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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Massachusetts Institute of Technology

        Boston

        Fifteen Years Ago, 2:03 a.m.

      

      

      A head cold had been bothering him for close to two days. He should’ve been in bed, but there was no one else.

      Bright fluorescent light strips ran across the white ceiling. They flickered, hurting Fay’s eyes. A burning stench of wires and rubber passed his nostrils, which he covered with a tissue as he stepped into the student dining hall.

      The first floor of the building had four congregating spaces, including two dining rooms and an executive education suite. The space was once a respectable restaurant; now, stained trash cans and a cash register lay smashed on the floor. The coolers that had served desserts and beverages stained the tiles.

      Fay’s nose twitched as he fought not to sneeze. The fire had scorched the eastern part of the building several hours ago and burned smells from over-cooked hamburger spill-overs congested the space.

      The Juvenile Justice Office was understaffed, and if he hadn’t taken the call, they would’ve put this next victim under the courts. He was here, like so many other times, to meet another offender who had to be afforded a meaningful opportunity to consult with an interested adult.

      Him.

      Fay Jasso, senior juvenile behavior officer.

      His gaze darted to the far end of the room, where three cops stood examining charred walls and kitchen equipment. Two delivery staff answered their questions as the eldest cop scribbled notes on a pad. Fay approached them, nearly tripping over a plastic tray, and flashed a child services identity card.

      “You say the fire started in the offices above?” the cop asked the delivery staff.

      He reminded Fay of a dishonest child. Hooded eyes the color of amber, and chocolate-colored hair sitting under a dark hat. He was short but broad-chested.

      “Yes, the labs.”

      “Were there many people here?”

      “It was after hours. Just Channing and I here on the meat delivery night shift.”

      “I see,” the cop said, jotting down more notes.

      Fay stood a meter away as the cops continued their line of questions. Two carbonized heat lamps stood in the corners of the room. They warmed the crime scene against the November blizzard that had started across New England that morning.

      His eyes moved to the right of the room. It was then he saw the girls.

      One sat on a low stool, her jeans and Converse shoes covered in soot. The other stood against the far wall, her face away from him. He glanced at the notes he’d scribbled down when he’d received the phone call.

      Sleep hurt his eyes, but he couldn’t afford it now. He blinked twice until his concentration returned. The fire had been started by the twins, the girls. That’s what the woman at the Boston Police Department had said. “You’re the best at dealing with these juvenile cases,” officer Rale had said. “That’s why I called you first. It’s not the only time these girls have been in trouble.”

      “You,” said the short, note-jotting cop, who’d barked everyone into submission. Fay glared at him.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t like to leave criminals loose, but you got to me before I could do anything. If I had my way, these two would be locked up without child services getting involved.”

      Fay studied him. “The call said they’re fifteen, which puts them under the Juvenile Justice System.”

      “For now. You’ll have forty-eight hours to get them straightened out, or they go back in the care of the state.”

      “What did they do, exactly?”

      “Started a fire in the above labs. Witnesses say they were working on an experiment of some sort when their professor caught them with substances they shouldn’t have been using. They blew up the lab, leaving no evidence of what they were working on.”

      “What substances?”

      “Boric acid, titanium metal.”

      Fay heard footsteps behind him.

      “Darcia Huxham of Massachusetts East Child Services,” said a woman behind him.

      Fay turned.

      “I take it one twin is mine. You’ll each take one girl,” she said.

      “You are splitting the twins?” Fay said. “We never split families before an investigation, especially not twins.”

      The cop set a brown paper folder into his hands. “Listen, they’ve caused enough problems on campus. This is their last offense, and I won’t have my team repeatedly taking calls from here. I’ve got court authorization for you to have a go at sorting them out.”

      Fay’s throat clenched. This was where it all began. They were fraternal twins from the looks of the files they’d shared with him, very different in appearance.

      The cop made his way to the girl on the stool and pulled her to her feet. Her annoyance flared. Her eyes bore into him, and tiny curling tendrils escaped the heavy silken mass of ebony hair. She had a girlish prettiness. Her oval face was delicate as if to contradict the crime she’d been accused of, arson.

      She shrank back a little at his cordial approach.

      “She’s in your care for forty-eight hours. Get her sorted,” the cop said.

      Fay set a gentle hand on the teenager’s shoulder. She jerked back and, even with the cuffs firmly clasped around her wrists, Fay sensed a rebellious strength.

      “Officer, we won’t need these.”

      “You sure?” he said.

      He led her to the door and only managed one glare back at her sister now in the care of another arm of the law. Like the twin he was leading away, her sister regarded him with searching gravity.

      Several minutes later, Fay observed the teenager’s eyes trying to study her thoughts as he settled her in his Ford Escort. He hunched forward, leaning over the steering wheel and drove the seven-miles to the juvenile residential center on Webster Avenue.

      Fay tried not to look at her through his rearview mirror. Dark snappy eyes looked out from her toughened face. She wasn’t scared. For an instance a wistfulness stole into her expression. She was thin but healthy. Why had they wanted these two separated? They were teenagers and the typical age when most juvenile offenders commit crimes. Were they as bad as the police report he’d read on them? Under eighteens committed more than a million crimes a year, but Fay believed most were victims of a broken system. These two had burned the cafeteria to the ground. Deliberately.

      But why?

      No one was hurt, but Massachusetts Institute of Technology, better known as MIT, and the town were ready to abandon the girls to the pits of law enforcement.

      Fraternal twins. One tall and lanky; the other shorter and more feminine. Whatever they’d been working on had raised eyebrows, which only meant one thing, especially if these orphans were at a prestigious technology institute. The girls came from a desperate welfare system, but the looks in their eyes betrayed they were smarter than most. Their talent got them here. But what sort exactly? He intended to find out.

      

      Fay shifted the car into a parking space outside the juvenile residential center. He glared at the girl in the rear view mirror. She breathed heavily and implored him with her eyes. She knew she was in trouble.

      “We’re here,” Fay said.

      No response.

      He pulled out the folder the cop had handed him and scanned it. It was enough. The report was clear and the highlights of her past year at MIT painted a clear picture:

      

      *Repeated danger to class and professors.

      *Often alone.

      *Age four, IQ of 159—just one point below that of Einstein and Stephen Hawking.

      *Rivals with twin sister. More like competitors.

      *Age four, preferred to read Charles Dickens at school instead of playing.

      *An unusual memory.

      *Unusual hobbies from age two and in-depth knowledge of certain advanced subjects, especially maths and physics.

      *A deep awareness of world events from age five.

      *Is this genius an abnormality?

      

      “There’s warm food in there. Should we go?” Fay said.

