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CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Four kilometers outside the town of Xphil

Campeche Region, Mexico

Crunch.

Sergeant Vincent Brandt froze as a twig snapped underfoot. The rest of his team pulled to a stop, paused, waiting. The wilderness surrounding them seemed to draw in a breath, as well.

The multitude of insects stopped their persistent pre–dusk buzzing. Only a light breeze rustled the large leaves of the mahogany trees. Then even that died down. Brandt glanced up to find a toucan with its striped bill staring at him, cocking its head from side to side. Apparently, the gaily–colored bird was trying to figure out why in hell anyone would approach this close to a Los Zetas cartel’s campsite.

Brandt was beginning to wonder that himself.

It wasn’t the fact that a well–placed CIA asset’s cover had been blown. No, it was that the CIA hadn’t bothered to tell anyone about it. Not the DEA, not the DoD—hell, not even the Red Cross. The agency had gone all trigger–happy and mounted their own rescue mission of their asset. Which of course meant Brandt and his men now had to go rescue those captured CIA operatives, plus apparently a foreign operative who had wound up in the mix.

So here were Brandt and his team, deep in the Mexican jungle, missing the bulk of their leave, trying to avoid the cartel’s patrols and ending up another drug war statistic. They should have been in the Florida Keys pretending to fish, but really just having a moment to take a load off. “Blowing off steam” was what the head docs called it. Brandt called it second survival.

Out here in the jungle you stuffed it all down. The fear. The nerves. The fact that none of them had a successful relationship. Brandt’s mother was all about getting grandkids, however unless he stumbled onto some smart, funny, hot chick in the middle of the jungle, that was not very likely to happen.

The tension of all that had to go somewhere. Hence the fishing—priming the pump for the next mission. But no, instead they were in Mexican drug cartel–filled jungle. Awesome.

Svengurd, the team’s tall point man, swiveled his head from side to side, making sure that no one else had heard the snap of that branch. Finally, Svengurd moved them forward again, pushing further into the jungle, following his GPS signal, since there weren’t any trails leading to the Zetas’ back door.

Brandt waited until Lopez followed Svengurd. Usually the corporal was their vehicle procurement officer, or, as Lopez liked to call it, their “get, get, getaway driver.” Brandt had, of course, squashed that nickname.

Today they needed Lopez’s gun in the mix. If they couldn’t quickly and quietly get the hostages out of this makeshift camp, a getaway car wasn’t going to do them any good.

Svengurd’s fist clenched. Brandt stopped mid–stride. Had the point man spotted a sentry, or the camp itself? Glancing down, he checked his GPS monitor. They were still a good two hundred feet from the coordinates the CIA had given them. But then again, this was the same agency that had gotten at least two of their men killed and another two captured.

He would trust Svengurd’s instincts over any coordinates.

Confirming Brandt’s suspicions, the point man flashed fingers from his eyes towards a figure, no, make that two figures, in the jungle. Make that two young figures. Boys, really. Boys of no more than thirteen who carried M4 carbine machine guns with grenade launchers attached.

Brandt had discretion, of course. They could shoot the enemy combatants down without a warning. It galled Brandt, though. It wasn’t these kids’ fault they had been born in one of the poorest regions of the world and had been taken advantage of by the cartels for cheap, disposable security.

Svengurd and Lopez were set up to take the shot, but Brandt gave a sharp shake of his head. Despite their age and circumstance, the team still couldn’t have the child soldiers raising any alarms. There had to be a way to achieve a silent entry without harming the boys. He nodded at them to go east, around the guards.

The sounds of a jai alai game blasted from an old transistor radio. Clearly the boys’ team was winning, as they listened intently, whooping at each score. Just as well. The more distraction the better. Circling around, they approached from the boys’ backs.

As Svengurd kept watch, Lopez and Brandt slung their weapons and, step by step, came up behind the boys. They needed to be perfectly synchronized, or there would be blood on their hands.

Brandt counted down with blinks.

Three. He took his final step to the child soldier.

Two. His hands came up into position.

One. Brandt’s arm lashed out, grabbing the boy in front of him around the neck, lifting him from his feet. His gun clattered against the small metal table, knocking the radio onto the ground. The commentator’s words muffled by the dirt.

The boy flailed in his grip, fingernails raking down Brandt’s sleeve.

It’s way better than death, Brandt thought, but knew the kid wouldn’t understand. Silently he kept his hold, closing off the sentry’s windpipe until the child slumped in his arms.

Lopez had been equally successful. As his guard’s eyelids fluttered, the corporal whispered, “Cuando te despiertas. Ejectar.” Lopez tucked several hundred dollar bills into the boy’s pocket.

The money had been meant for bribing any local official a little too interested in the foursome of American men. Brandt agreed. The cash was better spent here. He nodded as Lopez did the same for Brandt’s boy. Hopefully the kids would find the money and get the hell out of Campeche. Start a new life that didn’t involve killing innocents to keep the drug cartels profitable.

Movement from the side brought Brandt’s gun up, but it was only Svengurd. Lopez handed the point man a fistful of dirt. The tall Swede looked confused until the corporal rubbed a bit of earth onto his own head.

Svengurd’s platinum blond hair, even shaved down to a half inch, stood out against the mottled jungle. They all wore camouflage face paint, but keeping the point man’s towhead under control seemed to be a bit more of a problem.

Taking a deep breath, Brandt gave the signal to move into the final stage of this operation. Breach and extract. It sounded so simple.

Yeah. Right.

Wordlessly, they broke formation, splitting off to surround the nearest building. Actually, “shack” would be a generous term for what stood in front of them. The CIA insisted the hostages were being kept there. Which gave them about a fifty–fifty shot they were actually there. But beyond playing paper, rock, scissors, it was the best shot they had.

Cautiously, Brandt made his way to the north side of the wooden structure. The walls bowed and the ceiling sagged. The rest of the buildings didn’t look much better. This wasn’t a resort. It was an outpost. One that moved every few days. One of the reasons why his team had to strike now. Today. Before they moved the hostages.

The guard at the door wasn’t much more attentive than the boys had been. He had an ear bud in that leaked the jai alai game. It must have been a championship match or something. An unfiltered cigarette drooped from the guard’s lips.

Even though his men were out of line of sight, Brandt counted down, trusting that they were doing the same. At exactly sixty seconds from the moment they split off, Brandt pulled his knife out, sliding it across the man’s neck. This guy had had a choice and he chose the cartels. Brandt didn’t mind the hot blood spilling across his hand. One less Zetas to terrorize the countryside. Pulling the man out of sight of the rest of the village, Brandt tested the door.

Locked.

Quickly, he searched the dead guard’s pockets and came up with the key. Right on time, Svengurd turned the corner, Lopez behind him. They gave a curt nod. Their guards had been dispatched, as well.

Sliding the metal key into the lock, Brandt twisted it. Once he felt the clunk of the lock giving way, Brandt backed to the side, his hand on the doorknob. Carefully, he turned it, then shoved it inward.

Svengurd burst into the dimly lit room. Brandt followed Lopez as Svengurd sank his knife into the gut of the inside guard. The man slumped over without a sound. Several figures scrambled back, cowed, frightened of the danger that rode into the room.

“Are you American?” one of them asked.

Brandt put his fingers to his lips, then signaled to the small group to follow.

“I don’t think he can get up,” a dark–haired man said, wincing as blood dripped down from his cut eye. He must have been Kirkland, one of the CIA field operatives. The other one kneeling by the downed man must have been Pollov.

Lopez knelt by the Latino on the ground. When the corporal turned over the CIA’s informant, Brandt was shocked at how young was. Not more than a few years older than the boy soldiers outside. His skin was marred by black, blue, purple, green and even yellow bruises. Someone had been tuning the kid up for days.

Anger welled. It was one thing to think about the cartel’s cruelty. It was quite another to see it firsthand. He wanted anyone Stateside who did cocaine at a party to see what their “recreational” use did in the country of origin. How many boys like this one and the ones out in the jungle had paid the price for someone’s high?

“I’ve got him,” Lopez whispered as he slung the young man over his shoulder. The teen tried to protest, but wasn’t exactly in any shape to argue.

“Brandt?” a familiar voice said, seeming almost as surprised as Brandt himself. He turned to find a mop of sandy blond hair and a crooked smile.

“Vanderwalt?” he asked, though he knew it was the British MI–5 officer. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Vacation, would you believe it?” his old friend said, then coughed. It wasn’t until then that Brandt noticed the blood on Vanderwalt’s shirt. “Just a few broken ribs,” the Brit tried to reassure him.

It looked like more than that, but they didn’t have time to assess his injuries. They could do that on the extraction helicopter, which was not going to wait for pleasantries. He draped Vanderwalt’s arm over his shoulder.

Svengurd cracked the door open. Apparently it looked clear, as he opened it more fully. Before he stepped through, gunfire sounded…from all around. Brandt slammed Vanderwalt down, covering him with his body. Lopez and Svengurd did the same to the other hostages.

Over the gunfire, Pollov said, “This is what happened to us. They use hostages as bait.”

Of course they did.

Brandt indicated to Svengurd. “Luckily, we came slightly more prepared.”

The tall point man pulled out the detonator. Inch by inch, the stoic Swede’s lips turned up into a rare grin. “I’d stay down,” he advised.

Brandt saw how much C4 Svengurd had packed in, so he believed him.

As bullets punched through the thin wood walls, the point man brought his thumb down on the red detonator button. An explosion ripped the shack to the south to shreds. Then another explosion sounded to the north. Lastly, the back wall of their shack blew out.

Funny how the shooting stopped. It was replaced by angry shouts.

“Move out!” Brandt ordered.

Svengurd, his gun already in position, climbed over the shattered wall and into the forest. Lopez, hauling the kid, went next. Brandt encouraged the CIA operatives to keep in tight formation as he helped keep Vanderwalt steady.

“Sorry, mate,” the Brit said. “You should leave me behind.”

Making his way out of the shack, Brandt shook his head. “And then who would buy me bangers and mash?”

Vanderwalt probably meant to flash a smile, but it ended up a grimace. No matter—they needed to haul ass before their window closed. Which seemed to be closing rapidly as the enemy regrouped. The Los Zetas weren’t the fastest growing cartel for nothing.

However, the cartel was at a disadvantage. Springing a trap was a delicate business. You had to know where your target was going to be. You had to know when they were going to be there. And, most of all, you needed to have your men in place in time.

For scouting, they knew that the Zetas had the bulk of their forces to the north, guarding against the narrow forest road. Brandt’s team had approached from the west, the most lightly guarded direction. Conventional wisdom would have them exit the same route.

Fortunately, Brandt wasn’t all that much into conventional wisdom. Instead, they headed straight for the north, meeting very little resistance. No matter if it was run by a successful cartel, every mission had a finite set of resources that got shuffled around the combat theater. Kind of like playing football, only with automatic weapons.

Just as Lopez had suspected, the Zetas had pulled their men from the north to fortify the west and south, leaving them a nice escape corridor. Svengurd guided them, as quickly as they could move, toward their rally point.

It was going great, right by the book. The cartel was heading after them, but through the thick underbrush, the Zetas couldn’t use any form of motorized vehicle, so they had to follow on foot. And, given the fact that they weren’t expecting this escape route, they were falling further and further behind.

Before the cartel could get their chopper in the air, Brandt’s team should be to their vehicle, and get the hell out of the vicinity, meeting their extraction.

If their luck held out, they should be safe within the half hour.

Too bad their luck never held out, as Svengurd pulled them to a sliding stop.

Was it the cartel? Had they placed an outer perimeter?

Then he heard the snarling. Tilting his head around the group, Brandt realized what was holding them up.

A jaguar.

* * *

Svengurd stood motionless as the large cat bared its fangs. The jaguar’s golden coat, punctuated by black rosettes, glistened in the filtered light. The beast’s broad head held jaws that could crush a man’s skull without really trying. A low growl grumbled in its chest as it stood over its prey, which looked like a tapir, given its stocky body and long nose.

Brandt came up alongside. “It’s alright,” he coaxed. “We do not want your kill.”

“Speak for yourself,” Lopez said. “Grilled tapir? Delicious.” He put his fingertips to his lips and kissed them.

Brandt glared at the corporal.

“Sarge?” Svengurd asked. This situation wasn’t exactly in the reg book.

The cartel was in pursuit, but they weren’t hot on their tail. If they fired at the jaguar, the guards would be able to pinpoint their exact location. Their slim lead would be cut to nothing. Brandt nodded for him to try a work around.

Slowly, Svengurd moved to the left, but the jaguar swiped at him, bunching its hindquarters. He’d never faced off against a big cat before, but Svengurd was pretty sure that was a prelude to an all–out attack.

Then he realized the real reason the jaguar was being so aggressive. Three pairs of little eyes shone from the underbrush. Babies—she was protecting her young.

Svengurd spoke in his great–grandparents’ language, reassuring her that his people had long believed in the sanctity of the forest. He spoke to her of the Valkyries. Not the angel–like creatures of modern cinema. No, he spoke to the jaguar of the Valkyries of old. “The choosers of the slain.” It was the Valkyries who decided if a hero lived or died.

Slowly, as Svengurd murmured in Old Norse, he moved to the right. He knew that she did not understand the words, but as a warrior herself, an apex predator, she seemed to understand his intent. She did not wish to attack any more than he wished to kill her. To launch at him would endanger her cubs. And neither wanted that.

Guiding the group around the kill, Svengurd told her the poem of the Njals. Once they were far enough away, the jaguar grunted once and the tiny eyes disappeared into the underbrush. That was their signal to book it.

Waving the others on, Svengurd watched as the jaguar sunk her fangs into the neck of the tapir and dragged the carcass back. Now that her cubs were safe, she needed to secure their dinner. In an amazing feat of strength, she pulled the tapir up and into the tree.

Once the team was at a safe distance, Svengurd bowed his head. “Tuck sa mycket.” Thank you so very much.

Catching up with the group, he went to move into the point position, but as he passed Brandt, the British operative patted Svengurd’s shoulder. “Nice work, mate.”

Svengurd gave a sharp nod and moved on. He wasn’t going to take any praise until they were on that helicopter.

* * *

Okay, Brandt thought, so they had avoided death by jaguar, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. Literally. Why did they call them plans when they never actually went as planned? Vanderwalt was getting heavy, and even Lopez stumbled over a vine.

They were way off course, going in nearly the opposite direction as the Jeep, and correcting course would take them directly into the path of the cartel’s main force.

“Stop,” Brandt whispered harshly. “Time to regroup.”

Vanderwalt pushed himself off of Brandt, leaning against a tree trunk. Lopez lowered the boy to the ground.

“I’ve got to get the Jeep,” the corporal stated.

“Agreed.”

There was just no way they were going to haul this motley crew out of the jungle on foot. Lopez took in several quick breaths, pumping himself up. “Meet you at the secondary rally point.”

Luckily, they knew that their plans rarely worked out, so they had a backup.

“Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Brandt urged, knowing it was useless. Lopez’s middle name was “reckless.”

The corporal didn’t even bother lying as he charged into the forest. Alone, unburdened, Lopez at the least had a chance of threading the needle through the enemy forces to reach the hidden Jeep.

“Svengurd,” Brandt ordered, expecting the point man to move them out. But Svengurd knelt to pick up the boy. “No.” Brandt said. “I’ll get him.”

A blond eyebrow shot up. “Would you like me to carry you both, then?”

Right. Brandt clocked in at two ten, yet if there was anyone who would actually attempt to lift both the boy and Brandt, it would be Svengurd.

“All right,” Brandt conceded. Svengurd was the most logical choice to carry the boy. “Vanderwalt. It’s you and me again.”

The Brit groaned as he leaned into Brandt’s shoulder. “Not sure how much further I can hoof it, mate.”

“It’s not far,” Brandt reassured the MI–5 operative. Of course that was a lie, but a necessary one. Not just for Vanderwalt, but for the two CIA operatives as well. They swayed on their feet. Injured, dehydrated, scared. They all needed to believe that relief was in sight.

Even carrying the teen, Svengurd set a brisk pace. They moved as quietly as they could through the forest. How Brandt wished they had some kind of satellite feed of the area. Unfortunately, getting a live feed of this area meant going through the Mexican government, which basically meant they would be giving the cartel a feed of the area, as well. Corruption in this part of the world was just how life worked.

Still, it would be nice to know where the hell the cartel’s men were. His team was making good time, though, and not being shot at. Always a bonus.

Then they came upon a wall. An eight–foot wall. The stones of the ancient wall towered above them.

“Part of the plan, Brandt?” Vanderwalt asked knowing the answer already.

Brandt ripped the Velcro off his pocket and pulled out a map of the area. Crap, they’d hit Becán already. Their altered route had brought them to the base of the ancient Mayan ruin complex. He scanned the gray stone wall that ran in a curved pattern as far as the eye could see. And, unlike the forest behind them, the tall stone wall didn’t have a single patch of ivy or vines on it.

The tourism bureau must have recently cleared it. They were trying to encourage visitors to the sprawling Becán ruins, one of the largest intact Mayan complexes in Mexico, but having the Zetas in their backyard was not helping their tourism cause. Nor Brandt’s.

If they tried to get around the ancient barrier, their backs would be against the wall. They would be trapped, with very little maneuverability. There was no other option. They were going to have to go over it.

Damn it.

Svengurd must have figured that out on his own, and he tied the boy’s wrists together, then slung the barely conscious kid like a cape over his shoulders. The boy’s feet dangled barely past Svengurd’s rear.

The point man was tall, but could he really scale the stone wall with the added weight?

Guess they were going to find out.

* * *

Svengurd tested his finger hold between two stones. The rock was cool to the touch, and smooth. Almost too smooth, but his fingers felt solid. Next, he braced his feet against the base of the wall. With more effort than he had hoped, Svengurd scaled the first row of rocks.

The boy’s weight tugged him down, but Svengurd fought gravity, finding another good spot for his foot. Another heave and they were a good four feet up the wall. Only another four to go.

Beneath him, Brandt got the two CIA operatives climbing, as well. Their hands slick with sweat, they struggled to even get off the ground. Brandt lent his shoulder to the effort, making sure the two were on their way. Vanderwalt, however, backed away from Brandt, shaking his head.

Svengurd couldn’t linger to watch the argument unfold. His best course of action was to scale the wall, get the boy secured on the other side, and then come back to help Brandt get the injured Brit up.

The boy stirred.

“Stay still,” Svengurd encouraged, making it up another foot. The higher they climbed, the more difficult the ascent became. His muscles protested against the straight vertical rock face.

He ignored the tension in his quads. Not much further.

A bullet pinged against the stone, gouging out a mark. He looked over his shoulder to find two guards bursting from the trees, shooting away. Brandt returned fire, forcing the men to retreat a few steps, but anyone climbing was vulnerable, as even the wild shots sent chunks of stone flying.

Svengurd encouraged his muscles to hurry the climb, but a stray bullet hit the wall next to his foot, dislodging the tiny ledge he had been perched upon. His feet flailed against the stone as he tried to find a purchase. Hanging on by his fingertips, there was no way to swing his gun around in time. The worst was that he would not be shot in the back… it would be the boy. The child would pay the price for Svengurd’s lacking.

He could see the ledge. Just another foot and he would be there. But with sweat dripping down his arms, slicking his already precarious hold, the ledge might was as well be the Skanderna.

Another shot chipped a piece of rock nearly into his eye.

Brandt was doing his best to provide cover fire, but one of the gunmen hid behind a large tree. It would only be a matter of moments before a fatal shot found them.

Then a growl drowned out even the gunfire as the perfectly gold–and–black camouflaged jaguar leapt from the branches, knocking the man to his knees. She swiped his back with her huge claws, leaving bloody gouges. The other gunman couldn’t turn in time as she launched at him.

His scream was cut off by a bite to the neck.

Green eyes found Svengurd’s. He could see why the Mayans had worshipped such creatures. Then the jaguar was gone, melting back into the forest.

He didn’t have any time to thank her or even be relieved, as shouts carried through the forest. The rest of the Los Zetas guards were rapidly approaching. Gathering his strength, Svengurd pushed off with his legs and hauled his and the boy’s body weight upward. He caught the craggy ledge with one hand, then was able to find purchase with a toe to catapult them onto the narrow rampart. The CIA operatives were not far behind, scaling the rock wall and cresting the ledge at about the same time as Svengurd.

The only ones still on the wall, halfway up, were Brandt and Vanderwalt.

Svengurd removed the boy’s arms from around his neck and unhooked a line from his belt. “Kirkland, climb down. Then Pollov lower the boy to him.”

He didn’t have time to see if the CIA operatives followed his instructions as he unslung his gun, firing into the forest. He had to give Brandt every opportunity before the guards figured out they had two sitting ducks just waiting for them.

* * *

Amazing how adrenaline worked. Seeing that jaguar in action had pumped Vanderwalt up enough to climb the wall, but it couldn’t fix torn ligaments and severe dehydration. The Brit was flagging. He wasn’t going to make it up the wall on his own.

Brandt climbed up directly beneath Vanderwalt, trusting that Svengurd would provide cover fire. Making sure that his fingers had as strong a hold on the smooth rock as possible, Brandt braced himself.

“Put your foot on my shoulder.” He looked up to find Vanderwalt wide–eyed and flushed. The pasty–skinned Brit wasn’t meant for such heat, humidity, and torture. Brandt had to give it to the guy though. He caught on pretty quickly.

“I can’t. You could fall or—”

“Do it,” Brandt grunted, tiring himself on the sheer wall. He dug in as Vanderwalt put one foot then the other on his shoulders. “Go!”

The Brit pushed off, gaining precious inches up the wall. It wasn’t enough, damn it. Despite Svengurd’s best efforts, the Los Zetas were still taking potshots at them, sending flying limestone everywhere. It was like being in the middle of an exploding quarry—only not quite as safe.

Brandt climbed up to position himself under Vanderwalt again. “Brace!” The Brit’s eyes shone with worry, but he did as he was told. “Go!” Not bothering to wait for confirmation that they still hadn’t reached the top, Brandt just got into position. “Brace.” He took Vanderwalt’s weight as his arms started shaking. “Go!”

This time Vanderwalt must have made it to the top, as his feet disappeared from overhead. Time to do some climbing of his own. However, the ascent was slightly complicated by the fact that the Zetas must have realized their quarry was skipping town, and really put the pressure on. The sound of automatic weaponry filled the air. Brandt scrambled, pushing past the strong likelihood that he wasn’t going to make it to the top. At least not in one piece.

But what he should have been worried about was how slick his fingers had become. Just inches from reaching that precious ledge, his grip slipped. The foothold he’d thought was solid gave way. Brandt could feel gravity just sitting on his shoulder, ready to take him down.

Then there was a strong hand on his neck, grabbing him by the flak jacket.

“Gotcha, Sarge,” Svengurd said as he pulled him up.

Of course this meant that the point man couldn’t provide cover fire. As bullets zinged all around, Brandt’s feet found purchase and pushed him up and over the ledge.

And by over, he meant over. He and Svengurd sailed over the narrow rampart. Twisting mid–air, Brandt caught some stone on the other side. As he slid down the rock, his fingers desperately searched for a handhold. He did not want to end the day with a broken femur.

There! He’d found it. The tip of his boot crammed in between the seam of two rocks. Not much further down, Svengurd broke his fall.

Gunfire went from loud to ballistic on the other side. With his cheek against the cool stone, Brandt was so very glad that the ancients really knew how to build a retaining wall. However, it would only be a matter of moments before they realized they couldn’t shoot through the rock and decided to hop on over.

He was about to climb down when he caught something in the corner of his eye.

“Is that…?” Svengurd asked.

If the point man was talking about a hang glider, than yeah, it was.

The wide yellow wings flared in the late afternoon sun. The thing must have come from deeper within the ruins. While remote, the Becán site had become popular with “extreme” tourists. You know, those Yuppies who did things like mountain bike up ancient temples, bungee jump off stone bridges, and, apparently, hang glide off of Mayan step–pyramids.

Great, now they had some civilian flying into a kill zone.

Only it wasn’t a civie at the helm. As the glider expertly banked, Lopez waved. Sailing over their heads, the corporal shouted, “Don’t worry!” Tacking northeast, he finished, “I’m on my way to get the Jeep!”

Brandt hadn’t been worried…until now.

* * *

Svengurd watched as Lopez sailed over the ruins.

“Nothing we can do but follow,” Brandt grumbled as he descended the wall. The sergeant was correct. Lopez didn’t exactly follow regulations to the letter, but he did get the job done…usually.

Making his way down the wall was far simpler than the ascent had been. His boots hit dirt again. Brandt crouched next to him, aiming up, just waiting for the first brave Zetas to peep his head over.

Slinging his weapon, Svengurd gathered the boy into his arms. They would have to move out ASAP. He scanned the Mayan ruins. Broken walls and toppled temples littered the landscape. Trees lined ancient avenues and a step pyramid stood high above the rest of the city. Even in ruin, though, Becán was something to behold. The Mayans knew how to use rock. Many of the buildings had elaborate lattice work…in stone.

Carvings of skulls and crowned gods adorned many of the buildings.

They weren’t here for a history lesson, though.

Svengurd knew the layout of the plaza. They could leapfrog from temple to temple, using the solid stone structures as cover as they made their way to the rally point.

At least that was the plan—until Brandt yelled, “Incoming!”

A grenade sailed over the wall as everyone scrambled to get out of the way.

The thing landed on the ground. A dud.

The next one wouldn’t be, though.

He got the CIA operatives up and heading toward the cover of a small outbuilding just as the second grenade fell from the sky.

* * *

Brandt shoved Vanderwalt behind a low wall as the grenade exploded. The heat passed overhead, but the stone protected them from the concussive force. Brandt poked his head over the rock to find a charred spot on the ground and several trees on fire.

It looked like Svengurd had gotten his group to shelter, as well. Brandt went to rejoin them, when another grenade sailed over. Ducking down, he rode out the explosion with Vanderwalt.

This time when he looked over the wall, he gave Svengurd the signal to move on.

“We’ll catch up!” Brandt yelled when the point man seemed hesitant to leave them.

Finally, with a nod, Svengurd moved his group out, striking directly toward the Jeep’s location. Vanderwalt and he were going to have to go the long way around. Brandt indicated a small retaining wall with several trees growing out from the stone.

As the fourth grenade came over, Vanderwalt scurried across the open grassy plaza and dove behind the ancient stone. Brandt followed close behind, only when he landed, he spun and set up his shot.

One of the guards tried to crest the high wall. Brandt made sure he didn’t make it over. Svengurd must have had the same idea, as the second man pitched head–first to the ground.

That should give the Zetas something to think about.

“Let’s move,” Brandt said, urging Vanderwalt toward another cluster of ruins. This one looked like a small temple. The Brit tried, he really seemed to try to keep up, but he stumbled. Brandt caught him by the elbow and propelled the MI–5 agent forward, reaching the next set of stony protectors before the next grenade sounded behind them.

Though they were out of range, Brandt still fired, forcing the Zetas back even though he couldn’t hit a single one of them. That was the last time that trick was going to work, though. The guards were going to come over in full force at any second, and there wasn’t a thing Brandt could do about it.

At this point, their best shot at survival was speed. Brandt dragged the exhausted Vanderwalt through a thick grove of trees, angling for the large temple on the other side of the plaza. There were plenty of cubbies and hiding spots. The Zetas were going to have to split their forces. The more they could force the guards to play hide–and–go–seek, the better.

Brandt wished he could see where Svengurd and the others were, but he had to trust his point man. Svengurd knew the terrain even better than Brandt did. He would get the others to safety. The burden was really on Brandt not to screw up the others’ extraction.

Urging Vanderwalt up a stone ramp, they made it to the main temple. Ducking under the rocky arch, they hit shade. The temperature must have dropped a good ten degrees. Brandt resisted the instinct to flip on his light. The ruins had fallen into silence—the Zetas must have been climbing the wall and setting their trackers on Brandt and the others. The less evidence of their path, the better.

Vanderwalt sagged heavily against the stone wall. His breath was coming in heaves. Brandt really wished he could give his old friend a break, but they just couldn’t spare the time. Instead, he draped the Brit’s arm over his shoulder again.

“We’ve got to move out.”

The MI–5 agent gave a weak nod and shuffled alongside Brandt. They were moving half–speed at best. Svengurd was probably already at the Jeep. In all honesty, Brandt would rather be in the dark making his way through an ancient temple than sitting at the rally point wondering where the hell Svengurd was.

Light peeked out at the end of the long tunnel. Brandt quickened their pace. If they could cross the plateau unseen, they could cross behind the large pyramid, which would block any enemy eyes, making it a whole hell of a lot easier to get over the outer wall and reach the rally point.

Leaves played in the breeze just outside the tunnel. Their fluttering filtered the view of the enormous step pyramid, which was just on the other side of the common area. The place where spectators had gathered to watch the sacrifice. Human sacrifice.

Brandt could only hope that his and Vanderwalt’s blood would not join the ancients’.

They were nearly to the opening of the tunnel. Light streamed in, reminding them of the jungle’s heat. Vanderwalt visibly wilted.

“Not much further.”

Brandt got an incoherent mumble in response. He swung his gun up as they approached the exit. A single shadow was his only warning that they weren’t alone. He fired before he even thought. Blood splashed across the opening. Shoving Vanderwalt into an alcove carved with a coiled snake, Brandt fired some more.

The fuckers must have had someone up in the trees, monitoring their progress through the ruins. The Zetas were vicious, but smart. Vanderwalt crumbled to the ground.

“Oh no you don’t,” Brandt said, trying to tug the man to his feet. Yes, there were gunmen out there, but not that many of them. Properly timed, they could burst out of the tunnel and make it those few dozen yards to a new source of cover before they got shot.

“Sorry, mate,” Vanderwalt whispered. “I can’t go any farther.” He took a shuddering breath. “Leave me a gun. I’ll cover you.”

“Yeah, right,” Brandt countered. Leaving the Brit wasn’t an option. Leaving anyone wasn’t an option. “I’ve seen your aim.”

Vanderwalt managed that dopey grin of his. “Better than nothing, chap.”

Perhaps, but there had to be another way.

Then he heard the rev of an engine. The type of rev only Lopez could produce—it was more of a tortured automotive cry. Brandt peered between the leaves but couldn’t find the vehicle. It had to be close, though, as loud as the engine was. He risked popping his head out from the alcove. He got chased back by bullets, but confirmed that the Jeep was nowhere on the commons.

Where the hell could it be, then?

With one final screeching rev, the Jeep leapt over the top of the pyramid. The vehicle landed hard on the stone steps, then bounced its way down. The Zetas must have been as shocked as Brandt. Svengurd firing into their ranks seemed to startle them from their stupor, though. One ran across the doorway. Brandt took him down. Given the screams from outside the tunnel, the rest were injured or on the run.

Grabbing Vanderwalt by the collar, he jerked the Brit to his feet.

“Can you run that far?”

The Jeep rattled its way down the stony steps.

“Hell, yes,” Vanderwalt answered, surging forward.

That was what Brandt liked to hear.

* * *

Svengurd braced his legs on the dashboard and door, but even so he almost flew out of the Jeep as it hit one of the steps on the edge, nearly flipping them.

“Pyramid luging!” Lopez shouted. He truly did seem to be enjoying himself.

They had scattered the Zetas, but they would not stay down for long. These guards were no children. They had been battle hardened.

Finally, the Jeep was reaching the bottom. Lopez gunned it, sailing them off the platform and landing a good ten feet from the base. The grassy earth dulled the jarring, at least a little. Then they were across the commons. The corporal skidded them sideways into Brandt and Vanderwalt’s path.

“Keep going!” Brandt yelled as he pushed Vanderwalt forward.

The CIA operatives hauled the British agent into the back of the Jeep. Brandt ran alongside, then swung up, grabbing hold of the roll bars. With one last push, Brandt launched himself into the back seat. A heartbeat later, his gun was up, spraying bullets into the surrounding area. There were no Zetas to be seen, but clearly the sergeant planned to keep it that way.

Now, with the awkward rock steps out of his way, Lopez could really nurse some speed from the Jeep. The corporal angled them toward one of the breaks in the wall. They were nearly to the exit when another vehicle turned onto the dirt bridge, gunning right for them.

Lopez probably would have played chicken, but if they went much further, they would have nowhere to turn except into the flanking stone walls.

“Right, Lopez!” Brandt barked.

Even with certain death approaching and his sergeant’s orders, the corporal still seemed loath to give in to the Los Zetas’ challenge. At the last moment, Lopez braked, cranking the wheel to the right. Their tires spit up chunks of earth as dirt rained down upon them. The rear bumper barely made the turn before the Zetas’ SUV sped past them.

Svengurd joined Brandt in firing at the vehicle, which turned sharply to give chase.

The Jeep practically jumped out from under them as Lopez stepped on the accelerator. They streaked past the ancient ruins. The corporal swerved around burned out stumps and small stone structures. Svengurd couldn’t even identify what the markers were beyond grey blurs.

It took a few moments to realize that there were walls on each side of them. By then, the Zetas’ SUV was on their six, streaking along behind them. Then the walls opened up into a small area. An enclosed area. Not even Lopez could get the Jeep to jump the eight–foot–high stone walls that surrounded them.

Instead, Lopez yanked up the emergency brake, skidding them around 180 degrees—just in time for them to watch the Zetas hurl toward them.

* * *

“Bloody hell, mate,” Vanderwalt exhaled. “What do you Yanks say? Straight from the kettle and into the flames.”

“Yeah,” Brandt said, firing at the oncoming SUV. “Something like that.”

The enemy vehicle skidded to a stop, guns bristling out of every window. A hail of gunfire tore through the Jeep. Everyone ducked to avoid the bullets flying overhead. Getting brazen, the enemy exited the car, firing as they advanced on the Jeep.

The Los Zetas thought they had the upper hand. They thought they had them outnumbered. They thought they had them outgunned.

They were so sure of themselves that they didn’t even notice a man in the back of the group drop to the ground. Then another. Then a third. It took them losing four men before anyone noticed. Then the line broke and shouts rose on the evening air.

“Now!” Brandt yelled. Lopez and Svengurd joined him, firing at the now exposed enemy.

The Los Zetas scrambled, rushing back to their SUV. Only the windshield cracked, a bullet going straight through the driver’s chest. One of the guards shoved his deceased teammate out of the way and put the SUV in reverse, stepping on the gas.

The problem with that? Lopez had laid a tire spike string at the bottleneck. The SUV’s rear tires blew, then the front tires, grinding them to a stop. Another shot ripped into the radiator. Down to three men and a busted SUV, the Los Zetas weren’t going anywhere.

The survivors came out of the car, arms raised, tossing their guns to the side.

“Ha!” Lopez yelled, pointing at the disarmed men. He then turned to the two CI agents. “That’s how you do an ambush!”

Yes, that was exactly how you wanted to do an ambush, except for possibly the jaguar, hang glider, and Jeep down the pyramid diversions, but hey, it got the job done.

The after–action report would be a doozy to write up, though.

What had always been clear was that this mission was just one big trap. The fact that the CIA had known exactly where their captured asset had been held? Then, for them to know exactly where the captured CIA agents were? Come on. The Zetas should have just burned the letters A. M. B. U. S. H. into the forest.

Most of the time, the best way to handle a trap? Spring the sucker, with a plan. A good plan. Or, in their case, an adaptable plan.

And it all happened because they had one of the best perimeter specialists in the business. Brandt had to search the trees for several moments before he could make out his sniper, Davidson, and he knew where the kid was holed up.

A midwestern smile glistened in the waning light. Brandt waved, indicating that the kid could come down out of his perch. Whip–thin, Davidson barely stirred the leaves as he climbed to the ground. As Svengurd zip–tied the Los Zetas men, Lopez rushed to Davidson.

“You and the rifle, man? You are one!” Lopez exclaimed as he brought the younger man into a bro–hug.

While Brandt agreed wholeheartedly, he wouldn’t go so far as to hug the kid.

Davidson shrugged his way out of the embrace. “It was just a point–and–shoot setup. No biggie.”

Compared to some of the other incredibly difficult shots Brandt had seen the sniper take, Davidson was right, but to take down that many men that quickly? That was still something. As the sniper passed, Brandt did indulge in clapping his back.

“Still. Decent job.”

There was that easy smile. If only Brandt had so few cares in the world to be that relaxed. Maybe with a cold brew in one hand and a fishing pole in the other he could feel as carefree as Davidson.

The beat of rotors in the distance did cheer him up a bit. Their extraction helicopter was right on time. Their orders were to leave the Los Zetas secured for the Federales, then get the hell out of Campeche.

Which was perfectly fine by Brandt.

Within moments, the chopper dropped a back board for the teen and lines for the rest of them. In rapid order, they ascended up into the helicopter. The injured were taken to the back of the large transport helicopter, where a medic awaited them.

Brandt sat down hard on the metal jump seat. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand as the helicopter sped across the sky. They should be landing in Ticul and picking up a small plane to fly them to Cancun, then onward to Miami.

Lopez didn’t sit down, though. “Don’t worry, Sarge. I’ll get us home in a jiffy.”

“No,” Brandt said sharp enough it gave the corporal pause. He softened his tone. “Let’s let the pilot get us to Ticul. You can take over from there.”

“But—”

Brandt raised his hand. “No ‘buts.’ I do not want to referee a smackdown match between you and a Federales.”

“Okay, fine, but we’re flying in the wrong direction.”

“What?” Brandt said, rising from his seat. The sun was setting out the left window, rather than the right. Lopez was correct. They were going south. Exactly the opposite direction of Miami.

He made his way to the pilot, shouting over the rotors. “Your orders were to take us to Ticul.”

The man shook his head. “Did they not inform you?”

Brandt did not like the sound of that. “Inform us of what?”

“We are to drop the injured off in Ciudad de Carmen, where you will rendezvous with a jet to take you to Ecuador.”

“Ecuador?” Lopez said at his shoulder. “What happened to Key West?”

The co–pilot handed Brandt a thin folder. He didn’t like thin folders. It meant they were being shipped off with little or no information. Brandt opened it to find only one page. He skimmed it, which didn’t take a whole hell of a lot of time.

Slamming it shut, he headed back to his seat and strapped in.

“Well?” Lopez asked, sitting next to him.

Brandt pulled a lighter from his pocket and set the file on fire. “We’ve got to pull some researcher from the Amazon and get her to Paris.”

“Paris?” Davidson asked. “Why?”

“I don’t ask…”

“Because they won’t tell,” Lopez finished for him.

It was their life in black ops. Flicking the corner of the file to put the flames out, Brandt leaned back against the bulkhead.

“At least it sounds straight–forward,” Svengurd remarked.

“Easy peasy,” Lopez agreed.

After this extraction? Brandt could use a nice boring mission. And he wouldn’t turn down some R&R in Paris. However, instead of basking in the glow of the thought of some time off, a knot formed in his stomach.

His gut was worried about this next mission.

And damn it, if his gut wasn’t always right.

# # #


30 PIECES OF SILVER
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Where It Began

══════════════════

Jerusalem, dusk…

Beneath the scant shade of a cypress tree, the man held silent vigil.

He had forsaken all, even his name. But he knew that others would call out “Betrayer” or “Slayer of the Innocent.” How could they not? His heavy heart had nearly kept him from witnessing the crucifixion, but shame forced his feet to climb to this sheltered knoll.

This was his doing. All his.

Death, and not just any death, but the death of his closest friend bloodied his hands, but he was certain that as ages passed the story of this day would be kneaded like a soft dough. The events would be wrung and twisted over until not even the baker could discern the original ingredients. But the lambskin purse tied to his belt, heavy with silver coin, would not allow him to forget.

Angered again, the man looked up at the clear skies—where heaven in all its glory lay. Why was the sky not gray and brooding? In His absolute fury, a recriminating thunder should shake the ground, trembling so greatly that it knocked down those who would persecute a true believer. Lightning should pierce the Roman dogs that led the prisoners up to Golgotha. Or, more fittingly, the bolts should strike the man to the marrow for his duplicity.

Instead, only a light breeze played at the edge of his rough-spun robe, as goats lazily grazed along the hillsides past the Second Wall. The scent of jasmine and unleavened bread floated on the wind, as all those in Jerusalem prepared for the Sabbath. How could life drift along for all those inside the city walls? Why were there so few from the Temple City following the doomed procession? Where were the grieving throngs?

But the man knew the answer. Any who would have revolted against the verdict were blissfully unaware of the fatal turn of events. Since the midnight arrest, the trial and judgment had unfolded too quickly for word to spread. Partly by design, and partly by misfortune. Prophecy and pragmatism had conspired to bring low one who should have been held in the highest regard.

A sharp wail turned the man back to Golgotha. Squinting, as the distance was great, he knew it was Mary’s cry as the spikes were driven into the sufferer’s heels. Her pain equaled his. This was why he forced himself up this remote hillside. There were too few to witness his agony. Only Mary, Jude, and the Beloved Disciple were at the foot of the cross. The rest of the women were at the base of the hill, weeping in a great heap of scarves and tears. The other Twelve had scattered to the wind. Now outlawed.

So it was that he, he who had brought all this tragedy to fruition, was to be the one to bear witness until the end.


Prologue

══════════════════

Paris, France

“I told you the Louvre wasn’t open late on Tuesdays!”

Corey ignored Kika’s outburst as the bus rattled along, following its route along the Seine. This was not how he imagined their great European adventure. Sex, scenery, and some more sex. That was the plan. When did the hysterical nagging figure in?

“And all for a bunch of old cars! We missed the Mona Lisa for a fucking Peugeot!”

He didn’t bother to correct her. First of all, there was nothing “fucking” about a classic 1950s Peugeot. Secondly, the Centre International de L’Automobile was a world-renowned car museum that was a must-see on any autophile’s trip. Thirdly, was the Mona Lisa any less boring in person?

Kika struggled to control her tears, or at least wanted to leave the impression that she was struggling, as she slumped deeper into her bus seat. “I can’t believe this is happening!”

Corey couldn’t believe that this was only the second stop on their supposed five-country tour. Three more countries of arguing, bitching, and the cold shoulder? He didn’t think so. Backpacks and visas got stolen all the time, right? It wasn’t like he’d leave her stranded. He’d make sure she had enough cash to get to the consulate and let her ATM of parents figure out the rest.

That didn’t make him a complete asshole, did it?

Brakes squealed as they neared Le Champ De Mars. As the engine rumbled to idle, everyone was thrown forward. Kika’s breast brushed past his elbow as she settled back.

Maybe there was another way. Grabbing her wrist, Corey leapt from his seat, tugging her down the bus’ narrow steps. “Come on.”

“Are you crazy?” She cried as the bus pulled away from the curb. “It’s going to be another hour before we can catch another bus to the hostel.”

“Jesus, Kika, mellow out.”

That was clearly the wrong thing to say, as her face turned crimson. “I would mellow the fuck out if I were the one getting my way all the time. It was the Louvre, Corey. The Louvre! The entire reason I came on this crappy trip.”

Anger melted into tears. Real tears. They brimmed at the edge of her expertly applied eyeliner. Damn, but she was pretty. Unthinking, he reached to wipe the tears away but she pulled away, angered again.

“Not this time.” Kika turned her back on him.

Throwing his head back in frustration, he breathed out through his teeth. Chicks. You can’t live with them and you sure as hell got a thick callus on your palm without them. But when he opened his eyes he saw the most amazing sight. The Eiffel Tower’s lights bloomed to life. The entire height of the tower was a glittering glow of gold.

Screw the pamphlets. This was the real thing.

“Kika,” he said quietly, but she was busy blowing her nose. “Look up.”

Predictably she scoffed, rolling her eyes, but, equally predictably, curiosity got the best of her. A slight gasp escaped her whatever-was-the-most-fashionable-shade-this-season lips. That was the response he wanted. Tenderly he turned her toward him.

“Kika, we’re in France. Hell, we’re in Paris, standing under the most romantic landmark in the world.” He pointed to the Tower. “I’m sorry. I really thought tonight was the Louvre’s evening hours. I totally would have skipped the car museum if I’d known.”

Her dark eyes rose to meet his. “Really?”

Corey was surprised to find that his next words weren’t a lie. “Really.”

Kika’s eyelashes fluttered in that way only she could pull off. Taken by the moment, Corey kissed her. Not hard, like the-smelly-Austrians-have-finally-left-so-we-can-have-a-quickie kind of kiss. Instead, it was a soft kiss. Just like the one he gave her when they decided to screw saving for grad school and use the money for two weeks in Europe.

He held her cheeks between his hands. “Is there anything we can do—do tonight—to make up for the Louvre?”

“Well…” She blushed and batted her eyes toward the bejeweled Tower. “The Le Jules Verne is supposed to be the most romantic restaurant in the whole world.”

Okay, he was hoping she might suggest a threesome, but if an expensive dinner inside the Eiffel Tower was what it took to have an unforgettable lay, then that’s what he would do.

Corey took her hand in his. “All right, let’s get some directions.”

“It’s on the second floor,” she stated promptly.

“I wonder if we have to take the stairs up, or—”

“It’s got its own elevator in the south pillar.”

He glanced at her, but she just swung their hands up and down in a playful, girlish way. She certainly seemed to know a lot about this restaurant. Which made him wonder exactly how long she had been angling for this dinner. Could the plot have reached all the way back to the car museum? She had complained, but she certainly hadn’t put up a Kika-level fuss about staying late to look at the Lamborghini collection.

Corey smiled. That devious bitch! She knew he would never spring for more than ten bucks a plate. She had set this whole thing up.

Maybe he could fall in love with her.

As they strolled toward the base of the Tower, Corey couldn’t help but notice the one woman on the entire causeway who strode alone. Who in the hell hung out at the Eiffel Tower, at night no less, without a date?

“Look at that loser,” Corey said as he nodded to the solo pedestrian. “And what kind of fashion sense to wear a scarf on a warm night like this?”

Kika tsk-tsked as only Kika could. “That’s not a scarf. It’s a hijab.”

“Whatever. She isn’t going to catch a man in that thing.”

“I think that’s the point. Now hush.”

They arrived at the elevator door right before the lone woman. There were several other couples already waiting. Kika reached out and hit the antique button, but it didn’t light up.

“Already tried that,” one of the men said.

A woman with a thick French accent explained. “A water main broke yesterday. There’s flooding under the foundation. It’s affecting the electrical.”

“They’re still serving dinner, though, right?” his girlfriend asked anxiously, like a child whose ice cream cone might be melting.

The woman just shrugged and went back to her cigarette. Kika frowned so deeply that her face and mouth risked forming wrinkles. “No dinner, no dessert.” And by the glare, she was definitely not referring to pie.

“I’ll go ask at the main entrance what the scoop is,” Corey conceded.

Kika nodded vigorously. One hand shoved him on his quest while the other punched the button in case her urgency could fix waterlogged wiring.

Chuckling at her determination, Corey heading toward the east pillar as he spotted the overly modest woman, only now she was kneeling near a girder, having trouble with her purse.

Feeling vaguely guilty for judging her so harshly, he went outside of his comfort zone to sound chivalrous. “Can I help you?” Corey asked. When she didn’t respond, he gave it a stab in French. “Est-ce que je peux vous aider?”

Still, she seemed intent on her baggage. He tapped her shoulder. “Est-ce que—” She turned, and Corey realized her sleeve was caught in her backpack.

“Here, let me—” He stopped short as the contents of the pack became visible. It was chock-full of gray bricks with red and black wires sticking out at odd angles. Okay, he’d seen enough Alias episodes to know that it was C-4.

“Bomb!” Corey spun on his heel toward the elevator. “Bomb!”

In this day and age, it didn’t matter what language you spoke. Everyone knew “bomb” when they heard it. Tourists scattered as he turned the corner.

“Run!” he yelled, but Kika was still pushing the button. “Get down!”

He felt the blast more than heard the explosion. The force was like wiping out on your surfboard inside a twenty-foot pipe, only worse. This blast knocked the wind from his lungs and threatened to break his back. He somehow found Kika in his arms. When had he grabbed her?

In an enormous gust of C-4 fueled air, they were thrown past the girders, and then smashed onto the unforgiving ground. His ears rang a thousand notes, but he kept Kika’s head tucked under his shoulder as dust rained down.

“What’s happening?” she asked, but her words sounded far off.

Corey didn’t answer as terror transformed into anger. Who the fuck bombed the Eiffel Tower? Of all the fucking landmarks, why here? Why tonight?

It wasn’t until he was certain that the danger of a second bombing was well past that he cautiously allowed them to rise.

A strange silence greeted them, as if this moment was suspended outside of time and space. No shouts, no panic, and even Kika stopped crying. They, and the Tower itself, were in shock after such a brutal attempt on its life. The other patrons hadn’t run off, either. Instead, strangely enough, they were gathered around the bombing site.

“Everybody okay?” he asked, but couldn’t really hear his own words.

No one answered, only nodded as they dusted themselves off. Everyone seemed shocked to have survived with only minor cuts and scrapes. The Tower’s structure was also in remarkably good shape. Its girders were only a little singed.

A sob escaped the girl in his arms. Not even her Madison Avenue blush could bring color to poor Kika’s cheeks. Her mascara was smeared across her face, which pretty much epitomized the effects of the bomb.

Cosmetic damage only.

Corey kissed the top of her head. They were going to be fine, but if the effectiveness of a terrorist attack was based on civilian casualties and destroying an international monument, this baby was going to go down as the lamest suicide bombing ever.

But he knew this was only the calm before the storm as the Eiffel Tower suddenly had competition in the lights department. Red, blue, and yellow lights flashed as the police and fire trucks bore down on their location. Very soon, all hell was going to break loose.

With his ears still ringing, Corey thought he heard someone say “bodies.”

“I thought everyone was okay?” Releasing Kika from his embrace, he joined the man who he knew spoke English.

“We’re fine, but…” the German said as he pointed to the hole.

Corey carefully stepped toward the edge. Now it made sense why there was so little damage to the Tower itself. When the chick was screwing around with the pack she must have accidentally refocused the blast downward, creating a ragged opening in the stone.

But why, after barely surviving a bombing, were these people making such a fuss about a stupid hole in the ground?

Then as the dust settled, Corey felt even himself gasp. Buried beneath the most romantic landmark in the world was a crypt full of bodies. No, not bodies, but skeletons. Lots and lots of skeletons, but after the explosion, they were just a tangle of rib cages and shattered leg bones. It was as though the crypt keeper had put them into a blender and then thrown them into the trash.

“What the fuck?” It didn’t make any sense. What terrorist wanted to blow up dead people? Way dead people?

“Corey, help me.” It was Kika who spoke, but it sounded as if she were calling from another dimension.

His head still rang, but past it, Corey heard sirens bearing down on them. It took a few seconds to locate his girlfriend next to the only piece of mangled metal around. Why the hell did she pick the one unstable area of the Tower to set up shop? “Kika, keep back.”

“I think someone’s injured!”

Oh, shit! Corey rushed forward. The bomber. “Don’t!”

But Kika decided this day, of all days, to be a Good Samaritan. She had already pulled the woman out from under the twisted girder.

“It’s the chick with the bomb,” Corey explained as he tried to tug her away, but she had her heels dug in.

“It couldn’t be.” His girlfriend looked up, confused. “She’s not even Muslim…” Kika pointed to the dead woman’s chest. “Look…”

Hanging around the suicide bomber’s neck, gleaming under the Tower’s twinkling lights, was a large silver cross.


CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Ecuadorian Rain Forest

Dr. Rebecca Monroe gasped in the moist rain forest air. It took the effort of breathing underwater. Of course, the vine wrapped around her neck wasn’t helping matters, either.

Genus: Chondrodendron. Species: tomentosum.

No matter her scientific accuracy, each time the frenzied villagers circled her, they tightened another loop around her windpipe. Rebecca concentrated on breathing, but she was so very alone. Her research students had deserted days ago. Then the loss of her guide during her capture…

There had not even been time to cry.

The communal drums resonated at such a primitive level that the jungle jarred with each beat, whipping the warriors into a rage. Their native tongue clicking was punctuated by loud, guttural incantations. It did not take her triple PhDs to know they were in a state of religious fervor.

Vision blurred from the blow to her head, Rebecca focused on the torches. They flickered brightly under the heavy canopy of the Ecuadorian rain forest. So dense that not even a single star peeked through.

Maniacal warriors writhed in the firelight, skin glowing, illuminating ruby tattoos and ritual scars. The body art flowed across their flesh, brought to life by flames and screams. Given enough time and oxygen, Rebecca could have told their life stories by the swirling patterns on their skin. As it was, she could barely remember her last name.

Tribal women, breasts bared, chanted by the edge of the clearing as children huddled at their feet. The boys had bands of red across their eyes, while the girls had black, making their eyes glow, suspended in the night.

They stared at the tall, blonde outsider who had stumbled into their midst. This ceremony would be told and retold for generations to come. Even now the communal drums not only kept beat for the entranced warriors but also told the tale of this humid, panicked night, transmitting the story to tribes miles away. A kind of primitive radio.

The vine jerked her head against the wooden stake. Sweat soaked her clothes as blood trickled down her cheek from a scalp laceration, but from the brandished bows and spears, things were only going to get worse.

Suddenly the chief jumped in front of her, landing so close that his tattooed face was within an inch of hers. He bared a set of filed teeth. Rebecca tried to pull away, but had nowhere to go. She turned her face to the side, but found the forked tongue of an anaconda.

Its huge triangular head filled her vision.

Genus: Eunectes. Species: murinus.

The chief waved the snake’s head wildly in the air as the other warriors supported its twenty-foot-long body. Already struggling to breathe, she writhed as they wrapped the smooth tail around her feet. She shivered at its cold touch. Painfully, slowly, they coiled the beast around her legs, then her waist, then her chest. Finally they let the snake encircle her neck, ending with the anaconda cheek-to-cheek with her. Its tongue flickered along her bloody temple, trying to get a taste of what was to come.

Flailing, Rebecca fought panic as the monstrous reptile followed its evolutionary instincts. Coils tightened, constricting her chest, squeezing her breath down to a desperate wheeze—then even that died. How Rebecca wished she didn’t know that an anaconda had enough muscular strength to break a jaguar’s rib cage within five minutes.

Rebecca’s only comfort was that the end must be near.

* * *

The first poisoned dart bounced off Sergeant Vincent Brandt’s body armor. The second nearly penetrated his Kevlar vest.

So much for stealth.

With their presence discovered, it was time to crank up the beat.

“Double time!” he shouted.

Released from their painstakingly slow pace, Brandt heard the rest of his team burst forward, charging through the tangle of vines, ferns, and bushes, heedless of the noise. The natives responded with Stone Age reflexes. Dozens of poisoned darts spat toward them in deadly puffs of air.

Brandt kept his weapon aimed as he crashed through the undergrowth, but the warriors knew this forest and slid effortlessly between shadows, never allowing him to get a bead on them. Davidson, Lopez, and Svengurd spread out to either side, hurling toward their specified coordinates.

A burst of gunfire to the left.

“Non-lethal only!” Brandt shouted into the dark undergrowth.

Like it or not, he had his orders. Stinger bullets and beanbag grenades, only. Not exactly the stuff a swift covert operation was made.

A monkey screeched overhead, jumping through the canopy, raining debris down upon him. Batting away fronds, he lunged into the clearing—then stumbled to a halt.

What the—?

Awash in crackling torchlight, a woman, his extraction target, writhed on a stake. Desperate, struggling with blue-tinged lips. A massive snake, as thick around as his thigh, wrapped her in a death coil, shifting, constricting—its tongue flickering at her cheek.

A scream to the right.

He twisted. A tribesman attacked with a long stick. Swinging up his weapon, Brandt squeezed off two rounds. Rubber bullets struck the native in the forehead, knocking him back, stunning the stick from his grip. Another two rounds in the back sent the native packing into the damp forest.

Brandt trusted his team to scatter the rest of the villagers as he rushed to the panicked woman. Grabbing the snake’s head, he pried the huge reptile from her neck. The woman gasped like a fish flopping on the deck of a boat. The snake had a death grip around her chest. Still clutched in his hands, the serpent hissed. Hot, foul breath blasted Brandt’s face.

Fuck you too, buddy, the sergeant thought as he struggled to unwind its length, but the beast was just too damn strong.

“Lopez!” he yelled.

“On it, Sarge!” The stocky private ran over, shouldering his weapon.

Between the two of them, they wrestled the coil from around her chest. She took in a long, rattling breath. Then the snake slithered from Lopez’s grasp, retightening its hold. The woman had just enough air left to cry out.

“Svengurd, here!” Brandt hollered. “Davidson, set the perimeter!”

It was dangerous to leave only one man to protect their flank, but if his target died, then their entire mission would be a bust.

With Svengurd’s aid they gained traction, pulling the snake from her mid-region. Brandt handed off the reptile’s head to Lopez and the body to Svengurd, as the sergeant ripped away the vines that bound her neck. Once loose, he brushed the bloody hair from her face.

“You’re safe, Dr. Monroe. We have you.” She croaked out a whisper. “I didn’t hear that.” He brought her face level with his.

“Are you… a…” Monroe coughed and gagged, but then quite clearly choked out, “Are you a moron?”

* * *

Rebecca’s coughing fit prevented her from finishing her diatribe. “You… You almost got me killed!”

The hulking soldier backed away as his face clouded. “Pardon me, ma’am, but we just saved your life.”

The snake, removed from her body, slinked away into the underbrush.

“Saved? You shot the men who were protecting me.”

“They tied you to a stake and then set a python on you.” His cheeks blushed red. Obviously, he just didn’t get it.

“It was an anaconda.” She reflexively corrected his inaccurate identification of the reptile, and then got pissed off all over again. “Do you have any idea, any idea at all, how long it took to convince them to allow me to participate in that ritual?”

“Ritual?” The man’s eyes narrowed.

With a sigh, Rebecca explained. “I needed the tribe’s cooperation to collect DNA samples to test my hypothesis. In order to get those samples, I had to be proven worthy. Hence the stake and the snake. Five more seconds, and I would’ve had the keys to the kingdom, but no, you had to barge in.”

Turning her back on the soldier, Rebecca gathered her gear. She had to hurry if she were going to catch up with the villagers. Perhaps she could salvage weeks of tracking natives who didn’t wish to be found.

The man’s tone wavered, sounding confused. “But we had reports from your grad students that you were in danger.”

She snorted. “Students? More like the biggest bunch of wimps ever assembled at a university.”

Where was the pack with her GPS equipment? She tried to cut across the clearing to retrieve it, but the soldier stepped in front of her.

“We found your guide…” His voice didn’t have a hint of confusion anymore. “Dead.”

Her throat constricted as tightly as it had with the snake wrapped around her neck. All those unshed tears threatened to make an appearance, but she refused to give them permission. The tribe would be on the move, fleeing deeper and deeper into the jungle until their trail was lost. Rebecca had come too far and sacrificed too much to lose them to her grief.

She went to push past him, but the soldier grabbed her arm. “These new friends of yours murdered that tracker.”

Rebecca tried to jerk away, but his grip was unyielding. Her instinct was to yell something juvenile like “get your hands off me,” but his gaze stopped her. His blue-gray eyes were devoid of arrogance or even anger. They held only concern. Even his grip, which was firm, didn’t hurt.

The soldier had found one man dead and her staked in the middle of the rain forest with an anaconda crushing the life from her. Those worried eyes weren’t letting her go until he had some answers.

As much as she didn’t want to ever talk about that horrible, horrible moment along the riverbank, Rebecca took a deep breath, steadying her voice before she spoke. “It was an accident.”

“You didn’t see the body, Doctor. It was—”

Those damn tears spilled over, and she had to choke out the words. “It was my fault…” Embarrassed, Rebecca steeled herself. “The tribe did surround us, but Yerato wasn’t worried. It was a gesture signaling that the tribe was receptive to introductions. Then… And…”

As hard as she tried, Rebecca just couldn’t finish. The soldier’s hold transformed from restraining her to supporting her. Sick of being the weepy girl, Rebecca used the back of her hand to brush away the tears.

Whenever in trouble, go clinical.

Continuing, she almost sounded like she was lecturing. “A startled Tayassu tajacu.” From the soldier’s confused look, she used the animal’s common name. “A peccary charged out of the brush and knocked my feet out from under me. I would have been the one to fall down the bank if it hadn’t been for Yerato. He…”

Not even professional detachment could force her throat to work.

The soldier’s tone softened. “But the wounds on his torso and legs.”

Regaining her composure, Rebecca went back to packing. “A crocodile dragged him under. We lost them to the current.”

He didn’t seem to have an answer for that. Who did? Finding her GPS equipment, she tucked it into her bag. Now where was her laptop?

“Dr. Monroe, let’s start over.” The man offered his hand. “I’m Sergeant Brandt of the—”

“Special Forces, Special Ops, Special Seals, whatever.” She’d spent enough time in enough third-world countries to spot a covert operative a mile away. This wouldn’t be the first time the State Department had tried to pull her from the field after the host country had complained of her presence. Her research was just too politically incorrect. Someone in the Ecuadorian government must have caught wind of her project and demanded her immediate removal.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. My university sent you—”

“No, they didn’t—”

Rebecca knew full well that this soldier was in no way responsible for her anger, but all the fear and pain over the last few days came to a head.

“Don’t lie to me,” she hissed.

* * *

Brandt’s posture stiffened. Usually he didn’t let spoiled academicians get under his skin, but this one had gone too far.

“Ma’am, I am many things, but a liar is not one of them.”

He held the doctor’s gaze without flinching. Finally she lowered her head, sighing as she went back to stowing her gear. That was about the best apology he could expect under the circumstances.

“All I know is your extraction order came through the State Department’s Antiterrorism division.”

Rebecca looked over her shoulder. “Antiterrorism? That makes no sense. I’m a genetic anthropologist.”

Insect noises returned to the quiet rain forest as Brandt explained. “There was a bombing in Paris. Skeletons were discovered under the Eiffel Tower’s foundation, so your expertise has been requested.”

Monroe slung another pack over her shoulder. “You don’t understand. I’m a paleo-computational biologist. I study ancient human migrational pathways through haplo-gene DNA analysis.” She turned toward him. “I’m completely useless after the Bronze Age.”

Brandt’s hand went to his gun as monkeys chattered in the distance. “Regardless, somebody far above my pay grade wants you in France, so we’re going to France. If you could just follow us to the airfield…”

Not only did the good doctor ignore him, she hefted another pack on top of the three she was already carrying. The sergeant understood the basic instinct of those extracted to enter into a state of denial, but their childish stubbornness got old quickly.

Forget that they were deep in a hostile forest filled with skittish, superstitious natives. His CO had made the time sensitivity of this mission abundantly clear. If his team was scrambled to do a HALO jump from thirty thousand feet into the tangled canopy, whatever happened in Paris had the brass shook up.

“I’m afraid I am going to have to insist, Dr. Monroe.”

The tall biologist slowly turned to him. He expected a blast of anger, but she just tucked a stray lock of hair back into its braid. “Dude, I’m not sure if you’re in a position to insist on anything.”

He was confused until Davidson called out, “Um, Sarge…”

Brandt spun around to find the clearing encircled by natives—men, women, and children. How did they sneak up on them?

He swung back to Monroe. “Tell them to back the fuck off.”

The clearing suddenly seemed so much smaller. The thick vegetation leaned over them, reminding him that a foreign jungle surrounded them. Even the humidity became oppressive, ominous.

Yet the doctor looked perfectly comfortable, even calm, as she spoke. “We both know you’re using non-lethals, so you obviously don’t have extreme prejudice authority here.”

“I have discretion,” he said, clench-jawed. They were outnumbered twenty to one. And the kids. Why the hell did the tribe bring them back?

A little boy, no more than five, entered the clearing, oblivious of the four extremely well-armed men. Monroe took the child’s hand. A smile even graced her lips. She looked like the beautiful woman she must be when she wasn’t being squeezed to death.

“Discretion to do what, Sergeant? Shoot innocent women and children?” Her smile deepened, this time for him, as she headed to the jungle’s edge. “We both know that you don’t have it in you.”

“Really? Because I’ve got a dozen Black Ops missions to say otherwise.”

Their gaze locked. Brandt was pretty much used to his stare getting the job done, but the doctor’s eyes just twinkled in the torchlight. Her laugh was hearty, calling his bluff. “Come on, you didn’t even shoot the snake! Like you’re really going to open fire here.”

And goddamn it, if she wasn’t right. Exhaling hard, he gave the all-clear signal as he lowered his gun. She might have won the battle, but Brandt intended to win the war, and he had just the secret weapon to do it. He was under orders to only reveal the information in private, but what else could he do? His men couldn’t care less about the name he was about to utter, and who the hell were the natives going to tell?

“Professor Lochum made the request personally.”

Monroe stopped just shy of exiting the clearing. “No way.”

“Afraid so.” Brandt didn’t know why the name held so much power over the doctor, but thankfully it did.

When the woman didn’t follow, the little boy tugged on her hand. Monroe hugged him, and then turned to one of the natives. Besides the two red marks on his forehead where Brandt had shot him earlier, the old man wore a brilliant parrot-feathered necklace that clearly marked him as the chief.

A series of clicks were exchanged. Finally the older man took the child’s hand from hers. The chief smiled kindly at Monroe, but his eyes bored into Brandt, clearly upset that they weren’t allowed a rematch.

As the doctor walked toward Brandt’s team, she tossed one of her packs to Svengurd. Startled, the corporal nearly dropped his assault rifle to catch it. Monroe tossed one at Lopez, then another to Davidson.

“At least I won’t have to…” She shoved the last pack into Brandt’s arms as she passed him, “carry these anymore.”

Unburdened, she walked to the forest edge as the warriors silently parted for her, then melted into the forest.

The pack was impressively heavy as Brandt threw it over his shoulder.

Dr. Monroe was much stronger than she looked.


Fellowship

══════════════════

Sea of Galilee

AD 14

Judas wiped a bead of sweat from his cheek and felt the prickle of stubble. He checked over his lip, more there as well. A smile spread. At last he might grow a beard. In the eyes of his mother, his bar mitzvah might have marked his passage of a boy into a man, but amongst his fellows it was a full beard that bought respect.

He glanced over at Jesus, who had had thick growth on both cheeks for two seasons now, even though he was a year younger than Judas. But that was hardly surprising. Jesus was far more advanced than any of them, and all the more awkward for it.

Just as now. For all there was to do this day, Jesus continued to stare up at the clear skies, oblivious to the harsh summer sun. It was as if his friend studied long and hard enough, he could see the face of God himself. Judas joined his gaze, but as hard as he tried, he saw only endless blue skies. No golden throne. No majestic heavenly seat.

A thin tendril of jealousy laced Judas’ heart. Others might secretly scoff at his friend’s intense faith, but Judas wished fervently that he might one day glimpse what Jesus so clearly saw.

Just then his friend’s head cocked as if he could hear the distant strains of an angel’s song. Judas, on the other hand, could hear only his sister’s argument back at the village and the shouts of men as they patched a roof. Jesus, however, seemed wholly unaware of the ordinary dealings of men. Instead his focus remained fixed upon the ephemeral.

But as always, Judas’ interest waned as quickly as a starling’s, and his gaze wandered out over the open waters of their small sea. Boats with their stiff linen sails still dotted the water. The fishing must be good indeed if the men were still out this late in the day.

