
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: title]


  
     


     


    Copyright © 2024 by Devin Rose


    ISBN: 9798329471977


    All rights reserved.


    No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact devinsrose@protonmail.com.


    The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

  


  
     


    To my daughter, Josephine


    April 2012 - December 2023


    Ave Crux Spes Unica

  


  
    Table of Contents


    Chapter One


    Chapter Two


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    Chapter Five


    Chapter Six


    Chapter Seven


    Chapter Eight


    Chapter Nine


    Chapter Ten


    Chapter Eleven


    Chapter Twelve


    Chapter Thirteen


    Chapter Fourteen


    Chapter Fifteen


    Chapter Sixteen


    Chapter Seventeen


    Chapter Eighteen


    Chapter Nineteen


    Chapter Twenty


    Chapter Twenty-One


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Chapter Thirty


    Chapter Thirty-One


    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Chapter Forty


    Chapter Forty-One


    Chapter Forty-Two


    Chapter Forty-Three


    Chapter Forty-Four


    Chapter Forty-Five


    Chapter Forty-Six

  


  
    Chapter One


    Edmund Peregrino put the finishing touch on the latest feature on a software project that his team’s product manager had asked for, committed it to the source code repository—ahead of schedule as usual—and quickly switched tabs to begin working on his own personal project.


    He was on the cusp of implementing a key aspect of his project—named Fiefdom—that would make it useful to a broad audience. Fiefdom enabled people to communicate with one another in a completely confidential manner, an ability deemed by most authorities to be too dangerous to allow. As he puzzled over how to program the final algorithm before shipping it to the world, a droning voice from above his cubicle wall startled him.


    His boss, Stanley, a shaggy-headed middle-aged man with a heavy brow and hedgehog-like eyes, squinted down at him. “Edmund, I just saw you put in for PTO.”


    Edmund looked up, trying to hide his disdain with a bland smile.


    Stanley began tapping his hands on the top of the gray cube wall. “Anywho, how many times have I told you that before you put in a vacation request, you have to post the request outside your cube wall, two weeks in advance, for your teammates to see it and for me to decide whether to approve it or not? It’s all in the handbook, under Processes. Have you read the handbook, Edmund?”


    Edmund stood up so he wouldn’t have to crane his neck and stare into the fluorescent lights, but also because it gave him the advantage of looking down at his short boss. Despite his flabby build, unkempt dark-brown hair, baggy jeans and a T-shirt that he had gotten for free at a 5k race, he knew his height and size reduced his boss’s sense of superiority.


    “Yes, I’ve read the Handbook,” Edmund said as he clasped his hands behind his back instead of putting them in his pockets, a posture that increased his size visually, a trick he’d learned from reading a book about a British sea captain. “But I forgot that we have to make the advance request before the real request. So, may I take PTO for a week?”


    Stanley looked to the side, as if pondering. “Well, I dunno.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll have to check that one of your teammates can be on call while you’re gone in case we have an outage with the app. That’s the point of the advance notice request, so I can make we sure aren’t left without anyone monitoring the status board in case of an emergency. Responsibility.” Stanley tapped the side of his temple with his finger and sighed. “Responsibility is what separates me, the supervisor, from you, the individual contributor.”


    “Absolutely, sir.” Edmund had learned over the past year at this job, his first one after college, that there was no point in arguing with Stanley, and that his boss liked subservience from his direct reports.


    “Great, I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.” Stanley stepped back from the cube wall. “Check in the system tomorrow for my response.”


    Edmund waited until his boss left, rolled his eyes, and sat back down at the computer.


    He brought up his Fiefdom project again and began implementing the final feature it needed. For all his job’s annoyances, the work was easy enough for him to get it done in half the time allotted, so he had plenty of bandwidth for working on his own endeavors. The rise in size and scope of government surveillance over its own people made the need for Fiefdom all the greater, and the way that he had coded it, no one could intercept messages between two people. This app could be a game-changer, Edmund thought, a thrill of excitement running up his spine at the thought of the impact it could have.


    Two hours later, he finished the algorithm, wrote a few tests, and committed the code to his own private repository. He sat back, pleased in thinking about how Fiefdom might gain adoption. He finished his soda and started checking the latest news stories on his phone to fill the time before he headed home.


    The top story’s headline read “Global Economy Rattled after Eurozone Bank Gets Margin Called.” Edmund didn’t know much about finance and economics, but that headline sounded bad. He made a mental note to ask Robert about it soon.


    The article below it looked even worse: “War in the Offing? U.S. and Russia Spar over Baltic States.”


    He had followed the story closely over the previous few months. The U.S. was arming the Baltic states with advanced weaponry, including long-range missiles and heavy artillery, over Russia’s protests, and the conflict, which heretofore involved sabotage, posturing, and low-level assassinations, was now escalating.


    Edmund was a true American and remembered his parents talking about growing up during the Cold War, with the Soviet Union being the evil empire. The U.S. must be in the right again during this new conflict, he was sure, which meant Russia was trying to saber-rattle its way back to a major world power.


    They’ll get a taste of the most powerful military in the world if they push us, Edmund thought with satisfaction. He loaded up his backpack and headed home.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Edmund sat down on the couch in front of his laptop, ready to dig into the hamburger and fries he had picked up on the way to his mother’s house, his childhood home in a small town just north of Austin. She was out of town, and he was house sitting, so he got a break from his efficiency apartment in central Austin and also got to play with his mother’s dog.


    He deployed the latest changes he had made at work to Fiefdom, bumped the version number to 1.0, and watched the app go live in the app stores and on his website. Edmund was good at coding but lamented that he needed to become a marketer as well.


    Whatever happened to, “If you build it, they will come”? He mused. I’ve built it, and no one has come.


    He figured that Fiefdom would appeal to libertarian-types, preppers, and cryptocurrency people, none of which described Edmund. He didn’t personally identify with any category. He had made Fiefdom merely because he saw a need for it, and because he felt more at home in virtual worlds and communities than in real ones.


    He had lurked in some of those groups’ online forums, though, and he typed up a short post in an anarcho-capitalist forum describing how a group could use Fiefdom to communicate with each other in a decentralized, securely private way.


    He hesitated over the submit button. Edmund hated promoting himself. He really believed that a product’s inherent value should propel it to popularity without a bunch of marketing.


    “Forget it,” Edmund said, and deleted the drafted post.


    Edmund had never understood the “anarcho” moniker that anarcho-capitalists used.


    If they’re true anarchists, why aren’t they randomly throwing bombs into crowds? he thought.


    He couldn’t distinguish them from self-proclaimed libertarians.


    As he was about to take another bite of his burger, his phone rang with the ringtone that meant his mother was calling him.


    He answered. “Hi, Mom. How are you?”


    “I’m fine. And Mimi is doing better,” his mother said.


    “Great!” He sighed with relief, knowing surgery for his grandmother had been serious. Maybe his mother would be able to come back home sooner now.


    “How is my Stella? Have you been giving her the prescription dog food I set out? Remember that’s all that she can eat.”


    “Yes, Ma’am, and she’s doing great,” Edmund said as he looked over and tossed a French fry to Stella, totally disregarding the advice about a strict diet due to alleged “allergies” that his mother said were caused from the grass outside.


    “Fine, fine,” his mother said. “Have you thought anymore about that young lady I told you about? Martha’s niece? Her name is Cassidy. Isn’t that a sweet name? And she also lives in Austin.”


    Edmund wasn’t keen on marriage. In fact he wasn’t keen on anything that caused him to be dependent on another person. He had had one girlfriend in college, but after a few months, she wanted to know where their relationship was going. That gave Edmund the willies, so he broke off the relationship. Since then he had patiently deflected all his mother’s attempts at blind dates, set ups, and ham-fisted hints that he was the only hope for carrying on the family name.


    “Mom, you know right now I’ve got a lot going on, just really busy.” Edmund stood up and walked to the sliding glass doors that looked out to the small backyard. In reality he had lots of free time, and as an introvert, he relished it, sitting around in his apartment and occasionally hanging out with his best friend, Robert.


    “Busy with what?” His mother’s voice ticked up a decibel and a screechy note entered into it. “All you do is work and then sit in your apartment and look at the computer. You’re twenty-five years old now, and this Cassidy is a real dear from what Martha says. Pretty, too.”


    “Mom, twenty-five is considered young nowadays,” Edmund said, opening the door for Stella to go out into the backyard. “Most people don’t get married until at least thirty.”


    “Just because that’s what young people do now, doesn’t make it right,” his mother said. “I was only twenty when I married your father. And he was twenty-two!”


    The mention of Edmund’s father sunk him into a reverie. He managed to get off the phone with his mother without having to write down Cassidy’s number.


    His father had been an enigma to him growing up, and still was. He died under circumstances that Edmund had never heard satisfactorily explained, when Edmund was just twelve years old. Now that he was a young man, he realized how little he had known his father.


    He walked over to a framed photo of his family from before his father died. He was around ten years old at the time, so his sister Amanda was about twelve. The picture was one of those posed studio ones with the abstract blue-colored background. He looked at this father’s studious face, with glasses and a thoughtful but distracted look. That was also how he remembered most of his interactions with his dad.


    His father was in academia and studied something involving math or computer science, but what little time he spent at home, he was usually holed up in his office working at the computer or studying some textbook.


    He felt guilty about complaining, since at least he had a dad, unlike many of his friends, whose parents divorced early and whose fathers went MIA for the rest of their childhood. Still, all the stuff that he imagined dads were supposed to teach their sons—sports and shaving and how to be man—his dad had never done with him.


    These thoughts always welled up to the surface when his dad was brought up and made him feel broody and melancholy. He disliked those feelings and their implication that he was missing something—something that only another person could give to him.


    “I guess I’ll never know him now,” Edmund muttered as he went back inside.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The next morning was a Saturday, and Edmund woke up thinking about his father again.


    He got up and made coffee for himself, then went into a bedroom that his father had made into a library before he died, with a ton of books arranged on custom-built wall-to-wall and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves.


    Edmund searched for the photo album of his young childhood. He treasured the relatively few photos he had with his father. Typically his father was the one behind the camera, but occasionally his mother took one of them together.


    He found the album and sat down on their comfy recliner chair to flip through it. They began with Edmund as a chubby baby—look how young my parents looked—and continued into his toddler years. He saw many photos of him and his sister, Amanda, who had moved to Hawaii.


    He then came upon his favorite photo of him and his father: he was sitting in his father’s lap, on the living room sofa, and his father was “reading” to him from a book. His father was smiling, amused, since this was one of the many dense tomes that his father regularly devoured, and no matter how precocious Edmund may have been at four years old, he would not have understood a word of it.


    Edmund looked more closely at the photo and tried to read the title of the book. “Man, Economy, and State, by Murray Rothbard,” he read aloud. He had never heard of the book before, nor the author.


    I wonder if that book is still here somewhere, Edmund said as he got up and browsed through the shelves. He remembered the cover was a shade of orange-brown.


    His father had been a meticulous organizer, and his library was no different. Edmund found two shelves dedicated to economics texts in one of the bookcases and scanned across and down until he came upon the book. He grabbed it off the shelf and held it for a moment. His father had bought this book and read it, apparently more than once given the wear on the cover. Holding it, Edmund felt a small connection with his father, whom now that he was a young man, he longed to know more about.


    He opened the book. Inside the front cover, his father had written, “Read by Paul from March 19 to May 1, 2002.”


    Edmund thought it quirky but fun that his father noted in his books when he had read them.


    He flipped through the book and scanned the table of contents. Phrases like “marginal unit” and “marginal utility” along with “supply and demand” and “money and exchange” were sprinkled throughout.


    He thumbed through the pages and came to a section titled “Time Preference and Individual Value Scales” when he encountered what he thought was a bookmark.


    He pulled the bookmark out: it was a torn piece of paper, folded length-wise, and stuck in the middle of the pages.


    He unfolded the paper and was surprised to see something written inside. At first, he assumed it was scratch paper with meaningless fragments, but he looked closer and noticed it resembled a poem. He read the words:


    Deep calls to deep,

    from the past to the future.


    Plant a tree

    whose shade you will never sit under.


    I planted a seed

    in the cold, where it waits

    for the warmth of your heart to germinate.


    Austin’s Mountain,

    step one hundred and one,

    find the next breadcrumb

    amidst the cedar and stone.


    Edmund read the poem, if poem it could be called, three times over.


    The note was hand-written, almost certainly by his father, but for whom? It read like a riddle or some kind of clue.


    He puzzled over it. He had heard a proverb before about “planting a tree that you will never sit under.” He pulled out his phone and searched for “deep calls to deep,” discovering that it was from the Bible, one of the Psalms, and the explanation said that the Psalmist was in trouble when he wrote it.


    Was his father in trouble somehow when he wrote this riddle? Edmund wondered.


    The rest of the poem Edmund found inscrutable. He’d lived in or near Austin his whole life. Austin was in the hill country of Texas but had no mountains, so maybe that meant a mountain named after “Austin” that was found elsewhere?


    A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. It was probably Robert, his oldest and dearest friend, who came over every Saturday morning. He yelled, “Come in!” and got up from his chair and shoved the paper into his pocket to look at later.


    As Edmund walked into the living room, Robert strode in, smiling.


    Robert stood just under six feet tall, muscular build, and square jaw, with light brown hair that was fine and thick. Young women found him handsome. Not just some young women. All young women.


    One time, and one time only, a young woman had commented that she thought Edmund was handsome. But that was just a younger sister of his own sister’s best friend, so it hardly counted.


    Robert shook Edmund’s hand, squeezing it hard. Edmund forgot to ready himself for this test of strength and didn’t firm up his handshake in advance as he should have. He sighed, waiting for the rebuke.


    “C’mon man,” Robert said, squeezing even harder. “No more of this dead-fish handshake stuff. You’re a man!”


    “Right. I forgot. I promise I’ve been giving firm handshakes. You just caught me off guard.” Edmund managed to pull his hand away and resisted the urge to massage it with his other hand.


    As they sat down in the living room, Edmund could tell Robert was excited about something. He didn’t have to wait long to find out what the news was.


    “You got plans for tonight?” Robert asked.


    Edmund began to speak, but Robert held up his hand. “Don’t answer. I know that you don’t. So here’s what I’ve got going.” Robert leaned forward in his seat. “Let’s go downtown tonight to Sixth Street. Live music. And the best thing is, I met a girl, and she and her friend will meet us there. That means you, buddy! I need a wingman.”


    Edmund loathed going to downtown Austin. The noise, the drunk people, the crowded bars and dance clubs. As much as he hated to disappoint his friend, nothing would induce him to accept the invitation. “I don’t think so, Robert. Look, I really appreciate your invitation—I always do—and sometime I will say yes, but not tonight.”


    Robert huffed and sat back in his chair. “Yeah, that’s what you always say. Same story since college! If you don’t go, what will you do instead? Sit around here?”


    Edmund had no plans and would not lie that he did. “I don’t have any ‘plans’ that would be acceptable to you, but I have been working on Fiefdom and was going to do more stuff on it tonight.”


    Mentioning Fiefdom sometimes got Robert distracted from whatever other subject he was on because, as he loved to remind Edmund, Fiefdom was originally Robert’s idea, even though Edmund was the one who implemented it.


    “That’s cool,” Robert said. “You still working on that last feature?”


    “Believe it not, I finished it just last night.” Edmund watched Robert’s face for a reaction. Robert acted as the unofficial Product Manager for Fiefdom, and had told Edmund that the app wouldn’t be worth marketing until this feature was done.


    Robert’s face lit up. “Really? Fantastic! Who have you told about it?”


    “Well, you’re the first. I mean, you’re the only one who knows about it.”


    “Do you mean to tell me that you released Fiefdom and haven’t told anyone? We gotta announce this pronto.” Robert shot up from his seat. “What are you waiting for? Let’s post about it.”


    Robert had no scruples in marketing things heavily, since he worked at an investment bank and sold junk bonds to clients.


    Robert pulled out his phone and began posting the Fiefdom release to all the forums that Edmund knew about, and many more that he did not. Edmund was secretly delighted. Not only had this gotten Robert to forget about his not wanting to go out tonight, but also he knew that Robert had been waiting to do a full-court press about Fiefdom for months.


    Edmund went to get more coffee and gave a mug to Robert. Robert muttered a thanks but kept making posts for the next ten minutes.


    While he waited for his friend to finish, Edmund thought about his father’s riddle and whether he should tell Robert about it. On the one hand, Robert might be able to help solve the riddle. But this clue was something from his father, something Edmund felt he wanted to keep secret, at least for now, to figure out for himself if possible.


    Robert finally looked up from his phone. “There, the word is out now. While you’re twiddling your thumbs by yourself here tonight, watch and see if Fiefdom doesn’t explode. Up and to the right. Dude, how about we play some disc golf right now then go for pizza?”


    “Sure,” Edmund said, smiling. “I can go for that.”


    Edmund was much less sanguine about Fiefdom taking off so quickly, but he didn’t want to dampen Robert’s optimism.


    Moreover, Edmund had a vague fear of the kind of attention that Fiefdom’s success might bring.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Edmund woke up Sunday morning, took the dog out, and then made his morning coffee. The day dawned bright and beautiful, and to his mother’s credit, the backyard was like a Japanese garden.


    He switched his phone off airplane mode and set it down to take his first sip of coffee when his phone began buzzing and beeping with text messages, missed calls, and voicemails.


    What on earth?


    Robert had messaged him eight times, called him twice, and he had gotten so many push notifications from his Fiefdom app that the phone had limited it from sending any more alerts.


    He read Robert’s first message: “Dude, wake up. Someone big discovered Fiefdom. Two hundred people just joined and are starting groups!”


    Robert’s next breathless message upped the number of new users to eight hundred, then one thousand, and finally to twenty-two hundred.


    Edmund felt thrilled but also scared. What happened? Can the server and database handle the load?


    He listened to one of Robert’s voicemails and learned that a big anarcho-capitalist influencer had seen Robert’s forum post about Fiefdom, tried it out, and then invited his entire audience on social media and on other messaging apps to join him in using the app.


    Then another influencer who followed that one shared it with his audience. Viral growth was happening.


    Edmund got up and paced up and down the kitchen, his coffee forgotten. The dog was staring through the sliding glass door at him, waiting to be let in.


    He checked his Fiefdom push notifications and saw scores of new groups being created, connections being made in a peer-to-peer way, and several people had direct-messaged him, presumably having figured out that he was the inventor of the app.


    This event had put Fiefdom onto the map, and onto the radars of just the kind of people he was hoping to attract. For a moment, he was totally elated, but then his stomach knotted and blood rushed to his head, making him feel slightly faint. What if the authorities discovered it and decided it was a threat to their power?


    *


    FBI Agent Casimir Lotharis sat in his office, surrounded by computer monitors, looking at the tracking dashboard for one of his “persons of interest.” The room was dark, with blackout curtains on all windows and only a dim desk lamp providing light.


    Back in the day, surveilling people was a pain, lots of manual work and paper printouts, with long delays between their actions and his getting notified about them, but modern times had made things a breeze.


    The FBI and other three-letter agencies had forced back doors into all the big tech companies and now had only to send over a request with a FISA court order to get full, near real-time tracking on text messages, emails, phone calls, airline flights, social media activity, and more.


    “Not a good day to be a bad guy,” Lotharis said, chuckling, as he swapped over to another target’s dashboard.


    Not a good day to be a good guy, either, he thought darkly.


    Someone knocked at his office door—a four-knock staccato that told him it was Dwayne, his data tech.


    “Enter.” Lotharis commanded as he spun around to face the door.


    Dwayne—short and chubby, about forty years old, the quintessential nerdy loser that perfectly fit his role for the FBI—walked in, leaned against the wall, and narrowed his eyes at Lotharis. Lotharis waved him to the seat by his desk. He appreciated Dwayne in the way that a craftsman likes a useful tool. “What’ve you got for me?” Lotharis asked, narrowing his eyes to hide his expectation. “It had better be good.” Even when he was in a good mood, like today, he liked to keep Dwayne on his toes. Lotharis picked up a device from his desk that looked like a gun handle but was used for increasing grip strength. He started methodically squeezing it.


    Dwayne swallowed hard. “Oh, it’s very good, Agent Lotharis. It is. You told me to get tabs on any distributed messaging protocols or apps that would let people escape our spying—”


    “Surveillance, not spying, idiot!” Lotharis said. “We don’t spy on anyone, because everything we do is legal.”


    “Right, escape our surveillance, I mean,” Dwayne mumbled and looked down, rattled.


    After a moment, Lotharis realized that his cringing data tech needed further encouragement to continue. “Go on; spit it out.”


    “Right, sir. So I just saw an app blow up, a new one I’d never heard of, called Fiefdom. Some personal liberty people started using it, and while I can’t track all the usage since it uses peer-to-peer connections, I wrote a spider bot to infiltrate the groups and crawl through them to discover others. It’s grown by three orders of magnitude overnight.”


    Lotharis covered his face with his hands, thinking. He hated few people more than those who placed personal liberty above all else. Miscreants, defilers of the rules-based order that he relished. “Who’s behind it?” he asked.


    “A young man named Edmund Peregrino. Lives in Austin. Went to the University of Texas. No arrests, warrants, or other legal issues.”


    Peregrino. Unusual name. Why does that sound familiar? Lotharis mused.


    “Give me Level Two surveillance on this kid and make a dashboard for me,” he said.


    “Yes, sir. Right away. Thank you!” Dwayne made a pathetic, obsequious bow as he walked backwards toward the door, hit the corner of the wall with his shoulder, apologized, then turned and fled, closing the door behind him.


    Lotharis swiveled back to his monitors, bothered that he couldn’t place where he had heard the name Peregrino before. “No matter. It will come to me. It always does.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    The next day, an hour after Edmund had finished up work and arrived home, he heard the front door open—it was Robert, coming in unannounced again.


    Maybe I should start locking that door, Edmund said to himself, while walking over to greet his friend.


    Robert, having just gotten off work himself, was dressed in one of nice suits.. Edmund didn’t own a single suit, though he had one pair of khaki dress pants and a navy-blue sports coat for the few formal occasions he attended.


    Robert was all smiles, as usual. “Edmund, my man! Have you seen Fiefdom’s growth today? Hockey Stick chart, like my favorite stocks. We’ve hit ten thousand users!” Robert clapped Edmund hard on the side of the shoulder, rocking him sideways.


    Edmund had been too busy at work to check the stats, so this news came as a pleasant surprise. “Seriously?” He pulled out his phone to check for himself. “What brought this wave of growth? Do you know?”


    “Of course I know what brought it!” Robert pointed to himself with his thumb. “Yours truly did. I sent a message about Fiefdom to the Mises Caucus President, and he decided to share it with his audience. The entire Mises Caucus!”


    Edmund didn’t know who or what the Mises Caucus was but didn’t want to admit it, so he just nodded.


    Edmund had been thinking about the riddle he had found in his father’s book. He had gone over it again and again in his mind, with no progress in deciphering its meaning, if it had one. He trusted very few people in his life, especially with matters this close to his heart, but Robert had always shown him loyalty. Truth be told, Robert was a better friend to Edmund than vice-versa, so he decided to tell him about the riddle.


    Edmund waved toward the loveseat. “Hey, sit down for a minute. I’ve got something to ask you about.”


    After Robert sat down on the loveseat, Edmund took a seat in his favorite recliner and pulled the clue out of his pocket; he had kept it with him at all times, not wanting to lose sight of it for any reason.


    Robert looked expectant but didn’t say anything.


    Edmund explained how he had been looking at old photos of his dad and how he then found this piece of paper in the book.


    He read the riddle in full to Robert.


    While Robert listened attentively, his brow furrowed in concentration.


    After finishing it, Edmund paused, then said, “That’s it. End of the riddle, or poem, or whatever it is. Any ideas what it could mean?”


    “Sounds like gobbledygook,” Robert said, rubbing the faint blond whiskers on his chin, “except for the ‘Austin’s mount’ part.”


    “But Austin doesn’t have any mountains,” Edmund said.


    “Right, but a mount can be something else, like a horse. It could mean Stephen F. Austin’s horse, or a statue of that somewhere.”


    Edmund hadn’t thought of that possibility. “Let’s do a search,” he said and started looking at images of Stephen F. Austin statues. “Here’s one where he is on a horse. It’s in Sugarland near Houston.” He showed Robert the photo someone had taken.


    Robert shook his head. “Yeah, but how does ‘step one hundred and one’ fit into that? I don’t see any steps around that statue. Steps make you think of a mountain, or at least something you climb.”


    “My thoughts exactly,” Edmund said, and started doing another search, but this time for “Mount Austin.” He showed Robert the results. His search revealed that there were no fewer than five possible answers for Mount Austin: a mountain in Antarctica, a hill in Hong Kong, a neighborhood in Malaysia, a place in New South Wales, and a World War II cargo ship.


    “Five locations that span the globe,” Robert said, cocking his head to the side. “Doesn’t narrow it down or make it easy to know whether any one of those is what this refers to, does it? Have you told anyone else about this riddle?”


    “Just one person—my mother. I texted her today, not with the riddle itself, but telling her that I found this piece of paper in an old book of Dad’s, and whether she knew anything about it. But she didn’t.”


    “Good! Keep it between you and me then,” Robert said and stood up. “Could be nothing, but could be something.” He looked at Edmund. “What do you hope that it could mean?”


    Edmund stared blankly for several seconds, gathering his thoughts, then said, “I’m not sure. But it’s a link to my dad, and I think it must be connected to something he worked on, or maybe even to his death.”


    Robert reacted as usual. He walked over beside Edmund and put his arm around his shoulder. Edmund knew Robert had issues with his own father, but appreciated he was still alive, and always showed sympathy for Edmund’s loss. Edmund didn’t typically like being touched. His family didn’t “do hugs.” But this seemed like one of those times when he might be alright with some sympathy from a friend.


    “If it does, then we’re going to get to the bottom of it.” Robert took a step back to stand directly in front of Edmund. “Me and you, my friend. You keep thinking about it, and I will, too. And I’ll say a prayer for wisdom as well.”


    Robert was a Catholic. Edmund was a nothing. When Robert said something about his faith, Edmund usually just ignored it, though occasionally he scoffed at it. This time, Edmund didn’t feel like doing either. If divine intervention was real, he wouldn’t object in this case to receiving some through Robert.


    As Edmund mulled over his reaction and really looked at Robert, he realized Robert was the best friend he could have, and he felt lucky that Robert had chosen to befriend him. He resolved to start being a better friend to him, even if it meant going on some double dates in downtown Austin. “Thank you.”


    “You got it brutha!” Robert broke the somber mood with a big smile again, as he walked to the door to leave.


    After he left, Edmund stood where he was for a moment. He felt good knowing that Robert was helping decode the riddle. At that moment, he decided not to share anything about the riddle with anyone else.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Casimir Lotharis was in his office going through his daily checklist of all his targets’ dashboards. He brought up Edmund’s and began looking at the emails he had sent and received but found nothing interesting there.


    He was about to move on to someone else when a new text message popped up on the screen. By default, it only showed him the metadata of whether Edmund had sent or had received the message, who he was texting, and the timestamp, but because he had ordered Level Two surveillance, he clicked on the message object and then in the menu selected the option to request API access to download the actual message text.


    The big telecom companies had dutifully given this programmatic access under threat of the U.S. government, and within seconds the text came through.


    It read, “Mom, I found a piece of paper in one of Dad’s old economics books. It had something written on it, like a poem or clue. Do you know anything about it?”


    Something tickled the back of Lotharis’s mind again. These kinds of intuitions came to him frequently, and he had learned to be patient with them, to not dismiss them. It was almost as if he was given certain insights from outside himself. He didn’t believe in God or the supernatural, so he attributed these promptings to his own intellect.


    He stared at the dashboard, silently reading each part: Edmund Peregrino, born in Georgetown, Texas. March 17, 1998.


    “Peregrino,” Lotharis said quietly, rocking back and forth in his chair. “Unusual name. The boy’s father left a note, a clue.”


    He brought his feet down hard. It had come to him. He pulled up the FBI database on another monitor screen and searched for Peregrino. Then he cross-searched with records that also tagged him as an agent involved.


    Lotharis jabbed his finger at the screen. “There it is. Paul Peregrino. Thirteen years ago.”


    Lotharis remembered it all now: the interrogation, the unintended consequences, and the ultimately fruitless search of his house.


    And now his son finds a clue written by his father.


    Lotharis began making mental connections, inferences, and deductions about the clue, resolving to pay a visit to Edmund very soon. His thoughts were interrupted by his office door banging open behind him.


    Without turning around, Lotharis said, “How many times have I told you, Dwayne, never to come barging in here without knocking?”


    Another voice boomed back. “And how many times have I told you, Agent Lotharis, that you only surveil people when I give you explicit approval to do so?”


    Lotharis bristled at the voice of his FBI supervisor, Deputy Chief Baker. He pivoted around in his chair and gave his boss a flat look. Apologizing showed weakness and subservience, and he refused to give admittance to those concepts into his mind.


    Nevertheless, Lotharis knew he had to make an explanation for his actions. He stood up. “I was about to ask you for approval to track this young man, but it was a matter of urgency that I open up the taps immediately. It’s a national security concern.”


    Chief Baker narrowed his eyes and looked at Lotharis with suspicion. “You’re late with the Dobson analysis.” Baker looked over Lotharis’s head at his dashboard. “I’ve got a meeting with the SAC in three hours. I can be more patient with your ‘independent research’ when you’ve got your duties done first, but not at the expense of those duties.”


    Anger flared within Lotharis. He wanted to smash his chief’s head in, but his father had taught him that showing emotion, of any kind, was a weakness. Enemies could exploit weaknesses. He sucked in a deep breath, kept his eyes steadily gazing at him, and held his words in check. “I will get you the analysis in the next hour, sir.”


    “See that you do,” his boss said and then turned without waiting for a reply and stalked toward the door. Before he left, he flipped the light switch and turned the bright fluorescent lights on in Lotharis’s office.


    Lotharis squinted at the sudden change. Rage rose in him. As the door closed behind his boss, he walked over and slammed the light switch off, then returned to his desk and sat back down. You think that you’re in charge, little man, but I have bosses far beyond your reckoning.


    With a shake of his head, he turned back to his computer and put Chief Baker out of his mind. No use in clouding his thoughts with resentment when he knew that his boss would crawl to him one day, and come and go at his bidding.


    He turned his attention to planning his visit to Edmund the next day and brainstormed about just how he would extract the clue from him.


    In another office, a watcher was watching him.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The following evening, Edmund was home from work, eating his dinner in front of the computer, as usual, when he heard a knock at the door. Thinking it was Robert, he yelled, “It’s open!”