      Her stare never left him, but she didn’t respond. He pushed open the driver’s door. The wind bit at his face, and he stepped out of the car, craving a cigarette. With the folder still in his hand, he shut the door keeping the cold out of the car and reached for a Marlboro in his overcoat. Fay’s mouth felt dry and dusty like old paper. A loud sneeze brought him back to his predicament. He’d forgotten his medicine.

      Damn it!

      He reached for his cell phone. What the heck was he going to do with this girl? He scanned the file for the number listed for her former foster home. It was a number from Virginia State. His fingers tapped the digits into the cell phone.

      A barely audible voice answered. “Yes.”

      Fay set down the folder and drew his coat tight as a biting chill shot down his spine. “Mrs. Dennehey? My name is Fay Jasso from child services Boston District. I’m calling about a case of two girls you would’ve looked after when they were the ages of two to ten?”

      “The twins?”

      “So, you remember?”

      “What’s this about?”

      “I’m not at liberty—”

      “Please, they need your help,” Fay interrupted.

      Anyone who’d worked in this field didn’t just walk away from juvenile cases unaffected. If Dennehey was anything like him, she’d want to help or know more.

      “Do you remember them?” he said.

      “No one can forget those twins.”

      “May I ask you a few questions about them?”

      She hesitated. “Why? What’s happened now?”

      “Now?”

      Mrs. Dennehey’s voice clogged. “I always knew something would. I’m sorry. I can’t speak to anyone about them anymore. I left fostering because of them.”

      “Please, Mrs. Dennehey. I think she’s in real danger. What do you know? It is crucial you help me before the state takes her to God knows what in two days. The girls could be put away, and we both don’t want that. I can help one of the sisters at least.”

      Mrs. Dennehey’s voice softened. “All right. I’ll help, but only because those girls never stood a chance.”

      “Can you start from the beginning? Like where they came from and how they came into your care?”

      “That’s just it. No one ever knew where they came from. They were found in a cornfield in Idaho, not more than twenty-four months old. Babies really, but no one would have thought anything other than they’d been abandoned, except the girls, could speak and read fluently. Later, a DNA test identified they were related and indeed, twins.” She paused long enough to stifle a sob. “I’m a smart woman, and I could tell they were very special.”

      “How so?”

      “Many ways. They could do things many children couldn’t.”

      “Did I hear you say they could speak and read fluently when they found them?”

      “Yes.”

      “What else could they do?”

      “The most remarkable thing about them was their math skills. By the time they were eight, it was discovered they were brilliant self-taught mathematicians. They completed high school by age nine, and when they turned ten, their mental and intellectual development was that of college graduates.”

      Fay glanced at the folder again. The girls were listed as pursuing MIT graduate degrees in computational science and engineering and health sciences and technology.

      “What happened to them after high school?”

      “I told the state to give them special care and perhaps help. They were prodigies, but their emotional development needed attention. I remember noticing they feared nothing. They were socially challenged.”

      Glaring headlights flashed over his face as a dark Rover pulled onto the street. He squinted as the car inched forward.

      “That’s when the group showed up at my doorstep and took them,” she said.

      “What group?”

      “Not sure. But I think it was the government. I can’t prove it.”

      “What happened to the girls between then and their enrollment at MIT?”

      “I don’t know. That’s all I can share. I must go now. I’ve already said enough.”

      “Please just one more question. Are the twins a danger to themselves and others?”

      The phone went dead. She’d hung up.

      The Rover had pulled to a stop parallel to his car. Fay waited for several seconds. Three men and one woman, all dressed in gray matching suits, stepped out. He stared at the dark windows, and his feet felt heavy as if they no longer belonged to him.

      “Jasso?”

      “Yes?”

      “Fay Jasso?”

      “This can go on all night. What do you want?”

      The woman circled round to the passenger door of his car and pulled the handle open. The girl’s body went rigid, her face ashen.

      A hand closed over the twin’s right shoulder, and the woman forced the girl’s wrists together. She was joined by her colleague.

      The girl rammed a foot into his chest, with force unlike any Fay had seen, sending the man crashing down onto the concrete sidewalk where for several moments, he failed to move. The woman tasered the girl, and she flopped into the back seat of the car at the sting of the electric current.

      “We’ll take it from here now? You’ve taken the case as far as you can,” the woman said.

      “Leave her alone!” Fay said. “She’s in my care. Who are you?”

      “That’s business of a highly-classified nature,” said the woman.

      Fay’s eyes darted to the open door of the Rover. The girl’s twin sister lay unconscious on the back seat. He stepped forward, clawing for the pistol the woman drew from her holster. The gun’s barrel tunneled into Fay’s temple, its cold edge making him tremble uncontrollably. This wasn’t right. He had two days. Who the blazes were these people?

      “They’ll be well looked after, Jasso,” the woman said.

      “Leave them alone!”

      A sharp blow landed on his jaw and sent him to the concrete joining the other man. He raised his hand and wiped the taste of his own blood from his jaw, his body fighting tremors of pain.

      The giant man who’d administered the blow gripped a fistful of Fay’s coat and pulled him upright with a swift tug. “We’ve been searching for them for five years. That professor woman Dennehey changed their identities so we wouldn’t find them. She hid them on her college campus. Did she think as head of computer engineering at MIT we wouldn’t find her and the girls? Well, now she’ll regret it.”

      Fay struggled to his feet, but the blow had been more than he could stomach. He hunched over, his arms resting on his thighs. The man shoved him to his knees and advanced toward the Rover.

      Fay could only stare as the girls sped off far away from him.

      He’d failed the juvenile case.

      He never heard of the twins again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Central London

        The Present

        Wednesday, June 5, 10:15 p.m.

      

      

      If this was pregnancy, she would have only one child.

      She’d left without saying a word to Nash, and now she regretted it.

      Calla Cress jabbed a finger on her temple, and the pain subsided. What did the government know about her? Her unspoken secrets some had called gifts.

      Nash. A man she couldn’t live without had warned her only seventy-two hours ago, “Your existence has always been a risk to power, Cal.”

      The headaches had begun at age six, and a killer one was coming on now. Why did her brain find patterns, rhythms, and sense in chaos? Calla didn’t know. She just could. ‘The Decrypter’ was ISTF, the International Security Taskforce’s nickname for her. One for which she didn’t care.

      British Museum curator most of her time, government cyber agent whatever was left. She didn’t know how her brain did it but someone many people cared about needed her now. He’d asked her to come alone.

      Asked?

      Begged.

      Calla hurried as a knot formed in her gut. The conversation with Nash, whom she’d left on Baie Rouge Island in the Caribbean, would have to wait. She searched for her gray Maserati on Old Church Street, a few blocks from her one-bedroom apartment as the wind feathered through the silver birch trees. She glanced back at the front entrance and breathed in the clean air.