A breeze stirred the reeds on the bank around them, carrying with it the smell of cooking sardines and a richer aroma. Perhaps the women were stuffing some large musht fish with goat cheese. Judas glanced at Jesus again to see if the scent registered. It was his favorite meal, after all. But his younger friend’s eyes never wavered from the heavens. Besides, it was doubtful that Mary, his mother, would be inclined to favor her oldest son with such a delicacy. She was still of ill temper that Jesus had not taken up an occupation since the family had returned home to Capernaum.

But after the death of Joseph, Jesus’ interest in carpentry had died as well. Even though he had his mother and five younger brothers and sisters to support, Jesus had retreated even further into his meditation. James and Jude, neither past their bar mitzvah, were scaling the catches brought to shore by the fishermen or hauling firewood, anything to bring home coin.

Reminded of his own obligation, Judas returned to work on the leather strap. His own father had died years ago, and he was used to providing for his mother and three younger sisters, but physical labor was beyond him now. His right leg was laid out straight, still too stiff to tuck under him. Unconsciously he rubbed his throbbing knee. On inspection, it looked no different from the left. The ache lay deep inside.

They had been far from home, traveling south in the winter, following the harvests. The kindly act of helping a villager with a bogged oxcart had cost him dearly. His leg had been crushed under the heavy wheel. A Roman soldier had been benevolent enough to set the limb, but had admitted he was no physician. It had taken a month until they had found an Essene disciple with the knowledge to rebreak the leg and set it properly. Even then it had not healed with the strength it once had. He could walk and perhaps carry a light load, but to balance on a scaffold? To use his right leg to brace when swinging a scythe? The tender bone could not bear such strain.

But his injury had not erased his younger sisters’ needs. Food, shelter, and dowries did not fall from the heavens. What else could he do but swallow his pride and learn the skill of leather craft?

Even those who knew of his misfortune still felt unsettled at his profession, for most of his work was commissioned by the Romans. Who else needed studded belts or straps for their quivers? He knew the derision the others felt for him, but he did not cause the Roman occupation, and it would not end if he stopped making scabbards.

The only one who had passed no judgment sat next to him on the bank. Two fatherless boys set apart from the others. One ostracized for his entanglement with their oppressors, the other for his aloof manner. Most could not sit with any comfort next to a boy who sometimes went days without speaking. And when he did grace people with words, most times it was to correct their recital of Scripture. No, most avoided this boy who seemed to know more about God’s will than even the high priests.

Just this morning Judas had found his friend sitting alone at the edge of the sea before the mist had even risen from the waters. Judas had brought a breakfast of dried sardines and coarse bread, but Jesus had ignored both the food and his presence. Most days Judas would fill the empty air with word of Jerusalem, and if he ran out of such news he would whisper rumors of the town. However, Judas had to admit it was more to bait his austere friend than to truly inform him. The only guarantee of a response from Jesus was to spread gossip as to who might have broken the Sabbath or sought comfort outside the sanctity of marriage.

But today Judas remained silent, for Jesus seemed to be deep within a conversation of his own. His brow was furrowed. Even his lips pursed then relaxed as if he wished to argue, and then thought better of it. It was a strange day, but no day sitting next to Jesus could be called ordinary.

“I know how I am to die,” his friend said, as if informing Judas of where he might settle once he married.

Anyone else Judas might have scoffed at, but Jesus believed so deeply in his own words that he found himself believing them as well.

So Judas asked the only question worthy. “Will you suffer?”

Jesus turned his calm face away from the bright sky and looked into Judas’ eyes. “Greatly.” He then returned his sight to the heavens.

Judas followed his gaze, for once glad that he could not see what Jesus did.


CHAPTER 2

══════════════════

Ecuadorian Rainforest

Tok stood motionless at the center of the clearing, the scent of fresh blood and snake excrement thick in the air. It held a certain fragrance. Fear and anger. A tincture to brighten his foul mood.

He had missed capturing the doctor by over six hours. Between the time that their mole had forwarded the SEALs’ orders and his own team were wheels up, they had lost those six hours. Someone was going to die for the delay.

Adding to his annoyance, the constant moaning and screaming of the savages was becoming tiresome. After his recent surgery, he had barely acclimated to loud noises, let alone the high-pitched squeals from the tortured natives. Tok turned down his cochlear implant’s volume, but immediately missed the company of the jungle’s sound.

Born deaf and mute, he had only known a cold, lonely, isolated world. A world where he had only himself and his fear. He had grown used to his soundless, barren life. But now, after the surgery to replace his deformed inner ear with microelectrodes, the wind was his constant companion.

And now this rain forest with its insects, birds, and reptiles. Even the river murmured sweet nothings.

The surgery had only been two weeks ago, but already he could not bear to be without this interaction. Slowly he dialed the implant’s volume up until his head was filled with the lovely buzz of the jungle. How different this Ecuadorian air sounded from the crisp Swiss air he had just left. This sensory cornucopia was worth the occasional tormented cry that sent a sharp lance across his brain. The acoustic enhancer was going to need some modifications for fieldwork.

Fortunately, the natives seemed of inferior stock. They could not tolerate much more torture before they either capitulated or died.

Someone tapped his shoulder before speaking carefully. “Master Tok, I believe we have found a way to extract the information.”

“Petir, I don’t need to read your lips. I can hear you.”

The older man smiled. “As I can you.”

Tok was confused until he realized that he had been signing his words as he spoke, even though his new subvocal cord microphones transmitted into Petir’s specially designed earpiece. “Old habits die hard.”

“For both of us,” his mentor agreed. “Would you follow me?”

Tok followed, but at a languid pace. It was not that he did not wish to get the information and proceed with his mission. He was nothing if not diligent and efficient. It was that he did not wish to leave this place with all of its new sounds. The layers of amazing tones made him yearn to go home.

Born deformed to a whore on the streets of Cairo, Tok had grown up terrified of the press of the marketplace. But what a wonder the crowded bazaar would be now. The shouts of the merchants. The loud bartering. Once they were rid of this troublesome doctor, he would head to Egypt and reclaim his birthplace, rather than let it linger as a childhood nightmare.

And Tok could be assured no one would recognize him and call out, “Golgo,” Arabic for abomination. Deaf, and mute, with multicolored eyes and a webbed hand, he had been called much worse. He flexed his left hand within its thick leather glove. Despite the tropical heat, he kept the glove on, for it covered a patchwork of scars caused by the correction of his hand’s deformity. No one looking at him now with his brown contacts would suspect he was once kicked and beaten for simply existing.

As they entered an area of trampled vines and leaves, Petir stepped over the broken body of the chief and pointed to a small naked boy cowering at the foot of one of his team. The child’s face was painted with stark red lines across his eyes. Savages.

“I think we’ve found something he cares for more than his life.”

Tok crouched by the chief and looked into the tattooed face. Such primal anger. His own emotions might not be as noticeable on the surface, but a rage built within his chest, stoked as these natives refused to give the information he desperately needed.

“Tell me where she went,” he intoned, then waited for Petir to repeat it. The man’s eyes darted back and forth, confused. Tok had the intent, but the words came from Petir. That was fine. Let him think they had a magical connection. But still the chief held firm, his lips in a tight line.

“Bring the boy.”

Petir relayed his command as the boy was dragged over. The chief’s eyes flared as he struggled against his restraints.

“This brings me no joy,” Tok said as he studied the tattooed face. Even with the child endangered, the chief appeared no closer to speaking. He was going to need more of an incentive. “Use the knife.”

With a flash of metal, Petir brought the bone-handled blade to the boy’s eye. Tok dialed down his implant just before the bloodcurdling scream. The chief retched as the boy clutched at his now-empty eye socket.

Tok leaned in again, only an inch from the chief’s blotchy face. “Where did she go?”

The man did not even wait for Petir before he blurted out, “Paris.”

But the man just mouthed syllables he had heard, and his tone was hesitant. Besides, even if the chief was correct, Paris was a very big city.

“Again.”

Before Petir could raise the knife, the chief shouted, “Lochum.”

Tok bolted upright before his brain registered the name. It could not be.

Not now.

Rapidly Tok correlated all the intelligence chatter over the past days. Paris. The bombing. The bodies. Monroe. Their mole had not mentioned a hint of Lochum. Only a mumbling from a native, but it was enough to set his mind afire.

Tok excitedly signed as he spoke. “We need extraction now.”

“Them?” Petir indicated the boy, who had somehow tucked himself under the chief’s tied arms, but mercy was not Tok’s to give.

He did not bother to intone his response. He simply made a slashing motion across his neck. The response to his command was so swift that he did not have time to turn down his implant. The child’s shriek cut through his skull—ending in gurgling sobs. As pain reverberated, Tok was reminded of the high price they paid for the secret entrusted to them.

The damnable Judas Gospel had brought the glare of public scrutiny to antiquity. Now scholars and the public alike sought anything ancient to support or decry the newest Gospel. All in the name of entertainment, so some housewife might contemplate the Lord’s final days. Did they not realize that mankind’s soul hung in the balance?

Faith was a precious, precarious, and fickle thing. Had his own heart not been black with despair before Petir found him in the slums of Cairo? Now a light filled his body and soul. A light so pure that it could burn away even the sight of this tormented child, leaving him clean again.

God did not need man, but man was in desperate need of God.

Doubt must be eradicated as swiftly as this tribe had been.

* * *

Rebecca sat cross-legged on the seat of the Air Force transport, her laptop open and burning down the last of her data DVDs. Another forty gigs of compressed raw data. Once they landed, she would pop all seventeen discs in the mail. The reams of numbers should arrive at the university about the same time her skittish grad students did. There would be weeks upon weeks of mind-numbing, soul-killing number crunching to be done. Those students would think twice before ditching her in the middle of the jungle again.

Her brief satisfaction faded as she remembered Yerato. Was he really dead? The last twenty-four hours were like a smeared oil painting. She could see him fall down the bank in slow motion, but details of the crocodile attack and the frantic rescue attempt eluded her. She gulped. Maybe it was best she could not remember the blood, the terror.

With a sickening lurch of her stomach, Rebecca realized she had not contacted his family. Had Brandt? He said his team had found her tracker’s body. Had they also informed Yerato’s daughters? She looked over, but for the previous eight hours, the sergeant was sound asleep.

A scathing indictment of Brandt’s morals rose to her lips, but was never uttered because she realized that she was actually relieved that he was asleep. Relieved that she didn’t have to call Yerato’s family. Relieved that she didn’t have to face the heated questions of why Rebecca had talked Yerato out of retirement for one last trip down the Amazon.

“Looks like you’re working on a regression curve,” a male voice stated.

She wiped her eyes, surprised to find tears at the corners. “Yeah. I’m tracking a rare variant of the Haplo gene.”

Private Davidson shyly grinned. “That’s where the genetic comes into the genetic archaeologist gig?”

“Yep.”

Despite herself, she found herself liking this kid. He was the lanky kind of guy who never got a date to the prom but grew up to be the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Maybe that was why she grinned back. Even in about fifty thousand dollars worth of heavy body armor and weapons, he looked the geek.

“I thought the trans-Arctic migrational paths were pretty set in stone?” He probed further.

Rebecca took a closer look at the young soldier. She had pegged him to be in his late teens, but realized her mistake. There was no way a teen had made it into this elite squad packing nonregulation gear. Mid-twenties at least.

“So where’d you get your science background?”

Davidson shrugged. “Just high school bio and The Learning Channel.”

Her fingers flew across her keyboard, relieved to bury her grief in cold science. “Ah, well, they have only told you the half the story.”

“Really?” The private repositioned his rifle so he could lean over her shoulder. “You mean Asian nomads didn’t cross the Bering Strait to come to the Americas?”

Rebecca brought up a schematic of the world’s continents. It showed the usual migratory path of ancient peoples crossing from Russia to Alaska, then down into North America, and eventually into the Southern Hemisphere. Along the path, there were bright red points.

“Sure they did, but their genetic makeup doesn’t explain several clusters of greatly divergent genes.” She pointed to the red markers.

Davidson noticed red dots on other continents. “Do they match those?”

Shrugging off her sorrow, Rebecca typed rapidly. The “normal” populations dissolved off the screen, leaving only the highlighted centers scattered across the globe. “Yes, they do.”

“But there aren’t any connecting populations,” Davidson said with a hint of hesitation.

“Very good. You have just identified my entire research project. How did these genes get from here…” she pointed to a nidus in Mesopotamia, then to the center of the Aztec Empire, “to here without leaving a trail?”

Davidson looked quizzical.

Oh, she could go on for hours with an interested audience like this. “Now for bonus points, can you determine any pattern to the highlighted populations?”

The young man scrutinized the screen, frowning. “Some in Egypt. That one looks like where we just were. And China… Maybe oil?”

She shook her head sharply. “Your thinking is too current. Remember I’m a paleo-computational biologist. Open your mind to the vast stretch of time. What do all of these locations have in common?”

Davidson studied the sites more intently, cocking his head to the side, taking them all in. Hell, he was more diligent than half her grad students, and after his performance in the jungle, maybe she should consider recruiting students from the armed forces. They would never desert her after a run-in with a pissed-off jaguar.

“Aren’t they all centers of ancient civilizations?”

“Yeppers,” she said, with more than a little satisfaction.

The private leaned back as he processed the information. “You mean all the great civilizations have the same genetic markers? Markers different than other populations?”

Ah, how she loved that dawning look of realization. “The Greeks. The Vikings. The Ming Dynasty. All of them. Across history, they all have exactly the same mutation at the Haplo gene 22.”

“That’s crazy talk.” His tone proved he was totally into it. “You’re trying to unite populations over thousands of miles and thousands of years.”

“Doubt it all you like, but that’s how I get my funding.”

Her work was like the giant, smelly elephant in the room. No one wanted to talk about the “smart” gene she had found. No one wanted to talk about a single irrefutable gene that kept cropping up over and over again throughout history. No one wanted to concede that there might be a very real genetic explanation for exceptional intelligence.

How many universities had told her that such a line of research was too politically charged for their institution? She couldn’t care less about the politics of it. The truth was the truth.

Another voice chimed in. “So you’re dredging up the old ‘aliens seeded the earth’ theory?”

Rebecca looked over at Lopez, who was pulling his iPod earbuds out. A faint, tinny techno beat leaked from the tiny speakers. Svengurd had also turned toward the discussion, equally disdainful. Of course, Brandt was asleep. Still, three audience members were more than enough for her.

“Absolutely no aliens, but something from outer space? Maybe.”

She brought up another schematic. This one showed the helical structure of DNA. “You all know how radiation, mainly solar, causes mutations?”

Davidson was all over it, but Lopez and Svengurd looked a little sketchy about the details.

“Okay, radiation is an energy that can knock electrons from their orbit, which we can all agree, messes with our molecules.” Seeing the men’s nods, she continued. “DNA is especially sensitive to this type of damage, since it is a blueprint for all that we are.”

“Except our souls,” Svengurd interjected.

“Well, there’s some debate about that, but luckily that’s not my field of expertise.” She went back to the DNA molecule and ran an irradiation simulation. “Just a single nucleic acid alteration can cause cancer.”

Lopez pointed to the screen. “Most of the time it hurts the cell, but every once in a while doesn’t it create a good mutation?”

“Like turning a white moth black during the Industrial Age?” Davidson added.

The corporal nodded. “Natural selection and all that.”

My, my. Two people who paid attention in biology class. She was impressed. “That’s the current theory.”

“One that we can only assume that you don’t agree with?” Davidson asked, a full smile on his lips.

“Do you have any idea of the odds that a zap of solar radiation would cause a useful mutation? Let alone creating the same one over and over again?”

Svengurd went back to cleaning his weapon. “No, but I’m sure you’re going to bore us with it.”

Rebecca’s lips pinched together. Hecklers were not her favorite. Especially when he interrupted before her big drumroll. “I won’t pull out the stats, but they are astronomical.”

“Then how do you explain it?” her eager student asked.

“That there is a type of radiation, until now undiscovered, that is conducive to positive mutations.”

Even Davidson frowned. “You’re postulating a ‘good’ type of radiation?”

“That would be my theory, yes.”

Svengurd snorted and turned his back on her while Lopez chuckled as he put his iPod earbuds back in, tapping his head against the belly of the plane to the beat of his techno music.

“Well, I think it’s cool,” the young soldier said, but with far less enthusiasm than he had before.

Rebecca had been laughed out of entire conferences before. A little military skepticism wasn’t going to dissuade her.

She brought back up the schematic of the scattered populations. “What else explains such divergent cultures coming up with the pyramids? There are so many similarities between these populations. They must be influenced by this gene.”

“Is that what Lochum is working on?”

Taking in a sharp breath, Rebecca’s mind whirled as she tried to think of something, anything, to say to get Davidson off that subject.

* * *

Brandt came to full consciousness at Lochum’s name. He had not given his team the “button up” on that moniker yet. Cracking his lids, he found the doctor still stumbling for words. Who the hell was this guy that the mere mention of his name could silence the talkative doctor?

“Um, no. His research goes in a different direction,” she said, stumbling as her screen’s light flickering across her face.

Davidson nodded. He was sitting a little closer to Monroe than Brandt would have liked, but the kid was obviously smitten with the doctor.

“So he’s not on board with the whole ‘good’ radiation story.”

“No, definitely not,” she chuckled a bit as she said it. “He is a little more ‘hand of God’ than that.”

“Really?” Svengurd’s ears had obviously pricked up.

Brandt was going to have to shut this conversation down if it went much further than this. He trusted his men one hundred percent, but Lochum’s work was way over the entire team’s pay grade. The less they knew, the better.

Monroe turned to Davidson. “Why aren’t we in our final descent?”

The private checked his watch. “We’re not landing for another hour.”

“What? We’re only thirty miles outside of Paris.”

Brandt shut his eyes. The discussion was taking a nice ninety-degree turn away from Lochum.

“Yeah, but we’re landing in Boxberg, then driving into France.”

“Why?”

Brandt didn’t need to open his eyes to know that Monroe was back at the laptop again as the private answered. “The French aren’t too welcoming when it comes to a military transport.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Monroe’s words took on that “I am smarter than everyone in this room” tone that all academicians seemed to learn in graduate school. “Belgium… It’s three hundred miles out of the way.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve got our GPS position right here.”

“How?” Davidson asked the question Brandt would have. The sergeant cracked his lids open again.

Monroe dug in her pack and pulled out a satellite phone. “I’ve had it modified to broadcast a Bluetooth signal so I can cruise the Internet.”

“You’re kidding!”

“You want to Google something?”

If the doctor didn’t already have Davidson around her little finger, he was now wound tightly. The private was practically in her lap. Given the kid’s prudish nature, it seemed Davidson preferred technology to sex.

Awe filled his voice. “How much did this cost?”

“What the grant writers don’t know won’t hurt them.”

“Seriously, you’ve got to walk me through how you did it.”

Brandt grinned as he closed his eyes. They were out of the woods. Whatever secrets Lochum’s name held would not be revealed today.


CHAPTER 3

══════════════════

Belgium Airstrip

Rebecca clutched her laptop as the plane landed a little too hard for her taste. As the transport rolled to a stop, she packed up her gear but made sure her satellite phone was still generating Wi-Fi.

“You know, we could continue on to Luxembourg and catch a connecting flight to Paris,” she said, trotting up next to Brandt.

“We could…” the sergeant answered as he opened the hatch. “But we’re not.” The soldier turned to his men. “Fall in.”

Balancing her pack on her shoulder and the open laptop in her palm, Rebecca followed him down the ramp. “Seriously, we’re going to be on the road for over four hours, and—”

“We’ll get there in under three,” Brandt said as he nodded to the flight crew, who closed the hatch behind them.

Exasperated, Rebecca tried a different tack. She did not want to be stuck in a car for three hours with this group. “Yeah, but it’s only a twenty-minute connecting—”

Brandt’s fist flew up and stopped just shy of her nose.

“What the—” Her words were cut off by a harsh “shush” from Davidson. Rebecca looked around and realized everyone had halted. Brandt had not been trying to scare her. He had given the “all stop” command.

“Lopez, aren’t we supposed to have a local driver?”

“I don’t know why,” the Latino snorted. “But, yeah, we were.”

For the first time, Rebecca realized they had landed at more of an airstrip rather than a true airport. Off to the left, the rusted tin hangar could hold three, maybe four planes at most. There wasn’t even a tower, just field after dusty field all around them. They weren’t just avoiding the French. Obviously they were avoiding the Belgian authorities as well.

As they stood halfway between their plane and the dark SUV, Rebecca wiped sweat from her brow as the Tarmac’s heat seeped into her boots. She’d traveled half a world and was still sticky.

Rebecca crinkled her nose. Maybe because they were in Belgium, but there was an odd hint of chocolate in the heavy air.

Brandt hit his earpiece. “Badger’s Den, this is Raven Flight. Can you confirm a driver?” Rebecca could not hear the response, but it must have been positive as the sergeant continued, “Den, could you request they step from the vehicle and identify themselves? Raven will hold position.”

She squinted toward the black Mercedes SUV. The windows were too darkly tinted to see inside. The seconds ticked by as her heartbeat increased. Where was the driver? As much as she had complained about the long car ride, she was looking forward to some German-engineered air-conditioning.

Brandt’s jaw clenched into a knot. “Den, we have no contact either. Do you have a satellite feed of the area?” The tension in his face increased exponentially. “You’re sure there are no other heat signatures? Roger that. Have the plane hold while Raven Flight investigates. Raven out.”

The sergeant turned to Davidson. “Do what you do best.” The younger man went to move off, but Brandt continued, “Take her inside.”

Rebecca stood her ground. “But I—”

“No questions,” Brandt hissed as he hefted his weapon into firing position. Lopez and Svengurd were already flanking the car. “Get inside.”

Rebecca believed in women’s lib and all that, but when the guy with the really big gun looked worried and told you to take cover, you did.

Hurrying to catch up with Davidson, she asked, “What’s going on?”

The friendly smile so easily flashed now held a steady frown. The younger man seemed much older suddenly, his face lined with grooves too deep for one so junior. “Don’t fall behind.”

* * *

The Mercedes’ hood was still warm, but the engine was off as Brandt aimed his gun into the car. Lopez approached the driver’s side as Svengurd took the passenger’s. With a nod from Brandt, the two men opened their respective doors. His finger tightened on the trigger as his men scrambled back, positioning for a better shot.

Nothing.

“Empty, boss.”

Still, Brandt kept the bead on the driver’s side. “Check the backseat.”

Lopez and Svengurd repeated the maneuver. “All clear.”

“Trunk.”

This time the corporal took up a side position as Lopez popped the lid. Brandt never wavered in his gaze to the driver’s side.

“No blood, no signs of a struggle, Sarge.”

Brandt flexed his trigger finger. Where was the goddamn driver?

As if reading his mind, Lopez nodded toward the hangar. “Maybe he had to take a leak.”

There was something wrong. Very wrong. Far more wrong than a nervous bladder. Command had confirmed that the driver had radioed his arrival at the airstrip over a half an hour ago.

Sweat poured down Brandt’s back as Lopez and Svengurd looked at him. He hated the pit that had formed in his stomach. Especially when there was so little evidence that it should be there.

Except for the missing driver.

“Keys?” he asked.

“In the ignition, sir.”

Okay, not even a French driver would be that stupid. “Davidson, are you in position yet?”

* * *

“Just about,” the private replied to a question Rebecca couldn’t hear.

She knelt next to him on the rough steel grating. Davidson had moved them swiftly through the hangar past a lonely, half-assembled biplane and up to the second floor office. The place didn’t look like it had seen any business since World War II.

Dust clung to dust as Davidson struggled to open the window overlooking the Tarmac. Rebecca glanced around the room. Papers were scattered across the tiny desk as though someone had been trying to balance his or her checkbook, then suddenly disappeared. A 1950s-era radio adorned the otherwise barren shelf.

In the closed office, the heat grew oppressive, and that sweet smell of chocolate was replaced by a foul odor of mold and very old gym socks. With a heave, Davidson jerked the window open, creating a plume of cracked paint and dirt. Choking on the dusty cloud, Rebecca began to stand.

“Stay down,” he intoned in a voice that had gotten two octaves deeper since their playful banter on the plane.

Rebecca knelt beside him as Davidson shoved the barrel of his rifle through the open window. In quick order, he checked the Tarmac.

“Everything’s quiet, sir.” The private listened intently to the response. “Roger that, Sarge, but if anyone is out there, they’re dug in.”

Rebecca waited to make sure Davidson’s conversation was over before speaking. “So you’re a sniper?”

The private didn’t interrupt his surveillance, but his tone lightened. “We prefer to be called perimeter specialists.”

She let out a snort. If the kid was relaxed enough to joke, their situation couldn’t be that bad. Brandt was just overreacting.

A nervous Nelly.

But Rebecca found she was biting her lip. When Brandt had charged into that rain forest clearing at a breakneck speed, firing with precision, heedless of the fierce warriors, the sergeant had looked anything but nervous. And certainly not a Nelly.

“How long do you think we’ll be up here?”

Davidson squinted through the large telescopic sight and doubled back to check something, then moved on before answering. “Don’t know.”

Which probably meant a long time. Rebecca plunked down and opened the laptop atop her folded legs. Adjusting her seat, she got nice and comfy. At the very least she could get some work done.

That’s about the time the first missile hit their parked jet.

* * *

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Brandt shielded his eyes as the second missile hit the plane. The cockpit was nothing more than a cauldron of smoke and fire. Scrambling behind the SUV, he cursed his hesitation. He had known something was wrong. He should have bolted as soon as the driver turned up missing. Smattering pops of gunfire came from overhead.

“Davidson, status.”

Before the kid could respond, another missile hit, but this time struck the hangar. Specifically, the second floor, right where Davidson and Monroe were holed up.

“Davidson! Report!”

Nothing but static. Another missile hit the same target.

“Lopez, start the car and—”

But the telltale whistle of an incoming RPG filled the air.

“Hangar. Now!”

They fell back just as the missile hit the SUV. The explosion flipped the car into the air and crashed it back down in their last position. Brandt laid down cover fire, although he knew it was worthless. Whoever was aiming the missiles was far outside the range of his weapon, but still he let off controlled bursts. It gave his anger a tangible form.

Once inside, the sergeant wanted nothing more than to charge up those steps to the second floor, but he planted his boots. Don’t react. Act.

“Lopez. Svengurd. Clear the hangar.”

As they rushed to fulfill his order, Brandt took inventory of their assets.

It didn’t take long.

Not much here except for a decrepit biplane and several engine parts. Above them hung chains attached to pulley mechanisms. Neither provided much help against a well-armed contingent.

He tapped his earpiece. “Badger Den?” But static answered. Someone was jamming their radio communications. No big surprise.

“Clear,” Svengurd announced.

Brandt turned his attention to the second floor. Or at least what used to be the second floor. The mangled metal glowed a dull red, and the entire level was held up by only two twisted supports. He was worried that their added weight alone would collapse the entire structure.

But it was a risk he had to take, so he motioned Lopez to cover their fallback position and Svengurd to take point. They would mount the stairs. They would find Davidson and Monroe, hale and hearty. They would reassemble the biplane and fly the fuck out of here.

It was a great plan until a missile hit the second floor. This impact shredded the tenuous scaffolding. They dove out of the way as the metal screamed as its joists were torqued beyond their capacity, then shattered. The second floor and anyone on it came crashing onto the cement floor.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Smoke obscured the tangled wreckage. Then a cough, faint, weak—then another, stronger.

“Rebecca! Sam!” Slinging his gun, Brandt dug through the rubble.

“Hang tough!” Lopez yelled as Svengurd joined in.

But as hard as they tried, they couldn’t make headway. The metal supports had been superheated by the third blast and fused together. Unless they found an arc welder lying around, they weren’t getting through.

“I’m checking the back.”

Sure enough, toward the east wall, Brandt found an opening in the wreckage large enough for him to crawl through. As he tested the entrance, the metal haystack groaned but held.

“Davidson? Monroe?” Brandt shouted over the sound of his men desperately digging and his own ringing ears.

Climbing over the twisted remains of a desk, Brandt coughed. The deeper he penetrated, the more grime-clogged his lungs became. Vision hazy, he squinted. Was there a figure ahead

“Davidson?”

Carefully climbing over a girder that precariously held up a large piece of ceiling, Brandt became even more certain that there was someone ahead. Were they saying something?

Slipping between a series of beams, Brandt found the figure. Only it wasn’t Davidson. It was the doctor, pointing Davidson’s rifle at him.

“Monroe, what—”

He finally could hear her. “Get down!”

* * *

As Brandt dropped, Rebecca fired. She had expected a kick from the rifle, but still landed on her butt. She also missed the bastard, but Brandt was all over it, firing like a maniac.

“Nice shot,” the private commented.

She might have taken Davidson’s criticism a little harder if he wasn’t sprawled behind a bent girder. “Shut up, or next time I won’t use my own body to shield you from falling debris.”

Rebecca got a flash of a grin from Davidson as she helped him up, before the mask of pain returned. Using her sleeve, she dabbed blood from the younger man’s temple until her own cut started dripping down his cheek.

“Sorry.” Rebecca used her other sleeve to wipe the stain.

For all their injuries, they were lucky. If the private hadn’t gotten them on the move right after the plane was attacked, they would have been killed by that first strike on the hangar. Instead, the missile attack had just knocked them off their feet. She had banged up her knee. He had bounced off his head. Rebecca could not imagine the damage that would have been done if he had not been wearing his helmet.

Brandt’s gunfire died abruptly. They both held their breath. Davidson tried to raise his rifle, but gasped in pain. Rebecca scrambled to pick it up, but need not have worried. The sergeant came back into view, dragging the body of their pursuer.

“Where the hell did he come from?” Brandt asked.

Rebecca went back to the weakened private, but the young man waved her off. Davidson had accepted her ministrations before, but now, in front of his commanding officer? No way.

“He came in under the cover of the second missile attack,” Davidson reported, sounding far stronger than she knew he was.

Free of his burden, Brandt strode forward. “Why didn’t you sound off?”

Davidson tried to rise but fell into Rebecca’s supporting arms. She chimed in as the private regrouped. “After the first firefight, we went into hiding. I don’t think he wanted to give away our location.”

The private pushed away from Rebecca. “He was on our six when the deck came down.”

“Did you get a fix on any other hostiles?” Brandt asked.

The private tried to answer, but another wave of pain crossed his face.

“Well?” the sergeant asked impatiently.

Jesus, couldn’t Brandt see the kid was struggling? They both were.

After her latest jungle adventure, Rebecca honestly did not believe that her body had any more adrenaline. How could it? Then, that first missile hit, and she felt that electric jolt of hormones cover the pain from her knee and convince her that she could run. And run they did. Then fall. Then hide, holding their breath for fear the assailant would find them before Brandt did.

But now the hormonal high was wearing off, and she could feel her hands start to shake. Tears threatened to spill for no other reason that they had actually survived when they had no right to. And now the sergeant thought he could give Davidson shit?

Rebecca met the sergeant’s gaze. “Avoiding a painful, explosive death was kind of foremost on our minds, Brandt.”

He opened his mouth to retort, but abruptly closed it again.

Instead, Brandt turned to the private. “You good to go?”

Davidson nodded vigorously, except this motion caused him to sway and catch himself on a girder. Rebecca helped him into a sitting position.

“He’s got a dislocated shoulder and at the very least a mild concussion.”

Brandt knelt beside them. “I can take care of the shoulder.”

Rebecca backed away and pulled out her laptop.

Adrenaline. Danger. Fear.

Sick of all three, she retreated into her world of science.

“This is going to hurt like a mo’,” Brandt said matter-of-factly.

Rebecca made certain that she was too busy working on her laptop to watch Brandt. Only a grunt from the sergeant and a strangled scream from the private marked Davidson’s shoulder being shoved back into the socket. Just hearing her favorite student’s pain made her stomach lurch.

Once Brandt rose, Rebecca chanced a look over at Davidson. The boy’s face was a sickly grayish pallor, but he was already rotating his arm to check his shoulder’s range of motion.

Soldiers.

She definitely needed to recruit some for her postgraduate work.

* * *

Brandt helped Davidson up, making sure he was steady on his feet. They were surrounded by an unknown number of hostiles. It was only a matter of time before the missiles started flying again.

“Do you think you can triangulate the shooter’s position?”

The private nodded, but much more slowly than earlier. A soldier would never admit he had a concussion. A bitch of a headache, maybe, but a concussion? Never.

“All right, let’s move out. We’ve got some ground to cover.”

The doctor shook her head as she typed furiously. “Wait.”

“We don’t have time for your research, doctor.” Encaged in a metal shell still smoldering from a barrage of missiles, Brandt was in no mood for Monroe’s antics. “Now.”

“I’ve got streaming video coming in from the Den.”

His ears pricked up at the mention of their command’s code name. “How? We’ve been cut off since the ambush.”

Davidson spoke up. “She e-mailed them.”

Brandt could not believe his private had just suggested that Monroe had spammed the Pentagon. “E-mail?”

“It took a couple of letters back and forth to authenticate our identity, but yeah, she e-mailed the E-ring.”

He turned to the doctor and looked at her with a level of respect he normally reserved for those in uniform. “So what does the Den have to say?”

“In a sec.”

Her words were snippy and her tone condescending. He wanted to snap back, but under all her bravado he could see that she gnawed on her lip as her eyes flickered across the screen, processing more information then he ever could. Anybody who raised command through a freaking e-mail had earned a break.

For now.

“Doctor, I just want to remind you that—”

“That one more missile and the whole building’s going to come down around our heads? Sure, go ahead and explain that to my phone.”

He was going to retort, but Davidson cut in. “The metal is acting as a conductor for the phone, allowing her to stream the data at a faster rate.”

Brandt bristled, not so much at his private defending Monroe, but the fact that he didn’t realize that himself.

“Oh crap,” the doctor said, as her cheeks paled. “You’re going to want to see this.”

She turned the screen toward him. It showed streaming video of satellite coverage centered on the hangar. Not only that, but the picture was enhanced with thermal imaging. His party’s four figures were clustered on the north side of the hangar, but it was the nine bright orange figures creeping toward the hangar, converging on their position, that had blanched Monroe.

The doctor’s voice shook as she looked up. Fear replaced any sarcasm or disrespect. Pure, unadulterated fear. “They’re coming in,” she moaned.

A fierce smile rose to Brandt’s lips

“Excellent.”


CHAPTER 4

══════════════════

Skies over the Atlantic Ocean

Tok closed his eyes so that he might soak in the ambience of the private jet. The clink of ice against a glass. The fizz of soda being poured over the cubes. The hum of computers all around him. So much to assimilate.

He couldn’t help but marvel at the plethora of sounds contained within such a small space. Tok barely wanted to open his eyes anymore. The visual palette was no longer adequate. For so many years he had relied on sight, but now he knew how little he had truly comprehended.

How could he have known that running your finger along a linen seat created the subtlest of whispering hums? Even now, the plane’s thick pile carpet muffled his mentor’s approaching footsteps. Such things Tok noticed.

“Petir?” he asked, before the older man could tap him on the shoulder. Their old traditions were no longer necessary.

The older man smiled warmly as he bowed. “Master, they are ready to enter the hangar. Do you still wish Dr. Monroe taken alive?”

Tok shook his head.

“And Sergeant Brandt?” Petir cocked his head to the side. “Do you wish him interrogated for Lochum’s position?”

Again, Tok shook his head. But instead of his mentor’s usual diligence, Petir did not immediately move to fulfill his wishes.

“Any who have heard Lochum’s name must be extinguished.”

The older man nodded, but did not pass on the order. With his implants, Tok could hear the slightest wheeze as Petir’s nostrils pinched in concern. He had learned to read his mentor’s moods long ago and knew what they meant, but that whistle expanded his understanding of the man who had become more than a father to him. His mentor would never voice dissent, except that wheeze carried on a conversation of its own.

“Air your concerns, Petir.” Tok indicated the chair next to him.

His mentor declined the seat, but took in a deep breath before speaking. “At the least, Sergeant Brandt knows of Lochum’s location, and Dr. Monroe’s expertise might be of future use.”

“Well spoken,” Tok acknowledged. “But an officer of Brandt’s stature will not break easily or quickly. Therefore, extending his life would only provide him with opportunities to escape. And as for Monroe, her knowledge has become a liability.”

The old man again inclined his head, but the wheeze did not subside.

“Petir, out with it.”

“Master, is there not another option? Allow the group to escape and simply follow them to Lochum.”

Tok had considered this proposition hours ago and dismissed it as untenable, but Petir was at his most effective when he knew Tok’s heart.

“Now that we have shown our hand, they will take precautions in their route. We will reveal more of ourselves in trying to follow them than we shall in discovering our good friend’s location.”

“Might one ask then, why did we attack in the first place?”

A wise question. One that Tok wished he had asked himself back in the jungle, but with Lochum’s name burning into his mind, impatience had gotten the best of him. He had set the ambush in motion before deliberating upon his choices, seeing four or five moves out, before deciding upon on any one selection. But this was Lochum, and the flint was struck.

Monroe had suddenly been demoted from the queen to a pawn. Tok had sought to eliminate all other loose ends so that his mind could hone in upon the only target that mattered. Despite their bond, he did not share such musings with his mentor. For as loyal as Petir was, the older man held an even higher allegiance to the Knot. It would be not only his mentor’s responsibility, but his duty, to report Tok’s emotional misstep.

Patient as always, the older man stood quietly, awaiting his answer.

“I have narrowed our search for Lochum down to only two locations.”

His mentor’s face transformed from concerned to quizzical. “How so?”

Tok indicated the largest plasma screen. It showed a detailed map of Europe. “We know the French would never let such artifacts as important as Roman-era Christian remains to leave their borders.” The rest of Europe faded as France enlarged.

His mentor added, “The native’s mention of Paris.”

“Now we need only look at the facilities in the city. Just a few have the scientific equipment that a man such as Lochum would require.” The map melted again to highlight the central city. “We can only assume the American would have insisted upon the tightest security measures. Which refined my search to these four research facilities, including the Panthéon-Sorbonne.”

Petir studied the map. “But we have men within the Ecole Normale Supérieure, the Paris Descartes University, and Jussieux Campus.”

“Who would have alerted us if any unusual activity had occurred in their facilities, leaving only these two targets.” After the extraneous locations dissolved away, the remaining facilities glowed brightly. “The Schepartz Laboratory at Yale University and the Panthéon-Sorbonne in Paris.”

The older man’s wheeze finally subsided. “I shall have the team in Belgium execute your orders.”

Tok watched as Petir set his words into motion. Now there was nothing that stood in his way. The professor, and all that he knew, would be his. Then Lochum would die.

The Knot’s secret would again be truly secret.

* * *

Rebecca tasted iron as her lip-biting drew blood. Her nerves were shot as the glowing orange assailants boldly approached the hangar.

“They’re coming,” Rebecca said. “Like right now.”

The sergeant sounded decidedly unconcerned. “I gathered that much from your pitch.”

She could imagine the scowl on Brandt’s face. But who could blame her for a little squeak? They were practically sitting out in the open. Their only cover was three oil barrels pulled into the center of the hangar, barely enough to hide both of them, let alone all five.

So Svengurd and Lopez were over at the derelict aircraft, while Davidson was in the northwestern corner doing God knew what. There didn’t seem to be any specific rhyme or reason to the sergeant’s plan.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t find better cover?”

“You’re tracking them through thermal imaging, correct?”

“That was kind of the point.”

Brandt looked back over his shoulder. “And how do you think the men armed with RPGs are locating us?”

Luckily, the sergeant went back to his task, so he didn’t see her blush. Of course their assailants had the same tracking equipment. And they probably didn’t even have to paper clip their phone’s antenna to keep the data flowing.

Watching the enemy encircle the tiny hangar, Rebecca realized the odds were nine to five. Really, nine to four since she had proved herself useless with a gun. And if you counted Davidson’s injuries, it became nine to three-and-a-half. Not good odds.

Hands shaking, Rebecca had to stop typing. She flexed her fingers. This was ridiculous. Hadn’t she just come from three months in the Amazon? Hadn’t she just survived a snake’s clutch?

But these situations were night and day. Nature might be cruel but evenhanded. There was no malice when a jaguar attacked. The anaconda had just wanted a meal. She had stayed alive in the jungle by simply avoiding confrontation. Stay out of a piranha’s way, and it stayed out of yours.

This situation was so very different. The men approaching had one intent and only one intent. To kill them. Not because of a social misunderstanding or territorial dispute. They had been hired to do a job, and they wouldn’t stop until they had fulfilled their objective.

Maybe Brandt had realized she’d stopped typing or had just glanced over his shoulder, but when she looked up, he locked her gaze. “We’re going to be fine,” the sergeant said, and she might have believed him, if the enemy wasn’t scant yards away.

Then a dot flickered and disappeared. But it wasn’t one of the approaching enemy. It was a dot inside the building. And it wasn’t just any dot, but the dot in the northwestern corner. She tapped the screen, checking her jury-rigged satellite phone, but all seemed to be working properly.

“Davidson just disappeared.”

The sergeant handed her a set of earplugs. “Put these in, and—”

* * *

The RPG blew the hangar door off its hinges as Brandt pulled his goggles down. “Get your—”

He pulled Monroe to his chest, shielding her eyes as Flashbang grenades exploded all around. His tinted goggles cut the explosives’ intense glare. For him, it was more of a decorative fireworks display, but with her eyes unshielded, Monroe could suffer temporary blindness.

“Stay down,” he urged, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him. But even with her earplugs, she trembled in his arms with each explosion. “It’ll be over in a minute,” he soothed.

Through the grenade’s smoke, two figures emerged, laying down cover fire. The sergeant didn’t even bother to raise his gun. With his team this outnumbered, they could never win a firefight. Instead, Brandt yanked a pulley from its mooring. Wearing earplugs, their assailants couldn’t hear the rattle of the metal as chunks of the second-floor wreckage fell from high above. Crushed under the girders’ weight, the men only had time enough to let out startled cries before even they were stifled.

Turning his attention to the other side of the hangar, Brandt watched as the three men who had breached from the south abandoned their cautious approach and charged forward, determined not to be caught in the same trap as their companions.

Obviously these men were well versed in American tactics. From their assault formation, to the Flashbangs they used, these professionals were running an offensive right out of a West Point playbook.

Luckily Brandt wasn’t even close to following rules. While the three men were distracted searching above them for more girders, it was his soldiers they should have been worried about. Lopez gunned the decrepit plane’s engine while Svengurd shoved the spinning propellers to the left, mowing down the assailants. Not one of them got off a shot before body parts splattered across the hangar.

Not bad. Within ten seconds they had evened the odds.

Now it was time to fight.

* * *

Rebecca held Brandt’s hand as tightly as the anaconda had squeezed her. Crouched, the sergeant guided them through the hangar, but she didn’t know where. Still seeing bright shining stars before her eyes, she had to trust in Brandt. Where he led, she followed.

The faint echo of gunfire made it through the earplugs. It sounded almost surreal, as if it was happening in another hangar. Another world.

As the sergeant pulled to a halt, Rebecca recognized where they were. Back to the tangle of second-floor wreckage. Brandt spoke, but she couldn’t hear him. He pulled out her earplugs.

“Dig in here,” Brandt whispered as he turned to leave.

“Here?” she hissed.

The sergeant checked around him before answering. “They won’t hit us with an RPG with their men inside. Now go.”

Rebecca wanted to argue, mainly just to keep Brandt’s gun nearby, but the scrap of metal captured the sergeant’s attention, and he slipped off before she could protest. Tucking her laptop under her arm, gunfire sounded all around, driving Rebecca deeper into the tangle of steel.

Before, she’d wanted better cover, but now that she had her wish, Rebecca wanted nothing more than to know what was going on. She might have to stay hidden, but that didn’t mean she had to stay ignorant.

She opened her laptop to find the screen blank. Rebecca yanked a rubber band from her braid and tied it around her phone. The screen sparked to life again. The two men Brandt had killed were on the floor, their body heat rapidly dissipating in the northeast corner, but all around the plane were warm spots. Bodies. Or more likely, parts of bodies.

Rebecca was glad Brandt hadn’t shared that part of his plan.

Inside the hangar, there were seven figures. As hard as she stared at the dots, the doctor couldn’t tell friend from foe. The only one still unaccounted for was Davidson. Rebecca hugged herself as gunfire rattled off the hangar’s metal walls. The fight had turned from a cat-and-mouse game into full-out Rambo action. Brandt’s actions had narrowed the margin considerably, but they were still outnumbered.

Movement on the screen caught her eye. Someone approached. Breath caught in her throat. The dot moved too slowly, too apprehensively, to be one of her team. They knew where she was. Besides, the bulk of the fight had flowed to the other side of the hangar.

Cautiously, Rebecca tried to creep further under the debris, but a slab of roof blocked her path. She was at a dead end in this metal labyrinth, but the dot continued its unerring path toward her.

Crap, did they have handheld scanners? Could he sense her heat? Hone in on her location? The only exit was past the gunman. Should she cry out to attract Brandt’s attention? But she remembered Davidson’s actions earlier. Never give away your position. So there she sat, staring at the dim screen, watching her attacker come, step-by-step, closer to discovering her.

* * *

A bullet ripped through Brandt’s sleeve, drawing a line of fire across his bicep. Returning fire, he fell behind the oil barrels and rolled. The fucker had snuck up behind him. Glancing to the wound, Brandt reloaded as gunfire peppered the canisters. Several rounds made it through, leaking oil onto the floor. This cover was never meant to stand up to heavy fire.

After the first five men were taken out, Brandt had run out of tricks. His team was just going to have grunt out this fight.

Off to the left, Lopez fended off two men. Brandt didn’t have to see him to know who was shooting. The Latino could fire off more rounds per second than the gun manufacturer would believe possible. On the other hand, Svengurd’s clicked off very controlled bursts. Brandt and Corporal Precision were gunning for the same creep.

In the heat of battle, he had lost track of the fourth gunman. Which could prove to be deadly.

Brandt had heard nothing from Davidson, but he refused to believe the kid had gone down. The private was just doing his job. Practicing patience. Waiting for his shot. Waiting for the right moment to reveal his position. Hopefully, Davidson wouldn’t wait much longer.

But what about Monroe? Not a peep from the doctor. Had she stayed put? Had he even made the right decision to park her in the wreckage? At the time, it had felt like the only logical solution. He could fight so much more effectively without having to worry about protecting her, but now…

She was out there alone. Weaponless. Scared.

Pushing back the image of her smoke-smudged face, Brandt fired over the barrels, keeping his assailant on his toes. Worrying wasn’t his style, and patience certainly wasn’t his virtue. Maintaining the status quo didn’t appeal to him either. Given enough time, the enemy would leverage their superior equipment into a victory, knocking his team off one by one.

Clearly the bastards had advanced mobile detection equipment, while they, well, they were blind.

He was going to have to change that.

* * *

Rebecca’s stare bordered on morbid fascination as the dot closed in. The doctor knew it was silly to hold her breath, but she just couldn’t exhale. Then the man stopped. Rebecca blinked and blinked again, but he held his ground. Why had he halted? She checked the other dots. They were still over on the other side of the hangar.

Wiping the dust that rained down from the wreckage off the screen, Rebecca wanted to make sure there wasn’t a glitch. But sure enough, the dot stayed put. Had he lost his infrared feed? Why else would he stop before taking out a sitting duck like her?

Swiping away paint chips, Rebecca stifled a sneeze. Now would not be the time for a hay fever attack. Then a pebble hit her head. What the hell? With great effort, she took her eyes off the screen and glanced upward, but she found only the metal maze above her head. It both sheltered and trapped her.

Glancing back at the screen, she found the dot had moved a single step forward and then stopped. Could he be getting instructions from his superiors? She had so little experience with such things.

Rebecca stifled a squeak as something quite a bit larger than a pebble hit her head. This time she stared above her. Was the ceiling collapsing? It would be about the right time for something else disastrous to happen.

Squinting, she could make out an object far above her, nestled in the rafters. She looked back at the screen. Only the goon outside to worry about. And he hadn’t moved a single inch. Getting braver, Rebecca stared above her. Was there movement?

Then the most wonderful thing happened. A smile shone from the darkness. Now that she had a landmark, Rebecca could make out a man, well camouflaged, hiding high up in the rafters.

Rank: Private. Name: Davidson.

Rebecca had no idea how he had hidden himself from the infrared, but nevertheless a guardian angel watched over her through the lattice-like metal. She started to reposition herself, but the private ever so slightly shook his head.

Stay put. She got it.

Looking down at the screen, she realized her stalker had also gotten braver and was about to enter the wreckage. The doctor looked up in panic. Did Davidson have a clear shot?

In answer to her unspoken question, she heard a sound not even as loud as a soda pop can opening, and then the dot slumped backward.

The kid was that good.

She looked up as Davidson repositioned himself to fire into the southern portion of the hangar, but one of the enemy must have seen the private’s muzzle flash, because the gunfire shifted toward the rafters.

Davidson could maneuver only so much on the narrow girders. He didn’t cry out when he took a round to the stomach, but she did. Even hit, the private grabbed hold of a pulley chain and might have swung to safety if his injured shoulder hadn’t given out.

“No!” she screamed as Davidson tumbled through the open air until he caught the chain with his bad arm.

Rebecca slung her laptop over her shoulder as the private dangled precariously from the rafters. The only thing preventing a deadly plunge was his dislocated arm. Brandt and his men must have realized the danger as the gunfire quadrupled. They might be able to keep the shooters from picking Davidson off, but the private couldn’t hold on much longer.

Without hesitation, Rebecca began climbing the metal lattice like a huge jungle gym. Sure she could pretend she was suddenly brave and all about the heroics, but in truth she simply didn’t want to live with the guilt if Davidson fell. She had enough of that emotion to last a lifetime.

What if she had dived into the river after Yerato? What if she had followed the river another quarter mile? Could she have saved him? She would never know. Rebecca wanted no such questions about Davidson.

Free of the tangled metal, she stood atop the wreckage. “Hang on.”

The only response was a thin, pained whisper, “Don’t.”

Ignoring the private, Rebecca grabbed hold of the chain. She noticed that her hands were no longer shaking. She might not be able to hold her own with guns, but this, this she could do. As it turned out, climbing the metal was even easier than the jungle vines. No thorns.

Hand over hand, she made her way up the chain, every second expecting Davidson to plummet past her, but somehow the kid hung on. However, unable to brace against his bad shoulder, the private flailed, trying to catch hold of the chain with his good hand, which only made it harder for her to climb.

“Hold still,” she hissed, but didn’t know if he could hear her over the barrage of gunfire. Brandt was definitely holding down his end of the job, keeping the enemy occupied, as Rebecca reached Davidson’s feet. Now she could see his pained features.

“Brace off my shoulders,” Rebecca said, as a bullet flew past her ear. They were dangling midair above a full-scale firefight, but the soldier still thrashed. “Damn it, boots on my shoulders!”

This time the private obeyed, and after a toe to her jaw, Davidson balanced long enough on her shoulders to grab the chain. Breaths of relief escaped both their lips. “I’m climbing over you, but don’t get any ideas.”

The military tone returned. “I can get up on my own.”

As the air took on the smell of gunpowder, Rebecca didn’t have time to argue. She simply grabbed the chain between his legs. Instinctively, Davidson tried to stabilize himself, but the pain caused his arm to drop limply. He wasn’t going anywhere on his own. Rebecca pulled up face to face with him as the chain spun them gently.

“What did I say about getting ideas?” She put a hand above his head.

Davidson wouldn’t look at her, let alone answer. Rebecca made sure to brace against his good shoulder as she climbed over. After that, it was a quick ascent to the catwalk. Dark and gloomy, the bright muzzle flashes of the gunfire far down below almost looked pretty.

Grabbing the chain, Rebecca pulled up as hard as she could, but only gained a few inches. For such a skinny kid, Davidson was dead weight. The private tried to climb but made excruciatingly slow progress as the fight shifted in their direction. She might be hidden in the murky heights, but dangling in midair, Davidson wasn’t so lucky.

Then Rebecca found the pulley mechanism that Brandt had used. Quickly she ran the chain through the winch, and then pulled harder than she ever thought she could. Her own shoulder felt like it would pop out, but she hauled Davidson up an entire foot. Securing the slack around a girder, Rebecca heaved again. The private seemed encouraged and started making progress on his own as Brandt’s team renewed their aggressive fight.

Within seconds, they had closed the gap. She grabbed him by the vest and hauled him up onto the beam. Davidson was safe!

Then the hangar bloomed in flame.

Their nice, dark hiding place shone as bright as the day.


CHAPTER 5

══════════════════

Belgium Airstrip

Fuck, fuck, fuck, Brandt thought as he emptied the last clip of his automatic rifle. His maneuver to bring them equal to their foes by raising the hangar’s temperature to a human’s, had instead made Davidson and Monroe prime targets. He didn’t have time to wonder what the hell the doctor was doing up there in the first place as he pulled out his service pistol and took aim through the thick, billowing flames.

The enemy’s focus turned to firing into the brightly lit rafters. The private had Monroe on the move, but no one could outrun automatic weapon fire for long. Even though he couldn’t see his target, Brandt squeezed off seven rounds, stopping at least one assailant from firing upward. The sergeant wasn’t arrogant enough to think he had killed him. Winged the bastard, maybe. Startled him, for sure.

But you never assumed that you’d neutralized the enemy until you saw gray matter on the floor, and even then you still put another bullet into their hearts. There were no do-overs in combat.

Complicating matters even more, the smoke that was supposed to flush out the enemy now made it impossible to see his own team. Friendly fire was not only possible but probable in a situation like this. Carefully, Brandt made his way to the southwest wall then continued parallel to it, minimizing his profile. He really wasn’t in the mood to take a stray bullet.

“Lopez? Svengurd?”

Checking his radio, Brandt cursed as static answered. They were still being jammed. Another peppering of fire upward. Brandt used another five bullets to close him down. Lopez or Svengurd must have done the same to the third assailant because the hangar was suddenly devoid of gunfire. Only the roar of the oil-fueled fire filled the empty space.

Brandt continued his northern progress, using the only real advantage he had—the knowledge of the labyrinth-like pattern of the fire. And now that the fuckers couldn’t track his team, Brandt felt he had truly evened the odds.

Before he could figure out how to turn this into an advantage, a gunman stumbled into view as he backed from a burst of flame. Three bullets later, he was down. Brandt kicked the gun from the assailant’s hand. Blood trickled from the man’s lips. Another shot to the forehead.

For just a moment, the sergeant hesitated. He only had thirty-one bullets left. Another twelve in the small caliber handgun tucked into his boot. Given that he had just spent over three hundred rounds in the last five minutes, forty-three bullets wasn’t going to get him very far. Still, he put another one in the bastard’s chest. He had to be sure.

Brandt patted the man down. Sure enough, he found a PDA showing the blurry infrared feed of the hangar. He pocketed the device for the techies back home when he realized that the PDA was heavier than it should have been. Dropping it like the hissing snake, Brandt threw himself backward, but the explosion still knocked him onto his ass.

The damn thing must have been equipped with a fingerprint-sensitive dead-man’s switch, loaded with just enough C-4 to blow a hole the size of a watermelon in the man’s chest. Which would have been Brandt’s heart if he hadn’t caught a clue. These bastards were not only well armed, but extremely well financed. Maybe so, but the fuckers were also whittled from nine to three, maybe even down to two.

Turns out money couldn’t buy everything.

* * *

Rebecca half-dragged, half-carried Davidson toward the hole blasted into the roof by the missile attack. Was it a bad sign that she missed the RPGs? Because right now they were in danger of dying from either smoke inhalation, blood loss from their injuries, or taking a ricochet to the back.

Heat-seeking missiles just did not seem like such a big deal anymore.

“Let me up,” Davidson complained, but she ignored him, again.

Besides his shoulder, the private had taken a bullet to his abdomen and another to his right calf. Not that she was much better. At this point, Rebecca didn’t know what was shrapnel, wood fragments, or bullet wounds. And at this point she didn’t care. She could see open sky through a thick veil of black clogging smoke.

Oxygen. Sweet, sweet oxygen.

Her nose, mouth, and lungs were filled with the oily, syrup-thick smoke. The only benefit to the choke-inducing soot was the fact it shrouded them in darkness again. Their position was well hidden, but toxic. The private’s body shook with a raspy cough to prove her point.

They had to get out of here, like now.

Rebecca made her way to the blown-out roof. The rafters extended to the edge of their escape hatch, but the metal had a ragged edge. Beyond the danger of getting the private over the sharp ledge, the opening was a good three feet above her head. Rebecca tested the catwalk to make sure it wasn’t damaged in the blast. It could support her weight, but both of theirs?

A moister-than-normal cough brought her attention back to the injured private. She rubbed his back as he wretched out blackened sputum. What else could she do? Rebecca was the wrong kind of doctor to help with smoke inhalation.

Feeling helpless, she kept murmuring that he was going to be okay as Davidson gagged and gagged some more. He finally coughed up blackish blood, then leaned against the beam.

“Monroe, get out of here. You’ve got a smart gene to find.”

“Yeah, right,” she said as she checked the wrap on his calf. It had soaked through yet again.

He grabbed her arm with more strength than she thought he had left. “I mean it. Get your ass out of here.”

“And leave my guardian angel behind? Never.”

Davidson held her gaze. His eyes were suddenly so much older than his scant decades. “It’s too high. You’ll never be able to get me up there, and every second you waste—” The private descended into another coughing fit.

As much as she fought against it, the kid was right. She just didn’t have the strength to push him up onto the roof. At least not unassisted.

Then she knew exactly what she needed. Her trusty pulley. Unfortunately they had left the mechanism all the way across the hangar.

Pulling her shirt over her nose, she turned to Davidson. “Don’t wander off.” The private just gave her that look. “I’ll be right back.”

With that, Rebecca headed back into the nearly opaque hangar.

* * *

Picking up the pace, Brandt made for the northwest corner. The maze of flame should force their attackers there. Or at least that’s what he hoped.

A smattering of gunfire came from behind. Swinging around, Brandt raised his weapon, his finger to the trigger, but he hesitated, not wanting to nail Lopez or Svengurd if they were retreating in his direction. It took another second for the sergeant to register the pattern of shots being exchanged.

The pursuer was firing at an insane rate. Lopez. The pursued gunman tried to keep up, but who could? Brandt aimed at the spot the fleeing enemy should appear. A leg came into view, but the sergeant waited. With so few bullets, he had to make every shot count. Abruptly, Lopez stopped firing.

Shit, was the corporal out of ammo as well? Whether completely empty or just re-loading, there was nothing to push the man into Brandt’s sights. The leg paused as the assailant’s muscles contracted, ready to change direction and rush forward.

Forty-two. Forty-one. Forty.

Brandt counted down his ammo. He’d clipped the guy in the hip, but not enough to stop him from retreating to safety. Using four rounds for cover, he charged forward. Just a few scant yards ahead, the maze branched. They couldn’t lose this slim advantage.

As Brandt turned into the narrow pathway between the wall and the raging fire, he found their adversary trapped between himself and a newly reloaded Lopez. Their quarry tried to dart down the side path, but Svengurd stepped from the smoky corridor, blocking the prick’s escape. They had the slippery bastard dead to rights. For the first time, Brandt considered they might actually capture one.

And find out what the fuck was going on.

“Lower your weapon.” He leveled his weapon. “Now!” The man coolly pulled on a ski mask. “Damn it, hands down!”

Then the bastard did the most incredible thing. He leapt into the fire. They rushed forward to see if he had really, actually jumped into the flames.

Shouldn’t there have been a scream or something? No one burned alive in silence, but there was nothing but a wall of flame. No smell of burnt flesh. The sergeant’s mind whirled, and that same pit in his stomach formed, just like it had before the PDA blew up.

“Back away!” he yelled, even before the full threat formed in his mind. “Disperse!”

The charred air filled with gunfire. Screw counting, Brandt thought, shooting rapidly as two masked men emerged from the crackling flames.

The fuckers had fire-resistant body armor.

Which meant they had the protection the entire time. Which meant they had taken their sweet time luring all three of his team together, to more easily dispatch them.

Lopez and Svengurd tried to hold their ground, but had to fall back. As Brandt’s firing pin hit metal, he had no other option but to run as well. Scrambling low, he pulled the twenty-two-caliber handgun from his boot holster.

Twelve bullets.

The sergeant cursed his initial orders. Carrying all those non-lethals had left them vulnerable to this attack. They were prepared to take on a bunch of spear throwing, dart-blowing natives, not a veritable cadre of Special Forces soldiers.

Firing to keep his attacker at bay ate up another five bullets. If he wasted many more staying alive, he wouldn’t have enough to save his life. As the smoke stung his eyes and choked his throat, he realized his mistake. After the initial skirmish, he had tried to go at these guys head-to-head.

Fuck that. He needed to go back to his low-tech roots.

Using the last of his bullets to ensure his route, the sergeant threw the gun away as he dove into the burning husk of a biplane. Brandt found what he needed quickly, then rolled out the other side. Despite the blistering heat, he crouched under the plane. At least one of those bastards was tracking him. Brandt would not underestimate them or their equipment again.

When his tracker revealed himself, Brandt pretended to be surprised and narrowly missed being shot as a consequence, but he needed the man to feel confident enough to close the distance. Without any return fire from Brandt, the attacker became bolder as he circled the plane.

Listening only for the man’s footfalls, Brandt bundled his muscles until they shook in anticipation. Another step and the sergeant launched up and threw the small fire ax in his hand. The man’s face was barely able to register shock before the blade sank into his skull. Without a sound, his assailant pitched backward and hit the ground.

Scrambling over, Brandt grabbed the man’s gun and went to check the gun’s clip, but it wouldn’t budge. The sergeant hit the release again, but nothing. Was it jammed? Could he have somehow taken down the only terrorist with a jammed gun? Then Brandt realized his mistake.

Shit. It wasn’t jammed. It was locked.

And it was heavier than it should have been.

He chucked the thing into the plane before it exploded. Again he got knocked on his ass.

What had he just said? He wouldn’t underestimate their enemy or their equipment. Yet what had he just done?

Weaponless again, he turned to find the last gunman staring at him. The man removed his face mask as a smile spread across his face. Circular tattoos wrapped around the assailant’s already dark eyes, forming a knot of some sort.

“And they said you might be difficult to take down,” the man sneered with a slight accent Brandt couldn’t place.

Maybe, just maybe, if he could keep the guy talking long enough, Lopez or Svengurd would find them. Of course, with fire licking up to the rafters and the smoke burning his nose hair, that wasn’t very likely.

Brandt gritted his teeth. “Do you have orders to take me alive?”

The smile broadened considerably. “No.”

To prove his point, the assailant raised his weapon as something appeared in front of Brandt. He blinked once. It had to be a subconscious wish brought to life. Somehow a sniper rifle was floating before him. He didn’t question his luck as he grabbed the gun and fired in a single motion. He hit the assailant in the shoulder. This close, Brandt could see the blood splatter. He fired again into the left knee. With a scream, the man dropped to the ground.

Once certain that the man wasn’t getting up again, Brandt chanced to discover where his luck had come from. Tied to the rifle’s sight was a thick chain. A pulley chain. He followed the metal up to see a figure high in the murky rafters.

“Davidson!”

“I think he would have shot the guy himself!” It was a female voice. Monroe. “Meet you outside!” the doctor yelled as the chain snaked its way back up into the rafters.

Feeling pretty damned good, Brandt turned his attention back to his captive. He put a boot into the fucker’s splintered shoulder. To the guy’s credit, he locked his jaw against the pain.

“Who sent you?” Brandt asked. His once-powerful opponent fought unsuccessfully against tears, but kept his lips taut. “Were you after Monroe or my team?”

The way the man’s eyes flickered at the doctor’s name, Brandt already had his answer. Besides, who really would’ve spent this many resources to kill his team? Capture, torture, and interrogate. That was a reasonable course of action, but kill them out of hand? That made no sense.

“Sarge?” Lopez’s soot-choked throat croaked out.

“Here,” Brandt replied. “Svengurd?”

The corporal appeared out of the smoke. “He’s already outside, securing the perimeter.”

Brandt indicated their captive. “Help me get him up.”

He made sure to take the bad shoulder as Lopez took the other. As they lifted him, the man’s painful grimace spread into a broad smile.

That pit in Brandt’s stomach returned, and damn, but the guy was heavier than he should have been.

* * *

Rebecca stumbled on the Tarmac as an explosion rocked the hangar. The precarious metal roof crumpled inward. If they hadn’t just climbed down…

But she didn’t have time to ponder such things as she helped Davidson over to the burnt-out shell of their SUV. She had intended to take him to the far side for some semblance of protection, but neither was going to make it that far. So as soon as they got within three feet of the vehicle, Rebecca let go, and they half-fell, half-sat down on the Tarmac.

With her back to the Mercedes she had a perfect view of the furnace-like hangar. Licks of fire shot up through the roof as plumes of smoke rose high into the sky. One thing was for sure. Their presence in Belgium was no longer a secret.

One thing not for sure was whether anyone else had survived. Given how long it had taken for her to make her way back to Davidson, climb up onto the roof herself, pull the private up, then descend to the ground, it had been more than enough time for the others to exit the hangar. She had expected them to greet her and maybe even help her with the kid. Instead, she and Davidson had found an empty Tarmac. Had one of the assailants survived? Had the explosion brought the roof down on Brandt’s head?

“Do you think anybody survived?”

“I don’t know, but why don’t you ask them?” Davidson answered.

Rebecca looked to the north as three figures rounded the corner of the hangar. Relief spread until she realized they were coming at a dead run, and Brandt was yelling something she couldn’t make out. But she had learned from previous experience it never meant anything good.

Ignoring the pain in her left rib cage and right knee, she rose.

The sergeant’s voice could barely make it over the roaring flames. “Get Davidson up!”

Before she could turn to the private, he was already on his feet. It was truly amazing what adrenaline could do for you.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as Brandt drew to a halt.

He ignored her but spoke to Davidson. “Can you fire?”

“Are you crazy? Forget his shoulder, he’s taken two bullets to—”

“I asked, ‘can you fire’?”

Rebecca looked at the private. His eyes wanted to say yes, but the mere hesitation told them all that he was in no shape for combat.

Brandt didn’t hesitate, though. Rather, he set up the sniper’s rifle on the hood of the SUV and aimed through the scope.

Rebecca turned to Lopez. “I don’t understand.”

The corporal pointed into the distance. “Our ride is getting away.”

She had to squint to see the vehicle speeding away along a dirt road, a small cloud of dust marking its trail.

The sound of the rifle firing nearly deafened her.

“Damn it!” Brandt said as he set up another shot.

“I mean, how do we even know that’s them?” Rebecca asked, fearful that panic had gone to the sergeant’s head. “What if it’s just some family out for a ride in the country?”

The sergeant didn’t look away from his scope as he answered. “Well, the RPG launcher sticking out the backseat window was my first clue.”

He fired again and cursed again.

Lopez added, “If we don’t obtain transportation, I’m not sure if we can hoof it out of here before they send in reinforcements by air.”