    But Robert didn’t come in.


    Instead, Edmund heard a second knock.


    He went to the door and opened it, wondering who it could be.


    A tall, lean man who looked to be in his early fifties greeted him. He was balding on top but what hair he had on the sides was dark brown and finely trimmed. His shoulders were narrow, and between his eyebrows was a deep crease that made him look like he was scowling.


    Surprised, Edmund grunted. “May I help you?”


    The man gave him an obviously forced smile and pulled out an FBI badge.


    “Hi, Edmund. I’m Agent Casimir Lotharis, with the FBI. Mind if I come in?”


    Edmund felt the blood rush to his face as his heart pounded double-time. “Uh, sure,” Edmund said. “Is everything okay?”


    Lotharis stepped through the door. “Oh, yes. Fine, just fine. I just wanted to talk with you for a few minutes.”


    Edmund led Lotharis into the living room. Lotharis took a seat on a chair, but Edmund remained standing, not sure what to do.


    Lotharis motioned for Edmund to sit down, and he did so, feeling the weight of the other’s authority.


    Lotharis turned his head and looked down the hall, then over at the office before turning back to Edmund. “I know that you’re wondering why I am here, and I’m happy to tell you. It’s about your ingenious app, Fiefdom. I noticed it getting quite a bit of buzz and decided to try it out for myself. Really impressive. Completely secure, too, from what I could tell, though admittedly I’m not the expert in that area.”


    “Thank you,” Edmund said, wondering whether getting on the FBI’s radar was a good thing or a bad thing. “Yeah it’s private. No one can snoop on any conversations other than their own, nor can they even find out if someone has started a group unless they are invited to it. But what is the FBI’s interest in it?”


    “Ah, there’s where it gets interesting,” Lotharis said, leaning forward eagerly. “We try to keep tabs on all chat apps and anything that lets people communicate privately. Of course, that functionality cuts both ways: for those of us who are law-abiding and upstanding, it’s a needed ability, but for malefactors and terrorists, it can be used to coordinate evil activities. To preserve our country’s liberty, we have a vested interest to ensure such apps serve the former users, but not the latter.”


    Edmund frowned. “But the app is agnostic in regard to who uses it. It’s just a tool, and it can’t distinguish ‘good’ from ‘bad’ users.”


    “It can’t yet distinguish good from bad,” Lotharis countered, leaning back now in his chair and crossing his legs. “We’d like you to consider two changes to Fiefdom that would allow us to preserve liberty: first, to change the encryption algorithm to an RSA-based one, and second to add a word sifter to the client-side app that would look for certain keywords in a database that we would provide to you, and if any conversations were to use those words, it would log them silently for later transmission to our servers.”


    Edmund didn’t like the sound of this. The latter in particular was completely unacceptable, and he was not afraid to say so. “Fiefdom is open-source, so if I were to put a backdoor or phone-home logger in like the word sifter you mentioned, people would find it immediately and quit using the system entirely. Now the RSA encryption is a different story, but I don’t see how that helps you, since if one chooses the parameters correctly, RSA has never been cracked.”


    “I know that you can keep a secret, and you will need to keep this one,” Lotharis said in a hushed tone as he gave a conspiratorial look at Edmund. “The NSA knows the trusted setup used in the original RSA encryption from 1991. But they’ve kept it secret, so no one knows that the U.S. government, and we alone, can crack that algorithm. We only use that capability under the strictest national security needs, and likewise with Fiefdom would maintain that standard.”


    Edmund was amazed. He had heard, with skepticism, that the government had hacked several secure protocols and encryption algorithms, but knowing that they had access to the original trusted setup of RSA was a mindbender. It meant that they potentially had access to a great many more supposedly private communications and data. He knew also that they could take advantage of backdoors put into the chip hardware itself to spy on people’s phones, though they seemed to reserve this surveillance for only the most important people.


    Edmund felt trapped: either he could open up Fiefdom to the FBI, betraying his users and his own integrity, or he could refuse the FBI’s request and run afoul of the law.


    He thought of a possible technicality to buy time. “I may be willing to put in that RSA algorithm, but I’d have to think about it. And anyway, I’d want to see an official order or warrant of some kind to do so. Don’t you have to provide that to me legally?”


    “Of course I do, and clever that you should ask for it,” Lotharis said. “I can be back tomorrow with that order, with the FBI seal and everything.”


    Lotharis stood up as if to leave and looked around the room, remembering back to over a decade ago when he and his special assignments team had been there, meeting with Edmund’s father. He decided that the time was right for his next move.


    “Before I go, there’s one other thing I wanted to mention,” Lotharis said. “Did you know that your father did some work for us at the FBI?”


    “No, I never. I mean, he never said anything to me about that.”


    Lotharis took on a thoughtful air, as if remembering. “I myself worked with him for a time. He was doing some complex mathematical work for us. It was looking quite promising, and he was on the cusp of a discovery we believe, when he so tragically died.”


    Edmund felt stunned at this news. Any information about his father he greedily gobbled up, and this FBI agent had worked with him, and not just on any project, but on something complex and important.


    Edmund stood up also. “What kind of discovery?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion. He felt like he had a baseball stuck in his throat.


    Lotharis cast him a sympathetic smile. “Honestly, most of it was over my head, but it had to do with intercepting nuclear weapons mid-flight, even if delivered using hypersonic missiles. You may already know this, but the Russians have hypersonic delivery vehicles and have caught us flat-footed, technology-wise, as to how to respond should they employ them against us. Intercepting such missiles was long thought to be a problem impossible to solve, but shortly before he passed away, your father indicated that he had come up with a solution. We would desperately like to know if he left any information about his discovery, or if you ever found something from him that seemed inscrutable or mysterious.” With practiced perfection, Lotharis looked away for a moment and then peeked back over at Edmund surreptitiously.


    Edmund, already rattled by the visit and what the FBI wanted from him for Fiefdom, now felt his head spinning with this revelation about his father’s work. He thought of the riddle that he had found. What if it were the key to finding his father’s discovery? He could turn the clue over to Agent Lotharis, and when the FBI solved the riddle, it would mean posthumous fame for his father, a way to honor him and make his family proud. Nothing could be greater in Edmund’s eyes.


    But if his father did make this discovery, why go to the trouble of making a scavenger hunt for it? Why wouldn’t he just tell the FBI and the NSA in the first place?


    Edmund couldn’t answer those questions, and in addition he had promised Robert that he would not share the clue with anyone else. He decided that he had best wait before divulging anything.


    “I’ll be on the lookout for anything like that,” Edmund said at last. “And if I find something, I’ll be sure to tell you.”


    Lotharis reached out to shake hands with Edmund, saying, “Very good. I knew that you would be helpful, and know that your country appreciates you. If every American were like you, we would be a better and safer place. I’ll be back tomorrow with that official order on Fiefdom, and also with a warrant—just a formality—to look for information around your house that you may have missed. It’s not that we don’t trust you to hand anything over that you find, but you may not know what exactly to look for, and we do.”


    Edmund saw Agent Casimir Lotharis out, unsettled by his parting statement. That sounded like a search warrant, which in his mind, were only used on suspects and criminals.


    The last thing Edmund wanted was any trouble, especially trouble with an organization as powerful and revered as the FBI. But he must not let them find his father’s note. Edmund walked into his father’s library, found the Rothbard book in which he’d discovered the clue, and placed it carefully back in, being sure that no part of it stuck out the top or side.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Agent Thomas Spiloro was working in his cubicle at the FBI office in the basement of the building, where no one else would tolerate working.


    He had up two screens tracking the official and unofficial communications of Agent Casimir Lotharis. He was working on improving his custom dashboard that intercepted Lotharis’s messages and online actions.


    An alert triggered, indicating that someone was approaching his cube. He hit the hotkey combination on his keyboard and swapped over to his standard FBI computer desktop.


    “Hey, Thomas!” barked an agent from behind him.


    Thomas swiveled his chair to look at him, affecting a humble, beaten-down attitude.


    The agent continued. “Where are you with that dossier? I need it, now.”


    “Oh, I just got it done, Jameson. I was about to send it to you,” Thomas said, turning back to his computer and bringing up a file. “What’s the best way to get it to you? It’s a big file and won’t fit in our email attachments.”


    Jameson laughed and shook his head. “Use the intra-bureau file share. How long have you been here old timer? You don’t know how to use the basic systems?”


    “Sorry, sir. Guess it’s hard for a codger like me to learn new tricks. I’ll figure it out and get it to you,” Thomas said, looking down at the floor.


    Jameson knelt down to put his face level with Thomas’s. “Don’t hurt yourself, gramps. I’ll send you the FAQ on it.”


    Thomas nodded mutely. As Jameson walked away, Thomas waited ten seconds before switching desktops again, bringing up the sophisticated top-secret FBI tracking system that could obtain private data on anyone, anywhere. Jameson did not even know that such software existed and would never be given access to it.


    Thomas had worked so long at the FBI that he had been through many tech overhauls and system replacements. With each one, he used his original administrator access to ensure that he was grandfathered in to the new system’s privileged roles, which gave him access to the program that was now heavily restricted to only the top brass and their support teams. The normal FBI surveillance software used by almost all agents was decent, but this program could obtain deep information, with no court order and no limitations.


    Thomas began typing, using keyboard shortcuts for most actions, and screens whizzed by. He took note of information that he found pertinent, making connections between pieces of data from Casimir Lotharis’s unofficial communication partners. He was an old school computer hacker but kept up-to-date with the latest tech as well.


    Casimir Lotharis has several odd friends, Thomas thought. Globalists. People unconcerned about their own nation or any nation.


    Casimir Lotharis’s unofficial friends had very official jobs, mostly in Europe but also spanning every continent, prestigious ones that gave them sufficient cover for their real work. A bureaucrat in Brussels here, an analyst for the European Central Bank there, a deputy secretary of the United Nations.


    Thomas also captured Casimir Lotharis’s visit to Edmund Peregrino. He, too, had been keeping tabs on Edmund, for much longer than Casimir Lotharis had, and he was greatly alarmed that Edmund was now on Casimir Lotharis’s radar.


    I have to help Edmund, and quick, Thomas thought.


    He locked his computer, and his screensaver turned on. He kept the screensaver because no one else used them anymore, and it furthered his image as a washed-up old fossil with his colleagues.


    The screensaver showed the old arcade game, Dig Dug, where a little character dug through the earth and destroyed his enemies.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Edmund awoke the next morning to torrential rain and to an anonymous message from someone in Fiefdom.


    The person wrote, “Edmund, we don’t know each other, but I know that you were paid a visit yesterday by an FBI agent. For your own sake, it is vital that you tell me what he was after and whether you revealed anything to him.”


    The person who sent this to him used the codename “Digdug.”


    Edmund was disturbed. How did this person know of Agent Lotharis’s visit? And how could Edmund trust an anonymous stranger asking him about it?


    Proceeding cautiously, Edmund wrote, “Before I tell you anything, you need to give me evidence of why I should trust you.”


    Digdug responded, “Happy to, but let’s talk via audio. I know Fiefdom has it implemented already.”


    He was right. Edmund had used the latest open-source audio protocol to allow users to maintain a secure connection but have an audio call together. His Fiefdom app began ringing with a call from Digdug, so he answered it.


    “Here’s why you should talk to me,” Digdug said.


    Edmund noted the voice was very masculine, gravelly, and deep. He sounded middle-aged, or older.


    “I would bet,” the voice continued, “that Agent Casimir Lotharis asked you for information concerning your father. Am I right?”


    He was right: either he made a lucky guess, or he knew about his father’s connection with the FBI. Still, Edmund reasoned, he could be a bad guy within the FBI, wanting to get the information for himself and to prevent Lotharis from getting it.


    To test him, Edmund replied, “Yes, he did. And I have decided to give him all the information I have. But if you want it, I will give it to you as well, since you must be FBI too.”


    “Under no circumstances should you give Lotharis information,” Digdug said, his voice getting animated. “And you shouldn’t give it to me, either, or to anyone else for that matter.”


    Edmund felt an increase in trust of whomever this man was. He didn’t want the information for himself; that spoke volumes, since how else could he benefit from it? But if he kept the riddle back from the FBI when Lotharis returned, he would get in serious trouble.


    “If I don’t give him the information, and he searches for it and finds it,” Edmund said, his voice wavering, “I could go to jail.”


    “If he knows that you have something, he will stop at nothing to get it from you, warrant or no warrant, legal or illegal. I know that he has been tracking your communications. Don’t ask me how just yet. Have you told anyone about this information?”


    Edmund thought about the implications of being tracked by the FBI. Then he remembered talking to Robert and the text he sent to his mother. He told Digdug about those two incidents.


    “It’s unlikely that your talk with your friend was eavesdropped upon,” Digdug said. “But the text message to your mother, Lotharis certainly had access to. So he knows that you have something. Did he say that he is coming back?”


    “Yes, this evening.”


    “You need to not be there when he gets there.”


    “What? I haven’t done anything wrong!” Edmund began feeling panicked. His chest was constricting.


    “That doesn’t matter. You don’t matter to them. Get yourself out of your house, along with whatever information you have found, and be anywhere but there when he arrives. I’ll message you again afterwards.”


    The call ended. Digdug had hung up. Lightning flashed outside, striking somewhere close by, and immediately the house shook with thunder.


    Edmund, breathing hard, stood up and walked up and down the hall.


    His mind raced. This can’t be real. This can’t be happening. I am an American. I haven’t done anything wrong. I should just turn over the riddle and be done with this. It’s not worth it.


    He went to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. He felt nauseated and had a feeling of unreality, as if he were seeing himself from an outside perspective. His pulse raced, and he wondered if he were having a nervous breakdown.


    He splashed water on his face, trying to break the cycle of panic that was beginning to feed into itself. It didn’t work.


    “Robert,” he thought to himself. “I’ll call Robert.”


    He called Robert and asked if he could meet him at a park a few miles away. Robert said yes, so Edmund got in his car and drove off, desperate for help and hopeful his friend could give it to him.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    By the time Edmund met Robert at the park, the front of the storm had moved on. The basketball court was damp, but they started shooting Robert’s ball around.


    Edmund passed the ball to Robert, who had just made a shot.


    “So,” Edmund said, “I had an FBI agent come by my house just now.”


    Robert was about to shoot again but stopped in his tracks and looked at Edmund. “What? An actual FBI agent came to your house. What did he want?”


    Edmund recounted the whole conversation, from Fiefdom to his father, and then the correspondence he had had with the anonymous guy named Digdug. Robert stood stock still, ball still in his hands as if to shoot, his mouth slightly open.


    When Edmund finished the tale, he asked, “What do you think I should do?”


    “Let me think a minute,” Robert said as he began dribbling the ball absently, his lifelong sports making his motions second nature. “We know that this riddle is important, that your father had discovered something big, and that this agent wants it,” Robert continued.


    “Correction; the FBI wants it,” Edmund said.


    “No, not necessarily. I said ‘this agent’ intentionally. It is not at all clear that the FBI itself wants this clue or knows that you have it. In fact, I find it strange, suspicious, that this agent showed up at your house, with no warrant, and started fishing for info from you. He may be a rogue agent or have some personal vendetta that he is following.”


    Robert passed the ball to Edmund, who barely caught it and jammed his index finger in the process. “But what difference does it make to me whether it’s just this agent who wants it, or the government itself? I’m still in trouble if I don’t give it to him.”


    “If it’s a lone agent, then you’re not in trouble with the government, and he is simply trying to scare you into giving something to him.” Robert took the ball from Edmund as he jogged past. “And if he is with the government, then he should be above board and official with how he acts toward you.”


    Edmund hadn’t realized just how odd Agent Lotharis’s actions were until Robert pointed them out, but then he remembered what Lotharis had told him about returning today. “He said he’s coming back this evening, with a warrant and official documents about Fiefdom and being able to search my house. The Digdug guy told me to make myself scarce this evening. I have to decide whether to do that or be there.”


    Robert took another shot, bricking the ball off the back rim and backboard. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You won’t be in your house tonight when the agent shows up. But you and I will be down the street, in my car, watching the house to see what he does. Meantime, we’ll keep trying to puzzle out the riddle’s meaning ourselves. Once we figure it out, then you can decide whether you tell the Feds about it. How does that sound, amigo?”


    Edmund liked it when he could provide data to someone and then have them make the final decision, so he appreciated Robert’s proposal. “Okay, let’s do that. Thanks, man.”


    Robert gave Edmund his winning smile, the same one that he had seen win over the hearts of countless girls throughout college.


    They shot hoops for a while longer, then went and got fast food before going to Robert’s house to await the evening events. Edmund didn’t know what Lotharis would do when he arrived at his house and discovered him gone, but he felt a resolve begin stirring deep within him.


    This was his father’s clue, and he didn’t owe it to the FBI or to anyone else.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Later that day, in the early evening, Edmund and Robert sat in Robert’s car, hunched down low, and watched as a black SUV drove past them on the street and up to Edmund’s house. Two men got out, one tall and lean, the other even taller and large.


    “Sheesh! That Lotharis guy’s sidekick is built like a tank!” Robert said, echoing Edmund’s thoughts.


    Edmund remembered that Lotharis was taller than he by at least a few inches, and this other guy looked another half-foot taller than Lotharis.


    They watched as the two men disappeared into the entryway by the front door. After a minute, they reappeared, but instead of going back to their car, they strolled over to the side of the house, opened the gate to the backyard, and disappeared again.


    Edmund felt his stomach lurch, disturbed at what he was seeing. “I can’t believe this! They just went into my backyard. They can’t do that.”


    Robert had brought binoculars, and before Edmund could stop him, he opened the car door, stepped out, and was trying to find a place with a higher vantage point to see into the backyard. Edmund tried hissing at him, to get him to come back into the car, but Robert paid him no heed.


    Edmund saw a light flip on somewhere in the house. He was looking toward what he knew was the master bedroom, but his father’s old office was on the other side of the house, so they could be in there.


    Robert returned to the car. “Well, they broke in alright. That Digdug guy was right to tell you to get out of Dodge before they arrived. That big dude looks like a bruiser.”


    Edmund didn’t want to think what they would have done had he been there. Peacefully serving a search warrant didn’t seem like Lotharis’s plan that night, in spite of what he had told Edmund.


    After ten minutes, they saw the gate open and the two agents walk out, holding what looked like a folder or papers. They got into their car and drove off.


    “I can’t believe they did that,” Edmund said as Robert started the car. “Do you think it’s safe to go in and see what they did?”


    “Let’s give it five minutes,” Robert said. “Just to be sure they don’t come back around to catch us.”


    They waited, but saw no sign of the agents. So they drove up to the house, went around to the back. Edmund tested the door knob on the back door. It opened, and the lock didn’t seem to be broken.


    Robert was right behind him. Edmund said over his shoulder, “Now I can’t remember whether I had locked this door or not.”


    “Either way, they broke in, illegally,” Robert said. “I trust the FBI as far as I can throw them. Did I ever tell you that my uncle called them the Funny Bunch of Idiots? He worked for the federal government as a marshal for the Department of Energy.”


    “Whatever they are, that Lotharis guy is no idiot.” Edmund then walked into the house and made for the office.


    The office had been rifled through, and his father’s old file drawer had not been shut completely. Probably they had taken papers from there, but Edmund had seen all those documents, mostly personal letters, some papers his father had written for his graduate program, and miscellaneous mementos like his parents’ marriage certificate and his father’s baptismal record.


    Robert looked around the room. “Did they take anything valuable that you can see?”


    “No, or at least I don’t know of anything valuable they could have found here.” Edmund looked about the room as well and shook his head. “Let’s get out of here. I have everything I need. Mind if I camp out at your place for the foreseeable future?”


    “You got it, amigo!” Robert said, clapping Edmund on the shoulder.


    Edmund gathered up some clothes and bathroom items, shut off the lights, locked up the house, and he and Robert drove off.


    Edmund wanted to talk to Digdug and tell him what happened. He had given Edmund wise counsel in telling him to avoid being home when Lotharis came, and Edmund realized that he needed more advice on what to do next.


    He also quietly hoped that Lotharis would be satisfied with whatever he had found and carted off, but his spine tingled with the expectation of more to come.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Edmund’s boss approved his vacation request. He had been hoping to use the time off to catch up on much needed tasks, work on Fiefdom, and just relax.


    None of those hopes were coming to fruition during his vacation.


    He gazed at Robert’s backyard, oblivious to the trees, birds, and neighbor sounds as he tried to make sense of what had happened to his predictable life. How had he ended up with an FBI agent breaking into his house, and having to flee and stay at his friend’s house, with an anonymous user on Fiefdom giving him advice?


    He desperately wanted all this insane trouble to go away. He wanted his life to go back to normal. He wondered if giving Lotharis the clue might it be worth it.


    He was walking through Robert’s neighborhood the next morning, a peaceful suburban area of mainly older folks in northwest Austin, and decided he would try contacting Digdug through Fiefdom.


    He sent him a message first, but got no response, so he initiated an audio call.


    Digdug picked up. “I was just about to respond to your message. How did it go yesterday?”


    Edmund sighed with relief that he had answered. “You were right. Lotharis showed up at my house last night with a big fellow at his side. They broke into the house and took my father’s papers. That’s illegal, right? Shouldn’t I call the police and report them.”


    Edmund heard Digdug laugh on the other end of the line. “No, definitely not. Even the greenest FBI agents would have little trouble avoiding any difficulties with local law enforcement. And Lotharis is neither green nor unconnected with powerful people.”


    Edmund’s long-held beliefs about justice and due process in the United States were starting to evaporate. “What would have happened had I been at the house?” He tensed, wanting to know what they would have done.


    An older lady walked by him with a stroller, pushing a grandchild Edmund guessed, but as she passed by he saw that she was pushing two little white Maltese dogs.


    Sign of the times, I guess, Edmund thought. Dogs instead of grandchildren.


    Digdug replied in his rough baritone. “Lotharis and his muscular friend would have ‘helped’ you see that complying was best for your health. It would have been painful but would have left no permanent marks, and in the end you would have handed the paper over to them.”


    Despite the cool, breezy, late spring morning, Edmund started perspiring at the thought of being tortured by those men. “Is it too much to hope that he won’t come back?”


    “Yes, it is. He will return. He will find you. It’s not a question of if, but when and where. You have a choice to make: you either turn that riddle over to him, or you pursue it and evade him for as long as you can.”


    “If I turn it in,” Edmund said, crossing over to the other side of the street to avoid another person walking toward him on the sidewalk, “will he leave me alone do you think?”


    “That depends. I don’t know what the clue is, nor whether it will lead him to whatever he is looking for. I give it fifty-fifty odds that, even if you turn it over—which I encourage you not to do—he will be back again and demand you help him figure out the clue, or find more information and furnish it to him.”


    Just then Edmund’s phone buzzed with a text message. He saw it was from Lotharis, even though he had never given him his cell phone number. Creepy, Edmund thought.


    He put Digdug on speaker and read the message aloud to him. “Edmund, this is Agent Lotharis with the FBI. I missed you yesterday. It’s important that I speak with you, and I will come to your house again this evening, with a court order in hand. If you are not there again tonight, I shall be forced to bring the full weight of the law against you. All you need to do is hand over anything about your father that is of possible interest to his discovery.”


    Edmund felt close to panic at the message. If he kept the clue, he faced either being tortured or getting into deep trouble with the Feds. If he gave the clue to Lotharis, there was no guarantee that he’d be left alone, and he would have given up his father’s last legacy.


    “That’s the end of the message, Digdug,” Edmund said, turning to walk back to Robert’s house. “What should I do?”


    “Only you can decide that,” Digdug said. “The Bible says that if you resist the devil, he will flee from you.”


    Edmund wondered if Lotharis was the devil. He looked like the devil. “I don’t believe in the devil, Digdug. But whether he is the devil or not, he scares the tar out of me. I’m gonna go. Thanks for talking to me. I’ll message you again when I decide what to do.”


    Edmund ended the call and walked quickly back to Robert’s.


    Robert wasn’t home when he got back, since he was working that week.


    Edmund got a drink, and sat down to try to clear his head and calm himself down. He felt the urge to go somewhere, to get away, to run. But he didn’t know where to run.


    He pulled out his phone to distract himself and did a search for “peaceful places to go in Austin.”


    He scrolled through some results: the Bridge on 360, the Capitol, a bookstore downtown, Mount Bonnell.


    Mount Bonnell sounded nice. He had never been there but had heard about it plenty of times. He read a short description from the article. “The highest place to overlook the city, surrounded by cedar and trees, with over one-hundred steps to climb to get to the top.”


    Several words clicked in Edmund’s mind.


    The riddle! What had it said?


    He pulled out the paper and read it again:


    Deep calls to deep,

    from the past to the future.


    Plant a tree

    whose shade you will never sit under.


    I planted a seed

    in the cold, where it waits

    for the warmth of your heart to germinate.


    Austin’s Mountain,

    step one hundred and one,

    find the next breadcrumb

    amidst the cedar and stone.


    That was it! Austin’s Mountain must be Mount Bonnell, not a true mountain but close enough.


    The riddle said to look at step one hundred one, and there were over one hundred steps to get up to the mountain’s top. The mention of cedar added further confirmation.


    Excited, but also scared, Edmund decided that he had to at least find the answer to the riddle on Mount Bonnell before he would decide whether to turn anything over to Lotharis.


    He owed at least that much to his father’s memory.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Edmund reached the foot of Mount Bonnell in the early afternoon, a brilliant spring day in central Texas where the live oaks had shed their leaves and just gotten news ones—and the bluebonnets were in full flush alongside highways and county roads.


    He took a deep breath and looked up the rough stone steps leading to the summit of Mount Bonnell. He started counting as he took each stair. A handful of other visitors were ambling about the park, some had already reached the top of the hill.


    He was almost at the top and became afraid that he had miscounted. He was running out of steps to get to step 101. But just before the top, he hit the step, the second-to-last one before the end.


    Trying not to look suspicious, he inspected the stone he was standing on, kicking at various places to see if anything was loose. Nothing gave way or budged an inch.


    He pulled out the clue and re-read it. “Tree” was mentioned, and to find the next clue “amidst the cedar and stone.”


    He looked around the area, and beyond the steps he saw a natural area with trees and rocks. He climbed over the short stone guardrail and studied the ground all around that step. It had been over a decade since his father had written this clue. What if someone had found the clue already? Or it had blown away or deteriorated with rain and wind?


    Someone was walking up the steps behind him, so Edmund started peering up into the nearest tree, hoping to look like a bird-watcher, or failing that, just another kooky Austinite keeping the city “weird.”


    The person passed by, and Edmund went back to surveying the ground, the rocks, and the trees. He ventured deeper into the wilderness, afraid to go too far in and stray from the step, but he didn’t know just how spatially exact his father had intended step 101 itself to be considered in finding the clue.


    This little scavenger hunt reminded him of his teenage days when he was into geocaching, where little trinkets were hidden all over the place for others to search and find, but those caches typically gave specific instructions to find them. He was amazed that sometimes he found things within a few hundred yards of his own house, hidden in plain sight.


    After another ten minutes of searching, something caught his eye—a cedar growing on top of and around a piece of limestone. He walked over to it and began examining it closely, looking at it from all sides, then under it. The tree had grown around it for twenty years, easily, and had writhed and twisted around part of the rock.


    As he looked more closely, he spotted a shiny glint partially buried under one of the twisted branches of the cedar, very close to the stone itself.


    He put his hand under the branch and felt the object. It was made of metal, smooth, and felt like a cylinder. He managed to pry a finger under one of the two ends and began levering it down where it had become wedged between the growing branch and the stone’s surface.


    He switched fingers, grunted, and finally it started wiggling loose. When he managed to get two fingers on the cylinder, it popped and came out. He grabbed it, looked around immediately—no one was there—and put the cylinder in his pocket.


    Edmund didn’t want to wait to drive home to find out if this object was indeed what his father had left. He walked deeper into the trees and brush until he couldn’t see the steps anymore, sat down with his back to a tree, and pulled out the cylinder.


    A simple catch kept it closed, but had rusted, so he pried it open after a moment, and pulled off the top part of the cylinder. Inside was a sealed bag and a piece of paper folded up within it.


    His heart pounding, he tore open the bag and pulled out the paper.


    It said:


    Hoping against hope,

    the Last Crusader strove,

    snatching Victory from certain defeat.


    And so you must find

    in its urgent need:

    my gift to the world

    and to you,

    from me.


    In a Sistine Chapel,

    you will find sanctuary;

    feel the wind blowing from behind the throne.


    Edmund read it twice. It made no more sense the second time than it did the first.


    But that didn’t matter now. He had found the next clue, and his father had written that whatever it led to was a gift to the world, and to Edmund. Somehow his father had known he would look for these clues. How? He didn’t know.


    But he felt certain that, even though long dead, his father wanted Edmund to know through these clues that he had loved him.


    He had to find whatever these clues were leading to, but he realized that he needed help.


    Robert was the only person in the world whom he could trust with this secret.


    Edmund put the clue back into the cylinder, stuck it in his pocket, walked back to the steps and down them, and started driving to Robert’s house.


    *


    While Edmund was climbing the steps to Mount Bonnell, Agent Lotharis was knocking on the front door to his house.


    No cars were in the driveway, so Lotharis, with rage building inside, did not expect anyone to answer.


    No one did.


    He got into in his car and rang up Dwayne.


    Dwayne answered immediately.


    “Initiate location tracking on Edmund Peregrino’s phone,” Lotharis said.


    “Yes, sir,” Dwayne said. “But we’ll need to get Level Three clearance for that, right sir?”


    “I will worry about the clearance. You worry about getting me Edmund’s location. Add it as real-time feed to my dashboard on him. Do it at once.” Lotharis hung up.


    He started driving back to his office, brooding. He realized that he had underestimated Edmund, had not expected this much gumption from the kid.


    But that would change now.


    He would track him, confront him, and take what he wanted. Whether Edmund escaped the encounter without permanent injury was an indifferent matter to Lotharis.


    Edmund arrived at Robert’s house just as Robert was getting home from work. They went inside. Unlike Edmund’s Spartan apartment, Robert had tastefully decorated his with matching furniture, framed art prints, and an enormous entertainment center with a large-screen television.


    Edmund could barely contain his excitement or his anxiety. Robert set his briefcase down, loosened his tie, and was about to say something when Edmund burst out, “I solved the first riddle and found the second one. I don’t know what it means. And I’m afraid of the FBI. Will you help me?”


    Robert held up his hand as if to slow Edmund down. He said, “Whoa, whoa! Of course my friend. We will sit down in the living room. First things first. This news sounds like it requires a few good, strong drinks.”


    Robert had paid his way through college as a bartender and carried a good stock of liquors. He made an Old Fashioned for each of them, garnished with Luxardo cherries.