      Had she secured the door? She battled the urge to recoil. It would be easier to go back to Nash in St. Martin and not stay in an apartment vandalized months ago.

      The apartment was her own. Unassuming from the outside, the interior told a different story. With high-end finishes, an outhouse, and even an adjoining jacuzzi bathroom. She’d added these upgrades to the Chelsea Square property in West London. She’d taken two months to redesign the place, then thugs sent by a secret government arm had defaced it ten months ago. They had come looking for a lost artifact she’d wanted to forget and had found nothing. How much did they know?

      Stan Cress, her father, and a former MI6 agent, would feel safer knowing Calla had done something about the Georgian place. Fathers; protective to the core yet absent when needed. Calla had just celebrated her twenty-eighth birthday and Stan was playing father, something to which she couldn’t get used. He’d disappeared for twenty-seven of those years and was coming to help fix the place. For an absent parent playing new best friend, it meant he preferred to open his large bank account and impress her with an apartment she didn’t need.

      Too late.

      Family wasn’t the greatest word in her vocabulary right now.

      Stan would have to wait.

      Calla pinched her lips and smoothed a hand over her belly-button, her only reminder she needed to be careful. She caught her breath and paced the sidewalk. Her shadow greeted her as she reached the corner as if to warn her. The last government request and then she’d quit. I promise, Nash!

      She spotted the Maserati a few feet ahead, moved toward it and dipped into the leather of Italian craftsmanship.

      An adrenal tide shot through her blood thinking about where she’d been asked to go. She leaned forward, turned on the ignition and eased the car forward. When she reached the top of the street, she checked the gas and pulled out into the traffic with a quick glance in the mirror.

      Twenty minutes later she expertly slotted the car in front of a gate whose metal barriers towered over the quiet city street, gates originally erected to control the flow of pedestrians along Whitehall in Central London.

      The street was at the heart of Her Majesty’s Government, lined with several departments and ministries, including the Ministry of Defence, Horse Guards and the Cabinet Office.

      It was suicide for anyone to park their car this close. But those had been the instructions: “Stop your car at the gates in front of 10 Downing Street. They’ll let you in.”

      She sped up to the entrance a few minutes’ walk from the Houses of Parliament nearly at Horse Guards Parade and St. James’s Park.

      A policeman nodded at her and she dipped her chin in response. After tapping several codes into a security control panel, he clanged open the most-guarded building in Britain. One of the world’s most powerful leaders, the British prime minister and the head of Her Majesty’s Government, waited for her arrival.

      The man could declare war against any enemy, and right now he was infringing on her personal time.

      She took a deep breath.

      What the heck did he want now?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        10 Downing Street, London

      

      

      The guard produced a tablet. “Please scan your palms here.”

      Calla set her hand face down on the tablet and studied the estate. In the Middle Ages the level underneath Downing Street and the Houses of Parliament was known as Thorney Island. The grounds here lay between two branches of the old River Tyburn which today flowed directly under the Treasury in Parliament Street.

      Her jaw clenched as she recalled the prime minister’s request when he’d called. She smiled. If it all went downhill in the next hour, she would leave. No, she no longer wanted to work for the government. Not now that she was five weeks pregnant.

      The guard led her to a side entrance off the main street. “Please step through the booth.”

      “Is it x-ray safe?”

      A puzzled look crossed the man’s face and Calla knew better than to ask. The technology in the machine was as secure as an airport scanner. Metal detector scanners used a low-frequency electromagnetic field to look for metal objects. Her child was safe. She stepped through the scanning booth and smirked.

      Calla never carried a weapon, and there was nothing more to find.

      “Your car will be taken to a private parking space and returned after your appointment with the prime minister,” the guard said.

      Calla handed him her keys and stepped through another metal gate he slid open from the inside. She cast her eyes on the security systems. Like many secured government buildings this gate had no handles or openings from the outside.

      Her feet hit the hard concrete as the guard led her to the side of the main buildings. A breeze from the London June evening caressed her cheek, and she felt a draft through her thin coat. She glanced above at the security cameras and squinted as the guard flipped a switch that unsecured a door set with a second full-body scanner. She endured the bath of light and laser, the strict protocol of getting into 10 Downing Street, even as a special ISTF, cyber and cultural government agent. The scanner beeped and a red signal appeared on the wall in front of her.

      
        
        Access Granted

      

      

      Calla glared down a small alley leading to the back entrance of the private residence of the prime minister. Policies in the First and Second World Wars had been directed from these premises. Prime ministers and other politicians had made vital decisions about the end of the British Empire, colonialism, perhaps even handled the economic ramifications from the Great Depression in the 1930s.

      Was it here that the decision to construct the British nuclear bomb took place and, more recently, the British decision to join ISTF, the forefront cross-government organization that fought cybercrimes?

      The guard who had walked with her was a sturdy confident man with deep-set coffee-colored eyes.

      He turned to her. “I’ll escort you to the prime minister’s private quarters.”

      Calla nodded and followed him the ten meters to a black door. The officer keyed in a security code that clanged open the heavy, blast-proof door.

      “Precede through and buzz the bell.”

      Calla nodded, zipped her jacket in the nippy air and advanced through the entrance that led into another well-lit alley.

      The officer returned to his station.

      How many doors were there? Her cell phone vibrated and she pulled it out of her jacket.

      It was bound to come.

      “Nash, can I call you back?” she said.

      “Where are you? You left yesterday without a word. I’ve been worried sick. You okay?”

      She’d done more than that. She’d headed to the airport while he’d gone downstairs to train in their secluded Baie Rouge beach house. And with only a quick text message left on his phone, she’d driven to the airport and requested a secret jet service to London. That was seventeen hours ago.

      Calla hated to lie to Nash, but if she’d told him where she was going he wouldn’t have let her go. Not back here, not in her condition. Not when she was carrying his child. But warding off the prime minister needed to be done in person.

      She sighed then swallowed tightly. “I’m in London.”

      “Calla that’s a twelve-hour flight. Why didn’t you tell me? Are you in trouble?”

      She felt the pain in his voice. “I’ll explain, soldier.”

      He hesitated. “If you won’t tell me how you are, is the baby okay?”

      “The baby’s fine.”

      The real question was—was she? There was no turning back. But a baby Nash wanted more than anything would change their lives. It scared her and being back in the field and in London gave her a sense of normalcy. Eight months was a long way off and something had to fill the time.

      Nash was quiet for several moments.

      Calla’s heart sank. “Say something.”

      “Do I need to come to London?”

      “No, Nash.”

      “Is this to do with the baby? We’re in this together. A government assignment? We do all those together too.”

      “I don’t know yet, Nash. It may just be a quick in and out.”

      “Be careful, if I don’t hear from you within an hour. I’m on a plane right behind you.”