Oh, God. She hadn’t even thought about that. The danger was over. Wasn’t it? How could it not be over?

Another missed shot.

Without thinking, Rebecca turned to Davidson. She almost felt guilty for not objecting as he hobbled forward and patted Brandt on the back.

“I can fire, but I’m going to need some bracing.”

The sergeant backed away from the gun. “Lopez, stabilize the gun. I’ll get his shoulder.”

Rebecca couldn’t stomach the pain on the private’s face, so she watched the retreating car. After what seemed like forever, Davidson finally fired. The car swerved, then rolled to a stop as the horn blared. Rebecca couldn’t even make out the driver, yet the private had hit him. He was that damn good.

“Those are some mad skills!” Lopez announced as he helped Davidson back away from the rifle.

“Yeah, and I think it knocked my shoulder back in place.” To prove it, the private rotated his arm smoothly in a circle. “I need to write that down for future reference.”

Looking at the young man shrug off an hour of horror, Rebecca knew where she was getting her next batch of grad students.

“All right, Svengurd, go retrieve the vehicle,” Brandt barked. “Lopez, tend to their wounds while I pack for the road.”

As the corporal knelt down to look at Davidson’s calf, Rebecca turned to Brandt. “Where are we going?”

“Panthéon-Sorbonne.”

Lochum. She had almost forgotten what had brought her to Europe in the first place. “Aren’t we worried they will ambush him as well?”

“Of course they will.”

Rebecca waited for an elaboration, which never came. “Then why aren’t they moving him?”

“Your professor refuses to evac until his precious tests are completed.” Brandt didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in his voice.

Their discussion was interrupted as Davidson let out a yip. Lopez was pulling the uniform away from the private’s abdominal wound.

Lopez snorted. “Wimp. Your vest took the brunt of the shot.”

“Can you get the bullet out?” Brandt asked.

Another yelp and Lopez held the bloody metal with his forceps. “Dude, you need to learn how to dodge.”

Face screwed up in pain, Davidson still couldn’t let that barb go. “This from the guy who nearly decapitated himself on a tree branch last night?”

Realizing the private was probably in better shape than she was, Rebecca turned back to Brandt. “Does Lochum know what happened here?”

“Yes and he passed on a message. Something about how he’s picked up the trail on ‘some seasonal worker.’ “ Brandt turned toward her. “He said you’d know what that meant and agree it was worth the risk.”

Rebecca felt the blood drain from her face and pool in her feet. The world tipped off its axis. Lochum had to be wrong.

“Monroe, you okay?” The doctor vaguely heard Brandt’s concerned words as she swayed. Rebecca saw her arm fly out to avoid falling, but didn’t remember directing it to do so.

Brandt lowered her to the ground. “Lopez!”

She didn’t even register that the men’s hands were all over her, checking for wounds. Lochum could be many things, but an exaggerator he was not. He had dedicated his entire life to this pursuit. After surviving numerous attempts on his life, he had gone into hiding so that he could continue his work underground. The professor would never resurface unless the scent was fresh in his nostrils.

“Is your vision blurry?” Lopez asked. She mustered a head shake. “Are you dizzy?” Another shake and Lopez turned to Brandt. “I don’t think its head trauma. The day’s just been a little too much for her, ya know?”

Rebecca didn’t even get angry that Lopez assumed she was a lightweight. People learning this news would find themselves on the ground very quickly.

“Dr. Monroe, I need you to tune back in. I don’t know how long we have until they come back.” Brandt tried to smile, but the motion only creased his grime-covered face. “We’ve got to get moving.”

She could hear the Saab approaching, but still couldn’t stand. How could she if Lochum was right? This find would be the Holy Grail of the archaeological world. Better than the Holy Grail. The grail only caught Christ’s blood.

Lochum sought Christ himself. More specifically, his remains. The corporeal, physical proof of Jesus’ earthly presence.


Providence

══════════════════

Jordan River

AD 41

Judas felt his right leg twinge as he picked up the half-finished saddle and placed it across the wooden plank. The seat itself was completed, but now for the tedious work of braiding the garnish. This great saddle had been commissioned by the commanding Tribunus of the legion posted at Bethany. A spool of fine gold filament to be stitched into the pommel was hidden deeply in Judas’ pocket. He would add that adornment last. Not that Judas did not trust his fellow villagers, but wheat was scarce and gold the scarcer.

“Judas, Judas, Judas!” his nephew, Ameil, called as he darted through the throng as only a child of six could dart. “Come, come, come.”

Ever since Ameil’s mother, Judas’ youngest sister, had died in childbirth with a stillborn, the boy had been speaking in threes. It was odd, surely, but Judas could not bring himself to scold the child. His father, Kyle, worked all the hours the sun was up. His grandmother, Judas’ mother, had taken ill again to bed, and his two aunts were great with child themselves. Therefore it had fallen to Judas to care for Ameil.

He had grumbled at the nuisance, such as now when the boy jumped up and down with joy, stalling his work, but in truth Judas was amazed by Ameil’s sheer delight in life. Had he ever been so young? Running down the street, yelling at the top of his lungs?

For too many years he had been working to save for dowries, but with his sisters married off, his shoulders became stooped with caring for his ailing mother. This young boy had become his prism into the past.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

The child tugged on Judas’ rough-spun sleeve. The trouble was that Ameil could become this excited over a Roman legion bent on destruction, or a sparrow’s nest. But Judas’ palms burnt from weaving the tanned leather all morning. Perhaps a walk would not be misspent.

Once Judas rose from his stool, the boy was off again, darting between a donkey and his owner. Chuckling, he trailed much more slowly, his knee reminding him just how old he had become.

The day had been long even though the sun was halfway across the sky. But he could not complain, for at least he had his craft. Work had grown sparse as the tensions mounted between the Romans and his fellow citizens. The Zealots seemed to be on the verge of declaring war against the vast Empire.

Judas hated the arrogant Roman presence as much as his brethren, but what would open fighting gain? Could they ever topple the burgundy-crested legions of Rome? Better to keep his head down and craft his saddle.

Perhaps if the Tribunus were satisfied with Judas’ work, he would recommend him to the Praefectus. A few more such commissions and he might be able to afford his family’s travel to Jerusalem for Passover.

As he moved through the packed streets, Judas realized he had not so much risen from his stool for Ameil’s excitement, but for his own curiosity. The village had been bustling for days now.

Tension had been thick over the winter as a dreaded confrontation with Rome had seemed near, but yesterday and the day before Judas had sensed a subtle shift. Not quite excitement, but something dearer. Hope. A feeling the Chosen People had been without for too long.

So Judas followed a small pilgrimage down to the riverbank. He had heard rumors of a great man come to grace them with his presence. Whispers of Elijah reborn floated through the Temple. But prophets came and went like the tide, so Judas had paid little heed. These charlatans would stir a most devoted following, then vanish with equal ease.

This one’s name had been coined John the Baptist.

“Here, here, here!” Ameil cried from a knoll overlooking the river.

With only the smallest glimmer of optimism that someone truly great was in attendance, Judas stepped beside his nephew.

This supposed prophet, praying in water up to his thighs, looked not unlike so many others, with a wild beard and thick curly hair, cut abruptly at the shoulders. He prayed with enormous passion as he held his hand upon the supplicant’s head.

But unlike the others who had come before, this John the Baptist cared nothing for the growing crowds. His full attention focused on the man kneeling before him. The charlatans who preceded John had expended their full energies to rile the villagers. They would espouse their superiority and inevitably call for Rome’s downfall. That this, the world they lived in, was the end of days. How every man within shouting distance must bow to their authority or be doomed for all eternity.

Yet this John just stood calmly in the water, reciting a prayer so full of promise that Judas found himself not only murmuring the blessing, but feeling the words in his heart. The man seemed to breathe life into God’s message. Even little Ameil stood perfectly still, watching John with huge eyes. Judas took the boy’s hand. This was a moment they would remember. A true servant of God stood before them.

It was not until the supplicant was fully blessed by John and submerged in the river’s warm water that Judas realized the man’s identity.

Jesus! His old friend.

Many times Judas wondered how the awkward boy had fared as a man. It had been well over a decade since they had last shared a moment together. Duty had taken Judas north, while his studies had taken Jesus south. He had heard of Jesus’ accomplishments, yet had wondered why his friend had not begun a ministry of his own. But seeing him standing beside this John, Judas could see the years had been good to his friend. Jesus’ eyes twinkled with nearly the joy that Ameil’s did.

His nephew looked up to Judas with eyes wide. They were not in the presence of one great man, but two. Prophecies had been on everyone’s lips, but now seeing these men standing side by side, even Judas could feel the import of this Baptism.

Glancing about the crowd, Judas found Mary apart from the throng. But instead of pride in her eyes, Jesus’ mother had her hands to her pinched lips, shaking her head. James hugged his mother tight, but even Jesus’ younger brother could not calm her disquiet.

Judas looked out at the river again as Jesus waded to the water’s edge. Other supplicants who had gathered to be blessed now touched Jesus’ robe. The crowd parted as the Red Sea had done for Moses.

Judas thought to join his childhood companion, but so many yearned for Jesus’ company that he did not wish to intrude. “Come, Ameil, let us find our way back.”

But the boy was tugging him toward Jesus. “Stay, stay, stay!”

“I think I have enough coin for dried apricots,” Judas coaxed.

Ameil clapped his hands high in the air and turned on his heel, but the crush of worshippers made it impossible to pass. Judas guided the boy to a small path that bordered the desert, then curved back to meet the village.

“This way, nephew.”

The boy let go of Judas’ hand and ran down the path, kicking up dirt as he went. He almost called for Ameil to slow his pace, but why not allow the child to enjoy the spring day? His nephew knew the way to the baker and his treats better than Judas. No matter how long it took for him to join Ameil, the child could be found waiting for his bit of sweets.

“Judas!” someone called from behind. He turned to find Jesus cresting the small hill. To Judas’ surprise, Jesus embraced him as he would kin. “How glad I was to see your countenance amongst the worshippers!”

While Judas recognized Jesus, this was not the awkward, almost sullen, boy he remembered. His face was aglow with an easy smile that parted his bearded face.

“I thought you were still in Jerusalem,” Judas said, taken aback by the enthusiasm of his friend’s welcome.

Jesus patted him on the shoulder. “I was, but when I heard of this man preaching peace upon the riverbank I had to attend for myself.”

“As did I.”

“It has been too long, Judas,” Jesus said, the grin slipping from his lips. “So much has transpired. Too much to speak of here on the road.”

“Then come to my home,” Judas suggested, but Jesus shook his head. “Your family would be welcome as well. I saw Mary and James in the crowd.”

Jesus shook his head sharply. “They leave for the Holy City even now.”

“Without you?”

“I have another journey, but it is providence we have met here.”

Judas waited for him to elaborate, but the quiet, almost reclusive friend of old seemed to emerge from this outgoing, almost gleeful Jesus.

“Might I assist you in any way to prepare for your trip?” Judas asked.

Solemn eyes met his own. “That is always your way, my friend. Generous when you have no cause to be…” Jesus looked up to the sky like he did so many years ago. He spoke but did not look at Judas. “This baptism has opened my heart. Something stirs within my breast, desperately wishing to be unleashed.”

“Then release it.”

Jesus grinned. “But, my dear friend, I do not yet know what it is.”

They laughed heartily, but once the humor was spent they became solemn. Judas knew that of which Jesus spoke. He had felt it in his heart too. The feeling was beautiful in its ripeness but frightening in its intensity.

“I must meditate upon this, Judas. I must go into the desert until I know what gift God has given me, and how I am to use it.”

Judas did not argue. This was Jesus’ way. “Then let us go to the village. We will find a donkey and load him with food and blankets and—”

“No, I must leave now. Alone.”

“I do not think God would quarrel if you brought water and flatbread.”

But Jesus was impassioned. “If you felt the urgency in my feet, you would know I must leave with just my sandals and the robe upon my back.”

“How long will you be away?”

“Forty days and forty nights.”

Judas shook his head vigorously. “Then I must get you some—”

“If there is one thing I know…” Jesus took Judas by the arm, “it is that God will provide. I ask but only one thing of you.”

“Anything.”

“I fear this harsh journey will sap my will. I may return elated or broken. In either circumstance it is only you I wish to meet upon my return.”

“Of course, Jesus. You had but to ask,” Judas assured Jesus.

“In forty days may God grant that we chance upon this place again,” Jesus said.

“But I will come with a full waterskin and plate full of sweetmeats,” Judas teased and his friend smiled, but Judas could tell he was already on his journey into the desert without taking a solitary step. “Off with you, then.”

Without a look back, Jesus walked into the stark desert with such purpose it seemed as if God and he had a meeting place already set. Tears unexpectedly sprang to Judas’ eyes. It had been so long since they had been intimates, yet Judas missed Jesus already. He feared that upon his friend’s return that he would be neither the withdrawn youth nor the jubilant man who just left. He would be someone entirely new.

No matter his worry, Judas vowed to revisit this place in forty days’ time. He would not betray Jesus’ trust.


CHAPTER 6

══════════════════

Paris, France

Brandt turned down the Saab’s air conditioning. The oppressive heat of the Belgian afternoon had given way after sunset, and as they rushed toward the heart of Paris the temperature had become almost chilly. But without the fan on, the heavy stench that clung from the hangar fire became nauseating. Despite the bite to the air, the sergeant rolled down his window.

Passing yet another car, he turned to Lopez. “Let’s take a little lead off.”

The corporal obeyed as he glanced at his watch. “But you’ve got to admit… two hours and twelve minutes. Not bad.”

Brandt didn’t want to encourage Lopez’s need for speed, but the quick travel time was even more impressive, considering they had taken precious moments out to switch cars twice and steal civilian clothes. Lopez, of course, had insisted he could make up the time in transit. There were moments that Brandt worried that the car would become airborne, but the corporal had delivered on his promise.

The sergeant glanced in the rearview mirror. Svengurd leaned against the window, snoring lightly. Monroe and Davidson were asleep as well, their heads resting upon the other. Everyone had been dosed with antibiotics for their numerous wounds, but Brandt had made sure Davidson got a full dose of morphine before they departed. The private was full of youthful reserve, but you couldn’t get banged up like that and not pay a price. And he needed every one of them to be at the top of his game.

They headed into a classic, textbook black box scenario. The condition of Paris, Lochum, and the Institute were all unknowns. After the ambush in Belgium, the sergeant had given the Den a SitRep, but he had gone silent after that.

Somehow their assailants had not only known his team’s landing field but had beaten them to the hangar. There was a leak. As impossible as it should have been, someone within his chain of command had given the enemy vital information.

Brandt had to assume that the mole hadn’t forgotten to spread his team’s ultimate destination: Paris. But what could he do? His team was the only one with boots on the ground in Europe. If any group could evac Lochum before their elusive enemy, they could. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t take precautions. They had changed cars, clothes, and even the route they were taking into France. If Command didn’t know his movements, they couldn’t leak them.

Scanning ahead, Brandt found the Eiffel Tower lighting up the night sky, a bright arrow on their compass. The laboratory was located only a few blocks from the Plaza.

Despite his worries, Brandt found himself admiring the view. For all his travels he had never been to Paris. Hell, he’d never been to any of the tourist Meccas. The scumbags he hunted usually didn’t go sightseeing. His view of the world was full of sleazy bars, war-blighted cities, and impoverished villages. Tasked with keeping civilization’s lights on, Brandt seldom got to actually see them.

The sound of Lopez signaling a left turn brought Brandt back to his immediate problem. He glanced into the mirror again. Would his team be ready for another firefight? Monroe had slid down a little, her head resting against Davidson’s shoulder. She looked peaceful, so unlike the little Amazonian warrior of the night before or even the obsessive-compulsive scientist on the plane. The worry lines creasing her face now smoothed into nearly porcelain features.

“I wish the doc back at the base was that hot,” Lopez snorted. “Shit, they wouldn’t have to order any of us to get a physical. We’d be there three times a week, at least!”

Not wanting to admit he had indulged in similar thoughts, Brandt changed the subject. “You gave her the quarter dose of morphine, right?”

“Popped it in with the antibiotics. Should help with the PTSD.”

Brandt didn’t argue with his corporal, but the doctor didn’t have post-traumatic stress disorder. Back on the Tarmac, Monroe’s face hadn’t blanched until he gave her the cryptic message from Lochum. Whatever her mentor was working on had rattled Monroe to the core. Hence, the morphine.

“Street parking or underground structure?” Lopez asked.

“Underground.”

The car’s grille bounced off the curb as the corporal took the turn a little too quickly. “My bad.”

At least the sergeant didn’t have to wake up the others. A wave of groans arose from the backseat.

“Look alive,” Brandt ordered. “We’re exiting at a roll.” Davidson and Svengurd gave a curt nod, but Monroe looked a little queasy at the thought. “Lopez, keep within a ten-block radius. Maintain radio silence. Use clicks only if imperative.” Off the corporal’s vigorous nod, Brandt continued, “and do not get pulled over for a traffic violation.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Lopez actually took his foot off the gas as they neared the elevators. “Don’t forget to tip your driver!”

Ignoring the corporal, the doors burst open as everyone poured out of the vehicle. Without waiting for confirmation that they were out safely, Lopez hit the gas, laying down rubber on the ramp. The sharp sound of the BMW’s grille hitting the curb echoed through the deserted garage. Brandt helped Monroe to her feet, since the morphine still seemed to be working its magic.

“We’re lucky if he doesn’t get arrested,” Davidson commented as he started to reassemble his rifle.

Brandt shook his head. “Let’s keep the civilian vibe going until we know more.”

The private stowed his weapon in his jacket as Svengurd hit the elevator button. Everyone backed as it opened immediately. On Black Ops, good luck usually translated into setup. Svengurd must have agreed, because he checked the entire elevator—even lifting the maintenance hatch.

“All clear.”

Great, Brandt had been so worried about his men being rattled, but here he was the one sweating. So much for shaking off the hangar assault.

“Move in,” he ordered, making sure worry didn’t reach his voice.

Entering the elevator, Brandt punched the seventh-floor button, but the doors didn’t close. Everyone’s guns went up.

What the fuck?

But Monroe just sighed. “Don’t worry—it’s just a fifty-year-old elevator. You have to be gentle.” Lightly she tapped the button, but nothing happened. “Wait for it,” she said, as the doors smoothly closed.

Monroe seemed unconcerned, but to Brandt it seemed as if the elevator had asked them if they were really, really sure that they wanted to go up into the dark laboratory with its disturbing secrets.

With the pit in his stomach doubling, Brandt no longer wanted to.

* * *

As they exited the elevator, Rebecca’s head swam. It felt surreal to walk down the hallway surrounded by four armed men, their guns bristling.

So much for the civilian vibe.

“Shouldn’t there be a guard posted?” Svengurd asked.

“I don’t like it.” Brandt had the same look he had on the Tarmac.

As they came to an abrupt halt, whatever hangover she had cleared.

No, not here, was all she could think as Svengurd put a hand on the doorknob. The men silently counted down when the door flew open.

All guns came to bear as the petite redhead called back into the laboratory. “Coti, we’ve got company.” The woman looked the soldiers up and down, especially Brandt. “And my, what big guns they have.”

“Identify yourself,” the sergeant barked.

Relief washed over Rebecca. She knew the woman. Maybe not her name, but her position. Young, perky, breasts, calling Lochum by his nickname? This slip of a thing was the professor’s grad student “with benefits.” Rebecca should know. She had once filled that position.

The redhead played coy. “My, my. So many questions when you haven’t even bought me a drink yet.”

Maybe this show-your-cleavage-and-giggle thing worked on most men, but Rebecca knew Brandt wasn’t kidding. Not at all. “Identify yourself now, or I will put a round into you.”

Rebecca stepped forward. “Brandt, it’s okay. She’s a grad student.”

Luckily, Lochum stepped into the hall before shots were fired. He looked part Einstein, part Bill Gates, and another part Southern gentleman. Taller than even Brandt, his presence backed the soldiers up a step.

“Bunny, please be civil to our virile protectors,” he said as he extended a hand to the sergeant. “Professor Lochum. Glad to make your acquaintance.”

Brandt did not take the hand. “Where are your guards?”

The grad student leaned her head against Lochum’s shoulder. “They cramped his style, so he sent them home.”

Lochum laughed. “Bunny does so like to exaggerate. I recommended they retire as they only brought focus to the building.” Off Brandt’s frown, the professor continued, “I have kept myself alive for over a decade under much more hostile circumstances than these, Sergeant. Trust me, their dismissal was for the best.”

Brandt’s eyes flickered to Rebecca’s. He silently asked if the professor was for real. She nodded. It sounded like classic Lochum.

“Let’s take this party inside, then,” Brandt said.

As usual, Svengurd took point as they entered the laboratory. Rebecca was so used to this pattern that she barely noticed the men fan out as Brandt held back. No, she barely noticed anything as the sharp smell of antiseptic bit her nose. No matter what country or even continent, a lab always meant sanctuary. The microcentrifuges, spectral analyzers, and antiseptically clean counters made her knees feel weak. Fieldwork was a means to an end. This was where her heart lay. Facts could be found here. Life had an order and precision that could not be found outside these walls.

“Clear,” Svengurd sounded off, followed closely by Davidson.

“Start packing, Professor,” Brandt ordered. “We’re out in ten.”

Lochum puffed like a mating grouse. “Perhaps you are not aware of the importance of my work here.”

Rebecca could hear the growl in Brandt’s voice before he even opened his lips. “Perhaps you are not aware that I—”

“St. Petersburg,” she said flatly.

Both men turned to her. Brandt quizzical. Lochum unnerved.

“Belgium was twice as bad,” she said pointedly to her ex-professor. Rebecca made sure to have his attention before she continued. “You barely made it out of the Russian ambush. You won’t survive this one.”

As Lochum surveyed her features, Bunny glowered. The young beauty, obviously used to being the center of attention, did not appreciate that fact that both men were appraising Rebecca.

“We are in the middle of seventeen different DNA map sequences and half a dozen Haplo-gene denaturing,” Bunny huffed.

Rebecca spoke to the professor. “If we hurry, we can pack up the most important artifacts and rerun any tests that are still pending.”

Bunny pushed her lip out into a full pout. “Coti.”

Rebecca wondered whether men actually responded to that maneuver.

Perhaps Lochum had in the past, but this time he extracted himself from her embrace. “Given the incredible significance of our work, a bit of precaution might be warranted. Now start packing while I show Dr. Monroe the extent of the find.”

Acting as if Bunny were nothing more than a student, Lochum urged Rebecca forward. “Come, come. Even you will be impressed, my dearest.”

“What? I mean… Do I…?” Bunny’s cheeks blotched.

Lochum’s cajoling tone was gone. “Pack, Bunny.”

Shocked, the younger woman stammered, “Can I… I mean, can I at least have some help?”

Davidson looked at Brandt. The sergeant didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he hit his radio once. A staticky click responded. Brandt nodded to the private to help then turned to Svengurd. “Stay on the door.”

The sergeant was at her heels as she followed Lochum into a separate area of the laboratory. The tall professor turned to Brandt. “You would best be served aiding in the manual labor.”

Rebecca expected Brandt to bristle at Lochum’s tone, but the sergeant simply shrugged. “Until we’re on American soil, where she goes, I go.”

Lochum glared at the much younger man with an intensity that had melted university presidents and foreign dignitaries, but the sergeant just casually readjusted his weapon, getting comfortable.

“We’re down to nine minutes, Lochum,” Rebecca said as she stepped between the two men. “Do you really want to spend these precious seconds quantitating your respective testosterone levels?”

The professor’s lips gradually parted in a grin. “Forgive my manners, ‘Becca. It has been so long since we entertained guests,” he said, then turned to Brandt. “Please join us. I am sure there is much for you to learn.”

If the sergeant was bothered by the implied insult, he didn’t let it show. Instead, Brandt stepped in front of them, quickly checking the corners. Lochum rolled his eyes at the sergeant’s effort, but Rebecca had learned the hard way that Brandt’s paranoia was well founded.

Waiting until the sergeant gave the nod, Rebecca stepped into the eerily lit room. Cold cathode lighting, while best for studying ancient bones, always cast a pall over the room. Beneath the greenish light were displayed several dozen skeletal remains from the Eiffel Tower crypt. She read the report on the plane, but to see the bodies spread out was simply overwhelming. Archaeologists waited entire lifetimes for a find like this.

“How many are intact?”

With great pride Lochum answered. “Thirteen.”

“Thirteen?” She swung around. “That must be some kind of record.”

“And another dozen partial skeletons. Carbon-dated to the early Christian period.”

That information might have been more impressive if she weren’t familiar with ancient remains. Even the most advanced dating techniques had a seventy-five-year margin of error. So no matter how much Lochum wished these bodies were Christ’s contemporaries, these bones could have been from early in Julius Caesar’s reign, well before the prophet’s birth, all the way past the Judean Uprising, long after Jesus’ demise.

Still, the find was incredible for the sheer number of remains and their relative degree of preservation. Rebecca leaned over the closest set of bones. They truly were remarkable specimens. Someone had cared greatly for these people before interring them. The bones were pristine, except for a slight amount of antemortem damage. The ulna and radius were marred at the wrist, along with damage to the tarsal joint.

“Have you confirmed the presence of iron?”

Lochum nodded vigorously. Clearly he wished to amaze her with his insights, but was too consummate an educator to taint her findings.

“Crucifixion then.” Rebecca replied as she picked up a small brush and carefully dusted the bones around the area of damage. To think, an iron spike had been driven between the wristbones, then nailed to a cross. This man had suffered for hours, even days, before dying of exposure, blood loss, or scavenger attacks.

Lochum turned to the sergeant, excitement flavoring his words. “Any discovery of remains this old is always stimulating, but the fact they had been crucified makes them exceptional.”

“Eight minutes.” Brandt tapped his watch.

The professor’s hackles went up. Rebecca knew from personal experience that Lochum didn’t cotton to being ignored. “Perhaps you are unaware, my dear soldier, that although the Romans crucified several thousand men, sometimes hundreds in a single day, over a brief two-year period, there has only been a single set of skeletal remains ever found. Does that not rouse your brutish brain to wonder what happened to all those bodies? Only one out of thousands found?”

“You mean the body discovered at Giv’at with the iron nails still impaled in the ankles?” Brandt responded with an almost bored tone.

Rebecca swung around to stare at the sergeant. How the hell did Brandt know about a completely obscure Israeli archaeological find from the sixties? Was this the same soldier who dropped wreckage onto two gunmen? Guys who did such things seldom tossed out rare academic facts.

Brandt must have seen the disbelief on her face, because he winked at her like “and you thought you had me pegged” before he continued, “I believe the current theory is that the Jewish families stole the bodies during the night, then buried them in well-hidden tombs or ossuaries.”

* * *

The only sound in the room was the redhead’s annoying whine emanating from the other room. Poor Davidson. The kid had his work cut out for him helping the grad student pack.

Brandt glanced at Monroe and Lochum. Both doctors were still at a loss for words. They just stared at him. Ivy Leaguers. They thought they had the corner on knowledge. You did not need seven initials after your name to educate yourself.

“And it’s seven minutes now,” Brandt reminded them.

That snapped Rebecca out of her shock. “I didn’t realize you were versed in Christian antiquity.”

He shrugged. “You never asked.”

Rebecca wanted to ask another question, but Lochum cut in. “Then you must understand how important my work here is.”

Brandt was glad that he turned their attention back to the skeletons. He felt uncomfortable elaborating on his own studies, since he had no scholarly interest in crucifixions. Instead, his curiosity was born of faith, and he doubted either of these scientists would understand.

When he didn’t answer, the professor’s tone rose from its usual baritone. “Can you not see that this may be the first real, tangible proof of that theory? That we can prove once and for all that it was not scavengers who scattered the remains, but instead an organized and concerted effort by the Jewish community to honor and protect their dead.”

Brandt glanced into the other room. Svengurd viewed the hallway through the cracked open door as Davidson packed a case of vials into a crate. Bunny hovered over him, henpecking the whole time but not lifting a finger otherwise to help.

Obviously infuriated that Brandt was not rising to his bait, Lochum pressed on. “Do you know how many scholars have contemplated this question? Why move the remains from the area? Why not document where they took them? Why not document anything about this exodus?” The older man seemed out of breath, but wheezed on anyway. “For three centuries after the en masse crucifixions the early Christians wrote such detailed histories of this period. Why would they overlook such a massive effort by their people?” The professor ended red-faced as the veins on his forehead bulged.

“Archibald! Have you taken your blood pressure medication today?” Rebecca demanded. The two descended into a fight more reminiscent of a married couple than a student and teacher.

They also stood closer than most. Casually she checked his pocket to find the drug vial. Lochum wasn’t shy about grabbing her wrist and jerking the medication from her grip. They had done this all before.

“You two were—” Brandt stopped before he stated the obvious. Lochum and Monroe had been lovers. Rebecca had been Bunny.

The two women’s hackles weren’t raised as professional adversaries. They were romantic rivals.

Rebecca’s stock just plummeted. Granted, the professor must have once been fiercely handsome, but now? Even ten years ago the guy must’ve been sixty-five. The professor probably had age spots in places that Brandt didn’t even want to think about. Hell, Lochum was old enough to have been Rebecca’s father. No, grandfather.

But what did he care? After a quick flight to London and a rendezvous with MI-6, then hop on a red-eye to the States. By tomorrow morning, they would part company and never see one another again.

“Enough!” Lochum yelled at Monroe, then turned to Brandt. The professor looked ready to blow a capillary. “Did you even notice this?”

The professor pointed to a small silver coin next to the skeleton’s skull. Glancing to the other tables, Brandt realized that each body had one.

Monroe looked skeptical. “There could be a thousand reasons why there might be currency left with—”

Lochum pulled a small coin from his pocket and laid it side by side. “Damn you, woman! This is from the same minting as our coin!”

Brandt was more intrigued by Monroe’s reaction than Lochum’s outburst. Rather than move forward to inspect the silver, she took a halting step back. Much as she had done on the Tarmac.

“Look at the stamping, ‘Becca. They all have Herod’s insignia.”

Interest piqued, Brandt studied the coins under the glow of the funky lights. They generated an intense illumination, yet were cool to the touch. The coins sparkled as if they had been made just this day. “Even if they are all from the same batch, what’s the big deal?”

The professor’s passion clogged his throat, so Monroe fielded the question. “Lochum believes that the coins were buried with people significant to the story of the crucifixion.”

Brandt couldn’t argue with that. Judas’ thirty pieces of silver were not only a symbol of the betrayal, but also the suffering and ultimate loving sacrifice of Christ. Without Judas’ treacherous kiss, the crucifixion could not have occurred, and then how would God have proved his love and benevolence? It would make sense that the coins would have carried great significance for the early Christians.

Lochum finally found his tongue. “These bones hold the answers to all those questions and more!” He turned to Brandt. “Just another half hour.”

“I’m sure it’ll make a fascinating article, professor, but I’ve got a timetable to keep,” the sergeant stated without any of the disdain he felt.

Lochum inhaled sharply. “Publication is the last thing on my mind. For you to understand the complexity… The meaning of what… You must see to comprehend. Come. Come.”

The professor strode through an adjacent door. Brandt was definitely not used to taking orders from civilians, especially haughty, intellectual snobs like Lochum. Clutching his M-16, he began to explain in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t the prick’s puppy dog when Monroe stepped in front of him.

“He can’t help it,” Rebecca said sadly. “His passion overrules all else. Unfortunately, it tends to be infectious. At least until you wake up one morning and realize you’ll never see what he does. His vision is unto himself.”

Clearly Rebecca had stopped talking about the research project three sentences ago. Brandt’s eyes searched her features but found only her soot-laden braids with strands of perfectly blonde hair peeking out.

She waited for a response, but for the life of him, the sergeant couldn’t think of one. Hiding his discomfort, he looked down at his watch, but Rebecca’s hand covered the timepiece.

“Six minutes. I know,” she said as her touch lingered. Fingers warm against his skin. The woman wasn’t restraining him, but she captured his attention nonetheless. “He’s got nothing left except this quest. Let’s just hear him out.”

As her hand fell away, the sergeant felt disappointed. For reasons other than the fact he was tasked to protect her, Brandt followed Rebecca.


CHAPTER 7

══════════════════

Panthéon-Sorbonne, Paris

Rebecca felt the sergeant behind her as they followed Lochum into the much smaller room. Brandt’s disapproval of the relationship with her old professor had been palpable, even though he hadn’t voiced a single word. Until now, she had never been ashamed of their affair. The professor had been renowned enough to bed his grad students and have them thank him for it.

Lochum cleared his throat. “Do you not find this one of interest?”

Rebecca realized the room only had one table with a single set of remains. A single silver coin rested near the head. Dutifully, she walked around the skeleton, but her mind was elsewhere. This was neither the time nor the place to come to terms with decades-old feelings, but she couldn’t shake her unease. Had it been Bunny with her eyes glazed over with unquestioning adoration or Brandt’s quiet disappointment that dredged up memories of the long-dead affair?

Before she could answer the quandary, Rebecca had completed her circuit around the bones, yet still had no idea why Lochum was worked up about this particular skeleton. “What’s special about this one?”

Rebecca didn’t realize that she had stopped so close to Brandt until his words were right in her ear. “This one didn’t die by crucifixion.”

She had been so distracted by her stray thoughts that she had missed the obvious. The wrists and ankles were intact. There were no metal groves in the bone. Putting a few feet between her and the sergeant, Rebecca replied, “But we’ve got a lot of non-crucified bodies from that era.”

Lochum shook his head. “Have I taught you so poorly, ‘Becca? Would they really have buried this man with the rest of the crucified and laid a silver coin upon his lips if he was not an enemy of Rome?”

Rebecca hated how easily Lochum could belittle her, like a schoolgirl who hadn’t read her homework assignment. She couldn’t keep the defensiveness out of her voice. “No, he must have held some importance to them to travel so far with his remains.”

Brandt lifted his watch, but Lochum cut him off. “I will hurry our tardy student along.” He turned to Rebecca. “Inspect the atlas-axis junction.”

Rebecca blushed that Brandt was there, seeing her need Lochum’s help. She leaned over the base of the skull, looking in particular to the first cervical vertebra. As was typical, the atlas had a small bony protuberance that jutted into the skull cavity. The axis lay just beneath it, a more flattened bone for pivoting the head. Not so typical was a huge gouge in the bone.

“He was decapitated,” she surmised.

“Finally! Yes.”

Lochum had never been a gracious winner, and Rebecca tired of his antics. “The Romans decapitated a lot of people, Lochum. I don’t see why—”

“Have you lost all passion, girl! Think! How did these bones find themselves under the Eiffel Tower? Who brought them to France?”

There it was. The world-famous Lochum fervor. Even though she fought against it, his zeal was a tornado that tossed you around until you finally succumbed. Rebecca’s mind spun with the history of the region.

Paris had been sacked at least three times by foreign interests. A little fuzzy on the dates, Rebecca knew the ancient Parisii had destroyed their own city rather than allow it to fall into Caesar’s hands, then Clovis the Frank blew through town, destroying nearly everything in his wake, until finally the Vikings sacked the city multiple times, and she said so.

Her old professor sighed as he had ten years ago when she had miscut an Incan ice princess’s bone sample. “You are rusty, my dear.” Lochum turned to Brandt. “I would wager he is familiar with the link.”

Rebecca shook her head, until she saw the sergeant squirm. Not the kind of squirm when you were embarrassed for being an idiot, but the kind of squirm where you knew the answer but really didn’t want to speak up.

“Brandt?”

The sergeant blushed slightly. “St. Denis.”

“Excellent!” Lochum clapped. “See, he is not such a brute after all!”

Rebecca felt her cheeks redden. She didn’t think herself someone to stereotype people, but come on. If Brandt wasn’t the archetypical beefcake, then who was? And who pulls St. Denis out of their ass? And then is right?

But the professor was nothing but delighted. “Please, dear man, explain to my floundering student the connection.”

“His feast day is held October 9th,” Rebecca cut Brandt off. With Lochum, knowing the early saints was like memorizing the periodic table for chemists. Reciting the feast days was foreplay to the professor. “We know little of his early years. He arrived in France about AD 250 and—”

“236, but glad to see you contributing.”

Rebecca ignored Lochum’s correction. “He settled near Paris, rallying the Christians until he was arrested by the Romans and martyred.”

The professor walked over to study the skull. “But how?”

Then she got it. “He was beheaded.”

“Not only did Denis have his head cleaved from his body, but he was reported to have carried it around for several days, my dear. Do not forget the colorful flourishes.”

“But these bones are too old to be St. Denis.”

“Damn it, woman, what would I care for an obscure saint’s bones? Can you not see what is staring you in the face?”

Her cheeks burned. Burned like they had not since she had young, perky breasts. She had tried to go along with his “I am the holder of all knowledge” game, but all the anger from a decade ago came to a flashpoint.

“Lochum! Enough! This isn’t Ontario. I’m not your student, and this isn’t a fucking thesis.”

As the professor’s face fell, Rebecca regretted her outburst. Suddenly she could see the toll these ten years had taken. He was no longer the cutting-edge überprofessor. He was just an old man at the end of his life’s quest.

“Lochum, I’m so—”

But he brusquely waved her apology away. “Sergeant, could you enlighten my ex-student on who I believe is lying before us?”

When Brandt didn’t speak, the professor continued, his tone filled with disapproval. “St. Denis was quite fond of one of Jesus’ contemporaries and used his sacrifice as a lesson for all. In the end, his fascination was reflected in his manner of death.” Lochum looked down at the bones. “It is that man, after whom St. Denis fashioned himself, who lies here today.”

The sergeant finished Lochum’s thought. “It is John the Baptist.”

Rebecca’s head spun. Lochum couldn’t be serious. To find the Baptist’s bones would not be a find. It would be the find of the century. Hell, it would be the find of the millennium or two.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Rebecca said more to herself than to Lochum. She had been on one of these “Mr. Toad’s Wild Rides” before and had found nothing but disappoint at the end of the spin. With a much more measured tone, Rebecca continued, “We both know you look at these finds with your imaginoscope, Lochum.”

“How dare you impugn my reputation in such a—”

Rebecca’s lips set into a firm line. “You see what you want to see. Make the conclusions you want to make.”

“I am a consummate scientist!”

“The Damascus Papyrus?” she asked. Lochum’s cheeks puffed in and out. He was so angered that he could not even spit out a venomous retort.

Brandt asked from behind her, “Damascus Papyrus? I’m not familiar with any biblical record by that name.”

The professor recovered enough to turn to the sergeant. “I found it in of all places, Ethiopia. It detailed Flavian’s final days.”

“Flavian? The Roman historian who documented Jerusalem’s fall to the centurions? The sacking of the Holy City’s temple?”

Rebecca again was surprised at Brandt’s detailed knowledge of early Christian history. Who outside academia knew the ancient historian’s name and could cite his work?

Lochum nodded. “One and the same. In his final days, the historian dictated his greatest secret. He had been invited to one of these hidden ossuaries. Flavian even detailed the silver coin buried with the Virgin Mary’s body!”

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “I think something that sacrilegious I would have heard of.”

Brandt was right. The world’s Catholics believe in the Assumption of Mary—that her physical body was brought up to heaven. Lochum, however, cared nothing for belief. He cared for fact.

Rebecca answered before Lochum could go into another tirade. “You haven’t read about it, because the parchment was mysteriously ‘burned’ in an office fire before it could be authenticated.”

“Clearly they destroyed it! Can’t you see the pattern? Discrediting first the Papyrus, then our silver coin, and now trying to wipe any knowledge of this find from the earth.”

Given the amount of firepower launched at her today, it was difficult to chalk Lochum up to a crazy conspiracy guy anymore. But to make this leap in logic that John the Baptist lay before them, she could not tolerate.

“Just because these bones date to the first century AD, and you found dirt consistent with the area embedded in his tendons, and he was decapitated, does not make him that John.”

When Lochum finally met her gaze, his lips carried a genuine smile. Not a manipulative grin or a condescending smirk, but a true smile. She didn’t think she had ever seen that expression on his face before.

The professor handed her a magnifying glass. “Just look.”

Rebecca stepped back. This attitude she had seen before. Lochum had perfected domineering to an art form.

“And find what?” she asked. “Some wood slivers consistent with the stakes the Romans used to mount his head on the gate? Or maybe linen fibers deep in the joints to prove that his people stole the remains to give him a proper burial? That isn’t going to prove what you need it to prove.”

To her surprise, no anger rose in Lochum’s eyes. Instead, the professor just smiled that completely agenda-free smile again. “For an old friend, ‘Becca, please.”

His kind tone took her by complete surprise. She didn’t know what to do besides take the magnifying glass. Rebecca surveyed the ulna first. There were multiple superficial scratches. More than likely scavengers. Rats and the like. The radius had even more of the linear scorings. Hungry little bastards. But then she moved on to the pelvis, where there were hundreds of markings. Pulling back a few inches to take in more of the pattern, she realized that they were not random at all.

“That’s ancient Greek!”

Lochum didn’t sound condescending in any way. “Yes, and the lettering covers the entire surface of the skeleton.”

Rebecca swung around to find Brandt as stunned as she was. Whatever the sergeant’s skepticism a moment before, his face held only sheer wonder. Yep, that was Lochum at his best.

“Brandt, come look.” But the sergeant frowned, looking torn between his duty and his curiosity. “Just a peek,” she cajoled.

Who could turn down a direct view into ancient history? Especially someone who knew of Giv’at? Reluctantly at first, then with more intent, Brandt viewed the tiny scribbling.

Rebecca turned to Lochum. “Have you deciphered the text?”

“It is encoded as they would have done to ensure the Romans did not stumble upon their closely guarded secrets.” Lochum indicated the skull. “This section relates to his childhood.” He pointed to the femur. “But here is where we have made the most progress. Study these inscriptions.”

Leaning over Brandt, Rebecca moved the glass to the femur. These writings were more organized, with an obvious sentence structure. However, her ancient Greek wasn’t what it used to be. But the word “Christos,” Christ, was unmistakable.

“Can’t you see, ‘Becca? We have a map. A map to Jesus.”

* * *

Brandt stood up as Monroe and Lochum engaged in a heated debate that sailed over his head. He knew enough to know that they wanted to scientifically prove this theory, but once they started throwing around terms like messenger RNA and osteoid nuclei, they lost him. Watching the give and take between the two scientists, he could see how they might hook up. Rebecca had been right about the professor’s charisma. Even he had gotten caught up in Lochum’s enthusiasm.

The importance of this find was so clear that Brandt considered giving them an extra ninety seconds to pack up, but then three sharp clicks came over the radio. His hand flew to the device. He sent back a click. Three very urgent clicks returned.

“That’s it, people. We’re moving out,” Brandt said, loud enough for Davidson and Svengurd to hear. Which he knew they had, because Bunny started squealing.

Rebecca was equally flustered, but articulated her concern without resorting to a five-year old’s tactics. “We still have two minutes. Plus, this—”

“We’ve got company,” he said flatly. The time for academic indulgence was over.

Monroe nodded, but Lochum became agitated. “You don’t understand. We must carefully pack the bones within three separate layers of—”

“Monroe, could you explain to him what an order sounds like?”

She turned to the professor. “We have got to go, Archibald. Brandt’s not jerking your chain. An attack is imminent.”

“Now,” Brandt growled.

“But… but…” With each “but,” Lochum sounded more and more desperate. The stately, urbane gentleman dissolved into a confused old man.

Monroe untied the shirt at her waist. The sergeant had no idea where she was going with this, but he was willing to let it play out a few more seconds. Then she laid the garment over the skeleton.

“No! You’ll damage them!” the professor snatched away the much-studied femur as Monroe scooped up the rest of the bones.

“It’s the only way, Archibald.” Within three seconds, the doctor had gathered the skeleton, tied the shirt off, and flipped the makeshift bag over her shoulder. “Ready when you are.”

He normally didn’t like chicks in the field, but this one…

This one might be a keeper.


Paths, Crossed

══════════════════

Jordan River

40 Days Hence

With the only light coming from the sparkle of scattered stars, Judas struggled to keep awake as Ameil snored on a blanket laid out on the sandy ground beside him. He had made a vow to Jesus, but he had family obligations as well. The boy’s father had left with the other men to seek work to the south, Daniella was sucking a coughing babe, and Lila had chosen this day of all days to begin her labor. His mother had harangued him for leaving at such an auspicious moment, but Judas’ word was his life.

With the commotion in their two-room house, someone needed to care for Ameil, so Judas had brought enough water and food for all three. They had spent the day reading Scripture, fashioning a game board out of a piece of driftwood, then playing Tau into the late evening.

To Ameil, this was nothing more than the best of holidays. Judas had even let the boy win a few rounds of the game of twenty squares. Perhaps a few of those he did not intentionally lose. The boy was bright and picked up the game with surprising ease.

One day perhaps Ameil might study under Jesus. That would please Judas greatly, but it would most likely upset the boy’s father. He expected the child to work, as all his people did, but Judas had seen what toll this exertion had on their souls.

Ameil was still eager for the knowledge of the world and would best spend his days bent over a book rather than a sickle. Judas pulled the wool blanket over the boy’s shoulder. Those worries were for another time. This day was reserved for greeting Jesus, but as the sun sank past the horizon worry had crept into his heart. What if God had another plan for Jesus and had taken him away from this land for good?

As the evening stretched into night, Judas’ unease grew. What if God had not provided? What if his friend had succumbed in the wilderness? Judas would never say these concerns out loud for they were blasphemous, but his heart was disquieted. God had allowed the Romans to occupy their rightful land. He turned a blind eye to his Chosen People’s suffering. Would God really care for a single man out in the desert?

A noise from behind startled Judas from his pondering.

“Jesus?” Judas asked, although the man who mounted the small crest could never be mistaken for his friend.

Tall, dark-haired, with no beard, broad of shoulder but narrow of hips, James seemed less a brother to Jesus than Judas. He knew of the rumors cast by those who did not know the men. Rumors that the Virgin had been no virgin were fueled by how little the two brothers looked alike, but Judas believed Mary fully. When she spoke with such rapture of the angels who told her of the holy child within her womb, who could doubt her?

“Judas,” James said with no warmth. “I might well have presumed you would be here.”

Judas reached his arm out in greeting, but James appeared to have missed the gesture for he strode past, searching the darkened desert that stretched out before him. “Before he left, Jesus made a vague reference to Noah’s test of faith.” James looked over his shoulder at Judas. “But I might suppose he spoke plainly of the night he was to return?”

Judas nodded, causing James to snort. They had never been familiar, but it was rare for the taller man to display such rudeness. Since childhood, it had always been a singular question to Judas why they did not quicken more to one another. They had far more in common with each other than either had with Jesus. Both knew the burden of supporting their families. They both knew how very small they felt before Jesus’ towering faith.

“I do not know why I bothered,” James said, as he headed back toward the river.

Judas took a step before him, not so much to block James as to delay him. “Jesus will be well pleased that you are here to welcome him home.”

James caught his eye and without words expressed, they both knew Judas’ words were a stretching of the truth.

“As always, he has his reasons, James.”

Another snort. “Do not remind me.”

He had to scramble to keep James from passing him. “When God asks you to walk the path of righteousness, you cannot hesitate. You may not even take the time to blink an eyelid. Look at Abraham and—”

“Do you not think I hear enough from his mouth that you must reiterate such platitudes?” James said quite loudly.

Ameil stirred under the blankets.

Judas put a tentative hand on the man’s arm. “Please, the boy sleeps.”

For the first time, James’ face softened. “How old?”

“Just shy of seven years. I am sure he could tell you the exact number of days if he were awake.”

James nodded with a slight smile. “Yours?”

“No. My nephew.”

“You have not remarried?” James asked, with no hint of his earlier scorn.

Judas shook his head. After his wife, Deliah, had died from a fever long ago, he did not have the stomach to love another in such a way. “And you? Any boys of your own?”

“Miroma and I have not been blessed with any children as of yet,” James said, the sadness creeping back in.

“James, I know…” Judas hesitated. Sharing a bond with Jesus was not like sharing one with each other, but he could not leave the other man to his pain. “No matter his actions, Jesus loves and depends on you.”

The snort again. “And how would you know such a thing?”

“My father died young as well, and my mother… She took to her bed for weeks at a time. I was left to not only earn the coin, but I fed, bathed, and clothed the girls as well. I felt that she had surrendered her responsibilities, and they fell onto my already sore shoulders.”

James words were abrupt, but his tone sounded confused. “My own mother did no such thing.”

“Surely not Mary. It is Jesus to whom I refer. He was older and should have been out in the fields…”

The other man searched Judas’ face, then nodded slowly.

Judas continued, “But when my mother did come back to us, she told me not only of her feelings of guilt for leaving the household to one so young, but also of her gratitude.”

“I think it will be a day far from this one that Jesus would ever speak such words… At least to me.”

Judas could feel James’ ache, but was uncertain how to heal such a deep and personal wound. “We have carried much upon our backs, James, but think of Jesus’ burden. Could you imagine being singled out as a prophet on your very birth night? We both long to have Jesus’ vision, but could you dream of having it? Truly possessing the knowledge of God’s will for you? Knowing that in any failing, you fail not yourself nor your family, but God?”

The two men stood in silence for a few moments, breathing in the ripe night air carried by a breeze from the river.

Judas continued, “I do not think I have such strength within me.”

It was a few breaths before James answered. “In truth, neither do I.”

“Then it is up to us to ease his burden in any way we might.”

James sighed. “By being here when he asked.”

“And forgiving him when he did not,” Judas replied.

“Look! Look! Look!” Ameil’s high-pitched cry made both men turn toward the desert. “He comes!”

In the distance, a slim figure stumbled in their direction. Without a word, both men hurried into the desert as Jesus fell to his knees, then onto his side. When they reached him, Judas could feel his friend’s very bones, and his skin was like a reed after a drought. Yet somehow, some way, Jesus had survived. If it was not a miracle of God’s grace, then it was a testament to his friend’s faith.

“Help me,” James said as he took one shoulder.

Judas took the other, and they carried Jesus back to the blankets. They laid his frail frame onto the wool. James grabbed the waterskin and placed it against his brother’s lips as Jesus tried to speak.

“Drink, brother. Just drink.”

After a few gulps, Jesus raised a weak arm and pushed the water aside. “James, I did not wish you here.”

Judas’ breath caught in his throat as James’ face displayed every ounce of hurt imagined. James went to rise, but Jesus caught his sleeve. “I did not want you so troubled.”

For all the pain that was in James’ face, brotherly love replaced it. “You are no trouble, Jesus. Not ever.”

Jesus’ parched and cracked lips parted in a smile, accompanied by a wheezing laugh. “That is not what you shouted in your eleventh year when you were forced to fix our cart’s axle by yourself.”

Judas sat back on his heels to give Jesus more room as James smoothed a damp rag over his brother’s forehead.

“But that is what I meant, dear brother. That is what I meant.”


CHAPTER 8

══════════════════

Panthéon-Sorbonne, Paris

The shouts and gunfire echoing off the laboratory’s hallway didn’t surprise Rebecca. She wasn’t sure if that a good thing or not. As usual, Svengurd was taking point as Brandt brought up the back, while Davidson tried to keep them moving in the middle.

“Stay together!” the private shouted as Bunny tripped and fell to the ground in a sobbing heap.

The professor’s shock had worsened to the point that he only stared straight ahead as his supposed love cried and cried, “I can’t. I can’t!”

“Lochum, help her up!” Rebecca yelled as the plaster above her head exploded into a cloud of dust from a ricochet.

Brandt nearly ran into her as he backed down the hallway. “Move!”

Acting off the sergeant’s urgency, Rebecca used her one free hand and pulled Bunny up. The sobbing didn’t stop, but at least the redhead had found her feet again.

“Who’s after us?” Bunny could no longer be considered attractive by anyone’s standards. The redhead’s eyes and nose were puffy with a garish red tint, her voice nasally with a distinctly childish whine. “Where are we going? What are—”

Rebecca caught her before she stumbled again. “It doesn’t matter,” she shouted over the commotion. “Just run!”

Because it really didn’t matter. Another lesson hard won. Once the bullets started to fly, the only thing questions did was take breath away from the really important task of running. Who knew that the single most important class out of all her college studies would be PE?

Davidson urged Lochum on. Svengurd pulled to a halt at the entrance to the stairwell.

“Which way, Sarge?”

“Up.”

Rebecca had no idea why they were going up, but up she went, dragging a sobbing Bunny behind her. The concrete stairwell echoed with gunfire. The sound of Davidson changing clips barely registered over her ragged breaths.

As they passed the third floor door, Bunny leaned over the railing to look up the stairwell. “Oh, God, it’s another two floors to the roof!”

Before Rebecca could get to her, Brandt grabbed the redhead by the elbow and jerked her back from the railing as a burst of fire came from below, then a responding burst from Svengurd above.

“That’s called cross fire. Avoid it,” Brandt said as he shoved the redhead forward.

Shaken, Bunny’s legs became like rubber, and the waterworks started again. Rebecca looked ahead. Maybe Davidson could help. He seemed to have a way with her, but the private was struggling to keep Lochum on the move. Svengurd was far above, out of sight.

The bones became burdensome, as she had to practically drag Bunny along. The redhead’s tears took up all her energy. When they finally mounted the fourth-floor landing, Bunny just stopped. No urging could get her to move.

“Bunny, it’s just one more floor.”

Her blotched cheeks billowed in and out. “I’m not going anywhere until someone explains—”

An explosion sounded. The entire stairwell shook as Bunny’s skinny body was slammed against the ceiling, then fell back to the landing. As Rebecca reeled down the stairs, the shirt full of bones tore open and clattered down the cement stairs as she crawled over to Bunny.

“Get them!” Lochum suddenly came out of his stupor, scrambling down the stairs. Brandt had to bodily block the older man.

Typical. His lover had fallen in a bloody heap right front of him, yet he didn’t move a muscle until his precious bones were endangered.

Davidson dropped to his knees next to Bunny as Brandt fired over their heads into the blackened fourth-floor hallway.

“No time!” the sergeant shouted as return fire ricocheted around the enclosed stairwell. “Move her.”

“There’s no way she can walk or even—”

Brandt didn’t argue with the private, he just grabbed Bunny, throwing the unconscious woman over his shoulder. “Go!”

Davidson tugged Lochum up the stairs. After his outburst had been contained, the professor had gone back into his stupor. Tying the shredded pieces of her shirt together, Rebecca salvaged what bones she could, then grabbed the professor’s other arm. Together, they carried the old man.

Brandt fired behind them the entire time.

Svengurd slowed as he reached the fifth-floor landing. A friendly, green-glowing sign announced in both English and French that it was an exit. A beloved exit. Just five feet and they would be out of this shooting gallery. But after what happened on the fourth floor, those were a treacherous five feet.

“What do we do?” Davidson asked his sergeant.

When an answer did not immediately come, Rebecca looked at the sergeant. For the first time since she had met him, Brandt didn’t look certain what to do next.

Crap.

They must be totally screwed.

* * *

The broken look on Rebecca’s face didn’t make Brandt’s decision any easier. It wasn’t like he didn’t know what he should do. He just didn’t want to do it. He should have Svengurd keep his weapon, Davidson should carry the redhead, and Monroe should take the professor. But that would slow Rebecca down significantly, and the shit was about to hit the fan.

Brandt already had one injured woman draped over his shoulder, her blood soaking through his shirt. Her cries had died down to tiny whimpers. Each time Bunny moaned, Brandt imagined what if that had been Rebecca.

Damn it, this was exactly why women weren’t allowed in combat. They slowed you down. Not because of any inherent physical weakness, but because of men’s reluctance to place them in harm’s way. The rule was, you never broke routine. Never. But here he stood, ticking away precious seconds, worrying about Rebecca’s safety.

Screw it. He had to go with his gut.

“Everybody down!”

Firing across the landing, he took out the roof door’s lock. Unlatched, the metal door slowly swung open to an empty roof. Lopez was not there yet, but Brandt wasn’t worried. The corporal would make it.

Either that, or they were all dead.

Turning to his men, Brandt could feel the command back in his voice. “Davidson, can your shoulder support Bunny?” Off the private’s curt nod, he handed the injured woman over. “Svengurd, you’ll go first with Lochum.”

There was a brief moment of confusion on his point man’s face, but he took the professor from Monroe regardless.

“All right, we’re going across in waves. Svengurd and Lochum first. Davidson and Bunny next. Monroe, you will go across with my cover, then Davidson will provide suppression fire while I cross.”

Shots came from below. He returned the courtesy.

“Let’s move.”

Svengurd wrapped one arm around the professor’s waist, then draped Lochum’s arm around his own shoulder. “Ready.”

At as fast a sprint as possible with a nearly comatose man at your side, Svengurd made it across the landing and burst onto the roof. Brandt fired down the stairwell as Davidson made the same trek with Bunny slung over his good shoulder. The hallway door stayed dark and quiet. No explosions. No surprises. Maybe they would make it out of this after all.

He grabbed the doctor’s arm, making sure she took in each and every one of his words. “Don’t stop. Don’t look back. No matter what happens, I want you at a full run out of here. Understood?”

She gulped, then nodded. “See you on the flip side?”

A grin flickered on his lips. She referenced an old surfer term used before riding a really big wave. “Hang ten.”

Rebecca grinned back, then worry covered her face.

He squeezed her arm. “Full run.”

To her credit, the doctor didn’t hesitate. With the small sack over her back and low to the ground, Monroe sprinted across the landing. Just as she crossed the threshold, the hallway door exploded, throwing her clear. Brandt however was slammed against the railing, but that was okay. He was prepared. He had positioned himself against the metal railing so it could brace him during his recovery. Firing into the smoke-filled doorway, he checked on Rebecca, but she hesitated, looking back.

“Go!”

Then the one thing he couldn’t have planned for happened. His body arched in pain as the railing became electrified. He shot into the ceiling as his fingers jerked against the trigger. Pain narrowed his vision. Brandt couldn’t stop as he flopped onto the landing. Even though the voltage was cut off, he could still feel his heart racing way too fast. It took conscious effort to keep his diaphragm breathing in and out. His muscles bunched upon themselves.

And worse, Rebecca hadn’t moved. He tried to yell, but his throat locked up as two men stepped through the smoky doorway, one short, the other tall. The point man just stared over at Monroe as the taller man held a gun upon the sergeant. The armed man spoke, but Brandt’s teeth chattered too violently to hear clearly.

Why wasn’t the man shooting him?

The pain was a bitch-and-a-half, and if he was going to die, Brandt would rather it be sooner than later.

* * *

Rebecca was frozen in place. The two men who had emerged from the building were like parts to a whole. Despite being unarmed, the shorter man, Tok, was clearly in charge. His bone structure spoke of Middle Eastern descent, but his eyes were more Asiatic. But there was something odder than his mixed heritage. The man’s lips didn’t move, yet the man who identified himself as Petir clearly spoke his employer’s words. It would have been an intriguing interdependency study if they weren’t threatening Brandt’s life.

She couldn’t look at the sergeant. Whatever pain a bullet might cause didn’t compare to your body betraying you, jerking beyond your control.

“The bones for his life,” Petir reiterated. Unlike his boss, there was nothing at all contradictory in his stature. This older man descended from the Nile region. His nose alone told the story of his ancestry. More than that, his face was wizened. Rebecca did not think she had ever used that term before, but just a few feet away was the dictionary example of the word. But in what language did wizened translate into cruel?

Cocking the gun, Petir spoke more forcefully. “Tok will not offer again.”

“Don’t…” Brandt’s voice brimmed with pain. “They’ll just—”

“Kill me, then you anyway,” Rebecca finished for him. “Yeah, I’d kind of figured that out already.”

Behind her she could hear the beat of rotors. How Lopez had not only found but stolen a helicopter at nine o’clock at night in downtown Paris, Rebecca didn’t know, but escape became reality, not just some theoretical hope. The sergeant’s master plan had been set in motion, but it fell to her to find some way to execute it.

“His blood is on your hands, then,” Petir aimed at Brandt.

“No! Wait!” She screamed and took a step forward.

The older man’s eyes flickered to Tok, then back to her. “The bones.”

She remembered Brandt’s last orders to his men. Rebecca could only hope they followed them. Taking a slight step to the left, she unblocked the doorway. The private better be as good as she thought he was.

Rebecca’s eyes met the sergeant’s gaze. “Be ready.”

Petir’s eyes squinted. “For what?”

To see Davidson in action, Rebecca thought as she tossed the bag toward Tok, then ducked. A bullet flew past her ear and hit the bastard square in the chest as he bent over to pick up the bones. Tok stumbled back, clearly wearing a bulletproof vest or he would have been dead. Another shot rang out, this time clipping Tok in the shoulder.

Just as Rebecca had hoped, Petir turned his attention to his fallen employer, leaving her a window. Scrambling over, Rebecca grabbed Brandt by the collar and dragged him out. Crouching as bullets flew over her head, forcing the two men back into the hallway, her feet churned backward, getting as much distance as possible between them and the stairwell.

The helicopter hovered a few feet above the roof as Svengurd helped her load Brandt. Once he was aboard, the corporal pulled her aboard as the helicopter veered left to avoid their assailants’ fire. Bullets peppered the helicopter’s side. Rebecca tumbled onto the deck as Davidson took down another two gunmen, but they were still outnumbered. Finally, Lopez careened the chopper over the side of the building, taking them out of range.

When they actually reached safety, Rebecca let out a choking sob. Bunny lay bleeding to death. Lochum just sat there, clutching the femur to his chest like a child might their favorite doll. And Brandt. His lips were blue-tinged as his breath came in ragged gasps.

Anger rose. How could this have happened?

Out the helicopter’s door, the Eiffel Tower glistened in the clear night. Despite the bombing and all the blood, it twinkled like nothing ugly had happened. Like her world hadn’t been shattered.

Fuck gay Paree.


CHAPTER 9

══════════════════

Skies above Paris

Brandt could hear the angry words, but couldn’t comprehend the argument taking place between his men. It took nearly all his focus to keep his chest moving up and down, but he somehow lifted his head.

“What’re you—?” A harsh cough prevented him from finishing the question. He had seen men electrocuted. Their lungs were like meat jelly. They drowned in their own secretions. Brandt was not one of them, though. He couldn’t be.

Davidson looked up from Bunny’s bloody wounds. “We’re trying to decide which hospital to take her to.”

“Near airport,” Brandt croaked out.

Svengurd snorted. “That’s what I said. We’ve gotta evac.”

“She’s not going to make it,” Monroe stated.

The sergeant’s eyes flickered to Davidson, who confirmed the doctor’s assessment. All their lives versus the redhead’s. No wonder they were arguing.

Brandt forced himself up onto one elbow. “How far?”

Lopez had to yell over the rotor wash. “They’re on opposite sides of the city. It’ll only take a few minutes to get to the closest hospital, but it’ll delay us getting back to the airport at least fifteen minutes, if not more.”

“But that’s the first place they’re going to look,” Svengurd added.

Brandt’s head swam as he tried to rise into a sitting position. There was no good answer. Probably if he hadn’t been roused, the men would have chosen the hospital near the airport. Svengurd was the most practical. Lopez would have wanted to get as far away from the firefight as possible, as quickly as possible. Davidson would have been the only holdout. Maybe that’s why he liked the kid so much.

“Land it.”

The chopper banked immediately. Lopez might have disagreed with him, but the corporal fulfilled his orders without hesitation. Brandt leaned his head against the side of the helicopter, glancing over to Monroe. The doctor gave a tight smile, then mouthed the words, “thank you.” His eyes moved to the redhead, who choked up bright red blood. The sergeant wasn’t so sure there was anything to be thankful for just yet.

Closing his weighted eyelids, Brandt concentrated on his breathing again. In and out. In and out. The pain seemed to diminish if he took small, short breaths. Tasking one part of his brain to keep his breath regular, the sergeant began formulating a cover story for when they arrived at the hospital.

He wasn’t sure if he had dozed off or if Lopez was just that quick, but the chopper’s landing gear, bouncing off the hospital’s rooftop, woke Brandt. Not thinking, he pushed himself upright, then regretted the instinct. His head swam, but he kept his footing as the hospital’s emergency personnel rushed onto the helipad.

Fuck. He had no cover story prepped. Arriving in a shot-up television helicopter was going to take some explaining.

Before Brandt could get to the door, Monroe attempted to speak French to the hospital workers, but it clearly wasn’t going too well.

“Obviously Cambodian French is not quite the same as Parisian,” Rebecca said as she tried to reiterate her point to the nurses.

This could be a disaster if none of them spoke the language. Between the members of his team they were versed in seven different languages with another five dialects, but what covert operative needed to know French?

So far the medical staff focused on the redhead’s condition, but no matter the emergency, they were starting to throw quizzical glances to the bullet holes and strange company. Five men with a bloody woman and another spouting garbled French were sure to get a visit from security at any minute.

Then Lochum brushed past him, rattling off orders in crisp French. The staff immediately snapped to attention as if the director of the hospital himself had just emerged from the helicopter. All their energies were redirected to Bunny rather than the odd circumstances of her arrival.

“What’s he saying?” he asked Monroe, who was studying the conversation closely.

She listened for another second before responding. “I’m pretty sure he’s telling them we’re an international crew working on the Eiffel Tower story when another explosion occurred.”

“You’re pretty sure?”

Monroe shrugged. “Either that or he is ordering sashimi. Like I said, it’s not Cambodian French.”

How a guy who had only been semi-coherent a few moments ago could weave such a believable story was close to amazing, but Brandt would take it. Within seconds the medical staff whisked the redhead away, leaving them alone on the roof.

The sergeant leaned toward his men. It was the best he could do, as his leg muscles were still trembling. “All right, let’s head out.”

“Problem with that, Sarge,” Lopez stated as he climbed back into the chopper. “We’re leaking fuel. Bad.”

Shit. Could nothing roll in their favor?

“You can double our ETA to the airport if we have to go to ground,” Lopez added.

Brandt’s eyes darted to his watch. They were dangerously close to missing the last flight out for London. Fuck. He could normally process situations faster than this. His mind wanted to whirl, but he just did not have the RPMs yet. He looked out over the roof. On the other helipad was a medical transport helicopter.

With a smile, he turned to Lopez. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

The corporal grinned back. “Oh, yeah.”

“I’ll go round up some medical uniforms,” Svengurd said as he moved toward the roof door.

“Don’t forget the cooler,” Davidson shouted before Svengurd disappeared into the hospital.

When Brandt turned back to Monroe, she was obviously confused. “What just happened?”

Oh, he almost felt back to normal. “You’ll see.”

* * *

As their second helicopter within an hour lifted from the roof, Rebecca sat deeper into her seat. The doctor thought if she could just sink deep enough and feel, really feel, the steel beneath her, she would feel anchored. Because right now she was unhinged. Two ambushes in a day could do that to a girl.

But what did she do when she felt out of control? What always made her feel better?

Pulling out her laptop, Rebecca got back to work. In such a short time, Lochum had relayed an immense amount of information. She needed to correlate her own work with these new findings.

As Rebecca went to type, she found the keys moist and sticky. But the keys weren’t the problem. It was her fingers. Had she gotten oil on them? Then she realized blood was smeared all over her hands.

Bunny’s blood.