    Robert handed Edmund his drink and sat down across from him. “Take it slow, now. How’d you solve the first clue, and where you’d find the second one?”


    “I got a threatening message from Lotharis,” Edmund started, then took a sip from his drink. “And I decided to go find a place to clear my head and figure out whether to hand the clue over to him. I ran across Mount Bonnell, and the dots connected with the riddle, so I went there, hunted around, and found this cylinder that my father left, and inside was the second clue!”


    Edmund handed the clue to Robert, who read it once, knitting his brows and cocking his head to the side, as if it triggered a memory that he was trying to pin down.


    “Well, any ideas?” Edmund asked. “It seems Catholic-related, what with ‘Crusader’ and ‘Sistine Chapel.’ Do you know who the last crusader was?”


    “It rings a bell, but I’m not sure from what.” Robert took another drink from his old-fashioned. He did a search for “Last Crusader” and found several references, including two movies, an old painting with that name, two books, one about Christopher Columbus, and one about Don Juan of Austria. He also found a reference to a martyr from the Cristero Wars. He shared these results with Edmund, who shook his head blankly.


    Robert spoke his thoughts aloud. “We can dismiss the movie references—pop culture doesn’t match the tone of the rest of the riddle—and focus on the two books. I’ve read one of them—the one about Don Juan of Austria—and I recall that he led the Catholic sea forces against the Muslim invasion of Europe in the Battle of Lepanto. It was an incredible victory against overwhelming odds.


    “Victory, victory,” Robert mused, swirling the cherry around his almost-empty glass. “That’s it. Our Lady of Victory was prayed to by the Pope and all Christendom for Don Juan to defeat the Turks, and here in the riddle your father used the word ‘Victory’ and capitalized it!”


    Robert handed the paper back to Edmund, who studied it anew and nodded. “Okay, so is this battle depicted in the Sistine Chapel?”


    Robert shrugged, saying, “I’m Catholic but not an expert on the Sistine Chapel. Wait a sec.” Robert looked up some dates of the painting of the Sistine Chapel by Michelangelo, and specifically the Battle of Lepanto.


    “The plot thickens,” Robert said, looking up at Edmund. “Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel several decades before the Battle of Lepanto. And from what I recall, the Sistine Chapel is painted with scenes from the Creation and Fall of Man, the end times, and ancient Biblical events.”


    “What if you search for ‘Sistine Chapel Lepanto’?” Edmund suggested.


    Robert did so and combed through the results. “Ah, we have three intriguing hits here,” Robert said. “First is the Sala Regia, which it says is an antechamber to the Sistine Chapel, and depicted on one of the walls is the Battle of Lepanto. Next is a side chapel sometimes known as the Sistine Chapel in the church of Santa Maria Maggiore, which has commemorations of Pope St Pius V and Lepanto, since he was the pope who led the prayer for victory. Finally, I found a reference to some place called the ‘Mexican Sistine Chapel’ that has a side altar to Our Lady of Victory and depicts the Battle of Lepanto on the ceiling. Its real name is the ‘Sanctuary of Atotonilco.’”


    Edmund thought a moment, then stood up, saying, “Sanctuary! The riddle says that we will find sanctuary there. I would bet that’s the place my father meant.”


    “Could be,” Robert said, going over the words in his head. “Also, the riddle speaks of ‘victory’ and a throne, which goes with a chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Victory, more than just a plaque for the pope, like in the church or a painting of the battle such as the Sala Regia. I can’t tell if there’s a throne in that chapel or not, but the throne could be in one of the pictures or carved in a statue.”


    Edmund’s phone rang, a secure call coming through Fiefdom. It was Digdug. Edmund answered, and Digdug spoke preemptively, “Where are you?”


    “At my friend Robert’s house. Why?”


    “Lotharis has started tracking your phone. He will get a good lock on it in the next ten minutes. You need to ditch your phone and then get out of there. Go somewhere else.”


    Edmund felt a stab of dread shoot through him. He couldn’t even use his phone now? He said to Digdug, “Go where? I’m running out of places to run to.”


    “It doesn’t matter where. Just leave.” Digdug hung up.


    Edmund gritted his teeth. So much for finding the second clue. He tensed with the thought of having to find another place to stay. I don’t even know who this Digdug fellow is. Sure, he was right once about leaving my house before Lotharis got there, but am I going to blindly do whatever he says?


    “What’s going on?” Robert asked, having only heard one side of the conversation. “Why do you need to go somewhere?”


    Edmund told Robert what Digdug had said, and then shared his own reservations about following his advice this time.


    Robert thought for a few seconds and said, “He was right the first time. He clearly has some kind of inside info on Lotharis. I say we follow his counsel until he proves himself untrustworthy.”


    Robert’s suggestion overcame Edmund’s objection, so Edmund told Robert that, in addition to them finding a place to flee to, he also needed to get rid of his phone, or make it untrackable. Edmund had known people’s phones could be tracked but thought that was only used against terrorists.


    “Right. Turn off your phone first,” Robert told him, and after Edmund did so, Robert took it and went into another room. He came back in with a big bag and was sealing Edmund’s phone into it.


    “What is that?” Edmund asked. It looked like a zany, homemade tinfoil contraption.


    “A Faraday cage.” Robert finished sealing the last layer of the bag around the phone. “It blocks all electromagnetic waves coming to or from the device. They make fancy ones that really are cages, but this is a do-it-yourself deal I read about that uses layers of aluminum foil and some other materials anyone has on hand.”


    Edmund knew that Robert’s father had been a conspiracy theorist and that Robert, even though he had distanced himself from the extremes of his father, still subscribed to many of the same theories, but for once he was grateful that their prepper mentality had come in handy.


    “We’ll use my phone for now, since they don’t know about it.” Robert set the Faraday cage down. “But eventually these guys will catch on that I’m with you, and I’ll ditch my phone as well. No worries, I have two burner phones for each of us in my go-bag.”


    Edmund was trying to process everything that was happening. He couldn’t ask Robert to come with him, wherever he was going, and endanger himself with the FBI. He told Robert as much, but Robert was unfazed.


    “What kind of friend would I be if I abandoned you to these goons?” Robert replied.


    Edmund frowned. “There’s just one goon. Why do you keep using the plural as if many guys are after me?”


    Robert made a knowing smile. “You think there’s just one guy. I’ve got this Lotharis fellow pegged already. He’s a globalist stooge, and the fact that he’s after you and your father’s clues mean something valuable is there.”


    Edmund mouthed the word “globalist” and shook his head in disbelief. Was he living in spy movie? He didn’t believe what Robert said was true but knew it wasn’t worth arguing about at that moment.


    Robert walked off to another room and was rummaging about, leaving Edmund staring at the wall thinking about where things were headed. He had already taken one step in refusing to give up the first clue and in finding the second clue. Now he was deliberately evading the FBI and implicating his best friend in the process. Could he do it? If he took this next step, there was no going back.


    If he were alone, by himself, he knew he would choose to cave in and surrender to the FBI. But in seeking his friend’s help, he felt a surge of resolution and confidence, not in himself, but that together they could find their way through this tangle and make it to the other side.


    Robert came back in, carrying a large bag in each hand. “I said ‘go-bag,’ but since there are two of us, we need two go-bags.”


    “But where are we going?” Edmund asked.


    Robert scoffed good-naturedly. “We’re going to Mexico of course, to the Sanctuary of Atotonil-Conoco, or whatever it’s called. You ready? Need to use the restroom first?”


    Edmund laughed. Robert could always make light of a situation, even if it felt dire to Edmund, and this one certainly did. “No, I’m fine. Let’s go find the next clue!” Edmund grabbed one of the bags from Robert.


    Minutes later, they got into Robert’s car and headed south on IH-35.


    Next step, Laredo and the border.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Four hours later, Robert and Edmund arrived in Laredo, at the border of Mexico. They joined a short line of cars waiting to cross, with the border patrol waving people through, but when their turn came, the border patrol held up a hand for them to stop and came around to the driver’s side, where Robert was sitting.


    Edmund’s heart jumped into his throat. Why are we being singled out? Had Lotharis already somehow alerted other authorities to watch for us?


    The border patrol agent greeted them and asked for their IDs. They handed them over to him, and after looking at them a moment, he took them back to the small kiosk. Robert looked completely at ease, but Edmund was fidgeting with his hands, scratching the top of his head, anxieties growing inside.


    “Stay calm,” Robert said quietly, without looking at Edmund. “They randomly stop cars. This is no big deal. Just act natural. And quit scratching your head.”


    The agent walked back toward them, handed Robert their IDs, and said, “Have a good visit, gentlemen.”


    Robert thanked him and slowly drove off. They had made it to Mexico.


    *


    They were heading south to San Miguel de Allende, the closest city to the Sanctuary at Atotonilco.


    There they would make a home base and then as quickly as they could visit the Sanctuary and see what they could discover.


    The long drive gave them lots of time to reminisce about their college days at the University of Texas at Austin. Robert had been accepted into Harvard originally, but that summer before he left home, his father had tragically died in a car accident, and as the oldest of seven siblings, he had decided to stay home during college and help his mother take care of the family.


    If not for that circumstance, Robert and Edmund never would have met, let alone become good friends. Robert never showed any resentment or frustration with losing out on the opportunity to go to Harvard.


    Edmund knew that Robert had grown up as a strict Catholic, which his father rigidly enforced, but after his father died, Robert had for a time left the Catholic Faith entirely. That was when he and Edmund had met.


    During their junior year, Robert’s mother had gotten cancer. They had prayed to some saint or other, and miraculously, so he said, his mother had been healed. That event had brought Robert back to the Catholic Church, but instead of returning to the traditionalist group he grew up in, he attended regular parishes that were not so stringent.


    Edmund’s mind jumped from these memories to what Robert had said about Lotharis being a globalist. He didn’t buy into the conspiracy stuff that Robert did, but he was curious about why Robert thought that, so he broached the subject.


    “What’s the reason you think that Agent Lotharis is in this globalist conspiracy?” Edmund asked as the arid landscape of northern Mexico flew past.


    “In the first place,” Robert said, turning his head to look at Edmund, which always made Edmund nervous, since it meant that Robert was taking his eyes off the road, “he’s part of the FBI, so ipso facto he’s likely a globalist. But apart from that, he’s come to your house by himself or with only one other agent each time. Why isn’t he bringing a whole platoon of Feds after you avoided him? I think that he is acting as a rogue, with a different agenda. Maybe his own, but more likely controlled by the powers that be. Finally, I don’t believe his story about your father. Not entirely. Something weird happened with your father and the FBI, I’ll bet. How did you say your father died? And when exactly?”


    Edmund hated being asked about his father and how he died. He suppressed a surge of anger over Robert so blithely asked about the details again.


    “He died of a heart attack, out of the blue,” Edmund said, thinking back to that dark time in his life, when he was about twelve years old. He mulled over the new information he had been given about what his father was doing leading up to his death. “I never thought about other events going on then, but it happened around the time that he said he was working on a project that the government had become interested in. Of course, I had no idea it was related to the NSA or FBI or anything with nuclear warfare.”


    Robert stared off for a moment and then looked Edmund in the eye. “I know this is hard to talk about, and I have no proof, but I find it suspicious, highly suspicious, that his death was ‘out of the blue’ and coincided with the Feds getting involved in his work. Keep that in the back of your mind with Lotharis. Maybe your father ran afoul of him somehow? Or knew too much about something.”


    “I believe that most people who work for the government are decent, good people,” Edmund said. “Sure there are some bad apples, but why would anyone want to hurt someone like my dad, who was harmless and also upstanding? It makes no sense.”


    Robert raised an eyebrow. “Keep believing that my friend, if it makes you feel better. But upstanding people are the very ones that the globalists can’t stand, and whether your father was ‘harmless’—to them I mean—is not certain to me. Maybe his work threatened their plans.”


    Edmund didn’t respond. The direction of the discussion was starting to annoy him. He had gotten embroiled in conspiracy debates before with Robert: on the 9/11 attacks, on the moon landing, on the JFK assassination, and because he had not investigated these matters deeply, Robert usually “won” the debates or stumped Edmund with a piece of evidence or logic for which he didn’t have an answer. These debates never convinced Edmund, so he never cared enough to follow up afterward or to look into them further because the idea that a conspiracy theory had engulfed his father in some way disturbed him, and he didn’t want to dwell on it.


    As they continued driving, an awkward silence stretched between them.


    They arrived in San Miguel de Allende a short while later. Edmund had never traveled outside the United States in his life and was impressed by the beauty of the town, especially the older part. They drove on brick-paved streets where people streamed by on the sidewalks. They passed old buildings and churches, including one enormous one near the center of the city. Robert was more traveled and told Edmund that San Miguel had been a Spanish colonial town prior to the Mexican revolution.


    Thirty minutes later, they arrived at their lodging and got out. Edmund glanced at his new burner cell phone and thought about the homemade Faraday cages in which he and Robert had both left their cell phones at his house, He hoped that doing so would sever the last means for Lotharis to track them.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Lotharis ground his teeth in frustration. He had almost pinpointed Edmund’s location, had gotten it down to a neighborhood in northwest Austin, before the signal had winked out and gone dark.


    He had demanded that Dwayne get the signal back online, but Dwayne told him that Edmund had blocked his phone’s signal or destroyed it.


    How did he find out that I was surveilling him? Lotharis wondered in great vexation.


    Dwayne was able to obtain for Lotharis a list of Edmund’s closest associates, which were not many, and cross-referenced them to those who lived in northwest Austin. That reduced the set to just one person, Robert Black. But when he got Robert’s cell phone tracking set up, there was no signal there, either.


    He ordered Dwayne to engage air travel blocking on Edmund and Robert, which would add them immediately to the government’s secret no-fly list, but that order had been rejected by the FBI’s oversight department, on the grounds that Lotharis had abused the privilege before, so the best he could do was send alerts to his dashboard if Edmund booked air travel. For road travel, their technology was less advanced, but Dwayne would pull a twenty-four-hour log from the border patrol’s servers each night, run a batch analysis job on it, and alert Lotharis if either Edmund’s or Robert’s known vehicles crossed over to Canada or to Mexico.


    Finally, Lotharis set up license plate tracking on all connected camera systems, which included state toll roads, border patrol cameras, federal buildings, and hundreds of other places.


    Lotharis’s other, non-official, phone rang. He answered promptly.


    “How’s your vacation going?” he intoned, the first part of the handshake.


    The voice on the other end replied flatly, “It’s been a sweet delight.”


    Lotharis now remained silent, awaiting the order or question, as per protocol.


    “Give me an update on Project Teguce,” the voice said.


    Lotharis proceeded to tell his contact, whom he was told to call Nighthawk, about that project, on which he had made modest progress—a small-scale drug-trafficking operation in Central America. He didn’t wait for a response before adding, “But I have a different project that I have started as well, and I request assistance on it.”


    This interjection certainly broke protocol, but he had learned that his secret bosses appreciated his self-started endeavors, when judiciously apprised of them.


    A pause ensued, making Lotharis uneasy. Maybe he had overplayed this time. But then Nighthawk spoke. “Go on.”


    Lotharis briefed him on the situation with Edmund, leaving out certain details and background that he didn’t want Nighthawk and his superiors to know about—at least not yet—before asking for Nighthawk to give him assets in Mexico to search for Edmund.


    “I’ll consider the request,” Nighthawk said, “but in the meantime you are on your own. Prove to me that this boy is worth our attention, and that will help me take the case up the chain. Out.” Nighthawk hung up.


    Lotharis gritted his teeth. Nighthawk never allowed discussion or negotiation. He either agreed to a proposal, or he didn’t. Being treated so dismissively by Nighthawk galled Lotharis, but from years of mistreatment growing up and through college by his supposed “betters,” he had trained himself to endure belittling, biding his time for when he would be in the superior position.


    Lotharis sat back. All he could do was wait. Edmund would trip one of his sensors, and when he did, Lotharis would be ready to pounce on him.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The next day, Edmund and Robert were in the Mexican Sistine Chapel, the sanctuary at Atotinilco, a short drive from their hotel in San Miguel de Allende. This part of Mexico was considered the highlands and was semi-arid, as well as much cooler than it had been in Austin.


    Must be due to the elevation, Edmund thought as they got out of their car and started walking toward the church.


    The sanctuary itself looked from the outside like an old stone church. Edmund could see booths down the road where street vendors were selling wood and leather goods, as well as food. Some modern shops and a restaurant were also close by, but this was a very small town, if even that.


    The sun had barely risen, but already there were handfuls of people walking about the sidewalk. Most looked like tourists, but some were clearly locals. An old stooped-over Mexican woman sat outside the steps of the church, begging and holding out a cup. When they passed by her, Edmund dropped in a few pesos that he had gotten from the ATM, and the old lady smiled, scores of wrinkles showing up around her eyes on her weathered skin.


    They walked into the church and knew right away why it was called the Mexican Sistine Chapel. The walls and ceiling were covered by paintings and sacred artwork, depicting, Edmund guessed, saints and Bible stories.


    After looking around for the clue in the main sanctuary, Robert and Edmund went into the mostly empty side chapel and discovered that the Battle of Lepanto was depicted on the walls and ceiling there, but even after stealthy but extensive searching, they failed to discover where the next riddle was hidden.


    A young woman was kneeling in prayer in the chapel, so after Robert and Edmund went back out to the main church, Robert whispered to Edmund, “Go ask that girl in there if she knows what the ‘wind blowing from behind the throne’ could mean.”


    Edmund glanced back into the chapel, saw the girl still praying, and whispered back, “No way, man! How is she going to know anything about this stuff? Not to mention she probably doesn’t speak English, and also she’ll think that I’m a creep. You do it. Women like you.”


    Robert rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a wimp. This is about your father, remember? But you’re right: women do like me.” He grinned.


    Edmund looked back into the chapel and saw that the young woman was getting up and starting to walk out in their direction.


    Robert cleared his throat and stepped forward toward her, saying, “Pardon me, Miss. Habla inglés?”


    The young woman looked briefly at Edmund, then back to Robert, and replied in perfect English, “Yes, I speak English.”


    Edmund was glad that Robert had initiated the conversation, because as soon as he saw her walk up to them, he was dumbstruck by her beauty, and his thoughts scrambled, so he couldn’t have spoken coherently even if he had tried.


    “Fantastic,” Robert said, motioning to Edmund to hand him the riddle. “We are looking for something that we think is in this church and probably even in this chapel. The only thing we have to go on is a phrase, ‘feel the wind blowing from behind the throne.’ Does that mean anything to you?”


    The young woman frowned. She was petite, no more than five-and-a-half feet tall, couldn’t weigh much over one-hundred pounds, with curly red hair and blue eyes.


    She doesn’t look Mexican, Edmund thought. unless there are Irish Mexicans?


    She looked back at the chapel, then bit her lower lip a little. Edmund was watching her movements and trying to figure out how it was that each thing she did made her even more attractive.


    She said, “Let’s go back in. I have an idea.” They followed her back into the chapel, and they walked up to the railing and gate that was in front of the altar. She pointed to a statue of the Virgin Mary behind the altar.


    “The altar could be considered a throne. But also Our Lady of Victory herself behind the altar could be one, in which case going ‘behind the throne’ would mean through those little doorways on either side, the sacristy area for the priest.”


    Edmund swallowed the lump in his throat and mustered his courage to speak. “Are we allowed to go back there?”


    She looked at him, considering a moment. “Hmmm,” she started, then looked away hesitantly. “Usually only the priest goes into that area, but the priest is a friend of mine, and I think that he would be okay with it, as long as—” She narrowed her eyes. “You guys aren’t going to steal anything, are you? Or do something weird?”


    “No, not at all,” Robert broke in hurriedly. “My friend here has a message from his father, who died when he was younger, and we think that his dad left him a clue here.”


    She listened, then looked at Edmund appraisingly. Edmund tried to affect a winsome expression.


    His expression must have sufficed, because the girl opened a short gate in the railing, genuflected on one knee and made the Sign of the Cross, and led them past the altar, through the doorway on the right, and into the little room behind. Robert also genuflected, but Edmund didn’t, unsure of what that meant. Then Edmund and Robert started looking all around. The floor seemed solid, no obvious cracks or things to pull up.


    Edmund inspected the wall just behind the statue of Virgin Mary, looking for a door or seam that could hide something. Meanwhile, Robert was looking at the back wall, and was prying around some tapestry or painting.


    “Here’s something!” Robert cried out. “I can feel it loose behind here.”


    The girl and Edmund came over to stand by him.


    He prodded around for a few more seconds before straining and pulling out a small bag wrapped in tape.


    “We’ve got it,” Robert said, smiling broadly. “Should we open it now or wait?”


    “Let’s wait until we get back to San Miguel,” Edmund said, taking the bag from Robert and stuffing it into his pocket.


    They walked to the front door of the chapel with the young woman, and Edmund turned to her. “I can’t thank you enough. Really. What is your name?”


    “Brigid,” she answered. “And what are your names?”


    “I’m Edmund, and he’s Robert,” Edmund said. “I know this all sounds very strange, and I still don’t understand where it is leading me, but my father left me these clues, so I know they must be very important to me but also maybe to many others.”


    Something outside caught Edmund’s eye. He looked over Brigid’s shoulder and out the front door of the church, and a chill went up his spine. About two hundred yards away, and walking toward the church, was a familiar looking man. It was Casimir Lotharis. Edmund went cold with fear.


    “We need to go back inside, now!” Edmund whispered as he drew Robert and Brigid back into the interior of the church.


    Brigid turned pale. “What is it?” She looked back over her shoulder, wide-eyed and cringing.


    Robert had turned as well, saw Lotharis, and whistled softly. “It’s a guy who wants these clues, too, and has been following us. He’s not a good guy. We need to get away from here as fast as possible. Is there any other way out of this church?”


    “Quick, come with me,” Brigid said, leading them into the church, where she saw the priest coming to offer Mass.


    She approached the priest and whispered to him rapidly in Spanish. He looked up at Edmund and Robert and then motioned for them to follow him.


    They walked past the main sanctuary altar, through a side door into a small room that had priestly vestments and incense, and after pulling out a key, the priest opened another door and motioned them through it.


    Brigid thanked him, and they went through the doorway, which led to the outside of the church on the opposite side from the front entrance.


    *


    A few minutes later, back in the church, the priest continued to set up for offering Mass.


    Lotharis approached the priest and spoke to him in English. “Pardon, Father. But have you seen two young men around here this morning? Americans?”


    The priest looked away and then said, “Lo siento. No entiendo. My English very little.”


    Lotharis had spent many years interrogating suspects and knew that not only did the priest understand him well, but that he also was hiding something. This priest, and all priests, disgusted Lotharis. Sniveling, frock-wearing charlatans, all of them.


    “Very well,” Lotharis said, then gestured toward the confessional close by. “Father, will you hear my confession?”


    The priest nodded, then started walking to the confessional. Lotharis fell in behind, checked that no one else was in the church, and silently pulled out a weighted blackjack from his pocket. He quickly raised the weapon and swung it at the priest, bludgeoning him on the side of the head. The priest crumpled to the floor.


    Lotharis dragged the priest into the confessional and closed the curtain around him. “Forgive me, Father, for I have definitely sinned,” Lotharis said, laughing aloud at his own joke. He continued walking around the church, inspecting it for signs of where the boys were hiding.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    After Edmund, Robert, and Brigid exited the church through the back door, they hurried around the building in a wide arc, keeping an eye out for Lotharis as they made their way to Robert’s car. A bus load of tourists arrived, and scores of them were walking about the area, providing them good cover.


    Edmund filled Brigid in about the danger of the man pursuing them, though he left out many details. He didn’t want to frighten her unduly, but he did want her to understand that Lotharis was a dangerous man.


    Robert offered to drive Brigid back to her house, and after a moment’s hesitation she accepted.


    As Robert started driving, Edmund pulled out the bag, extracted a piece of paper, and fumbled it excitedly a moment before reading it aloud.


    You’ve made it this far but still have far to go.


    Across the ocean you’ll find

    the Eternal City awaits,

    the best place for one

    whose time preference dictates.


    In the church of the Fisherman,

    ascend 500 steps,

    and look around when you spiral up,

    before you spiral down.


    You’ll find the next breadcrumb,

    the last in the chain;

    immune from attack,

    so that each man may gain.


    Edmund re-read it aloud but admitted that he was stumped.


    Robert chimed in, “The phrase ‘Eternal City’ refers to Rome, so that matches with crossing the ocean.”


    Brigid asked to see the clue, and Edmund handed it to her. She studied it and said, “My family goes to Rome every few years, since my mother’s family is there. The word ‘Fisherman’ is capitalized, which makes me think of St. Peter, because Christ said that He would make Peter a ‘fisher of men.’ The popes who have succeeded St. Peter wear the Fisherman’s Ring.”


    “Does St. Peter have a church dedicated to him in Rome somewhere?” Edmund asked, looking at Brigid in the backseat.


    “Certainly,” Brigid said. “You must not be Catholic. St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome is one of the greatest churches in the world.”


    Edmund felt like an idiot for not knowing that, and hoped that he wasn’t blushing.


    Brigid continued. “What’s more, I think I know what the five-hundred steps refer to. You can climb up to the cupola of St. Peter’s. It’s several hundred steps, at least. Not sure how many exactly. Along the way near the top of the dome, there’s even a very narrow spiral staircase.”


    Robert said. “That makes sense. Also, the phrase ‘time preference’ in economics refers to how much one values receiving some payment immediately versus waiting and getting it later, with interest added. But I don’t know how time preference would dictate anything nor why Rome would be a good place for it.”


    They drove on, San Miguel de Allende coming into view, and Brigid directed Robert on how to get to her house.


    Edmund was thinking back to their narrow escape from Lotharis, wondering how he had tracked them, not just to Mexico, but even to the Sanctuary itself, and how he had caught up to them so quickly. He would have to talk with Robert about that once they were alone again.


    They arrived at Brigid’s home and went inside.The old, well-appointed house stood in the Spanish colonial central part of town.


    Edmund saw several niches, each with a statue of a saint, some also with flowers, along with what looked like a family altar. Clearly Brigid and her family were devout.


    He also spotted a large coat-of-arms emblazoned on a large wooden plaque, with the name “Kilcannon” written in script across the top like a banner.


    She brought them into the main living area, and a short, middle-aged man stood up from the couch, looking surprised. Edmund surmised that he must be Brigid’s father, and her mother was sitting in a chair as well, knitting or crocheting.


    “Father, I’d like to introduce you to Edmund and Robert,” Brigid said, gesturing toward the young men. “I met them at the Sanctuary today, and they were kind enough to drive me home.”


    Brigid’s father’s face darkened, but he walked up to Edmund and held out his hand. They shook hands, and he did the same with Robert, looking piercingly into their eyes as if discerning whether he should hurl them bodily out of his house.


    Brigid continued. “Edmund and Robert, this is my father, Mr. Kilcannon.”


    “Pleased to meet you, sir,” Robert said, and Edmund mumbled something similar. He felt intimidated by this man, even though he was taller than him by many inches. Mr. Kilcannon, like his daughter, looked unmistakably Irish, and Edmund wondered how they had ended up in Mexico.


    Mrs. Kilcannon invited the boys to sit down, then went into the kitchen and returned with glasses of water for both of them. Edmund fidgeted nervously and was about to scratch his head but stopped himself when he caught Mr. Kilcannon staring at him.


    Brigid prompted them to share more with her father about what was going on, and Robert gave him an explanation of the clues that Edmund’s father had left for him—minus Agent Lotharis’s pursuit—and that they had puzzled out that the next one led to Rome.


    When Robert finished the synopsis, Brigid’s father grunted in acknowledgement.


    “So are you Catholic?” he asked Robert.


    “Yes, sir, I am,” Robert said, and Mr. Kilcannon’s countenance eased slightly.


    “Traditional Catholic or modernist?” Mr. Kilcannon squinted again.


    Robert, caught off-guard, stared wide-eyed at him a moment, but quickly recovered. “I grew up very traditional, but it’s hard to find a real traditional parish where I live in Texas.”


    This answer seemed to satisfy Mr. Kilcannon. Edmund noticed that Robert didn’t mention how he had left the Catholic Faith for some years, and even now that he was back, did not consider himself a traditionalist anymore. He didn’t know what it meant to be a “modernist” though.


    Edmund didn’t have time to muse over Robert’s response, because Mr. Kilcannon turned sharply and locked onto Edmund with his gaze. “And what about you?”


    “Uh, no sir. I’m not,” Edmund replied lamely. It was the first time that he had ever wished he were Catholic, if only not to affront this man.


    Mr. Kilcannon’s grimace returned.


    Before Mr. Kilcannon could reply, his wife interjected gently, saying, “You boys certainly are on an adventure. What do you plan to do next?”


    In spite of Robert having spoken almost exclusively thus far, she directed this question squarely at Edmund. He shifted in his seat. “I’m going to Rome. I am committed to finding where my father’s clues lead.”


    Robert cleared his throat. “Ahem, we are going to Rome he means.” He flashed his winning smile at them all. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world!”


    Brigid laughed. Robert’s personality was infectious.


    Mrs. Kilcannon turned to her husband. “You know, dear, that the time for our next visit to Italy is here. Nonna expects us any day.”


    Mr. Kilcannon replied curtly. “We’ll discuss it later.”


    His wife looked down submissively and remained silent.


    Edmund’s heart leapt at the possibility that Brigid might go to Italy as well, but then his conscience pricked him and before thinking he said, “One thing you should know though, sir, is that there’s a man who has been pursuing these clues as well. He’s with the U.S. government. What I mean is, there’s danger with my search for these clues.”


    Brigid shot a quick look at her father, afraid of what his reaction might be to this news, and her having concealed it.


    Mr. Kilcannon gazed at Edmund, then at Brigid. “And have you seen this man here in Mexico?”


    Brigid responded first. “Yes, Father, they spotted him back at the Sanctuary, but Father Cordero helped us leave by a back way, so the man did not see us at all.”


    “The Kilcannons back down from no man,” Mr. Kilcannon stated evenly, with a tone that implied that this was a well-known family truism. “We are San Patricios through and through. We fought against the injustice of the U.S. once and will not cower in fear from one of their agents now.”


    Robert gave Edmund a sidelong look, raising his eyebrows. Edmund didn’t know who or what San Patricios were or how they had fought the U.S., but Mr. Kilcannon’s overall resolve sounded positive toward them, so he didn’t venture to ask questions.


    Brigid had been watching the boys’ faces. “The San Patricio Battalion was a group of Irishmen who fought for Mexico in the Mexican-American War in the mid-eighteen hundreds. They had been poorly treated in the United States. We are descended from one of them.”