      He would do it. He wasn’t joking. That was Nash.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing, just an ISTF request from number 10—then I’m done,” Calla said.

      “Don’t like them keeping you miles from me. Call me after you see him. After all we’ve been through, why keep this from me—”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I guess—”

      “You want a little space now that this baby is coming. It scares you.”

      “I—”

      “I understand, Cal … just don’t do anything without telling me. And I mean anything.”

      “Okay.”

      The sensor above lit up, flooding light in the quiet alleyway. She made it to a second blast-proof steel door, the final barrier to the private entrance of the prime minister’s house. Two months ago, when she’d led a cybersecurity team authorized by number 10, she’d heard it had taken eight men to lift the door onto its hinges as added security after an attempt by a mad tourist to enter the premises.

      “Nash, I’ve got to go.”

      “One hour, and I’m on a flight.”

      Nash would get a plane from his wealth of secret agent friends, just as she’d done. How he did it, Calla never knew, but Nash knew someone in every government and private agency. Money was never an object with Nash.

      “I’ll call you soon,” she said and hung up.

      She rang the buzzer.

      “They’re expecting you, Miss Cress,” said a calm woman’s voice.

      The stocky woman with slanted gray eyes had appeared unannounced at the door and studied her full frame. Calla stepped into the wide space as the attendant led her through to a wide opening. A stone triple staircase with no visible supports stood at the back of the main entryway with a mahogany handrail that rose from the ground to what looked like the third floor. The room led off to an extensive entertaining lounge served by a new glass elevator.

      “Please wait here. I’ll alert the prime minister,” the woman said.

      Calla waited by the landing.

      A theme of blue, gold and cream covered the adjacent sitting room with its inviting-yet-elegant assemblage of art, antique and vintage furnishings. A Rembrandt, ‘The Storm of the Sea’, missing since the nineties when it was taken in a heist at Boston Museum, sat beneath supernova chandeliers.

      Calla’s curatorial mind studied it again, as she did every time she came here. As an experienced British Museum curator, she’d not heard of the return of the painting.

      Her guess? It hadn’t.

      Few would know it stood here as the prime minister never invited the media, press or officials into his private quarters. Government affairs took place in the official fore buildings.

      She tapped her knee with her right hand, fighting a hint of nausea. Nothing had felt right with her body since she’d found out she was pregnant. Headaches she hadn’t had since she was in school had been common in recent days. If only the nausea would stop.

      What was the prime minister’s urgency and why was she instructed to come alone? Her eyes fell on several photograph frames on the mantle, private mostly, including state visits from several international dignitaries.

      Footsteps on the expensive oak alerted her, and she glanced up at the top of the stairs. Eric Byrne, the prime minister, moved with purpose toward her. He was short with an elegant build, a wily gentleman with deep-set eyes.

      “Miss Calla Cress. You still refuse to head up ISTF.”

      “The International Security Taskforce? Cyber and cultural crimes may be my specialty, but I’m not looking for employment.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Prime Minister, you know I don’t care for one political opinion over another and recently it has become just that, political. I’ll only help when needed.”

      “Thank you for coming,” he said.

      Calla straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Didn’t look like I had a choice.”

      “Please come this way.”

      Calla followed him as he led her through the house. They passed a dining space, several closed doors, three bedrooms and a security room. The prime minister moved awkwardly to a shut door. “I hope you don’t mind me asking you to come here. This meeting is off the record. Can I count on your discretion?”

      “That all depends.”

      For a shrinking moment, he paused.

      “On what?”

      “On what I need to be discreet about.”

      He considered for a moment and unlocked the door with a security card from his pocket. The prime minister was a married man with three grown children all strangely living outside the United Kingdom. He moved toward a door Calla assumed was his private office. “What I’m about to show you is to remain classified.”

      “Within reason, if you expect me to do something about it.”

      His confidence suddenly shattered. “You mean your secret agents and the two ISTF men you never go on a mission without.”

      “Those agents rescued your country three months ago, from cyber havoc on your government communications systems.”

      He flipped on the light in the large den and walked almost reluctantly to a mahogany desk. Sturdy bookshelves lined the walls and Calla’s eyes wandered to the volumes of Art History—a broad collection, with a leaning toward the Renaissance period. The smell of stale cigarettes greeted Calla’s nostrils as her eyes caught a used ashtray on the desk. A greasy flutter filled her chest, and she fought back a sick feeling of nausea.

      A frown crossed his face as the prime minister’s fingers tapped on the keyboard of a slim laptop. “You refuse to tell me more about your army of agents? Who are they and why are they so much better than mine?”

      His deep bass voice seemed bigger than he was as he gave her a long, shrewd glance.

      “I don’t fight and tell,” she said. “It’s best you know nothing more.”

      “So, I won’t have to lie?”

      “Or be lied to. But, you get the drift.”

      He waited for the laptop to boot. Once past the login credentials, his eyes met hers. “I need you to keep this between us for now.”

      “I believe you’ve already made that point clear.”

      His mouth set in an uncompromising line. “Read this.”

      Calla’s eyes dropped to the email on the screen.

      

      
        
        From: Michael Compton, Senior Director of Cyber Intelligence, GCHQ

      

        

      
        To: Prime Minister Eric Byrne

      

      

      
        
        Sir,

        

        The emails attached have been scanned through our systems, and this is a phishing email. Most phishing emails disguise themselves to be from a legitimate source to acquire secure information such as passwords, credit card details, and other private information.

        This scam has come as an encrypted message. We are investigating how they got onto your private account. As with all government communication systems, we secured yours unless they hacked our most secured servers. This is impossible, as these are the most secure cloud systems alongside the NSA’s.

        You need to take this seriously. We are yet to decipher what the encrypted message says. This is not typical of phishing. Our best cipher agents are on the case, and we will be working with our best-skilled expert cryptanalysts to do this.

        

        Michael Compton

        Senior Director of Cyber Intelligence, GCHQ

        

      

      

      Calla observed as the prime minister open several attachments of encrypted data. One by one, they filled a dark screen. The last one drew her attention—an eight-pointed cross of four V-shaped forms, each linking the others at its vertex. Computer code filled the shape, unbreakable.

      For two thousand years those who made codes had fought to keep secrets. People like those at Britain’s GCHQ, the Government Communications Headquarters and the NSA, the National Security Agency. Both organizations had to take on the roles of hacker and hack defender. The organizations became unstoppable at breaking some of the world’s toughest codes and solved some of the toughest cybercrimes.

      But not all.

      That’s why they’d called her.

      Calla didn’t understand how her brain could calculate data faster than any other human she knew. Cryptanalysts were in growing demand more than ever before and Calla had a natural gift.

      Her stomach suddenly fell. If cryptanalysts couldn’t understand a cipher or code at least they should try to find out who sent it. And GCHQ had come to the end of their resources.

      “May I?” Calla said angling the laptop her way.

      “Please,” the prime minister replied, letting her sit in his den chair.

      Calla studied the sets of encrypted data, a list of transcendental numbers and symbols. No pattern emerged. She squinted one eye and calculated the unbreakable symbols on each of the further emails and the attachments. Her mind opened, and data circulated in her brain as she indexed characters. First, the Roman numerals; then the diacritics. “You say GCHQ can’t decipher this?”

      “They’re stumped and I’m afraid this is even more complex than the Pigeon code. Until this arrived, they were still perplexed by that second world war code.”

      “I see. That’s what’s keeping them busy these days. The code on the leg of a long dead pigeon found in a chimney in Surrey. Maybe I can have a crack at it … no pun intended.”

      She turned back to the screen, silencing her mind as it calculated the intertwined inscriptions. The puzzle resembled the D’Agapeyeff Cipher and also incorporated ancient Arabic characters. The D’Agapeyeff Cipher from 1939 had frustrated many a codebreaker to the point of madness. One needed to be a specialist in language for the lines she was reading, and then a pattern emerged.

      She associated digits, letters and processed the gibberish, all the while determined not to be put out by the cipher and mystified at how her brain processed language. Her mind connected with the data on screen at a deep energetic level. She analyzed each faster than most computers as if she were alone in the room. She tried to visualize what the author of the message meant. The hair on her nape and arms suddenly lifted, her muscles tightened. Why was it she could see rhythms where most people saw nonsense, and patterns where most saw tangents and loose ends?

      Byrne keenly observed her and closed the distance between him and the back of her chair. “Can you read it?”

      She nodded, her mind spinning in bewilderment.

      “How do you do that?”

      “Couldn’t tell you if I wanted to.”

      “What does it say?”

      How could she tell the prime minister without giving away her ability? She stood and paced to the wall before turning to face him. “What do you know about stolen art?” she said.

      “Come again.”

      A visible bead of sweat ran down his forehead. Calla dug deep in her psyche and mentally noting the prime minister’s thoughts. His heartbeat was rising. He was hiding something, possibly the biggest secret of his life.

      “I don’t think your biggest worry right now is the phishing scam on your private email,” she said.

      “I’m not sure I understand, Miss Cress.”

      “Like I said, you should be more worried about what the message says than the fact that you have been hacked.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I repeat my question. How much do you know about stolen or missing art?”

      “You’re the British Museum curator, I’ll let you enlighten me.”

      “Okay, prime minister, I’ll carve this out for you in simple terms so I can get home. I hope you have a huge bank account somewhere. Do you have 250 million pounds?”

      “What?”

      “The price will double very soon.”

      He dropped his chin to his chest. “I don’t follow.”

      “The hacker is asking for 250 million pounds. Of which you have… Let me see.” She checked her smartphone. “Twenty-four hours to deliver to a person or persons identifying themselves as the auctioneer. Any idea what they are trying to sell you or have sold you?”

      “No.”

      It was a mumble.

      “Speak, up prime minister, I’m expecting a call in ten minutes, which I’ll take and leave you in this mess unless you help me help you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat trickled down the prime minister’s forehead. Calla’s mind could sense his thoughts and his heartbeat sounded loud in her head. It was days like these she wished she couldn’t dig deep into dangerous minds and record their thoughts. Though still not clear what he was hiding, she didn’t like it.

      “Don’t know what this is all about,” he said, barely concealing his irritation.

      “You have that kind of money otherwise why would a hacker risk getting a message past GCHQ noses and right into your inbox? Should I send my decryption to them? I’m sure they’ll be more than happy to relate the details of the full message in plain sight to you.”

      “No! Don’t do that.”

      He lowered into a seat by the table and placed his head in clasped hands for several moments. “Okay, it arrived two days ago. I’ve been trying to send the money undetected to the buyer, the auctioneer as you mentioned.”

      “Bingo. Looks like my work here is done. I suggest you report this to the British Museum’s head curator of lost art and the proper authorities.”

      Calla glanced round the room, her senses drawing her to the shelves along the wall. Three art volumes, all recently used, drew her attention. She could almost smell the sweat deposits produced by someone in a hurry.

      She zeroed-in on the fingerprints and sent the information to her brain that ran them through a database via a microscopic nerve that Jack, her ISTF agent friend, had implanted in her brain.

      The nerve behaved like a smart central processing unit. The outer layer of her eye received transmissions and sent it to the nerve that projected images directly into her eye. Five hours spent at the ISTF headquarters had allowed her to memorize every criminal database in existence. An exercise she’d found daunting, to the point of fainting. But they had to know what she was capable of.

      She blinked, capturing images within her line of sight, which was three times better than twenty-twenty vision.

      She blinked again. The nerve running through her eye lens connected to the downloaded government services. Just as she’d thought. The fingerprints weren’t registered on the MI6, ISTF or the Metropolitan Police databases.

      “How did you know it was art on offer? Nobody knew,” the prime minister said.

      “There are artifacts people will pay ridiculous sums for.”

      “Was that information in the message?”

      “It doesn’t have to be. A large chunk of the Bayeux Tapestry has been missing for centuries. Seems like you have a little habit of collecting rare, stolen or missing artifacts. Is it a hobby or a bad habit?”

      His expression dulled. “How did you know it was the Bayeux Tapestry?”

      “There are many things a museum curator must know about art. Only the rare, missing or stolen pieces are priced above their value. A quick tour of your den tells me such art is of interest. There are books with three bent pages on your shelf, all addressing a common subject, prime minister, the Tapestry’s real and black market value.”

      “How do you do that? You didn’t even look at them.”

      Calla ignored his question, reached for a book and ran her finger down a bent page. “The Bayeux Tapestry tells the real story of William the Conqueror and Harold, Earl of Wessex, the men who led the Norman and Saxon armies in 1066?” She closed the book. “Surely a prize for any art collector.”

      “Yes, I’m aware.”

      “Then you’d agree that it’s arguably the most famous piece of embroidery in history. But its real value is the missing piece. The Tapestry shows the Norman conquest of England, and it’s rumored to be a marvel of medieval Europe. However, since it was found by scholars in the eighteenth century, its original final scene has been missing. Looks like this hacker has found it and offered it to you.”

      “Can you trace where this hacker is?”

      “The message says they’ll contact you. You don’t contact them. I’ll try to establish the identity of this person. Have you met them by chance?”

      “No.”

      “Why can’t you report this to the responsible authorities that I’ve told you what the message says, prime minister?” Calla said with an air of indifference.

      “It’s not only the Bayeux Tapestry that’s on offer.”

      Calla stopped and turned her head.