Frantically wiping her palms against her pants, Rebecca felt panic swell. Images flooded her head: Bunny being blown into the air, slamming against the cement ceiling, then falling back to the floor. Just like Yerato falling down the bank, Rebecca would never get that picture out of her head.

Rebecca looked over to Lochum. The professor just stared straight ahead. He was like a golem who had life breathed into him on the roof, but then returned to his mud-like existence. How could he not care? How could he just sit there when his lover had just been whisked to the ICU?

But then she realized that the professor actually cared about Bunny. You didn’t go into shock unless it mattered. It was hard to stomach, but her arrogant, aloof professor was having the most human response than any of them. Here she had gone back to work within seconds of sending Bunny off. Glancing about the helicopter, she found Davidson cleaning his weapon. Lopez must have his earbuds in, as his head swayed to some unknown rhythm as he flew the chopper. Brandt and Svengurd were huddled over their new equipment, talking animatedly. Life as usual for everyone but Lochum.

He looked lost—probably because he was lost. His only companion had been stripped from him. It looked as though he hadn’t taken his own advice. Her professor had become invested in someone other than himself.

Long ago, Lochum had taught her that she could rely on only herself. Almost to prove the point, he had screwed her over royally, publishing her findings under his name. After leaving his program and his bed, Rebecca had taken the lesson very, very seriously.

She adopted the life of a nomad. Putting down no roots, keeping an arm’s length from her students, changing universities like worn-out slippers, Rebecca had created the perfect life, alone. No one to hurt you.

Frowning, Rebecca realized that life on the outside also meant no one guarded your back. Her eyes flitted to Brandt. Even though it was just his job, he had saved her life, a couple of times over. In such a limited span of time, she had come to depend on it. To see him sprawled on the ground, helpless, had unmoored her. And she hated the feeling of uncertainty. The sensation of being swept along by events beyond her control. That she actually relied on someone outside of herself.

Lochum had fallen short of his ideal, but she could accomplish it. That brief sense of camaraderie paled in comparison to this feeling of almost desperate need.

Going back to her laptop, she could feel the science soothing her once again. A girl and her computer. That was the life.

* * *

Lochum watched as Rebecca typed away, even as the helicopter banked hard to the right. She was the poster child for obsessive-compulsive disorder. Once trained upon a task, neither matters of heaven nor earth could shake her. But that’s exactly what his newly self-appointed task had become.

His momentary shock at Bunny’s tragic end had transformed into a razor sharp focus. The girl was gone, beyond his help. But he stood at the epicenter of a miracle being born. Larger than life events were unfolding, and he had to have his wits about him. Bunny would be grieved, but only after he brought Christ back to the world.

Studying his former student, Lochum knew her ruse. As much as Dr. Monroe tried to pretend her work ethic was born of professionalism, Lochum knew that computer of hers was nothing more than a pacifier. By indulging in this scientific retreat, he knew her weakness.

Just as he had known years ago, long before laptops became her pacifier, books had been her solace. Any life upset would send her scurrying to the library. The deeper her nose into a volume, the more vulnerable she was. In such a time, when her roommate had slept with Rebecca’s boyfriend, Lochum had comforted his grad student right into his own bed.

Given her determined typing, the professor felt certain he could bend her to his will once again, but on this occasion, he had an obstacle. The professor looked toward Brandt. The two had forged a tentative bond. It was palpable. He had sensed the attachment the first moment they had stepped into his laboratory, and it had been his instinct to truncate it.

Unfortunately, the soldier was no spineless academic to be so easily repelled. Brandt had nerve and a weapon and did not seem hesitant to use either to protect ‘Becca.

The sergeant frantically worked on a scheme that reeked of an amateur while Rebecca desperately tried to type away her anxiety. The two were ripe for manipulation. Once done with his gambit, neither would know what struck.

* * *

Rebecca was well on her way to statistically proving that the silver coins from under the Eiffel Tower were indeed connected to the one they had found in Bethlehem, when her old professor sat down next to her.

“I do not trust these men,” he said, sounding recovered.

She was so not in the mood for his crap. “They just saved your life. Try a little gratitude.”

The older man closed her laptop. “No matter my misgivings, do you not find it a tad convenient that you have been attacked twice? Twice when the location was known only by this man and his commanders?”

Gulping, Rebecca opened her laptop again. Did Lochum really think that she hadn’t considered the course of events? But to suggest Brandt was a pawn of their attackers? Never.

Lochum pressed on. “How do we know that we are not walking into another trap? He means to take us to London. As if this conspiracy could not cross the Channel.”

Rebecca’s mouth was on autopilot. “Whatever happens, Brandt can handle it.”

Lochum turned her chin toward him as he had done so many times before. It used to make her feel special, but now it just annoyed her that he thought she could be manipulated like a lovesick student.

“Tell that to Bunny,” he said.

Lochum had miscalculated whatever pained response he thought he was going to evoke. “This is your patented ‘use a recent painful experience to engender rapport’ technique, isn’t it?”

“How dare you,” he hissed, “…speak to me in such a tone? For the last ten years I have led a life of misery. While you were off gallivanting round the world gathering data for your damned radiation theory, publishing year after year about this ‘smart gene,’ then—”

Now she was equally pissed. “Where I got bitch-slapped by every editor. They took pot-shots at my theories, my conclusions, my—”

“That’s exactly my point! You became the cause célèbre!” As the soldiers looked over, Lochum lowered his voice. “The spotlight turned upon the lone woman striving for scientific proof of mankind’s genius while I wilted in the shadows. No lecturing. No research. No keynote—”

“Get over yourself!” Rebecca barked. The professor’s self-indulgence became unbearable. “Just get to the point. What do you want from me?”

Sucking in a breath, Lochum searched her face, but she was done. Done with his self-aggrandizing. Done with his exploitation. He must have sensed her mood, for he dropped the holier-than-thou tone.

“I digress,” he said as he ever so carefully pulled the femur out from inside his jacket. “Back at the laboratory, we were interrupted before I could elaborate upon my studies.”

Rebecca went back to her typing. “Look, we’re all fried, Lochum.” Still covered in Bunny’s blood, she overrode his objections. “Once we’re safe, I promise I will give your findings my full attention.”

Lochum grabbed her wrist, forcing her to look at him, his eyes wild with passion. He shoved the bone in front of her, pointing to several lines scratched above the femoral trochanter. “The scripture speaks of a place where bones were interred. Where James was laid to rest.”

“James? The James? As in Jesus’ brother?” Despite her fatigue, she looked at the relic. Could it really hold such a potent clue? Curiosity got the better of her. “Does it give a location?”

“Pest.”

Great, this was going to be another one of her former professor’s “Where’s Waldo? – the Antiquity version.” But even annoyance couldn’t stop her from taking the bait. “Is that a code or anagram?”

“My dear, your ancient history really is quite in disrepair.” Before she could argue, Lochum continued. “In the distant past there were two cities: Buda and Pest.”

Without conscious thought, Rebecca finished his statement. “As the two grew they merged. The region became known as Budapest, eventually becoming Hungary’s capital.” Her mind churned through everything she knew of the area. Speaking her process out loud, “It was visited by proto-Christian evangelicals in the immediate post-crucifixion period.”

Lochum had his cat-that-ate-the-canary look. “AD 87 to be exact, and it has the largest network of interconnecting caves. Many of which have been sealed off for centuries.”

Reality edged out Lochum’s swirling mythical excitement. Rebecca shook her head. “But you’ve surveyed there. Three times with me, and how many times on your own before that? Legend is thick with this rumor.”

“But now we know with certainty it is there. Perhaps deeper under the Castle region. I always said we should have blasted through that rock face.”

As Lochum blabbered on about how not finding James was somehow her fault, Rebecca stared at the bone. Under the light of her laptop screen, she could barely make out the writing.

Pest. Not Buda, but Pest.

“We excavated in the area of the Christian churches and crypts.”

“Obviously not deep enough,” Lochum said with disdain.

Rebecca smiled. For all his brilliance, he could be so very blinded by his own press. “We’ve never looked under the Jewish sector.”

“Why would we, when—” Lochum abruptly stopped mid-sentence, then laughed. “My dear, there is a reason I need you. Pest! Of course. No one has searched in that half of the city. All eyes have been set on the east.”

No matter the length of time that had passed or whatever maturity she had gained, it still felt pretty damn good to have impressed Lochum. But there was someone else she wanted to share the discovery with. “We’ve got to tell Brandt.”

“Shh!” he said as he pulled her back down to the seat. “Listen to you! Running to your knight in shining armor.”

Bristling, Rebecca shot back, “Adoration has nothing to do with it.” Okay, maybe it did a little, but the man who thought he knew her soul inside and out didn’t need to find that out. “We’ve been attacked, twice. We need his protection.”

The professor’s voice dropped low and threatening. “So far he has only boded doom.” He overrode her retort. “Hear me out, ‘Becca. Give me sixty seconds to convince you. After that, you may make up your mind.”

To enforce his point, he released her wrist and sat quietly. Damn it. When he was in full asshole mode, Rebecca could fight against him, but this newfound sincerity was nearly impossible to resist. “Sixty seconds. Not a single one more.”

He nodded, but given the time constraint, his words came out far more measured than usual. “Only you and I know this information. No one else. This may be our only opportunity to explore this unblemished lead. Think of it, ‘Becca. We can blend in. We know their culture far better than these…” A hard look from her stopped Lochum’s tirade against the soldiers. The professor took a breath before finishing. “Think of it. Exploring pristine sites unhindered by friend or foe.”

Rebecca’s chuckle obviously surprised him. He had just wasted forty-five seconds of his minute. “That’s you, Lochum. You who wants the glory of the find.”

“Glory has nothing to do with it,” he said with a tinge of sadness. “Look at what our adversaries have done to bury the truth. They destroyed the Damascus Papyrus. They tried to kill me. They blew up the Eiffel ossuary, then tried to kill you. If they find Christ’s tomb first, there will be nothing left but dust and ash.” He lowered his tone as he leaned over”

“I’m not trying to collect silver pieces for my ego, ‘Becca. I’m trying to uncover the greatest truth man has ever sought. It is at our fingertips. We must extend our reach. Now.”

She liked it better when he was obscenely arrogant. This reasonable explanation was hard to counter. Luckily, a shout saved her. “Monroe!”

Before sliding from her side, Lochum pressed on. “But we must find a way to extract ourselves from our woefully misguided escort. No matter their intent, they will only lead the enemy to our gates.”

Bunny’s sticky blood underscored his point. Two ambushes out of two destinations. Would a third be any different? And no matter how much she dogged Lochum about his professional obsession, Rebecca had to admit that she too felt a tug toward Budapest. She could imagine drilling a tiny core out from James’ bone, then testing his DNA for the “smart gene.” Rebecca could even picture what the computer screen would look like when her life’s work was validated. Those journal editors could kiss her ass.

Forget the professor and his ambitions. Could she give up this chance?

Brandt stepped in front of her. “Looks like the cat gave Lochum back his tongue.”

“He’s just worried about Bunny.”

Rebecca felt her back stiffen. She had just lied. Why had she just lied to a man who had shown nothing but her best interests at heart?

Brandt’s eyes narrowed as if he were wondering the same thing. “If you don’t want to share, just say so.”

She knew she should tell the sergeant everything that had transpired between herself and Lochum, but for some reason the truth just wouldn’t come. Instead Rebecca lied again, only this time she actually put the energy into making it sound believable.

“Sorry, I was just trying to make him seem a little more human. Old habits and all.” She shrugged. “He’s back onto the bones again.”

Brandt nodded, but he didn’t look truly convinced. If she told the truth, any hope of testing the brother of Christ for her gene would evaporate.

For all her resistance against Lochum’s manipulation, Rebecca had to concede that the professor was a master strategist. He thought like Caesar or Alexander. Somehow, the professor could gaze through the expanse of time and retrace those great men’s steps.

Logic could only conclude then that if they had, in actuality, caught scent of Christ’s path, Lochum was absolutely correct that they could not risk anyone following them.

Rebecca tried to convince herself that her lies to the soldier weren’t her fault. That she had just fallen prey to the professor’s manipulations again as she had a decade ago, but she knew better. Her own ambition to prove that science ruled man’s fate rather than God is what drove Rebecca to deflect Brandt’s suspicion. “So what’s this grand scheme of yours that’s going to get us past security and into the airport?”

Doubt seemed to melt from the sergeant’s face as he pulled a red cooler out from a storage bin. Her eyes dilated as she read the label.

Avertissement! Organe de transplant humain.

The translation came out in a single, disbelieving breath. “Warning. Human Transplant Organ.” She turned to Brandt, aghast. “We’re going to pretend to deliver a nonexistent liver?”

“If it gets us inside the terminal in record time, sure.”

“So we’re going to London?”

Brandt grabbed some clothes from the bin. “Yeah. Here, put these on.” He handed her a set of scrubs and a white lab coat. “Lochum have a problem with England?”

How expertly the sergeant had moved the conversation back to these uncomfortable waters. Rebecca turned away as she changed clothes. Not so much out of modesty, but she didn’t want Brandt to see her face as she weaved between truth and lie again.

“But weren’t those the plans before the ambush?” she asked, hoping she sounded nervous but not nervous enough to be caught in a lie.

“We have a narrow window to escape this continent. The more time we delay, the more likely they’ll pick up our trail again.”

His words were so sincere that Rebecca believed his intent wholeheartedly. As she turned back to Brandt, she realized that Lochum’s petty attempt to seed doubt had failed miserably. Looking into the sergeant’s smoky gray eyes, she knew he would never betray her. She knew that she could tell him everything about Pest and James, and never worry that he would betray her.

If anything, Rebecca realized she had the opposite problem. Brandt was too reliable. The sergeant would never allow her to be endangered. He would never allow them to travel to Hungary. Every line on his face was creased with concern for her welfare. He would never let her stay on the continent.

Brandt handed her a set of IDs. “Here are your and Lochum’s cover documents.”

As the passports were laid into her palm, Rebecca knew exactly what she had to do.


CHAPTER 10

══════════════════

Charles de Gaulle Airport, Paris

Brandt’s fake organ donor scam worked even better than he had hoped. In no small part, it was due to Lochum’s presence. The older man’s haughty, impatient air did the trick. They were greeted by the airport personnel as celebrities, whisked past security, and deposited at terminal one in record time.

They were actually a little early for their flight. Early enough to snag seats that looked out over the runway. He glanced at Monroe, but she was in a quick conversation with Lochum. The two had become quite chummy. It was obvious that the professor was no fan of their exit strategy, but Brandt had thought the doctor would be more realistic.

Not that Rebecca’s words hadn’t echoed his own concerns. He was untrusting of the secrecy of their plans, but so far their enemy had not attacked openly in public. Brandt had dealt with these shadowy organizations before. They worked best in isolated hangars or deserted laboratories. To attack at the De Gaulle Airport? He didn’t think they had the balls.

Once they were in England, they would not be meeting the official liaison. Instead, they’d be met by his own personal MI6 contact. From there they would vanish into the hubbub of early-morning London. Brandt believed in this plan with all his heart, yet he still found himself glancing around at the passing travelers, assessing each and every one as a potential threat.

A boarding call squawked overhead. To Hungary or someplace. Across the circular terminal, people started boarding the outgoing flight. He glanced at his watch. They should start their own loading soon.

Rising, Brandt glanced over to the doctor. Monroe should have been right there. Spinning on his heel, Brandt searched for her. Rebecca wasn’t far, but she was walking across the terminal toward the departing flight.

“Monroe!”

In three short steps he caught up with her. “That’s not our flight.”

The doctor gave him a sad smile as her laptop’s printer spit out two new boarding passes. This was no misunderstanding.

“Good-bye, Brandt.”

He didn’t bother to hide the anger in his voice. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The professor tried to intervene. “There are more things in heaven and on earth than your—”

Brandt jerked his head in Lochum’s direction. “Don’t. Just don’t.”

The older man mumbled something, then moved toward the gate, leaving Rebecca and Brandt to stand amongst a sea of travelers.

He expected this type of crap from Lochum, but the doctor seemed more levelheaded, rational. Then again, the first time Brandt had seen Rebecca, she was tied to a stake with a twelve-foot-long anaconda squeezing the life out of her just so she could get some blood samples. On second thought, maybe he should have expected this crap.

He tried to rein in his anger. “Monroe, if this is about London…”

“Only in part.” She suddenly seemed tired. Like the last twenty-four hours had just caught up with her in a single swift moment.

“Damn it, I don’t even trust my superiors with our safety, but I would think you would trust me.”

That sad smile again. “My trust is unshaken, Brandt.” She paused as though weighing how much to tell him.

“Is this about your conspiring on the chopper?” the sergeant asked.

Monroe was a lot of things, but a good liar wasn’t one of them. Back on the helicopter, Brandt had let her false words go, assuming the professor and she were hashing out something personal. Had he known they were plotting to ditch him, Brandt would have pressed her until he had the truth.

The doctor sighed, not bothering to defend her earlier lies. “Lochum has found a lead. A real lead. A time-sensitive lead in Budapest.”

Brandt’s eyes darted to the older man. Svengurd and Lopez had moved to flanking positions. Even though he couldn’t see Davidson, the private had retreated to the entrance to the terminal—the optimal location to survey all of them. Perfect military precision, only there were no military options this time. They couldn’t tackle the professor, nor drag Monroe onto the London plane.

Even though he should have still been pissed that she had put him in this untenable position, Brandt worried more if she went off alone.

“Look, if you’re concerned about our travel arrangement, we’ll walk out of here and find another way across the Channel.”

Monroe shook her head. “Did you even hear me? We think James, Jesus’ brother, is buried under Budapest.”

“I heard you, but what are you two going to do about it?” Based on the frustration in her face, Brandt changed tactics. “Once we get to safety, we can send a team in to—”

Rebecca put a hand on his arm. “Lochum, for all his arrogant self-posturing, is right. This is more important than either of our lives. This is the stuff history is made of. We have to at least try.”

Shit. She meant it. This was no stunt, no childish impulse.

Brandt seldom bent to another’s will, but what choice did he have? “Fine. We’ll all go to Budapest, then.”

The doctor turned away from him. “We took the last two seats.”

“Rebecca,” Brandt pleaded, but the woman didn’t turn back as she boarded the plane.

Svengurd raised an eyebrow. Should he intercede? But causing a scene would help no one. The slightest inclination of his head brought the men back to him as their flight to London sounded overhead.

Davidson spoke the question on everyone’s lips. “What’re we gonna do?”

* * *

Tok sat motionless on the stairwell’s step as the medic dug the bullet from his arm. He had refused to allow them to take him to a hospital. It was but a flesh wound—a simple reminder to stay vigilant. His passion for the bones had weakened his caution. The shoulder’s ache would remind him always of his lapse.

Even though sirens sounded in the distance, they remained until the rest of his men carefully gathered the bones from the stairwell, each shard a miracle unto itself. They could leave no remains behind. Not if they wished their secret to stay secret for much longer.

As the medic finished bandaging the wound, Tok noticed a small scuffed object in the corner. Leaning over, he found a small bone that must have skidded all the way across the landing. A phalanx, he thought. The tip of the man’s finger. He should have handed the item over for immediate packing, but how could he resist keeping it to himself for just a moment?

Skimming the ancient Greek, Tok realized whom he held.

John the Baptist? He almost dropped the bone, but forced himself to keep a tight hold. He could not allow this artifact to fall from his grip.

To think this very finger had at one time touched the head of Christ. And now he was touching it. The all-consuming light within his chest burned with new fuel. John the Baptist. The prophet who spurred Jesus into his ministry. All that came after was begun by John. It was he who had opened Jesus’ eyes to his true destiny.

Tok remembered his own enlightening. He had been running scared through Cairo’s marketplace when he snagged a man’s satchel. It had held only papers, no money or food, but it smelled of fine leather and good use, so Tok had buried himself under a tumble of fabric bolts to sort through the documents and pretend he could read them.

Little did he know that he had stolen Petir’s dispatches. How the older man had found him amongst the turmoil of the street fair, Tok did not know, but once found, the older man had not been tempted out with coin or sweets. Instead, Petir proffered his Bible. Tok could remember the texture of the grainy leather, worn smooth along the edges. The gold lettering embossed on the red cover. It should have been just a book, yet another he could not read, but to Tok it was like all the birthday presents he had never received.

That Bible had been the spark, and over the years the flame had grown steadily under Petir’s watchful tutelage. But it did not burn brightly until he was old enough to be shown their sect’s greatest gift.

Their founder’s skeleton.

Encased in glass, hidden deep within a cavern beneath their facility, the remains were sacred. The air in the chamber was cool but dry. At night only a sliver of moonlight would light up the silver coin as if it glowed of its own power. There Tok sought solace.

Those assembled bones were engraved as this tiny bone was, but they had raised more questions than they had answered. For millennia, since the crucifixion, they had been entrusted with their secret, but not with the whole truth. Their founder had felt if any one person knew the entirety it would doom them all. So the Knot held the most essential piece of the intricate puzzle, but was innocent of the whereabouts of the other remains.

So for centuries his sect had stayed well hidden, out of the harsh light of society. They had the skeleton and the secret. It was enough. Only idle speculation promoted the search for other remains. Until Lochum.

The professor had an uncanny insight into the past. His work on ancient ruins had revolutionized archaeology. With this renewed interest in the dusty science and the burgeoning of technologies, such as ground penetrating radar, his sect had decided to enter the shadows of civilization.

Some had thought to harness the professor’s expertise, but others felt him the greatest threat since Herod. His discovery of the Damascus Papyrus had given validation to those who believed Lochum a tool. Flavian’s document now lay next to the holy remains. In a single swoop they had clipped Lochum’s wings, while gaining an irreplaceable piece of the Knot’s history.

Their founder’s concern over corruption was outweighed by the real possibility that someone very, very soon might stumble upon the truth.

To correct this danger, Petir had been sent to Egypt with the task of finding another young believer to be trained as the seeker of bones. It was there that Petir had stumbled upon an orphaned freak. Since then, Tok had been raised for a single purpose—to collect the other remains so they might be safely held in the Knot’s possession.

So each night, Tok snuck into the crypt and read his Bible. When his eyes grew tired, he would whisper without words the troubles that weighed heavily on his heart. After a time, he would swear the sacred bones whispered back.

What secrets did this fingertip wish to share with him? Carefully he read the ancient Greek. Did it mention Pest?

How very interesting. He had been in the Hungarian capital not six months earlier. They sought the same remains as Lochum. James, the brother of Jesus. They had known of his resting place through their own set of bones, but not the exact location.

Had the Baptist whispered his secret to Lochum as well?

“Master,” Petir stepped before him, “we are missing two bones.”

Tok handed the phalanx to his mentor.

The older man took it from him with such reverence. “The femur is still unaccounted for.”

A bone that large was not hiding in some crack. Obviously Lochum had absconded with the artifact.

As the medical team finished bandaging Tok’s wound, Petir continued, “The military team has used a set of their aliases at the De Gaulle Airport. They head to London.”

“Take care of the soldiers, but prepare a plane to head east.”

The older man frowned. “Are you not worried the professor holds the femur?”

Tok shook his head as he rose. “Lochum would never allow that sacred possession from his sight. We cannot risk them sharing their knowledge. Bring the plane down.”

“But—” Petir fell short of arguing, but Tok knew his mentor’s hesitation.

“He knew the risks when he infiltrated Brandt’s unit, Petir. If our roles were reversed, he would give the same order.”

Petir bowed his head, accepting his orders.

Their mole was not any mole, but what else could Tok do? James was but only one link to the greater mystery. He would sacrifice anyone. Even his own brother if it meant keeping the Knot’s secret safe.

* * *

Rebecca shifted in her seat as the plane climbed to cruising altitude. She had spent too much time either running for her life or cramped in a transport. Everything would be all right if she just had a nice, hot bath and a soft bed. After months in the jungle, both seemed but a mirage.

She looked over to the professor to see if he fared as badly, but he quite casually read the in-flight magazine. He showed her a page filled with expensive leather shoes.

“Do you think this would look good with my gray Armani suit?”

Rebecca just shook her head. His brief shock well over, Lochum had returned to his usual self-absorbed nature. No person could ever matter to him as much as this damnable quest.

Closing her eyes, the doctor tried to fall asleep, but all Rebecca kept seeing was Brandt’s hurt face, and the look of sheer disbelief as she left his protection.

Thrown against her seat belt as they hit some turbulence, Rebecca wondered how that could be. The skies had been clear. Shouts came from the other side of the plane. Everyone strained to see out the starboard windows. Rebecca rose as high as she could with her latched seat belt, but could only glimpse a glowing light in the distance.

For a second she had been worried. The sound of RPGs was still too fresh in her memory, but whatever had happened was far from here.

The flight attendants bustled about, and one headed to the cockpit as the plane leveled out way too early. Rebecca glanced at Lochum, who had put down his magazine and watched the activity with a sharp scrutiny.

“What do you think happened?”

The older man shook his head as the head stewardess took the microphone off the hook. She spoke in Hungarian, then French, then finally English. “There has been an accident near the airport. We are still awaiting instructions from the tower regarding the continuation of our flight. Please keep your seats and remain calm.”

Okay, whenever a flight attendant told you to remain calm, it usually meant you shouldn’t be calm at all. Everyone stirred in their seats.

“Regardez! Je vous ai dit qu’un missile l’est descendu!” a passenger yelled. People ignored the warnings of the stewardess and abandoned their seat belts, rushing to the opposite window.

“He said…” Lochum’s voice trailed off.

“He said what?”

But the older man’s lips were pressed together. Rebecca unhooked her belt and shoved her way past two Hungarian businessmen until she got a good look. It was far in the distance, but she knew a plane on fire when she saw one. Belgium all over again.

“Please, Mademoiselle, I must insist that you clear the aisle.”

Oblivious to the woman’s urging, Rebecca just stood there staring at the flaming husk of a plane. That rocket had been meant for her. The bastards much have fired on the wrong plane, killing all those innocents.

Or…

Rebecca gripped the woman’s sleeve. “What flight was that?”

“Please, just sit back—”

“What flight?” she asked, with enough force that the woman sighed, “Outbound to London.”

Rebecca’s legs gave out under her.

Dear God, that was Brandt’s flight.

“Mademoiselle, are you all right?”

Lochum caught her slumping weight. “I’ve got her.”

All the commotion in the plane shrunk to nothing. The bastards had taken out Brandt’s plane. Hit it with one of their fucking RPGs.

The sergeant was dead. Along with Lopez, Svengurd, and Davidson. The men who had saved her life were now dead. All because of her.

“Put your head down, ‘Becca,” Lochum said as he gently bent her spine, forcing her forehead to her knees. She didn’t resist, but wouldn’t have really minded if she had fainted. Blackness was preferable to the burning pain.

Brandt had offered to go by car. He had offered to go to Budapest. Why had she not agreed? Why had she been so fucking stubborn?

A strangled sob broke loose from her constricted throat.

“It wasn’t your fault, ‘Becca. Just breathe.”

But she couldn’t. Of course it was her fault. If they hadn’t been sent to extract her…

“He knew you cared for him, ‘Becca.” He stroked the back of her head like a father might his daughter. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Every time he said that, bile rose in the back of her throat, and over the protests of both Lochum and the stewardess, Rebecca bolted from her seat and stumbled toward the lavatory. Another person stood in line as someone exited, but she threw herself past both of them, retching as she rushed into the bathroom. Sitting there, hugging the toilet, Rebecca sobbed.

Yerato, now her guardian angel, and the rest of the soldiers. All dead.

Brandt, so worried for her safety, was gone.

How could she continue?

* * *

Fuck, fuck, fuck, Brandt thought as the sound of sirens filled the air. The pricks had taken down the plane. If it had not been for Rebecca’s stubbornness, they would all be dead. Who would have thought the fuckers would take action so publicly?

Chalk up another instance of his underestimation of their enemy. Where did they grow balls so huge?

After Rebecca had boarded her flight, the decision at the terminal had taken no thought at all. London was but a distant memory. His answer to Davidson’s question was a no-brainer. His orders weren’t out of his mouth before the men were hoofing it out of the terminal. No one argued. If anything, Svengurd had such a pace away from the gate that they all had to trot to keep up. Lopez had estimated the interval between reaching the helicopter, getting into the air, landing at a smaller airport, stealing a private plane, and being in flight after Rebecca to be less than fifteen minutes.

Even that seemed too long. Brandt could have lied to himself that his urgency stemmed from his sense of duty, but he didn’t even bother. The thought of Rebecca out there without him, exposed, defenseless, made his jaw clench. Sure, Lochum had stayed under the radar for a decade, but with this kind of heat? The professor was way out his league. Hell, Brandt worried that even he was out-matched.

Obviously the fuckers had access to their cover documents, which meant deep infiltration into his team’s chain of command. If Brandt couldn’t contact his superiors for fear it would compromise their position, it meant no reinforcements. Which meant they had to fly out of here with nothing more than their nearly spent weapons against an organization that had nearly wiped his team off the face of the earth three times now.

Davidson fiddled with the helicopter’s radio as Lopez prepped the chopper for flight. “Fuck, it was our plane!”

That was the first time he had ever heard the kid curse. And had he picked the right opportunity.

“Boss, we’ve got a problem!” Lopez called out.

“What now?” Brandt growled. He just wanted to get their weapons ready for action. If these fuckers took out an entire civilian flight, they wouldn’t hesitate if they found the chopper.

Lopez got out of the pilot’s seat. “The control tower has closed the entire airspace.”

“And?”

“There’s no way we are getting out of here in this,” Lopez said.

Brandt’s mind spun, refusing to accept this fact. “Even for a medical emergency?”

“I think we’ve played that card for the last time.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Brandt hit the roof hard enough that his hand screamed in pain, and the metal dented. That pit in his stomach cramped upon itself. Except this time, the worry and pain only firmed his resolve.

He turned to his corporal. “Exactly how fast can you drive?”

From the shit-eating grin on Lopez’s face, it was going to be one hell of a ride.


Awakening

══════════════════

Near Qasr al-Yahud

AD 41

The sun winked on the horizon as the shadows grew longer, yet still they walked, sending an ache deep into Judas’ right knee. He looked at Ameil, who bore the face of a child who did not understand why they hurried.

John had set such a pace. Had he known that they would travel so far, Judas never would have dressed Ameil in new sandals. The boy’s feet were a map of blisters.

“Might we slow? We near the village and do not wish to raise alarm.”

The dark-haired man looked as if he did not understand the words. Could the Baptist not smell the rich gravies stewing upon hearths? They were so near that Judas could swear he smelled goat’s milk drizzled with honey. His mouth watered at the prospect, but John seemed unmoved.

Judas nodded toward Ameil, who had fallen behind again. “The boy cannot go much farther like this.” In truth, neither could he, with his leg, but the Baptist did not need to know such intimate things.

Finally John looked at Judas as if for the first time. “Jesus lives?”

Trying to keep a patient tone, Judas answered. “He was fevered, but well spirited when I left. His immediate concern was to summon you.”

“I fear I cannot keep the urgency in my heart from my feet…” Judas looked into John’s eyes. They shone of one who knew more than this world held. A storm of faith whipped within the Baptist’s mind.

“He will undergo more trials?” Judas asked.

“As will we all,” the Baptist replied.

There was a look of certainty in John’s eyes that reminded Judas of the childhood days so long ago on the bank with Jesus. “There will be suffering?”

“Of course…” John tilted his head. “We are Jews, are we not?”

There was a moment of tense silence, and then Judas chuckled. John was so very right. Even the Baptist patted him upon the back.

“What was so funny?” his nephew asked as he caught up with them. Upon seeing Jesus return from the desert, Ameil had stopped using sets of three. Another miracle bestowed by his friend.

Surprisingly, the Baptist tousled the boy’s hair. Judas did not think the Baptist had noticed Ameil until now. “He created his chosen people out of hardy stock for a reason.”

“Did God tell Jesus to go out into the desert?” Ameil asked as he rubbed his tired eyes. Judas could not take the boy’s sad countenance any longer and scooped the child into his arms. “That he did, nephew.”

“Why does he not talk to me, then?” the boy asked.

John smoothed Ameil’s hair as he spoke. “He speaks to all, child, but it is only those with the most courage and faith who can hear him.”

The boy looked into Judas’ eyes. “What does he say to you, uncle?”

Embarrassed and not wishing to admit the fact that God had always been silent, Judas was relieved when James came down the road to join them.

“Thank the heavens,” James said as he ushered them toward his house. “He has been in such a state since you left.”

“I must see him,” John said as he rushed headlong past James, not even acknowledging Jesus’ brother.

James shook his head. “Jesus and he are well suited…” He looked down at Ameil. “I am sure they will share confidences into the night. If you wish to come inside—”

He did not mean to be rude, but Judas wanted nothing more than to soak the dirt from his skin. “Thank you, James, but I have duties at home.” But something in James’ posture kept Judas from leaving. “Is something wrong?”

James looked at Ameil, who was already asleep in Judas’ arms. “Jesus has revealed very little, except to say that he will begin his ministry once his legs are under him again.”

He had fathomed as much. One did not undergo such rigor to continue life as other men. Jesus was to embark on a mission to not only save their small community from the Romans, but the whole of their religion. John’s eyes had told him of this without uttering a word.

“Of course you will travel with us,” James continued. Judas knew he should have acted surprised, but he did not bother. James, of all people, knew that where Jesus went, Judas would follow. “There is little time to discuss a great many things.”

“In the morning, then.” Judas went to leave, but James caught his arm.

“I know there are ways… That this is not the proper time or place yet… We may leave as early as tomorrow…” James was acting peculiar. It wasn’t like him to not just speak his mind, no matter the other’s feelings.

“Whatever worries you, James, speak it freely.”

The taller man smiled, but with little joy. “You have been better than a brother to Jesus, yet I feel we have been little of a family to you, Judas.”

Ameil was heavy in his arms, or he would have waved away James’ concern. “Your heart has enough weighing upon it. Give my feelings not another thought.”

Darkness had fallen completely, and if it were not for the candlelight spilling from a nearby window, Judas would not have been able to see that instead of relieving James, his words seemed to agitate the man even more.

“You think fondly of Ruth, do you not?” James asked.

Judas did not know where this strange turn of conversation was leading, but he answered truthfully. “Your sister is a blossom in a snow-covered field. She is loved by all who know her.”

“Then might you consider taking her as your wife?” James asked.

“I… I’m not… I don’t…” Judas could not help but stutter. He was prepared to speak of many things. Of supplies, routes, housing, but marriage?

“Please listen, Judas, before you answer. You have done much for Jesus. You have kept him grounded to this earth when all around thought he might ascend into the heavens and never be seen by mortal eyes again.”

Judas shook his head. “I but sat with him as a child and do not—”

“Jesus would be pleased to have you a member of our humble family.”

“I am honored.” Judas looked down at Ameil. It had been long since he had considered fatherhood. Might one day he have a boy of his own?

“Think upon it,” James suggested, but Judas shook his head.

“I must decline,” came out of his mouth before he could stop it.

James spoke even lower than before. “Do not worry. Mother knows of our plans and has… Well, she will not object in public to the marriage.”

The Virgin had never taken to him, so Judas was not surprised the woman viewed the match with disdain, but in the end her feelings did not bear on his decision. “We embark on a quest that may carry us far, many times in the face of the Romans’ will. I would not wish that worry upon a young bride.”

“She is Jesus’ sister, Judas. Ruth walks our rocky path whether she is married to you or not.”

Judas sighed. The reasoning had felt sound. But spoken aloud, he knew James was right. In truth, his heart was still heavy from loss. “I know it has been years, but I still cannot imagine being with one other than my Deliah.”

James seemed to understand his remorse. “Neither does Ruth have delusions that this marriage would be anything but slow to grow.”

“The offer is enough, James.” What Judas thought would end the conversation seemed to agitate the taller man even more. Was there more behind the proposal than even Judas suspected? “James, please speak the all of it. There is only God and myself to hear your words.”

“It is only that… Jesus wishes to acknowledge you publicly.”

“Let his heart rest easy. I know of our bond.”

James shook his head. “No, he needs—”

The door opened before James could respond, and John exited the house with as much urgency as he had entered it. The Baptist walked past without a word, but Judas called to him.

“John, is all well?”

The wild look sparked anew in the Baptist’s eyes as he surveyed both of them. “In the months to come, the weight loaded upon your shoulders will break one of you.” Then the Baptist was gone into the night.

Shame rose in Judas’ cheeks. There was no doubt of whom John spoke. James was above reproach. With honor and dignity he had supported his family through the hard work and sweat of a man, whereas Judas had groveled at the Romans’ feet for scraps.

Did this spawn Jesus’ interest in a more permanent bond between them? Did the most holy of them wish to shield Judas somehow from the coming doom? Judas could not meet James’ eyes until he heard a hearty laugh.

“He must have been a most pleasant traveling companion.”

Judas could not help but grin.

“Do not fret of Ruth or John.” James grasped Judas’ shoulder. “Your love for Jesus has been steadfast. In the end, it is what will be remembered.”

Judas wished he believed the words, but it was kind of James to say them. “I know not what burdens I will bear in future, but this boy strains my arms. I should get him to his bed.”

James clapped his shoulder one last time before heading back into the house. “Sleep well, friend. Tomorrow we are reborn.”

As he climbed the steep path to his house, Judas could not pry John’s words from his mind. Why had the Baptist said such a thing? Why speak such prophecy unless one could change the wrong and make it right?

Ameil stirred, eyelids fluttering, then buried himself deeper into the crook of Judas’ arm. The boy was old enough that Judas should awaken him to walk the rest of the way, but was loath to put the child down. Too soon Ameil would be forced to shoulder his own burdens.

At least for this night, Judas was strong enough to carry them both.


CHAPTER 11

══════════════════

Budapest, Hungary

Rebecca awoke to the Budapest sky, as gray and bleak as her mood. Pulling the covers over her head, she tried to go back to sleep, but Lochum’s excited “oohs” and “ahs” easily penetrated the thin blanket. Across the dingy hotel room, the professor perched on a rickety chair, studying John’s bone. The sound of his pencil scratching against the hotel’s stationery irritated her ears, so she might as well accept it. There would be no more rest.

Besides, sleep had not been that kind to her. Nightmares of bombs and planes falling from the sky had plagued her throughout the night and left a sickness in her belly.

Balling the threadbare pillow up to stretch out a crimp in her neck, Rebecca couldn’t recall how she had even gotten into bed. It wasn’t so much that she could not remember the night’s events. It was that she just didn’t care.

After landing in Budapest, Rebecca would have been just as happy to have checked into the Airport Hilton, but Lochum had taken the helm of their midnight escape, having them switch cabs several times before forcing them to walk blocks upon blocks to this crappy hotel.

How she missed the days when the professor insisted on five-star accommodations. A room at the Hilton would never smell like stale cigarettes and casual sex. No, the Castle Hill Hilton would have crisp sheets, along with a view of the Fisherman’s Bastion.

Larger-than-life statues of dragons and mighty warriors would have been the view outside her window instead of soot and grime. Even though she could only make out a vague outline of the distant hill, Rebecca could easily call up Buda’s Castle District in her mind. The ancient community had always been her favorite. Sure, there were castle spires reaching for the heavens, declaring this the seat of power in the region, but she quickly recalled the fishermen who harvested this river long before kings erected their impressive castles.

Tired of constant raids that ravaged their families, ancient fishermen built the Bastion to protect their lives and livelihood. The fortress would be considered impressive in its size and craftsmanship even if royalty had erected it, but the massive complex had been constructed block by block by simple fishermen. Those men had carried stone from as far away as five hundred miles to protect their families.

She could only imagine how difficult it must have been to build the lengthy stone ramparts over the precariously uneven terrain. The walls undulated over the steep hillside in an almost serpentine manner. The ramparts’ length was punctuated by regularly situated watchtowers that jutted high into the sky, providing an unparalleled view of the Danube River. Rebecca could see why tourists had dubbed it the Great Wall of Hungary.

But her favorite had always been the heart of the Bastion. The structure was grand in scale, but the stained glass windows that twinkled even on an overcast day captured her imagination. Love of their town, love of their families, and love of their craft could be felt in each and every pane.

The two-towered Bastion was almost storybook in its perfection, as though someone had taken Disneyland and plopped it down in the middle of Buda. Only this Bastion could never be mistaken for a set piece. Real battles had been fought there. Those huge statues across the street from the Hilton commemorated men who had defended their land against barbarian invaders.

To truly appreciate their artistry, you would need an entire day just to wander the Bastion’s grounds, studying the statues and the incredibly detailed reliefs carved into their base. Each was unique, telling a tale of the city’s history. Whether relaying a king’s coronation or a queen’s funeral march, the reliefs were a visual history of this most ancient of cities. So many tourists flocked to England and France for a taste of history, but Budapest was history.

Unlike other bustling European metropolises, somehow this city straddled both the East and the West, the past and the present. It had known the harsh rule of the Khans, the Ottoman Empire, the Nazis, and Stalin, yet somehow Budapest persisted, maintaining its unique flavor and identity through the war and devastation.

However, if you tired of Buda’s violent past, you need only go around the corner to St. Matthias Church, as she had on so many occasions. As the oldest Catholic church in the region, it had some of the most magnificent murals in all of Europe. How many weeks had she spent within the church’s walls? The five-story bell tower. The hand-painted mosaic tiles.

Rebecca sighed and pulled the thin sheets tighter around her chin. All of this she could have seen from the Hilton, but no, they were shacked up at the Mez Zsir Szalloda. Loosely translated—The Honey Drippings Hotel.

The overnight attendant certainly hadn’t raised an eyebrow at the May-December couple. The cash that changed hands guaranteed their anonymity.

Rebecca vaguely remembered objecting to the bedding arrangement, but Lochum had ignored her. Which was probably for the better, since she couldn’t imagine having spent last night in a room all by herself. A terrible chasm had formed within her chest, and Rebecca feared if she were left alone with her sorrow she might fall into it.

“Perhaps you might consider rejoining civilization, at least before your coffee gets cold?” Lochum asked from across the room.

Her throat ached from sobbing and the last thing she wanted to do was join the world. The lumpy mattress and smelly linens were fine with her.

But her old professor was persistent. She could hear footsteps as he crossed the room. The clink of a coffee cup on the nightstand sounded far too loud. How many of those little liquor bottles had she gulped down during the flight? After learning of the London plane’s demise, Lochum had kept her plastic cup full of alcohol.

“Your sergeant would not wish you to languish like this.”

Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut against the words. She had tried so hard not to think about Brandt. And what did Lochum know? Maybe the sergeant would want her to grieve him and grieve him hard.

The professor jerked the blanket from her shoulder. “I would think you were in the mind for revenge, dear girl.”

She didn’t bother to pull the cover back. Rebecca looked out the smudged window. Low clouds hung over the city as if it were under blankets as well, too sad to rise.

“Fine. If the mountain will not come to Mohammad,” Lochum said as he pulled his chair over to her bedside. “You cannot imagine what I have learned! I have single-handedly quadrupled our understanding of early Christianity in one night.”

Good for you, she thought but did not bother to give voice. She wanted to give him no excuse whatsoever to continue the conversation.

Lochum, however, seemed undeterred. “What type of revelations, you ask? Why, let me show you!”

Carefully her mentor laid out sheets of paper on the bed. They were filled with chicken scratch. If she hadn’t worked in his laboratory for years, she might have mistaken the writing for ancient Greek itself.

“It is very clear from this passage that The Baptist acknowledged Jesus as the true Messiah, and they repeatedly discussed his ultimate fate upon the cross. John even mentions that Judas was there during Christ’s Baptism! Can you imagine? Mary, James, John, Judas, and Jesus all there!” Lochum’s voice took on an ephemeral tone. “Envision standing upon that bank, looking down upon the flowing waters of the Jordan River. Did those watching know they were witnessing for the birth of a new religion? A religion that would sweep the world and ultimately transform the occupying Romans into its humble worshippers?”

Any other time, Lochum might have lured Rebecca into his hyperbole, but today she just wanted to close her eyes and pray for a dreamless sleep.

Rebecca could feel her old mentor’s eyes upon her, but she kept her gaze to the window. Out there, somewhere, they were preparing Brandt’s body for transport back to the States. Did he have any family? Would they have a formal funeral? Did covert operatives have that honor?

A tear trickled down her cheek. Lochum was blabbing on, but he stopped and wiped it away. “My sweet, your sergeant would be quite embarrassed by such a display.”

Words finally rose to her throat as she sat up in bed. “Just stop it. You didn’t know him at all. You were barely in the same proximity for an hour, and the entire time you hated him.”

A sad smile spread across the professor’s face. “I did not hate him, darling. I was jealous of him.”

“Whatever,” Rebecca said, as she wiped away tears.

“Do you know why?” The softness to his voice made her turn. “I was jealous, because for the entire time he had your eye. I tried to manipulate, cajole, and dance my way into your gaze, but I could not.”

Even though Lochum was being as sensitive as a man like him could be, it didn’t make her feel any better. If anything, it made her ache for Brandt all the more.

“Oh, ‘Becca. If I could leave you to your sorrow I would, but I need you, child.” He picked up one leaf of his notes. “I have transcribed the entire codex from the bone. Many passages I have been able to decipher, but none which hold a single clue to James’ whereabouts.”

When she did not respond, the professor pulled out a small magnifying glass from his pocket. Only Lochum would carry around a miniature magnifier. He tried to get her to look at the surface of John’s bone. “Within these untranslated passages is locked the answer to the greatest mystery man has ever known.”

Obviously, the professor realized that encouragement was having no effect, because he stood up to his full height. “This is quite enough, young lady. Do you or do you not have your interpolative translation program on your computer?”

Rebecca nodded, mainly so he would stop needling her.

“Good, good. I just need you to enter in these nine passages.”

She glanced down at the paper. Rebecca could see why he needed her help so badly. Ancient Greek was a bitch of a language. Not because they used past, present, and future tense in the same sentence, but because they used no punctuation and very often didn’t bother to even put spaces between the words. Her eyes ran back and forth over the text. You had to hunt for words with unique lettering, pull them out of the passage, then work forward and backward to find the next word. Even under the best of circumstances this tedium made her brain hurt, but today the letters were just a huge jumble that came close to giving her a migraine.

“It’s too much,” Rebecca heard herself say.

Lochum only sounded encouraged. “I know. I know. But I have asterisked these three sections that were near references to James.”

Whether it was the sheer look of eagerness on his face, or her soul finally being roused from its slumber, Rebecca picked up the paper. “I’m going to need my laptop.”

Like a child told he could go play in the park after a long rain, the professor ran over to their table and grabbed her computer.

Stomach still sour, Rebecca launched the translation program. “Don’t get your hopes up. This could take hours, even days, and I can’t even guarantee that the program will produce a true translation.”

“Yes, yes, you are a rousing example of enthusiasm.”

Frowning, she typed in line after line of cryptic letters into the program. Finally, an error message sprang up. She had exceeded the buffer’s capability, yet she had barely entered the first passage of three.

“I’m going to have to do the translation section by section,” Rebecca said with a flat tone.

Lochum looked to argue, but she pointed to the error message. “Scare me up another sixteen gigs of RAM, and I could do it all at once.”

Since he obviously did not even know what sixteen gigs of RAM were, let alone how to obtain some for her, Rebecca closed the error window then hit the <Run> button. The tiny on-screen centurion spun around and around.

Rebecca sank back onto the bed. “There’s nothing to do now but wait.”

“Perhaps I might talk you into a shower?”

She glared. “I might not get out of bed all day, so just deal with it.”

Lochum grabbed his coffee cup from the table. “I’m off then, to refresh my beverage and get you some sustenance.”

Without waiting for a response, he was out the door. Rebecca breathed out a long sigh. Last night she might not have wanted to be alone, but today all she wished for was solitude. Was a single day off too much to ask, after everything that had happened?

Leaning her head against the wall, ignoring its flaking paint, she tried to shut off her own internal RAM, but every time she closed her eyes, images of blood and explosions filled her vision. The look of desperation on Brandt’s face as she left him in Paris. That was the last memory she had of the man who had saved her life.

Squeezing her lids shut, Rebecca started counting off the sequence-specific Haplo genes of the First Migration Eurasian population. Science, as always, was her solace. She felt better already.

Rebecca wasn’t sure how much time passed, but her limp hand slid off the laptop and hit something hard. Even after she realized that she was touching John the Baptist’s relic, Rebecca did not move her fingers.

Yesterday, she would have been worried that the oils from her skin would damage the delicate bone structure, but now she just let her hand lie there. Besides, the bone had a nice, cool feel to it.

Despite the smooth look, its surface was an interlacing of small protuberances and grooves. Areas where tendon attached or blood vessels entered the bone marrow created a patchwork of tiny defects in the surface. Her finger ran along the shaft of the femur, feeling all the little bumps and furrows. It was almost like Braille, or how gypsies feel a person’s skull and tell a life’s history from bumps on the head.

Yes, it was much like that. The bone’s surface told a story of its own.

She stopped abruptly. Her musings had given off a spark. Much more carefully, Rebecca picked up the bone. Using Lochum’s magnifying glass, she studied the inscriptions. Especially those three the professor had given her.

Breath caught in her throat. If she used a nearly microscopic pockmark as a period, would that passage make more sense?

Rebecca opened her laptop. The program was fifteen minutes into its work, but wasn’t even a single percent finished. Quickly, she aborted the translation, then reentered the letters from the first passage, only now giving them grammatical delineation based on the bone’s intrinsic markings.

Rebecca hit <Run>, and this time the program began spitting out potential translations almost immediately. Her eyes scanned the possibilities. The gypsies had it right after all.

Lochum entered with fresh coffee and a bag of pastries in hand. “You would not believe the service at—”

There must have been something in her eyes, because he dropped the bag and rushed to her side. “What have you discovered?”

His gaze ran over the same amazing data. The professor sat down hard next to her on the bed. Even he was speechless.

Rebecca climbed out from beneath the covers. “I’ll jump in the shower. We’ll be out of here in ten minutes.”

* * *

“Can’t you go any faster?” Brandt asked, even though everyone was clinging to the Beamer’s handgrips and Lopez had to rely on the emergency brake as they skidded around the ninety-degree corners, laying down rubber.

“I could if there weren’t so many fucking pedestrians.”

They had made good time. Actually, excellent time. Paris to Budapest in under seven hours, but each minute was too long. Rebecca was in the wind, and that was simply unacceptable.

Davidson sounded slightly nauseated. “Do we even know where we are going?”

At the last gas stop, Brandt had bought a tourist guide of Budapest. After studying it, he had found Rebecca’s most logical move—St. Matthias Church. As the most ancient church in the area with an underground chapel that dated back to the first few centuries AD, Brandt had singled it out.

At the very least, they could recon the church, speak with the clergy, and get a better feel for the doctor’s destination. At best, Rebecca would be down in the crypt digging away for her precious bones, and he could round the doctors up and get the hell out of Europe.

Brandt had settled on St. Matthias fairly quickly, but he had not shared this information with his men. Even though they had served together for over a year and Svengurd for over two, the multiple ambushes had triggered his suspicion radar. None of his men could ever be disloyal to him or their country, yet Brandt compartmentalized their destination. What was not spoken could not be betrayed.

To that end, at the last rest stop they had smashed all of their communication equipment. For good measure they burned the devices, and then just to be extra certain he had them bury the charred remains alongside a deserted stretch of highway. And not just their radios and earpieces, but any electronic devices that might be used for passive or active communications.

Even poor Lopez’s iPod. Brandt didn’t think he had ever seen the husky man cry before, but the corporal had come damn close back at the metal pyre.

Unfortunately, the sergeant knew that even if they maintained absolute radio silence, they had a narrow window to extract Rebecca. It would only take their adversaries another short five to six hours to realize his team was not on that London-bound plane. After that, the dragnet would be doubled by his enemies as well as his allies. They were probably wondering where in the hell he was by now.

As they drew nearer to the heart of Budapest and St. Matthias, Brandt ticked off his team’s assets for the hundredth time, but they never got any better. They were well armed, but woefully low on ammo. Even with Davidson’s sidearm, a barely used Beretta, they had less than ten rounds each. The sniper rifle was nearly full, but had limited usefulness in close combat.

Not only were they going to have to be quiet, but precise as well.

There could be no more surprises.

“Which way?” Lopez asked as they rushed headlong toward a T-intersection.

Brandt glanced at his map. “Hang a left, then a pretty hard right.”

The corporal nodded, jerked the parking brake all the way up, skidding them into a left turn. Then he released it as he gunned the car back up to full speed.

“Right! Right here!”

The parking brake squealed as they sailed around the sharp turn. Lopez had to slam on all the brakes, throwing everyone forward in their restraints, but no one complained.

Despite their urgency, the sight silenced them all.

Davidson was the first one to find his voice. “Um, is it just me or are there a bunch of ancient Romans walking around?”

Damned if there wasn’t an entire legion of centurions marching past.

Guess he hadn’t planned for this.

* * *

Rebecca followed Lochum down the hotel’s steps, two at a time. He was eager to get moving, not even letting her stop to eat the breakfast he had brought. The professor hadn’t even wanted to talk about the bone’s translation before leaving the room, but she had so many questions.

Like she said, ancient Greek was a bitch, and her program could only take into account so many variables. The translation was still up for grabs, but Lochum’s grip seemed fueled by certainty, and she just didn’t have the energy to resist.

So they hit the street at a brisk pace, but Rebecca pulled to a stop when she saw the crowd before her. “What the—?”

Lochum coolly looked at the multitude of people wearing authentic Roman costumes. “Ah, do you not recognize the celebration?”

She was too taken aback by the sheer number of people in the streets and their elaborate attire to respond to his poorly veiled criticism. A veritable parade flowed past the hotel. Burgundy-crested centurions marched with an assembly-sized group of Senators following close behind. It was as if they had stepped into distant ages.

“I don’t—”

The professor picked up her hand and headed down the street. He spoke as if describing the origin of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. “They celebrate the naming of Anquincum as the capital of Lower Pannonia.”

“Of course,” she replied as her mind worked out the rest of the puzzle.

Anquincum was the Roman name for Buda.

Now the ancient Celts in the crowd with their faces painted in bright blue war paint and their almost dreadlocked hair streaked with thick red clay made sense. The legions’ conquering of these Celts had been the reason Anquincum was chosen as the region’s capital.

She had little time to think as dozens of horse-drawn chariots groaned under the weight of full-sized statues from the Roman pantheon. Athena with her characteristic helm and owl rolled past.

“First century AD?” she asked.

“106 AD to be exact.”

They turned the corner onto a decidedly less crowded street. Lochum tried to flag down a cab, but still had little luck. “I do wish you would invest more energy in detail, ‘Becca. We have no room for sophomoric generalizations.”

As he moved them farther up the road, Rebecca found that not only were the parade participants costumed, but the vast bulk of the cheering crowd was similarly dressed. The entire city had transformed into the very past she and Lochum now sought.

“I’ve heard of the festival, but I thought it was a Renaissance Fair wannabe. Not this…”

A young Roman page ran past. Everything down to the hand-cut leather ties on his sandals appeared completely authentic. In addition to the costumes, the Hungarians with their dark hair and complexion bore a striking resemblance to the civilization they meant to honor.

“I must admit I felt compelled to carbon-date a few of the uniforms,” Lochum stated as he tugged her toward a cab, but what the professor thought a car could do for them, Rebecca wasn’t certain. The streets were packed with revelers. Nobody was driving anywhere today.

Once inside the cab, Lochum berated the driver in Hungarian as Rebecca pulled out her laptop. The air of antiquity heightened her already-piqued interest in the translation from John’s bone. She read it carefully.

“For he who bore James sought the center of Pest. There he would find those who revered both Moses and Jesus. Those who knew Isaiah and John to be one and the same. The dualist would protect forever the most favored brother.”

Lochum finally stopped haranguing the driver and looked at the screen. “Which proves my two linchpin theories. It is James we seek, and he lies in Pest.” His eyebrow arched. “Two for two. Not bad, eh?”

Rebecca rolled her eyes. His arrogance was barely tolerable on a normal day, but vindicated? He was insufferable. And now they were out to prove him three for three.

“Now if only this idiot could get us across the river to the Great Synagogue!” Lochum took this moment to smack the poor driver over the head with his newspaper.

The massive Jewish Temple that the professor referred to seemed built to the passage’s specifications. Quickly, she surfed the Web and brought up a picture of the large temple. Only the Central Synagogue in New York rivaled its size. It was a behemoth of a sanctuary, yet it garnered very little press in Jewish literature, because for all its grandeur, it looked like no other synagogue in the world.

With two huge spires rising on either side of the dome, it looked like someone had fused a temple and Catholic church together without much care as to how the Jews might have felt about it. This strange merging went so far as to even provide a huge seventeen-foot-tall pipe organ, just like one you might find in the finest cathedrals.

Lochum and she had visited the synagogue several times, not so much as scientists but as tourists, to witness the strange dichotomy for themselves.

But now?

Now they had this incredible passage written into the very bones of John the Baptist stating that James’ resting place in Pest was defined by the very nature of this dualism. That was why neither Lochum nor she had to discuss their next stop. It had to be the Great Synagogue.

And the best thing about the temple was that no one had ever looked there for James’ burial site. Since the information was hidden away in Paris, no one had thought to question the temple’s unusual style as anything more than the Jewish architect’s attempt to assimilate into a more and more Christian Hungary.

“My, it is a sight for sore eyes,” Lochum said.

Rebecca looked up to find that they had made enough headway for them to see Heroes’ Square. As the cab approached the monolithic tourist attraction, she was reminded of Hungary’s unique ability to blend the past with the present. The nearly thirty-six-meter pedestal supported an imposing statue of the archangel Gabriel. Encircling the base of the column were the Hungarians’ ancestors, the Magyar chieftains. Each was seated upon a snorting stallion. The sculptor’s skill made it appear that the ancient warriors barely had their charges in rein, as the horses warned off any foes from messing with Budapest.

Behind the pedestal were two huge semicircular colonnades holding statues of the great rulers throughout Hungary’s lengthy history. Like no other nation, Hungary honored all those who had fallen to protect the country from invaders. They had a sense of fierce nationalism that seemed nearly manic to most foreigners.

Just another of Hungary’s dichotomies. Like the extremely Christian influences apparent in all of the city’s monuments, regardless of the fact that Budapest had the largest Jewish population outside of New York.

Which brought Rebecca to another of the city’s historical oddities.

“What’s the current theory on why the Jews were banished from Pest?” She hated asking, but her computer was using too much processing power on the next translation to surf the Internet effectively.

The professor turned from Heroes’ Square. “Really, Rebecca, I thought you more prepared when you went into the field.”

Rebecca bit her tongue. She had come completely prepared. Prepared for the Ecuadorian jungle, not the wilds of Eastern Europe. Besides, she knew him well enough to recognize a feint when she heard one.

“You don’t know, do you?”

Lochum snorted. “No one does….” His voice faded as he spotted a pretty Grecian princess, then strengthened as the slim girl vanished into the crowd. “The Romans were capricious at best, and the governors downright hostile at times. They needed no sane reason.”

For so long the archaeological community was convinced that Buda held James’ resting place that they never questioned the Pest exile. Why worry about Jews when there were so many early Christians to worry about?

But now? The exile mystery took on a whole new dimension. Did the Roman Governor somehow know of James’ crypt? Was he secretly a Christian protecting the remains, or was he a polytheist punishing the Jews?

“Didn’t you ever wonder why the Jews rushed back over the river to Pest when the exile was lifted? I mean, they were prospering in Buda. Right?”

Lochum must have realized where her inquiries were going. “Are you suggesting that the leaders of the Jewish community knew of James?”

She shrugged, not yet ready to voice her suspicions. “Think about it. If the knowledge survived, it does put the massive migration to Pest and the strange Jewish-Christian hybrid Synagogue into perspective.”

“But… But a secret of this magnitude…”

“I seriously doubt anybody knew the full truth, but doesn’t it seem reasonable that the Jewish leaders knew they had something precious to protect?”

“The dualists had fulfilled their word,” Lochum said.

Rebecca could feel the rush of discovery. Not so much for Lochum to prove that Jesus had survived the cross. No, she was excited for herself. Because Rebecca had never shared her true intent with the professor. It seemed enough that they both sought Christ. Only she knew her motivation.

Her mind worked overtime, imagining a sample from Jesus’ bone proving the Messiah held the “smart” gene. After that day, no one could refute her “good” radiation theory. Everyone would have to accept the fact that it wasn’t the hand of God who created civilization, but science.

And wasn’t that better? What if man no longer needed to pray to a fickle, unresponsive God, but instead could take a dose of beneficial radiation? And with an average of seventeen armed conflicts around the globe, genocide, civil war, or a combination thereof tore apart entire continents. What if the next generation of Congolese, Sudanese, Croatians, or Serbs acquired the gene that dialed down aggression and dialed up creativity?

Nobody would be laughing at her then.

Think of the world not turning to God for peace, but themselves.

A ping from her computer broke her reverie. She had forgotten she was running the second passage from John’s bone.

Rebecca rapidly scanned the text, assuming it would expound upon the first passage referring to the Synagogue, but after a single line, she stopped and read the entire text thoroughly.

Once finished, Rebecca leaned back against the cab seat, pictures of a harmonious world fading with each new sentence.

In paleoarchaeology, things seldom went the way you planned.


CHAPTER 12

══════════════════

Budapest, Hungary

Brandt had to stop himself from reflexively making the sign of the cross as they waited. Lopez had somehow crammed the Beamer into a parking spot far too small, but they had a clear view of their target’s front door.

St. Matthias was not an ordinary church. It was damned near a cathedral. The building took up an entire city block. At the nearest corner, an enormous bell tower climbed several stories into the sky. The bronze bells chimed ten o’clock, perfectly harmonized.

The first floor was faced in brick, but the entire second story held the story of the Bible with its long row of stained glass scenes. The largest above the door detailed the crucifixion. If Brandt had not been certain this church was Rebecca’s destination before he saw the church, he was now.

In addition, if you looked just a little closer, you could see that the church’s grandeur had not come in one fell swoop. Far down the street you could make out a small chapel that must have been the first place of worship. From this humble beginning the congregation had added on more chambers, and they had become larger and more elaborate, ending in the jutting bell tower.

If you took a picture of the impressive structure and Photoshopped out the surrounding structures like the Fisherman’s Bastion, you might mistake the church as one of its European sisters, but St. Matthias’ roof told you of its Eastern influences. The tiles were bright, vibrant colors. Rich greens and blues lay over one another in triangular patterns. They reminded Brandt of the scales on that snake back in the Ecuadorian jungle. Even the crosses on the spires were made of the richly colored tiles. The watery colors were that of a mosque, yet the structure was classic Catholic.

All of this would have been absolutely fascinating if his heart rate wasn’t two hundred. The streets were still crammed with Roman revelers, but no Davidson and Svengurd. The two had left on recon over fifteen minutes ago and still weren’t back yet. How long could it take to find a change of clothes? Brandt wanted to get a closer look at the church, but their travel-soiled business suits would stand out against the brightly costumed revelers. So until they had better camouflage, they had to sit tight.

Brandt swung his binoculars back to the church. Two nuns and a novice, all in full habits, stood on the church’s steps but still within the vestibule. A moment ago a priest had joined them. With the joy and excitement of those who did not know a shit-storm was about to hit, they waved to the children in the parade and called out to passing parishioners. It would have been quaint if his stomach were not in knots.

How had he let Monroe go off on her own?

Brandt surveyed the ever-growing throng. It looked like the entire two-million-plus population of Budapest had turned out for this damn festival. He scanned for his men. Where the hell were they?

“Oh, shit!” Lopez announced from the driver’s side.

“What?” Brandt said, as he turned in the direction of the church.

He didn’t need Lopez to answer him. The man who had evoked the corporal’s response was the bastard who had held him at gunpoint in the stairwell back in Paris. Quickly, Brandt scanned the rest of the street for Tok, the man in charge who had orchestrated the past twenty-four-hours-worth of destruction. But he came up empty.

Brandt went back to studying the tall, craggy-faced man who strode toward the church. As Petir mounted the steps, all three women pulled deeper into the vestibule. The priest went to block his entry into the church, but the prick uttered several harsh words, and the clergyman stepped out of his way.

Once the man was out of sight, the priest pulled the nuns off to the side, his eyes darting up and down the street. Within seconds, the black-clothed women hurried the novice inside. After another furtive glance outside, the priest entered the church, pulling the two huge oak doors shut.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Brandt didn’t know if he hated it more when he was wrong or when he was right. This was the place. Was Rebecca already inside? Maybe she was still en route to the church. He looked at his watch. The doctors had landed in Budapest at eleven p.m. Even if they stayed low overnight, they would have had enough time to get inside already.

Fuck. He had to assume that Tok’s presence was not a coincidence. Indeed, the priest seemed on strained but familiar terms with his assistant. How Brandt wished he could contact the Den, but now more than ever he needed to maintain radio silence.

Off to his left, he sensed motion more than saw it. Pulling his gun, he aimed at the intruder.

“Hey! Sarge! Watch it!” Davidson screamed as he looked down the barrel of Brandt’s MK23 pistol, or as the guys affectionately called it, “Thor’s Hammer.”

It took a second to register that the masked Roman actor was his most junior officer. The kid had done a damn good job of blending in.

“We’ve got company,” Brandt said as he lowered the weapon.

Davidson lifted his mask to show his cheeks painted with white makeup and dark circles around his eyes. “Crap. They must have taken off in a private plane before they blew up the airliner.”

Brandt nodded. The only way to beat them here was to fly. No one, but no one, drove here faster than Lopez.

“Can you get us in the front door?” he asked the private.

Davidson shook his head. “I spotted at least six snipers’ dens. If I were them and I had all night to set up, I’d have rifles in each of them.”

Svengurd joined the private. “That door is right in the cross fire.”

The sergeant didn’t really need either person’s input. He already knew that they were screwed. Walking in the front door was no longer an option, if in fact it ever had been. Their infiltration of the crowd became even more important.

“Any back doors?” he asked.

“That door is the only way in or out.”

Again, information he already knew. Would the bastard have exposed his position if there were a more low-profile entrance?

“Windows? Roof access? Anything?”

The private shrugged. “Those stained glass windows don’t look like they open. We could blow a hole in the roof, but with this crowd…”

Brandt didn’t ask for clarification. There would be no explosives, at least not out in public. The sergeant exited the car with Lopez close behind.

“Did you find us clothes?” Brandt noticed that Svengurd was dressed in dirty rags. “What are you supposed to be?”

“A slave,” the tall man said with a shrug.

Davidson gave Lopez a cavalry officer’s robe, but threw a tiny leather garment to Brandt.

The sergeant turned it over. “A gladiator? I’m not amused, Davidson.”

But the younger man was adamant. With your arm width? You are not fitting into anything else. Unless of course you’d like to be the slave?”

Brandt wanted to argue, but they had already wasted too much time. Back to the crowd, they changed and redistributed their gear to Svengurd’s leather sack.

But where to go?

“All right, we’ll have to search the surrounding buildings and try to find a wall we can breach.”

Lopez interjected, “Sarge, I was thinking maybe coming up from underground might be the best route.”

“You mean through the sewers or water pipes?”

The corporal shook his head. “No, there’s an underground structure beneath the older wing of the church.”

“The chapel and crypt. I know, but how does that help?”

“It’s connected to a labyrinth of caves that lies under Budapest. The tunnels can be accessed at numerous points around the city.”

“Really?” Brandt asked. “You’ve had a mission here before?”

Almost embarrassed, Lopez pulled out the tourist map they had bought to find the church. “No. I just read up on it in the car.”

Okay, this was pretty much the bottom of the fucking barrel. The enemy probably had the architectural survey plans of the church, along with intense satellite video surveillance of the entire city, and all they had was this flimsy two-color map. Yeah, he missed the Den, all right, but you took help where you could get it.

He clapped Lopez’s shoulder. “Excellent. Let’s head to the entrance of the cave system.”

“Um, that’s the problem. There are only four caves open to the public, and they are situated across the city. It’s at least three miles to the nearest access point.”

Brandt felt his stomach twist another forty degrees. He really did not know how much tighter it could turn without rupturing.

Despite the bad news, Davidson smiled. “Who said we need a public entrance?”

“Explain,” Brandt barked.

“Svengurd, how much of the explosive paste do we have left?”

The taller man dug through his pack. “Looks like all of it.”

“We won’t need that much, at least if we don’t want to draw a crowd with the noise. We’ll have to pick somewhere deserted and well insulated.”

“Let’s move like we have a purpose,” Brandt said as he headed eastward toward a cluster of buildings.

* * *

Rebecca read the first passage aloud. “For he who bore James sought the center of Pest. There he would find those who revered both Moses and Jesus. Those who knew Isaiah and John to be one and the same. The dualist would protect forever the most favored brother.”

Angered, Lochum put on his reading glasses as he read the second stanza. “He who was pure returned as if he had lived ten lives, his beard long enough to rival Moses. The man without contempt wished to carry him within the house along with the others of the Knot, but he would not allow it. His life was seeping from him, and he wished all to know that he had learned of the four and one. That James was protected by the stag.”

“Do you see what I mean?” Rebecca asked as she brought up the two texts side by side. “The first section stressed the importance of the number two. Whereas this passage specifies the four and one, whatever that is, and the stag. An image not at all referred to in the first.”

Their driver laying on the horn quieted them both. Crowds surged around their car. They hadn’t gotten more than a few hundred feet closer to the Lancid, also known as Chain Bridge. The great stone structure towered before them. A pair of carved lions stared down their majestic noses, sizing up anyone who dared pass. At a span of three hundred fifty- seven meters, the bridge was the first to connect Buda and Pest, but right now revelers crammed the narrow bridge.

The horn finally let up, so Rebecca pointed to the computer screen. “Not only do they not match, they contradict one another.”

Lochum waved off her concern, as he always did. “What scriptures ever agree? You know the adage. If two ancient passages agree, then one of them is a forgery.”

Despite herself, Rebecca felt a grin flicker across her lips at the old saying. It usually held true, but there was something more than the section’s differences that bothered her. “But taking the two—”

“What would have us do, ‘Becca?” the professor asked, his face surprisingly calm. “Spend weeks wrangling over syntax? We both know that there is only one place in Hungary that meets the first criterion. Are we to ignore that self-evident fact in favor of the second, much more vague, passage?”

“Had you let me finish,” Rebecca said, “I meant that we need to reconcile the two sections. You said it yourself. They would have spoken in code to avoid the Romans discovering their most sacred relics.”

“Your program takes into account such variables, does it not? Or are you telling me your vaunted software is not up to the task?”

Rebecca shook her head in frustration. Long ago she thought Lochum near to a god because he seemed to work in such mysterious ways, but now he was just a dog with an old bag of tricks. Whenever in danger of running afoul of his own logic, the professor would cast aspersions on his verbal opponent.

Not rising to the bait, she responded coolly, “Perhaps code was not the correct term. Parable may be closer to what I’m thinking. You don’t actually believe the man came back aged a hundred years, do you?”

Lochum had to shake his head. “No. No. In ancient texts, rapid aging usually implies guilt or suffering.”

Rebecca was about to elaborate when someone hit the hood hard enough to shake the vehicle. Glancing up, she thought she saw Brandt. Nearly panicked, she searched the crowd, but when Rebecca found the man she thought was the sergeant, he was walking away… in a leather skirt.

Definitely not Brandt’s style.

Grief certainly played tricks on the mind.

Shaking off the mirage, Rebecca opened the cab door.

“Where are you going?” Lochum asked.

“To Pest.”

“But—”

She indicated the thriving city. “We’re getting nowhere. It’s time to take to our feet, Lochum. Tread the same path as he who was pure.”

He looked ready to argue, but then he smiled. “How right you are.”

Lochum paid the very disgruntled cab driver as Rebecca followed the jubilant parade over the carved bridge. Plebeians, Senators, and more fierce warriors than she could count bustled around her.

She took it all in. The sun on her shoulders. The glistening Danube River beneath them. The firm stone beneath her feet. She could not take back leaving Brandt in Paris, nor the plane plunging to its destruction, but she could be certain that she’d never let anything beautiful go unnoticed again.

* * *

Brandt stopped as he entered the Turkish bath. A square pool of aquamarine water lay in the center of an enormous room lined with towering columns. Slits in the roof allowed beams of sunlight to dance across the water’s surface. The entire structure seemed to be hewn out of rock, giving it a quiet, romantic, almost surreal atmosphere. In this oppressive heat, the cool water invited you to strip down and dive right in.

Rebecca would have loved this place and its history. Even to his untrained eye, the bath ached of untold stories. He was sure Rebecca could have told him the exact mineral content that made these waters medicinal. She and Lochum would have argued over the exact date when the columns were imported.

But neither doctor was here, and it was time to correct that problem. It had turned out to be a lot harder to find a place to blow up than they had first thought. Then Lopez had mentioned the baths from the brochure.

Svengurd was haggling over the price, but Brandt flashed a wad of American bills. The attendant’s eyes widened. His team may not have much ammunition, but cash, cash they had. He had feared they might have to bribe their way out of Ecuador, so Brandt had made sure they had been well funded.

“Tell him we want somewhere far from the street.”

As Svengurd translated, the attendant clearly thought they were gay, but who cared if it meant more privacy? Peeling off another hundred-dollar bill, Brandt watched as the money disappeared into the man’s pocket before he hurried down a set of steep stone stairs.

At the end they found a mineral spring carved out of the earth itself.

Once the attendant left, Lopez pulled out the map. A tunnel connecting the chapel was right under their feet. But how much rock were they going to have to blow through? Exactly how much sound would leak to the street?

“Sarge, do you feel that?” Davidson asked.

He stopped searching but felt nothing. “Feel what?”

“A cool breeze,” Lopez answered.

Then Brandt realized there was a cold draft. “Up there.”

Davidson scrambled up the rock wall. “Oh, yes! There’s a shaft. Svengurd, hand me a glow stick.” The private shook the tube until it glowed green, then dropped it down the shaft. “We’ve got tunnel.”

Finally, luck had turned in their favor.


CHAPTER 13

══════════════════

Fifth District, Budapest

Lochum tugged almost frantically at Rebecca’s hand, but she refused to let him drag her through the Fifth District. Budapest boasted twenty-three districts, much like New York’s boroughs, but this district was unique within the city. It had been so long since she had visited Pest, she had forgotten how unalike the two cities were. While Buda was all about the distant past, Pest was the future. Commerce was key. Shopping, shopping, and more shopping was the order of the day.

It was strange to see Prada and Ralph Lauren sold out of buildings centuries old, but that was the magic of Pest. The streets were lined with hundreds of merchants, each trying to outdo the other. She likened it to a medieval city—but only the serfs were peddling Gucci.

Even this far from the Parliament building, where the parade was intended to conclude, the streets were bustling with costumed shoppers. All around her she heard foreign languages. Budapest might only be the seventh-largest European city, but today it seemed to be number one for power shopping. Italian, German, and Austrian euros flowed as freely as Hungarian forints.

Women dressed in Saks Fifth Avenue suits mingled with girls in burkas and grandmothers in saris. An excited chatter swelled from the shops. These merchants knew that the bulk of their sales came from bargain-conscious tourists, and they made sure to cater to all cultures. At every corner there were tiny cafés and upscale restaurants. If you didn’t know better, there were times you might think yourself in Paris.

At night, she knew these streets transformed into a city of youth. Many of the restaurants had nightclubs above them and once the sun went down, neon signs would glow so brightly as to make it seem like daylight. The windows pulsed with enough techno music to satisfy the most discriminating überelite clubber. Rebecca understood there was a healthy new business of “stag” weekends, where guys from all over Europe would fly in on dirt-cheap flights to get a taste of Budapest’s nightlife.

“Please, ‘Becca, contain your spending genes and hurry. The synagogue is just down the next block.”

Allowing him to pick up the pace, Rebecca noticed how quickly they transitioned from capitalism central to a decidedly residential neighborhood. The shops were replaced by three and four-story apartment buildings. Most showed distress—crumbling bricks, rusted iron, a cracked pot as a meager adornment. But they still had a charm to them.

Strangely, the first things Rebecca spotted were the synagogue’s decidedly Moorish domes. If you did not know the place was a temple, you would swear you were walking up to a mosque. She had forgotten how Eastern the synagogue had felt. More Turkish than Christian. While historians noted the unique duality of the temple, they had forgotten the Islamic influence. What she saw dominating Pest’s skyline was not an example of duality but a trifecta—Jewish, Christian, and Muslim.

As they approached the building, her initial reaction was reinforced. Beneath the Moorish blue and gold domes were Christian-inspired steeples. The walls were made of rows upon rows of tan brick, giving the appearance that the synagogue was striped. Each window was built into Catholic-like alcoves, while each corner had smaller blue-tiled domes. Again, in every square inch of the synagogue there were three influences.

If she had held misgivings about the location before, Rebecca was now certain this wasn’t the resting place for James, but Lochum remained unmoved. He tugged her until they practically ran the last block to the Great Synagogue. This area of town was drained of its population as the parade made its way south to the Parliament building.

Nearly out of breath, Lochum went to open the large gate that led to an inner courtyard, but a security guard stopped him.

“Megnezhetern a jogositv any at?”

Rebecca guessed that the man asked for identification, because the professor drew up to his full height. “I, my dear man, am a personal friend of the rabbi.”

The guard snorted. “Ah, as are all Americans.” Before Lochum could respond, the man continued in heavily accented English, “Still, I must see documentation before entering.”

“What is the meaning of such—”

Rebecca stepped in front of the enraged professor. She pulled out their fake passports. “Here you are.”

As the man scanned the documents, she whispered to Lochum, “Tight security works in our favor, Archibald.”

To deter any more objections, Rebecca pointed halfway down the building. They were repairing a section of the torched and charred tan wall.

“They are as worried about suicide bombers as we are.”

She didn’t have to argue further, as Lochum turned to the guard with his “charming” demeanor instead of his insufferably arrogant one.

“Forgive me, of course you have a job to do,” he said. “And truly if there is any question about our documentation, please ask Rabbi Milgramisk about his old friend from Oxford.”

The guard must have known a little about the chief rabbi’s history to know that he had graduated from Oxford, for he nodded with more respect.

“You may buy tickets.” The guard pointed inside the gateway where a theater-like ticket window awaited.

“But—”

“Just pay the woman, Archibald,” she hissed as she simultaneously smiled at the guard. Once inside the small courtyard, she continued, “And while we are on the run from psychopathic pseudo-historians, we might not want to be name-dropping.”

After paying the elderly woman behind the glass, she gave Lochum two tickets and a yarmulke, which he dutifully put on. Twelve years ago, when they had last visited the synagogue, they had gone through none of these procedures because they traveled with a full archaeological team. This time around they were on the down low.

All of Lochum’s frustration seemed to vanish as they entered the shul itself. The enormous interior could seat more than three thousand worshippers amongst its rows and rows of pews. Above them ran two balconies with stained glass windows on either side—the women’s gallery.

As they walked down the richly carpeted aisle, Rebecca couldn’t help but be struck by the history of the place. It had the rich odor of housing worshippers for centuries. Wood and stone could not shelter such for too long without embedding their very essence into the structure. The smell was not unpleasant. Not of dust or mold, just of age.

This synagogue had survived the Ottoman Empire, World War II, and Communist rule. Despite all of this, she was not sure if it had enough history. In her discipline, twelve hundred years old barely qualified you as a teenager. Could the structure’s intent and purpose stretch back another millennium?

“Do you doubt now?” Lochum asked, but Rebecca did not answer.

While the vaulted ceilings and chandeliers were of Gothic design, if someone looked just a little closer, the mosaic tile work above these classically Christian elements were etched in blue and gold, one hundred percent Byzantine artistry. Even the dramatic inlay above the altar echoed the Moorish shape to the spires outside. Despite knowing the passage on John’s bones, Rebecca still felt as she did over a decade ago that the synagogue’s architects were just attempting to assimilate into a predominately Muslim and Christian world.

They were not necessarily dualists but survivalists.

Yet studying her professor’s face, Rebecca saw none of her own concerns. He was engrossed in the artwork displayed on either side of the main aisle. Another very Christian influence. She knew he was searching the reliefs for signs of James or the man who bore his bones.

“Sir, please do not touch the art,” a man said with an almost African accent, as his voice echoed off the high ceiling.

Rebecca turned to find a small dark-skinned man hustling down the long center aisle, waving Lochum back from the walls. “Please, it will take us a week to get the oils off.”

The professor, however, did not back away. “I’m sure if you just—”

“Yes, yes. The guard radioed ahead, but you cannot visit with the Chief Rabbi until his Bible study class is finished.”

Surprisingly, Lochum didn’t yell. In fact, he spoke quite calmly. “Just let him know his ancient Christianity instructor has been resurrected.”

“I don’t understand. Ancient Christian?”

“Just tell him that, and I will be satisfied.”

“I… I give no guarantees,” he stammered.

Hesitating just a moment longer, the man turned and nearly ran back down the aisle. That was the professor’s talent. He could win the battle of wits by either bowling you over or luring you into his confidence.

* * *

Lochum leaned over a rather remarkable painting of Moses parting the Red Sea when a call came from deep within the synagogue, “Archibald!”

His student of old, Bartholomew Milgramisk, now all grown up, came barreling out of the beth midrish. The years had been kinder to Bartholomew than to him. The rabbi had a full head of hair and looked far more athletic than Lochum remembered back at Oxford. The two met in a friendly embrace.

“You scoundrel! I sat shiva for you!”

Lochum was nothing but sincere. “I am so sorry, Bart. It was a ruse that I could not break, not even for an esteemed colleague such as yourself.”

“Please, no apologies. I am just so glad to see you alive! And with Rebecca! Do miracles never cease?”

The rabbi hugged her as well. “You never write. You never call.”

“Believe me, I would have, but I was under orders to never contact our common acquaintances.”

Rebecca’s excuse might have sounded sincere, but Lochum knew the truth. After his “death,” the girl had shunned the world. She had retreated deeper into her laboratory or disappeared into uncharted jungles. He had kept tabs on her through the years, disappointed that she had turned from their work and concentrated on her silly radiation theories. But now she was back in the fold.

Bart turned to Lochum. “I would imagine this is no social visit. Not with Paris and all.”

“No, I am afraid not. I have been flushed from the bush, but for such a noble calling. Might we discuss this in private?”

“Of course, of course.”

As they entered the rabbi’s office, Bart indicated two well-stuffed chairs across from his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

“I believe it is you who should sit, Rabbi.”

Bart obeyed as Lochum pulled John’s bone from his pocket and laid it upon the rabbi’s desk. “Be so kind as to inspect the shaft.”

From his studies at Oxford, Bart should have enough ancient Greek to understand the gist. The rabbi stammered, “You are not suggesting…”

Lochum nodded, then Bart found Rebecca’s face. It was only when she confirmed his unspoken question that the rabbi sat back down. “John. So this is John the Baptist… In Paris? He was buried under the Eiffel Tower?”

“There is more. Please, ‘Becca, show him the passage.”

Bart read it silently, then physically blanched. “All these years everyone has been searching in Buda, but… but James is in Pest?” His eyes flashed to Lochum. “You think because of our unique Christian influence that he might be buried under the synagogue?”

He had always liked Bartholomew and thought him an apt student, but now he wanted to kiss the man. “Or on the grounds, yes.”

Letting out a hissing breath, the rabbi leaned back into his chair. “If I had stumbled upon anything, anything at all, to suggest such a thing I would have contacted you, either of you, immediately.”

“I have no doubt, Bart. But deep within your archives might be a hint to where we should start looking for his remains.”

“It is a fine plan,” the rabbi acknowledged, but then turned to Rebecca. “But I don’t think you believe as deeply as Archibald that James lies here.”

Rebecca’s eyes flickered to his. Lochum made it clear that she was to support him in this, but her fingers flew across the keyboard.

“We have a second passage from John’s bones that I do not think supports this site as much as the first section.”

Lochum watched as Bart read the text. It was clear that the passage concerned the rabbi as well. He meant to cut off the debate, but Rebecca jumped in. “Do you know what the reference ‘four and one’ means?”

The rabbi shrugged. “The four horsemen and the one true God?” Rebecca shook her head before he continued, “Then I’m sorry, I know of no other reference in Judaism.”

“How about a reference to a stag?”

Bartholomew reflected, then spoke. “There is the Kenesh. A white stag that lives in a mythical forest called the Divei llai.” Seeing Rebecca’s frown, he continued, “It does not look like I hold much practical value for you.”

Lochum slid his way into the disappointed silence. “Then until we have more data, we must proceed with what we do know.”

“And what would that be, Archibald?”

He took a deep breath, since what he asked went against all that the rabbi held dear. “I must enter your Aron Kodesh. Your Holy Ark.”

* * *

Rebecca sat in as stunned silence as the rabbi. What Lochum asked was ridiculous. Beyond ridiculous. It was blasphemy. The ark held the shul’s most treasured scrolls of the Torah, many dating back to the seventh century BC. They were considered sacred, and only those found worthy by years of faith were allowed to view them from afar, let alone enter the ark itself.

Lochum rushed into the silence. “You have gathered the greatest collection of this region’s proto-Christian scrolls, Bart. You must—”

The rabbi found his voice. “But they give no reference to Christ’s brother. They detail God’s word before the crucifixion. Not after.” He became more agitated. “Archibald, you of all people know that!”

“And we both know that the scribes often wrote their own notes in the margins, many times chronicling the turbulence of their own times. Times much later than the originating document. I would imagine a man claiming to be the Son of God and a descendant of King David might have stirred some controversy. Enough that they might have mentioned rumors of that man’s brother finding his way to this fair land.”

Rebecca felt equal parts admiration and anger. She had never thought to use the Sifrei Torahs for inspiration, but concealing his plan was typical Lochum. Trust to him was a commodity to be tightly restricted.

Bart seemed both excited and doubtful. “But I have studied the texts… However, at the time I was not aware of the dualist nor the Pest references.”

“Yes! With Rebecca’s program we can shift through the material from the scribes’ musings and ferret out clues. Whether the bones be here or not, they must be near. Pest at the time of this writing was only so big, no?”

It was obvious that the rabbi’s mind scrambled to find reasons not to fulfill Lochum’s request. “I am but a teacher. The Shamash would never allow such a thing.” He turned to her. “Help me, Rebecca. Explain to him.”

But she shook her head. “He’s right, Bart, and you know it. With the citywide celebration outside, it would easy for you to clear the synagogue without raising too many questions.”

“I guess no one would suspect if I gave the staff the day off to participate in this afternoon’s festivities…” Bart’s voice trailed off, and then strengthened. “Give me a few moments. I will return when it is safe.”

The rabbi shuffled from the room, but his feet did not quite agree with his decision. Once the door was shut, she turned to Lochum.

“Withhold plans like this again, and I walk.”

The professor leaned back and propped his feet up on the rabbi’s desk. “But to where, my dear ‘Becca, to where?”

Rebecca felt the old resentment snake its way back into her chest. Not because of what he had just said, but for the query he did not voice.

With Brandt gone, to whom would she run?

That was the question she couldn’t answer.


The Flock

══════════════════

Judea

AD 42

“Just as God has his flock to tend, each man has his own, which he must guard through storm and drought,” Jesus said to the dozen children gathered at his feet as Judas mended a harness that had become frayed. But the stitching became nearly impossible as the sun’s light waned. James must have noticed his difficulty, for he rose and lit a candle.

They had just returned after two long months in the countryside, and with the ache in his leg, he was glad for this time when Jesus could teach in a house with chairs and cushions.

Jesus asked the children, “Do you understand of what I speak?”

They all nodded, but Ameil the most. He nearly bounded from the floor to answer. “Sheep need green grass and always a fresh spring!”

Judas tempered his chuckle at the boy’s simple interpretation of Jesus’ meditation on man’s responsibility to his family. He knew the deeper meaning of the parable would come to Ameil in due course, yet the others could become frustrated if all did not understand Jesus’ words immediately. However, it was the Savior himself who laughed the loudest. Soon the others—James, Matthew, Simon, Thomas, and Mary of Magdalene—joined in.

It was a rare moment of levity in what had been a most trying trek that had lasted weeks longer and yielded far fewer results than any had imagined. They had returned home lean of frame and down in spirits. The priests had not embraced their friend’s ministry, as all had assumed they would.

Jesus pulled the boy into a hug. “Very good, Ameil. Very good. You have indeed listened well!”

Dressed in a blue shawl tugged over her head, even within her own house, Mary entered, chiding, “Ah, will you not break even for supper?”

Jesus lifted Ameil high into the air and tossed him high before catching him barely above the ground. The boy squealed in delight, but Jesus’ tone sobered. “It has been an excellent lesson, but it is time to seek your hearths and prepare the table before your mothers scold you.”

Mary frowned, but Jesus grinned to assuage her feelings.

“Will you teach us about shearing tomorrow?” Ameil asked excitedly. “I so want to learn so I might help with the sheep this summer!”

Kissing the boy on the cheek, Jesus set him down. “Of course! And the day after Sabbath we will speak of the proper care of chickens.”

Ameil’s eyes lit up as if given the sweetest tidbit. “Promise?”

Judas felt the room tense. Mary especially. She might be perturbed with her son, but no one was allowed to question Jesus’ moral might. Judas went to apologize, but his friend was already patting Ameil on the head.

“On my honor,” Jesus swore solemnly.

The boy gave a joyful cry, and with the rest of the children, poured out of the room, their shouts carrying on a slight breeze that rustled the parchments Thomas was writing upon.

Mary eyed the gathering of them and shook her head as she turned to walk from the room. “Supper will be ready before the sun sets.”

“Might you linger for a few moments? We have matters of great urgency to discuss before breaking bread.”

Looking at her son, it was clear that his mother was proud to be included but equally annoyed that Jesus’ followers were all living under her roof. “Food does not prepare itself for so many. I will retreat to the kitchen, where a woman serves her family best.”

Everyone’s eyes darted to Magdalene. The barb was not at all tempered, but the dark-haired beauty meekly continued sewing. Jesus’ mother might have resented the lot of them, but this woman she openly disdained.

And Judas could understand why. Ever since they had found Magdalene locked in the cellar, convulsing on the dirt floor, Jesus had been devoted to her. The younger Mary’s family had thought her cursed and placed her far from the village’s suspicious eyes before they were blamed for her possession.

He, James, Thomas, and Matthew had knelt beside Jesus on that cold, earthen floor through the night. None of them thought that the afflicted woman would survive to see the sunrise. But Jesus had fed her thick syrups and thin potions he had learned from the Essenes. With each course of medicinals, Jesus laid his hands upon her and a demon fled her body. Still, even when her form quieted, Magdalene’s mind was closed. Nothing could rouse her. Mary would seem truly dead, then convulse into another seizure. They repeated the medicinals and prayers each time until seven demons were cast out, and she suddenly awoke.

Since Mary and Jesus’ eyes had locked that misty morning, they were near inseparable. Magdalene’s brother had escorted her to Jesus’ door, then surrendered her into the Virgin’s care, but would not cross their threshold, and returned to the village of Zagar without a glance back.

“We will be only a few moments then, Mother,” Jesus said, breaking the humid silence that had settled between them.

With the faintest snort, Mary left, but her son did not seem to notice her displeasure. Instead, he turned to James. “In a week’s time, we will go forth into the world and truly begin my ministry.”

“Brother, we have tried, but were nearly stoned in Gergesa, and the kind rabbis of Hippo threatened to turn us over to the Romans for agitation.”

But at this, Jesus smiled. “That is where we made our miscalculation. I had thought John remiss for reaching out to the people themselves and eschewing the priests, but I see now how wise he was.”

Thomas stirred from his writing. “And he has gained the Romans’ ire for it. Throngs flock to him wherever he appears, so they have a legion of their stoutest centurions following as well.”

“In all the time in the desert, the one thing God did not tell me was that spreading his love would be a simple task. It is to the people we must embark.” Jesus’ eyes lit up. “Just like these children, I will embrace them to my bosom.”

Andrew shook his head. “But they are not learned. They understood nothing of your words.”

“Ah, but they listened, dear Andrew, they listened!” Jesus laughed aloud, then sobered. “Did a single rabbi heed a word I uttered?”

Andrew could not retort, for Jesus was right. His lessons of love flew in the face of their power. They seemed to care only how God’s word might favor them.

Jesus continued, “Upon the start of the next week, we shall go north. We will fill our number with twelve disciples.” He inclined his head toward Magdalene. “Mary knows why she cannot be counted.”

She nodded in agreement, but once Jesus’ eyes left her, Magdalene’s lips pinched. She might know the reason, but she did not seem to like it.

Jesus did not appear to notice this Mary’s unease either, for he continued, “Once full of health, we shall visit every village in Judea where I will hear their hearts so they might hear mine.”

James sighed. It was clear that he did not think his concerns would sway his brother, but he seemed equally obliged to voice them. “I know you believe God will provide, sweet brother, but we have emptied our coffers. How will we travel with so long without work? How will we feed our families?”

“For once I welcome you asking, James.” He nodded to Magdalene, who produced a large purse from the folds of her dress. Jesus opened the drawstring so that the silver coins glistened in the candlelight. “Magdalene has been kind enough to offer her dowry to our ministry.”

All were speechless as James ran his fingers through the coins. “It is most generous, but within a year we will be once again reduced to paupers.”

Jesus’ lips turned up, but in a sad smile. “I do not think we need to figure that far ahead.” Brightening, he grasped his brother’s shoulder. “This will see all of us through to Passover, will it not?”

James’ eyes clouded as he went to take the purse, but Jesus withdrew the leather pouch.

It was Magdalene who spoke. “James, you know I hold you above reproach.” She bowed her head to the other men. “As I do you all, but I have seen Judas barter with the villagers and Romans alike. He has no equal. To gain an entire cart of hay for a half copper was truly remarkable.”

James went to retort, but Judas was quicker. “I could not take on such a responsibility. It has always been James’ place to care for the earnings and shall always be.”

Jesus looked at both of them. “I have long burdened my brother with the upkeep of our household. It is time that he be able to follow his heart and study the Scriptures rather than our finances. Would you not welcome such a relief, James?”

Judas was not so sure James agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment, but after Jesus’ impassioned speech, how could he contradict his brother? And now Judas was in the same quandary. How could he deny helping James?

A warm smile spread across Jesus’ lips. “Then it is agreed.”

Magdalene’s cheeks blushed as she passed the purse over to him. Judas had never held such a sum before. It weighed heavily in his hand, especially as the others looked upon him as if he were not worthy. But what could he do? No one disagreed long with Jesus. How could you think yourself better equipped to argue than the Son of God?

“Well then, I should join your mother in the kitchen, or we might find ourselves without dessert,” Magdalene said as she rose.

As she passed, Jesus her hand brushed against his knee in a most casual manner. Judas’ eyes darted to James. Was there an engagement between the two that he was not privy to? But James sharply shook his head. The other men did not seem to notice, so Judas made no issue of the touch. What happened between Jesus and Magdalene was a private matter.

Once she was gone, James rose. “We have much to arrange if we leave within the week.”

Andrew nodded. “I shall send word to John.”

“The merchants are closed, but I shall assemble a register of foods we shall carry with us,” said Philip. He continued, “I do not wish to find ourselves on the wrong end of a bargain for grain as we did in Gamela.”

The others made their exit, leaving only Jesus, James, and Judas. It was not that he thought himself such a familiar to linger with the brothers. It was just that Judas was loath to gain his feet in front of the others.

After sitting so long, his right leg did not cooperate, and his rising was a most awkward sight. Even if he stumbled only a little, Judas felt the others judged him as weak. Their eyes were always questioning why Jesus had included one such as he in their esteemed rank. So Judas waited until he was certain that the men had gone before he braced himself, using the wall to help his ascent, but Jesus grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet.

“Thank you,” Judas said, then quickly added, “for all the favors you have given.”

James retorted as he exited, “I would not be so quick to thank, Judas.”

What a strange thing to say, Judas thought. He had felt James beyond any petty feud they might have had, but when he turned to Jesus he could see in his friend’s eyes that James knew something he did not.

“I now know why John said you would be the one to suffer the most.”

Judas flinched at the Baptist’s name. He had tried so very hard to block the man’s prophecy from his mind.

“I fear Ameil cannot accompany us for so long a journey,” Jesus added.

Judas was quick to jump in. “I have a sum saved and can do small work along the way to pay his share and—”

“No, no, Judas. We would all welcome the boy.”

“Then I do not understand.”

For once he could see the similarity between James and Jesus. Most commented on how Judas and Jesus seemed more brothers than those two, but with the look of true reluctance to speak, Jesus was nearly James’ twin.

“Earlier this afternoon I went to see his father so I might apologize for returning his son so tardily.”

“Ameil should not have troubled you with such things,” Judas mumbled.

“Your nephew betrayed no confidence, Judas. He only said that he did not know why his father had shouted at you upon your return. I discerned the rest on my own.”

“And because of that Kyle will not allow Ameil to join us?”

“That and the fact that he feels the boy is too easily influenced.”

Jesus had that effect. His words swallowed your heart whole and made it beat all the stronger. Once emboldened, one could not keep one’s affections hidden. “Kyle still should not have been so presumptuous to you.”

Jesus seemed confused, then laughed. “Dear Judas, he was not resentful of me, but of you. He feels Ameil treats you more like a father than he, and he fears if you spend a season alone with him that Kyle will lose him forever.”

To this Judas could not argue. He and Ameil had forged a strong bond. So strong that he found himself bitter that they would now be separated. Jesus must have seen the transformation in his face.

“No one would blame you if you chose not to join us. The rest have the luxury of having their families follow in our footsteps. I know how divided your heart must be, and I would not force such a painful choice upon you.”

Even though Jesus’ words were kind, Judas could not help but wonder why the Savior had made certain to name him as one of the rarified Twelve and honor him with tending the ministry’s purse before telling him of Ameil. It seemed Jesus meant to strengthen his sense of duty to equal that to his nephew.

“The boy…” Judas could not even finish his sentence. How had the child become so important to him? Ameil was not even from his loins, yet his heart ached at the thought of leaving him behind. Who would Judas teach to braid horsehair so tightly that you could use it as a lash for a scabbard? Whose silly, boyish antics would he laugh at each afternoon?

“I will leave you with this overnight, my friend.”

Jesus went to exit the room, but Judas held out the bag of coins.

His friend frowned. “Will you give it no more consideration?”

Judas could only shake his head. At once it was an impossible decision, and yet one so easy to make. Jesus was a grown man. He had the full blessing of God upon his head. How could the Savior need him as Ameil did? For it was Judas who fathered the child. It did not matter that they shared only diluted blood. Ameil was as much Judas’ as Kyle’s. He could not abandon the child to follow Jesus, no matter how his heart wished it so.

He closed his friend’s fingers over the leather drawstrings. “Andrew will make an excellent keeper of the purse, Jesus. James will not fret if you choose Andrew instead, and I think the others might be happier as well.”

“Not Magdalene,” Jesus said. “She holds you in great esteem.”

“Perhaps, but I think she will understand best that Ameil needs me.”

Without further argument Jesus left the room. Judas was at the same time relieved that his friend had not tried harder to tempt him, but also sad that Jesus could so easily part. His assessment was correct, then.

As he had feared for so long, the Savior had little need of Judas’ company.


CHAPTER 14

══════════════════

Underground tunnels beneath Budapest

As they made their way through an especially low tunnel, Brandt’s legs cramped at the slow pace and cool air. What should have been a brisk walk back to the underground chapel of St. Matthias Church had turned into an arduous trek.

It turned out that their tourist map only gave a vague impression of Budapest’s labyrinth, rather than a representation of their actual conformation. Since this vast network of tunnels was off-limits to the public, there were no signs to warn them of the dozens of switchbacks, dead ends, and double cul-de-sacs.

The green glow of their chemical sticks cast an eerie glow on the textured walls. Formed over centuries of dribbling mineral water, every wall had a unique pattern. Some looked as if an artist had used a paintbrush to swirl the rock into seashell patterns, while others were marred like they had survived smallpox. Another appeared feathered and gnarled, similar to a coral reef only without being underwater. There were more than fifteen distinct types of patterns displayed in this cave system.

Or at least that’s what Lopez’s guidebook said.

For Brandt, these tunnels were nothing more than a means to an end. And the sooner they were out of the damp, unnaturally cool air, the better. A leather skirt was not exactly comfortable in fifty-two-degree weather.

On point, Svengurd had done his best to utilize the map and his compass, but advancement was slow at best. Between the cramped quarters and undocumented switchbacks, they had lost almost an hour.

An hour during which Rebecca might have been tortured or worse. But there was simply no hurrying this process along. Svengurd had slowed them to a crawl so they could study the smooth tunnel walls. Through trial and error they had realized that the manner in which the spring water dribbled down the limestone walls held clues to where the tunnel was leading. Rivulets deep into the stone usually meant they were on a major artery, while walls that were only dewy with moisture were more often than not dead ends.

The burgeoning number of stalactites and stalagmites had also slowed them. There was a reason these tunnels were restricted. The floor, slick with mineral water, was treacherous, and the sharp rocks jutted into their path, making steady movement tricky.

Even at such a slow pace, Brandt nearly ran into Davidson as the tunnel was plunged into darkness. Someone must have covered his glow stick.

“Svengurd has spotted a source of illumination up ahead.”

Wordlessly, Brandt exchanged places with the private and pulled up alongside Svengurd. “You saw something?”

The tall man pointed to a distant spot. “Up ahead.”

Brandt squinted, but couldn’t see anything.

“Shut your eyes, Sarge.”

He did as instructed, letting his eyes readjust to darkness, then slowly opened his lids. There it was. A pinpoint of light far ahead.

“Does it match the map?” he asked.

Svengurd nodded. “As best as I can tell with this POS.”

“I’ll take point,” Brandt stated, but Svengurd stepped in front of him.

The corporal said nothing, but let his action speak for him. Brandt was suggesting a serious breach in protocol. Svengurd had always been point and Brandt guessed until Svengurd died he intended to be point. It was by far the most dangerous position on the team.

Being the first into unknown situations usually ended up with you taking the first few rounds, but Svengurd thirsted for the opportunity. Frankly, the guy had the balls for it. He advanced without hesitation, using his surgical accuracy to clear the way for himself and the rest of the team.

“We’ve got limited ammo.” Brandt tried to justify his actions.

“All the more reason for me to head out and do some recon before we commit our resources.”

Brandt usually encouraged his men to give their unedited input, but he could feel himself resenting the corporal’s objection. Probably because he was right. Brandt was letting this get personal. Letting his fear for Rebecca’s safety override his years of training.

Hissing out his held breath, Brandt gave in. “Take point.”

The corporal was three steps out before the order was fully given, becoming nothing more than a blurry shadow. Svengurd’s advancement could only be measured by his body blocking the tiny pinpoint light, then revealing it. Then the shadow was gone and the light flickered unobstructed. Svengurd must have rounded the corner.

Brandt counted off the seconds. Each one pounded against his skull.

“How long do we wait?” Lopez asked.

“How long would you want us to wait if you were out there?”

“All right. I’m getting comfortable, then.”

* * *

Lochum followed Bartholomew into the abandoned worship hall. Rebecca had fallen a few steps behind as she continued to work on her laptop. The girl would have so much more to work on once they were privy to the information within the Aron Kodesh. He could feel his saliva glands pump out their secretions. He thought himself a true gentleman, but he was close to frothing at the mouth.

To think of all the times he had visited this synagogue. Never once had it occurred to him to study the architecture or study the murals. How many of the answers to his questions were within an arm’s length?

The rabbi stopped at a wall to the right of the altar, which was traditional, for the Ark was always built so that it faced Jerusalem.

After a moment of hesitation, Bart pulled out a large key. It was wider than the span of a man’s hand and apparently heavy. The rabbi had to use both hands to steady the key as he raised it to the lock. The key was fashioned out of iron in the shape of the Hebrew number five, representing the five books of the Torah. Lochum knew all of this from years of study but had never experienced the thrill of seeing one in use.

Bart turned to Rebecca. “I am sorry, and I know it should not matter given the sacrilege we are about to commit, but by Orthodox tradition…”

She nodded. Lochum’s old student was perfectly aware women were not allowed in the ark. He had taught her well.

“I’ll sit up on the first pew. Just bring me the lettering, and I’ll start entering it,” Rebecca answered politely.

“Thank you,” the rabbi said as he approached the lock. “If only you were so accommodating, Archibald.”

Lochum snorted. “We would never have gotten this far if I allowed traditions to stop me.”

Bart looked him up and down. “I will open the scrolls. I will point out the passages. You will look over my shoulder. In no way may you manipulate the scrolls in any way. Is that understood?”

“But what if—”

“There is no compromise in this, Lochum,” the rabbi said as he pulled on cotton gloves. “You may transcribe all that you see, but you may not touch the sacred documents. I could not sleep otherwise.”

Putting his hands behind his back, the professor nodded. “I would not violate your trust, Bartholomew.”

Lochum stepped back as the rabbi placed the key into the sunken lock. The purr of a motor sounded from behind the wall, and the engraved metal curtain rose, revealing two huge golden doors. The professor craned to look up. They must have been at least ten feet high. The entire golden surface was engraved with Hebrew symbols. He was so impressed that he almost called Rebecca over, but remembered his pledge to Bart.

The rabbi hesitated as he pulled the key from the outer lock and placed it over the gilded inner lock. “People have been killed for these bones?”

“Many, and many more to come, if we don’t bring them into the public’s consciousness,” he replied sincerely.

With a sad nod, Bart placed the key into the glistening lock, and the towering gold doors swung open to expose a room far larger than Lochum had suspected, filled with rows upon rows of ancient Torahs.

The professor had thought he would have been elated in this moment, but seeing the thousands upon thousands of documents, his heart sank. It would take more than a decade to sort through them all. Bart must have seen his despair, for the rabbi motioned him to the far end of the Ark.

“Come, I have sorted them by date. The era you are interested in lies in this case.”

They traveled to the far back of the room, where an etched glass box stood apart from the rest of the scrolls. Lochum recognized immediately that the container was climate and humidity controlled. These documents were not just sacred to the rabbi’s faith, but to the man himself.

“We will start with the earliest of the period and work our way through to the first century?” Bart suggested.

Lochum could only nod as the rabbi turned the alarms off. He opened the case and ever so carefully unrolled the first parchment. Spreading it on the glass surface, Bartholomew pointed out small script written in the margin.

“Looks familiar, doesn’t it?”

The bulk of the Torah was in Hebrew, but the small scribbled notations were in ancient Greek. Just like the inscriptions on John’s bone. A fierce smile spread across Lochum’s face.

This was the day they found the brother of Christ.

* * *

Brandt sat back on his heels, trying to conserve heat. Water dripped from the tunnel’s ceiling, making it impossible to keep dry. There was a literal waterfall all around them. The air had become clammy, and it was the kind of dark only found twenty feet below ground. Only the single steady pinpoint of light up ahead reminded them that there was a world out there.

Again he went to check his watch and again realized that he still couldn’t see it. Brandt could have hit the timepiece’s illumination feature, but given the drenching darkness he feared even this faint glow might give away their position, especially if Svengurd had been captured.

They had heard no struggle, but given the expert level of skill demonstrated in both Belgium and again in Paris, Svengurd could be dead a dozen different ways, and they would be none the wiser.

The crude count in Brandt’s head had the corporal gone nine minutes. Sixty more seconds and they’d have to assume the worst and move forward.

Did the light just flicker? Blinking several times to clear his vision, Brandt stared straight ahead. There it went again. Either it was Svengurd or they were in trouble. Lopez must have been keeping an equal vigil, for his gun went up.

“Wait for my signal,” Brandt whispered.

The light was completely blocked and did not reappear. Tense, the sergeant waited. A pebble landed at his feet, signaling the approaching figure was Svengurd. Relaxing his grip on his weapon, he felt another stone bounce across his toes. That pebble meant they needed to maintain silence. A third skidded into his sandal. There was trouble.

“Stay here,” he hissed to Lopez, as he crept forward to meet Svengurd.

It seemed like the distance to the corporal’s position was miles away as he made his way inch by inch. “Report.”

Svengurd kept his voice so low that Brandt had to strain to hear. “We’re in the right place, but there was a gopher in the chapel’s entrance.”

“Did you neutralize him?”

There was the slightest pause. “He was dressed like a priest.”

Brandt understood the younger man’s hesitation. Was the lookout an innocent bystander, or one of the enemy in the best camouflage you could have to infiltrate a church?

“I didn’t think my orders extended that far,” Svengurd added.

“No, you did right. I should take a look.”

“It sounds like they are ransacking the chapel, though.”

Tossing a single pebble back, Brandt waited another breath, then threw two pebbles at once. Within seconds the rest of his team was by his side.

He turned to Lopez. “You two hold this position.”

Without hesitation, Brandt followed Svengurd around the corner. It was a far sharper turn than he had suspected, and the flood of light stung his eyes. The going was faster now that they could actually make out the uneven floor and sharp jutting rocks from the ceiling. They pulled to a halt at the edge of a larger pool of candlelight.

The chapel’s stone-lined archway was clearly the source of the illumination, as a priest stepped in and out of the sanctuary. He seemed to be stacking objects just outside the arch. Was he assisting in the obvious search underway within the chapel or trying to protect sacred objects?

Slipping on the slick floor, Brandt’s leather sandal gave out from under him. He caught himself before he fell, but the scuff attracted the man’s attention. The dark-robed man searched the dark tunnel, and his eyes settled upon the sergeant.

Fear. Abject fear caused the man’s eyes to dilate.

He was no assailant.

Brandt took a single step forward, but the priest shook his head sharply. Retreating back into the darkness just in time, a uniformed soldier stepped into the tunnel.

Mercenary.

“Przynoszą tamte ostatnio dwa plecy wewnątrz,” the priest said.

Polish. Finally a language Brandt understood. He translated to Svengurd. “He wants the priest to bring the last two chests back inside.”

“They’ve been arguing back and forth about them.”

As the priest obeyed the armed man, Brandt motioned for Svengurd to stay put. “I’m going to go have a chat.”

Before the corporal could complain, Brandt was sliding his back along the tunnel wall. The archway had a thin lip. He tucked himself behind it as he waited. The cover was scant, and if the gunman came out as far as he did the last time, Brandt would be exposed, but if the priest was alone, it could be their one opportunity to get recon on the church.

The sergeant heard robes swish against the rocky doorway.

“Ile wewnątrz?” meaning “How many?” Brandt asked.

The man froze just shy of the entrance, only a black-tipped shoe visible.

The response was a shaky whisper. “Osiem być może dziewięć.”

Eight, maybe nine, men were inside.

Fuck. Outnumbered again.

“Ma wy blonde Monroe kobieta i starszy Lochum człowiek?” Brandt asked quickly.

The man took a small step out into the light, shaking his head as he pretended to organize the chests littered outside the chapel. If Monroe and Lochum were not here, where were they?

By the sounds inside, Svengurd was right. Their adversaries were going to town in there. Trying to find something that did not want to be found. Perhaps Rebecca’s location.

The priest leaned closer and spoke in deeply accented English. “Do not worry. We will never tell them where Lochum—”

“Otrzymują przesuwanie!” the gunman yelled from just two feet away.

Brandt plastered himself against the damp wall as the priest snatched up the second chest and hurried back inside.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The doctors may not be inside, but clearly the priest knew their whereabouts. That knowledge was the entire reason they were here, but if they stormed the chapel, his team was up against two-to-one odds yet again.

They hadn’t fared too well the last time. Now they were even more disadvantaged, since they had minimal ammunition. Davidson’s skill set would be negated by the cramped quarters, and there was no way to cross to the other side of the archway without being spotted, so forget about cover fire for the first person through the door.

Like he said… Fuck.


CHAPTER 15

══════════════════

St. Matthias Church, Budapest

Tok lay prostrate at the feet of Christ their Lord’s statue. His black hair nearly touched the divine image as his arms lay out at either side. The skin of his forehead rested upon the cool marble.

A prayer spoken constantly in his mind.

St. Matthias rivaled the great cathedrals of Europe. Perhaps even surpassed many of them. Few sanctuaries brought such a sense of peace, a peace that was essential to a place of worship. It was not the gilded altar, nor the finely leaded stained glass windows. All churches had such extravagance. The beautiful stonework shone throughout the structure. Each column, doorway, and arch overhead was detailed with scenes from the Bible. The carvings did not glisten nor sparkle in the sunlight. They were not so superficial. It felt as if God himself had touched this place and wrought the patterns deep in the stone.

So struck by the sanctuary’s beauty, Tok had left the interrogation of the clergy to Petir. The past days had seen the highest of the highs and the lowest of the lows. Tok had held the beloved Baptist’s bones, a blessing he had not thought he would ever be granted in his lifetime. Then to find that the doctors had not only survived the plane bombing, but had jetted to Budapest. The damnable Lochum had slipped through their grasp. Tok had felt certain the doctors would be in attendance here, but again he was sorely disappointed.

St. Matthias was the most logical starting point to find James, but the missing femur must have given the professor insight into the founder’s wishes that he was not privy to.

It galled him to think that such a heathen would have a deeper understanding of the Knot’s history than he. That Lochum might be closing in on James, the most beloved brother of Jesus, made Tok physically ill, but he could not allow his emotions to cloud his decisions again.

As always, Petir was indulgent of Tok’s ways, but there was a point at which his mentor would be forced to report his disappointing progress to their superiors. No doubt, questions would be asked if perhaps another agent would be best to lead the hunt, but Tok would not train his entire life for such a task and then fail.

So when he entered this place that seemed to have God’s intimate touch, he had lingered to find his faith again. Upon contemplation, Tok realized his error. He was seeking victory more for himself than for God’s glory. When he should have been grateful for all that the Lord had graced him with, Tok had cursed his luck.

In supplication, Tok had not only dialed down his sound amplifiers but turned them completely off. Communing with his Savior, he did not need this new sense graced by science. His faith was best served in perfect silence. Whenever God blessed Tok with his words of wisdom, they were always so soft and faint that a stray thought could drown them out. It was here that his disability gave him a clear advantage. He and his Lord were closer because of it. Who best to hear God’s words in his heart than a deaf man?

Clearing his mind, Tok prayed for guidance. He knew the two doctors would surface eventually. His cadre had eyes and ears throughout the city. Budapest and the Knot had ancient bonds. The city might be trying to recreate their Roman ancestry, but his sect had been there, had made sure this place was well loved by Rome. There was not a stone-paved street that did not know their influence. But for all this quiet presence, there had been no word yet on the doctors. He felt his muscles clench in frustration.

Normally he was a patient man, for he knew that God seldom respected man’s hurried timetable, but now…

Tok exhaled sharply. He must trust in God and be all the more patient. The Lord would reveal Lochum in his own time. Tok reminded himself that he was but the servant.

A tap came at his shoulder. Rising, he kissed Christ’s toes, then faced his mentor. Tok did not bother to turn on his microelectrodes, since Petir was already signing.

“We just received word that they entered the Great Synagogue.”

Tok signed back, “We have heard from our mole, then?” Since giving the order to bring down the London plane, his heart had been heavy, but might his dearest have survived as Lochum had?

But Petir shook his head sharply.

Frowning, Tok could not let his worry override his duty. “Are the doctors still there?”

A nod answered him. “Shall we draw to a close?” Petir asked.

“Have the cars readied.”

His mentor nodded sharply and headed downstairs again.

Tok smiled a secret smile. As always, when he released his will and went with God, God went with him.

* * *

Rebecca typed away, happy to have so much to do. Her mind was filled with letters and phrases instead of pain and loss. Inside the quiet synagogue with its wooden pews and beautiful tapestries, she could almost wipe away the past decade. Pretend that she had not had her heart broken and trampled underfoot by a professor she revered or that an entire team of men who sought only to help her were now dead.

Lochum hurried out of the Ark and handed her another carefully transcribed passage. “Do you have anything yet?”

“So far all we know is an awful lot about the harvest in 78 AD.”

He frowned for a second, then flashed a smile. “Was it bountiful?”

“Oh yeah. Bumper crop.” She could not help but grin back. No one could turn back the clock, but as Lochum patted her shoulder, it certainly seemed it might be possible in this place.

“Do not fret. All this strife will not be for naught.”

And for the first time in the last decade, she believed him. Then a cell phone rang. She looked to Lochum, but he shook his head. The sound was coming from within the Holy Ark.

Bart exited the chamber, pale and hurried. “You must leave!”

“You cannot suggest—”

“Your passports were flagged as wanted terrorists! The authorities have been notified.”

“What?” she and Lochum said together.

The rabbi was nearly apoplectic. “When you entered, they scanned your passports. The guard called to tell me you two were on a watch list!”

She should have anticipated this. Brandt would have, damn it. He would never have used the same documents they used on the flight to get into the synagogue.

Worry flashed that she might have to drag Lochum out of the synagogue to safety, but the professor was already packing up her equipment. “We must not allow anyone to know what we have discovered.”

Bart hurriedly placed another scrap of text into the professor’s hand. “Go out the door to the left, and follow the hall to the museum. There is a back door. It will lead you out into an alley. Go right. Don’t stop until you find a wrought-iron gate. It will seem locked, but if you just lift up on the right side, it will open.”

Lochum returned the rabbi’s embrace. “Thank you, Bartholomew.”

“I will copy more and send it once you are safe.” He and Rebecca exchanged a quick hug. “Do not wait another decade before visiting. Dolores will be wanting to see you.”

A knock came at the main doors of the synagogue.

“Go!” the rabbi hissed as he moved toward the front door.

Lochum took her hand, and they fled once again.

* * *

The light within the chapel went out as Brandt gripped his weapon.

Excellent. It was their first break in a long while. The tunnel was darkened with just the slightest light leaking from deeper inside the chapel.

He gave the signal. Svengurd and Lopez scurried across the archway and set up on the other side. With a nod, Svengurd entered. Lopez and Davidson followed. Brandt brought up the rear even though his every impulse was to rush forward, heedless of the danger.

Checking his corners, Brandt realized the chapel was bigger than he had guessed. For a chamber completely carved out of the surrounding limestone, with ceilings high enough for a chandelier. The furnishings were simple. Unstained wood held together with rusted nails, yet they were far more elegant than many five-star hotels. The sanctuary must have been lovely once, but now it was trashed. The bastards had overturned everything. Even the altar.

“Sarge,” Lopez said seriously enough that the hairs on the back of Brandt’s neck rose.

The sergeant strode over and found what had Lopez worried. The priest whom he had just spoken to lay dead on the floor, his neck slashed.

Brandt’s jaw clenched into a knot. He should have fucking gone in right away. Screw the odds. He had delayed, and this man had died for it. The sergeant swore a thousand curses in his mind, but none of them brought the priest back to life. And he had another life to consider.

“Move forward.”

Without hesitation, Svengurd crept up the short stone staircase to the closed door. It should lead to the tomb of King Bela and his Queen, at least if the tour map could be trusted.

As Lopez provided cover, Svengurd jerked the door open. They filed into the candlelit crypt. The king and his queen were encased in a stone tomb that was so finely sculpted that you felt if you reached out you would touch flesh. All around the tomb, carved columns rose to the rock ceiling. They should have been able to advance quickly, but as they rounded the corner to the northwest staircase, the sight brought them to a halt

The two nuns were sprawled dead on the floor, but at the least their dark robes hid the brunt of the blood. The poor novice’s gray habit showed the volumes of red pouring from her neck.

Brandt knelt next to the young girl who had, until five minutes ago, been preparing to marry Christ. To his surprise, she was still alive, barely.

“Lopez!”

The corporal was beside them in a second, trying to stanch the flow, but the girl’s breaths came in gurgly gasps.

“Shh. Let him do his job,” he said, trying to comfort her.

Her eyes rolled to the stairs, and her last dying word was, “Trap…”

Brandt heard the telltale clatter of a grenade bouncing down steps.

He was on his feet.

“Go, go, and more go!”

* * *

Cutting through the synagogue’s cemetery, Rebecca and Lochum were at a full run when they almost collided with a tree. Only it wasn’t a real tree. In their hurried flight, she had forgotten about the Weeping Willow Memorial.

The metal tree climbed twenty feet above them and each leaf was inscribed with the name of a Jew who had died during the Holocaust. It had always been both a horrid reminder of all those killed, yet was also an incredible testament to a generation that refused to shy from such awful loss so that they might still embrace their future.

Right now though, the draping steel tree was simply in their way. They darted to the left, ran through the World War II-era graveyard and made it into the alley. It must have been dinnertime, for in the buildings all around, Rebecca could hear families settling down for the meal. Dishes clanged and children were called in from their play.

Her footfalls sounded so loud in her ears. Despite the evening clamor, Rebecca was certain the entire neighborhood must have heard their flight, but still they ran. Whether it was the authorities or the Knot at the synagogue’s door, they were getting as far away as possible.

In the twilight, the alley seemed to stretch on forever. Lochum sounded winded, and her legs were heavy as well. Finally, they found the iron gates. The metal twisted upon itself in a unique manner. The pattern seemed vaguely familiar, but she could not place it.

At first the design appeared as if the craftsman had attempted a flower, but aborted halfway through. The finished product was beautiful if not a little disturbing.

“Help me,” Lochum said as he tried to shoulder open the heavy gate.

Rebecca backed him away. “He said to lift it.”

She used one hand at the right corner, and the incredibly heavy metal lifted up easily and swung open, almost inviting them in. Was it part of the architect’s plan or a flaw that made it open so easily for someone who knew the trick?

As they entered the stone courtyard, their footsteps quieted. The hectic sounds from the neighborhood died off as well. She looked at the gate again. Now she knew why it looked so familiar.

“Gozsdu Udvar.”

Lochum glanced about. “So right you are.”

Despite their panic, neither moved. The Gozsdu courtyard was the ground zero of the old World War II Jewish Ghetto. This courtyard connected to six others. In the very overcrowded heart of Pest this huge housing complex stood deserted. No one had lived here for more than fifty years. Ragged curtains stirred as a gentle breeze blew through broken windows. Eerie didn’t even begin to describe the place. Gozsdu was on no one’s tourist map.

Yet this piece of property was within a stone’s throw of all of Pest’s historical buildings—the synagogue, the opera house, and even the Parliament building. This patch of land was prime real estate. Over the years, city managers and land developers had tried to revitalize the area into either commercial shops or private residences, but each time they tried, tragedy befell those who attempted to alter a single piece of pavement.

Folklore had spun tales of a haunting. Only those most hated by the Nazis had been housed here so that the German General Eichmann could overlook them from his office just above the gate. Whispers stirred that those who were watched day and night had cursed the place forever. So half a century later, this once-bustling neighborhood had become a ghost town.

It was also a dead end. All other exits had been blocked by the Germans long ago and had never been opened. The heavy gate was the only way in or out of the Gozsdu.

She looked back down the alley. As the sun set and the high buildings on either side cast dark shadows, flashlights played in the distance. Obviously, their pursuers were expanding the search beyond the temple.

“Why would Bart have sent us here?” she asked.

Lochum closed the gate and took her hand. “We’ve got to get inside.”

Rebecca followed him, but her feet were reluctant. As broken glass rattled in windowpanes, it seemed that the ghosts were telling her it was safer out there with their pursuers than in here with them.

* * *

Luckily the grenade had just been a Flashbang, but they were still hurting. Lopez only had one functioning earplug, so he was shouting constantly. Davidson’s goggles had slipped as the private turned to run, so Svengurd was forced to be his eyes as he fired at the enemy.

For all that, their retreat was fairly organized. Two by two they laid down cover fire while the other two beat a path out, then switched roles. Of course, the cover fire wasn’t covering very much since they were almost out of bullets.

Brandt had to force the novice in her bright burgundy stained robes out of his mind. He couldn’t get any more pissed. His men were already strung too taut. They could take men dying before their eyes, but to have a woman, especially a young girl, go down? It made them do stupid shit like fire off way too many rounds into the darkness when you had limited ammo.

“Shorter bursts!” he yelled over their gunfire.

“What?” Lopez shouted back.

Brandt put a hand on his shoulder. “Save what you got.”

Lopez took his finger off the trigger.

They were deep into the tunnels by now. Lost, but hopefully so were their pursuers. They were too far underground for any infrared tracking equipment. But who needed sophisticated equipment when all the pricks had to do was follow the sound of his men’s gunfire?

“Svengurd, stow it!” Much lower he hissed, “Silence.”

Once his men stopped firing, they could hear a scattering of gunfire, but it was off to their right. Another much farther away. Brandt breathed a well-deserved sigh of relief. They had lost them in the labyrinth of tunnels. At least for now.

He whispered to Svengurd, “Get us out of here.”

As they moved out, Brandt went to take Davidson’s arm, but the private brushed him off. “I think we’re all blind down here.”

Brandt hoped it was true as Svengurd painstakingly backed them away from the chapel.


CHAPTER 16

══════════════════

Gozsdu Udvar, Budapest

Lochum glanced over to Rebecca as she crouched beneath a cracked window, chewing the edge of her lip. She fretted per usual. The girl could not see an opportunity when it was right in front of her, even if it came in the form of a dilapidated house. She worried that Bartholomew had sent them into a trap, but he knew better. The rabbi had sent them exactly where they needed to be. Why this house in Gozsdu was so important, Lochum did not know, but he would if his student would just get off her doomsday rant.

“Rebecca, my darling, could you please focus on my question?”

She glared at him. “Don’t start, Lochum.”

“Then answer my query. What is so special about this patch of earth?”

Her cheeks were crimson, and every innocuous noise caused her to flinch. “You know the story of the Ghetto as well as I do.”

“Dear child, expand your mind. What was so unique to the ancient peoples of this land? The rest is just an echo of that previous suffering.”

With a resigned sigh, Rebecca opened her laptop. Once she was busy typing, Lochum peeked out the window. Beams of light crisscrossed the darkened buildings, but so far none had ventured into the cursed courtyard. Was that Bart’s plan? To use the haunted history of this place to their advantage, or was it something more?

The professor refused to believe the dilapidated buildings were merely shelter. There must be clues hidden here to further their journey.

“There’s nothing, Lochum,” she said, but then her eyes scanned the screen faster. “Do you remember that last string of letters?”

In their rushed flight, the ancient Greek had fled from his mind as well. Irritated, he snapped, “Did you not type it in?”

She glared over the screen. She needed to make no other reply.

Lochum felt the scratch of something in his palm. The forgotten piece of paper Bart had given him right before their exit. How he had held onto it, Lochum did not know, but there it was. Perhaps it had the last passage. Expecting a scribbled note, the professor was surprised to find a fragment of ancient parchment in his palm.

“Look,” he whispered. “Look at this, ‘Becca.”

Finally she glanced toward him, at first with annoyance, then with recognition. She set down her laptop and rose to study the object.

“Is it… is it really a piece of Torah?”

Carefully unfolding the document, Lochum confirmed its origin. Hebrew scrolled down the left but the entire right margin was covered in ancient Greek. Bartholomew had torn, actually damaged, a piece of his most sacred scrolls. Even Rebecca was impressed.

“He would not have done that if it wasn’t a vital passage,” she said.

Lochum did not argue as she gingerly took the parchment and sat down with her laptop.

* * *

God, how Rebecca hated it when Lochum was right. The professor sat gloating as she typed in the Torah’s passage. She already recognized that James’ name was mentioned more than a few times.

As the translation program whirled, Rebecca rested her head against the pocked wall. Lights occasionally flickered through the gray curtains, but they were in the distance. The ghosts were keeping them safe so far.

Her mind wandered back to something Lochum had said. Something about how this place must have held significance to the region’s ancient peoples. At the synagogue, Rebecca had Googled the phrase “four and one” a hundred times and followed every possible link, but found only some hockey scores, odds on a racehorse, and a cream to make one’s boobs bigger but nothing relevant. The search was just too general.

But what if the second passage was not talking about any Judeo-Christian reference, but one from the region James was laid to rest? Typing furiously, she punched in the term “four and one” and added “Hungarian mythology.”

Immediately several references popped up. She hit the first link.

“Oh, crap,” Rebecca said before she could stop herself.

Lochum was by her side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

“Here it is,” she said, as they both read frantically.

The early settlers of the Hungarian region, the Magyars, had an elaborate mythology that included spirits and demigods, but five in particular were worshipped by all. The four elements—earth, wind, air, and fire, and the one true God who had spawned them all.

The four and one. She remembered reports that early evangelists had mistaken the Magyars for Christians, since their rituals and customs were very similar, but this civilization was only quasi-monotheist. They held one god above all others, but believed in other spiritual beings. Rebecca could see how these Magyars would be steady allies of the early Christians.

Most scholars believed this region had so readily and quickly converted to Christianity because of their similar mythologies, but now Rebecca wondered. Perhaps they had more in common than that.

Lochum sat down hard enough that Rebecca feared the bed’s old frame would give out from under them. “Of course, now the stag makes sense.”

For a moment, Rebecca didn’t understand the reference. How were the four elements and one true God related to the stag in the magical forest of Divei llai? Then she realized she was making the same mistake as before. This was about Magyar mythology, not Jewish or proto-Christian.

Her mind spun as quickly as her laptop’s hard drive.

Stag. Stag. Stag. Unfortunately, Hungarian ancient mythology was not one of her specialties.

Lochum sighed next to her. “You do not remember, do you?”

She felt her cheeks flush against her will. If she had known they would be searching in Hungary instead of the Ecuadorian jungle, she would have brushed up on her Eastern European mythology. Just a few more moments and she would have it, but her professor could not wait.

“Nimrud? Symaria? The name itself—Magyar? Ring any bells?”

Rebecca wanted to smack herself. Of course.

She talked quickly, bringing back stale knowledge. “The tale of Nimrud’s two sons, Hunor and Magor. They went out hunting and encountered a white stag. They tracked it day and night for nearly a week. By the time they had it within range, the brothers held such respect for the beast that they could not kill it, and to their surprise the stag lay down and would not budge. The brothers knew that they were in the presence of a god, and that they had been chosen to rule this land. In thanks, they ran to get the beast food and water, but when they returned the white stag was gone. Only the antlers remained.”

“B-plus work,” Lochum replied. “Unlike Cain and Abel, the two brothers did not quarrel over this heavenly gift. Instead they looked at the antlers. Hunor took all the land that lay to the right of the antler and Magor took the rich soil to the left.”

Rebecca jumped in. Her teacher’s pet reflex was almost impossible to extinguish. “Thus the Huns were born to the East and the Magyars to the West.”

“Attila’s ancestors spread eastward. Centuries later, the prodigal son came westward to conquer his own cousins. The brothers’ civil pact shattered.” After a sad exhale, Lochum looked around the deserted room. “History does not seem to favor the fair and honest, does it?”

After the past few days, Rebecca could not argue with him. Greed and lust seemed to overwhelm the much quieter impulses of generosity and compassion. The image of Brandt’s face as she walked away from him in the Parisian airport flashed. Why had she not appreciated his concern for her safety? A few minutes of discussion, and they might have reached a compromise. If Hunor and Magor could do it, why not them?

“Is the translation done?” he asked.

She looked down. The software was only eighty-six percent done. “Almost.”

“Then let us see it.”

Rebecca shook her head. “You know better. The finished product is rough enough, let alone while it’s still trying to discern the syntax pattern.”

A light flashed across the wall, much brighter and stronger than before. They could hear someone trying to force open the metal gate.

“We may not have a choice,” Lochum said pointedly.

Bringing the partially decoded text up, Rebecca skimmed the content, then inhaled sharply.

The professor recited the passage. “The bearer was most intent. The ossuary box must be interred in the most holy of places. The priest knew of great brotherly love and wished to grant his request, but it was forbidden to build upon the spot where the stag lay down…” He flashed a smile to her, then continued, “The bearer told them of their own stag the Kenesh, and the forest of Divei llai. So it was agreed. The fish would protect James for eternity.”

“Huh?” she said as she reread the passage.

The professor became annoyed as well. “That can’t be right.”

“I told you to wait until the program was done.”

But then the software dinged, indicating that it was finished. The text stayed as it was. There was no mistake.

“Perhaps the fish refers to the ancient Christian symbol?” she asked.

“Yes, yes. It must be metaphorical. Referring to God or James’ brother Christ.”

She nodded, but frowned at the same time. “But how does the passage help us, then?”

Lochum grimaced as they heard the telltale creak of the gate opening.

Where to go?

“Come,” the professor said as he led her deeper into the house. “Start checking floorboards and cabinets.”

He was right. This had been a Jewish Ghetto during the time of the Nazis. Even under such harsh conditions, the imprisoned had sought to protect their own ill from the death squads by building false floors and walls. Rebecca packed her laptop and began ever so softly tapping the broken plaster, searching for a hiding spot of her own.

* * *

Tok walked through the center of the Great Synagogue’s many pews. The acoustics were astonishing. A whisper from the pulpit could be heard all the way back to the last row. The ceiling was especially pleasing to the eye as well as the ear. The sea-blue and emerald tiles provided a lift to the spirits and helped convey the sound over the domed structure. He was not struck so much by the strange mingling of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions as how incredibly similar they all were.

For all the fighting and deaths, the religions all believed in nearly the same thing. Each building upon the other. Why was praying to a single all-powerful God not enough to unite them all? If the world chose to focus on the religions’ differences now, the knowledge he carried in his heart would add an inextinguishable fuel to that fire.

His musings were truncated as Petir dragged the rabbi from his office.

“Bartholomew, I thought we had an understanding?” Tok said into his sub-vocal microphones, and Petir relayed the words.

The rabbi blanched as sweat dripped from his brow. “You said nothing of Lochum.”

“Perhaps because we all thought him dead. Something you might have thought to report immediately.” Steadily Tok closed the distance between them. “Why is it that I had to hear from the old woman who sells the tickets that the professor had sprung back to life?”

There was no reply.

Tok had to admit that the man displayed great loyalty to his old professor, but they had not the time for such sentiments. Lochum and Monroe had been flushed within the half hour. Their scent was still strong. They needed to net them now.

“Open the Aron Kodesh.”

“No,” the rabbi said, but his voice shook.

“Don’t make me resort to techniques that will stain this beautiful hardwood floor.”

Bartholomew looked to him, then to Petir, who showed him the hilt of his knife. The rabbi gulped but held firm.

Tok had always been fond of the man. While the rabbi had only peripheral knowledge of their secret, he knew enough to be of help in eliciting clues from the various scriptures he collected. Until now he had been a neutral source of information. In this moment, however, after assisting Lochum, he was an enemy.

“Perhaps your circumcision was not done fully enough the first time?” Tok asked through Petir.

The rabbi’s eyes dilated as Tok predicted they would. Torture was bearable in theory. However, once you began describing the actual technique and the bodily focus of such attention, most became cooperative before the knife was ever brought to bear.

Bartholomew took the key out of his pocket and walked to the metal curtain, unlocking the hidden room. The beautifully inscribed, gilded doors had always impressed Tok, but today his focus was on the Ark’s contents—the rolls and rolls of ancient Torahs.

“Perhaps you might point out the one of most interest?”

The rabbi tried to look everywhere but to the far side of the room. Tok walked to the back and touched the edges of the scrolls. It was clear which ones had recently been unrolled and then re-rolled. One in particular had been hastily returned to its place.

Tok removed it from its binding and unrolled the parchment upon the glass cabinet. The upper left corner was torn. And this injury was not suffered in antiquity. The inner fibers along the edge were starkly white compared to the aged yellow on the surface.

He turned to the rabbi. “Oh, Bartholomew, what have you done?”

Petir’s knife reflected in the Ark’s polished doors.

* * *

Their enemy approached, but they had yet to find a single loose board. Rebecca chanced a look out the window. Their pursuers were heading into the house directly across the courtyard. It would not take them long to work their way around to this home. She finished tapping the inner wall of the water closet and moved onto the floor under a child’s bed.

She and Lochum’s lives were in jeopardy, but Rebecca couldn’t help but turn the riddle of the Torah’s passage over in her mind.

Obviously Bart had known, or at least suspected, far more than he had let on. Was he familiar with the translation of that passage before they had arrived, or did he only realize its significance once he saw the transcription from John’s bone?

And why did he send them into this dead-end neighborhood? Granted, the Ghetto might have hiding places, but couldn’t he have just gotten them a cab to take them far away from here, unless…

Hadn’t a small historical journal with an even smaller footnote suggested a reason the Romans had banished the Jews across the Danube into Buda? The author proposed that the Jews had been flushed from Pest after they joined the native Magyars in protesting a new temple to Apollo. They had insisted that the ground was sacred and had been banished for it.

Rebecca searched her memory for what happened to that Roman temple. After the fall of the Empire, the Huns had burnt the sanctuary to the ground. The trail ended there.

Frustrated, she moved onto the western wall, while Lochum tried to pry the floorboards open. His fingertips were bleeding. He was so desperate to get beneath the house.

Beneath.

Wait. Wasn’t the parchment specific that they could not build over the stag’s sacred resting place? But what about beneath it? Pest was known for its enormous series of tunnels lying under the entire city. More than ten thousand people had lived underground throughout the bombings of World War II. They even had postage delivered down there. The connecting tunnels made up a sprawling network. Some lay just beneath their feet.

And why was there a water closet in a home such as this? Even before the neighborhood had become a ghetto, this house had been no estate. In Eastern Europe, even as late as the 1930s, indoor plumbing had been reserved for the gentry. Unless…

“Lochum, help me here,” she whispered, sure of her instincts.

He seemed eager for a new tactic as he helped her tug at the wood around the toilet. “We’re making too much noise. They’ll hear us.”

“Just pull harder.”

Lochum stopped until she indicated the Star of David above his head. In the center of the Jewish symbol was etched the tiniest fish, the icon that proto-Christians used to identify themselves. Not only was it a symbol that identified secret meeting places that predated the cross by a millennium, but it was also mentioned in the Torah’s passage. Strength seemed to find its way to his limbs. They worked together, but the damn thing would not budge.

Then she remembered the gate. “Lift it.”

“What?” he asked. Then, with very little effort, Rebecca lifted the china basin, and the entire floor gave way to a darkened stairwell.

They both just stood there, stunned that her ploy had actually worked.

“I think… I think we need to go down there,” she said, not quite sure she wanted to follow the steps.

“Yes,” Lochum answered with little enthusiasm, then found his passion again. “Yes, we must.”

With no more hesitation they headed beneath.

* * *

A bullet whizzed past his ear.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The enemy must have circled around. Until now his team had managed to avoid any dead ends, but this place was a fucking maze.

As his men returned fire, Brandt grabbed Svengurd’s arm. “We need a new fucking plan.”

The tall man yelled over the gunfire. “I say we go deeper.”

Up until this point they had avoided passages that slanted downward. They needed to get to the surface, pronto. However, the tunnels that sloped toward the surface ended up meandering and circling back, but now it wasn’t about getting out of here so much as staying alive.

“Do it.”

As Lopez and Davidson laid down suppression fire, Brandt and Svengurd made for the next downward passage, but bullets came from that direction as well.

He didn’t even bother to cuss. They were screwed. Pinned between two superior forces. Why the fuckers hadn’t just lobbed some grenades at them and end this quickly, Brandt didn’t know.

Or maybe he did. Their enemy must have a sense of self-preservation. Even a small fragmentation grenade could cause enough damage to destabilize the tunnel. And a percussion grenade? Forget it. An entire section of caves could collapse.

Wait a minute.

Brandt turned to Svengurd. “You still have that C-4?”

“Yeah, why?”

A savage smile crossed his face. He might not have the book smarts like Lochum, but he could be an evil genius when he needed to be.

* * *

Lochum followed Rebecca down the steep stone stairs. The steps were cut from the walls themselves. His hands trembled in anticipation. How glad he was that he had brought her along. For all her flaws, she had a brilliant, deductive mind. He never could have cross-referenced all the new information so quickly to find this path.

As they exited the stairwell, the temperature dropped a good fifteen degrees, but the goose bumps on his arms were not from the cold. He could see a dim light in the distance. It was more a glow. Rebecca looked anxiously at him, but there was no turning back.

He led the way down the slick slope to find the source of the light. A pool of water glowed in the dark cave. Water dripped from the ceiling and walls, but none of that liquid shone like the pool. A pure, white light washed over them.

Surprisingly, it was Rebecca who put a finger into the water. She swirled her digit around the edge of the pool. “It’s bioluminescent bacteria. But this deep in a cave?”

His student was right. With the exception of the New Zealand glow worm, most light- producing species were confined to the twilight zone of any given cave system. Bioluminescence was a costly biological product, which took enormous energy input. Bacteria this far down simply should not be able to produce light.

“Are you seeing this? The fish aren’t albino. Shouldn’t they be albino?” she asked, her voice full of both disbelief and wonder.

Not only were the darting fish not white, they were a rainbow of colors—yellow, red, orange, and turquoise—far more brilliant than even marine creatures. They looked almost painted. If they found nothing else, this pond alone would be the biological find of the year.

But he noticed a rectangular object far deeper in the water. “Is there something at the bottom?”

Rebecca plunged her arm into the water. “I think… Yeah, yeah, my fingers are touching something flat and smooth with—”

She stopped abruptly and pulled her hand from the water. “I think…”

Lochum felt like shaking the answer from her, but instead he carefully put his arm into the water, then he, too, retracted his hand.

“I think,” Rebecca finally found her voice, “it’s the ossuary box. The box.”

The professor felt his head nod up and down far too vigorously. He really should stop, but he could not.

She looked like a little girl. “The fish. They are protecting him.”

His mouth watered at the thought.

“It’s going to take both of us,” she said, and again all he could do was bob his head.

Together they leaned over and felt along the edges until they found purchase under the box.

“Ready?” she asked and off his incessant nod, Rebecca heaved. His back complained, but he did not stop lifting until the small stone box was above the water’s surface.

Carefully they set the sacred relic on the smooth ground. They both sat back on their heels and studied the lid.

“The dearest brother,” she read breathlessly.

He felt all the air in his lungs escape at once. Even now he did not believe it possible. Not until she said those precious words. It could be none other than James.

“It’s heavy, but I think we can carry it out of here intact.”

His head bobbed on its own. He could not talk. It might not be Jesus, but it was his brother. His brother.

Sounds drifted down from the long stairwell.

“We’d better hurry,” Rebecca said trying to lift her end, but could not.

Lochum assisted, but found it far heavier than before. And was the pond not as bright? The more they tried to lift the box, the heavier it seemed. Rebecca tried dragging it, but even that would be too slow.

With a concerned look, she pulled out a Swiss Army knife. He had taught her well. The tool was a paleoarchaeologist’s best friend.

“I’m going to open it, right?”

As the sounds from above grew louder, Lochum nodded, but felt that there should be a thousand photographers to document this moment. Instead there were just some fish and a dimming pond to mark the event.

It did not take long for her to break the seal, but she looked hesitant to open the lid. He leaned forward and lifted the stone lid.

There they were.

James’ skeleton and a single silver coin.

He touched one of the bones as the light from the pond softened to barely a glow. Lochum could feel the tiny inscriptions in the bone.

Instructions to find Jesus.

A loud crash indicated their pursuers had broken through to the stairwell.

“We’d better take off,” Rebecca said as she gathered the bones and tried to awkwardly fit them into her laptop satchel.

“No,” Lochum said as he pulled out a pillowcase he had taken from the bed upstairs. “After last time, I think I should carry them.”

As the light fully extinguished, Lochum followed his student into a steeply graded tunnel with James’ bones on his back.

James’ bones.

He was just one clue away from Christ.


CHAPTER 17

══════════════════

Dohany Street Synagogue, Budapest

Tok walked solemnly through the history museum wing of the Great Synagogue. The stark pictures of human suffering reminded him of the days when Rome crucified hundreds of Jews a day trying to quell the Jerusalem uprising. Power always sought to snuff out religion for faith was beyond the state’s control. Christians in China. Muslims in Bosnia.

He shook his head. Such suffering.

“They have found them,” Petir said from behind.

“Where?”

His mentor led him out the back, past the Weeping Willow Memorial, and into the alley. So many noises greeted him at once. The sounds of life. Someone was singing, very off-key, down the street. Another couple was arguing over dinner. Had he wronged her, or vice versa? Then from a window, a child laughed. Not just laughed but belly guffawed. Snorting and giggling. Was there any finer sound in the entire world?

The first time he heard it, Tok had not known how to react. Was laughter a signal of aggression? But then he saw a group of children rolling onto their sides in glee. Then he understood. Understood how vital his mission was to the world. He had always known the parameters of his work. He had known the how and the what of it all, but until that moment he had not known the why. But now he did.

As the sounds of the evening filled the alley, Petir guided him through a set of iron gates. They entered the Gozsdu section of Pest. Suddenly Tok worried that his implants were not functioning correctly. The symphony from the alley diminished to barely a whisper. Tilting his head, Tok put pressure just under his right ear and opened his jaw, testing the connection of the microfilaments.

“It is not you, Master.”

Tok certainly heard Petir just fine.

His mentor finished, “It is this place. It is simply devoid of noise.”

No, that was not true. The slightest rustle of wind swayed curtains in the windows. This courtyard was completely devoid of life.

He did not like this place, but Tok followed Petir into one of the houses. Quickly they passed through the water closet’s false wall.

Bright floodlights had been hastily installed to illuminate the staircase. They traveled the steps quickly, which ended in one of the area’s many caves. Petir indicated a pond.

“We believe the ossuary was located in the center.”

Tok looked down to see the rectangular deficit in the pool’s bottom.

Petir went on to describe the search efforts underway, but Tok turned away from him and looked around the periphery of the cave.

There were five other staircases, all leading down from the houses above. The captured Jews could have escaped at any time. They did not have to live their life of squalor in the Ghetto. Those battered and broken could have fled into the tunnels and never been found, but they had not.

In that moment, Tok realized that those Jews must have been descendants of James’ sect. Broken off from the Knot more than a millennium ago, they operated independently. As much as John’s sect had known that his remains were in danger from the renovation of the Eiffel Tower, they sought to destroy them rather than let them fall into heathens’ hands. James’ sect must have stayed in the Ghetto, suffering the whole while. Otherwise, the Nazis would have found their escape route, discovering this pond and the bones within.

Tok felt such a welling of love for these people, his spiritual cousins. They had endured starvation, pestilence, torture, and worse to protect James. These Jews knew exactly what a man like Hitler could have done with such a precious artifact.

And Lochum had stolen the bones as if they were but a token in a child’s game. The professor not only disrespected the Jews’ sacrifice, but negated it. They had suffered and ultimately died for nothing.

Love brewed into anger at Lochum’s arrogance. Tok never took delight in killing, not like others in the Knot. Those who sought to replace him kept tallies and told sordid tales of their “victories,” but he never participated. Death was necessary. Sacrifice was necessary just as the crucifixion had been, but the taking of God’s gift of life brought sorrow for him, not joy. At least not until this day.

Tok turned abruptly to Petir, interrupting him. “Where are they?”

“As I was saying, they could not be more than a kilometer ahead. But of course we are also tracking their American guards in the tunnels as well.”

“All that matters is to find and kill Lochum.”

Petir cocked his head. “I do not understand. The professor could—”

Tok caught Petir’s gaze and made sure his old mentor knew he was every bit serious. “I want Lochum’s blasphemy ended.”

There was only a moment’s hesitation before his mentor nodded again. “It shall be done.”

He waited until everyone left before he knelt beside the small pond and put his hands together in prayer.

Christ forgive him, but a smile spread across his face as he thought of Lochum’s eyes dim and his jaw slack with death.

* * *

Rebecca tripped over another stalagmite as they ran down the black tunnel. Lochum was faring no better as he cursed under his breath behind her. They were lost and exhausted. Not a good combination.

They had James, but for how long? The shouts from behind seemed to get closer and closer. Occasionally the tunnel would brighten with the beam of a flashlight. The men who chased them would eventually catch up.

It wasn’t fair. To have come so close only to be…

There was a greenish light up ahead. Was she imagining it, or was there light? Their pursuers couldn’t have circled in front this quickly, could they?

Then the light bloomed, illuminating the distant tunnel in a green warbling color. Were there people coming toward them? And were they in costume? The gladiator out front looked especially familiar.

“Brandt!” she cried.

It was he!

He was alive! In a leather skirt, but alive.

And there were Lopez and Davidson supporting Svengurd.

They were all alive!

“Brandt!” she yelled again.

“Run!” he responded, red in the face.

She was running right toward him. Tears streaked her vision. By whatever miracle, they were alive.

“Brandt,” she said as they met, but he kept running, catching her by the waist, carrying her along, his glow stick bouncing off her forehead.

“Run!”

“But they’re coming after us!” she yelled as their pursuers fired from behind her.

“Left! Go left!” the sergeant yelled over an enormous roar.

“What’s—”

As everyone rounded the corner, Rebecca realized Brandt’s urgency. A wall of water rushed down the tunnel, surging right toward them. Lochum barely made it around the curve when the flood hit. The water arched along the wall, creating a tube that seemed to defy gravity until it crashed down.

They might have avoided the brunt of the flood, but the water poured into their smaller tunnel as the current swelled. As quickly as the group was reunited, they were scattered. It was only Brandt’s arm around her waist that kept them together.

“Grab hold!” he yelled, but she did not understand why until the wave hit, lifting her up and off her feet.

Brandt’s other arm lashed out, anchoring them on a protruding stalactite. With a feat of upper body strength, the sergeant pulled her from the tide. She latched onto the slippery stalactite with both hands, gripping tightly as the water tried to tug her downstream.

Lopez went by, bodysurfing the wave. “Wahooooooo!” he yelled before bouncing off the wall as he was carried out of sight.

Rebecca arched around, trying to find the others as the water level rose sharply, pushing them closer and closer to the ceiling.

“Lochum!” she screamed as he washed past them.

Catching him by the sleeve, Brandt tried to reel Lochum in, but the professor refused to release the pillowcase clutched to his chest. Biting her lip, Rebecca reached with her left hand and grabbed his shoulder. The motion must have jarred him, for the skeletal remains slipped from his grasp. The tide tossed the material in its wake, scattering the bones upon the water’s surface.

“No!” the professor shouted, flailing against their hold. She clung to his jacket, but he seemed possessed. “Let me go!”

“Hold the fuck still!” Brandt shouted, but to no avail.

Pulling his arm from his sleeve, Lochum cast himself into the current.

“No!” Rebecca cried, almost losing her own hold as she groped for the professor. Just as her fingers were about to slip, Brandt was there, holding her.

“Hyperventilate,” he said, trying to yell over the growing roar.

“What?” she asked. Why did he always make the least sense when it mattered most?

“We’re about—” The sergeant took a spray of water right in the mouth.

Only then did she realize the new danger. The tunnel was rapidly filling. The water level had brought them nearly horizontal. Within seconds they would be trapped underwater.

* * *

When Rebecca turned to Brandt, her face was full of panic.

“Hyperventilate!” Brandt yelled again. They needed to clear their bloodstreams of carbon dioxide to quell their bodies’ desire to breathe.

This time she obeyed.

As the water swirled, the sergeant shouted, “Now hold!”

He too gulped down a lungful of air before the water cascaded over their heads. Brandt had to blink several times to get his eyes used to being under the bracing water. When his vision cleared he found Rebecca staring at him through the green cast by his glow stick, her eyes wide open. Her lips pursed as if she was going to say something, but, of course, she could not.

However, Brandt knew her question. What in the hell happened?

Well, it turned out he wasn’t quite the genius he thought he was. It had sounded like a great idea to hook up a fuse-delayed stash of C-4 in the tunnels and bring down the roof on their adversaries, eliminating both search parties in one fell swoop. only he had not counted on all the water.

If they had broken through into the Danube River, they were screwed. If, however, they had just burst a water main, there was a slim chance that someone, somewhere, would notice the dropping pressure and turn off a main valve.

That was one too many fucking “ifs” for Brandt.

And Rebecca was now in true distress. The doctor obviously had not had the rigorous survival training his team had. Her face blotched red as her cheeks puffed out, with a small trail of bubbles escaping her lips.

Brandt felt her body spasm. It wanted air. It needed air, and her body was about to override her brain, causing her to gasp. She did not have long. He put a hand to her cheek. At this point it would be useless to give her some of his air. It would be full of carbon dioxide like her own stale breath, but he couldn’t just let her die.

Brandt pulled her close, bringing them mouth-to-mouth, but she struggled against him. Looking into his eyes, she calmly shook her head, “no,” then let out all the air in her lungs. He felt his diaphragm contract.

Then the stone cracked above them, sheering off. They tumbled with the current, head over heel.

* * *

Rebecca clung to the leather straps across Brandt’s chest as the water tossed them against the wall, then a stalagmite, then the wall again. Her lungs screamed for air, but she kept her lips clenched shut. Just another few moments. Just a few.

Then it was as if someone had shut off a spicket. With the pressure released, they tumbled, limbs entangled, to the floor as the water swirled out of the tunnel. Rebecca sucked in air as her body shook with the cold.

“Are you all right?” Brandt asked, but she could not answer. Her brain was still screaming for oxygen. The sergeant became more frantic as he searched over her for wounds. “Hit me if it hurts.”

As water trickled down her face, Rebecca looked into his eyes. “You’re alive.”

Brandt smoothed the drowned locks from her face. “In what world would I have ever gotten on that flight to London?”

Without thinking she leaned in and pressed her lips against his. It felt so natural and right… only he didn’t kiss back.

* * *

As her lips caused a wave of heat that his leather skirt wouldn’t be able to hide if he didn’t break contact, Brandt gently pushed her away.

“I can’t, Rebecca. I just—”

Looking embarrassed, the doctor squirmed from his grasp. “Yeah. No. I get… Okay.”

“Damn it, no, I mean—”

“Wa-fucking-hoo!” a shout came from behind them. “Did you see that! Cave surfing! I just fucking invented cave surfing!”

Brandt turned back to Rebecca, but she was already climbing to her feet, acting as if nothing had happened.

“Have you seen Lochum?” she asked.

Lopez indicated down the tunnel behind him. “He’s holed up in a side passage mumbling over a piece of bone… Like usual.”

Brandt rose as well. “We’ve got to start a grid search for Davidson and Svengurd.”

“Don’t bother,” a voice called from behind him. The private and Svengurd propped each other up as they made their way down the tunnel.

The corporal had a gash over his eye that was not there two minutes ago and a bullet wound to the calf that had been there since their latest firefight. Davidson looked half-dazed and his right shoulder slumped to his side limp, dislocated again. They looked like shit, but they were on their feet.

All in all, after the last twenty-four hours, he would take it.

“All right, we’ve got to evac pronto. We have to assume some of them survived the torrent.” Brandt looked at Rebecca. “We’re going to obtain a car and drive to the nearest American base.”

“That would be Stuttgart, Germany,” Davidson added.

Lopez jumped in. “Yes, the Autobahn!”

As Davidson groaned, Brandt finished. “We’re coming in from the cold.” He arched an eyebrow at Rebecca. “Any objections?”

She was in the middle of shaking her very soggy head when Lochum charged into the tunnel. “No! ‘Becca, you must read this.”

“Professor, do not start,” Brandt growled, but the doctor took the proffered bone.

* * *

Rebecca scanned the markings on James’ ulna. Most of the text she couldn’t make out, except for a single word that was held apart from the rest.

“Byzantium,” she mumbled.

“Exactly.” Lochum cradled her hands in his. “All is not lost. We know where Jesus is laid to rest!”

“Where’s Byzantium?” Davidson asked.

Without looking at the private, Rebecca answered. “After the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity, Byzantium was was renamed Constantinople.”

“Istanbul,” Brandt grunted, frowning deeply. “Turkey.”

She studied the professor, who looked like a drowned rat. The single piece of skeleton that had survived the mini-tsunami gave an intriguing clue, but Rebecca had hit the wall. Both physically and metaphysically. She just did not have anything left.

“Archibald, I can’t. I need some food and a probably a hospital at this point and—”

“Look more closely,” he urged, pointing to the small notch in the bone where the humerus normally articulated.

Rebecca squinted to make out the lettering, but as always they were run together, no spacing between the words or sentences. “I’ll have to run this through my—”

She patted her shoulders. Where was her laptop? Rebecca spun around, searching the tunnel. When had she lost it? Where had she lost it?

“Forget about your damned machine! Just read it from the tip of the articulating cartilage to the physical suture.”

But she couldn’t concentrate. Her whole life had just been washed away. Everything. Her research. Her Christmas card list. Granted it was short, but it was gone.

“Rebecca Sophia Monroe!” Lochum’s tone brooked no argument. “Use the good sense God gave you!”

With more focus she looked at the lettering, utilizing the natural, almost microscopic, architecture of the bone, she read the text.

“For he who died upon the cross was loved… or maybe they mean coveted, or wanted…”

“Go on, go on.”

Rebecca pushed past the word in question. “So greatly none within us could reach a consensus, so he who was without contempt stood up and spoke, ‘I shall follow the rising sun to the east where God smiled upon the land and the sea. I shall tell you where he lies only after I have buried him.’ Mary cried greatly that he was her burden, or chore, or responsibility… And would never leave his side. Though the man without contempt took her in his embrace and kissed her forehead and promised to wait, he left that night with the most holy corpse and did not return, so Mary left Judea with John, seeking the long-lost body, weeping as she had at the cross.”

She had to admit that it was pretty clear that Jesus’ remains were heading to Turkey, a holy land that was rivaled only by Judea in ancient times.

“Think of it. Does it not make the most sense? The Virgin’s home is in Ephesus. She traveled there with St. John. Paul and Thomas were in and out of that region their entire ministries. Why else but to be near their Lord?”

Shaking her head, Rebecca tried to keep some perspective. “But you and I, hell, everyone, has been over that region with a fine-tooth comb.”

He cocked his head. “As they had in Budapest?”

Brandt stepped between them. “You know what? All this debate is moot. There will be no more sightseeing. We are going to Germany.”

But even the sergeant didn’t sound too sure of his words.

Lochum must have sensed it as well, for he presented the relic to Brandt. “These just a few sentences we have been able to decode. Give us a few hours and imagine what we might discover.”

Rebecca looked at the sergeant, but was unable to meet his eye. Had she really tried to kiss him? She shoved the thought from her mind. This was bigger than some sophomoric romantic attempt. Istanbul called to them. Her own interest piqued.

“Isn’t there an Air Force base in Turkey?” she asked.

Brandt frowned. “Yes, but it’s much farther south than Istanbul.”

How Rebecca wished she had her laptop. Instead, she conjured a map of Europe in her mind. “True, but aren’t we equidistant from Turkey and Germany?”

The sergeant looked to Lopez who reluctantly answered. “Yeah, but there’s no Autobahn.” She frowned, so he retorted, “I’m not joking. It significantly affects travel time. I could shave at least an hour off by—”

Rebecca put a hand up to stop his prolonged explanation. “I wasn’t suggesting we drive.”

Brandt’s growled. “You saw what happened when we tried to fly.”

“I’m talking about a private plane.” She looked over at Lopez. “You could hot-wire one, right?”

“Try and stop me,” the Latino said with pride.

* * *

Brandt glared at Lopez. He did not need anyone encouraging her.

“Even if I agreed to not be a hassle.” Rebecca tilted her head toward Lochum. “He’s certainly going to try and get away every chance he gets.”

“Not if he’s unconscious.”

But the doctor shot him the same “don’t bother threatening something if you would never do it” look that she had given him back in the Ecuadorian jungle when he threatened the women and children.

“We are not under arrest, are we?” the professor asked. “You are supposed to be protecting us, I would guess, not stripping us of our civil liberty to travel freely of our own accord.”

Goddamned civilians. Perhaps he could shift the debate.

“Our first priority is to get the hell out of these caves, secure new clothing, and—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” the professor said, this time with a deeper tone of authority. “Without your word we will travel next to Istanbul.”

Seriously, civilians really needed to learn to take orders better, but clearly the brass wanted Lochum safe. Not for his charming personality, Brandt was sure, but for his single-minded mission of finding Jesus. His team had been first been involved in this fiasco to bring Monroe to help the professor. If he hog-tied Lochum and brought him back to the US, but the Knot found Christ because of it…

Let’s just say that his and all of his men’s careers would be over.

“Fine.” Brandt turned to his men as Lochum snorted in victory, then headed down the tunnel. “Lopez, secure a vehicle to get us to the private airstrip. Davidson and Svengurd, you’re on garment appropriation. I want out of this skirt, like now.”

As his men headed off, Brandt turned to talk with Rebecca privately, but she trotted to catch up with the professor. “Lochum!”

* * *

Not so much wanting to talk with the professor as desperately not wanting Brandt to remind her of how inappropriate she had been earlier, Rebecca trotted next to Lochum.

“We should split the text up so we can each be working on a section.”

“Of course, of course,” he said, though it was obvious he hadn’t heard a word she had said.

“Can I hot-wire a plane?” Lopez snorted as he passed. “I could be blinded and have a hand tied behind my back… No wait, that’s Davidson!”

Even Svengurd laughed, but the private grimaced. “Very funny.”

The men seemed jovial as they walked onto the street level. Luckily, due to the party at Parliament, no one had yet investigated the damage.

As she crested the lip of the cavern, Rebecca pulled to a halt. Before her glistened Buda. Perched over the Danube, the city twinkled against the night sky. The sparkling Chain Bridge was as beautiful as any monument on the seven continents. The ancient Castle quarter nearly glowed and the much newer Parliament building glittered with a thousand points of lights. The sight was breathtaking.

No one else seemed to notice the jewel across the river as Lochum sat upon the nearest curb to study his cherished relic.

Then someone paused beside her. Even after being doused in a million gallons of water, Rebecca could still recognize Brandt’s scent on the fresh night air. They stood silently scanning the bright horizon.

The sergeant’s tone sounded pained. “Look, the military’s got strict rules about…”

“Really, you don’t need to evoke protocol just to protect my feelings.” Before he could say anything else, Rebecca walked toward Lochum. He, she understood. He didn’t bring blood to her cheeks and other parts south.

What did they always say? Go with the devil you know?

Right?


CHAPTER 18

══════════════════

Budapest Ferenc Liszt International Airport

Lopez was earning his salary today. That was for damned sure. The corporal had stolen a Volvo station wagon, gotten them to the airstrip, and hot-wired a private jet in under a half an hour. If there were bonus pay for efficiency, Lopez would be cleaning up.

“All right, everyone strap in,” Brandt ordered.

Lochum gave a thumbs-up, but Rebecca still wouldn’t meet his gaze.

Chicks.

They made everything so damned complicated. He was on duty, for Christ’s sake. It was bad enough he had gone off-book to track her down in Budapest, but now he was escorting them all the way to Istanbul. What else did she want from him?

“And now if everyone would please place their stewardess in her upright and locked position,” their slightly sleep-deprived pilot announced over the intercom.

Davidson openly laughed. Svengurd chuckled under his breath. Lochum even smirked, but Brandt growled, “Lopez.”

The corporal leaned out of the cockpit. “Sorry, boss. Control’s asking for a flight plan.”

“Tell them Athens, Greece. We’ll update in-flight.”

“You got it,” Lopez said as he fired up the engines.

As the corporal taxied them down the runway, Brandt glanced at Rebecca. Her eyes were fixed on James’ bone. He got the feeling it wasn’t so much in service to her studies but more to avoid him.

The small luxury liner shuddered as Lopez revved the engine. This plane, with its leather seats, thick shag carpeting, and lilac-scented napkins seemed more used to ferrying Budapest’s elite around Europe than making a Lopez speed getaway.

Within seconds they received their all-clear for takeoff and were in the air. In typical fashion, the corporal turned on the “seat belt” sign, which Brandt promptly ignored. He motioned for Davidson to unbuckle as well. They met at the cockpit.

“All right, Lopez, time for you get some shut-eye.”

The corporal shook his head violently. “This baby’s a Learjet 60. I specifically stole this model so I could see what airspeed I could reach.”

Brandt put his hand on Lopez’s shoulder to let him know how serious he was. “Davidson is cleared for level and steady flight. Just get us up to cruising speed, and then get some rest. We’ll get you up when its time to land.”

“But—”

He squeezed even tighter. The grip was no longer a friendly gesture, but instead a warning.

Lopez looked at Davidson, who shrugged as he plopped down in the copilot’s seat. “Hey, dude, I just do what I’m ordered.”

But it was quite clear the kid was itching to get behind the yoke. The corporal sighed and began to transfer the controls to his copilot.

“On my count. Three. Two. One—”

Before he finished, Rebecca called from behind, “Did you feel that?”

Her voice was shrill. Much higher than normal. Brandt glanced at Lopez and Davidson, but they both shook their heads.

“Svengurd?”

The tall man frowned. “Maybe.”

“Maybe, what?”

Brandt need not have asked, as an explosion to their right nearly knocked them from the sky. Instinctively, Lopez banked steeply left.

“That wasn’t a missile, was it?”

Davidson looked out his window. “Hell, yes. Here comes another!”

Brandt stumbled backward as the corporal pulled out of the bank and brought the nose nearly vertical. They ascended at an insane rate.

“You’re going to stall her!” Davidson screamed over the roar of the engines.

But Lopez ignored his copilot as another explosion sounded beneath them, shuddering the entire plane. They climbed so steeply that he feared the wings would rip off, yet Lopez wore his trademark shit-eating grin.

“I told you, she’s a Learjet 60!”

“Incoming!” Svengurd called from the cabin.

Maybe he should have kept his seat belt on, as he was thrown to the left when Lopez not only banked at ninety degrees but dropped the nose down.

“I’m telling you, you’re going to stall! Pull up!” Davidson yelled.

Brandt felt the next explosion in his bones, yet the plane somehow stayed aloft.

“Another!” Svengurd yelled. “From the south! They must be using radar!”

They were trying to triangulate them. Another few missiles and they would be had. Lopez was good, but he couldn’t outrun radar.

This time the explosion sounded from above, raining down a shower of red-hot debris. Yet the corporal didn’t err in his descent.

“Pull up!” Davidson shouted, and Brandt could see why. The ground was rushing up at them, then the engines cut out. He knew because the metal beneath his feet suddenly stopped shuddering, and it felt like his heart had just been transplanted to his throat.

“I told you, you would stall!” Davidson yelled.

* * *

Rebecca tried not to stare out the window, but that was all her eyes wanted to do. They were plummeting back to the earth with no engines, and explosions all around. The sky looked like a fireworks display, only it was not the Fourth of July, and it was no longer fun.

“Damn it, Lopez, pull up!” Davidson yelled, but the pilot seemed wholly unfazed by the brilliant blasts. If anything, he looked like he was having fun.

Next to her, Lochum clutched James’ bone to his chest. Was that a prayer upon his lips? Yet she refused to despair. They could not have come so far and through so much to end up pulverized. And as the seconds ticked by, it looked more and more like that was exactly how her life was going to end.

Now she was glad that she had kissed Brandt.

Their freefall was interrupted as the plane complained violently as Lopez tried to bring the nose up.

“Finally!” Davidson screamed.

“Shut up and help!” the corporal answered.

Rebecca strained against her seat belt to look into the cockpit. Both men were pulling with all their might. The veins bulged over their well-muscled arms. Even Brandt tugged up on Lopez’s yoke.

It felt as if the plane hiccupped. Then the engines kicked in, throwing her back against her seat. That had to have been a couple of Gs worth of force as they barely leveled out over a suburban housing development. They flew so low that Rebecca could see rooftops blowing off in their wake.

“Wahoo!” Lopez yelled as he kept them barely above ground level.

“Gain altitude!” Davidson shouted, but to deaf ears. Lopez was too busy slaloming between light poles and traffic signs.

“Damn it, Lopez!” Brandt threatened as the sound of the punished engines drowned out nearly everything else.

“Check out the missiles!” the corporal yelled back.

For a moment Rebecca did not know what he was talking about, but Brandt seemed to immediately understand. “Keep us below the radar floor, but not this low.”

Rebecca looked at Svengurd, who monitored their progress through the window next to hers. He pointed to an explosion far off to their left. With the general mayhem, she hadn’t even heard the continuing explosions. “They can’t track us.”

With a new regard, Rebecca looked to Lopez who had steadied them off several hundred feet above the passing terrain. He put a hand up for a high five, but Davidson did not take the bait.

“I told you, you were going to stall her!”

Lopez stroked the yoke like a lover. “Only because I asked her to. Only because I asked. Isn’t that right, baby?”

“Why would you—” Davidson stopped himself mid-sentence, then finished the high-five slap. “You do rule.”

Confused, Rebecca looked at Svengurd. “He purposefully stalled the engines to cool them in case they were using heat-seeking missiles.”

Lopez looked at Brandt. “Still want me to turn over the wheel, Sarge?”

The sergeant didn’t even bother answering. He just headed back to his seat. He moved too quickly for her to avert her gaze, but Brandt just rolled his eyes at the corporal’s enthusiasm, then plopped down into his seat. Within seconds his lids were closed, and he seemed to be fast asleep.

For not the first time in the past forty-eight hours, Rebecca knew she had to get herself one of these men for her research team.


The Path Ahead

══════════════════

Judea

AD 42

Judas had only gotten halfway up the hill to his family’s home when his leg complained so loudly that he had to stop and lean against a neighbor’s garden post. He flexed the leg up and down trying to drain the ache from it. All the more reason for him to stay in town. He would not wish to slow Jesus’ travels, but his friend’s sad countenance refused to leave his mind. Judas reassured himself that with time this sense of guilt would fade.

He pushed off the fence and tested his leg when Mary came rushing up the hill, shawl fluttering at her shoulders, revealing her dark hair. Judas could not remember the last time he had seen her hair. It certainly had to be awhile, for there were gray streaks throughout, revealing her age.

“Judas,” she said as she caught up with him. “I thought you were joining us?”

By her tone, he was sure she did not mean just for dinner. “Jesus must have told you my reasons.”

Her tone was sharp. “You cannot abandon him.”

Trying to remember that this was Jesus’ mother, Judas evened his tone. “I abandon no one, Mary. Ameil’s need is simply greater.”

She sighed and sat upon the fence’s rail, patting the place next to her. He was reluctant to comply. What sort of mood was the woman in? Given all the years they had known one another, Mary had not given him two kind words put together. He would have thought her the first to give him leave.

“Please, there is something I must share with you,” she said.

Tentatively Judas sat down beside her, testing the wood to make sure she did not intend to pull it out from under him. But she did nothing of the sort. Instead, her visage became melancholy as she looked up to the stars.

“Did you know that when the angels sing, they are so precisely in accord that you cannot separate one’s voice from the other?”

“No. No, I did not.” Judas tried to keep the shame from his voice. This family was so used to God’s great blessings they seemed to forget he was but a poor sinner limping his way to grace.

“When they came to me and told me of God’s child growing in my belly, I did not doubt that I was worthy.” Unconsciously she rubbed her midriff. “I gave no mind to the rumors that I had lain with that harvesting boy from Selgea. I knew the truth of it. I was to be Christ’s mother. It was as natural as taking in my breath. I honestly worried more about the color of my wedding ribbons than I did about raising the Son of God.”

Judas nodded, but she did not notice. Mary seemed lost to memory.

“You know of my labor in the stable, but what you do not know of was the fear that gripped my heart.”

Judas nodded. “I was forced to help my sister with her last child. There is no shame in dreading such pain.”

Mary shook her head absently. “The searing agony I expected, but the first time Jesus squalled such a perfect cry that the wail echoed the angel’s song, I knew that I did not deserve to be his mother. When the men from the East arrived with their riches and knowledge, I begged them to take Jesus from my unworthy arms and raise him to be the savior that he was destined to be.”

Judas stayed silent. Mary had never seemed anything but praiseworthy as a mother. The woman had raised a brood of the finest men and women he had ever had the honor of knowing. Judas could not imagine how remote Jesus would have become if left in the hands of scholars, no matter how rich they might be.

“But they refused. They told me that my love for him was both my blessing and my curse. My blessing because I would know a love that eclipsed all else. My curse because I could never leave his side. He would grow to suffer greatly, and I could never abandon him to such agony. They told me frankly that his pain would become my own.”

Judas could see the path where Mary was headed, and he wished to outflank her. “As I feel of Ameil. He is my—”

Mary interrupted him. “This night Jesus instructed me to take the money I had been saving to buy the cloth for the thick, embroidered robes he would need when the day came for him teach in the Temple at Jerusalem and add it to the moneys Magdalene had donated.”

“I do not understand.”

“You heard what he told James. There was no need to account past Passover. He intends to provoke the Romans. He intends to be arrested within the year, and you know of what doom that speaks.”

Judas stood up, uncaring of the complaint of his leg at such sudden movement. “I am sorry, Mary, for I did not wish to speak harshly, but you speculate wildly.”

Her face was nothing but sadness given human form. “Do I? I overheard some of what he and John spoke about. They agreed neither would see Jesus’ birthday. Both would be in God’s kingdom by the onset of winter.”

Judas blinked several times, trying to wipe the truth from his vision. He had felt Jesus’ hurry, his rush to complete his work. Judas had thought it nothing more than years of waiting finally being released into action, but he had been wrong.

“Why gather a formal twelve, Judas? He knows he will need devoted followers to carry on his work once he is gone.”

The words carried a weight that made him sit down again.

Mary’s voice was hurt, but kind. “So long ago, that day you two met and Jesus asked me if he might go out to play with his new friend named Judas, I knew that I might be his mother, but you were to be his true companion on this journey.”

“You overstate my role, Mary.”

“Do I?” she asked as she pulled out the leather purse. “Tonight he came to me with tears in his eyes, Judas. He said he could not ask you again, but he feared the dark days ahead without you.” She laid the purse in his hands. It felt far heavier, which had nothing to do with the coin she had added. “I saw you the first time you met him, Judas. You were working in the field and Jesus was sitting upon the side of the furrow looking sad and lonely. We had just come from Egypt. He knew no one beyond our family, and all the men were out raising a roof that I refused to let him attend for fear of his small frame. You came and showed him how to set the plow’s blade deep into the earth, then shoulder the yoke to make a straight row.”

Judas remembered the day well. He had felt so very grown-up. To be able to be the one to show a craft rather than constantly be the pupil.

Mary continued, “When you two had completed the tiny garden patch, he smiled at you. I noted it, for in truth I was a bit jealous, for his graces were few and far between. Then I saw the look in your eyes. In that moment, his love became both your blessing and your curse, Judas.” Her voice hardened into a sharp point. “You must see him through this.”

“But—”

“He rushes headlong to his fate, gleeful that he might fulfill his Lord’s wishes. You, Judas, you are the only one that might step in front of him and demand he think his course through. Only you might appeal to him that we of this world need him for a time longer. You can convince him that God can await his son’s company until we are all old and wrinkled.”

Judas let his breath hiss out. He thought of the tears Ameil would cry if he told him they would be parted.

Touching his arm, Mary wrapped his fingers around the purse. “The boy will ache for you Judas, make no doubt, but if Jesus has his way we will be without him by Yom Kippur. Ameil will be safe with his family here, but will Jesus be so protected without you?” Her words quickened. “He might not feel able to ask you again to join him, but I beg it of you.”

How could he explain to her that a large part of his reluctance was not so much that he needed to prove himself to Ameil, but that he would fail Jesus?

“I again fear you overestimate my worth, Mary. John was clear—”

“Dam—” The mother of Jesus stopped short of uttering the curse, but her anger was not at all contained. “That man adds dry timber to a wildfire. He is so full of zeal, Judas. The Baptist welcomes sacrifice. If he had his way Jesus would be at his heels to the butcher’s knife.”

“Perhaps, but the others revere your son and would let no harm come to him if they could help it.”

Quite unladylike, Mary snorted loudly. “That woman who funds this suicidal quest? She longs to hold the ax her very self.”

Judas knew this to be false, but did not argue. The tension between the two women was not his concern. Ameil was.

Gingerly rising, Judas went to move off, but Mary seemed startled.

“Please…”

“I go to explain to my nephew that we will be parted for a time, but reunited when it is God’s will.”

Visibly relieved, Mary looked like she might hug him, but they had not gained that much this night. “Thank you. I fear if you had disagreed I would have been condemned to hell for never forgiving you.”

It was a strange thing to say, but somewhere in the harsh words was a warm sentiment. One did not feel so passionately without caring deeply. In the end, he felt the same of Jesus. Ameil could grow a season without him, but Judas could never allow Jesus to die without him.

Silently, Mary went back into the house as Judas renewed his climb.

How sure Jesus, James, Magdalene, and even Mary seemed to be of his fortitude. They all felt him a key piece in this complex puzzle that God had laid out before them.

Why then, did Judas still believe John had it the most right of all?


CHAPTER 19

══════════════════

Skies over Bulgaria

Brandt could feel the strain of the jet’s engines all the way through the thickly padded leather cushions. He had let his eyes rest until he heard both Svengurd and Davidson begin to snore lightly. Cracking open his eyes, the sergeant confirmed his men asleep, and Lopez intent in the pilot’s seat.

Without preamble, Brandt walked over to the two doctors, who were still deep in conversation. “If I could have your presence in the rear cabin?” He pointed a thumb to the small conference room located at the back of the plane.

“My dear sir, we are quite busy trying to—”

“I’m not asking,” he said bluntly.

Lochum tried to argue, but Rebecca was on her feet, tugging the professor to join Brandt. “Let’s just hear him out, Archibald.”

He was not sure why it bugged him so much when Rebecca used the professor’s first name, but it didn’t help his mood. Without checking to see if they followed, Brandt opened the conference door, and once they were through closed it.

“Look, I am sick of being chased. I’m even sicker of being shot at, and I’m completely done with feeling behind the curve. You two are going to tell me everything you know about the bones and this fucking group who’s got a hard-on for them.”

Lochum sputtered, “I have never heard such a—”

“Your arrogance almost got us all killed, so I think I’ve kind of been granted immunity from your bullshit, professor. Take a seat and start explaining what the fuck is going on.”

“And if I do not?”

Brandt let every ounce of frustration and resentment he felt toward the older man flavor his words. “Then I will instruct Lopez to set us down somewhere in the middle of Romania, kick your ass out the plane, then continue to Istanbul with Rebecca.” He turned to the doctor. “You got any problem with that plan?”

She might not be able to meet his gaze, but he had read her mood correctly, because Rebecca just shrugged at Lochum. “He’s saved our butts. He deserves to be in the loop, completely.”

The older man looked at Rebecca, then at Brandt, as if he could not understand a word either of them said. It was going to take Lochum a couple of minutes to catch up, so he sat across the conference table from the doctor.

“Let’s start with why Lochum is so sure Jesus survived the cross.”

* * *

Perhaps if Brandt wanted to talk about feelings or the kiss that almost felt like a myth, Rebecca might have been ill at ease, but his straightforward manner made her feel right at home. Lecturing about ancient biblical history was in her wheelhouse.

“Lochum has pored over all proto-Christian accounts of the crucifixion and is certain that Jesus planned and manipulated events in such a way to assure his survival of the cross.”

Brandt leaned forward. “Like what?”

Rebecca did not make the same mistake again of underestimating the sergeant’s intelligence and familiarity with the subject. She spoke to him as if he were a fellow doctor. “The timing of Jesus’ arrest is critical. No matter if you believe Judas was asked to betray him or he did so of his own accord, Jesus certainly prompted the action at the Last Supper.”

“When he said whoever dipped his bread last should go and get the betrayal over with?”

Even though Rebecca should have not been surprised at his understanding, she still was. Grad students sometimes took weeks to make the connection.

“Yes. If we can rely on the basic timeline described in the Bible that put the arrest on a Thursday night. Late enough that no official would be called for a tribunal.”

Brandt nodded. “If it had been done earlier in the day he might have been condemned and would have spent the night on the cross?”

“Exactly. This way he would not face any inquisition until at least six the next morning, when the Jewish day traditionally started.”

“But what you have both missed is that that the betrayal was made to the chief priests, not to the governor, nor to the Romans,” Lochum added. It seemed the professor had decided to join the class. “Jesus was of such consequence that giving himself over to the local authorities assured him hours of reprieve while they tried to figure out what to do with him.”

Rebecca watched Brandt as he listened to the professor. The sergeant soaked the words in. His face looked as if he were back in that time calculating the plan himself. His eyes weighed the pros and cons of every maneuver they discussed.

“So you think he anticipated the priests deferring to Herod and then the governor giving authority back to Pontius?” the sergeant asked.

“Anticipated? My dear soldier, he counted on it. All the delays pushed the final decision to crucify him to late afternoon.”

Brandt shook his head. “The Bible gives no exact timeline.”

“The canonical Bible? No. The Gospels and Gnostic writings that are not included in the abridged version? Absolutely,” Lochum answered.

Rebecca felt her head bob back and forth as if she were watching a tennis match.

“Even so, how could Jesus have been so sure that they would allow his family to take him down from the cross? The Romans would leave the bodies up for days upon days.”

“That is where—”

Lochum was interrupted as the plane shook violently. Rebecca held her breath. How could the Knot have found them again? Brandt was out of his seat, jerking the door open.

Davidson and Svengurd were on the floor, trying to gather themselves, when the intercom sparked to life.

“Just a little turbulence, people. Nothing to worry about, but I would pay attention to the seat belt sign in the future.”

Shaking his head, Brandt rejoined them. “I’m sorry, professor, go on.”

Obviously far more shaken than he wanted to admit, Lochum did not immediately answer, so Rebecca stepped in. “That is where the day of the week comes in. The Romans were brutal oppressors, but they also walked a fine line to keep the populace complacent so they always allowed the bodies to be removed at sunset on the Sabbath.”

“Friday,” Brandt said, seeming to understand. “So if we believe these other documents, Jesus was put up on the cross in the late afternoon and expected to be brought down by sunset? That would be just a few hours.”

“Well, glad to see those in uniform can follow a simple logic tree,” Lochum retorted, clearly recovered from the minor shock.

Brandt glanced at Rebecca, and she almost laughed. She had never seen a look that so clearly said, “Is he an ass, or what?” But the sergeant did not verbalize this sentiment as he turned back to Lochum.

“All right, let’s take the timeline for granted. The Romans crucified lots of people on Friday, and no one else lived to tell about it. Why would Jesus think he could survive?”

“I am not here to spoon-feed you, sergeant. The events are taught at every Sunday school class. Can you not expand your mind enough to conceive of the fruition of the plan?”

* * *

Okay, now the prick was just pissing him off, but Brandt stopped shy of saying that. Instead he looked at Rebecca, but she shrugged.

“I hate to say it, but Lochum is right. The rest is pretty straightforward.”

Now when she suggested it, it did not sound that demeaning. Easily he called up the story of the crucifixion, turning the events over in his own mind to find that, sure enough, if Rebecca hadn’t been right.

“If anyone was alive before they were brought down, the Romans would break their legs,” Brandt said, answering his own question.

The doctor nodded solemnly. “By sledgehammering the femurs—causing enough pain, blood loss, or more likely fatal fat embolisms. The point of the crucifixion was actually to torture with a slow, agonizing death, but if push came to shove, they could execute a man efficiently.”

Still, this information only led to more questions. “Okay. He was crucified with two others. The Romans broke their legs, but not Jesus’.”

“Because?” Lochum asked.

Brandt shot a scathing look to the professor, but the older man had risen and was pacing behind Rebecca. And she was strangely grinning at Brandt.

“What happened just before they broke the other two’s legs?”

Mind racing, he spoke as he recited the story in his head. “Jesus asked for water but was given vinegar instead.” Finally the proposed scheme gelled in his mind. “After a sip, Jesus fell dead.” He looked at Rebecca. “You are suggesting he was purposefully drugged to mimic death?”

“Either that, or I’m sorry to be blasphemous, but Jesus was a wimp. The other two, being crucified, were in pain but hale and hearty to the point they had to be killed before they were taken down.”

“But Jesus was scourged before he was taken to the cross,” Brandt retorted hotly. Somehow this had gone from a detached academic discussion to a defense of his faith. Jesus had given up his spirit to God, not startled to death like a scared rabbit.

“Like you said yourself, Brandt, men survived days on the cross. Sometimes they were still alive when scavengers began eating their extremities, and yet Jesus dies after only a few hours?” She hurried along. “Even if you don’t believe our timeline, he was up there for a maximum of ten hours. Still not very long in terms of the times.”

“He gave his spirit up,” Brandt said through clenched teeth.

Rebecca’s face softened, and she placed a hand over his. “But the whole purpose of being crucified was to suffer for his people. Why would he just give up? That version of the story just doesn’t track with the rest of the crucifixion saga.”

As much as he wanted to argue, Brandt found the words sticking in his throat. He had never thought of the crucifixion in such a way. Who would? It was Jesus’ final sacrifice that mattered to the faithful, not esoteric concerns like timelines and tonics.

“Do not forget the wound to the ribs,” Lochum pointed out. Almost sounding gleeful that Brandt’s beliefs were being unwoven.

Rebecca shrugged sympathetically. “If he were truly dead when the centurion stabbed his ribs, he would not have bled freely. As a soldier, you know that.”

Something deep in Brandt’s chest hurt. Why had he never considered that aspect of the suffering? If truly dead, Jesus’ blood would have coagulated almost immediately and come out thick and clotted.

“So there you have it. Jesus was a fraud,” Lochum said, quite satisfied with himself.

Brandt was on his feet, his fist rising on its own. The bastard had gone too far, when Rebecca touched his arm.

“Not even he believes that,” she said as she gently lowered his fist. “We’re not saying Jesus did not suffer, or that he survived the cross for his own benefit, but he did all this so that he could be certain to fulfill the prophecies that he would resurrect.”

The professor shrugged. “Yeah, or what she said.”

* * *

Rebecca almost punched Lochum herself. The old man was just being cruel now. Obviously Brandt was struggling to digest all that he had been told, which kind of freaked her out. The sergeant hadn’t been shaken when he charged through the native-infested jungle, or when they were drowning in the caves—not even when they were almost shot out of the sky.

To see him so wounded hurt her.

Brandt recovered quickly, though. “Fine. For now we will consider your theory as a hard fact. What does that have to do with the bones from Paris and Budapest?”

How she wished she had her laptop. This discussion would be much quicker with visual aids.

“Obviously those who attended the crucifixion had to be familiar with the plot. Mary, his brother Jude, his sister Ruth, and his acolyte John,” the professor said as if discussing the Kennedy assassination.

The sergeant’s jaw clenched and unclenched. Lochum seriously needed to learn some decorum.

Rebecca cut in before he could insult Brandt any further. “We always suspected that the Jews had secreted the crucified bodies away and moved them far from Jerusalem about the time it fell to the Romans—AD 60.”

“But now you think it was even more organized than that?” Brandt asked, still with pain in his voice.

She went to open her laptop, but again it was gone. Life was a hell of a lot harder without a keyboard. “From the silver coins and the writings on John’s bones, we think a very tight group of those intimate with Jesus, those we now know are called the Knot, cared for his remains and systematically took steps to hide the bones. In particular, ‘the man without contempt’ carried Christ’s bones to Turkey.”

Brandt leaned back in his chair. “And each one has obscure clues to the entire mystery?”

Lochum could not take it any longer. “There were thirty conspirators. Thirty coins. And we are shy of just three. We have a 33 percent chance that Jesus lies in Istanbul. If not there, whoever is found will lead us to his remains.”

Brandt looked at Rebecca. “You said that if I gave you a few hours you could pinpoint our search.”

“Well, I didn’t say exactly—”

His frown silenced her excuses. Pulling out the papers she and Lochum had been working on, Rebecca put them together like a puzzle.

“Unfortunately, this is a relatively small bone and much of the writings regard James’ life…”

“But you found something?” It wasn’t so much a question as an edict.

The professor was faster than she. “Besides the fact for some reason unknown to anyone at the time, Emperor Constantine decided to move the capital of Rome to an obscure city to the east? If that doesn’t prove Istanbul is our destination, what will?”

Ignoring his outburst, Rebecca pointed to the center page. “Remember this translation is by hand without my software to perfect the syntax and…” She stalled again as Brandt raised an eyebrow. “Anyway, the most pertinent passage reads ‘He who loved Him best.’ Rebecca looked up. “We think he is the same as the ‘man without contempt.”… ‘Dreamed a dream where a beautiful woman whispered to him that a fish shall show you, and a boar will lead the way.’”

“A reference to an ancient myth regarding the establishment of Istanbul,” Lochum interjected.

The sergeant looked at her again, so Rebecca continued. “But this is where it gets tricky, and I’m not at all certain I have broken down the syntax properly… ‘He cried to the Heavens as his back broke. The bones had become heavier and heavier as if they wished to go no further. He prayed for forgiveness as he slumped to the ground, in his task, failed. The villagers tried to comfort him, but understood none of his language.”

Lochum’s head bobbed rapidly. “Again, proof that he was far from Jerusalem.”

Rebecca pointed to a section that was red inked. “Then there’s a line we can’t make out, but it picks back up at, ‘With care they buried both the bones that had become such a burden and those of their bearer with the blessing of the goddess.”

Brandt interrupted Lochum. “Goddess equals Istanbul, got it.”

“Finally,” the professor snorted.

The two men had a short-lived staring contest, then Rebecca cleared her throat as she read the rest of the passage. “Then years later and with a prayer on his lips, he who had spent his life in search, found the most sacred bones and tied them in a satchel of silk and took them to the holy man who spoke of God, his son, and he that followed. It was decided the favored one would be laid within the most sacred sanctuary, and so it was.”

First Brandt studied her face, then turned the page around and read the words silently. “Um, is it just me or do the two passages not jive?”

Sighing, she looked at Lochum. That was exactly what the two of them had been fighting over for the past hour. The man was like a pit bull with a steak bone. He refused to let go of a theory even after everything that had happened. Rebecca felt that they could not hone in on any one conclusion until they took in all the information and pieced it together, but Lochum had distinctly different thoughts.

“No matter. We know where we must start, the Hagia Sophia, the seat of Constantine’s holy power, and that is enough.”

With that said, the professor grabbed all the pages up and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

“Why do you put up with all his crap?” Brandt asked point-blank.

“Well, for all his bluster he truly is an expert in—”

“No, I mean you couldn’t care less about proving this supposed Passover plot to save Christ from the cross.” He held her gaze. “So, I will rephrase my question, why are you going to Istanbul?”

As hard as she tried to speak, her lips only opened and closed like a guppy’s. Since the kiss it seemed that she had lost the ability to form complete sentences around Brandt that were not in ancient verse.

“You’re using him to achieve your own goal, correct?”

God, how she wished Lochum would come back in.

“I wouldn’t call it—” Rebecca bit her lip trying to regroup her thoughts. “I mean we act synergistically and, but, then—”

Brandt had the oddest smile on his face. Did he know her desire to find the “smart gene” in Jesus’ genome, or was he just trolling? If he knew her true intent, would he think her more noble, or worse than Lochum?

“Yeah, boss, you might want to look out the right window,” their pilot said over the intercom.

By now Rebecca was well versed in Lopez’s many tones, and this one indicated they were in deep shit.

* * *

There it was, fuel spewing from the wing. They must have taken some shrapnel during the missile attack. Worse, tiny sparks flew from a fried casing. It was a recipe for a midair explosion. He jerked the conference door open and charged to the cockpit.

“Land us!”

Groggy, but waking quickly, Davidson was already in the copilot’s seat. “That’s the problem, Sarge. A high-speed, low-altitude landing is dangerous under normal circumstances and—”

The wing caught fire, washing the cockpit in bright yellows and oranges.

“No more dangerous than flying while on fire, I suppose,” Brandt growled, but he could see that Lopez was already scouting an area up ahead.

“That’s Pleven ahead, with a nice stretch of highway.”

Brandt had to squint to see the road. Sure enough there was a nice and empty Bulgarian four-lane road right in front of them. They were lucky it was the middle of the night, or traffic would have made it impossible to land. Their only problem now was that they were rapidly approaching Pleven’s urban center. City lights twinkled closer and closer.

“Do it.”

“Buckle up,” Lopez responded. Brandt went to argue, but the corporal faced him. “I’m serious.”

Okay, when Lopez was that worried, Brandt buckled up. Getting back to the cabin, he found Svengurd, Lochum, and Rebecca already strapped in.

“Hang on!”

* * *

They hit the ground, bouncing off the pavement so hard that Rebecca’s stomach flared with pain as the seat belt cut into her midriff. The second touchdown wasn’t much better. The wheels squealed as they fishtailed across the highway. Then it seemed they straightened and slowed. She let out a sigh of relief, but it was premature.

“Oh, crap! We’re cartwheeling!”

Rebecca did not have time to ask what that meant as the nose hit the ground, causing the body of the plane to tumble nose over tail. The thin strap on her belt was nowhere near strong enough to hold her. She tried to cling to the broken material, but it slipped from her grasp as she landed hard against the ceiling, then fell the floor, then crashed into the ceiling as the conference room and back half of the plane broke off.

Smoke and fire filled the cabin as the emergency oxygen masks tumbled from the ceiling, and still they cartwheeled.

Her leg hit someone, but she could not be sure whom. Finally the plane’s body came to rest. The metal creaked all around her as thick smoke billowed out of the open end of the plane. Rebecca had to check her limbs to be sure they were all still intact.

“Everyone out!” she heard Brandt yell from behind her.

Choking, she scrambled out of the cabin as fire licked at her heels. Stumbling forward, Rebecca was thrown to the pavement as the plane exploded into a fireball.

Grime streaked her face as she found Lochum, his head in his hands. He held only a tiny fragment of shattered ulna between his fingers. Svengurd was already helping Davidson put his dislocated shoulder back in. She searched the surrounding pavement aflame with debris. Where was Brandt? Lopez?

“Damn it!”

That was Brandt. She turned to find him going through the wreckage, pulling out completely demolished weapons. He threw down a mangled assault rifle, looking so despondent that Rebecca burst into tears.

Lopez came around the debris. “What’s everyone so bummed about?” He pointed just off the freeway to a structure flooded with streetlights that glowed even more brightly than their crackling plane.

“There’s an Audi dealership right there.”


CHAPTER 20

══════════════════

Island in the Sea of Marmara

Tok sipped at his hibiscus tea. Dressed in a monk’s robe, he appreciated the coarse cloth against his scraped and bruised skin. The wild, watery ride through Budapest’s cave system had left them all marked. It would be weeks before the tender skin over his scarred hand healed. His left cochlear implant occasionally squealed unprovoked. Once debriefed, he would have the medical team assess the damage.

Blowing to cool the hot liquid, Tok looked out over the Marmara Sea. The waters were tranquil this morning, unlike his heart. True, they had recovered most of James’ remains, but Lochum had eluded his grasp. The professor’s group had executed an escape worthy of respect, but it galled Tok to think the blasphemer lived after all that Lochum had desecrated. So much had been lost in Budapest that Tok’s heart ached.

But his pain amounted to little consequence. After the Knot’s scholars deciphered the bones, it would be only a matter of hours until they determined Lochum’s next move and intercepted him, one last time. There would be time to grieve later.

Petir entered the terrace, his footsteps quick against the granite floor. Tok enjoyed one last sip of the syrupy tea before he turned to his mentor. By the set to his shoulder, the older man clearly had a destination in mind. Tok did not welcome a long plane ride that would cramp his already-taxed muscles, but he would gladly accept the discomfort if it brought him closer to Lochum.

He stood in greeting, but Petir shook his head. “I would remain seated, Master.”

Tok looked into his mentor’s winnowed face. It was not like Petir to be overly dramatic. “Out with it.”

“They are here,” his mentor said, slowly. Carefully.

“Here?”

The old man nodded repeatedly. “In Istanbul. Right across the sea.”

Tok could not imagine what Petir meant. “Who is here?”

“Lochum. His team. They drive in from the north.”

Tok felt his legs shake of their own accord. “But, why? James’ bones speak of the Eternal City, Rome. Why would they come here?”

Petir shrugged. “I do not bear such knowledge, but I do know your older brother lives.”

This news made Tok gain his feet. “Are you certain?”

“It was he who signaled their location.”

Tok gripped the table to keep himself steady. Each time he fired upon Lochum’s team he risked killing the man who had become a brother.

For Tok was not the only orphan found that fateful year. Whereas he had been plucked from the marketplace in Cairo, his brother had been found in the slums of Chicago. The two were raised under Petir’s watchful eye, but they had been separated as teens. Tok to learn the craft of stealth and torture, his brother to join the American Armed Forces in order to infiltrate Special Ops. With the Knot’s connections, it had not been a roll of the dice that sent Brandt’s team to Ecuador.

After their plane had been downed in Bulgaria, Tok had feared the worst. Neither of them feared death. Each welcomed it if it brought them closer to their Savior, but to think that he had killed his own brother gave him pause. How many times he had wished he could contact him, but they could not take the risk. His deeply hidden mole could only communicate with them using a passive wire loop, not the reverse, not even to make sure he still lived. But now the world was aright. “Did he say where they were headed?”

“The Hagia Sophia.”

It made no sense. If there was one place in all of Turkey that had been explored for ancient remains, it had been that church. What did Lochum hope to accomplish there? What had his own scholars missed that the professor had found?

Normally Tok might brood over such an oversight, but with his brother alive, he only rejoiced. Soon, Lochum’s threat would come to an end, and the Knot’s secret would be safe once again, and their family would be reunited.

* * *

Brandt studied Svengurd’s reflection in the rearview mirror. The man seemed asleep, but he also seemed a lot of things. Like loyal and dependable, but Brandt began to have his doubts.

Granted, the Knot might have been taking potshots at any private planes leaving Budapest, but the sergeant doubted it. So far their strikes had been swift and precise. As much as he loathed the idea, the evidence kept piling up that one of his men was a traitor.

Now it fell upon Brandt to figure out which one. Lopez was nearly immune from scrutiny, since he had pulled their asses out of the fire too many times to count. A second delay in his reflexes would have led to their capture or death a couple of times over. Like now, they were nearly flying over the highway to Istanbul as quickly as they could have in a plane. He could have easily shaved off a few miles per hour and no one would have noticed. Instead they had set some kind of land speed record across Europe.

Which left Davidson and Svengurd. It wasn’t his affection for the kid that eliminated him from suspicion. It was the fact that the private had never been alone. Back at the hangar, Davidson was either with the team or with Monroe. The time he spent suspended in midair by the chain didn’t count. However, after the firefight, Svengurd had gone out alone to secure the perimeter and again when he fetched the getaway car.

So this tall Norwegian was the only one with the opportunity to betray their location. Brandt had tried to keep the corporal under wraps since they arrived in Budapest, but that was a little hard to do with your point man.

Brandt’s fist formed on its own. He yearned to confront the corporal, but how could he? To cast such a shadow upon one of them would doom the entire squad. It was neither skill nor duty that kept them alive, but trust. Even if Svengurd proved innocent, the taint would never fade. Brandt needed hard proof before he spoke his misgivings.

Svengurd must have sensed his gaze, for he opened his eyes. “Need something, Sarge?”

“Nah. Just making sure you were taking some shut-eye.”

“You ordered it, so I did it,” the corporal said as he closed his eyes.

How Brandt wished he could believe that.

* * *

Lochum had allowed the gentle vibration of the car to lull him to sleep, but awoke as Lopez laid on the horn, and laid on it some more.

“Seriously! Goat carts in the streets! Don’t harness ‘em if you can’t control ‘em!”

The professor blinked several times to orient himself. It was early morning, as Istanbul ended its slumber. As always, they had made good time. Approaching from the northwest, they angled toward the city’s historic district.

Turkey could boast of its rich Jewish, Christian, and Islamic influences. It had been the capital of the Byzantine, Roman, and Ottoman empires, but its most compelling attraction was that it was the only country in the world to straddle two continents. Even the city, Istanbul, shared its country’s schizophrenia. The Bosphorus, a narrow finger of water, cut through the heart of the city and divided it in two.

But today they sought only the European section of the city, with its ancient churches and mosques. The other side of the Bosphorus waterline, the Asian side of the city, was mainly commercial with entire swaths of industrial growth. Turkey had embraced Western modernization, and Istanbul was the shining gem in their First World hopes.

As the sun continued to rise, Lochum could make out the Golden Horn in the far distance. The freshwater estuary was named for the beautiful color it reflected at sunrise and sunset. Tall arches from the Galata Bridge glimmered in the early morning light.

This peninsula had been home to populations as diverse as Greek city-states and Jewish refugees from the Spanish Inquisition. Nearly every great Western civilization had at one point crossed the Golden Horn to plant its flag in Istanbul’s fertile soil.

But with any luck they would not have even have to cross that historic bridge. They hoped that everything they needed would be found within the Hagia Sophia. They were still too far to see the high spires or giant dome, but Lochum knew it was there, calling his name.

Why, then, did Lopez just turn left at the intersection?

“This is not the way,” Lochum said as his back complained loudly when he leaned over the Audi’s backseat. The plane crash and subsequent acrobatics had taken their toll.

Brandt shrugged. “We’ve got a stop to make first.”

Anger soothed his aching joints. “There is nowhere that is more important than—”

He stopped mid-sentence as the sergeant turned to meet his gaze. The man had a black eye that extended to his hairline and a lip cut so deeply that Lochum could make out the throbbing of a blood vessel barely beneath the surface. Yet for all his injuries, Brandt seemed the stronger for them.