    “Not just from one of them,” Mr. Kilcannon cried, “but from Captain Santiago O’Leary himself! The very right hand of Major John Riley, God bless ’em and rest their souls.” He made the Sign of the Cross over himself.


    Brigid’s face flushed, and she pursed her lips, which Edmund interpreted as a mixture of family pride and embarrassment at how her father was portraying their heritage.


    Robert got Edmund’s attention and motioned with his head toward the door, indicating that they should leave as soon as possible.


    Edmund was awkward at these kinds of gatherings, unsure of the social protocols. Was it rude to leave too early? Or if they stayed longer, was it an intrusion? Dismissing civilities, he wanted to get away from there at once and process this new clue, as well as decide what they should do next. He worried about how they could shake Lotharis from their trail.


    He stood up abruptly. “Thank you, Sir, and Ma’am, for your hospitality. We, I mean Robert and I, need to get back to our hotel and make plans. If you end up in Rome when we’re there—not that I’m asking that you go; of course I would never ask that—but if you do, it would be a great pleasure to see you again.”


    He was looking at Brigid, and his words trailed off quietly. She smiled at him, and then he quickly amended himself, looking again at Mr. Kilcannon, “It would be great to see all of you.”


    Robert stood up as well, and so did Mr. Kilcannon. He shook their hands again, with a rock-hard grip, and Brigid then walked them to the front door.


    As they were leaving, Brigid said, “I will say a prayer for you both. And who knows? We might see you in Rome. What my mother said was true: we are due for our next visit to my grandmother’s and are already planning it.”


    Edmund noticed her perfect little nose, upturned at the end ever so slightly. She really was straight out of an Irish fairytale. “We will be leaving for Rome as soon as we can.” His mind whirled with trying to think of how she could get in contact with them. “The safest way for you to reach me is through my Fiefdom app. I’ll send you a link to it.”


    She assented, and he got her phone number and then texted her a deep link into the app.


    As Robert and Edmund got back into the car, Edmund’s head was abuzz with Brigid’s beauty, the prospect of Rome, the danger of Lotharis, and the hope of finding where his father was leading him.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    As Edmund sank into the couch in his and Robert’s short-term rental house, his tensed muscles relaxed. The two-bedroom hacienda was in secluded location at the end of a stone-paved cul-de-sac in the old part of San Miguel de Allende. The floors were made of Saltillo tile, and the white stucco walls gave the home a cozy feel.


    While Robert went down the street to the local market to buy food for them and to get a big water jug, Edmund realized he hadn’t checked the news or his Fiefdom stats in some time. He brought up the headlines and read that an American bank was caught in the contagion from failing Eurozone banks and had just gone bust. The FDIC assured the public that the bank’s customers would be made whole, even up to $1 million under a special emergency program rolled out by the Federal Reserve and the Treasury, but Americans were getting uneasy about the safety of their funds and scrambling to find other safe havens.


    But that failing bank wasn’t Edmund’s bank, so he didn’t worry. The U.S. financial system was the strongest in the world, he was convinced, and if there were a crisis, it would no doubt be the last man standing.


    Edmund switched over to Fiefdom. He was pleasantly surprised to see that the number of unique users had doubled. Growth had slowed from exponential to merely geometric, but was still quite strong.


    He saw he had a direct message waiting for him. It was from Digdug.


    “Get rid of the car,” Digdug said in the note. “He’s tracking you through it.”


    Edmund’s sense of security vanished as he looked out the window at Robert’s car parked out in front of the house.


    Digdug was online, so Edmund called him.


    Digdug picked up and said in his gruff voice, “Glad you called. Have you ditched the car?”


    “No, I just got your message. Are you sure he’s tracking it?”


    “I’m sure, because I’m tracking him. Not sure how long he’s been able to track it, but he now has GPS street-level tracking on it.”


    Edmund tried in vain to understand what it meant that Digdug was able to know what Lotharis was doing, but refocused on the immediate issue—they had to get rid of the car as quickly as possible, as soon as Robert returned.


    Digdug waited and when he didn’t get a response, he said, “Did you find the next clue?”


    “Yes, we got it. It leads to Rome.”


    “Rome, huh?” Digdug said. “So you’ll have to use the airlines to get there.” He said this as if to himself.


    “Do you think that Lotharis will be tracking flights? Could he intercept us at the airport?” Edmund asked.


    Digdug remained silent a moment. “I don’t think so. He can track your flight—no way around that—but he doesn’t have authorization to arrest you. He’s trying to capture you, or rather capture what you are looking for, on his own.”


    “Okay, we will book flights then.”


    “I will book mine then, too,” Digdug said. “I’m going to meet you in Rome. Assuming you’d like my help?”


    Edmund hesitated a moment. His deep-seated aversion to depending on another person flared up briefly, but he shoved it down. He realized that he did need help, at the least in staying a step ahead of Lotharis. And Digdug had proven himself a valuable ally thus far.


    “Yes, I would welcome your help,” he said.


    “Great. I’ll meet you in Rome at Termini Station.” Digdug ended the call.


    Edmund immediately booked two flights, one for him and one for Robert, and when Robert returned he told him what Digdug had said to him about the car.


    Robert said that he had wanted to get a new car for a while anyway, so they drove down to a used car lot outside of town and sold the car. Robert groused that they got ripped off, but Edmund promised to make it up to him once all the dust settled.


    They used a ride-sharing app to get back to their house. Edmund and Robert discussed what Lotharis may know from tracking their car. They had gone to the Kilcannon’s house after finding the clue, and then directly to their rental house, so he could possibly know either or both of those locations.


    Edmund messaged Brigid through Fiefdom that Lotharis might know that they had gone to her house. She responded back quickly—Edmund was impressed that she had figured out how to use Fiefdom so easily—and she told Edmund that her father was aware and would take care of her.


    She also told him that the priest at the Sanctuary, Father Cordero, had been viciously attacked from behind by a man and knocked unconscious. Edmund expressed his shock.


    If Lotharis is willing to attack a priest for no reason, he’s willing to do worse to me, he thought.


    Edmund relayed all these developments to Robert.


    Robert and Edmund started packing up their things, and Robert said, “Brigid is quite the young woman. And her father is fierce!”


    Edmund had just been thinking about Brigid as well, and a stab of jealousy went through him when Robert mentioned her name.


    Of course Robert would like her, Edmund thought. And no doubt she likes him. And with both of them being Catholic, while I’m a nothing, I have no chance. Why can’t Robert just leave one girl for me? He has his pick of any girl he wants!


    He told himself to suppress these feelings, but as he watched Robert putting his clothes in his suitcase, his frustration grew, until he blurted out, “I don’t think she’s really your type.”


    “What?” Robert said, looking surprised and amused. “Who said I thought she was my type?”


    Edmund didn’t look at him, and studiously kept packing his bag. After a few more moments, Edmund asked, “So you think she’s pretty?”


    Robert must have read his thoughts, because he cut to the chase. “Look, man, I can tell that you like her, and one of my ironclad rules is, if a friend is interested in a girl, I’m not interested in her. Do you believe me?”


    Edmund still had his ire up, but Robert’s words assuaged him. He realized that Robert had never gone after a girl that he was pursuing. But then again, he’d never met a girl like Brigid before and couldn’t imagine any guy not being immediately taken by her.


    Edmund looked up at Robert, who had stopped packing and was waiting for him to respond. “Yeah, man. Forget I said anything,” Edmund said lamely. He couldn’t push himself to say any more than that.


    Edmund and Robert packed up and vacated the house, taking another ride-share to a restaurant and then to the airport. They were leaving first thing the next morning and decided to sleep uncomfortably in the airport terminal itself.


    Edmund felt hopeful about the fact that Digdug would soon be helping them personally, but he still felt like a mouse running through a maze.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Did you get the information from the kid?” the dead-sounding voice asked.


    “No, but I’m close to catching him,” Lotharis said.


    Inside, Lotharis was fuming. A goofball boy and his friend had so far eluded him. Probably by luck, but their luck would end. He sat at his FBI house in San Miguel, looking at his dashboards and waiting for the updated vehicle location report to come in from Dwayne.


    Lotharis realized Nighthawk had asked him something. Must have been about where Edmund was going next, he guessed, so he replied, “No, I don’t know where’s he’s headed, but I know where he’s been. It would help me if you put a few resources at my disposal when the boy pops up next.”


    He was answered by silence. Lotharis waited, with annoyance. When Nighthawk didn’t respond in the past, it meant he was considering, or possibly conferring, and Lotharis was to remain quiet.


    “Resources granted,” Nighthawk said without preamble. “You have two assets in North America, two in Europe, and two in Asia ready to go. I will send you the number. When you call, the code sign is ‘Albatross is at the mast.’ Out.”


    Lotharis put down his phone and leaned back in his chair. He looked out his window and down at the park below, where kids were playing on a playset and swings.


    He checked his computer and saw that Dwayne had sent him three locations, all in San Miguel: two residences and one used-car lot, from the looks of it.


    How did they know to ditch their car? Lotharis wondered. These boys are too inexperienced to have figured that out for themselves. Someone must be helping them.


    But no one, except for Dwayne and Nighthawk, knew about his pursuit. Could one of them be helping the boys?


    He cross-checked the two residential addresses: a short-term rental and the other a house owned by someone named Kilcannon. He sent word to Dwayne that he wanted surveillance on the Kilcannons as well.


    If Edmund was on the track of what Lotharis thought he was, it meant a ticket straight into the higher echelons of power. He would fit in, finally, and be among those who could truly appreciate his talents.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Robert and Edmund arrived at Fiumicino Airport and took the Leonardo Express to Rome’s Termini Station.


    Robert had traveled extensively with his work and been to Rome before, but for Edmund it was all new. Thousands of people swarmed like ants around the trains, which made Edmund think that it should be called Zoo Station instead.


    Edmund was delighted when Brigid messaged him and told him that her family was indeed coming to Rome too, and would arrive the next day. He had worried about the possibility that Agent Lotharis may have tracked him to her family’s house in San Miguel, so now that she would be out of Mexico entirely, he felt relieved.


    Robert told him to watch for pickpockets in the train station, so Edmund was clutching his bags as close to his body as possible and looking at every person who walked by as a possible threat.


    They wended their way through the crowds and then up a flight of stairs that led to a terrace with a café where Digdug had told them to meet, just enough out of the way from the main crush of people but still gave Edmund a feeling of being “hidden in plain sight.”


    Robert ordered food for them—he knew the basic Italian phrases—and Edmund scanned the people at the tables of the café, looking for one that might be Digdug. He was determined to spot Digdug before he was spotted by him.


    Digdug had only told them to come here and that he would find them. He must not be here yet, Edmund thought as he continued looking at the crowd outside the café.


    Edmund felt a tap on his shoulder. He whirled around, surprised, and saw a middle-aged man standing in front of him, a peaceful, yet sad, look on his face.


    He looked to be in his fifties, was quite a bit shorter than Edmund, of medium build. He had thin black hair with streaks of gray in it, a full beard, and brown eyes. Edmund noticed a long scar on his right cheek.


    “Edmund, my name is Thomas Spiloro, but you know me by Digdug,” the man said evenly. His voice matched his eyes, melancholy but not unkind. He held out his hand, and Edmund shook it, remembering to make a strong grip like Robert had often reminded him to do.


    “Good to meet you, sir,” Edmund said hesitantly. He wasn’t completely sure that he could trust this man, and while Digdug—Thomas—had earned the benefit of the doubt, he had questions for him.


    Thomas motioned to a table in the corner, and they sat down. Robert was finishing putting in their order but had been looking back at them frequently.


    When Robert came over they made introductions. Robert remained silent after that, and Edmund could tell that he was appraising Thomas himself.


    Edmund spoke first with what was foremost on his mind. “How is it you have known what Agent Lotharis is doing this whole time? He’s FBI. Are you Super FBI? Or some kind of private detective?”


    “Neither, fortunately,” Thomas chuckled. “But you are close. I am also an FBI agent. Been one for decades now. And I know Casimir Lotharis well. Too well, and for too long. Years ago the Bureau put me out to pasture, gave me a back-office job where I wouldn’t be in people’s way. But that neglect has afforded me leeway to watch the watchers.”


    Edmund mulled this explanation over. FBI agents, one spying on him, and one spying on the spy. Was he in a double-cross cloak-and-dagger movie? It felt unreal. He was just a computer programmer from Austin.


    Even so, his gut told him that Thomas was trustworthy. If nothing else, he knew that Lotharis meant him harm and that Thomas had been protecting him from that harm. If not for Thomas, he knew that he—and the clues—would be in Lotharis’s clutches by now.


    Thomas looked to Robert and then back to Edmund. “Look, I know you’re trying to decide whether you can trust me,” Thomas said. “Only you can decide that. I can’t prove that I’m on your side, beyond that which I’ve already done. I will tell you now, though, that Agent Lotharis knows that you booked flights and flew to Rome today and that he is not far behind. I want to make sure that he has no way to track you any further. You’ve gotten rid of your phones and of course your car is gone. Is there any other person or gadget you’ve been interacting with in the past several days that he could use to find you?”


    Edmund thought about any devices he had on him: just his burner phone now. As for people, it was just him and Robert.


    And Brigid.


    “Oh, there’s Brigid, the girl in Mexico,” he said.


    “Who’s Brigid?” Thomas asked, looking up sharply. “Better yet, please catch me up with what’s happened since you came to Mexico. I can filter through it and identify anything that he can use.”


    So Edmund recounted their time in San Miguel de Allende: finding the clue in the Sanctuary, their meeting with Brigid and her family, and then their flight from Mexico.


    “The girl concerns me,” Thomas said, gazing somewhere over Edmund’s shoulder. “If Lotharis had your vehicle tracking locked in, he will know that you visited her.”


    “I thought of that, too,” Edmund said. “But if he knew exactly where we were, why didn’t he attack us at our rental house in San Miguel? My guess is that he didn’t yet have it dialed in, or whatever you call it, and since we visited her house prior to that, he wouldn’t have had the tracking then, either.”


    Thomas grunted. “Maybe. One thing I’ve learned, don’t bet on mere chances. Where is the girl and her family now?”


    “Well, that’s the interesting thing. She’s on her way here to Rome,” Edmund said as he took a bite of his croissant.


    Thomas rolled his eyes. “Great, just what we need: someone who can become a hostage or lead Lotharis to you. If you have a way of contacting her, tell her that she and her family need to take precautions.”


    Edmund’s delight at Brigid’s impending arrival turned to dread. Realizing that he may have put Brigid in danger threw his stomach into a lurch.


    Robert changed the subject to discuss the clue they’d found, and Thomas listened to their guess that it pointed to the cupola of St. Peter’s Basilica. Thomas thought their theory was reasonable, so they made plans to go to the Basilica the next day.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    The four Denizens sat in a well-appointed salon in Sylvester Ballistrini’s historic home.


    One wall was covered in bookshelves with Ballistrini’s collection of old and important books. A large fireplace adorned another wall, with a family portrait of a Ballistrini ancestor framed above it.


    The ornate, coffered ceiling had designs showing the historical crests of the various Dukes, Viscounts, and Barons of the Ballistrini family and their close relations over the centuries.


    Sylvester was in his second year of being Primate among the Denizens.


    The remaining six Denizens joined via video conference, something only recently made possible after they had commissioned custom software to be built that ensured absolute privacy and security of their communication channels.


    Sylvester turned to a middle-aged man on his right, Andre Montag. “Update us on the Russia-Baltic instigation.”


    Andre flipped open his notebook and read off bullet points. “The conflict is going to plan thus far. The Baltic States, backed by NATO, are currently losing badly, and suffering heavy casualties, as we had hoped. These losses are fueling increased anti-Russian sentiment and the demand for NATO to enter the war overtly. The next step for us is to hit commercial computer systems in the U.S. and in Europe with a cyberattack, and then to blame the Russians for it as a false flag. This should escalate the war. Do I have quorum approval to initiate the cyberattack?”


    The Denizens, having joined remotely via video call, voted, and the ones in person did as well: unanimous approval to start the cyberattack was given.


    Andre nodded. “It will be done. The attack will hit the banking sector as well, as we discussed.” He looked at Lucas Bourlon, the Denizen responsible for the European Banking system. “Are you prepared for it?”


    Sylvester looked to Lucas and cued him to speak. Lucas, an older Frenchman with a bald head and gray, short-trimmed beard, said, “Yes I am ready. As you all know, two banks have refused to follow our guidelines. They’ve been transacting with Russia behind our backs and cutting deals with other unapproved countries. The cyberattack will give us the cover to execute our plan to drain these banks of liquidity, shut off their lines of funding, and call in their loans. Their troubles will quickly worsen with our public propaganda campaign—we’ve already gotten ten pre-written articles ready to go by the top writers at the mainstream news companies. We foresee this causing a series of bank runs, and then the European Central Bank will call for a bank holiday for all banks, including our own, but we have prepared for this, and ours will emerge stronger from it, getting extra funding from the ECB to buy the valuable assets from the banks we are destroying and those that go under.”


    Sylvester nodded. Then he addressed the other Denizens. “If anyone is not prepared for these actions, please speak now.”


    No Denizen spoke. They had each been taking steps over the past six months to ensure their institutions and friends were set up to not just survive the coming cataclysm, but to profit from it.


    Lucas Bourlon raised his hand to speak again, got a nod, and said, “Remember that we will show the banking system to be weak so that the people will demand security for their money, and this will allow us to get one step closer to ushering in the central bank digital currency. We can’t implement the CBDC yet. That will have to wait for the next phase of crisis for which we are just beginning to engineer the foundation, but this is a necessary first step.”


    Sylvester was pleased. The CBDC represented the ultimate coup de grâce over the commercial banks, especially those in the U.S. controlled by Wall Street and the current Federal Reserve Chairman. It would allow them to control the people in minute detail, what they could and could not spend their money on, and even more importantly make them dependent on the State for monthly income subsistence.


    The wonders of technology, making such dreams possible! Sylvester thought as he spun a globe that sat on the table next to the sofa.


    He imagined how much his ancestors would have salivated at the kind of power these modern advancements had now enabled.


    The Federal Reserve had been a thorn in their side in these past seven years. After decades of compliant Board Governors and Fed Chairmen, they had gotten outmaneuvered in the most recent Chair appointment, William Washington. Initially, he seemed pliable, but after a few years, he showed his true colors as a U.S. commercial banking interest and Wall Street loyalist. He had drained liquidity from the Eurodollar market through the Fed’s Reverse Repo Facility, and now was aggressively raising the Fed Funds Rate to put pressure on the ECB, which was having severe problems keeping its member states solvent in the face of such rate pressure. The Euro was slipping toward parity with the U.S. Dollar, and the Denizens had been getting anxious calls from their banks’ leaders requesting help.


    The Denizens had almost succeeded in ousting Washington via the U.S. President, a man over whom they had almost total control, but after playing hardball for months, they had had to cave in and allow his reappointment. Two Syndicators under Bourlon had to be eliminated as the fall guys for this failure.


    Maurice Warburg was also in attendance in person, but he had said nothing and seemed distracted. He was their American orchestrator, from politics to economics to industry. Sylvester made a mental note to ask him privately how he was doing.


    After brief status updates from two other remote Denizens, Sylvester called an end to the meeting and rang for drinks. His butler came in with a footman, and the remaining Denizens discussed matters of pleasure, from the latest polo matches to who was looking good in the upcoming Premier League Football season.


    Warburg remained silent.


    Afterwards he and Sylvester had a long conversation about a seemingly small project with one of his Syndicator’s Initiates that was bothering him.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    The next day found Brigid and her family settling into their house in Rome. In actuality it was an extra house that her uncle owned, and he let them stay there whenever they wanted.


    Brigid guessed the stone house was hundreds of years old. It had two stories, and their bedrooms were on the second floor. Her younger brother, who was eighteen years old, went out to buy groceries, while she and her mother unpacked and discussed the internet disruption that had hit Europe and the U.S. while they were still in flight over the Atlantic.


    When they landed, chaos reigned at the airport: the airlines’ computer systems couldn’t connect to the servers, and the news blared that this was a cyberattack perpetrated by the Russians as a reprisal against the European Union’s meddling in the Baltic affair.


    They managed to get their luggage, jostle their way out of the airport, and hail an old-school taxi. They arrived in the afternoon at their villa.


    Brigid heard a knock at the downstairs door and wondered if it might be Edmund and Robert. She heard her father exchange words with someone as she began going down the stairs, then her father cried out in pain, and she heard a crash.


    Her mother rushed past her on the stairs, and Brigid followed her, in shock as to what could be happening.


    She reached the bottom and turned into the living room where she saw the back of a large man advancing on her father, who was sprawled out on the floor by the dining room table. He was shaking his head and weakly attempting to rise.


    Her mother screamed and flew at the man, who quickly turned and caught her mother’s hand as she tried to slap him. He then smacked her across the face with the backside of his fist, and her mother crumpled to the floor.


    Brigid screamed, “Father, get up!” and the man turned and stalked toward Brigid. She walked backwards, groping for some weapon to defend herself with, then ran back up the stairs. She hoped that she could draw the man away from her father, but while she was upstairs grabbing her pepper-spray, he didn’t follow.


    She sprinted back down the stairs and saw her father struggling with the man, but he had no chance.


    “Where are the boys staying?” the man asked in heavily accented English. “I no ask you again. Tell me, and I leave and no hurt your family.”


    Her father gave Brigid a terrified look, and she shouted, “Don’t tell him, Father!”


    But her father shook his head and said, “Next to the Piazza Navona.”


    “Grazie,” said the man, and he sucker-punched her father, knocking him unconscious to the tile floor.


    He slowly turned toward Brigid now, a cruel smile—with two missing teeth—on his scarred face. He looked Italian and had dark features. A thuggish bruiser. Brigid knew she had no chance against him physically.


    “You said you wouldn’t hurt us if he told you,” Brigid pleaded, circling around the couch to keep it between her and the assailant.


    He moved around the couch smoothly, until Brigid’s back was to her father and the dining room. “I lied,” he said with a smile.


    She pulled the pepper spray out from her pocket and sprayed him twice in the face. He coughed and bellowed something unintelligible before lunging toward her over the couch.


    Brigid jumped back—she was small and spry—and he fell onto the floor. She dared not strike him but instead, when he started to rise, she doused him with more pepper spray. She continued backing up until her back hit the china cabinet. The man put his hand in front of his face in a warding gesture and then growled and charged at her like a bull.


    On instinct, she dodged aside and threw herself onto the ground behind the table just as one of his arms, spread wide, hit her on the shoulder. She cried out, and she heard glass shatter.


    She got up quickly and saw that the man had smashed right through the china cabinet, hitting his head on the hardwood at the back of it and deeply cutting his neck and arms on the glass. She looked all around for some kind of weapon, as he was still moving, trying to extract himself. She spotted a stone crock on the kitchen counter; she picked it up and stumbled with it over to the man. She lifted it up as high as she could, and dropped it onto the back of his head with a dull thunk. The man went limp and slid out from the cabinet and onto the ground.


    Brigid, her breaths coming in ragged gasps, sank to her knees and tried to gather her frantic thoughts.


    She crawled over to her father and gently cradled his battered face in her hands. He started coming to, blinking his eyes and looking dazedly around the room.


    He must have remembered what had happened, because he yelled and tried to get up, lurching forward before falling back into Brigid’s lap.


    “Papa, it’s okay. It’s me,” Brigid soothed, caressing his cheeks. Seeing her father, so strong and brave, beaten into this pitiable state rattled her deeply. He quieted down and started breathing more slowly.


    After she told him what had happened, he slowly rose, first to sit, and after a few minutes, pushed himself to a stand using the side of the sofa. They went over to Brigid’s mother, who also was rousing, an ugly bruise forming around her left eye.


    Brigid looked anxiously over at their attacker, who still had not moved. Who knows how long he will remain incapacitated?


    “Come on,” Brigid urged, helping her mother to her feet. “We need to get out of here before he wakes up.”


    They limped out of the house, supporting each other as best they could, with diminutive Brigid in the middle. The quiet side street led them up to the corner where a busier street crossed. She saw a bus stop and bench close by and led them over to it. They collapsed onto the bench, her father holding her mother tenderly and asking how she was doing. Passers-by glanced at them curiously, but no one stopped to ask if they needed help.


    The bus came by, and Brigid and her parents got onto it. First step, Brigid thought, get away from that man. Then, she would take them to her uncle’s primary residence on the other side of town.


    But after that, and as fast as she could, she needed to get to the Piazza Navona and warn Edmund and Robert that Agent Lotharis knew where they were staying.


    Thirty minutes later, Brigid had dropped off her parents, borrowed a phone and texted her brother to avoid their uncle’s house and come to their new location, and was now on another bus, on her way to Hotel Sole in Piazza Navona, to warn Edmund and Robert that Agent Lotharis knew their whereabouts.


    She was not afraid, even after the attack on her family. Instead, it had made her angry and thus steeled her determination to oppose Lotharis and help Edmund escape from him. She wondered why she was not frightened and attributed it to her father. As far back as she could remember, he had showed her what it meant to be courageous in the face of fear, and he often told her that she, of all her siblings, had inherited his fiery temperament.


    Finally the bus arrived at the Piazza Navona. She jumped out, quickly scanned the area around the piazza, and then made her way to their hotel, nimbly dodging around the tourists milling about the square.


    She knocked, and Robert asked who it was before letting her in. She entered, breathless, and found Edmund and another man there as well.


    Edmund stood up when she walked in, as did the older man, and they quickly made introductions with Thomas and Brigid.


    Robert offered Brigid a drink, which she gratefully accepted. Then she recounted the details of the awful attack that she and her family had just experienced.


    Edmund was aghast that he had jeopardized Brigid and her family.


    Thomas leaned forward, asked a few more questions, and said, “Brigid, you must have been tracked since Mexico when the boys visited your family, before they got rid of their car. But now Lotharis has undoubtedly started tracking your phones. You need to ditch them, and so do your parents.”


    Brigid’s eyes went wide at the revelation of how Lotharis had discovered where they were. She had fled the house with only her small wallet in her skirt pocket and realized that she had left her phone back at their house. She was certain her parents also had left with nothing but themselves when they escaped.


    “Good news then, I guess,” she said. “We all left our phones in our rush to get away from the goon. So he can’t track us that way anymore. Except for my brother, but I’ll message him and tell him to get rid of his phone.”


    “Nonetheless,” Thomas said, looking sober. “He can find anyone connected with you. Once you leave here, which needs to be shortly, get your parents, brother, and your uncle to my safe house outside of Rome, just in case Lotharis connects the dots that your uncle lives here. I will give you the address along with the gate code and location of the key. But describe to me again what the man looked like who attacked you.”


    Brigid told him about the brute: tall, broad, square jaw, squashed flat nose like he had been beaten with a mallet.


    Edmund frowned and looked at Thomas. “That doesn’t describe Lotharis. Who else could it be?”


    “Worse than Lotharis,” Thomas replied. “He must have been given this man to help him track you down and capture you. Not by the FBI, either, or I would have known it from my monitors. This guy came from his other bosses, which means that he has more tools at his disposal than just himself, and that we have to be extra careful.” Robert wanted to ask who these other bosses were, but Brigid spoke instead, “Oh that’s the first thing I meant to tell you! When the man hurt my father, he asked where you were, and my dad told him that you are in this piazza. But he only told him because the man lied and said that he wouldn’t hurt us if he did. They could be coming here anytime.”


    Edmund jumped up, panicked, but Thomas waved for him to stay calm. “We will get ready to go, after we see you safely off. Then we’ll look for the next clue,” Thomas said. He was going to say more, but Robert, who had been halfway listening to the TV, interrupted.


    “Guys, more bad news. Yesterday that cyberattack stopped us from getting tickets to the cupola, but look,” Robert said, pointing at the TV. “The banks have just declared a week-long holiday starting tomorrow, allegedly due to two big Chinese real estate firms going under from exposure to the Eurozone banks that failed. This will mean chaos, and fat chance that we will be able to get in to St. Peter’s Basilica until the dust settles.”


    “What can we do?” Edmund asked, feeling trapped between thugs converging on their location and their inability to pursue his father’s clue.


    Thomas closed his eyes and sat back in thought, and Edmund and Brigid looked over at him. After a moment, he opened his eyes. “Chaos also provides opportunities: protocols get disrupted; guards leave their posts; doors get left open. When we leave here, we will go to St. Peter’s and look for a way in.”


    They heard glass shatter outside the hotel. Fearing a break-in to their hotel suite, they rushed to the back window. It was intact. They looked through it to the outside, and across the street they saw two masked men breaking into a purse store. Up and down the street vendors were closing up shops and locking their doors, some pulling down metal sliding doors over their window fronts.


    “Speaking of chaos,” Robert said mildly, “Brigid should get back to her family promptly.”


    “Agreed,” Thomas said, writing out an address on a sheet and some numbers. He handed it to Brigid.


    “Take a bus if you can.” He pulled out some bills from his wallet and gave them to her.” If not, pay a taxi to get you back and then to get your family safely outside the city.”


    Brigid took the money and thanked him. Edmund, looking pale, walked her to the door. “I’m so sorry I got you into this. Please be careful.”


    She gave him a big smile. “Don’t worry. I’m a Kilcannon.”


    With that, she was gone. Robert and Thomas were already packing up their bags. Edmund joined them, readying himself for riots, protests, and breaking into St. Peter’s Basilica.


    He hoped that they could get away before Lotharis and his hired muscle found them.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Ten minutes later they were ready. They shouldered the backpacks and walked out of the hotel, Thomas leading. The Piazza Navona had filled with people. Some were shouting, others seemed dazed, and many just looked to be enjoying the spectacle.


    Stores were already closed up. One bank had dozens of people around it, banging on the doors and windows, with a bank manager inside looking terrified and pacing about uncertainly.


    Thomas led them north through the crowds, then west toward the Tiber River. Edmund rapidly looked from one person and group to another as people streamed by them. Among so many, trying to spot Lotharis before he spotted them would be next to impossible. They could only hope to blend in with the crowd and avoid detection. If they could just put some distance between them and the piazza, Lotharis would have nothing to go on to find them.


    Edmund began to relax as they reached the Tiber. Thomas led them across, and hundreds were crossing with them going in both directions. Edmund noticed one man in the middle of the bridge. He was the only one not moving, and seemed to be casually looking at the crowds flowing by.


    But he wasn’t Lotharis and didn’t match the description of Brigid’s assailant. This man was short and dark-complected. They walked past him without incident.


    To their right stood Castel Sant’Angelo, massive and formidable. They got off the bridge and turned left, heading west toward the Basilica.


    While they walked, Thomas asked Edmund to remind them of what the clue said. Edmund had memorized it and started reciting it to them:


    You’ve made it this far

    but still have far to go.


    Across the ocean you’ll find

    the Eternal City awaits,

    the best place for one

    whose time preference dictates.


    In the church of the Fisherman,

    ascend 500 steps,

    and look around when you spiral up,

    before you spiral down.


    You’ll find the next breadcrumb,

    the last in the chain;

    immune from attack,

    so that each man may gain.


    Thomas nodded, and without turning to look at the boys, said, “Definitely the cupola, on the ascent, so our next trick is getting into the Basilica and up to the cupola.”


    They walked into St. Peter’s Square and across it. They passed to the left of the main entrance, which was blocked off with a barricade and manned by twenty Swiss Guards, who looked alert and ready. Edmund had seen photos of the Guards, but in person they were more impressive: their uniforms looked medieval with orange and blue and red, and they had cool-looking halberds for weapons. A group of people stood in front of them calling for the Pope to make an appearance and calm the chaos.


    Thomas led them to another door, this one with just one Swiss Guard. He spoke to the guard in Italian and then showed him a badge. The guard looked at Edmund and Robert, and Thomas said something additional, then the guard nodded and let them pass through.


    Once through, Robert moved up behind Thomas and said, “Nicely done! What on earth did you say to him?”


    Thomas kept walking, looking to the right and left before pulling them aside into an alcove. “I know the Swiss Guard’s Commandant. And being FBI grants me certain privileges. Technically neither of those should have allowed us in, but that guard was impressionable enough that my credentials over-awed him. Stay close; we’re going to the cupola.”


    Edmund couldn’t help but look around as he filed in behind Robert and Thomas. He had never seen anything so grand as the Basilica of St. Peter. Towering statues, side chapels, intricate stonework. Having had no religious background, let alone Catholic, he couldn’t identify any of the depictions, and yet he could appreciate the beauty and majesty of the Basilica. Nothing like this existed in all the United States.


    Before he knew it, they were ascending steps.


    A minute into their ascent, Edmund heard a noise from back down the stairs, a heavy door shutting, and what he thought were voices. He strained to listen but heard nothing more. Still, his anxieties, already elevated, ticked up another notch.


    Edmund, Robert, and Thomas were climbing the steps, counting each one. Some steps were wide, some were shallow. Some were steep, some were short. The steps spiraled then straightened out, and Edmund heard their footfalls echo eerily in the empty corridors.


    Thomas called a stop and put his finger over his lips to shush the boys. They listened for a moment. Edmund heard nothing. Thomas’s face darkened, but he shook his head and resumed their rapid walk.


    Edmund was getting winded around step four hundred, well up into the cupola dome of St. Peter’s, but Thomas showed no sign of slowing nor stopping. Edmund hoped that he had not gotten off on his count but trusted that the other two were also counting.


    They must be getting close to the top, because they now ascended through narrower spiraling passageways, so narrow in fact that Edmund wondered if they warned overweight people that they might not fit through, and certainly claustrophobic people would be getting uncomfortable at this point in the climb.


    At step five hundred Thomas halted. His count matched Edmund’s. “This is it,” Thomas said. Edmund nodded. The three men began looking closely at the step and all around it.


    “When I found the second clue,” Edmund said, studying the brick wall around the step. “It was in the area of the step mentioned but not exactly on it.”


    Robert was feeling his hands along the bricks, hoping to hit a switch or discover some crevice that wasn’t visible. Ahead, just above them, Edmund saw an arch that cut across the ceiling. He walked to it and looked up at it. Then he took one more step up and examined the back side of the arched ceiling.


    He didn’t see anything, so he walked back down but looked one more time at the arch. Above the arch on a placard was a sign that warned visitors that the area was under video surveillance. He called Robert over and asked him to boost him up.


    Robert knelt and clasped his hands together. Edmund stepped into the hands and used them like a stool. He reached up to the top of the sign and felt along the top edge. At first he felt nothing. But then he noticed a narrow gap, no more than a paper thickness in width.


    He used his fingernail to dig in along the hole, and his finger felt something plastic. He dragged his fingernail upward, pinching the plastic between his finger and the wall. Once he got it a half inch out of the slot, he was able to use his other hand to grab the plastic and pull it out.


    It was a small bag.


    And it had a piece of paper in it.


    “I’ve got it!” Edmund cried out, too loudly, and he heard the echoes reverberate back down the staircase from which they had come.


    Thomas ran up, and Edmund pulled open the bag. He read the clue aloud:


    Heirlooms preserved in permanent frost,

    Seeds against danger of destruction and loss.


    In a frozen chain of blocks,

    you’ll find a seed in an orange-colored box,

    Where Vikings and Russians have peace amid war,

    ready to sprout, and open up a new door.


    They looked at each other, trying to comprehend the meaning.


    Edmund re-read it aloud once more. The clue made no sense to him even after the second reading.


    But he had no time to ponder further, because all three heard the distinctive sound of footsteps from the stairs below and around the corner—at least two sets of footsteps, quickly approaching.


    “Edmund, run!” Thomas ordered, pushing Edmund upward to the last flight of stairs before the top. “Right after you get to the top, begin the descent down. We’ll meet you!”


    Edmund took off, ashamed of himself for not standing with his friends but also relieved that he could escape with the clue.


    Right as he turned the corner of the winding stair and went out of sight, Casimir Lotharis burst around the corner below, and behind him the short, dark-haired man whom Edmund had seen on the bridge.


    “Get behind me, lad,” Thomas said to Robert, stepping down and in front of him. There was barely room for two abreast in the stairwell.


    Lotharis slowed when he saw Thomas. Then his eyes widened in recognition. “You,” he said, his voice revealing surprise and disgust. “I should have known it was you who was helping them. Jealous, petty ol’ Thomas.”


    Thomas said nothing.


    Lotharis began advancing up the steps, the other man close behind. He spread his hands out wide. “Do yourself and these boys a favor and stand aside. We won’t hurt Edmund—much—and we’ll have what we need and be on our way.”


    Thomas still said nothing. Robert stepped down to come alongside Thomas, his face set and hands up in a boxing stance.


    Lotharis and his thug were just ten steps away. The tension in the stairwell crackled, each side waiting for the other to make a move. In the distance above them they heard Edmund’s footsteps growing more distant.


    Lotharis whispered something to the man. Then Lotharis feinted toward Robert before executing a short spinning backhand that caught Thomas on the side of the head, causing him to careen against the wall and go down on one knee.


    The thug then dove in low to tackle Robert. Robert caught the man and sprawled his legs backwards, using the stairs above as leverage to hold the man down. Then Robert spun around and got a grip behind the dark-haired man.


    Thomas had recovered from the blow and stood up again, crouched low with his hands up to protect his head. Lotharis laughed at him. “I see that you still have that scar on your face from our last encounter. Glad you have something to remember me by. Maybe you want two of those?”


    Lotharis raised his left leg to kick Thomas in the side. Thomas brought his arms down to absorb the blow, but Lotharis changed levels and instead kicked Thomas smartly in the side of the head.


    Thomas cried out and fell, dazed but not unconscious. Lotharis lithely sprang over him, past Robert and his goon locked in combat, and sprinted up the stairs to resume the chase.


    Edmund hoped that Thomas and Robert were winning. He had reached the top of the cupola and immediately began the descent down a tight spiral stairway and then down more corridors of narrow steps, mirroring the passageways of the ascent.


    He was winded from the ascent, from finding the clue, and from the panic that they were being chased, but he began bounding down the steps as fast as he could. He could hear someone behind him, gaining, but he dared not look back. If only he could reach the bottom and get through the doors, he could throw himself at the feet of the Swiss Guards and beg for protection.


    He reached the landing where there were elevators and knew that he was getting closer. He redoubled his effort and willed his legs to move, taking two steps at once. But his foot caught on the edge of a step and he pitched forward onto his hands and knees.


    He scrambled to get up and risked a look behind him, only to see Lotharis appear like a lean phantom at the top of the steps he just came down. Edmund started running pell-mell, heedless of anything but escaping.


    He made it another thirty steps before he felt his legs swept out from under him. He landed heavily on his right side and all the wind got knocked out of him. Edmund knew that Lotharis was there, like a vulture hovering over its prey, and he could do nothing but wheeze pitifully, trying to breathe again.


    “Hand it over, boy,” Lotharis said, emphasizing his command by striking Edmund hard in the face. Edmund tried to clear his vision and say something, but Lotharis then rolled him over and stomped on his stomach, doubling him over in pain.


    Edmund was gasping for air and moaning. He could only think of his father and losing the lone remaining link to understanding who he was and what his life’s work had been.


    Lotharis dealt a precise blow to Edmund’s temple, and everything went dark for him.


    Lotharis rifled through Edmund’s jean pockets, found the clue, examined it, and put it in his own pocket.


    “You’ve been quite annoying,” Lotharis said as he gloated over Edmund’s inert form, taking a capsule out of his other pocket. “But you won’t trouble me again.”


    He broke the capsule open and was forcing Edmund’s mouth open when Thomas flew around the corner and lowered his shoulder into Lotharis, knocking him down several steps. The capsule flew out of Lotharis’s hand and hit the wall, leaving a wet spot. The air took on a pungent odor.


    Agent Lotharis got up quickly, snarled, and started toward Thomas, but then he hesitated, took one look at Edmund, and turned around and began running down the stairs away from them.


    Thomas, enraged, yelled at him to stop and began running after him, but after a short distance he stopped and ran back to Edmund, who hadn’t moved.


    He gently picked up Edmund’s head and held it, hoping that he was not seriously injured. He realized he was having a hard time breathing normally and wondered what kind of poison Lotharis had had in his hands when he was leaning over Edmund.


    Not wanting to risk it, he picked Edmund up and put him over his shoulder, then as quickly as he could he lumbered down the steps to get into fresh air. After a minute, he heard Edmund softly groaning. A wave of relief washed over Thomas, but he didn’t stop.


    He made it to the bottom of the stairs, looked around for any sign of Lotharis, and then laid Edmund down on the marble floor. “Edmund, can you hear me? Are you alright?” Thomas asked.


    Edmund opened his eyes and stared up at Thomas, the huge vaulted ceiling of St. Peter’s above him.


    “I, I think so. Thomas, where are we?” Edmund said, searching Thomas’s pained face and seeing deep concern there. Concern for him? Or for losing Lotharis?


    “We’re in St. Peter’s Basilica. We just got attacked by Lotharis. You’re safe now.”


    The events came rushing into Edmund’s mind, and his hands frantically felt around his pockets for the clue. He dug into them and found one then the other empty. The clue was gone.


    “He’s got it, Thomas!” Edmund wailed.


    “Got what?”


    “The clue. Lotharis stole the clue from me.” Edmund began sobbing, unable to control the despair and failure that he felt.


    Thomas carefully helped Edmund to his feet and brushed him off. He looked bad, a goose egg forming on the side of his eye, puffed up face. “Don’t worry about that right now. You’re okay, and last I saw, Robert was okay, too. Stay here while I go find him.”


    Before Edmund could tell him to wait, Thomas ran back up the stairs. Edmund’s head felt like a ton of bricks had hit him. He wobbled forward on his feet. Less than a minute later, Thomas came back, with Robert beside him.


    Robert’s hair was tousled and his shirt was torn, but otherwise he looked fine. He ran up to Edmund and steadied him with his arms about his shoulders. “Edmund, are you okay?”


    “Yes, I think so,” Edmund replied.


    Robert let out a sigh of relief, but then anger sprang into his eyes. “We shouldn’t have stood around up there after finding the clue!”


    Edmund shrugged. “It was my fault, Robert. I was too slow, and then I tripped. And he was on me.”


    Thomas stepped in. “Save the self-recriminations for later, guys. Let’s get out of here and find a place to rest up and decide what to do next.”


    They silently walked back to the original door through which they had entered. There was no sign of the Swiss Guard, and throngs of people had filed into St. Peter’s Square, with more people calling for the Pope to do something, others reveling and laughing, and some trying to unobtrusively make their way through the crowd to a safer destination.


    Edmund, Robert, and Thomas moved forward around the edge of the square along the colonnade. “Follow me, boys,” Thomas said, taking the lead. “We’ll go to my safe house.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Amid the chaos in Rome, the three men managed to hire a taxi to drive them to the outskirts of the city, to a village called Castel Chiodato. Edmund’s head ached, but he was able to breathe normally. They spoke in hushed tones, not wanting the taxi driver to overhear what had happened.


    Thomas pointed to a two-story stone house on the side of the road, and they parked in front. Thomas paid the driver, and they walked up to the front. Thomas entered a gate code and it opened. Then he knocked three times, and after a moment a man Edmund didn’t recognize opened the door, looked at Thomas and then at the two young men, nodded, and stepped aside to let them in.


    They walked into the house behind Thomas. He had already briefed them to expect the Kilcannons to be there. Edmund had not been looking forward to facing Mr. Kilcannon after he had endangered Brigid and her family.


    He also dreaded having Brigid see him beaten up and having to tell her how Lotharis had manhandled him.


    He peered around the hallway and caught a glimpse of Brigid, who was standing up looking his direction. When they came to the living area, Mr. Kilcannon stood up, ramrod straight, and stared at the three. He had black-and-blue splotches around his face but otherwise seemed as hale and defiant as ever.


    Upon seeing Edmund and Thomas up closer, Brigid gasped, and let out and startled “Oh!” before she composed herself and stepped back again.


    Mr. Kilcannon walked up to Thomas and shook his hand. “You must be Thomas?”


    Thomas nodded, and Mr. Kilcannon said, “Thank you for letting us use this house and for looking after my daughter.” He looked at Edmund and Robert. “Did you guys tangle with the same punk we faced?”


    Edmund cleared this throat, relieved that Brigid’s father didn’t sound like he wanted to throttle him. “No, sir. At least, I don’t think so based on the description that Brigid gave. The man with Lotharis was short and dark.”


    Edmund looked at Brigid and then back to Mr. Kilcannon. “Sir, I… I want to apologize, for getting y’all mixed up in all this. I never imagined that anyone would get hurt because of me.”


    “No apologies,” Mr. Kilcannon said, holding up his hand, his chin jutting out. “We Kilcannons never back down against intimidation. I’m only sorry that I wasn’t ready for him. I’ve gotten soft the past several years and let down my guard. Not any longer!” His eyes blazed, and Edmund felt sorry for any crook who next crossed paths with Mr. Kilcannon.


    As Brigid stepped forward, Edmund gazed at her, and decided she had the most beautiful eyes.


    “Are you hurt badly?” she asked, touching the side of her face in the place Edmund looked most battered. “It looks painful.”


    Edmund made a dismissive gesture. “Nah, hardly hurt at all. They got in a few lucky punches is all.”


    Robert stifled a snort and rolled his eyes, and Edmund tried to ignore him. He made a mental note to ask Robert and Thomas for fighting lessons when they next got a chance.


    Thomas gestured for them all to sit down, and he spoke to the servant, who went and got drinks for them, including a light and refreshing white wine. Robert and Edmund recounted what had happened to them, and the Kilcannons, in turn, related their own story. Thomas concluded that Lotharis had been given at least two “resources” to help him but hoped that no more were around.


    Robert had gotten the best of the short thug in the stairwell after a tough grappling match. He had choked him unconscious but told them that the man was still alive. Thomas had been dazed by Lotharis but then had been hot on his trail when he ran after Edmund.


    Upon mention of the clue that they had found and subsequently lost, Brigid asked, “Can you remember what the clue said?”


    Edmund had been racking his brain trying to remember the clue ever since he realized that Lotharis had stolen it. But he only had bits and pieces. “I remember something about ‘seeds in frost and heirlooms.’”


    Brigid grabbed some paper and a pen from a desk just off the kitchen and sat down. She wrote down the words.


    “Robert and Thomas, you try to remember, too. What else did the clue say,” she asked.


    Robert looked at Thomas and then up toward the ceiling. Thomas was staring ahead at the table, squinting in concentration. Robert looked up, his face bright, “Wait I remember something about ‘seeds in an orange-colored box.’”


    Brigid scribbled that down as well.


    “That’s right,” Edmund said. Robert’s words had triggered a memory. “Also something about ‘Vikings and Russians being at peace during war,’ which makes no sense.”


    Brigid wrote that down, and they all looked at Thomas to see if he could add anything. Thomas screwed up his face and said, “The Vikings and Russians part referred to a place, I recall, and there was something additional about a ‘chain of blocks.’”


    Brigid dutifully penned those words on the page. Then she read it back to them and looked up expectantly. “Does that sound about right? Is it missing anything substantial?”


    The three guys looked at each other and shook their heads. Brigid read back what they had told her, and Edmund nodded. “That’s pretty close. We may be missing a phrase or two but nothing big. What on earth does it mean? Lotharis has the full clue and no doubt is puzzling it out as we speak.”


    Brigid studied the page and cocked her head to the side, red curls spilling across her face. Edmund was struck again by how lovely she was but tried to focus on the last clue that his father had left him. He took a big sip from his glass of wine, his worries lessening.


    “Back home in Mexico, I had my little garden and always bought heirloom seeds for it so I could propagate them,” Brigid said. “So from what you guys remembered, it’s likely the clue is pointing to heirloom seeds of some kind. Now why would they be both in frost and in an orange-colored box?”


    “And what’s the connection with Vikings and Russians?” Robert asked.


    “Let’s stick with one idea at a time,” Thomas said, leaning forward and putting his hands together.


    “Wait a minute!” Edmund said, standing up suddenly and regretting it as a woozy feeling came over him. He sat back down, all eyes on him. “What if there is a connection between them? I watched a documentary some time back, about a seed vault, somewhere near the Arctic, where people sent seeds to be preserved for the future in case of nuclear war or some other devastating event wiped out their plants.”


    Brigid pulled out her phone and did a search. “Yup! The Svalbard Global Seed Vault, north of Norway,” she said, reading the page to them. “It says that the vault is built into the side of a mountain, in permafrost to preserve the seeds. Many nations have sent seeds there. And here’s your Vikings and Russians connection: these islands also have had Russian mining operations taking place, so both Norwegian ‘Vikings’ and Russians cohabitate the area, even if they are at war.”


    She looked Edmund and smiled. He couldn’t help but smile back.


    Mr. Kilcannon, who had been listening with interest, said, “What’s all this about an orange-colored box though, and a chain of blocks?”


    They brainstormed about those phrases for a few minutes, but no one came up with a cogent theory about what they could mean. Edmund voiced aloud his own curiosity: why did his father leave heirloom seeds for him? His dad had not been a biologist nor a botanist, and Edmund couldn’t even remember him ever having a garden or taking interest in their yard beyond mowing it. It seemed unlikely that he had discovered some new species of plant that needed to be preserved, nor one that would help humanity in a significant way, as the other clues had implied that it would.


    Thomas suggested that he show the boys to their room and that everyone rest. Then they could make plans about tackling the last stage of their search.


    “Wait, are you coming with us?” Edmund asked Thomas.


    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Thomas said with a smile.


    “Lotharis recognized you, Thomas,” Robert said. “I heard him say ‘you’ when he came around the stairs. You guys know each other? Aren’t you afraid of what he might do to you or your family if you keep helping us?”


    Thomas was quiet and looked down at the floor. He then looked at Robert and Edmund in turn. “We have a long history together. A bitter one. But I have no family that he can harm, at least not anymore.”


    Robert looked solemn. “I’m glad to have you with us, sir,” Robert said.


    Edmund also was glad, remembering the paternal concern on Thomas’s face when he came to from Lotharis’s attack. He wondered what had happened between the two men, and why Thomas no longer had a family. But he knew that it wasn’t a good time to ask about it.


    They thanked the Kilcannons for letting them share the house and walked up the stairs to their room. Edmund took off his shoes and threw himself on one of the beds. Robert took the other bed. Minutes later, Edmund had fallen into a fretful sleep.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Dwayne, the Data Tech, sat back at headquarters eating a pastry while he fed the riddle through the FBI’s artificial intelligence program. He didn’t think that Lotharis would like the answer it gave. He called Lotharis on his phone.


    Lotharis picked up the other line. “Speak,” he said in his usual peremptory tone.


    “Right, sir. So the AI says that the riddle alludes to a ‘wise foundation’ of some kind. It also refers to an heirloom seed company in the northern states or Canada.” Dwayne paused, waiting for the diatribe to commence.


    “Utter gibberish,” Lotharis said. Lotharis was in an FBI house west of Rome, searching the internet and internal FBI intranet databases for phrases from the riddle. He had read it again and again and could not come up with anything. “What good is this AI if it can’t solve a simple riddle?”


    “With respect, sir,” Dwayne began, “it is the most advanced AI in the world, private or public.”


    Lotharis was getting another call—from his real boss. He commanded Dwayne to keep searching and hung up on him.


    “Casimir Lotharis here,” he said to Nighthawk, too distracted to follow their handshake code words.


    “What have you got for me, other than two busted-up assets,” Nighthawk asked in an irritated tone.


    Lotharis ignored that last bit—best to focus on the positive. “I’ve got the clue from the boy, and I’ve got my data team on it. We have several promising ideas already,” Lotharis lied smoothly.


    Nighthawk could see through subterfuges from years of employing them himself. “Which means you have no clue what the clue means. What good is stealing it if you can’t figure it out? The boy has solved all the clues. Just go get him and force it out of him.”


    “Ah, it’s not so easy now,” Lotharis began, hesitating. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to reveal that Edmund had help from inside the Bureau, but he decided it would provide some rationale for his decisions if he did tell him. “He’s got help from an agent, an old acquaintance of mine.”


    “Neutralize the agent then,” Nighthawk said.


    Lotharis thought that he might suggest that course of action. Easy for him to say. He operated above the law and had unlimited tools at his disposal. Lotharis knew that he still had to tread carefully. He was low enough on the totem pole to be a convenient scapegoat if things went south with their plans.


    “I’ve considered it. But he’s been with the Bureau a long time and is as crafty as a spider. A spider I will smash if he shows his face again. Have no worries. I will find where the clue leads and get to it before the boy does. And when I do, I will present it to you. I have an idea that it could be just what we need to put all our plans into place.”


    Nighthawk was silent on the other end of the line. “See that you do. Succeed, and you will be done with the FBI and can take your place in our circle. Fail, and… Well, don’t fail.” Click. He had hung up.


    Lotharis was torn by a mixture of anger and desire. He hated the way that Nighthawk spoke to him, like he was a mere peon to be kicked around, but he also knew that he had to appease him so that he could finally join the secret organization and become part of the real center of power. He longed to make decisions that would rule the fate of many, all for the betterment of the world.


    Dwayne was calling again. He had better have something good to bother him with another call.


    “What now?” Lotharis asked.


    “I think I’ve got it!” Dwayne said, chortling with glee. “I ran the riddle through our older AI. It’s less advanced and more of a glorified internet search, but it keyed off the phrase ‘permanent frost’ and ‘heirloom’ and suggested this place called the Global Seed Vault. It’s on an island north of Norway, sir. The rest of the clue the AI had no explanation for.”


    Lotharis looked up the seed vault on the internet and then looked back at the clue. Everything fell into place. And he knew what the “seeds” really referred to.


    “That’s it. You’ve got it. Book me a flight for Svalbard immediately.”


    Dwayne blew out a long sigh. “So sorry, sir, but the bank holiday is covering all the U.S., Europe, and APAC regions. No commercial planes can be booked.”


    “Then get me on a private jet and charge it,” Lotharis said.


    “Hate to tell you, sir, but the Chief has blocked those except for emergencies, requiring L7 approval. The two options I see are renting a car or taking a train—second class is all that is available for the restricted payment options being accepted—which will get you to Norway. Then you’ll have to wait out the bank holiday or find other options.”


    Lotharis seethed. Second class train? Or drive for days in a tiny Euro car where his head would be mashed up against the roof of the vehicle? Ridiculous. One day he wouldn’t be subject to these brain-dead limitations. One day.


    “Fine. Book the train. I can leave out from Termini Station tomorrow morning.” Lotharis hung up.


    He knew where the clue led now. He would get there, and nothing would stand in his way from claiming it, his ticket to recognition. Then people would pay. So many people, each of whose names were carved into his mind, would pay dearly.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Morning came, and Edmund packed up the last of his things to prepare for the next stage of their journey. He could hardly believe that they were going to a frozen island in the Arctic, that his father had left something of world-changing value there, and most of all, Edmund believed, something of personal value to his father. Something that would help Edmund understand who he was.


    He peeked out the bedroom window, which looked down into a small atrium area with a flower garden. Brigid was sitting there on a bench. He felt the desire to go down to see her. What was it about her that he found so attractive? Certainly she was pretty, but more than that, he sensed within her a loveliness and depth.


    He didn’t want to be dependent on another person, let alone a woman. That would mean another attachment, a commitment, expectations, and inevitable disappointment when she failed to come through on her responsibility, or if he couldn’t come through on his.


    Nonetheless, he realized that he probably would never see her again, and he wanted to talk with her one last time. So against his better judgment, he found himself walking down the stairs and stepping into the garden.


    Brigid, sitting on a bench in a light blue dress cinched at the waist, looked up and smiled, her radiant complexion stirring his heart.


    He walked over. “Good morning. Mind if I sit down?”


    “I’d like that,” she replied as she made room on the bench.


    “Are you all ready to leave?” she asked, turning her body toward him so she could look at his face.


    Edmund kept staring straight ahead, not trusting himself to keep his nerves calm this close to her. His heart was beating again like it had when he had first met her in Mexico. “Yes, we are all packed up. I’m sure we’ll head out in the next hour.”


    Brigid nodded. “I looked up where Svalbard is on the map,” she said. “It’s about as far north as you can go without hitting the North Pole. Do you know how you will get there?”


    Edmund hadn’t looked up its exact location, but he knew that Robert and Thomas had, and he had overheard some of their conversation.


    “Thomas thinks we can fly there, if the airlines are still running with this bank chaos going on. We’ll have to first get to Norway then fly to the island. From there, I don’t know what we’ll do to get into the seed vault.”


    Brigid moved herself to the bench’s edge and tilted her head further forward to be more in front of him and catch his eye. “What are you hoping to find when you get there and retrieve your father’s box?”


    Edmund couldn’t help but look at her. Her blue eyes set off her face in the most striking way.


    He thought about her question for a moment. What am I hoping to find? “I am convinced that whatever it is my dad left for me will help me understand who he was and what his life’s work meant to him. I didn’t know him well growing up. He was always working, up at the university, or in his office. He wasn’t a bad dad—don’t get me wrong—and when we were together as family, we had good times. I just wished that we had had more of them. I think he had hoped that when I got older, he would be able to show me all the work he was doing, but it was too advanced for a twelve-year-old, and then he died.”


    “Is Fiefdom your life’s work?” Brigid asked.


    He laughed in spite of himself, taken by surprise that she had brought up Fiefdom, which he thought of as a brainy project for security- and privacy-obsessed people, not for lovely young women.


    “Yes and no. I think it’s a good project that will help others, and I’ve always wanted to make a mark on the world, do something that would really matter. I don’t think Fiefdom is the be-all end-all of that, but it is a building block for it.”


    Brigid listened but did not respond immediately. Edmund took the opportunity to turn the tables. “What about you? What do you want to do with your life?”


    “Be a nun,” she said, without ceremony. Edmund almost laughed again, but he realized she was serious and held it in. He had never even seen a nun in his whole life, except in movies. The thought of her being shut up in a convent for the rest of her life seemed a cruel injustice to him.


    He wasn’t sure what an appropriate follow-up question would be for her declaration, but he could tell that she was expecting a response, so he ventured, “You’re really into this Catholic thing, aren’t you?” He winced at how that sounded, as if it were a hobby like crocheting.


    Brigid simply laughed and looked down. “Yes, you could say that. My whole family is devoutly Catholic. You would call us traditional Catholics. And I know that the highest calling is to be a vowed religious sister. So I would not be true to myself, nor to God, if I didn’t seriously consider it.”


    Edmund frowned, trying to understand these concepts. “But isn’t marriage a noble calling, too?”


    “Absolutely. And most women are called to marriage. I haven’t ruled it out, and I have been praying that Jesus will show me His will, no matter which vocation He has chosen for me.”


    “If Jesus has already chosen it for you,” Edmund said, trying to work out the logic. “Then you don’t really have a choice, do you?”


    Brigid stood up and walked a little around the path in front of the bench. She picked a white flower and held it up to inhale its aroma. “Now you’re getting to one of the deep mysteries of life. Our own free will, and God’s omniscience. We’ll be here for a while if we dig into that.”


    “Never mind then,” Edmund said, happy to move on to lighter subjects.


    “Look, I know that you aren’t Catholic,” Brigid said, standing right in front of him now as he sat on the bench. “But know that I will be praying for you when you go. And I wish I could go with you.”


    Brigid was silent for a moment, then said, “But I know that I can’t, so I will be doing the next best thing: I will be praying. And I am entrusting you to the care of Our Lady. If you find yourself in trouble during your journey, if you are afraid or in danger, turn to Our Lady, and she will help you.”


    Edmund knew that ‘Our Lady’ meant the Virgin Mary, but he had never heard someone speak about her as if she were a real living person like Brigid did. Normally Edmund wouldn’t have given the time of day to such superstition, but something about the devotion and absolute belief in Brigid’s voice made him rethink being dismissive of her prayer. He may, and probably would, face grave danger in the days ahead, and when she mentioned the Virgin Mary, a peculiar, peaceful feeling came over him.


    “Thank you, Brigid. I will do so,” he said simply.


    He stood up and awkwardly gave her a hug. He was surprised when she hugged him back and squeezed tightly for a moment.


    “If we return, I will send you a message,” Edmund said when they released each other.


    Brigid crossed her arms, saying, “When you return, you mean. And you can send me a message before you return. I’d like to hear how your journey’s going. Be careful, but also be courageous. God bless you.”


    Edmund said goodbye and turned away, walking back into the house and up the stairs. Robert had all their things piled by the door, ready to leave.


    Edmund took a deep breath himself. He had never considered becoming Catholic before, but a woman like that may make him think twice about it.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    “We’ve got a problem,” Thomas said to Robert and Edmund as he looked up from the computer. “Planes are still grounded due to the bank holiday, and this seed vault place is on Svalbard Island, north of Norway. If we can get to Norway, we could potentially charter a boat or a private flight to Longyearben, which is the name of the town on Svalbard close to the vault.”


    Edmund got up and looked over Thomas’s shoulder at the computer. “Credit card companies have also frozen additional purchases, except for food and essentials,” he said. “So even if planes were flying we’d have no way to pay for it.”


    Robert was looking for travel options on his phone and said, “I’ve got an idea: looks like we can take trains from here all the way to Norway. It’s a trek, from here in Rome to Milan, then to Bern, Switzerland and Frankfurt to Hamburg to Copenhagen to Gothenburg in Sweden and finally to Oslo, and by then perhaps we can get a flight from there to Longyearben. Only problem? Cost for the three of us is eight hundred euros, with a notice here that says they only take cash right now.”


    Thomas snorted and shook his head. “I don’t have that kind of cash on me, and ATMs are out of commission.”


    “Great, we’re stuck then,” Edmund said, frustrated. “And no doubt Lotharis has some special FBI travel abilities that will let him get there well ahead of us.”


    Robert glared at Edmund. “If you hadn’t let him take the clue from you, we wouldn’t have to worry about that.”


    Edmund scowled at Robert, feeling the humiliation of his beating at Lotharis’s hands rubbed in his face. Edmund’s face went red, and Thomas started to say something to forestall a heated argument, but Edmund spoke over him and said, “I didn’t exactly let him take it from me. I was unconscious and he grabbed it.”


    “Unconscious because you let him beat you up,” Robert said, staring back at Edmund and jutting out his jaw. “I have told you repeatedly to start lifting weights with me and do some combat training, but you never have time for it.”


    Edmund was near tears with anger and shame. He was trying to get the words out but had become almost apoplectic.


    Thomas groaned and stepped between the two of them. “Guys, this isn’t helping. What happened, happened. None of us can change that. Now, are we going to work together and be a team, or insult one another?” Thomas looked first at Edmund, then at Robert.


    Robert looked away.


    Edmund sucked back the tears that were forming.


    Neither indicated a willingness to apologize or reconcile at that moment.


    Thomas continued. “The problem at hand is our lack of ability to pay for the train. Any ideas on how to solve that?”


    “Let me look,” Robert said, going back to his phone and looking at the train’s ticketing website. “This says that, in addition to cash, they are also accepting Bitcoin for payment while the banks are frozen.”


    Edmund had no Bitcoin and had always dismissed it as silly, but he knew that Robert owned some. How much, he had no idea. “Do you have that much Bitcoin available?” Edmund asked, refusing to look at Robert.


    “Officially, I do not,” Robert said. “All my Bitcoin went down to the bottom of the sea in a boating accident some years back. But unofficially, yes I have plenty of Bitcoin to cover that. Who’s ready for a multi-day train ride?”


    Thomas clapped Robert on the back. “Son, I don’t know the first thing about bitcoin and probably never will, but I’m glad that you know how to use them. Let’s do it. Edmund, are you ready?”


    “Ready,” Edmund said, picking up his bag.


    The three men walked out of the house and got into the car, with Thomas’s butler driving. Robert was purchasing the tickets—first class, he said with satisfaction—and on the way Edmund humbly asked if Robert and Thomas would begin to teach him some self-defense techniques.


    He knew that he couldn’t become a black belt in a week or in a month, but if he just learned a little, the next time he could surprise Lotharis, and if not defeat him, at least buy time or escape.


    Robert and Thomas agreed. Robert would show him basic wrestling moves, and Thomas had had military-style combat training from the FBI back in the 90s.


    “I’m old and slow now,” Thomas lamented, looking out the window as they passed by small vineyards and even a soccer field, making their way back into Rome, “but Lotharis is no ninja, and I can teach you enough to keep yourself from getting killed, at least in the first ten seconds of a fight.” He winked at Edmund, and Edmund laughed, unsure whether he was really joking. Robert laughed too, and the earlier tension was dispelled.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    A few hours later, the three men had boarded their train at Termini Station and were settling in. Edmund looked in surprise as Robert showed him the beds that folded down from the walls.


    “Oh, it’s like a Murphy bed,” Edmund said, impressed at the design.


    “Ahem,” Robert cleared his throat as a teacher would to get her student’s attention. “In Europe we call it a couchette.”


    Thomas laughed and set his things in the corner. The space was tight, but they only needed three out of the four beds, and they had the car entirely to themselves.


    Edmund asked if they could begin instruction at once in hand-to-hand combat, and Robert obliged. They squared off in the middle of the train car, Robert showing Edmund how to hold his hands in preparation for a wrestling match.


    Then, before Edmund could blink, Robert had dropped to one knee, slid forward toward Edmund, and had wrapped himself around Edmund’s leg, taking him down to the floor with ease.


    Robert got up, helped Edmund up, and announced, “That’s called a single-leg takedown. I shot for your leg; you weren’t ready, and bam! I’m on top of you. Now you try.”


    Edmund hadn’t even seen how Robert had done it, so he asked him to show him again but more slowly. Robert did so, and then he had Edmund just shoot for single-leg takedowns with an invisible opponent across the floor one way, then reverse and across the floor the other way.


    Edmund kept doing this until his legs were burning. Thomas grinned as he watched Edmund try to figure out the mechanics of the move. Robert gave him cues to correct his form, then he had Edmund shoot a few times at his leg.


    The first few times, Robert let Edmund succeed, but then, without warning, the next time Edmund shot, Robert sprawled his legs out behind him and grabbed around Edmund’s torso with his arms, then quick as a flash Robert twirled like a top, pivoting on Edmund’s back, to land behind him, still with both arms tightly around his chest.


    Edmund was helpless to try to get at Robert now, and Robert let go, got up, and then showed Edmund how to do a sprawl to defend against takedowns. They switched places and Robert now shot for Edmund and Edmund tried to sprawl.


    His first attempts failed completely, one was too slow, and the other he shot his legs back so much that his chin came right down on the back of Robert’s head, jarring Edmund and making him see stars.


    He kept at it, and after five more minutes, Robert called a halt to their first practice. “Well done, Edmund!” Robert commended, shaking Edmund’s hand. “You just had two weeks’ worth of Wrestling 101 class crammed into two hours.”


    Edmund’s legs felt like jelly and he was sweating profusely, but he felt happy. He was learning how to fight, something he never thought he would need in all his life.


    *


    While the boys were wrestling, a very irritated Casimir Lotharis made his way onto the same train, walking through the corridors of the first-class cars. As he walked past Edmund’s couchette car, he heard banging and thumping sounds from within, but the curtains were drawn so he could not see in.


    I see how it is. Nitwits get first class, Lotharis thought. And I, a superior man, am relegated to second class.


    Inside the couchette, Edmund and Robert wrestled on, oblivious to the brooding enemy who stalked by outside.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Edmund woke up from his bunk in the couchette in the black of night and looked out the window at drizzling rain coming down as the dark landscape sped by.


    Robert and Thomas were both asleep. He could just hear Robert’s slow breathing in between Thomas’s snores.


    He tried to go back to sleep, but he felt wide awake. He thought about Brigid and their conversation before they parted.


    He then thought about his father and brainstormed what the clues might ultimately lead to. Perhaps his father had made an earth-shaking discovery but didn’t want anyone to know about it until the right time? He hoped that whatever it was would answer his questions about who his father really was and what he spent his life’s work on. He hoped it would be something worthwhile and noble but feared that the FBI and NSA had been using him as a tool for nefarious ends.


    Edmund checked the time. It was five in the morning. He knew that he couldn’t fall back to sleep, and he didn’t want to disturb his friends, so he decided to get up and go to the dining car at the end of the train.


    He quietly put on some clothes and slipped out of their room. The corridor was empty in both directions. He walked down through many cars and then into the dining car, which acted as the caboose at the end of the train. No one else was there, but the train staff had set out light snacks for any night owls or insomniacs who awoke before breakfast could be ordered.


    He grabbed a croissant and sat down near the very end of the dining car, facing back toward the rest of the train. Wondering where they were, he checked his phone and used the GPS to track his current location. They had already passed Milan and were crossing into Switzerland, it said. He’d always wanted to see Switzerland and stay in a chateau by a mountain beside one of those pristine lakes that he had seen in photos.


    Edmund checked the latest news and saw that the bank holiday was ongoing, now expected to extend another week “out of an abundance of caution” by the fiscal regulators.


    He munched on his croissant and wished that he had coffee to drink. He looked up and around to see if a carafe had been left out, and as he did, he noticed movement just outside the dining car. Someone else was coming in through the door.


    A face appeared in the window of the door just outside the car, and Edmund’s heart jumped. A lean face, balding, on narrow shoulders.


    “Lotharis,” Edmund breathed and leapt up from his table.


    Lotharis opened the door and came in. He was ten yards away. He smiled.


    Edmund wasted no time. He knew that his short wrestling training the evening before would not avail him this quickly against Lotharis. He turned and launched himself for the back door of the car, wrestled the handle down and stepped through the door, perched on a narrow ledge of the dining car at the very end of the train. The train was slowing but still moving at a good clip, and Edmund saw the name “Cadenazzo” go by at the station.


    He jumped off the back and lost his balance as he landed behind the train, doing an awkward back somersault when he hit the ground. He looked back and saw Lotharis just opening the back door himself as the train continued toward the station. Edmund got up and sprinted away from the train, back west along the direction from which they had come.


    He kept running without looking back. He veered to his right as he saw more town buildings and streets. A minute later he reached one of them and saw a bicycle leaned against the railing of a porch outside a house. He was breathing hard, unused to running so fast for such a distance. He shot a glance back, and there was Lotharis, running on his long legs, about seventy yards away.


    Edmund wrenched the bike up over the railing and got on it, standing up and pumping his legs to build up momentum quickly. He had one goal: put as much distance between himself and Lotharis as possible.


    He biked up the street and then turned left and kept going. The drizzle had stopped but the roads were slick, and the bike’s wheels almost slid out from under him on the turn. He risked a look back and saw that Lotharis was still pursuing him, but now he was quite a distance behind.


    Edmund saw a large body of water up ahead. He had no idea what it was, but laughed in thinking that this was how he finally might see one of Switzerland’s beautiful lakes.


    Not the serene stay in a chalet I had envisioned, Edmund thought wryly.


    He followed the road that wound to the right to pass the lake on the north side, seeing signs for Locarno coming up ahead shortly.


    He’d been biking for about ten minutes, and his legs were aching. He reduced his pace in hopes he could keep it up longer if he had to.


    Edmund could no longer see Lotharis behind him, so he decided to turn off the main road and lose him. He went right, then left, then right again, and he found he was starting to steadily climb in elevation, making the biking more difficult.


    He wanted to find a place to hide the bike and then hide himself. Maybe I can backtrack to the train around Lotharis before he realizes it, Edmund thought.


    He saw a sign up ahead for a church named “Madonna del Sasso” and something tickled his memory about Brigid, so he decided to make for that church.


    A minute later he saw the front façade of the church, a pretty beige and pinkish stone in a style that reminded him vaguely of the Alamo in San Antonio.


    He walked the bike up the stone steps then rode it over to the side of the church and secreted it away out of sight. Then he walked into the church itself.


    Edmund couldn’t remember the last time that he had darkened the door of any church, but this one was beautiful in its architecture and artwork. He was taken by the large arches and barrel-vaulted ceiling adorned with paintings and designs.


    Simple wooden pews lined each side of the main church, leading up to an altar and some image behind it.


    He walked up the main aisle and saw that the image was actually a statue of the Virgin Mary holding the infant Jesus. A strange peace washed over him, and he felt the urge to kneel.


    He knelt down at the foot of the altar, staring up at the image. The Lady wore a crown, as did the baby Jesus, and his little arm was reaching toward her face.


    He knew that he should be afraid, that he should be hiding or looking out in case Lotharis somehow found the church, but for what seemed like a long moment—and was actually five minutes—he simply knelt. He didn’t pray, didn’t know how to pray, but he also felt that if there was a God, then He already knew what Edmund needed.


    The feeling passed, and he stood up. He was alert and had a different sense now, one of heightened awareness and possible danger.


    He turned and look down the long aisle back to the church’s entrance, and he saw a man standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the early morning light from outside. The man was lean and wiry, but even without those physical indications, Edmund knew it to be Agent Lotharis.


    For the first time, he felt no fear from seeing the man. Lotharis began walking up the aisle, and Edmund slipped under a red rope separating the main church from the altar area, backing up slowly to come directly under the statue.


    Lotharis must have seen him, but inexplicably he was moving slowly and had his left hand over his eyes as if shading them. Still he came on, holding onto the pews with his right hand, like a blind man or cripple might do.


    Edmund couldn’t understand what his problem was, since the church itself was dim, and Lotharis had been sprinting like a hart after him earlier. Maybe he injured himself in the chase? Edmund could only hope.


    Thinking that Lotharis may not have seen him after all, Edmund went behind the altar, directly under the statue, and hid himself behind it. He heard Lotharis’s shuffling feet continue to get closer, then he heard him walk up the few steps toward the altar and pause.


    Edmund was not afraid, but he held his breath, trying to will his body into total silence.


    The footsteps continued and were coming around the altar. Lotharis would spot Edmund any moment. Edmund prepared to launch an attack against him or to run, whichever seemed best at that fast-approaching moment.


    He looked up and saw Lotharis’s face, which slowly turned toward him, and he saw that not only was he shading his eyes but also he was squinting very hard, as if he were staring at a bright light.


    “Aha,” Lotharis shouted in triumph, and he made to lunge for Edmund.


    Edmund sprang backward and hit up against the wall upon which the statue stood. Lotharis moved forward and swung his right leg back to soccer kick Edmund in the face. Edmund put up his hands to defend against the certain blow, when a radiant light burst forth in the church, emanating from the statue.


    Lotharis quailed and threw up both hands in front of his eyes. He then screamed and grabbed at his right leg, and fell to the ground in pain. Edmund watched, stunned, as Lotharis writhed on the ground, holding his leg and groaning.


    The light was brilliant, brighter than the sun at midday, but Edmund felt no pain from it. He stood up and looked back at the statue. In the light, the face of the Virgin Mary looked almost alive, her tender features gazing with love upon the child Jesus.


    Edmund didn’t wait around to see how long this phenomenon would last. He ran back down the main aisle and out the door, around to the side to get the bike, then he rode like mad back down the hill and toward the train. He passed by the beautiful lake again and spared a look. A sign read “Lago Maggiore.”


    He reached the house where he had taken the bike. He dismounted and lifted it up and over the porch railing. Someone inside saw him and pointed, but Edmund was off at once on foot, hoping the train had not left the station.


    He jogged as fast as he could the rest of the way, and to his relief, the train was still at the station, but making sounds like it was gearing up to move again.


    Edmund filed in behind a few people boarding the train, then walked along the hallway to his couchette. He couldn’t believe all that had just happened.


    The train started moving before he reached the door to his room. He knew that there was no way that Lotharis could have reached the train in time.


    Maybe I’ve lost him for good, Edmund thought hopefully.


    But he also felt something else, a boost in confidence. He had finally faced Lotharis without fear. And he had beaten him, in a sense, though he knew that something had intervened to make that victory happen. What it was, he couldn’t say, though the words of Brigid came back to him, her cryptic encouragement to look to the Virgin Mary if he got into trouble.


    He opened the door to the cabin and smiled as he saw both men in their beds, Thomas still snoring loudly and Robert sleeping peacefully.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Edmund’s hands had finally stopped shaking as he sipped his second espresso in the dining car of the train. Robert and Thomas sat across from him, in shock after hearing him recount his miraculous escapade earlier that morning.


    They were sitting in the very back of the car in a booth that gave them privacy from the other passengers. Thomas looked thoughtful after hearing the story. Robert seemed elated at Edmund’s miraculous rescue.


    “Wait! Describe that part again,” Robert said, holding up his hand to pause Edmund mid-sentence. “Where were you exactly in the church when Lotharis attacked you?”


    Edmund sighed; he had already described this part to them twice. “I was behind that table thing and under the statue. I was hiding, but Lotharis made straight for me, like he could sniff me out.”


    “The ‘table thing’ is the altar,” Robert said. “It’s where the priest offers Mass. And what happened to Lotharis when he tried kicking you?”


    “Like I said, a brilliant light burst forth from the statue and Lotharis fell as if struck by something. Then he grabbed at his leg and wailed. I’ve never seen anything like it before. If Brigid hadn’t told me about the Virgin Mary, I wouldn’t know what to make of it.”


    Robert leaned in. “What did she say exactly?”


    “Something about ‘look to the Virgin Mary for help’ if I’m in need. When I was in the church, her words were subconsciously in my mind I think, but never a million years did I expect to receive real physical aid from…from God or the Virgin Mary or whatever it was.” Edmund shook his head in bewilderment.


    Robert sat back, digesting the revelation that Brigid had essentially prophesied what had taken place.


    Thomas came out of his reverie and addressed them. “Look boys, I’m not Catholic, but I’m a Christian. I don’t believe that the Virgin Mary can do anything, but I do believe that God can, and I can’t think of any other explanation except that your escape was a miracle. Praise God, and I am grateful. Now we need to think about what this means for our journey. Lotharis didn’t make it back to the train, so we have a jump on him, though it galls me to know that he was on this same train without me knowing it this whole time. I’m going to keep a closer eye out from now on, and I want you guys to do the same. When we get to Bern, we will switch trains so that Lotharis can’t track us so easily on the way to Copenhagen.”


    Robert and Edmund nodded. Thomas had the most experience by far, and they now readily deferred to him for the strategic elements of their quest.


    “What do you think Lotharis will do now?” Edmund asked.


    “He’ll get on another train, or more likely just rent a car, which means he can reach Germany or Copenhagen or Norway ahead of us. We have to be vigilant so we’re not caught napping next time.”


    Thomas paused a moment, thinking, then his face lit up as he looked at them. “Lotharis didn’t take a plane to Norway, and I’m sure that he would have if he had been able to, which means that even he was not able to procure one given the chaos gripping the world right now. That’s a good thing for us; it levels the playing field.”


    As the miles flew by them, they continued hashing out their plans for the next legs of their trip. After they took a brief rest back in their sleeping car Edmund insisted on learning more open-handed fighting techniques from Robert and Thomas.


    By the time they reached Bern some hours later, Edmund was exhausted. They gathered up their luggage and jumped onto the next train heading to Copenhagen via Germany.


    They hoped that the train switch would throw Lotharis off their scent, or at least buy them time and let them stay one move ahead of him.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    A few days later, Edmund, Robert, and Thomas disembarked at the Central Station in Copenhagen. They stepped off the train and surveyed the area carefully, scanning for Lotharis or any man who looked like he was watching for them. The station was busy with commuters and travelers alike but not nearly as packed as Termini Station had been when they first arrived in Rome.


    Limited credit card usage had resumed, but only those issued by the biggest banks, backstopped now directly by the European Central Bank and the Federal Reserve.


    They walked over to a small McDonalds and ordered as they got their bearings and planned the next stage of their trip to Norway and then to the island of Svalbard.


    Edmund told the guys that he’d be right back and went to find the bathroom.


    He stepped into a stall, closed the door and locked it, and heard another person come into the restroom behind him. Edmund noted that the man walked with an uneven gait, almost like one leg was stepping normally but the other was sliding along behind it.


    The man stopped in front of Edmund’s stall, and Edmund could see the feet—black shoes—under the door.


    “Haven’t you ever heard that it’s not smart to go it alone,” the man’s voice said with a menace. Edmund immediately recognized it as Lotharis. A choking fear began to leap up into Edmund’s throat, as had happened multiple times before now when Lotharis confronted him, but this time something else pushed it down—a steely anger. Edmund was suddenly determined to refuse to let this man dominate him.


    Lotharis slammed against the stall door and it shuddered. Edmund braced the door with his body, his mind racing for what he could do to extricate himself and even the odds.


    His stall was the nearest one to the bathroom door. He could step onto the toilet seat, climb up over the stall wall and make for that exit door.


    Boom. The door shook again, smashed by Lotharis but held firm by Edmund. The hinges started to loosen, but before Lotharis could break through, Edmund stepped onto the seat, jumped off it and pushed up onto the top of the stall’s wall like a gymnast, and, unlike a gymnast, awkwardly swung a leg over and fell down onto the outside of the stall.


    Lotharis, not yet realizing what Edmund had done, rammed into the door, which gave way immediately and caused him to hurtle into the stall and hit his shoulder on the commode. He cursed, while Edmund stood up outside the stall and ran to the restroom door.


    Just then another man walked in, a European looking fellow, and seeing Edmund he said something in a foreign language. Edmund shook his head and gestured back into the restroom, then ran through the door.


    Lotharis pushed himself off the floor of the stall and ran out of it, straight into the man who had just walked into the bathroom. The man exclaimed in surprise and held Lotharis up by the jacket, but Lotharis reared back and decked him before careening toward the door and stumbling through it.


    Edmund was waiting for him.


    Off balance, Lotharis ran pell-mell through the door, and his neck was met by Edmund’s right arm acting as a clothesline. Lotharis’s momentum carried the lower half of his body forward, past Edmund, while his head and neck flew backward, and he smacked straight down onto the tile floor of the train station. His head made an audible bonk as it hit the tile, and several gasps went up from onlookers nearby.


    Lotharis grabbed his neck and desperately tried to breathe. Edmund loomed above him, blood pumping, adrenaline rushing. A small crowd started to gather and exclaim at the scene. Edmund contemplated punching Lotharis in the face for good measure, but that might turn the crowd against him and make it seem like he was the aggressor, so instead he called out, “Someone call a medic. This man’s been hurt!” and then he ran off toward the McDonalds. He hoped that it looked like he was going for medical help.


    Edmund got to the McDonalds, and Thomas and Robert were both standing up, craning their necks to see what the commotion was about. Edmund blurted out, “Lotharis!” and that was enough for the other two to start moving.


    They grabbed their bags and made their way out of the station. They hailed a cab, and Thomas told the driver to go to a car rental location. They would drive the rest of the way into Norway proper, then see how they could get to Svalbard.


    *


    Meanwhile, Lotharis had gathered himself to a sitting position, with a few good Samaritans trying to help him up. He rudely shook them off and glared at the crowd, trying to see through them to find out where Edmund had gone.


    The bathroom door opened again, and the European man, nose bloodied badly, came out and saw Lotharis. He pointed at him and cried out.


    The crowd’s mood changed, and someone called for the police.


    Lotharis sneered. These hoi polloi will one day bow before me and fetch me things, if they are lucky.


    But for now he knew that he needed a quick exit, and he bolted at the first opening he saw in the masses.


    Even with his injured leg, he was quick, and he outdistanced the confused onlookers before anyone thought to try to hold him.


    He walked out of the station and tried to think of what Edmund would do next. Back on another train? Possible, but unlikely given that they knew Lotharis was there. Take a plane? Those weren’t operating yet, as the airlines were still reeling from the economic shutdown, trying to get their logistics back online and payment systems able to handle the new restricted credit card options.


    They will rent a car and drive to Oslo, Lotharis said to himself.


    He glanced back once at the station and then walked on, preparing his own route to Svalbard. He looked a mess after his run-in with the commode and then the drubbing that Edmund had given him. The very idea that he, Agent Casimir Lotharis, should be bested by an unskilled kid like Edmund grated on his pride painfully.


    “That punk will suffer! He will suffer greatly at my hand,” he said aloud, holding up his right hand and clenching his fist.


    An old beggar woman with very few teeth was looking up at him as she sat leaning against the wall, holding out a cup for coins. She thought this tall man in black who talked to himself in English looked very silly, and she started chortling and wheezing with mirth.


    Lotharis had not noticed her before and, embarrassed that she had witnessed him talking to himself, he kicked the beggar’s hand and the donation cup went flying away, the few coins in it spilling out all over. She cried out in pain and then crowed out imprecations against him.


    Lotharis turned and walked away, barely containing the rage that was erupting inside of him.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Edmund was riding in the passenger seat of the car, using a burner smart phone that he had bought with Robert’s Bitcoin to get onto Fiefdom and connect with people in Oslo.


    He also messaged Brigid again via Fiefdom and told her about his run-in with Lotharis in Copenhagen. He had not told her, however, about the unexplainable event in the church under the statue of the Virgin Mary. He wasn’t sure why, since she more than anyone deserved to know about it, but he didn’t want to tell her yet. Maybe once this whole expedition was over, assuming he survived it.


    Brigid congratulated Edmund for getting the upper hand on Lotharis for the first time, and commended him for standing up for himself. Edmund was quietly proud of her admiration for his actions, almost as if he accomplished a feat of heroism like a knight of old for his lady. He signed off with Brigid and turned his attention to what the guys were saying.


    Thomas was in the backseat of the car, and Robert was driving. Thomas wanted them to get armed with a gun. When he was on official FBI business, he was able to carry a firearm, but this trip was off the books and on his own, so he did not try to bring one to Europe when he flew over.


    Edmund had found Fiefdom users in Oslo who were anarcho-capitalist types, so he made inquiries and found a guy who would take Bitcoin in exchange for a gun. Robert had also surprised Edmund with the news that Fiefdom had hit one hundred thousand daily active users. The app had gained critical momentum and was starting to hit the radars of mainstream news outlets.


    Edmund was messaging back-and-forth with the gun broker when Thomas looked over at him.


    “What kind of gun is it?” Thomas asked as Edmund gave a play-by-play of the conversation he was having.


    Edmund texted and got the reply. “It’s a Glock 19, the guy says.”


    Thomas nodded and said, “Hard to go wrong with that, a solid nine-millimeter. It will give us an answer should Lotharis show up with a gun of his own.”


    Edmund was starting to realize the usefulness of Bitcoin. It wasn’t anonymous, but no one could stop you from paying someone with it, and when the rest of the financial system was either down, restricted, or heavily surveilled, having your own money that no one else could control was powerful.


    Combining Bitcoin and Fiefdom, Edmund now understood, was an unstoppable combination for freedom. People could connect with one another no matter where they were and then transact with each other.


    As the miles flew by and they got closer to Oslo, Thomas began acting uneasy. Several times he started to say something to Edmund but then stopped and turned away. Edmund and Robert both noticed it but didn’t ask him what was going on. Edmund thought it must have to do with the danger in this last stage of their journey.


    They got to Oslo, met up with the contact they had made, and he gave them the Glock, along with a magazine already loaded with fifteen rounds of ammo.


    Edmund, who had not handled many guns, delicately handed the gun to Thomas to inspect. Thomas took it, dropped the magazine out, pulled back the slide and locked it, and looked through the barrel from the inside of the gun. Then he popped out the top round of ammo from the magazine. It was a defensive round, a hollow point. Thomas nodded.


    Edmund shook hands on the deal, and Robert transferred the Bitcoin to the Norwegian using his Lightning wallet. Robert had explained to the guys that Lightning was a technology built on top of Bitcoin that allowed transactions to be made quickly, for smaller amounts, and with reduced transaction fees.


    When they got back in the car, they decided to drive on to Tromsø in the north of the country to avoid any possible run-ins with Lotharis again. Thomas conjectured that they could find a private plane and pilot to take them to Svalbard, as it would be a short flight from there to the island.


    “Great,” Edmund said, then looked sideways at Thomas. “Now, I just need you to show me how to use this gun. First off, how do I put the clip back in?”


    Robert laughed, and Thomas shook his head, saying, “Ahem, lesson number one: do not ever let me hear you call a magazine a ‘clip’ again. You’ve watched too many movies.”


    Thomas proceeded to show Edmund the basics of firearms, including several ironclad rules like, “a gun is always loaded.” Edmund had trouble with that one, since clearly the gun that Thomas handed to him was not loaded, but eventually he understood.


    Now they could face Lotharis with some firepower, and perhaps for the first time have the advantage.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Agent Casimir Lotharis had taken the rest of the day to rest and let his neck recover. It still hurt to swallow, and he silently cursed Edmund and ruminated on what he would do to him when he saw him again.


    He had rented a small car and had begun driving to Oslo, Norway. His head was pressed uncomfortably against the roof of the car.


    He had just gotten off the phone with his tech, Dwayne, and forced him to spoof the L7 clearance needed to book a private plane from Oslo to Svalbard and the Global Seed Vault in Longyearben.


    Dwayne had complained that his job would be at stake if it were found out that he had done so, but Lotharis very simply told him that his job would be at stake if he didn’t do it, because Lotharis would get him demoted to the lowest FBI role that he could find.


    Lotharis wasn’t worried about whether he got to Svalbard before Edmund did. He knew that his willingness to do whatever it took, legal or not, moral or not, to get Edmund’s father’s box would give him an overwhelming advantage. The good guys were always losers, always had to wait for the real men to make a move and could only act in defense afterwards. A critical weakness, caused by their moral code or religious delusions, but one that suited Lotharis’s ends very well.


    He also knew what he would find in the box. The riddle that he had intercepted confirmed it implicitly. He did not know, and greatly wondered how much, if anything, Edmund knew about the contents of the box. Thomas would not be eager to share the information, given his history with Edmund’s father, and Edmund may be too stupid to piece it together from the riddles, especially since Lotharis had thrown him off the scent early on with that malarkey about his father working on a nuclear project.


    Well, it was nuclear, in a sense, he said to himself and chuckled wryly.


    The box was his ticket into the true power in the world. It would give him leverage that no one could ignore, and he would take his place alongside the globe’s hidden leaders and gain access to the corridors of authority that controlled presidents, central banks, parliaments, and congresses.


    Lotharis had of course read about the idea of the Übermensch from Nietzsche, and, while simplistic, he had found it compelling. He knew that he was a superior man, meant to rule lesser men, and because of that fact, the ends justified the means in his actions.


    When he thought of Nietzsche, he couldn’t help but also remember that in college he was forced to read Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, an odious morality fable where the main character wrongly thought he was a superior man, committed a crime, and then turned himself in and ended up in a labor camp.


    He had received a failing grade on the essay that he had written about the book, because he had refused to write what the professor had wanted, refused to go along with the patently false and moronic narrative that the book peddled.


    No, he was one of the great men, and the world would realize it. Soon.


    Just then, his phone rang. It was Nighthawk, probably wanting an update on his progress.


    “How’s your vacation going?” the voice intoned.


    Lotharis gave the correct response, then waited.


    “We’ve made inquiries about your new project, the one with this kid Edmund, and we see the possible value in it,” Nighthawk said serenely. “How’s that going?”


    Lotharis read between the lines. They must know who Edmund’s father was, and what his box would mean. He would have to play this carefully. He surmised that Nighthawk himself was not that high up in the organization, more like a middle-manager of sorts, and so would use Lotharis for his own advancement if possible.


    “It’s going very well. I’ve had the upper hand the whole time,” Lotharis said as he massaged his bruised neck, still smarting from the clothesline that he had received from Edmund. “I’ve commandeered the crucial information from the boy and am exploring the possibility that it could be of value to us.”


    “Vermeilloun is ready to help you in your…exploration,” Nighthawk said, revealing for the first time, perhaps unintentionally, the name of the organization that Lotharis had been reporting to. Lotharis thought it sounded French and knew that Nighthawk was a European of some stripe, though his accent was very slight. Vermillion was what the word sounded like in English to him.


    Lotharis needed to refuse the offer of help without seeming like he was refusing it. The last thing he wanted was one of their men tagging along for the last mile to the prize and then taking it for Vermillion and cutting him out.


    He also wondered what Vermillion meant. In his mind he associated it with a dragon, or the color of a dragon. He scribbled the name down so he could look it up later and see what he could find.


    Lotharis stroked his goatee as he responded. “Profound thanks for the offer of help. The assets that you furnished for me in Italy were indispensable.” He rolled his eyes at his own words. Both assets had certainly been dispensed, one by a petite girl.


    “But for this last leg of this race, knowledge, and above all, a delicate touch, are needed, or the whole operation could go awry. I’m able to acquire the payload myself and will immediately contact you to make it available to Vermillion.”


    Nighthawk did not respond right away, and Lotharis began to get nervous that he was relaying it to his bosses.


    “Understood,” Nighthawk finally said, “but we want to have someone in place with you, one of our best. Let me know where he can meet you.”


    Lotharis scrambled for what to say. Nighthawk had completely ignored his assertion that he could handle it. He came up with a quick solution. “Sorry did not catch that, breaking up. What? Call later, bad conn…” and he hung up the phone then turned it off.


    He felt anxious in rejecting a direct order from Vermillion, but the stakes were high, and he would not let anyone else get the glory and prestige that were due him. He would turn his phone back on in a few days when he had the prize in hand. Then he would demand to speak to the real leaders of the inner circle.


    As the miles spun away, Lotharis turned his tension into determination. He was getting close to Oslo. He would soon arrive at the airport and take a plane directly to Svalbard.


    Casimir Lotharis grinned. His ship was about to come in.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Edmund watched as Robert talked with a pilot in a small hangar at the municipal airport in Tromsø, where they had arrived earlier that morning.


    Robert shook the pilot’s hand, then walked over to Edmund and Thomas. He said, “Good news, guys. The pilot, Håkon, is willing to fly us to Svalbard. All he has to do is fuel up.”


    “How’d you pay him?” Thomas asked, clearly impressed by Robert’s resourcefulness.


    Robert flashed one of his winning smiles. “Bitcoin of course,” he said, sitting on a large crate just inside the entrance to the hangar. “Though at some point I’m gonna have to get some reimbursement from you two with all the funds that I’ve been laying out on this expedition.”


    Edmund agreed to pay Robert back, and he meant it. Edmund hated owing anything to anyone, even to his best friend. Thomas also grunted that once the bank system was fully running again he would give him money.


    Robert held up his hand to forestall any more promises. “The best way you can pay me back is by committing to buying Bitcoin. I’d like to see both you guys get on the winning team and out of the legacy financial system, which as you have now seen is not nearly as sturdy as they claim it is. But I can answer all your many questions about Bitcoin on the plane. Let’s grab our stuff and load up.”


    They went back to the rental car and gathered their things and boarded the small plane, a Cessna Skylane, which could fit four people in total. The pilot went through preparation and preflight procedures for about a half hour, then they took off down the small runway.


    Edmund could hardly believe that they had made it this far and that they were so close to finding out the mystery of his father’s riddles, and perhaps more. He gazed out the passenger window of the small plane at the endless miles of northern ocean. Thomas said it was the Barents Sea. Never in his life did he think that he would face life-and-death battles with a rogue FBI agent in a world-crossing scavenger hunt designed by his father, hiring planes and traveling with a busted banking system by using Bitcoin, heading for a global seed storage building carved into a frozen mountain.


    The pilot spoke slightly broken English and chattered away to them about how Russia had originally used the islands that they were going to as a mining base, but the mines had played out decades ago. Still, in Longyearben hundreds of the residents were Russian. He mentioned the ongoing conflict between Russia and the Baltic States but seemed unconcerned about it affecting the quiet life on Svalbard.


    “Too cold and too small for people to have fight, haha,” he said, gesturing with his right hand expansively. “And the people have lived there long time, long time peaceful together, get along good friends. Biggest enemy is big cold, not Russians.”


    Edmund thought with trepidation that they were bringing conflict to the island, likely to shatter the peaceful quiet there.


    The flight was short, and just an hour and a half into it, Edmund saw a snowy landmass. He asked the pilot if that was Svalbard, and the pilot nodded vigorously. He said, “Yes, south part of Svalbard. Big island. Smaller islands, too, all around but not cities like Longyearben.”


    They landed, got their bags and stepped off the plane. The Longyearben airport was tiny, with a single landing strip. They thanked their pilot and went into the lone airport building, where they found out there was a shuttle that would take them into Longyearben.


    As they drove out of the airport, Thomas pointed to their right and said quietly to Edmund and Robert, “That road goes to the Global Seed Vault. Let’s get settled in at a hotel first. Then we can come back and scope out the vault.”


    Edmund craned his neck as the shuttle drove past the road, but he couldn’t see the seed vault as the road snaked and curved around the low, icy hills.


    Robert objected, saying, “Why not go straight to the vault? I don’t think that we should waste any time.”


    It was the first time that either Robert or Edmund had challenged Thomas’s directions. Edmund, who valued receiving input from people, even when they disagreed with his ideas, then sifting through the data to find the best approach, waited to see how Thomas would respond to Robert’s admittedly mild challenge.


    “Look, kid,” Thomas began, looking irritated. “You can do whatever you want, but I say we get our bearings and hammer out a plan to get into the vault so we don’t burn our chances with it.”


    Robert, annoyed at being called a kid, started to get his hackles up, Edmund could see. Edmund tried to interject and avoid an argument, but Robert spoke over him and said, “Well that’s fine, Mr. FBI. But this kid will point out to you that your fellow FBI agent has been hot on our trail this whole trip, and who’s to say that he isn’t an hour behind us, or even that he has now gotten ahead of us?”


    Thomas realized that he had pushed Robert’s buttons, and remained silent, looking to Edmund to make a decision. After a pause, Robert also looked to Edmund.


    With their eyes boring into him, Edmund was hit with the realization that he was the leader, even though he felt like the least qualified between them to be so. He was the one who had to make the decision, and the most that they could do was to provide him information or their opinions on any given matter.


    “Let’s find a hotel first and settle in,” Edmund said with finality. Robert made a sour face and refused to look at Thomas. “I’m as keen as you guys are to get into the vault, but I’m also frazzled from the trip here and think it will help to have some time to decompress and make our plan.”


    Longyearben had a surprising number of inns and places to stay, including an upscale Radisson. But Robert had insisted that they find a cheaper, less conspicuous place, so they settled on a nice-looking hotel with an unpronounceable name.


    Edmund was both excited to make a plan on how to get into the vault but also bone-tired from their nonstop journey. He sank down into one of the two beds, letting out a long sigh.


    Surely, he thought, we’ve got at least a day’s jump on Lotharis and can take the remainder of the evening to rest and recuperate.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    “Now how do we get into the seed vault?” Robert asked, half to himself, as he looked out the window of the living room in their hotel room. Outside it was still bright out—Svalbard was so far north that they had long days throughout spring and summer—and the landscape was barren, with small hills covered in a thin layer of frost. Not a tree was in sight.


    “And once we get in, how do we find where exactly my father’s box is stored?” Edmund added. He was still lying down on the bed but sat up and added, “I’d like to do it the legal way, and go right up to the manager and tell him who I am, but I have no way to prove that my father’s box belongs to me. So we have to break in or sneak in, I’m afraid.”


    Thomas sat silently in the corner, looking down and rubbing his hands, frowning.


    Robert started to say something but Thomas stood up and interrupted. “Edmund, I have something to tell you that will help you find the box and be prepared for what’s in it.” He spoke in a firm but halting manner that was quite unlike him.


    Robert turned from the window and raised his eyebrows as he stared at Thomas. Edmund felt a pang of unease at Thomas’s words but didn’t say anything.


    Thomas was looking intently at Edmund, his eyes pained and worried. “Over ten years ago, Casimir Lotharis and I were part of the same cross-functional FBI team that began an investigation of your father and what he was working on. We suspected that he was doing something valuable—and potentially dangerous—to the national security interests of the United States.”


    Edmund’s eyes went wide at this last revelation. “Was it something with a nuclear weapon?” he asked.


    “No, it had nothing to do with nuclear weapons,” Thomas said. “That was a lie that Lotharis told you. We met with your father several times, and he was cooperating with us, sharing information about his project, but Lotharis demanded more. Your father began to grow reluctant to talk to us. I argued with Lotharis and told the team lead that we were getting all that we needed, but Lotharis convinced the lead investigator to intimidate your father—nothing that would cause real harm—so that he would divulge everything he was doing.”


    Edmund stood up. His unease had taken hold on his stomach, knotting it up into a painful ball. Still, he waited, listening to Thomas, ready for a hammer to fall.


    Thomas said, “The team met your father at his lab at the university. He was brought to an FBI location, and Lotharis began questioning him and making threats. I was against it—I should have stopped him—but at that time I thought that the FBI was virtuous and really did want to protect the country, and I thought that your father would just comply and that no one would be hurt. I was wrong.


    “Your father clammed up and refused to talk. I’m not sure if he was being defiant or if he was already showing an early sign of a health problem. Lotharis grabbed him and roughed him up a little, nothing severe, but your father then went into a seizure. I saw this happening and immediately stopped Lotharis from doing anything further, calling to the team lead to get medical help. But less than a minute later, your father had a heart attack and died right there in the room. FBI EMTs came in shortly after, but nothing could be done.”


    Edmund stood in stunned silence. He felt a rush of anger at Lotharis, at the FBI, and also at Thomas. Thomas had acted like he was his friend. He had trusted Thomas and even saw him as a mentor, a father. He thought that Thomas was a good guy who wanted to help him altruistically, but now Edmund realized that Thomas must have simply felt guilty for his role in his father’s death.


    This is what I get for trusting others: betrayal. I won’t make that mistake again, Edmund thought with bitterness.


    “Who is my father, Thomas? What was he really working on?” Edmund forced the words out through gritted teeth, barely able to control himself. Tears were welling up in his eyes.


    Thomas looked down and his face contorted with shame and sorrow as Edmund spoke.


    He looked up at Edmund. “Your father is Satoshi Nakamoto, the inventor of Bitcoin,” Thomas said quietly.


    Robert’s jaw dropped open, and he took a step forward toward Edmund and Thomas. Robert was working something out in his head and after a moment said, “But that means that the seeds aren’t plant seeds at all. They are seed words, to the private key of Satoshi Nakamoto himself, with over one million Bitcoin!”


    Edmund wiped the tears that were forming from his eyes and looked distractedly at Robert, trying to understand what he was saying. He didn’t know anything about seed words or keys, and at the moment he didn’t care about millions of Bitcoin. He cared about his father, and this man who stood in front of him had been there when his father had died and had been complicit in it.


    “How could you do this to him? And to me?” Edmund said, his voice breaking. “I don’t want to see your face anymore. Get out.”


    Thomas had pain written over his face. He slumped his shoulders dejectedly and let out a deep sigh.


    After a few moments, Thomas looked carefully at Edmund, as if searching for a response, but getting none, he merely nodded. He began to gather up his things. Dead silence gripped the room.


    He walked to the door, opened it, but before leaving he looked over his shoulder at Robert and Edmund and said, “I’m so sorry. One day I hope that you can forgive me. I am leaving. One last thing I have to tell you though: remember that the last riddle said to look for an orange box in the seed vault.”


    Then Thomas stepped through the door, closed it behind him, and was gone.


    Robert came and stood next to Edmund and put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m really sorry, Edmund. This is awful.”


    Edmund could not respond; he had a huge lump in his throat. His father was killed by the FBI, by Lotharis. And then Lotharis had lied to him, because he suspected or knew that Edmund had found the secret keys to his father’s Bitcoin wallet. That’s why Lotharis was so dogged in his pursuit, and why he was willing to do anything to get the clues from Edmund.


    Edmund took a deep breath, and the mist started to clear from his eyes. His father had done something great, something noble, and the government had killed him for it. Edmund had always loved his country and thought that people, especially in government, followed the rule of law, the Constitution, and believed in principles of liberty and truth, but that illusion was now shattered.


    Edmund turned to Robert, his best friend, maybe his only real friend if he were being honest. “Robert, what does it mean that my father has his seed words in a box in the vault?”


    Robert explained, “The way that Bitcoin works is, a person owns and controls their Bitcoin through an address represented by a private key. Think of a long string of numbers. No one but that person can know that private key, and no one can guess that person’s private key. If someone else gets a hold of it, though, then they can take all the Bitcoin belonging to that person and send it to their own address.


    “Memorizing a 256-bit hexadecimal number is difficult, so alternative ways of representing private keys have been made, including using combinations of a certain subset of words, seed words we call them. Your father is Satoshi Nakamoto—I can’t believe I’m saying that—and he mined over one million Bitcoin in the early years when very few people participated in the network. None of his Bitcoin have ever moved from his wallet, and only he had the private key. When you get your father’s seed words from the vault, it will mean that you control and own all his Bitcoin.”


    Edmund was a computer guy, so he understood hexadecimal numbers and a little of the public-key cryptography used to secure the Web and, apparently, Bitcoin also, but his mind was still reeling at the revelation that his father was the inventor of Bitcoin, and now he would own a massive amount of it, if he could find it.


    “Robert,” Edmund said, a new thought coming to him. “How much are one million Bitcoin worth?”


    “Well, I haven’t checked the price in a while—we’ve been busy you know, dodging FBI agents, flying to ice-covered islands—but it’s worth tens of billions of dollars, maybe hundreds of billions,” Robert said matter-of-factly.


    Edmund shook his head in disbelief. He couldn’t fathom that amount of money. And at that moment, he didn’t even want it. He just wanted to retrieve what his father had made, something that many people in the world were using and finding value in. It was an artifact from his father’s hard work and ingenuity, and it belonged to him and his family.


    He turned back to Robert. “My friend, I don’t know how anyone could use that much money, but it was my father’s, and I want to get it back. Who knows how it might be useful in the future? I’ve come up with a plan to get it. Are you ready?”


    Robert grinned. Edmund sketched out his idea, and the two started preparations.


    One million Bitcoin awaited them, but Edmund realized they had competition, and this game was winner takes all.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Thomas wandered around the town, which was not large, recriminating himself for his lack of action all those years ago. He could have saved Edmund’s father, Paul Peregrino, now known pseudonymously as Satoshi Nakamoto. But he didn’t expect—no one expected—that Peregrino would have a seizure and a heart attack. Still, that didn’t excuse his failure.


    He reached the southernmost end of town and decided to just keep walking. A few men were getting onto snowmobiles to drive around, but otherwise few people came this far south. The landscape was stark, barren, windy, and cold. No sign of green life anywhere, and even in the early summer, snow was lightly covering the ground in many places. When he discovered some sporadic habitation tucked here and there as he went along, he admired the tenacity of those people who chose to live in this rocky, isolated place. He wound his way through a ravine between two small hills before turning back again towards town.


    He could not fault Edmund for reacting as he had. He was perfectly justified, and Thomas had expected it, even if he had held out a tiny hope that Edmund would not cast him away, but forgive him and see that, while blameworthy, Thomas truly did care for him.


    After Mr. Peregrino’s death, Thomas had requested that the FBI move him into another division. He had given up all ambitions with the Bureau and had just wanted to be left alone. Lotharis, meanwhile, had inexplicably been promoted after the incident. Thomas was not sure how he had finagled that position but suspected that his secret bosses had pulled strings with the official brass in the FBI leadership.


    Thomas had gotten his wish: he was moved to the cybercrime division and demoted back to Special Agent, where he remained, permanently pigeonholed in his basement cubicle. He was good at detecting cyberattacks and finding their root causes and actors, but one-third of the time when he reported them up the chain, he was told to ignore the intrusions. He wondered why and later discovered that it was the FBI itself, or the CIA or NSA, who were perpetrating the attacks for false flag operations or for propaganda purposes against the North Koreans, Russians, or Iranians. He became disillusioned by this complete betrayal of the Constitution and the American people by the very governmental organizations that were supposed to uphold both.


    He was tempted many times to quit and to find another job, but he always stuck it out, hoping that he could do some good, however small, from within the organization.


    Thinking about Edmund, he decided that it was hopeless to try to win back his favor. He would just have to go to the airport and hop on the next plane back to Norway. Edmund’s rejection pained him deeply, as he had developed a paternal love for the young man, like the son he had always wanted but had been deprived of. He had nothing left to go back to, and the thought of facing his desk job again was unbearable.


    Thomas made it back to the north end of town and passed the small hotel where he had been staying with Edmund and Robert, giving it a wide berth to avoid unintentionally being seen by the young men. He was about to turn to walk toward the airport, when he looked to his right and saw the Radisson hotel, which had been too pricey for them. It was a blue- and red-colored building, colors that seemed popular up here for whatever reason.


    He heard loud voices—men arguing—in the direction of the hotel, so while he kept walking, he slowed down and craned his neck to see what was causing the disturbance. One of the voices sounded familiar. He stepped into a narrow alleyway between two buildings across the street from the Radisson, just in time to see Casimir Lotharis step out from behind a taxi cab, violently jerking two suitcases out of the trunk and barking a complaint at the cab driver.


    The cab driver shook his fist at Lotharis, and Lotharis yelled back before stalking off toward the front door of the hotel. When he saw Lotharis, all the frustration and sadness that Thomas was feeling transformed into determination to oppose Lotharis no matter the cost.


    He would not leave the island, at least not yet. No matter what Edmund had said to him, he could not leave the two boys alone to face this maniac themselves. He would silently hound Lotharis’s every step and protect Edmund from him.


    He waited until Lotharis had come back out of the hotel office and walked to his room. Thomas took note of which room it was. Then Thomas went into the hotel and asked the front desk if they had a room available. They did, and he took a room, just two down from Lotharis’s. He could now track Lotharis’s every movement.


    He couldn’t save Edmund’s father, but by the grace of God, he prayed he would be able to save Edmund.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    That night, Edmund jumped onto Fiefdom again to see if Brigid was online. She was, and he initiated a secure messaging session with her.


    She asked him how things were going, and he told her that Thomas had revealed to him that he was there when his father had died. Edmund left out the information that his father was the inventor of Bitcoin.


    Brigid asked how Edmund had responded to Thomas, and he told her that he had told Thomas to get out of his sight for good.


    Brigid started a voice call with him, and Edmund answered.


    “Edmund, I’m really sorry that your father died that way. It must have been terrible to find this out so many years later,” Brigid said.


    Hearing her say that made Edmund relive the moment earlier that day with Thomas, and rage boiled up inside him again. “It is terrible, and Thomas is to blame. Not completely, but substantially. I’ll never forgive him. He betrayed me and acted like he was my friend. More than a friend, like a father.”


    “Only you can decide that,” Brigid said and paused. “But people sometimes make terrible errors, commit grotesque sins, and then later are truly sorry for them and even change their lives to become better. Would you consider that perhaps that’s what has happened to Thomas?”


    Edmund ground his teeth and worked his jaw back and forth as he thought about her words. One part of him wanted to hold onto the resentment, confirming his principle of never relying on anyone for anything, but Brigid had tapped into something in his heart, as if she were showing him a way to become a better man himself, in spite of, or even because of, the hurt that he had received.


    “I can’t forgive him right now, but I will consider what you’ve said. Thank you for talking to me about it,” Edmund said.


    They said goodbye, and after Edmund ended the call, he sat on his bed, mulling over her words.


    It was a long time before he fell asleep.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Nighthawk, known in real life as Tobias Reuter, had not been pleased when Lotharis had hung up on him and had now refused to answer his phone over the past day.


    Lotharis was one of Tobias’s ten Initiates, and up until very recently was one of his least promising ones.


    But Tobias had spoken with his Denizen, Maurice Warburg, about Lotharis when he had gotten onto the track of Edmund, and Warburg had discovered that Edmund’s father was the inventor of Bitcoin. Warburg deduced that Lotharis was on the trail of the biggest Bitcoin wallets in the world.


    The money itself—tens to hundreds of billions of dollars—was of only passing interest to Warburg and Vermillion, Tobias was told. The more important principle at stake was the philosophical idea behind Bitcoin as money that no one could control. That would never do, Warburg explained, and even at a tiny market capitalization, Bitcoin represented an existential threat to Vermillion’s worldwide, centuries-spanning strategy.


    The other Denizens had agreed that Warburg should be their point man on this issue, and on the question of how to limit and control Bitcoin’s place in the global economy. Warburg had made inquiries and discovered that several countries were contemplating approving investment vehicles—trusts, exchange traded funds, and sovereign bonds—that would let the masses buy Bitcoin in their retirement and government-sponsored accounts. This could not be allowed, not until Vermillion had taken a dominant position in Bitcoin.


    He had sent messages to Vermillion’s Syndicators and Initiates in the various regulatory authorities in each country, as well as to their stooges at the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, and told them to deny or to delay approval of all such investment vehicles. When he was asked what reason they could give for these denials and delays, Warburg waved his hand and told them, “Say something about protecting retail investors against scams and exploitation.”


    That was done, to the outcry of the Bitcoin enthusiasts, but the masses didn’t realize anything was amiss—they never did—and Warburg then directed Tobias to get ahold of this Bitcoin stash for Vermillion to control. They could then start to sell the Bitcoin on the market, sinking confidence in it, since people would think that Bitcoin’s inventor had set them all up only to dump on them and profit.


    Cryptocurrency investors called this a “rug pull,” and Warburg, who rarely smiled, couldn’t help but imagine with glee the shock that Bitcoiners would feel when they thought that their beloved founder, Satoshi Nakamoto, had betrayed them.


    Tobias was furiously trying to get a hold of Lotharis now, but his calls continually went to voicemail. He used the app location tracking present on all Vermillion phones and discovered that Lotharis was, or had been, in Oslo, Norway. The signal had disappeared after that: either Lotharis had destroyed his phone, or he had found a way to disable the tracking system.


    He dispatched two assets to Oslo to find Lotharis, or to find out where he had gone, but he was uneasy. He had given Lotharis too much autonomy and had failed to realize the value—especially the value to his own career within Vermillion—that Lotharis’s project represented. Now it could be too late; Lotharis must have sniffed out Tobias’s desire to use Lotharis for his own advancement.


    He could only hope that the assets would locate Lotharis and bring him to heel.


    When they did, Lotharis would have some answering to do, not just to him, but to Warburg.


    Tobias shivered at the thought of being questioned by a Denizen. The last two men who had endured such an inquisition disappeared shortly thereafter and were found dead from car crashes under very odd circumstances. And those two had been Syndicators like Tobias was, not lowly Initiates like Lotharis.

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Robert and Edmund woke up early the next morning, grabbed their backpacks, and made for the Global Seed Vault. They had rented two snowmobiles for the day, partly to make it easy to get around, and partly also because they thought it would be fun to ride on a snowmobile.


    Their plan was simple: they would approach the caretaker on duty at the vault and ask if they could look around it with him. If he went with it, they would meander about looking for the box, and once found, continue on, then have Robert distract the caretaker and lead him elsewhere while Edmund went and grabbed the box and got out with it.


    If the caretaker didn’t go along with it, they would leave and find a way to break in later that night. They had researched and determined that several doors, gated by electronic badge access, stood between the front door and the vault interior. Multiple vault rooms existed but only one was currently being used.


    Few people were up so early in Longyearben, and their hotel was in the northwest section closest to the vault, so they saw almost no one in the town and soon rode their snowmobiles the short distance to the vault itself, which was hidden back from the main road, around a corner.


    They approached the vault, which didn’t look as impressive in person as the photos had online made it look, and opened the front door, which was unlocked.


    They walked into the vestibule, but no one was there, and the next door they tried was locked, with a badge reader next to it. They went back to the front and found a button with a sign that indicated pushing it would alert someone in the vault that there was a visitor.


    They pushed the button and waited a few minutes before hearing a door opening and closing from within the vault, then another door opened and a man walked out toward them.


    “Smile and look friendly, Edmund,” Robert whispered to his friend. They had agreed that Robert would talk with the caretaker.


    “Hallo, how may I help you?” the caretaker asked in English. He must have guessed that they were Americans. He looked to be in his early fifties, with a face red and peeling and wrinkled from sun exposure and the cold.


    “Greetings, and so glad that you speak English,” Robert began conversationally. “We were hoping that you could let us take a look inside the vault. We’ve read lots about it and are interested in seeds, and we came all the way from Texas to get to see it.”


    Robert was not lying of course. They had read a lot about it ever since they realized the final clue led there, and they were now very much interested in seeds, at least certain types of seeds.


    The caretaker looked at Robert and then to Edmund, who did his best to put on an ingenuous smile.


    “It is not strictly allowed,” the caretaker said, his brow furrowing. He looked to be wrestling with himself over following the rules but also humoring these two adventurous young men. He looked around and rocked his head back and forth before saying, “But you have come a long way and share our respect for preserving the seeds, so I will show you around, but only for a few minutes, yes?”


    Edmund and Robert nodded and thanked him profusely.


    Honesty really is the best policy, Edmund thought.


    The caretaker walked to the door and badged in; they went through and down a large corridor, the ceiling and part of the walls rimed with ice, and then the caretaker badged in through another door.


    “Here is the vault. Step right in,” he said.


    Edmund and Robert walked in. They were in a large room, unornate, filled with aisle after aisle of shelving, each stacked with boxes of various colors and materials. It looked like a medium-sized warehouse, but to search the whole thing would take a few hours, Edmund realized. They needed to know the rhyme or reason behind the organization of the boxes.


    Edmund cleared his throat and said, “Fascinating! The whole world’s seeds stored here.” He turned to the caretaker and gestured to the boxes, saying, “Tell me, how do you organize which boxes go where in here so you can find them again?”


    The caretaker answered as he motioned for them to follow him, and turned to step farther into a narrow passage. Boxes, each with a label on the front, were stacked two or three high on each shelf, from the lowest to the highest, which stretched above arms-reach by several feet. “Oh we have a complete system for that. Most of the seeds come from large organizations and nonprofits, even nations. So we have an identification number we generate and label on the box, which we also store in our database so we know where to find it in the vault. We group by both region and also by seed or plant type, when possible, but in the event that one area fills up, we can place a set of boxes anywhere and still be able to find it in the database.”


    Edmund nodded agreeably, but the answer didn’t help them much. Did his father indicate his box was from Texas? And what on earth did he list as the seed type?


    He kept his eyes open as they walked through the aisles, the caretaker pointing out different boxes and sharing a few stories about them. Robert also feigned listening while scanning each aisle’s boxes, looking for an orange one. It would stand out like a sore thumb, since most of the boxes and containers were less colorful.


    Edmund had an idea. The caretaker was still talking, so Edmund said, “Pardon me, do you have a section of boxes from Texas? It would be really cool to see any seeds saved from our part of the world.”


    Robert gave Edmund a thumbs-up from behind the back of the caretaker.


    The caretaker looked thoughtful. “Texas, Texas…hmm. Yes, I do recall we have some boxes from Texas. Follow me and I will show you those, along with some others from the States that you may like to see.”


    They walked down a middle dividing row, past several more aisles, and then the caretaker turned up a new aisle and toward the end. Edmund thought he could see an orangish box way down at the end, and his heart started beating quickly, but before they got further they heard a loud bang from outside the vault.


    “What was that?” the caretaker asked, alarmed. He looked at Edmund and Robert and said, “Come with me a moment. I must go to see what made that awful sound.”


    Robert looked at Edmund grimly. To both of them, the noise had sounded like a gunshot. And a gunshot could only mean one thing: Lotharis. The caretaker walked ahead of them at a brisk pace, and Edmund felt around for the gun and panicked when he realized that he didn’t have it.


    “Robert,” he whispered furiously. “Do you have the gun?”


    “No, I thought you had it!”


    “I don’t have it. Oh no. Thomas had it last. He must have taken it with him by accident when he left.”


    Robert groaned. There was only one way in and one way out of the vault, and if Lotharis was there and armed, they were in trouble.


    They heard another blast-like noise that reverberated around the hall outside and into the vault, this one sounding closer and unmistakably like a gunshot.


    They now heard footsteps outside the door. The caretaker was almost to the door, and Edmund ran and grabbed him before he could open it.


    “No, don’t open it,” Edmund whispered furiously, pulling him back away from the door. “I think someone is out there shooting the door locks and forcing the doors open. We need to hide from him, quick!”


    The caretaker gave Edmund a bewildered look, but then shook off his hand and said something in Norwegian before turning back to the door. Edmund hissed at him to get away, but he strode purposefully to the door and was about to open it when two gunshots rang out and put holes around the door lock. The caretaker fell to the ground and cried out, either from being hit by a bullet or from the shock of the noise.


    Robert and Edmund began backing away from the door. The caretaker started to get up when whomever was outside the door began ramming into it. The door moved a little, but the lock was still in place. Edmund and Robert turned and ran back into the warehouse.


    As they ran, they heard three more gunshots, and the door burst open. Edmund risked a look back and saw the caretaker, standing right in front of the door, covering his ears with his hands. A gun emerged from the open door and the man holding it walked forward and pulled the trigger, shooting the caretaker from point blank range, dropping him immediately.


    Edmund started to cry out but stifled it. He knew that it was Lotharis.


    He walked as quickly but as quietly as he could deeper into the vault, making his way to the Texas section that the caretaker had led them to. Robert was nowhere to be seen.


    He stopped for a moment and heard the sound of hard shoes walking on the warehouse flooring with a stilted gait.


    Lotharis was stalking them.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Thomas had watched Lotharis leave the hotel, rent a snowmobile, and drive in the direction of the airport and seed vault.


    After Lotharis was out of sight, Thomas rented a snowmobile himself and took off after him.


    He had realized when he woke up that morning that he had inadvertently taken the gun with him when he left Edmund and Robert.


    All the more reason that I need to stay close to Lotharis, Thomas thought.


    He knew that Lotharis was willing and able to shoot on sight anyone who opposed him.


    Minutes later, Thomas arrived at the vault. He had killed the engine about fifty yards away from the main door, and he saw Lotharis’s snowmobile parked out front next to two others.


    Thomas jogged toward the entrance, gun drawn. He reached the main door and carefully opened it, but at that moment he heard a gunshot go off inside the building. He jumped back from the door and dove sideways onto the ground. He was breathing heavily and checked himself for any wounds. There were none.


    He got back up, opened the front door very slowly, peeked around the corner, and saw an empty vestibule and corridor. He slid in and around the wall to the right, then crept along the corridor.


    He reached another door, and he saw that the locking mechanism had been shot and the door forced open. He started to open that door when he heard more shots. Once again he pivoted away from the door, but this time he suspected that Lotharis must be shooting the next door to get it opened.


    He opened the door again and saw another empty corridor, with a door at the end swinging shut. He walked quickly toward the door and was halfway there when he heard multiple gunshots and what sounded like a shout from someone. He waited a moment and then heard more gunshots, then a pause, then one final gunshot.


    With the last one, he dreaded that one of the boys was in the vault and had just been killed. He went through the door and saw the vault door ahead, with multiple shots through it. Twenty seconds later he was at the door and put his ear to it to listen for any sounds just on the other side, in case Lotharis was still there. He heard nothing.


    He tested the door by giving it a light shove then stepped to the side of it. No response from inside. So he stepped back in front of it and pushed it open, and stepped into the vault with gun drawn and ready to fire.


    The first thing that caught his eye was a man on the ground, bleeding from the chest, just a few yards from the open door. Thomas scanned the immediate area to make sure Lotharis was not visible, then knelt down and felt for the man’s pulse. There was no pulse. The man’s eyes were open and vacant, and his face was fixed with a look of shock.


    Thomas stood up and was deciding which way to go to find the boys when he heard Lotharis’s voice call out in a sing-song way, “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” Thomas could hear the mad glee in his voice as he said it.


    He loped in the direction of the voice, hoping to come up behind Lotharis and take him unaware.


    Edmund was making his way as quickly and as quietly as possible toward the back of the vault where the caretaker had been taking them before the gunshots rang out.


    He turned around to look down a long aisle, and when he turned back, he bumped into Robert and almost fell down. “Sheesh! Sorry, Edmund,” Robert whispered.


    Edmund was relieved to have joined up with Robert again. Edmund put his finger to his lips for them to be silent, and he beckoned Robert to follow him as he turned into the aisle that had the Texas boxes.


    “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Lotharis called out. Edmund got a chill down his spine when he heard it, but he suppressed feelings of fear. He was so close to his father’s legacy. He would not let a psychopath rob him of it.


    Robert kept looking behind them as they walked. They reached a stack of boxes, and one was a vibrant orange, quite different from the rest. Edmund looked at Robert, who nodded back at him. If ever a box were Bitcoin orange, this one was it.


    Edmund quietly slid the box off the shelf; it was at shoulder height, and no others were stacked on top of it.


    It was a normal looking box, made of wood, but otherwise did not look special. It had a placard on the front, but Edmund wasted no time to read it, preferring instead to get the contents and get out of there as fast as possible.


    He opened the box and saw a little Ziploc bag at the bottom, with small slip of paper inside. Edmund grabbed the bag, could see writing on the paper, and even without closely inspecting it, he could tell it was his father’s handwriting. The baggy looked just like all the others that he had found with the riddle clues.


    He stuffed the baggy in his right pocket and was about to put the box back when he saw another little slip of paper, sitting at the bottom of the box by itself. He grabbed it, too, and put it into his other pocket.


    Robert was urging Edmund to hurry.


    But it was too late.


    Lotharis emerged at the end of the aisle, about thirty yards away. He pointed the gun at the boys and said loudly, “End of the line, boys. Drop the box. Now.” He fired one shot that ricocheted just over Edmund’s and Robert’s heads, causing them to reflexively duck down.


    Lotharis began walking toward them and shooting. Edmund and Robert scrambled to get away toward the other end of the aisle, bullets hitting boxes and shelves all around them, and Edmund was sure that they would be shot at any moment, when they heard another voice, a familiar one, shouting, “Drop the gun, Lotharis!”


    Edmund glanced back quickly and saw someone behind Lotharis. Intuitively he knew that it was Thomas. Lotharis spun around and fired two quick shots at Thomas.


    Thomas cried out in pain and returned fire.


    Thomas moved behind the end of the aisle for cover and yelled, “Run, boys!”


    Robert and Edmund flew around the corner and out of sight of Lotharis and Thomas. They ran along the back edge of the vault, heading toward the exit door.


    They heard more gunshots from behind them but could not tell whether they were from Lotharis, or Thomas, or both men.


    They could hear someone pursuing them but did not look back. They leapt over the dead body of the caretaker—Edmund shuddered when he thought of the poor man dying because of him—and went through the vault door, then the next one and out the front of the vault.


    They jumped on one of their snowmobiles and started it up. Edmund was driving, Robert sitting just behind him shouting, “Go, go, go, go!”


    Edmund drove out from the vault door and was about to turn to head back toward Longyearben when he saw Lotharis burst out from the door, panting wildly, gun in hand. Lotharis was blocking their way back to the town.


    Edmund swerved back and headed in a southwest direction away from Lotharis, toward the slope of a snow-covered mountain and wild lands.


    Robert and Edmund heard two gunshots, but neither were hit, and Robert looked back to see Lotharis jump on a snowmobile and begin to give chase.


    Edmund opened up the snowmobile to full throttle, and they hurtled across the gentle slope of the snowy mountain, heading toward a ridge. He had no idea how steep the slope was on the other side of the ridge, but they had to go that direction to avoid Lotharis.


    He knew if the drop were sheer on the other side of the ridge, they would be trapped, sitting ducks for Lotharis.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    Thomas let out a grunt, holding his left shoulder where he’d been shot. He tore off part of his jacket and wrapped it tightly around his shoulder and under his armpit, tying it off to staunch the flow of blood.


    He had exchanged fire with Lotharis, but then Lotharis had turned tail and run off after the boys. Thomas was not sure whether he had hit Lotharis with any of his shots, but he suspected that he had missed.


    Should have just shot him in the back without giving warning, he lamented.


    But shooting someone in the back, even a villain like Lotharis, went deeply against his personal code of honor.


    He paused his wound care and checked the gun, his worst fear being realized: he was out of bullets. The chamber was empty; the magazine was empty, and they had not thought to buy more ammo. He kept the gun on him though, since Lotharis didn’t know that it was empty.


    After wrapping the wound, he got up and began lumbering in the direction of the door.


    He got to the front exit, surveyed the scene, and saw Lotharis on a snowmobile in the distance, gunshots ringing out sporadically toward a small blur far off that must be the boys. He gauged where they were heading and then saw a way that he could cut off a corner and hopefully intercept them more quickly.


    Thomas got on his snowmobile and drove off, his shoulder throbbing with pain.


    He veered off from the others’ snowmobile tracks and dipped into a snowy draw, losing sight of Lotharis and the boys in the process.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    “We’re running out of mountainside,” Edmund called back to Robert as they drove on, nearing the ridge of the mountain that they’d been traversing. They were on the edge of a wide bowl, and unless the drop-off was navigable, the only way out was back through Lotharis.


    The slope got steeper and steeper, with craggy rocks jutting out here and there, obscuring their view. The snowmobile began to labor in the snow.


    As their progress slowed, Edmund knew that they couldn’t go further with the vehicle. “We gotta bail, Robert,” he said as he stopped the snowmobile, jumped off and ran up to the top of the ridge.


    Robert came behind, looking back to see how close Lotharis was, but one of the big rocks blocked his view.


    The two trudged up the last few yards and reached the top of the ridge. They looked down the other side, and Robert whistled. “Well, no way we’re getting down that way, not unless we sprout wings and fly.”


    Edmund’s stomach sank. They were on the rim of a bowl, and they were looking over an incredibly steep drop, not vertical, but almost so. No one could safely climb down that way without serious mountain climbing gear and experience, neither of which they had, not to mention enough time to make the descent, which Lotharis would never afford them.


    They turned to go back down and find some other way off the mountainside, both losing hope that any such way existed, when Lotharis rounded one of the crags. They faced each other, only twenty yards separating them.


    Edmund put up his hands. He was beaten. Lotharis brought up the gun, aimed at Edmund, and pulled the trigger.


    But nothing happened. He had fired off his last round in the snowmobile, just before the boys went out of sight. He cursed angrily, threw the gun on the ground, and started moving toward Edmund, a fell look in his eyes.


    Edmund and Robert spread out, circling away from Lotharis and around him, making it so that he could only come at one of them at a time.


    “Give me the keys, boy, and I’ll let you go,” Lotharis said as he tried to cut off Edmund’s path of escape. “You wouldn’t know what to do with that kind of money, anyhow, but my friends and I have big plans for it, plans that will change the world.”


    Edmund couldn’t imagine what craziness Lotharis had in mind, nor who would choose to be friends with him, but his only thought was how to get away. Lotharis had blocked his path, and he was now walking backward toward the ledge.


    Lotharis had ignored Robert, so Robert came up behind him and lunged at him. Lotharis either was expecting it, or had cat-like reflexes, because as Robert tried to tackle him, he deftly took the force but directed it at an angle, doing a kind of hip throw and landing on top of Robert’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him.


    Lotharis hissed, and as Robert tried to roll away from him, Lotharis swarmed onto Robert’s back and wrapped his arms around Robert’s neck in a rear naked choke. Robert tried to get his arm up to stop it but was too late.


    Edmund started charging at Lotharis, but Lotharis shouted, “Stop right there, and give me the keys now, or I kill him!”


    Edmund pulled up short at Lotharis’s threat.


    “Okay, just don’t hurt him!” Edmund said and pulled out the plastic bag from his pocket. He held it up to show Lotharis, pulled the slip of paper out of the bag, then set it down, near the edge of the cliff.


    “Back up,” Lotharis told him, and Edmund did so.


    “Let him go. I gave you the keys,” Edmund said as he watched Robert begin to turn red and his struggles weaken.


    Lotharis didn’t let go, but kept the choke on until Robert went limp. He held it another five seconds before dropping Robert onto the snow, facedown.


    Lotharis ran to the precipice and grabbed the slip of paper as Edmund rushed over to Robert, turning him over and to see whether he was still breathing.


    Lotharis cackled and did a little capering jump. But as Edmund looked up, a shadow fell over Lotharis and something flew from one of the small rocky crags nearby and crashed into him. Edmund couldn’t believe his eyes. It was Thomas.


    The paper with the private key to Satoshi’s wallet was knocked out of Lotharis’s hand and fell onto the snow, the wind blowing it right to the edge of the cliff. Thomas landed on Lotharis and began grappling with him, both men rolling over one another trying to gain the mastery.


    Lotharis ended up on top, and seeing Thomas’s wounded shoulder, he began pummeling it with both fists from a mounted position on Thomas’s chest. Thomas cried out in pain and futilely tried to slow the rain of blows with his hands.


    Edmund saw the slip of paper slide right to the verge of the abyss, the wind blowing up and over the mountain ridge. One more little gust, and it would be gone forever. He looked at Lotharis and Thomas and his first thought was, Good, let them kill each other. Just as they killed my father.


    But as he moved to retrieve the paper, he remembered all that Thomas had done for him: messaging him through Fiefdom to warn him, giving him wise advice and aid, treating him like a son. And in the seed vault, saving them from being shot by Lotharis. Maybe it wasn’t guilt that prompted Thomas’s kindness. Maybe it was fatherly love.


    Lotharis was now pounding on Thomas’s face, opening up cuts that bled profusely and stained the ground around his head red. Thomas was near to losing consciousness, Edmund could tell, and from the looks of it, Lotharis would not stop until he had killed him.


    Edmund made his choice. He ran toward the ledge and kicked Lotharis as hard as he could in the face. Lotharis flew back off Thomas, his head hanging precariously over the snow-covered cliff.


    The snow began to crack in a line along the ridge. Edmund felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. He took one desperate look at his father’s private key, his legacy of billions of dollars, as it trembled along the fracturing snowline. Then he looked at Thomas, who was moaning quietly and slowly moving his head from side to side.


    Lotharis tried to stand up, to get back from the crumbling edge, but a large chunk of snow at the top of the ridge broke off, with him on it, and he began sliding down the precipitous drop.


    Thomas was now in danger of going over the edge as well, and Edmund grabbed both his legs and dragged him away from the ledge. The line of fracturing snow engulfed the paper, which floated briefly into the air a few inches above the nascent avalanche, before getting sucked into the rush of snow and ice that broke and plunged downward, following after Lotharis, who had disappeared from view.


    Edmund kept pulling Thomas further away and made one last heroic effort before collapsing backward onto the snow beside Robert, who was stirring and beginning to regain consciousness.


    The noise of the avalanche just on the other side of the ridge was tremendous, shaking the whole mountain. Edmund dared not go close to it to look down, fearing that more snow would break off.


    The avalanche continued for a full minute, and a plume of fine white snow particles rose up in the air after the slide had finally subsided.


    Edmund sat on his knees, in stunned silence, with Robert pulling himself up to a sitting position, massaging his throat, while Thomas now lay still, covered in blood.


    Edmund shook himself out of reverie and started to gently wipe the blood from Thomas’s face. He propped up his head and cradled it in his lap, trying to ensure that he could breathe and wasn’t choking on his own blood.


    Robert looked at Edmund, bewildered, and asked what had happened to Lotharis.


    “Over there,” Edmund said, gesturing toward the cliff.


    Robert walked over carefully, testing each step, and peered down. Nothing could be seen but tons and tons of snow, burying everything hundreds of feet deep. “He’s gone,” Robert said with finality.


    Edmund nodded. Gone was the dream of billions of dollars and all the good that could have been done with it.


    Robert walked back to Edmund and Thomas. Edmund knew that he needed to get Thomas medical help promptly. He and Robert carried Thomas to a snowmobile and laid him across the back seat. Edmund stepped into the driver’s seat, and Robert took one of the other snowmobiles.


    They drove in silence back to Longyearben, Edmund’s mind ablur with what had just transpired.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    Thomas’s wounds required more medical care than the little town of Longyearben was capable of offering, so the three were flown via medical evacuation to Oslo.


    Edmund and Robert remained at Thomas’s side at the hospital throughout the night. He stabilized, and the next morning, the three men sat down together to process what happened and what it meant for them.


    Edmund was drinking a coffee, sitting on a small couch with Robert near Thomas’s hospital bed. The room was bright with the rising sun shining through the window.


    “Well guys, for about five minutes yesterday I was one of the richest men in the world,” Edmund said, with a wry grin. “Easy come, easy go, I guess.”


    Thomas was hooked up to an IV and was receiving fluids. He was weak but in good spirits. He said, “I am sorry that you lost your father’s fortune. But I am grateful to you for saving my life.”


    Edmund thought back to his fateful decision to abandon the private key and instead stop Lotharis from killing Thomas. At the time he was torn, but looking back now he couldn’t imagine having made any other decision.


    Edmund looked him in the eye. “Consider us even. You saved my life multiple times. Thank you for not giving up on me. And, you said that you hoped one day that I could forgive you about my father’s death. I do forgive you. And I want to ask for your forgiveness for my harsh words in the hotel when you told me what had happened all those years ago. That took courage, and I am grateful to know the truth.”


    Thomas became misty-eyed as he looked at Edmund. He nodded to him, not trusting his voice to reply.


    Robert was moved by the moment between the two, but at the mention of the billions of dollars they had lost, he remembered something. “Edmund,” he said. “Weren’t there two pieces of paper you grabbed out of your father’s box? One was in the Ziploc and was lost, but the other was just loose. It was right before Lotharis ambushed us and started shooting.”


    Edmund started patting his pockets. “You’re right. It was in my left pocket. It was a loose scrap of paper that was at the bottom of the crate.” He kept searching his pocket and then his eyes went wide as he pulled something out.


    It was a piece of paper with writing from his father on it. He saw writing on both sides, one some kind of message written very small, but the other a cryptic set of words. Edmund began reading the words aloud, seemingly random ones, but Robert cut him off. “Don’t read anymore, Edmund!” Robert ran to the hospital door and looked out from it, making sure no one was coming.


    Then he went back to the couch and sat next to Edmund, who was looking at him expectantly.


    “Edmund, the words that you started reading sound like the mnemonic phrase representing a private key to a Bitcoin wallet. You must never say those words aloud in the presence of another person, nor where a computer or phone or camera could be recording.”


    Edmund nodded and whispered, “What do we do then?”


    Robert opened up his computer, launched a program, and had Edmund type the seed words into it.


    “This is a software wallet, and you are importing these existing seed words into it. If anything is in the wallet, it will tell you how much once it syncs the Bitcoin blockchain,” Robert said, studiously keeping his eyes averted from the scrap of paper and the computer.


    A few minutes later, Edmund looked up at Robert and Thomas. “The program says that there are 500 Bitcoin in this wallet. Is that a lot?”


    Robert clapped his hands with excitement. “Edmund, the bad news is, this is clearly a smaller wallet of your father, and the one with a million Bitcoin has disintegrated in an avalanche of snow in Svalbard. But the good news is, the Bitcoin in this wallet are worth tens of millions of dollars. You are not one of the richest men in the world, unfortunately, but you are the richest man that I know!”


    Edmund couldn’t believe it. His father’s legacy had not been completely lost. And having tens of millions of dollars was more than he had ever imagined.


    Thomas congratulated Edmund on this good news and told him that the money could come in handy in ways that he would not expect in the coming years. Edmund inferred his meaning: Edmund had now tangled with powerful forces, of which Lotharis was a small manifestation. They were not done with him yet.


    Robert explained what Edmund needed to do to secure the Bitcoin, and he made plans with Edmund to get a hardware wallet and move the coins into it. Edmund’s mind was so stunned by the news that he was a multimillionaire that when he put the piece of paper back into his pocket, he had forgotten all about the writing on the other side of it.


    Thomas received several blood transfusions and stitches, but after only two days he was discharged. Edmund and Robert stuck by his side day and night. The trio had become fast friends.


    Instead of parting ways, they all decided to travel together back to Rome, where Edmund hoped to see Brigid. Planes were beginning to fly more frequently, so they flew to the Eternal City and got a hotel together.


    Edmund had messaged Brigid through Fiefdom to let her know that he was going to be in town, if she were willing to see him.


    She wrote back a single word: “Yes.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    Edmund walked up to a trattoria not far from Piazza Navona in Rome.


    He saw a petite young woman with red hair sitting alone and knew it was Brigid.


    For some reason, he felt suddenly shy at meeting in person, even though they’d kept up a good correspondence via Fiefdom over the past few weeks since they parted company.


    One thing he had not yet told her about was what happened to him in Switzerland, when Lotharis was struck by an unseen force in the church under the statue of the Virgin Mary. He had wanted to tell her that, but so much was happening at the time that he couldn’t yet process the unexplainable event.


    He came around to the front of the restaurant so as not to surprise her. She was out on the patio and already had a glass of white wine.


    “Hey, I’m not late am I?” Edmund asked good-naturedly. He knew that he wasn’t late, but he wanted to obliquely point out that she was halfway through her glass of wine. Brigid looked as lovely as ever in a cornflower blue dress with white polka dots.


    She smiled at him, which lit up her face and set off her blue eyes. She stood up and held out her hand. “Fancy meeting you here. I was already in the area, and it’s warm enough for a cool and fruity white wine.”


    Edmund took her hand warmly and then sat down. The waiter came by, and Edmund made a sad attempt at ordering in Italian. He had briefly read an Italian language website with a few “survival phrases,” but even he realized the words didn’t sound right coming out of his mouth. Brigid stifled a little laugh, and the waiter began speaking in English to Edmund.


    “I’m pleased to see that you are still alive,” Brigid said. “Tell me everything that happened, not just the highlights.”


    Edmund took a deep breath and nodded. She had already messaged him and told him that she wanted the full story, so he began with their train trip out of Rome and described in detail what occurred in the church in Switzerland shortly after they crossed the border.


    Brigid flushed when he came to the part of the brilliant light shining forth inexplicably, and Agent Lotharis being struck down from it. Tears came into her eyes, but she wiped them away quickly.


    After recounting that event, he said, “You know that I’m not Catholic, nor any kind of Christian. But I have no explanation whatsoever for what happened there. It was not natural. And more than that, you predicted it would happen. Can you explain it?”


    Brigid gathered herself for a moment and looked away, taking a sip of wine. The day was bright but not too hot yet, and many people were passing by the walkway near the patio where they sat.


    “Yes, I can explain it,” she said, looking at Edmund seriously. “You experienced a miracle from God by way of His mother. She intervened and rescued you. It’s that simple. It was not natural—you are right to say that—because it was supernatural. But one thing you are wrong about: I did not ‘predict’ what happened. I am not a prophetess, at least not in that way. When you were leaving, I knew you were going into danger, and I was compelled to tell you to look to Our Lady. I had no idea that something so dramatic would happen, but I’m overjoyed that it did, and a little jealous.”


    “Jealous? Of what?” Edmund asked.


    Brigid shook her head and said, “I’ve been praying my whole life and never once have experienced such a miracle. You are not even Catholic and were saved by one!”


    Edmund realized how odd that must be for her. Not exactly fair. If God were real, he thought, He must be a strange being. Nevertheless, Edmund was far from ready to accept that what had happened was a divine miracle. Even though he had no natural explanation, one might exist. Still, for the first time in his life he felt that Christianity had a modicum of credibility to it.


    The waiter came by and gave Edmund his drinks—a sparkling water and a small carafe of white wine. He took their food orders, and Brigid and Edmund continued their conversation.


    He shared with her the journey to Svalbard and the confrontation in the seed vault with Lotharis, culminating in his death in the avalanche of snow on the ridge, and the loss of the main Bitcoin wallet of his father. Then he detailed Thomas’s recovery and their uneventful trip back to Rome.


    Brigid shook her head in disbelief. She had him repeat several parts of the encounter on the mountain ridge, and then told Edmund, “I am proud of you for choosing to love and to forgive. You saved Thomas’s life, when you could have let Lotharis kill him.”


    Edmund thought back to that moment and the conflicting thoughts that had collided in his mind. “You planted a seed when you told me to give Thomas a chance, even after I learned of his role in my father’s death. That seed bore fruit on the cliff edge. You were right about that too.”


    Brigid smiled. “Well, you were the one who had to make the decision. And I’m glad you chose what you did.” She paused a moment, looking thoughtful as she gazed at him, then redirected their conversation. “I remember you sending me the text of the very first clue sometime back, after you had already found where it led. Didn’t it say something about your father planting a seed?”


    Edmund frowned, thinking back to that first riddle. He went into his Fiefdom private notes and found where he had transcribed it. He read the salient part aloud to himself and to Brigid:


    “I planted a seed

    in the cold, where it waits

    for the warmth of your heart to germinate.”


    At the time, he had had no idea what that meant, and now he realized that it had two meanings: the first was of course the seed words to his father’s private key, but the second, which his father couldn’t have known, was the love that had germinated in his heart from a seed that Brigid had planted when she told Edmund not to condemn Thomas forever.


    “More than one seed took root in the permafrost,” Edmund said, moved by the discovery. “This is going to take me some time to unpack.”


    Brigid looked at him with respect. She started to ask him what his plans were, but Edmund jumped in his seat as if stung by a bee and started reaching for his pocket. He had just remembered that there was something written on the scrap of paper on the other side from the seeds words.


    “What is it?” Brigid asked.


    Edmund pulled out the paper and put it up close to his face to read it. His face went pale, then flushed with color. He looked up at Brigid and said, “My father left me a message, which I have just read. I’m trying to wrap my head around it. Can I read it to you?”


    Brigid nodded.


    Edmund took a deep breath. “Okay, this is what he wrote: ‘Edmund, if you are reading this, then I’m most likely dead. I knew that if anyone could find the clues and obtain the seeds, it would be you. I’ve always been better with computers than with people, and for the ways that I failed to be a good father to you, I ask for your forgiveness. I give you two missions: First, use the Bitcoin that you have found to change the world for the better. I created Bitcoin to give people a free and fair monetary system, but those that benefit from and control the current system will fight you tooth and nail. Never give in to them. And help those whom they oppress. Second, while I failed you in many ways as a father, what I now regret the most was not passing on to you the Faith that I grew up with. Seek the origins of your name, and then live up to it.’ ”


    Edmund was silent for some time, as was Brigid.


    Then Edmund said, “Thomas had no idea about this message when I was with him in the hospital, but what he said to me about my mission with the Bitcoin, and what my father said, line up perfectly. I understand that part. But I don’t know what the second part could mean, about the origins of my name, nor what my father’s faith consisted of.”


    “Your mother must know,” Brigid said. “Have you spoken with her about all that has happened to you?”


    Edmund shook his head. “No, not yet, but I will. I have so many questions to ask her: did she know that my father invented Bitcoin? What was my father’s faith, and why didn’t they teach it to me? She also deserves a share of the Bitcoin I discovered. Also, why did they name me Edmund, and what does my father mean by living up to my name? Do you have any inkling about the name Edmund and what it could be connected with?”


    Brigid thought for a moment, sipping on her wine. “I know of two saints named Edmund, both English. One is St. Edmund Campion, martyred during the English Reformation by the Protestants under Queen Elizabeth I. The other I know less about, but he was also English. He was the King of East Anglia about one thousand years ago.”


    Edmund listened, then laughed, saying, “Great, so either I’m supposed to become a martyr or become a king. If I get a choice in the matter, I think I’d choose the king option!”


    Brigid laughed as well, a musical sound that perfectly matched her elfin features. She held up her finger and said, “Ah, but wait a second. You could be called to be both a king and a martyr.”


    Edmund smiled. He hadn’t thought of that possibility. Then he grew sober again. “If my father’s faith was Roman Catholic, then he must have named me after one of these saints. But it means that he wished he would have passed on the Catholic Faith to me. And the second mission he gave me, to live up to my name, first requires that I understand what my namesake saints believed. I don’t know whether I can follow the path that they did, or even become Catholic in the first place. But I owe it to my father to pursue it. I’m sure I’ll have tons of questions as I do so. May I ask you about them from time to time?”


    “Of course you can,” Brigid said. “But also be kind to yourself in the meantime and give yourself the space to process everything that has just happened to you. You definitely need to talk with your mother, first thing. These revelations might change her life as well.”


    Edmund felt comforted by Brigid’s words. She always seemed to know just what to say. His mind started whirling around with questions, fears, and self-doubts about what he might face as a consequence of his discoveries. He also thought about his father, who at the start of his adventure was a complete enigma to him. Now his father had taken concrete shape in his mind, and Edmund understood him much more. In fact, Edmund could sympathize with his father, because he, too, saw people’s needs and wanted to use technology to invent solutions to address them. And like his father, Edmund felt socially awkward, preferring to be by himself and working on a computer to going out with others. And his father was now asking him—commissioning him really—to continue and even fulfill the mission that he himself had started.


    After a minute went by, with Edmund staring off into space, Brigid asked, “What are you going to do next?”


    Edmund came out of his reverie with a start. He stared blankly at Brigid, his mind searching to understand the words that she had just spoken to him. “I’ll go back home to Austin. Get my bearings,” Edmund said. “I still have a regular job, as unbelievable as that feels to me right now. But now I know who my father was. And I see how Bitcoin is crucial to resilience from our messed up economic system, as well as to the way Fiefdom should work. I’m going to integrate Bitcoin into Fiefdom to make it something more than a chat and collaboration app, but instead one where you can pay people for services, offer subscriptions for content, all sorts of things.”


    “And what about you? What are your plans for the next several months?” Edmund asked.


    “My family and I are going back home to Mexico next week,” she said.


    Edmund was glad that they would be on the same continent at least. He said, “It’d be neat if you came up to Austin to visit sometime this fall. I could show you around the town.”


    Brigid smiled demurely. “Is that an invitation? My answer is, maybe. My father and family would have to come with me, but I have to get him to agree to it. Anyway, there’s an order of nuns in the States that I want to visit, so we can combine the trip with that one as well.”


    Edmund tried to picture Brigid as a nun, with a big black and white habit, but he couldn’t do it. Nuns were so foreign to his experience of reality that he could scarcely believe they existed, but he couldn’t say that to Brigid. She was in earnest about her calling.


    “So are you really set on becoming a nun?” Edmund asked.


    “I’m what you would call ‘discerning’ it,” Brigid said. “God will show me what He’s written on my heart. It’s either marriage or consecrated religious life.”


    “Would anything change your mind about being a nun?” Edmund asked, trying to keep any emotion out of his voice. He knew it was a blunt question, but he honestly did want to know.


    “It’d have to be a very attractive alternative,” Brigid said and laughed. “Seriously, if God is calling me to enter a monastery or convent, then nothing else will fulfill me, nor would I want any other vocation. He knows what is best for me and will bring it about. But visiting an Order of nuns is like going on a date with someone: you aren’t making a permanent commitment, just meeting each other to see if there’s any chemistry.”


    Edmund told her that he understood, even though he really didn’t, and changed the subject as quickly and as politely possible. All the nun talk was making him uncomfortable.


    The waiter brought their food, a margherita pizza, which they shared, and they continued to chat about the incredible events of Edmund’s journey, both prior to and after he and Brigid met.


    For his part, seeing Brigid again confirmed for Edmund that she was the loveliest girl he had ever known, but he feared that not being Catholic would prove an insuperable obstacle to her even considering him. He had a lot of thinking to do, and maybe even praying, something he had never done before in his entire life.


    Edmund paid the bill, and they said goodbye. Edmund promised to message her with an invitation to come to Texas, and Brigid told him to be sure to address the invitation to her father.


    They walked off, Edmund’s heart full of hope for what the future had in store.

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Six


    Several days prior, back in Svalbard Island, below a ridge splattered with blood, a slushing sound could be heard under the snow on the top of a recent avalanche.


    The snow moved a little, and then a bit more. Something was under the snow.


    Chunks of snow began to dislodge, and a hand frozen into a rictus claw shot up through the snow.


    Bit by painful bit, Agent Casimir Lotharis dug his way out of the avalanche. When he had gone over the edge, he had managed to grab onto a stone outcropping just below the ridgeline, and for fifteen crucial seconds he had held on while the snow crashed down all around him.


    At last, his fingers had lost their grip and he had plunged down into the snow, which had roiled and rolled him further down the mountainside.


    He should have died. He should be dead. But his will to live and his hatred gave him an inhuman strength, and with his last remaining breath, he had now clawed his way to the surface.


    He lay on top of the snow, panting. His entire body racked with pain. Then he blacked out.


    Whether a minute or an hour later, he regained consciousness. He looked up at the ridge, easily fifty yards above him. He heard no sounds. He assumed his enemies were long gone. He was in no state to fight them in any case.


    While hanging on the rock, he had seen the slip of paper with the private keys to Satoshi’s fortune get blown over the edge and waft down, down into the deluge of snow. Even if he could find it, no doubt by now it was soddened and illegible.


    His ticket to power and control was gone. He absorbed the disappointment stoically. It was not the first time that his dreams had been crushed. But he would not let this setback beat him.


    He had two goals in life now: destroy Edmund Peregrino and all that he loved, and ascend to the uppermost halls of power to direct the world and its pathetic people.


    He grinned, crooked and smug. The people who had done these things to him would pay. Oh, would they pay.
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