      The prime minister’s eyes lit up. “I assume the artifact has been thrown in to get the real deal. That’s why I bid for it.”

      Calla set the book down on the desk and turned with a quick snap of her shoulders. “What’s the real deal?”

      “This hacker hasn’t only accessed my password and everything about me. They first came proposing they had the Bayeux Tapestry, but they also said they had more.”

      “How did they first contact you?”

      “Through a black Internet portal that only members can access.” He turned the laptop. “See this. It’s called the Vault, I’m told,” he said pointing to an email with the same symbol she’d noted.

      He reached for the laptop and tapped passwords including a fingerprint scan that launched a secure website. Calla glared at the monotone website dominated by the same symbols in the cipher, gibberish code.

      “Are you saying you are a member of a secret buyers’ club for stolen art?”

      He nodded.

      She pursed her lips. “How so?”

      “First, I was just buying lost art. I know, a despicable habit of mine. Yet now I fear as prime minister the stakes are higher.”

      Calla’s heightened senses picked up movement in the curtain. A shadow. At first, she ignored it but then it appeared again.

      This time by the door.
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      Calla’s mind calculated the speed of the bullet and stretched for the prime minister launching him to the floor. A second shot reverberated on the lower floors. Then loud footsteps charged to the closed door.

      An ambush.

      Calla set a firm hand on the prime minister’s back. “Stay down and don’t move.”

      He whimpered as Calla shot up and charged to the door.

      It was ajar. She slammed her shoulder against the frame, crashing the door against a forceful boot until it slammed in his face, keeping him out. She locked the door.

      She heard more thuds beneath them.

      There were two. A swift pop meant fire exchange with the security guards had begun and they were onto the intruder downstairs. She drew in a sharp breath. But she’d seen a second attacker in this very room. The prime minister remained covered with his giant hands over his ears.

      The strike came from above.

      Calla glanced upward where a dark-suited figure clung to the ceiling with his bare hands. Her eyes fell on the mechanical grippers attached to the gloves, inspired by gecko feet, and suit that the intruder used. Calla had first seen them in use at the ISTF training center in Isleworth, West London. The figure crawled along the ceiling, his suit gripping the surface of cement like a giant lizard hunting prey.

      Calla pursed her lips and anger crossed her face. They’d been busy in that ISTF technology lab taking inspiration from reptiles and now, a suit not yet released to ISTF agents had been stolen. She studied the intruder move along the ceiling, possibly aided by synthetic materials; carbon nano tubes to be exact, that behaved the same way as geckos.

      The underside of the dark suit glimmered in the light displaying what looked like tire tread covered with millions of microscopic hairs each splitting into hundreds of tips. That’s how they gripped onto the wall.

      He was an operative and one out of order bringing an unfair fight against mere low-tech armed security guards.

      Calla took a deep breath.

      Like a lizard, he clung to the ceiling, his head dangling upside down and swung his leg at her. She retreated evading the thrust of his boot. The attacker leaped off the ceiling and landed with a thud on the oak floors. He shot up and slowly advanced.

      Calla froze. She had to get to an advantage position quickly and hold it.

      He lunged forward with a fist that zipped past her chin as she drew her head backward. Calla remained still in an en garde stance, her fingers knotted in a ball, bouncing on her toes.

      He was now two meters from her, his feet on the ground masked with a visor he was a mystery to her, but his cowardice became clear when he reached for a small fire arm. Calla had seconds and slammed the pistol out of his grip. His frame drew into focus and he turned his head to the whimpering prime minister.

      She realized his intent. Calla placed herself between him and the prime minister and high-kicked him in the jaw. He reflexed back for a second and came in for the shove. She kneed him and he went down grunting. His body collapsed in a dead faint.

      Calla circled him, studying the dark suit. Before she could remove the mask, twitching movement drew her eyes to his curling fist.

      Instinct slowed her response when he lunged upward and dove in for a tackle. She stepped in and hammered him in the stomach with her elbow, then stepped through his legs and launched him over her shoulder.

      For close to ten seconds, he remained immobile on the floor.

      She spun facing the back of the den and checked on the prime minister. Byrne sucked in small intakes of breath as beads of sweat poured down his forehead. His stunned eyes narrowed with suspicion.
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      Their attention turned to the attacker who shot to his feet with a thud. “Prime Minister Byrne. You like a gamble.”

      The hoarse voice barked the words almost spitting them. It was a her. “The list is going to the next bidder.”

      Calla couldn’t place the voice.

      With that, she shot past Calla and threw herself out the window. Calla dashed to the window and searched the night as she nursed her sore hands.

      He, or more like she, was gone.

      Calla turned to the prime minister and watched him draw himself into a sitting position. She headed back to the desk and grabbed the tablet. The emails suddenly self-erased. The beeping ceased and the message disappeared. A clever hack that could erase itself. She’d memorized the ciphers. They were now the only clue to how easily a hacker had infiltrated government systems. She headed to the door as a security guard drew into frame.

      “Is the prime minister okay?”

      “He’ll live. Is Mrs. Byrne all right?

      “Shaken, but fine,” the guard replied.

      “Who were they?”

      “No clue, but they carry very sophisticated firearms. Far better than anything we’ve ever seen. They came in through the windows. Were they here the whole time?”

      “No,” Calla said. “But long enough.”

      The earlier hot summer’s day would explain that. Though the evening had cooled off, the top floor windows had been opened to draw in a breeze but not those on level two or down, protocol for special government buildings.

      When she was certain it was clear she made her way to the prime minister and queried his eyes. “What is ‘the list’?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said.

      “I’m afraid it does.”

      “A list will be circulated in a digital auction to a group identifying themselves as the Blackhorse Group if I don’t pay up,” Byrne said. “They are giving me a first glimpse … a first opportunity to bid, if you like. No! We can’t let that happen,” he said with fierce self-control.

      “Why not? What is this list and who is auctioning it? What do you know?”

      The prime minister barely concealed his irritation. “I’m afraid you don’t want to know what the list is. It will ignite war, a cyber war among bidding countries.”

      “Explain that.”

      “I don’t know what the list is exactly, but I know there are certain superior technologies that will impact our planet’s future that are up for grabs on the list to be submitted to the digital auction. Think of it. Technology science and technological secrets from around the world. The auctioneer has them and the country that gets ahead will have advantage.”

      “What sort of technologies are we looking at? Biological, military—”

      “Miss Cress, decades ago it was the space race, then it was the arms race, I’m afraid in today’s world it is now the technology and science race that will determine the superpowers of the future. I’ve heard rumors the Blackhorse Group will get a first pass at the bidding. One by one, advanced technologies valuable to any government, will be auctioned off on the black Internet, the Vault, and we don’t know what they are.”

      “I see.”

      “But there is another thing, what’s to say that some of what Britain holds dear is not on that list? My private details and files could be the first things being auctioned on that list. We either stop the auctions or get in on them immediately.”

      Calla suddenly understood. Byrne had gambled. “What do they have on you and how did they get it?”

      He remained quiet.

      “Tell me more about the Blackhorse Group individuals?”

      “I don’t know much. All I know is when I first refused to pay…”

      “First refused? So, you’ve been in communication with them?”

      He turned to the security guard. “Leave us.”

      The guard glanced at Calla for a few seconds and then turned to leave.

      “I was looking for a simple way to transfer the funds for the Tapestry undetected and that was why I hesitated. I have money in offshore accounts and with my policy on offshore tax evasion, I couldn’t be seen indulging.”

      “That’s why the hacker sent you a probing message to pay up.”

      “Exactly. When I missed the deadline, that’s when the messages about the list came. The first messages were clear. This is the first encrypted one. I started to panic. Suddenly I knew it wasn’t about art anymore. They had my details, my secrets, the government secrets and God knows what value that would fetch on the black market.”

      “You think you’re on the list.”

      “Yes. A hacker will send government secrets to the black Internet and sell access to our governments most classified information and technologies. And who knows who is in this Blackhorse Group. Enemies, allies…what I know and have access to is powerful. I shouldn’t have gambled. It’s now costing me the government.”

      “Looks like the hacker sent you not only an encrypted message tonight of what physical havoc they can do, but what damage they could do to the country, potentially civilization.”

      “And our allies.”

      “Prime minister, have you opened wide our government secrets to a criminal because of your insane love of stolen and rare art?”

      “I can explain.”

      “No need. If you’re on this list and they will expose it if you don’t pay up, then there’s more to be had and sold. What is the hacker really selling and why?”

      “What’s to stop this hacker from selling the list even if I pay up? How does anyone get to participate in the digital auction?”

      “Invitation only.”

      Calla scanned her mind for the memorized encryption. “Why would they send this to you if you couldn’t read it?”

      “Chances are they thought I would find someone in GCHQ to read it and further expose me. That’s why I called you, the Decrypter.”

      “I’m going to have to join the auction to bid for the list.”

      “You can’t unless you are a member of the Blackhorse Group.”

      “Something tells me you might be.”
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      A mask of fear gripped Byrne’s face. “You don’t understand.”

      Calla met his gaze squarely, mocking his fear. “Try me.”

      “I was invited to join the group the day I was elected. I ignored it until they came and invited me again in my second year of office.”

      “In an online auction, I take it?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you first get involved with them?”

      He winced for a moment. “Natalie.”

      “Your wife?” Calla said, a flicker of surprise choking her voice.

      Calla paced the room slowly. “You’ve not only been buying stolen art but have been willing to buy government secrets from your very own allies. This haggler will sell the secrets to any bidder. What are those secrets? What are we dealing with? Do we have to buy them back?”

      “I don’t know exactly what is being auctioned. GCHQ tells me the Blackhorse auctions shift each time in cyber space. They’ve been monitoring the group for a while. These auctions have happened before, but they know nothing more.”

      “Nothing?”

      “They don’t know how they happen or when or who is controlling them. All we know is that, as a government, we need to be part of the auction. These auctions are a dangerous threat to global and national cyber security. The technologies they use are so sophisticated. Today they are selling art, tomorrow perhaps the codes to biological warfare. What will they auction next and how? I need you to take care of this. That list can’t be auctioned. If government files are on it and I mean government secrets, details on nuclear technology not to mention trade secrets, God knows what else this hacker will do.”

      “You have been busy, Prime Minister Byrne, has the job been boring? Unfortunately, I didn’t sign on to do anything of the sort. That is, bail you out of abusing your position.”

      “If you don’t there won’t be a government to protect anymore you’re the only one who can fix this, Cress. I don’t know how you do it, but you fixed the last two cyber binds the country was in.”

      Calla sank into the seat, crossed her legs and clasped her hands with her back aching from her earlier struggle with the intruder. She clasped a hand over the back of her neck. “This isn’t really a cybercrime as much as it is a moral bind that you’re in.”

      His eyes begged her to consider. Her skin prickled at the tension radiating from him. “My guess is that this person isn’t only after making a buck. That’s too easy. They chose you because you have access to much more. “

      “How do you know that?”

      “A hunch.”

      Her head turned at a shuffle by the door. Three security guard rushed in followed by Mrs. Byrne.

      The first man’s eyes bulged as he spoke. “Prime minister you need to see this.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think you need to follow me.”

      The prime minister’s eyes drifted to his wife. Natalie had narrow eyes the color of fine silver. Her straight, brown hair was worn in a style that reminded Calla of a drifting cloud. She was very tall and had a curvy build. Her skin was cream-colored covered by a wardrobe typically practical with a lot of white most times Calla had seen her on TV or in public. Tonight, white was the color of her cheeks as fear clawed through her.

      The group followed the security personnel to the upper floors until they made it to the master bedroom. Luxurious fabrics and restored antiques personalized every inch of the room. Natalie Byrne was a woman with expensive taste much like her husband.

      “Eric,” she said. “This came on to my tablet a few minutes ago.”

      Mrs. Byrne handed the tablet to her husband. “What’s going on here? I was trying to sleep when I saw this and called security.”

      Calla eyed the tablet in her hands. “May I?”

      Natalie glanced at Calla for a few seconds not sure what to make of her in her private room.

      “It’s okay, Natalie. She’s here to help,” the prime minister said.

      Calla took the tablet. A black screen beeped with red laser shafts streaking from left to right in synchronized lines.

      “I was browsing the Internet when a personalized message appeared,” Natalie said.

      Calla looked at her briefly. “What did the message say?”

      “It was a voice message. Encrypted and deep.”

      “It told me three times to take a message to my husband. But it didn’t tell me what the message was. That’s when I alerted security.”

      “When we got to it, the message stopped instantly,” said the security man.

      The tablet beeped and ran several lines of encrypted data in fast movements as Calla focused as the same code scrolled from left to right. “I’ll need to take this to have it fully decrypted.”

      The prime minister asked the security guards to leave. He then turned to Natalie. “Miss Cress is the best cryptanalyst the government has seen and she works for one of our secret government agencies the ISTF. She takes after her father who once was MI6’s best. We can trust her. She is a special cyber and cultural agent for the British government.”

      Natalie dropped her shoulders before heading for the door without a word but a simple nod of acknowledgment.

      Calla’s stare met the prime minister’s. He made a visible effort to hide his anxiety. “I know what you are going to say. This is a mess. I have three more years in office and I need to clean up my act. I’ve asked you once before to lead ISTF, not only the UK arm, but I would give you every intelligence necessary if you would consider leading the full organization. Look how you decrypted that message.”

      “I don’t need a title or an organization.”

      “Is it the same hacker?” he said possibly remembering his earlier ordeal with the break in.

      “It’s the same code for sure. But I’m going to need more time on this one.”

      “It’s about the list, isn’t it?”

      “Frankly, I’ve had it with this mysterious list. I need you to tell GCHQ everything you know.”

      “They are on a need to know basis. Michael Compton and his team at GCHQ don’t come even near to doing what you can with a cipher.”

      “Does ISTF know about the list?”

      “No. When we joined ISTF, we agreed that our government first establishes what we want to know before we involve the full alliance and four other governments.” He stepped closer, his eyes bulging. “Someone is on to me and knows how to wage in and out of here, one of the world’s most secure residences. Unannounced and undetected they have shown skills and technologies that we are still stringing together in our military labs. What was that thing in here earlier?”

      Calla observed the angst in the prime minister’s eyes. She could not believe he was one of the most powerful men in the world. But something about this list and a hack into his personal shady affairs had torn his insides more than getting caught. There were many questions, like why would a hacker send him a message he couldn’t read and no government code breaker either.

      She’d unscrambled many unreadable codes in the last several months but no one knew her ability to decipher just about any document, language or puzzle. Could it be that the message wasn’t intended for the prime minister, but for her? Was it for secret eyes only? Who were those secret eyes? No, it couldn’t be.

      Chief of ISTF was a tall order for anybody. That’s why she’d turned down the prime minister’s offer. At twenty-eight, she was one of the youngest curators at the British Museum in London, in charge of the late Roman and Byzantine collections. That’s all she’d ever cared to do until the then head of ISTF, Mason Laskfell, had taken an interest in her peculiar abilities first evidenced when he came to the British Museum to review security procedures of “natural treasures” as he’d called them. “Incidentally you are one of them,” he’d said.

      She remembered wincing. She was hardly that. Calla had just been promoted to curator having worked her way up from cataloger, to restorer and then to curatorial assistant. Holding masters degrees in two fields of specialization, Linguistics from Cambridge and History from the University of Chicago, her ability to see historical data and information as the lifeblood of human advancement allowed her to perceive the world in more accurate detail than the average person.

      Her skills and proficiency at paying special attention to specifics were needed at the British Museum. Most days at the museum she evaluated the best way to preserve waterlogged, wooden artifacts, conducted x-ray analysis, tracked inventory and submitted items for radioactive dating. But that seemed a long way from what she was doing now. Cracking codes and ciphers, and wrestling any criminal that got in her way.

      As a linguist and historian, periodically various organizations like ISTF and even the government called on her for her special knack in restoration science and her knowledge of the role languages play in social and cultural situations. She’d often tackled sensitive intelligence, sometimes relating to the methods of cipher communications used by domestic and foreign powers.

      “You okay?” the prime minister said.

      Calla raised her chin. “This is how this will work. I’ll do this on my terms. First rule, I only trust two people. I won’t give you their names. You can continue to wonder. I need full access to classified government information I deem necessary to do this job.” Calla squinted. Something wasn’t right. “If this note on the tablet says what I think it does it’s not just your bank account that’s in serious trouble.”
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        Castle Rock, Colorado.

        Friday, June 7, 12:05 p.m.

      

      

      

      Damn it. He didn’t want to be here.

      Nash took a deep breath drawing a lungful of air into his chest. He glared at his mother’s Rocky Mountain retreat towering on the next hill. Streams of caterers and service people shuffled tirelessly to prepare for the fundraising dinner she was hosting that night, her annual fundraising gala for educating unprivileged children in science and technology including sponsoring internships at NASA.

      The trail beneath his feet stretched along the west side of the alpine landscape of the Rockies, gently meandering in the sloping foothills of Denver’s stone pathways that wound through 300-million-year-old red sandstone. The Colorado climate allowed for outdoor dining for most of the year, and a dinner party thrown by his divorced mother was the last thing he needed. He asked her to keep the list short and local. People he never saw. Calla needed to feel at ease.

      He’d brought her here after she’d returned from London only thirty-six hours ago.

      With Colorado’s continuous sunshine and the imposing views of the dense Rocky Mountains, his mother’s place was the obvious choice. His only home in the United States had been blown to dust while he was undercover. He looked back down on his jogging path and glimpsed the villa again. The operable glass walls reflected in the mirroring sun.

      His feet pounded the familiar path, his shoes crunching the pebbled gravel. Jogging took his mind off things and frankly it beat punching a bag for now. He wished Calla hadn’t been so guarded about London. She paced steadily alongside him. Agent or not, pregnancy suited her as they laced downhill in silence.

      He stopped and checked his digital watch.

      She turned. “What is it?”

      Silence.

      “We usually do more miles than this?”

      His eyes gazed into her. He loved watching her and the way she squirmed when she was nervous. She usually bit her lower lip when he paid her attention with his gaze. He couldn’t stop looking at her, never could. His eyes once again memorized her emerald eyes, her beautiful symmetrical face, down to her long ebony tresses held loosely in a plait.

      He drew her near taking in her scent, a scent he’d grown to love. She was out of her comfort zone and pregnancy scared her. At five weeks, her body had changed little, and he stared at her hourglass athletic frame.

      Damn, she was beautiful in her red hoodie tracksuit that did no justice to her toned body. He put his hands on her shoulders drawing her to him, placed a hand on her chin and turned her toward him. He reached across to kiss her lips then pulled back.

      “You okay, beautiful? You’ve been silent a long time.”

      A trace of a smile appeared on her lips. “I’m surprised you haven’t asked me about London.”

      “I guess now is as good a time as any to discuss it. I know you’ll tell me what I need to know.”

      It was a lie. He’d wanted to know the minute she’d come back to him. He’d sighed with relief that she’d not tried to get rid of their child. Something she possibly would’ve done four months ago. The baby had scared her from the moment they got together. How could he blame her? Her own parents had left her at an East London orphanage as a baby. Probing her would not do it. He had to tread lightly. She was in a very delicate time of her life... And his.

      “Nash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you ever heard of the Blackhorse Group?”

      “What’s this about?”

      “A list.”

      “A list?”

      “And a digital auction. I went to London because the prime minister asked for me. I didn’t tell you because I thought you’d stop me. And a part of me wanted to not think about the baby.”

      He understood. She’d been abandoned years ago and it scared her, that she could take on responsibility for a small child’s life.

      “Calla, you know we’ll do this together.”

      “I know. Anyway, I got to number 10.”

      He was conscious suddenly of the silence, punctuated by rustling leaves of the Bristlecone pines.

      “You didn’t let him talk you into leading ISTF?”

      “The prime minister’s private files were hacked using a phishing email. They are blackmailing the prime
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