“We’re going to Misir Carsisi to pick up some supplies, and that’s final.”

Settling back in his seat, Lochum fumed at being spoken to in such a manner, but was wise enough not to test the sergeant’s current mood.

Still his mind chewed on the problem. Misir Carsisi? The Spice Market? Why would the soldier want to go condiment shopping? Granted, the enormous outdoor market embodied the perfect mixture of ancient tradition and modern capitalism, but it was nowhere near the Hagia Sophia.

“What in the world would that man need from the Bazaar?” he whispered to Rebecca. “The Hagia Sophia is the country’s most-visited tourist monument, after all. I am sure they have snacks galore.”

Rebecca elbowed his sore ribs. “He’s got his reasons.”

“Please,” he hissed. “Since you know him so well, would you divine them for me?”

She spoke in a hushed tone. “When is the last time you saw him without a weapon?”

The professor looked up abruptly. The soldiers were unarmed. All their material possessions had been lost in the crash. What good were soldiers without guns?

“Then why risk the most crime-infested part of Istanbul?” Clearly, Brandt had been hit too hard in the head. “Is he an idiot, or simply reckless?”

“Didn’t you just answer the question for yourself?”

The professor opened his mouth, then realized his student was correct. Where better to find a criminal’s tools than where criminals resided? They were not purchasing condiments but semiautomatics.

Satisfied they were not on a fool’s errand, Lochum carefully studied the small fragment of bone they had left. How tragic. Guns could be replaced, but the words inscribed on James were lost to history. He stroked the ragged surface. What else might he have learned of James’ life?

What he held was tangible proof they were all real. They all lived and breathed and eventually died, as any men would.

Rebecca must have misread his mood, for she patted his arm. “No matter what happens, your work will be lauded for generations to come.”

Kind words, only he was no longer concerned with such things. Now, he wished only to tell the true story of Jesus’ life. Good, bad, human, or divine, he wanted the world to know their savior.

It seemed even at his advanced age that he had the capacity to grow.

Rebecca handed him a page of their transcription that she had somehow managed to salvage from the fire. “Rudolph and Martin will be especially pleased with your findings.”

Rebecca referred to the scholars who had diligently translated the Gospel of Judas. Much of the bones’ writings supported the authors’ assertion that Jesus and Judas were closer than brothers and that no betrayal had occurred, only an agreement between the two friends.

Which only supported Lochum’s theory. By choosing the moment of the betrayal, Jesus could have ensured his plan’s success.

“They’re going to go berserk that Judas was present when Jesus cast out the demons from Mary Magdalene.” She read further down the scorched page. “Do you take this to mean that Judas had a congenital limp?”

Lochum shook his head. “No, you misinterpreted the conjunctive verb in the second stanza. The line states he had a childhood injury to the right leg that did not heal correctly.”

But he realized that she already knew that. Rebecca had given him the opportunity to chide her. Something she knew always brightened his mood. He patted her shoulder. “I’m fine. Truly, ‘Becca.”

“Yeah, well, you might be, but she, I’m not so sure about,” Brandt said turning to face Rebecca as Lopez parked the car on the steep hill across from the Spice Bazaar. “At least not after you hear my plan.”

* * *

Rebecca nearly tripped yet again on her shiny new high heels. Davidson caught her elbow. “Remember, you were born to wear Prada.”

She, however, wasn’t so sure as she tried navigating the cobblestones of the open market in three-inch stilettos. Rebecca hadn’t worn heels since Lochum stopped buying them for her. Dressed in a tartan skirt and silk blouse, she felt just as much in costume as Brandt’s gladiator gear, but Davidson looked simply sophisticated in an Armani suit and Gucci loafers.

Acting as rich, naïve Irish tourists, it seemed al-Qaida wasn’t too pissed off at the Emerald Isle, they strolled without fear of a random terrorist attack, making their way through the tangle of stalls.

The market assaulted the senses. Spices filled overflowing bins. Saffron, chilies, and turmeric overwhelmed the scent of fresh lavender, sunflower, and sesame. Adding to the mix were a thousand other spices she couldn’t even begin to name.

Spaced between the condiments were open-air grills that cooked your favorite dish with the spices just purchased from the stall next door. Occasionally visitors would pass a table with the most pungent of odors. Medicinal powders brought from the Far East.

Punctuating the smells were the vendors’ shouts. They called out to shoppers and fought loudly with one another. This was one of the few places in the world where one could buy a Persian rug and freshly cut cinnamon bark right next to one another.

Through all of this, they browsed, feigning interest in some daffodil blossoms for a tea or chopped cloves. As they drew deeper and deeper into the market, Rebecca became more and more tense.

A loud cry carried over the chaos. At first she cringed, but then realized it was just the call to prayers from the Yeni Cami, or the New Mosque, just a short block away. From the minaret above, the muezzin, or caller of prayer, beckoning all believers to the mosque.

Rebecca looked at her Tiffany watch and was again struck by the number of diamonds surrounding the face. Where Davidson and Svengurd had come up with this expensive bit of couture in such a short time, she didn’t know, but the bejeweled hands told her this was the call to midday prayers.

In a wave, merchants pulled out their small ceremonial rugs and faced toward Mecca. They were deeply religious in Istanbul, but also extremely pragmatic. The bustling tourist trade did not afford five hours a day away from their stalls. Once done praising Allah, the men rolled up their carpets and were back to hawking their wares within minutes.

In this interlude, Rebecca noticed that sprinkled throughout the Bazaar were vendors of kitschy tourist baubles. Davidson guided them toward one.

The private spoke in broken Turkish, even though she knew full well he was fluent in the language. “Do you sell, I mean ‘tasflyet.’ Gold. ‘altin.’ Ring.” He indicated Rebecca’s fourth finger. “Cal. Cal.”

The fully bearded man nodded his head vigorously. “No. No.”

Since they both looked confused, the merchant continued. “I no have but my cousin. He have many beautiful rings for the lady.”

“I want kalite. Quality.” He pointed to the bling on her wrist. “Expensive. Pahalilik.” Davidson winked at the man. “She’s worth it.”

The merchant bobbed his head. “Very nice. Make proud at the club!”

“Excellent.”

Everything seemed routine as the man’s wife took over the stall and he escorted them toward the back of the market, but Davidson grabbed her hand and spoke so low that only she could hear. “Stay close.”

Rebecca nodded as they made their way past a booth specializing in milk. Not cow’s, but camel’s, ox’s, or llama’s. The deeper they went the smaller the booths became until they were crammed elbow to elbow, and the goods became shadier and shadier. Cheap knock-off watches and perfumes that claimed to be Calvin Klein, only the “K” and the “C” were reversed.

Finally the merchant urged them up a steep staircase to an adjacent building. Everything in her body screamed not to enter the darkened storefront. Did tourists really fall for this scam?

Davidson urged her forward. Rebecca followed, but she wished it were Brandt who accompanied her. Forget the whole awkwardness issue, she felt safe around the sergeant. He radiated confidence. Unlike Davidson.

Granted, she’d seen the private in action, but he looked pretty scrawny, which unfortunately, was exactly the reason he had been chosen to be her escort. Who in their right mind would attack Brandt, Svengurd, or even Lopez? Each oozed masculine prowess.

So here she was walking into a trap, knowing it was a trap but walking into it nonetheless.

* * *

Brandt held onto the edge of the roof, keeping himself perfectly still as two children ran down the alley. He looked to his left. Svengurd was halfway over the ledge, frozen in place. How easy it would be for the corporal to give away their position. Wasn’t that exactly what a traitor would do?

But Svengurd was nothing but professional, waiting until the kids were gone, then rolling his frame over the gutter. Brandt joined him. Just because he didn’t voice his suspicions didn’t mean he wasn’t keeping an eye out.

Side by side, they snuck up on the roof, careful that their footfalls didn’t register through the cracked shake tiles. Brandt paused as they made it to the top. They were supposed to take positions on either side of the roof, but he hesitated. Brandt’s attention would be split between watching the corporal and worrying about Rebecca’s safety.

In the end, his fear outweighed his suspicion. He gave the nod and Svengurd scrambled across the roof, taking up position. With one last glance, Brandt made his way to the other side, vowing that if the corporal did anything, anything at all to endanger Rebecca, there wouldn’t be any need for a military tribunal. Brandt would take care of it himself.

* * *

The floorboards creaked as Rebecca and Davidson followed the merchant, who beckoned them deeper into the warehouse. He seemed the witch luring Hansel and Gretel into her oven. Only it wasn’t candy he used as bait, but sparkling engagement rings. At the far end of the room, a case glittered with gold, silver, and platinum.

Davidson squeezed her hand. He was ready, but she wasn’t when a glint caught her eye. It took another second for her to realize it was a knife.

Rebecca didn’t have time to scream as it came stabbing toward her, but she didn’t need to. Davidson deflected the blade, then jammed his palm into the assailant’s nose. Blood splattered as the man’s nose cracked.

Another two men jumped from the shadows, blissfully unaware that Brandt and Svengurd were only seconds from crashing through the windows. In a shower of glass, the soldiers descended from the roof.

Rebecca almost felt sorry for the thugs. Sure they rolled tourists, but now they were up against the world’s best. Davidson shouted in Turkish for them to surrender, but they charged forward. Even the guy with a broken nose.

She squinted. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

Svengurd took out his man instantly, but Brandt’s had a gun. The sergeant used a chain as a whip, backing him off, then a well-placed blow to the trachea, brought Brandt’s assailant down. Three men in three seconds. It was a new record. The merchant tried to sneak out, but Davidson caught him.

“Take me to your boss,” Brandt said as a fourth as-yet-unseen man threw a knife that sank into the sergeant’s thigh.

Without hesitation, he jerked the blade out, and with a fury she hadn’t seen before, Brandt went after him. Even though the thug had two knives, it was the sergeant who had the advantage. A slash flailed open the man’s chest. As blood gushed, the sergeant stabbed the man’s knee, dropping him.

The sergeant had the blade to his neck, glaring at the merchant. “I will ask one last time. Take us to your boss, or this will get very messy.”

The merchant’s eyes dilated to black. “Ya. Ya.”

With careful precision, Brandt drew the blade across the man’s throat. Rebecca gasped, but should have known better. The sergeant hadn’t cut the jugular, but simply left a bloody line in the skin. The street thug would be marked by this quest. As they all were.


CHAPTER 21

══════════════════

Turkish Market

Brandt watched Svengurd kick in the door, shoot the first person that came at him with the stolen forty-five caliber handgun, then plug the second guy in the arm, spinning him around. Not the reflexes of a traitor.

For the first time since the Budapest ambush, Brandt had hope that he was wrong about the corporal. Maybe the Knot really was just that lucky.

Davidson’s aim with a knife turned out to be as precise as his sniper rifle. The blade nailed the third bodyguard in his gun arm. The automatic weapon clattered to the floor.

So basically the only thing left for him to do was escort Rebecca into the room. Brandt had wanted to stash her with Lochum and Lopez, but time constraints overrode safety. They had to maintain the element of surprise.

“Kim o kaba yap sen planya sen ol?” the greasy boss asked.

“I’m going to make your bottom line look very attractive,” Brandt answered as he unrolled a wad of hundreds. American hundreds.

The boss’ eyes darted to the cash, then to his downed men. He tried a slick move of pulling a hidden gun, but Svengurd already had a muzzle against his temple. The boss didn’t need to know they only had two more bullets.

Handing Rebecca off to Davidson, Brandt sat down opposite the man. “Fazil, you know who and what my team represents. I know who and what you represent, so why don’t we cut the crap and start bargaining.”

The boss yelled in Turkish at the merchant, who was too busy sobbing to answer. Brandt let this go on for a few moments, then kicked the desktop.

“Are you ready, or would you like to be another man down?”

“What does Special Forces want with one such as me?” the man pleaded, acting the small-time hustler rather than the medium-scale arms dealer he truly was. There wasn’t a month that Fazil’s name didn’t pop up on Interpol’s Middle East person-of-interest bulletin.

“I need four automatic weapons, preferably American made, but we’ll take Israeli or German, but no Russian-issued, even specially modified. They need to have been field used, not just tested. Nothing off the assembly line. Five hundred rounds each, plus three side arms and one sniper rifle.”

Davidson added, “A Varmint A4, but if you can’t get one then a Bravo-51, but only if it comes with enhanced night-scope range.”

Fazil leaned back in his chair, spreading wide his arms. “Is that all?”

Brandt shook his head. “Actually we want a total of fifty grenades. Ten Flashbangs. Twenty concussives. The other thirty, whatever you’ve got in the warehouse.”

“You cannot be serious, my friend.”

Svengurd cocked the gun as Brandt spoke. “Deadly.”

“But…” Sweat trickled down the man’s double chin. “But you have an American consulate just down at the river, and your Air Force base is but a two-hour drive south.”

“Look, since the IRA and Basque Separatists called cease-fires, you’ve got to be hurting. I know you won’t deal with the jihadists, so your business has been drying up. Just take our cash and look the other way.”

Fazil leaned forward, cupping his hands on the stained desk calendar. “Then you must look. How do I know this is not a sting operation? How do I know you are not working with Interpol?”

Brandt shrugged. “I guess the only way to prove it is to kill you and move onto our next supplier.”

The man’s flushed cheeks blew in and out as he weighed the risks and gains of the proposal. “Those others will charge you twice as much,” he finally said. “And then tell al- Qaida exactly where you are.”

That was more like it, Brandt thought.

Time to start haggling.

* * *

Lochum fidgeted in the backseat of the Audi. Why had Rebecca been included in this outing while he languished, being babysat by Lopez? The Latino leaned back in his seat, reading a map of Istanbul. He had paid a child on the street ten American dollars when it was worth less than two cents. Lochum did not like the man’s attitude or his three-days-without-a-shower odor.

“What did I tell you about the door handle?” Lopez asked as he eyed the professor in the rearview mirror.

He had not even realized that his hand was upon the metal latch until the soldier said something. His claustrophobia was acting up. The air was stale inside the car, but Lopez refused to open the windows. They were trapped in this glass and steel box.

“Brandt gave me permission to put you in the trunk, dude.”

With reluctance, Lochum laid his hands in his lap. He could not be sure Brandt had not given that order and that Lopez would not carry it out. But the corporal opened the trunk anyway.

“I have done as you asked!” he said, too high-pitched for even his ear, but he feared Lopez was making good on his threat.

“Don’t pop an aneurism. They’re back.”

The sound of a bag being thrown into the trunk proved the swarthy man correct. The passenger doors opened, and the rest of the team tumbled in, almost jubilant. Davidson was all smiles and even Brandt’s black eye seemed less black. Svengurd passed off a handful of weapons to Lopez.

“Oh, yeah! That’s what I’m talking about! Come to Papa!”

Lochum was not quite sure where the corporal was stashing them, but the guns disappeared instantaneously. Rebecca slid into the seat beside him, equally happy. Somehow she had changed out of the classic skirt and blouse outfit he had picked out and was now in chinos and some knock-off Juicy Couture T-shirt. He knew he never should have let her out of his sight.

Brandt turned around, but when Lochum went to interrupt, the sergeant did the strangest thing. He smiled. A full ear-to-ear smile.

“My dear Dr. Archibald Lochum, where is it that my team and I can take you and your esteemed colleague, Dr. Monroe?”

Lochum had to swallow his argument. “The Hagia Sophia would be quite appreciated, Sergeant.”

“Lopez, you heard the man. The Church of Wisdom.”

Everyone was thrown back as Lopez laid down rubber skidding out of the parking space. Lochum did not know what had happened in the warehouse, but it certainly seemed to invigorate them all.

Which was quite good. For what he planned would take all their skill, whether they wanted to give it or not.

* * *

Rebecca found it odd that they were all sitting at the rooftop café of the Blue Hotel, having a seemingly carefree brunch. The place was crammed with both locals and tourists. A couple from Sweden pored over a map of the city, while a large family from The Philippines tried to ask directions to the Royal Palace from their waitress. Excitement filled the air as everyone made plans for their day under the warm Istanbul sun.

With all the men’s injuries, her group certainly never could have passed for casual tourists, so Davidson had gotten creative with their covers. He transformed his team of commandos into a heavy metal band, sightseeing before their gig tonight. At first she had been skeptical about the idea. These guys looked nothing like a band, until she saw the result.

Rebecca grinned as she realized Brandt could pull off heavy eyeliner as well as he did a leather skirt. His black eye was covered by makeup, but his split lip had been accentuated by lip liner. He proudly wore a bloody bandage over his thigh where the knife wound was, but given the rest of his apparel it just looked like part of his wardrobe.

There could be no doubt in anyone’s mind. He was the lead guitarist.

Clearly Svengurd was the band’s bassist, dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans that contrasted nicely with his spiked, stark blond hair. Lopez was the archetypical drummer. He had that energy about him that spelled an early death. Davidson was the perfect geeky keyboardist.

Much to Lochum’s consternation, Rebecca had been transformed into their Gothlike lead singer. Given the fact she almost never wore makeup, the three layers of mascara and black lipstick felt awkward, but when Rebecca looked in the mirror, she had to agree that she was ready for the stage.

Given how beat-up they looked, a hungover, road-weary metal band turned out to be the perfect cover. Sure they attracted more attention in their flashy garb, but strangely people actually paid them less heed. Before, when they made their way to the hotel as a collection of five men and one woman, people would give them second and even third looks trying to figure out the dynamic. Were the men gay, and she their beard bride? Was Lochum the father? You could see the questions in their eyes.

Now, however, passersby surveyed them, realized they were a band, and then moved on without another thought. Rebecca had never really understood the concept of hiding in plain sight before, since most of what she sought had been diligently hidden, but now she got it.

The professor was the only holdout. He refused to don any clothing that might be considered hip, but didn’t every band need an uptight manager? To this Lochum filled his role perfectly in his button-down Etro shirt and perfectly pleated slacks.

When Brandt laid out his plan to complete some reconnaissance before entering the Hagia Sophia, the professor had thrown a tantrum loud enough to impress a hypoglycemic five-year-old, but once the food arrived he quietly indulged in a slice of pistachio baklava.

The other men had ordered heartier courses. Brandt dove into a serving of lahmajan, a type of lamb potpie. Davidson had gone heavy into the sweets. Name the pastry, and the private sucked them down. Right now he slathered sour cherry preserves over an already heavily sweetened Turkish almond cookie.

But Lopez and Svengurd were going head-to-head for the gluttony award. Between them was a pile of dishes heaped with Turkish specialties. Soujouk sausage with shredded potatoes filled one platter, while another was piled high with manti, a type of beef-stuffed pasta. The third held over a dozen skewers of chicken kabobs. The last plate seemed to have a combination of all the meats along with all the breads and all the spices they had seen down in the Bazaar. This one appeared to be the favorite.

“This food rocks,” Lopez slurred between bites. “Two thumbs up.”

The other men heartily agreed as they shoved in another mouthful. She shook her head and went back to her own acma bread. Nearly a croissant, the acma pastry had a heavier, muskier flavor which she wasn’t too fond of, but the kashkaval cheese more than made up for any taste deficit. This cheese had been made from sheep’s milk, then aged ninety days to pure perfection. Served with cinnamon salep, a light tea drizzled with honey, this was the best breakfast she’d had in months.

But for all their pigging out, this group had a distinctly ulterior motive for visiting the Blue Motel’s rooftop restaurant in particular. It was the only building in Istanbul that could claim to be over four stories high and have a direct view of the front gates to the Hagia Sophia. Brandt had insisted on recon before entering the historical site, and when Lopez had suggested the restaurant, all the other men had hopped aboard the idea.

Rebecca had not been so sure. She had gotten used to the cramped cars and dark back alleys. To sit out in the open at a dainty, linen-covered table surrounded by hanging baskets of snowdrop flowers now seemed terribly wrong. Where were the guns, flying knives, and RPGs? Even the friendly chatter from the surrounding tables heightened her anxiety.

But no one else seemed to notice. Anyone glancing at them would never suspect they were casing the church. The Hagia Sophia wasn’t a single church, but a vast complex that dwarfed anything in Budapest. The main sanctuary had been built of a deep red brick that contrasted starkly with the silver dome. It seemed as if the earth and heaven collided right across the street.

Between huge bites, Lopez read from his guide, and their conversation sounded like the other tourists. Only Rebecca knew the subtext.

“Hey, did you guys know this place started out as a church, then was converted into a mosque?”

“Yes,” Lochum said with disdain. Apparently he didn’t understand that the corporal was bringing the rest of the men up to speed. Or maybe the professor did as he continued, “Originally built by Emperor Constantine on the site of a much older church that was lost to history. It was the seat of his holy power until the Ottomans invaded in 1453, and Mehmed the Conqueror converted the structure into a mosque.”

Davidson pointed to the four whitewashed minarets that thrust into the sky at each corner of the church. “That would explain those spires. Looks like they’ve got a bird’s-eye view of the entire grounds. Bitching.”

Rebecca noted the look that passed between the guitarist and his keyboardist. In truth, Brandt and Davidson were worried that those tall, thin spires were perfect snipers’ dens.

“I’d love to get a closer look at those. I hear they’ve got spiral staircases that go all the way up to the parapet,” Davidson added.

The sergeant went back to slathering tahini butter on a chunk of Turkish flatbread as he answered, “Sounds like a plan.”

Davidson winked at Rebecca. “You know how I love heights.”

So that was that. The private would set up in the one of the minarets.

Lopez swallowed hard and had to take a sip before he added, “This dome was the world’s largest, second only to the Greek Pantheon. And according to this we’re supposed to pay special attention to the windows.”

They all craned their necks to view the church’s massive dome. It seemed impossibly huge especially since it appeared to be suspended in midair by a row of stained glass windows. But architectural design wasn’t Lopez’s interest when he brought up the unique panes. She had hung around the men long enough to know those were considered possible entry points.

“There’s no way that glass can bear the weight of that roof!” Davidson exclaimed.

“Naw, they’ve got some wigged-out arcs doing all the work.”

Lochum sighed. “Those ‘wigged out arcs’ are called pendentives, and they are a brilliant architectural achievement. Four opposing arches distribute the weight down from the dome into the foundation of the church, making it seem as if the dome floats between them. In actuality there are two smaller half-domes or exedras on the western and eastern—”

“Yeah, sure,” Lopez said as he flipped the pages of the book. He seemed rude, but Rebecca knew he had filled his intent, to tell Brandt they could blow a window and the dome wouldn’t come down, and was ready to move on. “Anyway, the place is now a museum and get this, it’s got a shitload of crypts, man. Hundreds of them!”

Lochum seemed to understand the glance that passed between drummer and guitarist, for he shook his head. “While I am sure you boys would like to crawl around searching for all manner of ghoulish finds, I believe we should enlighten our minds first. The second floor has a series of ancient mosaics. Many are said to depict Jesus, the Baptist, and the Virgin’s life. I know how actual history bores you, but I must insist.”

Brandt glanced at Rebecca, and she nodded. The professor and Rebecca had been in and out of the Hagia Sophia more times than she could count, mainly down in the very crypts that Lopez mentioned, but armed with the bone’s verses, the mosaics were now of importance. Any detail such as the one from the Torah could hold the answer to Jesus’ resting place.

“All right, then. Let’s go rock Istanbul,” Brandt announced as he threw his napkin onto his empty plate and signaled for the check.

“Wait. Aren’t we going to get dessert?” Davidson squeaked.

* * *

Brandt checked his corners as they approached the museum, but his gaze kept wandering toward the church. With its bricks made of an almost surreal red, how could anyone not look?

“Eighth wonder of the world, is right,” Lopez mumbled as they walked up to the ticket booth.

The silver dome eclipsed all else, but that didn’t mean the two smaller domes weren’t worthy of notice. And the minarets thrust higher even than the central dome. Massive was the word that came to mind if he had to describe the structure.

Lopez read from his tourist book. “Back when the Hagia Sophia was the center of the Christian world, hundreds of clergy lived inside these walls.”

That felt about right. The church would have been larger than most villages or even towns of the time.

Brandt held back and let Lochum do the band manager thing and pay for the six of them. Davidson had peeled off from the team about a block away to head for one of the minarets. Despite posing as a band, they did not deviate from standard operating procedures. Svengurd took the tickets and led the way through the main gates. Once inside, they passed by the two smaller domes, which no longer looked small at all. As a matter of fact, this close you couldn’t even make out the apex of the central dome—it just seemed a never-ending series of silver tiles climbing into the sky.

Svengurd entered the massive bronze gate, but Lochum stopped them.

“Do you always rush past history so quickly?”

Brandt stepped forward. “Is there something wrong?”

“Only that you are about to walk through an entrance built for emperors. Did you not look up?”

Lochum’s tone grated, but Brandt had learned that the professor only used that authoritative voice when he was right, so the sergeant looked up.

Above the gates, tiny flecks of brown, red, and green somehow created a stunning mosaic of Jesus, Mary, and the Archangel Gabriel.

Brandt stepped over the threshold, but felt a pang of guilt. To him, Jesus was divine, and to assist Lochum in proving otherwise cut across his grain. Under any other circumstances, he would make the professor someone else’s problem, but then there was Rebecca, who at the moment seemed equally tentative to enter the church. The smoky eye-liner made her blue eyes sparkle. Damn, but she looked good in goth.

“Everything okay?”

Instead of an answer, she gave a shake of her head.

Rebecca hadn’t been this reluctant to walk into the ambush back at the Bazaar. Sometimes it was easy to forget she was a civilian, or more importantly a woman. And as a man, he wanted to comfort her, but as a sergeant he should tell her to cowboy up. His duty lay between them. Then he realized. What lead guitarist and lead vocalist didn’t have a relationship?

Using their cover story to the fullest, Brandt laid an arm over her shoulder. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Midnight-black mascara ran at the corner of her eye. “Promise?”

He pulled her tighter into his embrace. “Promise.”

Keeping his arm around her, they walked into the vaulted interior of the Hagia Sophia. No travel guide could prepare him for the sight. The dome climbed so high above their heads that it really did make it seem like the ceiling floated above them.

And the light? The brilliant row of stained glass windows allowed in exactly the right amount of illumination. This was the texture of heaven. Everything glowed, wrapping its warm hue around visitors. But the longer tourists stared upward, the more they realized the dome was inscribed in Arabic.

Rebecca’s voice was intimate in his ear. “From the Ottoman conquerors after they converted the church into a mosque.”

The Hagia Sophia’s exterior certainly suggested the blending of the two religions, but inside they melted into one another. Christ above the gate and Mohammed’s words on the ceiling. It seemed strangely appropriate.

Everywhere one looked, there were arches upon arches giving the vast space a sense of the ephemeral. Truly it seemed that God could, in fact, fit himself into a place of worship this large.

Svengurd climbed up on a large dais.

“Hey, this is the Coronation Square,” Lopez stated.

“Yes, yes, that is where the Byzantine Emperors were crowned,” Lochum acknowledged, then hurried them forward. “Now the second floor, if you would, please.”

Svengurd headed toward a gently sloping ramp. But before Brandt could follow, a glint of gold caught his eye. Tucked away in a small corner of the church was the nave. It wasn’t as grand as everything else they had seen, but it was all the more impressive for it.

Glittering candlesticks added radiance to the small enclosure. The red candles twinkled, playfully illuminating the stained glass windows behind the pulpit. The space was so intimate that it felt as if the nave had been built for personal worship. Brandt’s instinct was to drop to his knees and pray, which he might have if Lopez hadn’t appeared at the doorway.

“I’m going to hit the restroom.”

For a moment, he wondered why the corporal would announce something like that, then remembered that this bathroom excursion was integral to their plan. Lopez really announced that he was going to fetch their getaway vehicle.

The sergeant nodded. “If you gotta go, go.”

Rebecca gave him an odd look as he joined the rest of the team, but Brandt waved off her concern. The nave had given him exactly what he needed. A reminder of God’s love.


CHAPTER 22

══════════════════

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul

Rebecca followed Svengurd and the professor up the sweeping ramp, feeling more than a little overwhelmed. The Hagia Sophia was enormous. It could take weeks or years to research the place properly.

But you couldn’t tell that by the way Lochum vibrated with excitement. If you looked at him you’d think they were within moments of overturning Jesus’ bones.

“Come, come. Look at the players in this mosaic. Remind you of anything?” The professor pointed to the mural that portrayed Christ in the center with John the Baptist on the left and the Virgin Mary on the right.

Careful not to slip on the slick marble floor, Rebecca stepped closer and studied the life-size painting. The Baptist and the Virgin both had their heads inclined toward Jesus, who stood in the traditional Greek Orthodox manner. He held a large box in his hands. She tried to read the inscription on the blue and gold container, but the image was damaged. The entire bottom half of the mural was destroyed, and whatever John or Mary were holding was also obscured.

“What happened to it?” Svengurd asked from over her shoulder.

Surprisingly, it was Brandt who answered. “When the Turks took over Constantinople, they plastered over the Christian images, since they are forbidden by Islamic law.”

Obviously not wishing the sergeant to overshadow his influence, Lochum waved away Brandt’s words. “True, true, but the Turks also carefully removed the plaster at regular intervals to retouch the work before covering it again. Most of this artwork is in better shape for being so protected. No, this damage was done intentionally. Look at the lettering above John.”

Above each of the figures were several words painted in ancient Greek. They were not so much scripture as just identification of the divine person beneath, but several of the letters were out of context.

Lochum pulled out the pages of their transcription from James’ bone. He pointed to the lettering from the wall.They matched. They made no sense, but they matched.

“Coincidence? I think not.”

As the professor scribbled away, Rebecca studied the partial image of the box in Jesus’ hands. By tradition, Christ usually held a lamb, or a child, or even the Torah, but a box? She couldn’t remember another other major work that had him holding a container. Especially in Greek Orthodox art, where Jesus invariably had one hand up and the other over his heart.

“This is a tourist spot, right?” Svengurd asked.

Brandt answered, “Yeah.”

“Then where are all the tourists?”

She could feel the tension in the soldiers, but she wasn’t worried.

Stepping closer to the mosaic, Rebecca craned her neck as Lochum answered the soldier’s concern. “The huddling masses come in waves during Muslim prayer times.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Brandt retorted.

“It does when the Blue Mosque directly across the street does not allow tourists inside during prayer hour, so when the Mosque is finally open to the public, it drains the Hagia Sophia of its travelers.”

“Plus the Royal Palace has air-conditioning,” Rebecca added, even though she really wasn’t paying attention to their conversation.

Both men nodded. The heat of the day was just beginning, and already their shirts were stuck to their backs.

But Rebecca barely noticed the uncomfortable heat. She just couldn’t shake the fact that the box appeared to have the same dimensions as the ossuary they found in the subterranean pool. Granted, the container was brightly painted and not inscribed stone, but still the resemblance was striking. As was the choice the artisan made of color. The reds and silvers were in stark contrast to the blue and gold of the rest of the painting. And were there symbols etched into the plaster?

Leaning over, she found Brandt at her side. “See something?”

“I’m not sure,” Rebecca mumbled as Lochum joined them.

“What did you find?” the professor asked anxiously.

The questionable symbols seemed to be repeated on the box, but most were partially destroyed. Lochum nudged her aside as he put on his reading glasses. The professor stood at nose length from the wall for several seconds, but ended up shaking his head.

“Clearly they are important, but someone made sure we could not decipher them.”

Rebecca took several steps back in frustration. The disjointed letters from the mosaic and James’ bones swimming in her head. She tried putting them in every combination of order, but they made no coherent word or phrase. There was something missing.

Lochum was right back at it, though, using his leg as a desktop, scribbling down everything they could discern from the wall, and then rearranging the symbols like a Boggle puzzle.

Leaning against the marble railing, Rebecca found herself missing her laptop once again. Maybe it could crunch the letters and find a pattern obscured to them.

“Giving up?” Brandt asked as he leaned next to her.

Rebecca just shrugged. “So far, the mosaic is useless to us.”

“Of course it is.”

“What do you mean?”

Brandt said with an arched eyebrow, “Did you really look at it?”

Feeling her hackles rise, she unsuccessfully tried to keep it from her voice. “Of course, I did.”

“You studied it.” Urging her over to the wall, Brandt smiled. “But did you really see it?” He indicated to the central figure. “Do you see the compassion in Jesus’ eyes? Or Mary? Her sad smile.”

For the moment, Rebecca let the mystery of the lettering fade as she soaked in the craftsmanship of the mosaic. It was a true master who created this image out of the tiniest flecks of tile. “You’re right. Maybe he has hidden something in the pattern of their robes or even halos.”

“No, Rebecca.” Now it was he who sounded frustrated. “Forget about your brain. Open up your heart.”

She frowned, not really understanding what he wanted of her. How many years had she gotten by on her brain alone?

“If only I had my laptop, I could—”

“Did you hear me?” The sergeant pointed her directly toward the mosaic. “Shut off your brain and just appreciate the painting.” As she tried to do as requested, Brandt whispered into her ear. “Look at the way he has rendered the Baptist. His head is bent in the most subtle of supplication.”

Brandt was right. Unlike much Orthodox art that seemed to make the biblical figures appear greater than life, this mosaic somehow brought out their humanity, which somehow made it all the more moving.

Rebecca didn’t realize that she had held her breath until she let out a long sigh. The sergeant squeezed her shoulders before he stepped away from her. “So, can you see the reason there’s no clue here?”

She turned to him, sorry to disappoint him. “No, I don’t.”

But Brandt just smiled. “This man loves his God and Christ. With every stroke of his brush and setting of tile, he loves them. Whoever created this work of art would never betray Jesus. Even if he knew that he survived the cross, this man would never share that with the world.”

As he was speaking, Rebecca realized Brandt was right. Her instincts were right. There was something missing. Frustration began to replace wonder, but the sergeant just kept grinning.

“What?”

“Well, the flowers above the mural are a different story.”

Her neck nearly snapped as her head twisted to look up at the decorative border. At first she had no idea what Brandt was talking about. The intricately carved blooms were exactly the same as the rest of the delicate red-and-gold flowers that lined the arches supporting the dome. The pattern continued along the edge of the ceiling. The small flowers were a splash of bright color against the pale beige walls.

Beautiful? Yes.

Helpful? Not so much.

Rebecca almost said as much until she noticed that a petite bloom of blue and silver occasionally broke the line of red and gold petals—the same colors as the mysterious box in Jesus’ hands. The box had a striking resemblance to James’ ossuary box.

“Want a leg up?” Brandt asked, with a coy smile.

Rebecca returned the grin. “Absolutely.”

Using the sergeant’s broad shoulders as support, she brought herself level with the intriguing bloom. Upon its leaves were faint inscriptions. These were not in ancient Greek, but written in Arabic.

Disappointed, she glanced around the rest of the church. During its years of occupation by the Ottoman sultans, the Turks had not only converted the church into a mosque and plastered over the Christian artwork, but they had also put their own stamp on the interior by decorating the ceiling with Arabic calligraphy.

Since iconography was forbidden in Islam, the only way the ancient Muslims had to express themselves artistically was through elaborate script. Beyond the detailed writing on the ceiling there were also huge silver discs that hung from the walls with similar impressive lettering.

“What does it say?” Lochum asked, as he balanced his reading glasses on the tip of his nose.

Out of courtesy, Rebecca began reading the inscription, but she was certain it would be a passage out of the Koran just as all the other lettering throughout the museum. “‘He who was dead then…’”

Rebecca paused as she tried to translate the next few words, but out of the corner of her eye she could see the disillusionment in Lochum’s face. The line she had just read was from a passage in the Koran entitled “The Cattle.” It was a story similar to Christ’s raising of Lazarus. One that she was sure surrounded them a hundred times over.

Almost without studying the lettering she began to recite the rest of the passage. “We raised him to life—”

When she cut off in mid-sentence, Lochum scowled. “What’s wrong?”

Her eyes scanned back over the last sentence, but the letters did not spell out the rest of “The Cattle’s” parable. Much more carefully, Rebecca read the actual words, not what she presupposed the text to be. “‘Came to our shores and was met with cries of joy.’”

Rebecca gripped Brandt’s shoulder even tighter. She wasn’t mistaken. This passage did not come from the Koran.

The professor stretched to the tips of his toes. “Read it again.” As she did, Lochum’s pupils began to dilate. “Finish the passage!” Lochum urged, but the rest was only a prayer to Allah.

Only the one line was altered from traditional Islamic scripture.

“There must be something more.”

Rebecca squinted at the flower until her eyes were ready to burst, but no matter the strain, it did not change the passage.

“There isn’t,” she answered as Lochum elbowed her out of the way.

Brandt slowly lowered her to the floor as the professor strained to read the tiny silver lettering. Again the sergeant smiled.

Maybe Brandt didn’t understand, so she clarified, “The one line is significant, but not that helpful.”

“Luckily, that’s not the only blue flower.”

* * *

The Neanderthal had somehow done it again, Lochum thought, as ‘Becca read from the fourth bloom.

“ ‘But you ever remained in doubt as to what he brought. Until when he died, you said: Allah will never raise an apostle after him…’ “

Lochum nodded. He knew the passage well. It was from the Koran, entitled, “The Believer.”

“Go on, go on.”

The next line should have been, “Thus does Allah cause him to err who is extravagant, a doubter,” but given Rebecca’s hesitation, he seriously doubted if those were the next words.

She looked down to Brandt, who was holding her up. They looked the pair in their ridiculous black garb. But he couldn’t care less.

“If you two are done posing for a Hallmark card…”

Rebecca blushed, and then cleared her throat before she repeated the last line. “‘Allah will never raise an apostle after him… But all that came before were cherished, so when the man of greatness asked for sanctuary of one of Allah’s favored, how could the Sultan decline his wishes?’”

Lochum could feel his heart beat all the way out to the tip of his fingers. He almost did not want to breathe. He wanted this moment, this moment when they found written documentation of the final interment of Christ, to last forever.

He distantly heard Brandt ask, “Any location?”

Rebecca shook her head as Svengurd announced from around the corner. “Here’s another one, but it’s bigger.”

Shoving the sergeant out of the way, Lochum burst around the corner, but skidded to a halt. Under the largest bloom yet, stood a huge mosaic of Christ holding the Torah.

Lochum feared he might descend into a convulsive seizure. “It is his bones. It is his bones.” He kept repeating the phrase as Brandt lifted Rebecca to the heights once more, but she did not read. “Speak, woman!”

“There are only ten words.”

Every ounce of urgency was packed into his words. “Then read them.”

Licking her lips, ‘Becca spoke slowly. “‘Those who seek the bones must search beyond and below.’”

“That’s all? You are certain?”

However, from the despondent look on his student’s face, Lochum knew that she was most certain.

Search beyond and below? That was the clue that led to Christ? He felt a rage build within his chest. They had come so far for so little.

“All right, doctors. I’ve given you more time than I should. We need to be hitting the road.”

Lochum was no fool. Even without Brandt’s urging, the professor knew they would have to leave the Hagia Sophia. They could not linger here too long without being recognized.

Yet, even though he knew the sergeant to be right, Lochum did not move. Could not move. He stood before Christ with the words to find him, but he did not know how to interpret them.

Beyond where? Below what?

Now it was he who coveted Rebecca’s old computer. She could cross-reference all instances of the words beyond and below in the Koran to figure out possible locations.

“Rebecca, we need to head out,” Brandt reiterated.

Her lack of response made Lochum turn toward his student. She had that gaze that carried past the embossed ceiling and through to the heavens. Brandt urged her toward the ramp, but Lochum interceded.

“Leave her alone.” Gently touching her elbow, the professor spoke softly. “What is it, ‘Becca?”

“It’s probably… It’s probably nothing.”

But he knew full well it wasn’t. As did Brandt, for he was at her other shoulder as she mumbled, “Beyond and below.”

Lochum could see her brain correlating data, discarding all that was superfluous and stringing together tiny beads of information.

“That’s right, ‘Becca. Let those synapses fire. Let it flow.”

Almost in a trance, his student kept repeating the phrase, and then she suddenly sucked in a breath. Her first action was to look to Brandt and smile. He smiled back.

Their gaze locked, but Lochum intruded. “Would you care to share?”

Almost casually, Rebecca turned to him. “It is written in Arabic, upon blue paint.”

He knew that should mean something, resenting like hell that her brain worked faster and better than his. It took a large gulp to swallow his pride and say, “So we are looking for another church?”

“We’re not looking for a cathedral…” Rebecca’s smile grew. “Or a synagogue…” She looked him in the eye as she finished. “We’re looking for a mosque.”

* * *

Tok let his fingers glide over the hundreds of tiny chips that made up the wall of the Sultan’s Harem at the Topkapi Palace. Gilded beams ran between the exquisitely detailed panels. This wall portrayed a beautiful garden with the apple tree of temptation at the center. How many months had it taken for the artisan to create just this one panel? Given that every wall within the Harem was so decorated, Tok could only imagine it had required years to complete the entire labyrinth of quarters.

Jasmine still permeated the air as he entered the interior courtyard. To keep their harem from the public eye, the sultans had built this grand space for their women to lounge. Built of bricks cut from pure marble, the empty chamber nearly glowed. He could only imagine when it was filled with sweet perfume, strolling peacocks, and strong African eunuchs guarding the land’s fairest beauties.

Stepping out onto the terrace, Tok took in the fresh sea air. Housed at the apex of the Seraglio Point, the women’s quarters overlooked all of Istanbul. To the north was the expanse of the Golden Horn. In the opposite direction was the snakelike Bosphorus that bisected Istanbul in half. And to the east was the Sea of Marmara, from which he had just sailed. There was no better view than from this spot.

Although the Sultan’s Palace was now a museum, Tok had no concern that he would be disturbed as he awaited word from Petir. The Knot had deep ties to the Department of Historical Structures. The place had been cleared before they even docked.

Turning south, he looked over to the Hagia Sophia. It was grand in both size and purpose. Tok was not at all surprised that Lochum sought the oldest church in the region. Like the palace, with its sprawling courtyards and pavilions, the Hagia Sophia had a million nooks and crannies. Each one might hold clues to the most sacred remains.

Two years ago, based on a new interpretation from the founder’s inscriptions, they had scoured the Hagia Sophia searching for any link to the holy family, but had found none. Even now, with the rest of James’ bones they only had a vague connection to the crown of Constantine’s Holy Roman Empire. It vexed him that with so little Lochum had accomplished so much.

But now they were in Tok’s proverbial backyard. There was not a single centimeter of this town he did not know as well as the scars that riddled the back of his hand.

As the afternoon sun beat down upon him, Tok retreated from the balcony and sought the cooler interior. Petir had reached out to their contacts at the Hagia Sophia, but the word had been mute so far. And their own scholars were of little help, either. They could not find a single reference to the Hagia Sophia. Only an allusion to people of faith from beyond.

The stone absorbed the sound of heels upon the marble, so it was not until Petir was close that Tok heard his mentor’s arrival. He was obviously anxious, for the older man fell into old habits, signing as he approached.

“They have left the Hagia Sophia,” Petir’s fingers flew.

“To where?”

Clearly his mentor was distressed. “The Blue Mosque.”

“The Blue Mosque,” Tok repeated, to be certain.

His mentor spoke aloud for the first time. “The Blue Mosque.”

Even though he saw the words, then heard the words, Tok still did not believe them. It made no sense. The Knot had no connection to the Blue Mosque. To the Great Mosque in Mecca or even Mohammed’s Mosque in Medina, yes. But the Blue Mosque? It was insignificant to Christ or Mohammed’s lives. The building of Istanbul’s house of faith had only been an Ottoman attempt to raise their religious profile.

There was absolutely no mention on any of the bones of the Mosque. How could there be? Islam arose centuries after their savior’s death.

Lochum must be mistaken. Or was he…?

“Shall we intercept them before they enter the sanctuary?” Petir asked.

Tok’s hand went up on its own to halt his mentor’s plan before it was crystallized into action. Quickly his mind caught up with his hand. To intercept would be too public. Too exposed when there was another way. A dark way. A secret way. An ancient way.

“Gather the alchemists.”

His mentor blanched, and his nostrils pinched again, creating a high-pitched wheeze. “Are you certain?”

With a cruel smile, Tok inclined his head. Finally Lochum would receive what they so richly deserved.


CHAPTER 23

══════════════════

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul

Brandt brought up the rear, vigilantly checking their surroundings for threat, although he had seldom visited such a serene park before. The short distance between the Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque was filled with carefully pruned trees and strips of bright green lawn. A huge fountain filled the rest of the space. Tourists were everywhere, making it difficult to scan the crowd for possible assailants, but also giving him a sense of familiarity.

But he could not be lulled into a sense of security. If they really were this close to finding Jesus, the Knot would become even more vicious. He wouldn’t put it past this group to firebomb the Mosque just to get to Lochum. Not that Brandt hadn’t on occasion wanted to set the man on fire himself, but it was his job to keep him from getting crispy.

“What’s that doing here?” Svengurd asked, pointing to an imposing obelisk to the east of the Mosque.

Rebecca indicated the hieroglyphics lining the pink granite statue. “It’s the Obelisk of Theodosius. He ‘borrowed’ it from Egypt when he was Emperor.”

“He just decided to throw down an obelisk across from the Hagia Sophia?”

Brandt liked the way Rebecca chuckled as she shook her head, making her blonde hair curl at the side of her face. “No, it’s the only remaining structure of the much larger Hippodrome.” Rebecca must have read the question on their faces, for she continued, “Hippodrome translates, ‘horse park’, or more accurately, ‘chariot racetrack.’ “

“Yes, yes, enough about the entertainment culture in ancient Constantinople,” Lochum said as he motioned them forward.

Svengurd seemed intrigued, though. “How big was it?”

“By the few markers left to measure, it was about the size of two football fields.”

“Really?” Brandt asked.

Not so much that he cared about the answer, but Brandt wanted to see Rebecca’s eyes light up again as she answered. “Really. From historical documents we know the Hippodrome sat more than a hundred thousand people and housed not only the chariot races but plays and political debates. It was perfectly positioned.” She nodded toward Svengurd. “As you mentioned, the Hippodrome sat across from the Hagia Sophia, but before the Mosque was built, a massive Roman Palace sat on these grounds. The arena’s center stage abutted the Palace wall.”

“Tarry not!” the professor said as he tried to hurry past the muscular corporal, but Svengurd simply blocked him with his frame.

It looked like Lochum might actually try to challenge him.

“Remember our talk about protocol,” Brandt growled.

“You don’t understand. The call to prayer is soon.”

Brandt looked at his watch. “Care to give me an actual time?”

Clearly as exasperated with Brandt as Brandt was with him, Lochum stormed past them. “I do not have time to fill the holes in your education.”

He was about to retort when Rebecca pulled him toward the Mosque. “He’s an ass, but he’s right. Prayers are not set by the clock but are based on the sun’s position. And it’s dipping quickly.”

Sunset was almost upon them as they headed toward the high archway that led to the Mosque’s whitewashed courtyard. Hanging from the top of the arch was a thick chain that connected to two other chains secured to the wall. Svengurd nearly had to duck to get under them.

An odd adornment for a place of worship.

Rebecca must have followed his gaze. “The chains kept invading horsemen from riding into the Mosque. Those Sultans knew what they were doing, didn’t they?”

Brandt had to agree. The ancient builders had captured the essence of military strategy. Make it simple but highly effective.

As they crossed the enormous courtyard, they found very few worshippers, and those were concentrated in the center of the white-stoned space, near a central fountain. There they cleansed their hands and faces.

“The purification fountain,” Rebecca explained. “All of the Great Mosques have one.”

Continuing toward the main structure, Brandt was struck by how similar the mosque and the Hagia Sophia were. Both were sprawling complexes punctuated by huge domes. Only the mosque had more semi-domes than the church, and six minarets flanked the periphery of the Mosque.

If Davidson were doing his job, the private had already moved to one of them. Lopez, as well, should be realigning their extraction plan.

So intent on running through his team’s tasks, Brandt was unprepared when he stepped into the Mosque proper.

It wasn’t until that moment that Brandt realized he had never been inside an Islamic house of worship before. They weren’t the most American military-friendly places in the world. But this sanctuary seemed inviting to one and all. He wasn’t sure what he had ever expected, perhaps a den of terrorist plotters, but the Mosque eclipsed even the Hagia Sophia in its sheer beauty.

The dome rose high above them, seeming to defy the laws of physics. Delicate blue tiles lined the ceiling in a swirling pattern that seemed to represent heaven better than even the Hagia Sophia. And unlike the church with its single row of windows, this Mosque’s walls were punctuated by hundreds of stained glass windows. More in number and beauty than any he had seen in cathedrals. The interior of the mosque was infused with a light that truly did appear otherworldly.

“Brandt?” Rebecca tugged on his arm.

“Sorry. What did I miss?”

The doctor pointed to his shoes as she removed her own. “We can only enter in stockinged feet.”

Brandt realized everyone else had already complied. Hurrying to catch up, the sergeant shook off his amazement. While he might be acting like a tourist, in truth, he wasn’t one. He had only one job, and that was to keep the doctor and her very annoying professor alive.

Entering the sanctuary, they found only a few Muslims praying toward Mecca. He didn’t know much about Islam, but he knew that.

“Where to now?”

“I’m not sure,” Rebecca answered.

Svengurd was on point, but Lochum took a sharp right and disappeared from view. “What the—”

He looked at Rebecca, but she shrugged, apparently unaware of Lochum’s latest walkabout.

“Catch up with him,” Brandt hissed to the corporal.

Only through Svengurd’s expert tracking skills did they follow the professor to a narrow side hallway far off from the main prayer hall.

Rebecca caught up with Lochum. “Where are you going?”

The professor ignored her, opening a nondescript door.

Svengurd grabbed the professor’s arm. “Keep dreaming.”

Checking down the long hallway, Brandt made sure there were no civilians before he pulled his weapon.

“This is ludicrous,” Lochum grumbled, but he noticed that the professor placed himself squarely between Svengurd and Brandt.

The corporal’s flashlight was the only illumination in the small room. It took a few seconds for the sergeant’s eyes to adjust to the dark. But even then he had a hard time believing what was crammed into the tiny room.

Roll upon roll of carpets were stacked so tightly there didn’t seem to be room for even furniture.

“What the hell?” Brandt said for all of them.

Lochum was too busy searching his transcription pages, so Rebecca spoke up. “Mosque carpets are always donated by the congregation. In a mosque of this importance, if a rug has a single loop of thread damaged, it is immediately replaced, hence all the backup stock.”

“Okay,” the sergeant replied, “but why are we here?”

Ignoring him, Lochum began moving the large rolls of carpets toward the edge of the room.

Rebecca seemed equally quizzical of his strange behavior. “Archibald?”

“Child, either help me or get out of the way.”

To Brandt’s surprise, Rebecca obeyed. “What are you doing?”

The professor tsked-tsked loudly. “For all your computational faculties, ‘Becca, you so readily forget your history.”

The sergeant could see the woman’s back arch at the insult, but she was obviously intrigued. “Why don’t you remind me, then?”

Svengurd followed the two doctors with his flashlight, making Lochum’s face glow as if he were a mad scientist.

“Current events are always built upon past ones, my dear. Do not so easily forget the lessons of Budapest… This Blue Mosque did not spring from nothing, now did it?” Lochum paused, but when Rebecca didn’t answer, he continued, “What did we pass on the way in?”

Brandt could see Rebecca’s brow furrow in thought. It was not her best look, but it usually got the job done.

“The Hippodrome.” Her words came out faster, more sure. “This was the site of the Emperor Septimius Severus’ Great Palace. The racetrack is the only visible ruin of the Roman seat of power. But… by the time Sultan Ahmet Camii built the mosque the Palace was nothing but a shell of its former glory. It was basically a teardown. He demolished it to build the mosque.”

“Undergraduate work, my dear. I expect more of you.” Lochum turned to Brandt. “I believe physical labor is your strong suit, isn’t it, young man?”

There were a thousand and one retorts on Brandt’s tongue, but he gave voice to none of them. Instead he lent his back to help Rebecca move an especially stubborn roll, but the doctor didn’t seem to notice him. Instead her brain focused on forging a link between the Roman Palace and the moving of dozens of carpets around a small back room of the mosque.

Her tone was hesitant. “There have been some excavations down at the inlet to uncover the lower levels of the Palace’s harbor and dock.”

Lochum snorted. “Please. For three years I was eating the Yugoslavian equivalent of macaroni and cheese, and I am better informed than you. Did you forget to pay your subscription to Archaeology Today?”

The tips of Rebecca’s ears flamed red as only the professor could make them. She tried to play off her flushed cheeks on the strain of moving the rolls, but Brandt knew better.

“They have recently discovered a tavern and an old church half-buried in the silt near the coast,” she added timidly.

Lochum shook his head violently. “What do we care for a place of ill repute and a non-descript church when the answer lies here? You said it yourself. The mosque is the answer.”

Rebecca looked as frustrated as Brandt felt. “Just tell me, Lochum.”

“What is the one subterranean room a Roman palace just can’t do without?” the professor asked without looking up.

Rebecca looked puzzled then nodded. “A dungeon.”

“Just such a place where Jesus was scourged before the crucifixion. Is it not fitting?”

Brandt’s leg ached where the knife had gone in. So far this had been a whole lot of work for a whole lot of nothing, and they hadn’t even cleared the center of the room yet. “You’re trying to tell me there’s a dungeon under this room?”

“Of course.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Rebecca announced as she paced. “Even if we believe there was a dungeon under the palace, this mosque is huge! We can’t just start digging and hope to find it.”

“Seriously, did you miss issue seven-ninety seven? Walker will be most upset you dismiss his work so readily.”

Something must have sparked Rebecca’s memory, for she turned to Brandt. “Do you have GPS on you?”

He held out his wristwatch and hit the button that brought up their coordinates. “41.029924, latitude. 28.988711, longitude. Why?”

Rebecca’s face paled, making nearly translucent the wan light.

“What’s wrong?”

The doctor had to gulp before answering. “Dr. Walker Elfium cited these coordinates as where he believed the centurion post was located.” She looked up at Brandt with renewed wonder in her eyes. “Where the entrance to the dungeon would be.”

Lochum’s chest expanded with such pride. “He has been repeatedly denied access to explore under the mosque.”

“But why bother with permits when you can just dig it up under the cover of afternoon prayers, right?” Brandt said sarcastically but the criticism seemed to sail right over the professor’s head.

“Exactly! Elfium just didn’t have the guts for it.”

Svengurd frowned. “How are we going to cover the sound of the explosives?”

Lochum pointed to the rolls of carpet around the room. “My dear man, have you ever heard a full prayer service in a mosque this large? Trust me, with the carpeting as sound proofing, we can easily make our way into the subterranean chamber below.” The professor tugged at one exceptionally heavy roll. “Help me.”

With every joint aching, Brandt heaved and moved the roll, revealing a very large hole blown into the floor. A makeshift rope ladder dropped into the opening farther than the corporal’s tiny flashlight could penetrate.

“Guess Elfium had the balls for it after all,” Brandt noted.

* * *

Rebecca found herself staying within an arm’s length of the sergeant as they crept down the dank hallway. Mud sloshed underfoot as algae-laden water dripped from the ceiling. The crush of earth above them made her feel frail. Given the echoing groans and ever-melting walls, the entire tunnel felt like it could crash down at any moment. The halls might have survived several millennia, but they seemed near their end. Clearly Walker and his team had thrown together some bracings, but the thin wood seemed to just sink deeper into the mud walls rather than support them.

Svengurd pulled to a stop at a cross-tunnel. To the right the hallway lowered, barely propped up by carpet rolls. Walker must have used whatever was at hand since it would have been a little difficult to explain to the imam why they needed construction equipment to pray.

To the left, Rebecca doubted you could call it a hallway at all. Between huge sections of mudslides were brackish pools of water.

With a nod, Brandt sent them down the right tunnel, but everyone froze as the ceiling moaned, breaking one of the wooden braces.

“It’s our body heat,” Lochum whispered. “The warmth is liquefying the loosely packed mud.”

The sergeant looked at her, and she confirmed the danger.

“I would suggest expedience, or we will see exactly how long you can hold your breath this time,” the professor added.

The mud become more fetid as they entered the main section of the dungeon. On either side were long rows of cells. Not even iron could survive the onslaught of time. Many of the bars were bent or broken altogether, and most of the cells’ contents were lost to cave-ins.

“Oh, God,” Rebecca said despite herself.

Several ragged skeletons littered the cell, but Lochum acted as if they had found the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. “We must examine them.”

Rebecca tried to block his path. “Lochum, I don’t think these are—”

“Any skeleton this ancient is worth our time.”

She turned to Brandt, but his expression was unreadable. With a nod, the stoic officer ordered Svengurd to open the cell. The door creaked loudly, complaining of centuries of rust but finally lurched open. Wooden slats creaked as mud slid down the wall, quickly burying the bones in muck.

“No!” Lochum yelled as he dropped to his knees and dug in the mud.

Rebecca tried to tug him up. “Archibald, these bodies…” She indicated the long- incarcerated remains. “They’re just long-forgotten prisoners. There is nothing sacred here.”

* * *

Rebecca couldn’t be more right, in Brandt’s opinion. The place reeked of evil. A palpable, tangible evil. Christ wasn’t here, but it took a set of red eyes glaring out of the rib cage to convince the professor. The rat defiantly protected his calcified home.

Rebecca helped the older man to his feet as the wall melted, sloshing mud up to their knees. “Let’s go.”

To Brandt’s relief, Lochum’s protests died as they proceeded down the doomed hallway. At the end of the cells, a light rose until it became bright enough for Svengurd to turn off his flashlight.

There was definite movement up ahead.

“You two stay put,” he whispered to the doctors.

Slowly he and Svengurd crept toward the lit room. A huge torture rack stood in the center, stained by years of blood. The walls were no better. Thumbscrews, whips, and crocodile shears, which were used to emasculate men in the most painful way, were only a few.

Acting as if nothing were wrong, a dozen or so students milled around, cataloguing the antique collection. How could they be so casual? This place shouldn’t be studied. It should be destroyed.

But the United States military didn’t pay him for his opinion, so Brandt got back to work. As he signaled for Svengurd to circle to the other side of the room before they announced their presence, Lochum burst past.

“Walker! You old dog! I didn’t think you had it in you!”

The only other white-haired man amongst a sea of coeds turned, looking quite shocked. Whether it was just at the noisy intrusion or seeing his old colleague, Brandt couldn’t tell.

Since their cover was blown, he sent Svengurd to check the periphery of the room, but kept the corporal within his eyeline. Turning, Brandt found Rebecca watching him as he watched Svengurd.

“What’s wrong?”

The less she knew of his concerns, the better. “Nothing.”

Before she could retort, Walker finally found his voice. “Lochum? Archibald Hamilton Lochum!” the archaeologist exclaimed as he hugged the professor. “I don’t care if you’ve risen from the grave. You’re not getting any credit for this find!”

“For a dungeon? Trust me, what I seek will make you weep!”

Svengurd circled back around as the old men caught up. “There’s only a narrow staircase leading east. Do you want me to check it out?”

With a curt shake of his head, Brandt indicated the corporal should stay put. The corporal raised an eyebrow but voiced no objection. He felt hobbled being unable to utilize Svengurd to his full potential, but that damn tangle in his gut wouldn’t let up. The whole dungeon stank of death and dying.

The PhDs might be having a congenial reunion, but Brandt knew the place was damned.

* * *

Walker clapped Rebecca’s back. “I thought you were in Ecuador?”

“Long story,” she replied, sounding more tired than she realized.

“Aren’t they all when Archibald is involved?” He turned to Lochum. “What wild-goose chase are you dragging the poor girl on this time?”

Lochum didn’t respond with his usual disdain. Instead he opened his palm to reveal the small shard of James’ bone.

The archaeologist inspected the fragment before commenting. “Have you dated it yet?”

“First century AD.”

Walker chuckled. “What else should I have expected?” He scrutinized the surface. “Are those predatory markings on the shaft?”

When Lochum’s eyebrow went up, the archaeologist held out his hand and one of Elfium’s grad students put a magnifying glass into his palm.

He scanned the markings, then took in a sharp breath. “You are not suggesting that these bones are… are His?”

“Sadly, no. But they are his brother’s. James.”

Walker shook his head almost absently as he backed away a few steps, speechless. The tall Napoleon Dynamite-type kid filled the void. “How did you find them?”

As Lochum sketched out their recent travels, Rebecca watched Walker. The archaeologist didn’t necessarily seem in shock. If anything, Elfium looked nervous, glancing over his shoulder, backing away from the group.

But everyone’s attention was distracted as the lanky grad student became more and more excited at Lochum’s explanation that the bone directed them first to a synagogue and now a mosque. “You are never going to believe what we found down in the antechamber!”

Lochum turned toward Walker. “What is it?”

Only the archaeologist wasn’t there. The professor glanced around. “Walker? Where did he get off to?”

Brandt and Svengurd’s guns snapped up, but Rebecca held the sergeant’s arm. “He went down the stairs, to the antechamber.”

“He could be a part of the Knot or—”

“Trust me, he’s just being…” How could she make this not sound as pathetic as it was? “He’s just being a paranoid academician.”

The tall student indicated the stairwell. “Down here.”

No matter her assertions that Walker didn’t belong to a dark conspiracy, their weapons were at the ready as they followed the student down the dirt steps. Already with so little traffic, the steps crumbled underfoot. Whoever built this staircase had done so quickly and with little regard to craftsmanship.

This dank dungeon didn’t feel like the other finds. The mass grave under the Eiffel Tower and even James’ watery coffin were carefully built with the specific purpose to house the holy bones.

A shout caused everyone to rush to the bottom of the stairs.

“I laid claim first!” Walker yelled.

After nearly slipping down the steps that had been crushed into a slick ramp, Rebecca could see what all the commotion was about. The archaeologist stood before a large silver door, waving a small pistol.

“I won’t let you steal this find like you did in Jerusalem.”

Lochum seemed unaffected by Walker’s bizarre behavior. “Oh, please. Everyone knew that the Jews didn’t first settle the holy city. The original structure was a massive Canaanite fortress. It only took uncovering the aqueducts to prove it.”

“Aqueducts, I found. Just like I discovered this.”

“Walker, this is the culmination of my life’s work. You just happened to stumble upon a tiny piece of the puzzle.”

While the older archaeologist’s arms gesticulated wildly, Walker’s eyes narrowed with cool logic. “Tell me, Archibald, could you have found the dungeons without my article in Archaeology Today? Or would you still be groping about up in the mosque hoping to catch a glimpse of Christ?”

Before Lochum could argue, Brandt stepped between them. “I have no idea what issues you two have, but neither one of you is getting credit.”

This turned both men’s attention to the sergeant as he continued. “Seriously, do you think the US Government would send in a Black-Ops team to assist an archaeologist the world assumes to be dead to find a set of bones under a mosque in the only Muslim country that serves as our ally, and then make it public?” Brandt held out his hand for Walker’s tiny gun. “Get real. Whatever we find will be shipped directly to the Pentagon, then somebody way over my pay grade will figure it out from there.”

Walker tried to shake his head, but his hand shook more as Brandt finished. “And my corporal can take out your shoulder, so how about you hand that gun over and step away from the door?”

Rebecca tensed, but it seemed to be Svengurd, cocking his gun quite loudly, that swayed the older man. Like a child caught in the cookie jar, Walker held out the gun. Faster than the eye could see, Brandt snatched the weapon and jerked the archaeologist away from the doorway.

Rebecca gasped. Behind Walker stood a towering silver door whose beauty could not be articulated. In the center of the burnished metal were three finely etched symbols. The first represented the Star of David. The next detailed an elaborate cross, while the third was the crescent moon and star of Islam. Rebecca’s mind hearkened back to a passage from John’s bones that involved the trinity. Only now she realized the passage wasn’t talking about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, but the three religions.

Lochum must have realized the same thing as his fingers traced the symbols. “He’s here,” the professor said with such reverence it almost broke her heart. But as he tried to find a latch or lock, Walker laughed.

“That’s the quandary, my man. There’s no way in.”


CHAPTER 24

══════════════════

Beneath the Blue Mosque

Lochum felt over the smooth edge of the door. It did, in fact, seem to be a part of the wall. He looked at the surface but found only the three religious icons. No other inscriptions or flowers or arrows to point the way.

Rebecca repeated the same maneuvers with the same poor luck.

“We’ve still got a little C-4 left,” Svengurd interjected.

Walker howled his disapproval with his pack of students as backup.

“Enough!” Brandt yelled over the commotion. “Time to clear the gallery.” He pointed to Walker. “You stay, but the rest…” The sergeant pointed to the tall grad student who seemed to hold sway over the rest. “Take everyone back to your hotel. Hole up there until we come for you.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” the redhead stated, standing defiantly. “And if you try to make us, we’ll just tell the authorities about you.”

Lochum actually enjoyed watching Brandt stride over to the young man and stand nose-to-nose with him. “Please do, because my feeling is the Turkish government doesn’t take kindly to people digging under their mosques, so I hope you are ready for some serious incarceration.” The sergeant looked the boy up and down. “Where I doubt you’d make it five minutes before some Mohammed made you his bitch.” Brandt backed away a step. “But, hey, if you want to get the full Istanbul salad tossing experience, go right ahead.”

The freckled student blanched as he turned to Walker. But if he thought the archaeologist would help, the boy was sorely mistaken. The archaeologist was like himself. Married to his work. These students were nothing but strong backs and quick minds to further his very personal quest. If they were gone, there would be far less people to share the credit.

“Do as he says. We’ll be up before nightfall,” Walker said, seeming to regain his old authority.

The boy looked ready to argue, but one of the attractive female students urged him back toward the tunnel. “You heard him. He’s going to want all the data correlated before we move on to the next room, anyway.”

How like Rebecca she sounded. Practical, pragmatic, and very much in love with her academic advisor. For the briefest moment, Lochum became nostalgic for those days. Then he remembered Bunny. Poor, sweet Bunny. This girl was lucky she did not suffer the same fate.

As the students filed out, Brandt turned to Lochum. “Do you have any ETA on getting through the door?”

“Patience, dear lieutenant, patience.”

Brandt bristled. “It’s sergeant.”

Lochum patted the man’s broad shoulder. “After today? After this find? Trust me. You will have your bars.”

* * *

Rebecca took several steps back. Close-up scrutiny of the silver door wasn’t helping. She noticed Brandt glance at his watch for the fifteenth time. And just like before, his eyes darted to Svengurd, who seemed oblivious to his sergeant’s scrutiny.

She went over to Brandt. “Have any thoughts?”

“Besides the fact that the C-4 idea was the best idea we’ve had yet, no, not really.”

“I wouldn’t say that too loudly,” she said, eyeing the two older men. Walker and Lochum had put aside their professional differences and were working together to check the silver edges for signs of hidden latches.

But Brandt didn’t lower his voice. If anything, he raised the volume. “We need to get our heads around the fact that that isn’t a door.”

“What do you mean?” Lochum asked.

“That’s pure silver, right?”

Walker nodded emphatically. “The highest grade.”

“And how deep are we?” the sergeant asked.

It was Svengurd who answered. “About thirty-two feet.”

Brandt looked at the two professors. “Do you have any idea how many pounds per square inch of pressure that generates? Or the tensile strength of silver? Without a doorframe, that panel would need to be at least eight feet thick.”

The archaeologist went to argue, but Lochum nodded. “I had feared as much. It seems to be more of an insert than an actual door.”

“C-4 is sounding pretty damn good,” Svengurd said as he readjusted his gun. They had been down there for over an hour with no progress. Everyone was feeling antsy.

“I will not allow you to blow up such an important artifact,” Walker stated emphatically.

Lochum and she exchanged a look. After the past two days they had seen a thousand times more important relics demolished. This silver panel just didn’t warrant any more delay. The professor nodded.

Rebecca turned to Brandt. “Talk to me how you would do it.”

“You can’t be serious!” the archaeologist shouted.

“Walker, come speak with me,” Lochum said soothingly as he urged his colleague away from the panel.

Once they were out of earshot, Brandt indicated toward Svengurd. “I’m thinking we let the corporal show off his expertise.”

“I can place the charges directed both back and inward. If I get it right I will pop this panel off like a bottle cap.”

“And if you don’t get it right?” Rebecca asked.

“Got your life insurance paid up?”

Pretty much what she had figured. “If you somehow avoid killing us, how much damage will it do to the panel?”

Svengurd shrugged. “It isn’t going to be this pretty ever again, but the artwork should be readable.”

Rebecca looked over her shoulder at Lochum. He read her decision perfectly and turned to Elfium. “You know we’ve only got this afternoon, Walker. After that, who knows? We must wager boldly, old friend.”

The archaeologist looked from Lochum to Rebecca. Finding no ally in her, he turned back to the professor. His voice sounded small and hurt. “This is my first legitimate find since Masada.”

Lochum grasped Walker’s arm in a hearty handshake. “And we shall coauthor it all, together. But we must act now.”

After a few harsh breaths, the archaeologist returned the shake.

“Finally,” Svengurd said and quickly went to set the charges. Within seconds, the corporal wiped the dirt from his hands. “I’d suggest we retreat to the steps.”

“Why?” the archaeologist asked, oblivious to their previous discussion.

Svengurd stated matter-of-factly, “Because I can’t guarantee the ceiling isn’t going to collapse, crushing us under five tons of mud.”

“I thought you said it was safe?” Walker squeaked, sounding frayed.

Obviously the archaeologist hadn’t had the crash course on how exactly relative the word “safe” was. But how to explain that to someone who hadn’t just survived cave surfing and plane cartwheels?

“You want safe, I’d suggest you get the hell out of Istanbul. Make that Europe,” Brandt said, making Rebecca’s point for her.

The challenge seemed to steady the older man. “I’m staying.”

“Then I suggest you get inside that stairwell.”

* * *

Brandt gave the signal, and Svengurd hit the detonator. There was a delay, long enough that he glanced to his corporal. Had he screwed up, or worse, intentionally sabotaged the explosives? But then a deafening boom shook the stairwell. The blast wave was strong enough to throw them all to their knees, then the recoil hit, sucking them forward.

Chunks of dirt larger around than a fist rained down upon them as the walls to the stairwell warped, then collapsed.

“Everyone forward!” Brandt commanded, but it was redundant. They had nowhere to go but forward as the staircase flowed out from under their feet as they all rushed headlong to the landing.

The archaeologist tripped over the charred silver door. “What have you done?” Walker knelt beside it, distraught. “What have we done?”

“Um…” Brandt wanted to reassure the archaeologist, but couldn’t find the words to describe the room behind the door.

Unlike the dirt dungeon, this chamber was all marble and artistry. Shafts of light bathed the interior from the waning day above. Like the mosque, the room’s ceiling was tiled in bright blue ceramic. The walls alternated mosaics from Jewish and Christian origins to panels painted with Islamic scripture. But in the center of the room was a large marble table, which had upon it a single skeleton wrapped in blue silk. From the glint near its head, a silver coin seemed to rest there.

“How could you have done this?” the archaeologist wailed, trying to pick off the burnt edges of the panel.

“Walker, look up.”

“I don’t care what is—” The archaeologist stopped mid-sentence as looked into the chamber. “Dear Lord.”

“That’s exactly right,” Lochum said as he squeezed through the hole.

* * *

Rebecca unstuck her feet from the knee-high muck and climbed over the short retaining wall onto the creamy marble-floored chamber. Unlike Lochum, she didn’t immediately rush to the skeleton. It was too much to take in. The chamber. The writings upon the wall. The implication of it all. She just couldn’t approach the skeleton yet. She needed to gather her wits first.

This day was never supposed to come. It was if something you wished upon a falling star suddenly transpired. The scene felt unreal. Dreamlike. But every injury she had endured over the past few days ached, reminding her that in fact, this was very real.

She looked up toward the shafts of light. Small tunnels came in at steep angles from above. Tilting her head, Rebecca could swear she heard the call to prayers. In her mind she reconstructed their path downward. Spinning on her heel she realized where they were. They must be under the Blue Mosque’s courtyard. The skeleton was directly beneath the purification fountain.

Now this, this place with its buttery marble and ageless art, felt like the resting place of Christ.

Lochum and Walker were already studying the bones. “They have inscriptions as well! ‘Becca, look!”

Rebecca noticed that Brandt had hung back too, but unlike her, he paced, circling the bones as if assessing if they could be true.

Well, it was time for her to see if they were.

Slowly she made her way to the carved table. This close she could see that the pedestal was carved with the Last Supper, although not as she had seen it in the past. What was off about it?

“Walker, we must remove the cloth!”

Their argument interrupted her study of the relief. “Wait!” Rebecca said, but it was too late. Lochum pulled the silk from the remains to reveal the entire skeleton. She had borrowed a digital camera from one of the grad students, and she’d wanted to document the body before it was disturbed.

“Think! We still have James’ bone. We can DNA-test to see if they are a genetic match.”

Rebecca was too overwhelmed to think of such things or even her own project. Right now she reverted to her student days and began taking picture after picture of the skeleton. As Rebecca continued her photographic survey, she could not help but read small snatches of the carved scripture. It spoke of all the major players. Not surprisingly, there was much about the Last Supper and the days leading up to the Crucifixion.

As she made her way down the body, Rebecca noticed something wrong. Wasn’t the pelvis too wide to be a man? She glanced back to the skull. Didn’t the mandible seem too small? The humerus also seemed far too thin and short for a fully grown man.

“Listen, ‘Becca! ‘And they came and sat together as the twelve and the one. Many others brought food and she who was loved best of all poured the wine.’” The professor’s eyes were glazed over with excitement. “A firsthand account of the Last Supper!”

How she hated to disappoint him. But what could she do? At some point he would come off his high and realize that there was no way this skeleton could be Christ.

“Lochum, you better look at this pelvis.”

“Yes, yes. Soon, child. This clavicle is a wealth of information.”

Walker, however, was intrigued and came over. He studied the bone for a moment, then met her gaze. The archaeologist knew as well.

“Archibald, Rebecca is right. You need to see this.”

“Oh, all right. But then we must begin the…”

It took only a second for the truth to register with Lochum. The smile fell off his face so hard that you could almost hear it hit the floor. He stumbled back a step.

For the first time, Brandt came near the skeleton. “What’s happened?”

Rebecca did not realize how disappointed she was until she tried to speak, but couldn’t.

It was Walker who answered. “These bones are from a fully grown woman.”

“Not Christ, then?” Brandt asked, sounding relieved.

The archaeologist just sadly shook his head.

“Then who is it?” Svengurd asked from the back of the room.

That was a good question. Of course they were deflated because it wasn’t Jesus, but obviously this skeleton was of enormous historical value. Moving up to the clavicle bone, Rebecca began reading the passage the professor had started. A renewed grin spread across her face.

“All’s not lost, Lochum.”

He turned to her, but with little hope in his eyes. His life’s work seemed crushed under fate’s cruel heel.

Well, maybe she could change that.

“It goes on to say… ‘His mother held the chalice after the beloved and kissed the handle before giving the wine to her son.’ “ Rebecca met her old mentor’s eyes. “You’ve found Mary, mother of Jesus.”

The implication of this find reverberated through them almost as deeply as if they had found Christ.

Brandt’s brow furrowed. “That can’t be. Mary’s Assumption…”

Like all Catholics, the sergeant obviously believed that the Virgin Mother had been taken up to heaven, body and soul, so that her flesh never tasted corruption. But here the skeleton lay before them. Marked at the others had been. Clearly a female. This was Mary.

Rebecca was glad to relieve the wounded look on Lochum’s face, but she could barely stand the look of hurt on Brandt’s face. Scholarly pursuit seldom saw the result of their findings and how it affected people. The truth was supposed to set everyone free, but sometimes it just caused pain.

“I’m sorry, Brandt, but this is the Virgin Mary.”

“It is a Mary, but not the Virgin,” a new voice announced from the back of the room. “That is the sacred Mary Magdalene.”

* * *

Brandt swung around, raising his gun, but he already knew who spoke.

“Dr. Lochum, you look surprised that we found you so quickly. You are not the only one who reads Archaeology Today. Once I realized the significance of these coordinates, a certain dead-end tunnel from the Hagia Sophia made sense.”

His finger tightened around the trigger as Tok came into view, but Brandt stopped short of pulling it. Petir held a gun to Svengurd’s head.

“I would urge restraint, Sergeant. Not only do we hold your man, but we are wearing enough explosives to bring this chamber down upon us.”

Still Brandt kept his finger against the trigger. These men were a walking wave of destruction. They had downed an entire plane full of innocent passengers. Even if what Tok was saying was true, Brandt could at the least take out Petir. Even if he had a dead man’s switch, Svengurd could surely catch it before it hit the ground. If the corporal wasn’t, in fact, one of them. Svengurd seemed to strain against the older man’s grip, but how much of that was for show.

Anger filled Brandt’s vision. Not so much at Svengurd but at himself. He should have checked the perimeter himself, but he had been too concerned with the body. Too worried that they had found Christ.

But that wasn’t an excuse to trust such a task to a man that he clearly no longer trusted. With secret chambers buried under secret tunnels, he should have expected another secret door with Tok behind it.

His finger tightened against the trigger.

With a quick glance, he made sure that Rebecca, Lochum, and Walker were behind him. Whether or not Svengurd was compromised, Brandt knew it might come down to sacrificing his corporal to save the others. Svengurd knew this when he signed on. Civilians came first and foremost.

He looked into the corporal’s eyes. With his neck craned to the side he couldn’t nod, but Svengurd’s response was clear. He was ready for whatever decision Brandt made. Emboldened, the sergeant refined his aim at the tall man’s forehead.

Tok must have read the shift in his position, for he said, “Rest assured, we are both armed with the most sophisticated biometric sensors. If I take too deep a breath and drop my heart rate, it will trigger the explosives.”

Hissing out a harsh breath, Brandt released the trigger but kept the gun aimed. He should have known it wasn’t going to be so easy. “Haven’t you blown up enough people today?”

Tok chuckled, or at least that’s what it looked like, except no sound came from the man’s mouth, and Petir did not crack a smile. “Quite contrary to your conclusions, I seek peace, not destruction, but you have forced my hand. Over and again, I must mention.”

The air became stale as Brandt growled, “Then let us walk out of here and prove it.”

This time Petir’s lips curled up as he related Tok’s words. “That you know I cannot do. But if you relinquish Magdalene’s bones, and the doctors Monroe and Lochum, I will allow the rest of you safe passage from Istanbul.”

Brandt gritted his teeth, trying to stall long enough to figure out a goddamn extraction plan that didn’t involve them all dying in a raging ball of flame. “And you know I can’t do that.”

“Tok was afraid you would feel obligated to uphold your duty,” the man said, for the first time sounding as if those were his own words.

Once said, the spokesman dug the muzzle of the gun into Svengurd’s temple, clearly moments from pulling the trigger.

Brandt stiffened his arm, ready for the recoil from his own gun when Rebecca burst between them.

“Wait! I’ll go with you!”

* * *

Head swimming, Rebecca was glad that somehow the men hadn’t begun World War III in this graced chamber, but now that she was standing exposed between her protector and her pursuer, she wasn’t so sure that this was the best move she could have made.

“Damn it, Rebecca, get behind me!” Brandt growled, and as much as she wished she could, she knew it was past that point.

Rebecca spoke to the dark-skinned man. “You talk smack pretty well, but the fact is you need me.”

Tok looked her up and down, making her skin crawl even though there was nothing sexual about his stare. It was worse. It was if he was not only stripping her of clothes, but of her flesh as well. That somehow he was studying her bones to see if they held her story. Her heart. Her mettle.

“You’re looking for Christ just like we are. Only we’re up three skeletons to one,” Rebecca added, gulping. When they first entered, she hadn’t realized how metallic the air had tasted.

A grim smile spread across his lips. It was strange that Petir spoke for him, yet Tok’s mouth never moved. “For just that arrogant reason. Your greatest ambition is to become a footnote in the annals of history, and you will destroy anyone’s faith if they dare stand in your way.”

Rebecca tried not to let her reaction to his words reach her face. The pained look in Brandt’s eyes was still too fresh in her mind, but if Tok thought her an arrogant cretin, why not play the part?

“Whatever,” she said as she shrugged casually. “You obviously need my cooperation, so let’s finish this.”

Tok turned from her as his man spoke. “I have given you my terms.”

“Yeah, but you obviously don’t realize it was I who found this chamber and James’ bones in Budapest. Lochum will just slow us down.”

“Now wait a minute—” the professor protested, but Walker elbowed him hard enough knock the wind from him.

The archaeologist agreed wholeheartedly with Rebecca. “It’s true. Rebecca has always been the brains behind Lochum’s bluster.”

“I will not have my reputation savaged, even if it means to save my life,” the professor stated as he walked out to join her.

How could she tell him that now was not the time to finally be chivalrous? She needed Lochum to stay with the soldiers so that he might lead Brandt to her. He was the only other person on the planet who could retrace the travels of Jesus’ remains.

“Then it is settled,” the spokesman said.

“Not by far,” Brandt retorted, his gun at the ready.

She had seen the stance before too many times. He was ready to act.

The sergeant spoke through gritted teeth. “You want to bring this place down? Let’s bring this place down!”

Rebecca heard herself shout, “No!” but then she found it hard to take another breath as gunfire burst around her—then everything was drowned out by explosion after explosion.

Boom…boom…boom…

Smoke swelled.

As everyone scattered, Rebecca tasted a sharp bitterness to the smoke. Gas. Poison. How long had they been piping it in? The oily gas filled her lungs, seeping through her like liquid fire. She fought to stay conscious. The only two who didn’t seem affected were Tok and his translator. Brandt and Svengurd struggled in vain to stay upright. As she swooned backward, the ceiling cracked overhead and crashed down, sinking them into darkness.

Only the flash of gun muzzles and the spark of ricochets illuminated the room.

Someone screamed as her head hit the marble floor.

* * *

Fuck, fuck, and more fuck, Brandt thought as his arms refused to raise his weapon. As soon as he had tasted the metal bitterness in the air, he had forced out all the air in his lungs, but obviously that wasn’t good enough.

They were screwed. Rebecca and Lochum were already down and Walker was nowhere to be found. To the left, Svengurd had propped himself up against the wall as debris tumbled from the tiled roof and whatever had been holding back the wall of mud from the dungeon had given way. Any escape back through the dungeon was impossible.

Into the blurred chaos, Brandt fired as Tok scrambled to grab the remains, but a huge piece of ceiling came off, shattering the skeleton. Moving in slow motion, he tried to intercept, but his legs gave out from under him.

Petir yelled, but Brandt realized too late they were evacuating. Tok grabbed Rebecca while Petir dragged Lochum toward the back of the room.

“Svengurd!” Brandt used precious breath to yell, but as the corporal pushed off the wall to intercept, he fell to his knees, then to his face.

Taking a breath that he knew would bring more knockout gas, he got his feet moving. He was almost there. Almost, when Walker stumbled out from behind the pedestal. Blood poured from a gash in his head. Brandt tried to shove him out of the way, but the dazed archaeologist grabbed his sleeve.

“Rebecca!”

“That’s who I’m trying to rescue!” the sergeant growled.

Then Walker took a bullet in the throat. He groped at his neck, blood bubbling from a hit to the trachea. Brandt couldn’t help but assist the man to the floor, even though it sapped the strength from his own muscles.

“To the Prince…” he whispered as he shoved the bone he had been clutching into Brandt’s hands. As he took the bone, Walker’s jaw went slack.

Dead.

There was nothing more he could do, so with the last of his strength, he staggered to the hidden exit Rebecca had disappeared through, but found it blocked by a huge section of fallen ceiling.

“No!” Brandt pounded the rubble, not caring that he nearly broke his hand, and the world got smaller and smaller until it faded out completely.


The Thirteenth

══════════════════

Judea

AD 42

Judas strode toward the small hut that had been their crowded dwelling, proud he had secured much finer accommodations elsewhere for the same fee. It had taken nearly three hours of bartering, but Judas did not mind the effort, for their coffers dwindled day by day, and just this morning James had instructed him to take even greater care with their coin.

This brought great delight to Judas’ ears, for it meant their relentless path toward Jerusalem and the horror that it held may not come to pass.

John the Baptist’s imprisonment at the fortress of Machaerus had given them all pause. But the Baptist had not been arrested for agitation against the Romans, as all had feared, but instead for speaking out against Herod’s illegal marriage to his brother’s wife.

Reports from Andrew’s brother, Levi, told of John’s good spirits, and despite the fact that Herod authorized the arrest, the governor seemed of temperate mood and was given to inviting the Baptist for meals, apparently roused by John’s faith.

Ignoring the pain in his knee as he climbed too quickly, Judas ducked under the doorframe, ready to tell the others of the good fortune, but clearly he had walked in on an argument long underway.

“Do not use his words against us!”Andrew said harshly to Magdalene.

The accused was seated, head bent over her stitching, but Judas could see the flush to Mary’s cheeks as the three men stood before her. Besides Andrew, there were Paul and Thomas.

“I speak only the truth,” she said without raising her eyes. “Jesus insisted that all the women, not just I, enter Jerusalem with him.”

“What?” Judas asked before he thought best of it.

He was not at all surprised that Jesus wished the women to accompany him into the Holy City for it was his way, but Judas was surprised that they were discussing the trek at all. James had made it seem that Jerusalem was a distant goal, no longer their driving force. They were not due to travel for another week. Otherwise, Judas would not have left such a sizable deposit at the inn.

Thomas obviously thought that Judas’ words indicated that he had thrown in with them and pointed an accusing finger at Magdalene. “She thinks to usurp us! She thinks herself special in the Lord’s eyes!”

Judas wished his leg were stronger, and he could carry him out the way he had entered. He wished to partake in none of this strife. The tension between the Twelve and Magdalene had been brewing, and now seemed near to bursting.

“You feel this way, do you not, Judas?” Paul asked.

In no other matter would the Twelve deign to consult Judas. In all other matters, he was an outcast among the apostles. Only Jesus or James ever inquired into his heart.

Before Judas was forced to answer, Andrew took up the call. “We go to the Holy City to announce Jesus’ claim to the throne of heaven. The high priests will cast their gaze far and wide to find reason to spurn his claim. Why would you not counsel Jesus to leave you behind?”

When Magdalene’s eyes rose, they flashed with anger. “Perhaps I do not feel that I should judge the wisdom of Jesus. Where he wishes my feet to tread, I shall walk.”

While every word in her retort was a stinging rebuke of the men, they could not argue against Magdalene without admitting the pride within their own words. The younger Mary had learned much from the Virgin when it came to quieting men’s tongues.

So again they turned to Judas. Paul the most exasperated. “Tell her, Judas. Tell Magdalene that Jesus’ eyes are clouded. That it is we, we the Twelve who have sworn to protect Christ, who must decide such things.”

“Why debate Jerusalem at all? Do we not have the luxury to ponder such delicate matters?” Judas asked, rather than answering Paul.

Thomas seemed taken aback. “Have you not heard?”

“Of what?”

Andrew’s voice cracked as he spoke. “John the Baptist is dead.”

Judas shook his head, not willing to accept such dire news. “He is but imprisoned.”

“Herod had him beheaded upon the insistence of his wife and stepdaughter. John’s head is now upon a spike above the fortress. Levy saw the sight with his own eyes. He is with Jesus now to tell him the all,” Paul explained when Andrew was unable to finish.

The Baptist was dead. Whatever tenuous thread that had been holding Jesus back was now severed. There was no doubt they would leave, perhaps by nightfall and would be in Jerusalem well ahead of Passover.

It seemed that fate was not one to be denied.

Paul turned back to Magdalene, but Peter rushed in. “Jesus has asked us to gather.” Mary went to join them, but his words were pointed. “Only the Twelve.”

With a sigh, she sat down as the other men fled the hut as if it were on fire. Judas more gingerly turned to leave when he heard a strangled sob. Magdalene tried to hide tears, but the pain had a life of its own.

Awkward, Judas did not wish to intrude, but nor could he just leave her in such a state. “Do not invest so much in their words, Mary.”

“But is that not what everyone thinks? That I seek to force a union with Jesus, or worse, that I am a whore?”

He was taken aback by her forceful words, but he could not argue their merit. Judas had heard similar proclamations and even worse from the Twelve, but he paid them no heed. Such talk revealed more of the men’s hearts than Mary’s honor.

“Tell me again how they cannot hurt me,” she said, locking his gaze.

“Does Jesus love you?” Judas asked, without thinking.

Mary seemed taken off-guard. Suspicion was sharp in her eyes. “Yes.”

“Then do not fret. They are only jealous because you are not of the Twelve.”

Magdalene tilted her head, clearly not understanding his meaning.

“We all are but members of the Twelve, none above the other, but you, singly, are the Thirteenth, Magdalene, and that grates against many.”

Tears drying, she still shook her head. “So I am to suffer their looks? Their words of rebuke?”

“Do you think me immune to such rough treatment?” he asked. When she could not argue, Judas continued, “What else shall we do, Magdalene? Will you refuse his call? Will you stay in the village stitching a pillow while Jesus goes to face his lot?” With a shake of her head, Judas had his answer. “Then I shall gather with the rest while you seek out Mary and console her, for news of the Baptist’s harsh death will sorely test her resolve.”

He turned toward the door, but Magdalene caught his arm. “I would do anything to keep Jesus safe from harm. From Jerusalem. I would die to keep him from this Passover if I could.”

“As would I,” Judas answered not certain where the determination in her grip and her words had come from.

“If I am the Thirteenth, then you are the First, Judas. You are his dearest of friends.” With that, Magdalene retired.

Despite her kind words, he was left with a heavy heart. Over the past while, Judas had come to hope John’s words would carry on the winds of time, scattering as each week passed, making them less and less potent. But the Baptist was dead. Jesus headed to Jerusalem, and Judas feared his own devotion would be as unsteady as his damaged leg.


CHAPTER 25

══════════════════

Island in the Sea of Marmara

Slowly roused by the murmur of the sea, Rebecca found herself warm but not too warm. Even though it was hard stone beneath her, she felt perfectly comfortable. Through slit eyes, she found the room darkened except for a single shaft of moonlight that imparted a silvery glow.

Memories tried to awaken her more harshly, but they felt distant and fuzzy, unattainable. How could anything be wrong when she felt this good?

“That’s right,” a voice said as hands helped her into a sitting position. “Open your eyes.”

Reluctant to comply, Rebecca shook her head. After all that had happened, sleep was blissful. After all that had happened…

Startling awake, she jerked upright and pushed away the hands.

“Do not fight. Allow the antidote to do its work.” Ignoring the advice, Rebecca turned to find Petir translating for Tok. “Dr. Monroe, just relax and answer our questions.”

Scrambling away, her back hit a stone pedestal. Could it be the tablet that Magdalene had been upon? But that made no sense. The last she remembered, the chamber had been destroyed. “Where’s Brandt?”

Tok coaxed her away from the table. “Please, do not make this more painful for either of us.”

Rebecca struggled, trying to ask the bastard some hard questions, but her brain betrayed her. It simply didn’t want to argue. Whatever drug they gave her made her compliant. Yielding. Fighting the effect, Rebecca pictured the last time she saw Brandt. Not only was he alive, he was also firing. The sergeant had survived everything else this asshole had thrown at him, and he could survive the poison gas.

Getting her bearings, Rebecca stood, taking a quick survey of the room, which was more of a subterranean library than a chamber. While the walls had clearly been hewn from rock, they had a polished surface that glowed in the low light. Along each wall stood heavy oak bookcases filled with ancient parchments. So that’s what gave the room its soothing musty smell. But the single most important item in the room was the silver-engraved pedestal with a single skeleton encased in glass.

“Where am I?”

“Beneath the Knot’s enclave. Now I have answered two of your questions, might you grace me a turn?”

With Tok seeming so polite, and combined with the drug’s mellowing influence, Rebecca might have been lured into a sense of safety. But she noticed the parrot feather necklace hanging around Tok’s neck.

Rage boiled away any lingering effects of the drug as she hissed, “That’s the chief’s!”

With a smile like a puppeteer whose strings had just been revealed, Tok rose to his feet. “In his culture, to the victor go the spoils.”

The true horror of what that meant hit her. “You killed the tribe. You killed them all!”

“Because they did not tell me what I wanted to know.” Any conciliatory effort vanished, replaced with cold observation.

“Neither will I,” Rebecca growled.

Shaking his head, Tok signaled to his translator. “You make me resort to such tawdry measures.”

Petir dragged a semiconscious Lochum into the center of the room.

“We have not yet given your professor the antidote to the inhalant gas. Hold your tongue, and he might never return to consciousness.”

Lochum’s head lolled to the side, his tongue partially protruding. A bit of saliva dripped down his shirt. To see her once-energetic professor in such a state rattled her. Worse, Brandt might be in the same state or dead.

“Is glory worth more to you than this man’s life?” Tok asked.

The sergeant would never tell this bastard what he wanted. Hell, Lochum wouldn’t even tell Tok. Rebecca would be no different.

Attempting to crawl, the professor tried to say something, but slack-jawed, the words died before they could be spoken. Her own head buzzed, and the drug’s insidious suggestions begged her to comply.

“I don’t negotiate with murderers.”

Tok’s lips curled down, and the translator’s voice became impassioned. “And how many would die if you found the last set of bones? Did you consider the wars and the countries in ruin? What are a handful of lives to avoid such global tumult?”

Rebecca braced herself against the glass case, trying to appear strong when really her legs felt ready to buckle. “Whatever.”

“You say that with such ease, but look beneath your hand.”

Despite herself, Rebecca glanced to the skeleton that lay under the glass, but once you’d seen a couple of proto-Christian skeletons you’d seen them all. Upon brief inspection the bones had belonged to someone mature in years. There was mild spondylosis along the spine. The pelvis confirmed it to be a woman who had birthed at least one child.

Breath caught in her throat as she snatched her hand back from the glass case. This wasn’t just any skeleton. “It’s… It can’t be.”

“But it is,” Petir answered. “There lies Mary, mother of Jesus. The Blessed Virgin.”

Pulling her hand back, Rebecca had forgotten Tok’s assertion that his sect held Christ’s mother, and now he suggested Mary lay beneath her fingers?

“If you doubt, simply look at the inscriptions. If you trust me in nothing else, trust that the body is Mary’s.”

Even on cursory glance, Rebecca found at least three separate passages that applied to the Virgin.

Tok wasn’t lying.

As much as Rebecca braced herself against it, seeing the Virgin did stir something within her heart. A welling of awe. Not trusting her voice to hide the wave of emotions, Rebecca remained silent.

“Mary is the Knot’s founder. It was she who emboldened our forefathers to take whatever measures were necessary to protect what is most sacred to us. I am but a humble servant of hers.”

She refused to believe such a thing, and it must have shown, for the translator began reading from the bones: “In all His glory we must keep this most sacred secret. I, Mary daughter of Anne, wife of Joseph, and mother of Jesus, do so seal it until God himself hath opened it.”

Petir turned to her, his voice transforming into Tok’s words. “Do you hold yourself equal to God, Dr. Monroe? Or even Mary?” Tok walked closer, scrutinizing her face. “Oh, but I have forgotten. You don’t believe in such things. You only want the bones to prove there is no God. Is that not true?”

Rebecca refused to meet the man’s eyes.

“After all that you have seen, you still think random electrons control man’s fate?”

“I’d rather have radiation than any God who would empower the likes of you,” she sneered.

“For all you scientists strive to disprove the Almighty, you only serve to validate His existence.” Tok knelt beside Mary, putting his hand to the glass. “The universe spirals toward entropy, Dr. Monroe. Balance and harmony are but brief respites to the relentless forces of nature that aim to disperse, to devolve. Is that not what your science teaches us?”

“There are opposing forces that maintain a dynamic equilibrium.”

To this, Tok smiled. “What you call opposing force is what I call God. What you call ‘good radiation’ is simply His hand at work. This gene you search for isn’t a ‘smart’ gene. It is the ‘God’ gene.”

Her scathing retort died as Lochum went into a grand mal seizure.

“He has minutes. No more.”

How she wished Brandt were here. He would have some scheme, some plan, to transform her helplessness into an advantage.

Rebecca spoke without thinking. “For every answer I give you, you will do something for me.”

“Such as?” Petir asked, for Tok.

“Awaken Lochum. I’m going to need him.”

* * *

Despite the toxins in his bloodstream and the spasms of his body, the professor still felt the sharp needle penetrate his chest cavity, then his heart. He felt every milliliter of antidote pumped into his ventricle. Within a few beats, his fit subsided and his lungs took in full breaths.

Lochum’s eyes rolled back in his head as the drug brought on a sense of euphoria. All his cares washed away on a gentle tide.

“I thought you said he would wake right up?” Rebecca asked anxiously from his side. The girl really needed to learn how to relax.

Lolling his head onto her shoulder, Lochum tried to say, “I’m fine,” but the words came out cracked and garbled.

“Drink,” his student said, as she brought a glass of water to his lips.

After a sip, the professor cleared his throat. “Truly, I am recovering.”

Tok stepped forward. “Then it is time to compensate us for your first boon, Dr. Monroe.”

“I need all the bones you have in your possession,” Rebecca demanded as if she had any influence here.

Tok inclined his head gracefully. “But of course.”

As he glanced around, Lochum realized just how many remains the Knot had recovered.

The Virgin was protected within a case, but three alcoves had been hurriedly carved in the stone wall and housed the newly discovered remains.

Gaining his feet with only a little nausea, Lochum found the Baptist—intact. Even the femur bone he had lost in the Budapest caves had been recovered. The next recess held James, but only half of the skeleton was intact. Lastly, Magdalene. They had so little of her left. This familiar of Christ had her skull crushed during the cave-in back in Istanbul, and only her right arm and the upper half of her spine had survived.

So little.

Then he turned toward the case and viewed the magnificent skeleton.

Mary.

Others clamored over the Holy Grail, but the cup was nothing but the vessel that caught Christ’s blood. This body, this woman, held the Grail, felt the receptacle become heavy with her son’s blood. Lochum did not search for such a paltry object. He had found history itself.

And Mary was every bit as beautiful in death as she was reported to have been in life. The professor knew Rebecca had doubted Tok’s testimony that Mary was the Knot’s founder, but Lochum believed him wholeheartedly. Just glancing at these white bones, and you knew they had not spent a single moment underground or in any ossuary box. These remains had been cared for since the moment of her death until now.

She was pristine.

Across the case, Tok stared at Lochum, but his voice rose from the man behind him. It might have been disconcerting if all else in the past day had not been equally surreal.

“Dr. Lochum, I hope you will abide by the bargain Dr. Monroe and I have struck.”

“Why no, I shall not,” he announced then looked Rebecca squarely in the eye as he continued, “for I need no incentive. I shall help you find Christ freely and of my own accord.”

* * *

“Lochum!” Rebecca scolded, then lowered her tone. “Archibald, give yourself a minute to get your bearings.”

But the professor seemed not at all confused as he circled Mary’s body. “I need no time, dear child. I am resolved.”

She stammered. What in the hell was Lochum up to? Could he be feigning help as she had or was he actually, truly, offering to assist the sect that had been trying to kill him for more than a decade?

“They’re the ones who set up St. Petersburg. Paris. Bunny. Everything and everyone who’s been destroyed has been at their hands.”

Her professor just shrugged. “And I now concede to their superior firepower as they concede to my superior intellect.”

Tok didn’t seem inclined to agree, but the words coming out of Petir’s mouth did. “We complement one another’s skills.”

Rebecca didn’t believe for a moment that Tok had instructed his translator to say such a thing, for a hard look passed between the men. Lochum didn’t seem to notice as he added, “Together we shall find Christ.”

“The one who suffered upon the cross,” Petir echoed.

Gritting her teeth, she prepped for an argument of epic proportions, but Lochum casually turned to her. “Why you are surprised, Rebecca, I do not know. You heard Brandt back at the dungeon, and for once, the soldier was correct. To think I will ever publish such a find is ludicrous, so why should I not take place myself at the best advantage?”

Lochum indicated the ancient remains surrounding him, then the volumes of papyrus and scrolls that lined the walls. It was a veritable cornucopia of knowledge. In addition Petir supervised technicians who brought in cold cathode lights to assist them in the examination of the artifacts. They were better supplied than in Paris.

“Because they will kill you once you are done,” she hissed.

“And if somehow I escaped, they would kill me as well. Is it not better if I am to die that I do so fulfilling my life’s quest?”

What in the hell did you say to that? His logic was flawed, but what could she argue in front of Tok? The professor’s sudden capitulation doused any slim chance they might have had to manipulate their way into escape.

“Now then, may we get to work?” Lochum asked in a nonchalant air.

* * *

“Sarge!”

Brandt barely registered muddy water sloshing into his nostrils, let alone the distant shouts.

“He’s over here! He’s down! Where’s Svengurd?”

A part of the sergeant’s mind recognized Davidson’s voice, but another part just wanted to surrender to the suffocating pressure in his head. Brandt could feel the private pull him up, but in no way could he help.

“Lopez, I can’t tell if he’s breathing!”

Suddenly the corporal was flashing a penlight in Brandt’s eyes.

“Crap. I can’t find any major wounds,” Lopez continued as he took the sergeant’s pulse. “He shouldn’t be in this bad a shape.”

“It’s like they’re sedated or something,” Davidson ventured.

Lopez shook his head. “Poisoned more likely. Inhalant.”

“Did you find the civilians?” Davidson asked.

“The archaeologist is dead, but no sign of Monroe or Lochum,” Lopez answered as he pulled out his med kit.

“What the hell happened?” Davidson asked.

Brandt wanted to answer, to tell them everything, but his throat would not respond. Now stimulated, he realized the chamber was a foot deep in mud with more on the way. His breath became ragged as the sergeant felt his diaphragm contract on its own. Forget drowning, his body had commenced shutdown.

“You’ve got to do something!” the private demanded of Lopez.

“You don’t understand. There could be fourteen million things wrong with him. Each and every one of them has a different treatment.”

Davidson grabbed the corporal by the wrist. “Just give him something to wake him up, then maybe he can fill in the blanks.”

Lopez rubbed his palms together over the med kit. Out of the corner of his eye, Brandt could see three syringes. “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.”

“There’s got to be a better way,” the private groaned, and Brandt silently agreed.

“You wanna fucking pick?” For the first time, the sergeant heard doubt in the Latino’s voice. When Davidson didn’t respond, the corporal went back to his syringes. “Catch a tiger by the tail.”

Decision made, Lopez pulled out the syringe. “Help me raise a vein.”

As the injection went in, it felt like someone had mainlined Krispy Kreme Donuts, Jolt Cola, and cocaine into Brandt’s bloodstream. His body arched up and instead of wheezing to breathe, air came in gasps.

“Sarge!” Davidson yelled as he tried to keep the sergeant down.

“Damn it! I told you I shouldn’t give him anything!”

When Brandt’s body slammed back down to the floor, his heart beat in fits and starts, but he felt strength course through his veins and into his muscles. Words, however, were still a painful proposition.

“Svengurd,” he managed to choke out.

“On it,” Lopez said as he grabbed his med kit and left Brandt’s side.

The sergeant had to concentrate to get a single question out. “How?”

“How? What? I don’t understand.” Davidson said.

“Find?”

Putting the tourniquet on Svengurd, Lopez answered, “Yeah, a bunch of terrified grad students fleeing the Mosque wasn’t too hard to spot.”

“Who doesn’t look that traumatized after meeting Lochum?” Davidson added with a snort.

Lopez chuckled. “But that brunette with the rack? Ouch! She was so hot, she burnt a hole in my heart.”

Normally Brandt would have put a cork in their banter, but keeping oxygen in his lungs consumed his concentration. Still, the look he gave them must have been enough, because the private cleared his throat.

“Yeah, anyway, once we heard the student’s story we explored the dungeon, but we found the whole thing collapsed.”

Testing his newfound vigor, the sergeant tried to rise to his feet, but his balance lagged behind his will.

“Gotcha, Sarge,” Davidson said as he struggled to help Brandt to his feet against the rapidly rising water level.

“Water?”

Leading his shoulder, the private explained, “Yeah, we kind of need a refresher course in explosive devices near water mains.”

“Hey, we needed the pressure to blow through all that mud,” Lopez commented as he helped Svengurd up.

The tall soldier had a wild look in his eyes as his teeth chattered uncontrollably, not looking like a traitor at all.

Pushing the word out, Brandt said, “Evac.”

Lopez and Davidson looked at one another. Clearly neither wanted to be the first to give the bad news.

“What?” Svengurd croaked.

“It’s a ways. In about hip-height water.”

Brandt shrugged off Davidson’s help but tilted precariously, nearly dragged under by the building current.

“Yeah, obviously when we devised this plan you guys weren’t poisoned,” the private said as he steadied Brandt again.

“Shot,” Svengurd said, sticking his arm out.

The corporal was right. They would never make it without more go-juice. Brandt offered his vein as well. “Another.”

Lopez backed away from them. “You guys are both tachy already. And you want more?”

The sergeant gritted his teeth. “Now.”

Davidson pulled up Brandt’s sleeve. “You heard the man.”

The second injection became crystalline fire in his vein. The pain seared his lungs and his brain screamed, but Brandt gained his balance. After the shot, Svengurd flailed so badly that Lopez had to contain him, but within seconds, the tall corporal stood on his own.

“Go,” Brandt commanded.

Wet cement was easier to walk through than the surging mud as they made their way back into the dungeon, then Davidson led them down a one of the side tunnels.

“This isn’t the …” was all Brandt could get out before he stumbled.

“Trust us, it is!” Lopez yelled out over the rising water, draping Brandt’s arm over his shoulder.

With the assist, they made it through the last bit of tunnel and sloshed onto a rocky shore. Collapsing to the ground, he rolled over onto his back. Utterly and completely exhausted. An electrocution one day and poisoning the next surpassed even his sense of duty. If Tok didn’t have Rebecca in his mute grasp, Brandt would have thrown in the towel.

“Come on,” Davidson urged.

“Can’t walk any farther,” Brandt admitted.

“No worries.” The private pointed to an inlet. “We’ve got a boat.”

Boat? When did they get a boat?

No matter. Lopez fired up the engine and brought the vessel around to a small dock. Svengurd had to nearly be carried on, but Brandt managed to climb aboard with only a little help from Davidson.

“We might have broken in, but I’m telling you the Istanbul International Boat Show is worth the price of admission. Just listen to this baby!” Hitting the throttle, Lopez gunned them onto an underground river.

“This is a tributary to the Bosphorus!” Davidson yelled over the roar of the engine. “Turns out all Roman dungeons were built on rivers so they could dump the bodies!”

“The grad students were scared shitless but pretty knowledgeable,” Lopez added.

Davidson turned to Brandt. “Any idea where Monroe or Lochum are?”

“Knot,” Svengurd answered before Brandt got out his reply.

Lopez threw a glance to Davidson, “Told you.”

“Where to, then?” the private asked Brandt.

Looking over, he found Svengurd slumped in his seat, nearly unconscious. Brandt could feel the poison dimming his mind as well. But he knew something, didn’t he? Something the archaeologist said. A direction.

“Walker…”

Davidson waited, hanging on his every breath.

“Rebecca… find… Prince…”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” the private said, but Lopez whooped.

“I do!” The corporal eagerly pointed to his pack. “Get the map, get it!”

Davidson grabbed the tattered tourist guide, unfolding it as Lopez concentrated on slaloming through the snaking waterway.

“Look on grid C-7.”

The private frowned. “In the club district?”

“Okay, maybe D-7.”

Brandt tried to focus on the slick paper, but his eyes blurred. Even Davidson seemed to have trouble making heads or tails of Lopez’s excitement. “That’s in the middle of the Sea of Marmara.”

“Exactly! Look at the small chain of islands in the middle.”

“The Prince Islands,” Davidson read. “The Sultans used to banish naughty princes there.”

“But…” was all Brandt could get out before his lips refused to obey.

Distantly he heard Lopez shout, “He’s falling overboard! Grab him!”


CHAPTER 26

══════════════════

Island in the Sea of Marmara

The knife blade whined shrilly as it was drawn across the whetstone, yet again. Rebecca inwardly cringed but tried not to reveal what effect Tok’s not-so-subtle show of force had on her. Didn’t he realize she couldn’t be more of a wreck? His constant reminder that torture was but a hairsbreadth away threatened to dissolve her into tears.

But Lochum barely seemed to notice that their lives were in immediate jeopardy as he poured over the Damascus Papyrus. When the initial scan of the bones revealed no clues, he had retreated to Flavian’s historical account of the fall of Jerusalem. Engrossed, the professor didn’t seem to notice Tok’s eyes study his bent form, assessing, deciding his worth.

As the dark-skinned man’s shoulders drew up, firming his stance, Rebecca knew his patience grew thin. The force with which he ground the blade against the stone became more and more firm. Soon he might tire of sharpening it and decide to actually use it.

Trying to refocus, Rebecca bent over a shattered bone fragment from Magdalene’s skeleton. Under any other circumstance, she would have been ecstatic to study the scripture that transformed one of history’s most maligned figures into a woman deeply moved by her savior and integral to the events leading to the Crucifixion.

However, Rebecca was once again struck by the glaring omission of any account of the Crucifixion itself. The years, months, days, and even hours up to the cruel punishment were painstakingly detailed, yet the bones were devoid of the actual suffering itself.

She had taken precious time to review the other bones, but came to the same conclusion. The Crucifixion was absent. There wasn’t a single account of the act. Not a one. Rebecca could only assume the Knot had saved that honor for Christ’s bones alone. Which wasn’t too helpful as she pieced together a millennia-old mystery with a knife to her throat, literally.

Almost to prove her point, a blade whistled past her ear, cutting off a lock of hair before it sank into the wall. Rattled, Rebecca turned to find Tok balancing another knife on his fingertip.

A silent warning to find clues and find them fast.

But spread out all around her were three skeletons with a wealth of information that would take even dozens of scholars weeks to sort through. Didn’t Tok realize the impossible task he had set for them? Of course the bastard did. He just didn’t care. Which made him all the more dangerous.

What a minute. Why did they bring John’s bones back here if they had tried to blow them up in Paris? “If these skeletons are so precious, why did you bomb the Tower’s ossuary?”

Instantly she regretted her question as Tok’s dark eyes surveyed her lips. He signed slowly enough so that she could read his fingers. Petir had disappeared up the darkened stairs well over an hour ago.

“The Knot is but a tangling of threads, not without their frayed ends.”

Rebecca squinted. Was he implying that the Knot was nothing more than a collection of sects? And that some of these sects were beyond the Knot’s control? If that were true, than Tok and his compatriots were not as all seeing as he had led them to believe. No wonder they needed her and Lochum’s help.

The dark-haired man must have sensed the shift in her mood for he began spinning the dreaded whetstone again. “Perhaps you should concern yourself more with your own precarious hold than the Knot’s politics.”

As he went back to sharpening his blade, Rebecca turned to Magdalene’s relic, but with a more heightened sense of purpose. She might be his prisoner, but she was his Oracle. He needed her, but she certainly did not need him.

Quickly, Rebecca allowed the bone’s topography to help her add punctuation to the ancient Greek letters. Her brain on autopilot, she smoothly correlated the tiny fissures into punctuation marks, assimilating the Greek into individual words, then transcribing it into English, so it took her a few moments to recognize what she had just scribbled down. It was a list.

Mary, James, John the Baptist, Magdalene, Ruth, John the Beloved…

It wasn’t just any list, but the list. The identities of the thirty.

They were the original conspirators. The threads that made up the Knot.

Most of the names she recognized, but a few she didn’t. Ameil and Titus, for instance. She noticed that Judas wasn’t mentioned which seemed odd, given all the other references to him on the relics. But no matter, what she held in her hands was the definitive roster of those who sought to hide Christ from the world. A list of sects that carried down the ages, much like the Knot.

“Lochum, look,” she called to the other side of the room, but his eyes were locked in study of the Damascus Papyrus. “It’s important,” she added, but he seemed oblivious.

Rebecca brought the metatarsal bone along with her translation over to him and set them down right on top of the Papyrus.

“What do you think you are doing?” he asked, startled.

Good. At least she had roused him from his obsession. “Trying to get you to look at the list of all those involved. The thirty.”

Finally intrigued, Lochum scanned the document once, then again, but ultimately shoved the tiny bone away. “It is immaterial.”

“Are you crazy?”

“It tells us the ‘who,’ not the ‘where.’”

Rebecca tried to keep the frustration from her voice. She could not speak plainly, not with Tok so close. “But isn’t that knowledge just as important? If we can figure out which one is the ‘man without contempt,’ we might be able to divine where he took them.”

But her logic was wasted, as the professor pressed his nose against the magnifying glass only a few inches above the Papyrus.

After decades of insisting that the Damascus document held all the answers to Christ, the professor seemed determined to prove himself right. His study of the document seemed more a reunion between two long-lost lovers than professional interest.

Glancing over, Rebecca found Tok scrutinizing Lochum as intently as the professor was studying the Papyrus. So even though she knew Magdalene’s remains were important, Rebecca pulled up a stool next to her old professor.

“So what’ve you got?”

As Lochum began describing his discoveries, Rebecca made sure to carefully fold the list and slip it inside her pocket. If there was one thing she had learned throughout this ordeal, it was to trust her instincts.

* * *

Tok watched the two doctors. They were distinct entities, yet when combined, they became something altogether different. Lochum brought the drive and the scope, whereas Monroe contributed restraint and focus. When separated they had floundered. But now united, they sparked as flint to stone. His plan was proven a singular success.

Studying Monroe over this journey, Tok realized the doctor functioned best when put under strain. Hers was a lazy intellect only brought to its full potential when death lingered. So he had carefully and meticulously kept the woman on edge, providing just enough stimulation to maintain her forward momentum. And by keeping Monroe edgy, Tok fueled the professor as well.

“No, no, no!” Lochum bellowed.

But Monroe stood toe-to-toe with the older man. “Archibald! Can’t you make room that there can be another interpretation?”

“Why should I? Listen to Flavian! In his recollections of Jerusalem’s fall he states, ‘All those before had not the right of it. Not even the Magyars, etc. etc… They besmirched such hallowing and did not know of the contempt during the flight and did not witness the mask of horror descend upon Jerusalem.’”

The woman shook her head. “Damn it, read the entire passage.” Pushing him aside, she picked up the Papyrus. “‘Not even the Magyars such, nor the Thracian, nor yet the Gallians. For all the glory of the Etruscans they besmirched…’”

Monroe stopped, clearly thinking she had made her point, yet it was obvious that Lochum could not follow her logic. Frustrated at his lack of understanding, she indicated to each name in turn. “The Magyars? Come on, we’ve been to Magyar-land.”

The professor’s features pinched. “Budapest. The pool found under the brothers’ deer.”

The legend of the godlike stag along with the passage from John’s bone leapt to Tok’s mind. Is that how they found James? A new respect for the doctors took hold. Would he have been able to divine such?

“Want to take a stab at Thracian?”

Lochum’s face hardened. “They are the people of ancient Turkey.”

Especially the region straddling the Bosphorus, Tok thought, but did not articulate. Flavian was clearly referring to Istanbul.

“And the Gallians arose in the area of France, in particular Paris,” Lochum added quickly, before Monroe could taunt him again.

The doctor turned to Tok. “Paris, Budapest, Istanbul. I believe that’s a list of the Knot’s greatest hits. Isn’t it?”

Tok did not respond. He could not respond and not because Petir was upstairs arranging transportation. No, even with his mentor, he would not have been able to convey his thoughts. Instead, Tok stood fixed in his position. So rigid he could not even nod.

Not waiting for confirmation, Monroe continued, “Which means the last on the list, the Etruscans, must be pretty important.”

In the throes of realization, Lochum sat down hard on his stool. Tok felt his own knees weaken as well. Could it be true? Could the Knot have known the Savior’s location all this time?

Seemingly dazed, Lochum spoke the words softly. “Etruscans. They were inhabitants of ancient Italy.”

“All roads lead to Rome,” Monroe whispered into the silence.

* * *

A flume of powder set Brandt’s mind afire as his head bounced off of the convertible’s headrest. The bitter dust went straight to his brain, bolting him upright. The world went suddenly, painfully alive. His senses keened into overdrive, with his mind trying to play catch-up.

It was night. The stars shone above, twinkling. They were in a car, driving up a mountainside way, way, way too fast, yet it all seemed in slow motion. Moonlight cast an almost metallic glow upon the rolling, pastoral landscape they passed. In the distance, sheep dotted a hillside. The breeze carried the strong scent of pine and the delicate fragrance of lilac. Even above the roar of the engine, they could hear the crashing of waves upon the cliffs. They were on an island.

“Did it work?” Lopez asked as he gunned the convertible way too fast up the mountain road.

“Hell, yeah,” Davidson answered. “I’m telling you, at night, that Spice Market is a DEA agent’s wet dream.”

Brandt couldn’t ask what the private meant since he was too busy trying to keep his heart from exploding out his chest. Next, Davidson blew the mystery powder into Svengurd’s nose.

The tall man jerked awake, nearly coming up and out of the convertible’s backseat.

“Whoa there, big guy,” Davidson soothed as he kept Svengurd down.

Lopez glanced over his shoulder. “You better check his pulse and—” The corporal had to lay on the brake, skidding them around a hairpin turn.

“Dude, I’d better check mine,” the private added.

Brandt finally found his voice. “Where are we?”

“Heybeliada, the second of the Prince Islands,” Lopez answered as he shifted into fourth gear.

They were climbing quickly. To where, Brandt was still unclear.

“Why?” he croaked out.

Davidson brought a bottle of water to the sergeant’s lips as he answered, “Once we figured out that Walker pointed us toward the Prince Islands, it was really no biggie to figure out which one.”

“We? We figured it out?” Lopez challenged. “For a guy who was practically eating out of Monroe’s lap, you didn’t pick up much.”

“Hey!” Davidson protested. “I figured out that we were looking for the earliest form of Christianity, Greek Orthodox.”

“Yeah, and left me to—”

“How many churches?” Brandt interrupted his men’s constant brotherly rivalry.

“Dozens, but no worries,” Davidson said. “There’s one in particular that caught our eye.”

“Our eye? Seriously, you’re taking credit for that too?”

But Svengurd cut off Davidson’s retort. “Why this church?” The corporal then blanched and had to put his head between his legs, retching so hard that his wrist banged against the door handle, nearly prying his watch off.

“Seriously, you need to check his pulse,” Lopez urged, and then had to turn back to the road since they were driving without headlights.

Clearing his throat, the sergeant spoke before Davidson could continue. “Give us the thumbnail version.”

“It’s the Ayia Trias monastery. Or Holy Trinity. Get it? Like the door.”

Brandt clearly remembered the silver door with the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim symbols. Still it didn’t seem enough to risk all their lives in a mad dash up a steep mountain. “Anything else to recommend it?”

“Well, you mean, besides the fact that it’s deep within the grounds of a Turkish naval base?”

Trying to shake off both the sloth of the poison and the buzz of the antidote, Brandt asked, “What do you mean?”

“We mean that the church is protected by three miles of barbed wire fencing, two dozen sentries, and a shitload of motion detectors.”

“Yeah, you can’t visit the place without special permission from the Turkish government. Seriously, how much protection do a bunch of cloistered monks need?” Davidson enthusiastically added.

The sergeant tried to correlate everything he’d just been told.

“Talk me through the pros and cons,” Brandt said as a wave of nausea hit like an RPG. Maybe Svengurd had it right after all.

Leaning over, the sergeant resisted the urge to hurl as Davidson explained. “Pros. If this group really arose from the Crucifixion, we’re looking for something old and something in the Greek Orthodox realm. Second, it is well guarded, which usually means there is something of immense value inside. Third, well, you’ll see the third in just a minute.”

“The cons?” Brandt said as he gulped hard. Lopez’s manic driving wasn’t helping his stomach.

Davidson checked the sergeant’s pulse as he answered. “You mean besides basing this entire mission on a sketchy declaration by Walker, who really can’t be asked to clarify? But other than that, we’re green-lit.”

“What about extraction?” Svengurd asked as he sat back up.

Lopez skid the car to a stop at the plateau. “Leave that to me. Now, if you guys can look through these.”

Stomach still roiling, Brandt accepted the binoculars, but his hands shook as he put them up to his eyes. Across the way, the monastery was perched upon another peak, nestled in a grove of trees.

“Looks quiet.”

“Now walk your way down the slope. About sixty degrees.”

Brandt followed the slope away from the monastery several hundred yards where he found a leak of light from the grassy hillside. “Where’s the illumination coming from?”

Lopez took the binoculars and fidgeted with them as he answered. “Not sure, but it turns out that light is the biggest pro of all.”

“Why?”

The corporal handed back the binoculars. “Look now.”

Not knowing what to expect, Brandt was surprised at how little the view had changed. “I don’t get it.” The light was still there, only it shimmered slightly, almost shifting wavelengths.

“That, my man, is cold cathode lighting.”

Then the sergeant got it. “Like the lab back in Paris.”

Davidson nodded much more gravely than before. “Somebody in there is inspecting ancient bones.”

Feeling a fierce sense of determination, Brandt asked, “You two have an attack plan?”

The private and corporal both smirked.

“Remember that naval base we told you about?” Off the sergeant’s nod, Lopez continued, “Guess what they just happen to have lying around?”

* * *

Lochum watched as Petir entered with a small bone sitting atop a velvet pillow. Ever so carefully, the man set it down on the steel table.

“You withheld, Tok,” the professor growled.

Obviously the deaf man had some way to hear, but Tok ignored his rebuke. “Read the inscription upon the lateral edge.”

Not wanting to admit that he struggled more than the far younger and quick-eyed Rebecca, Lochum allowed her to begin the translation.

“Unto all is all. For what is Caesar’s is Caesar’s and God’s is God’s, but in this Caesar will hold God close to his bosom for all children are sacred, most of all Him.”

His student looked up. “Yeah, but the Caesars got around. This doesn’t help delineate a search area.”

Carefully, Petir turned the bone over. “Examine the sagital plane.”

Having to contort her neck, Rebecca began reading. “The Eternal City is both first and last but hated and despised.” Once she stood back up she looked to Tok. “Why did you act surprised when I mentioned Rome? Haven’t you already looked there?”

“You don’t think we tried?” Petir relayed for Tok, a frown deeply embedded in the man’s face. Lochum could see decades of failure and discouragement in those lines. Lines like those on his own face.

“But it made no sense that they would lay his body there. Rome was the enemy. The city that killed Peter. The army that sacked Jerusalem.”

Lochum shook his head. “True, but Mary was not so worried about the Romans finding her son. Why would they bother? To them he was dead. No longer a threat. They had far more weighty concerns, such as quelling the dangerous Jewish uprising. The Virgin, I believe, was more concerned with her contemporaries and, given the convoluted political struggle, her fellow Jews were her adversaries. Who amongst them would venture to the heart of the Roman Empire to unearth the Knot’s secret?”

Instead of being impressed with Lochum’s sterling logic, Tok searched Rebecca’s face for confirmation. Why did people keep doing that? Had he not just explained quite eloquently the entire scenario?

“Speak, Monroe,” Petir demanded.

“I just…”

Lochum glared at his student. Even here. Even now, for all her moralizing, Rebecca was still going to outshine him. If he were not as interested in her words as Tok, the professor would have slapped her.

Rebecca cleared her throat. “I agree with everything Lochum said, but I think we are missing something.”

“Such as?” Tok inquired through his man.

“Yes, Mary would have wanted to get the bones somewhere no one would think to look, but each time they hid a body, they had help—someone from the region to select the exact location. I doubt if they would have just sent a guy into Rome and have him bury Christ just anywhere. It would have needed to be somewhere of significance.”

Damn, how he hated her, Lochum thought as he brought her into a hug. “Beautifully put, child.”

Tok did not seem satisfied. “And you have some idea where that is?”

Picking up one of the small silver coins, Rebecca looked at Petir, then Tok, then finally at Lochum. He nodded to encourage her. There was no point in holding back. Who was left to rescue them?

She was about to utter the most important words spoken in more than two millennia when the entire room shook.

* * *

Rebecca stumbled to one knee at the second shock wave. Was it an earthquake? Turkey was known for its geological fault lines. But she should have known better, as a wrecking ball smashed through the stone ceiling.

Everyone scattered under the pelting debris. Pocketing the silver coin, she made for the far wall. It might be right under the demolition, but that’s where Brandt would be.

“Lochum! Come on!” Rebecca yelled as a bulldozer’s shovel widened the hole in the rock.

But the professor had taken refuge under one of the worktables. Petir yelled up the stairwell, but Tok was down, splayed on the ground, a bloody gash across his forehead. This was their chance.

Ignoring the sacrilegious implications, Rebecca scrambled onto Mary’s casket, getting as close to the newly created exit as possible. Ducking as gunfire spat from the opening, she yelled, “I’m here! It’s me!”

A head popped from the edge. Brandt. “Rebecca?”

“Yes!” she cried, never so happy to see a man in her life.

The sergeant held out his arm. “Grab hold!”

“Wait!” she yelled and turned back to the professor. “Archibald, hurry!”

However, Lochum pulled himself deeper under the table.

As cover fire exploded overhead, Rebecca pled, “Just run!”

With no apology, the professor shook his head, and then covered it with his arms. Rebecca couldn’t believe it. For so many hours she had made herself believe that Lochum had just been faking as she had been faking. Or, at the least, the professor felt so deserted and desperate enough that he threw his lot in with the Knot. But now? Rescue was just inches away.

“Rebecca!” Brandt yelled as guards burst into the room, firing wildly.

Not needing encouragement, Rebecca crouched down, then with all the might in her legs, leapt toward Brandt’s open hands. He caught her by the wrists, nearly tearing her arms from their sockets, but caught her nonetheless.

In another feat of upper body strength he pulled her through their stony escape hatch. They tumbled backward onto the soft grassy slope as bullets whizzed past, narrowly missing them both.

Brandt pulled her close. “Are you hurt?”

Tears streaking her face, she shook her head. “No. I’m okay, really.”

Despite her assertions, his hands coursed up and down her back, arms, and legs checking for bullet wounds. “You’re sure?”

Looking into his stormy green-gray eyes, Rebecca was sure.


CHAPTER 27

══════════════════

Prince Islands, Turkey

As Rebecca reassured Brandt that she was fine, a grenade arced high over the edge of the hole. As it fell back to earth, it was coming straight for them. Brandt smothered her body trying to protect her, but he knew when that grenade exploded, there wouldn’t be any protecting.

“Yeah, right!” Lopez yelled as he swung the bulldozer’s shovel over them, catching the explosive, then lifting the detonation far over their heads. “Hey! I just invented grenade lacrosse!”

Grabbing Rebecca’s arm, Brandt pulled her up as Svengurd prepared to go into the hornet’s nest after the professor. “We’ve got to get Lochum then bug out, pronto.”

But Rebecca yelled, “Don’t!” She turned to him. “He’s not coming.”

“What do you mean? Is he injured?” The sergeant indicated for Lopez to come down from the bulldozer, but she stopped him.

“He’s fine. He’s…” Tears sprung to life. “He’s working with them.”

“Excuse me?” Brandt growled.

“More are coming,” Svengurd announced. “I don’t know how much longer we can hold them!”

Rebecca tugged him away from the hole. “Lochum’s not coming with us. He’s helping the Knot.”

He’s fucking helping the Knot? Brandt wanted to ask, but knew it wouldn’t help things. They had bigger problems. Like how they were going to escape. “An integral part of our extraction was to bring this place down on their heads.”

Rebecca blanched. “But we can’t just…”

The set of Brandt’s jaw must have told her that they could, in fact, dust Lochum, right here and right now, because Rebecca couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.

* * *

“We can’t…” Rebecca sobbed, but knew her words were futile. Even she knew they couldn’t just run. They had found the Knot’s headquarters. It had to be destroyed, but how could she authorize Lochum’s death?

Luckily, Brandt took the decision out of her hands. His face hardened. “He made his choice.” Turning to Lopez, he gave the signal. “Phase two!”

While Svengurd provided cover, Davidson threw sacks of what looked like spices into the bulldozer’s bucket. What exactly was their plan?

“Back away!” Lopez yelled over the automatic gunfire as he began dumping the contents into the chamber below.

The sergeant looked at Svengurd. “You want the honors?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely.” The tall corporal lit a match off the side of his boot, flicking it into the plume of dust churned up by the tumbling packets. A sparkling fire bloomed from the cloud. At first it looked just like tiny sparkler, but then it became a roaring ball of flame cascading into the hole.

Brandt pulled her close as screams carried from the chamber. Explosion after explosion rocked the ground beneath them. But maybe, just maybe, if someone had been smart enough to head to the stairwell, they could have survived the inferno. Then Lopez jammed the bulldozer into gear as he leaped from the cab.

“Wahoo!”

The bucket fell into the hole, dragging with it the rest of the bulldozer’s bulk. The heavy equipment plugged the hole perfectly, so that the next explosion had nowhere to vent, causing the entire hillside to shudder.

The monastery that sat high above them on the mountainside, quaked. The building’s foundation must have been connected to the chamber because the ancient walls shook, and then the entire structure imploded.

“Come on!” Brandt shouted as the ground quaked again.

Within seconds, the entire monastery collapsed to rubble.

What had she done?

* * *

Brandt knew that Rebecca was in shock, but they needed to haul ass.

“The car is just around the bend,” he reassured her, but nothing seemed to penetrate those unblinking eyes.

Not even a bullet whizzing past them brought speed to Rebecca’s feet. They had fallen behind, and already the Knot was well on its way to mounting an offensive. They only had another twenty yards to the crest of the knoll, but the sergeant feared they wouldn’t make it. Counting on bad aim wasn’t his usual exit strategy.

A spat of gunfire chewed the ground at their heels.

The enemy was catching up. Soon they would be within a scope’s range, which was as good as having a bull’s-eye on your back.

A muffled cry from Rebecca told him she was hit. Staying on her feet told him it wasn’t too bad, but it made her all the slower. The shots were getting closer and closer as they struggled up the last few yards, when Brandt heard an engine’s scream of protest. He knew the sound well.

“Get down!” the sergeant shoved Rebecca to the ground as Lopez gunned the convertible up the ridge, jumping the car over them. After bouncing the landing, he executed a perfect one-eighty, putting the body of the convertible between them and the shooters.

“Hop in!” the corporal shouted as he revved the engine again.

Half helping and half throwing, Brandt made sure Rebecca was in the backseat as he flung himself beside her.

He didn’t even need to yell, “go,” because Lopez was already laying down rubber over the hill. The flight down the steep, treacherous mountain road was a rough ride even by Lopez’s standards. No matter how hard he tried to listen for anyone in pursuit, Brandt couldn’t hear anything but the roar of their engine and the squeal of brakes.

“Where are you hit?” the sergeant asked.

Rebecca bit her lip. “It’s nothing.”

“Where?” Brandt demanded. He wasn’t about to execute the most balls-forward rescue ever, only to have her die of blood loss.

After Lopez banged them off a side railing, Brandt found the wound. A through-and- through to the upper calf and barely bleeding. Quickly he wrapped it as they finally made their way to level ground, which Lopez then made the most of, hitting the floorboard with the gas pedal.

“Where are we going?” Rebecca squeaked as he cinched down the field dressing.

“The docks.”

“How far away are those?”

“Half a mile. Why?”

Then a truck-mounted machine gun answered his question.

* * *

Curled up inside the well of the backseat, Rebecca cringed, trying to block out the sound of gunfire and return gunfire, but it was all around. Above her, in front of her, and worst of all, behind her. Her world had descended into a hail of bullets. And from the quickening of the volleys, she could only assume they were losing ground.

“Damn it! Can’t you go any faster?” Brandt asked of Lopez, even though Rebecca didn’t think anyone would even bother.

Davidson emptied another clip and crouched down beside her to reload, shouting at the corporal. “I told you we should have used a truck!” Then he grumbled under his breath, “The only way they caught up was to go off-road.” Yelling again as he rose to fire, “Which we could have done if we used a truck!”

“Yeah, well,” Lopez started, and then had to swerve.

Brandt grabbed her by the back of the shirt. “Get ready to jump out.”

They must be close, so Rebecca peeked over the edge of the convertible and found a quaint dock. Everything was pristine, except there was no boat. She looked at Brandt, who seemed equally concerned, but Lopez was all smiles as he revved the engine to levels only a dog could hear.

“If we had a truck, could we fucking do this?” he said as the car shot off the pier.

In midair the tires tucked into the wheel well, and somehow they hit the water as a boat.

“Show-off,” Davidson mumbled as he fired at the truck that had skidded to a stop at the surf’s edge.

* * *

Brandt saw the car convert into a boat, yet he didn’t believe his eyes. Here they were, cruising over the Marmara Sea. It was something out of a movie only the sergeant could feel the leather seat under his butt, and the windshield wipers were working overtime as Lopez hit the waves headfirst.

“I don’t…” Rebecca said as she looked over the side at the passing water. “Huh?”

Lopez yelled his answer. “You are looking at the Gibbs Aquada! The first mass-produced amphibious car! Road to water in under ten seconds! Tell me that doesn’t rock!”

“All right, it rocks,” Davidson admitted.

Recovering from the shock, Brandt realized he really didn’t want any more surprises of this magnitude. “How about you guys lay out exactly how we are getting home?”

“Sorry,” Rebecca said in a small voice, but with enough regret that she captured his attention.

“Sorry because you bled on me, or sorry because we can’t go home?”

She attempted a smile, but failed rather spectacularly. “Both.”

“Then I’m sorry, because no bones are so important that—”

With a hand on his arm, Rebecca sounded completely sincere. “It’s not about tracking down the skeletons. I’m pretty sure I know where Christ is. But that’s the problem. They’re never going to let me live with that knowledge.”

“Then let the Knot find Him,” Brandt growled. “They want to keep them secret? Then let them have the body. Once your information is no longer time sensitive, you’re in the clear.”

“Even if that were to happen any time soon, which I question given their loss of—” Her voice cracked. “Loss of so many experts in the chamber, you have no idea everything that I saw down there. I’ve seen their archives. Given enough time I could track them down. And they know it.”

Brandt searched her eyes, trying to think of something to say. Anything to say that didn’t confirm the fact that she was a marked woman. But, unfortunately, