upon arriving at the mansion, Gabriel headed up to his and Lisa’s bedroom and took a hot shower. Sweat induced by the stage lights at his guest lecture would have likely forced him to take one when he got home anyway, but the additional perspiration and sidewalk gunk accumulated during his chase around Manhattan had sealed the deal. As elaborate as the rest of the mansion was, its bathrooms were surprisingly plain. Gabriel had long ago given up on trying to battle humidity and air purity in confined spaces to which both problems were inherent. So he minimized the space consumed by bathrooms in the mansion and reduced them to their most basic requirements: shower, toilet, sink. At the urging of his team, he at least kept the number of bathrooms sufficient to serve everyone at once, with a few to spare in the event they hosted company.

      While Gabriel showered, Lisa sat on their bed scanning news networks for any stories about her husband’s pursuit through Manhattan. One of their team’s cardinal rules was to avoid trouble on home soil, because once you brought trouble into your own backyard, there was no way of avoiding it other than to move. Luckily, when Lisa finally found coverage, reporters were treating the overturned car at the intersection of Third and Thirteenth as a freak accident. The driver had fled the scene, possibly out of embarrassment or fear, though the police had produced a sketch of his appearance and asked that anyone who saw him contact them. There was no mention of Gabriel or of the high-speed pursuit that preceded the accident.

      “We’re in the clear,” Lisa told him when he stepped out of the shower. “Three different stations are all reporting the same thing. Random accident.”

      Gabriel toweled his hair as he considered the story. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why not?”

      “Samantha blew out the car’s tires,” he explained as he crossed into their bedroom. “The police would have found her spike balls. They would have traced the balls to Thirteenth Street, seen the broken guardrail to the parking garage, pulled traffic cam footage, and likely back-traced it all the way to the university.” He wrapped the towel around his waist and sat next to Lisa. “There’s no way they don’t have me, or at least my license plate, pegged.”

      “You think they’re keeping it under wraps?” Lisa asked. “Why? You did nothing wrong. Well, except for speeding, but it was to save your life.”

      Gabriel rubbed his chin as he tried to connect the dots of the day’s events. “If they were simply keeping it quiet, they would’ve already sent units here to question me. It’s more like…”

      He trailed off, but Lisa had already figured out where his mind was headed. “Like it’s being suppressed,” she said. “Who would have the power to do that? And why?”

      Gabriel had the answer before she even finished her questions. He smiled. “I still haven’t told you
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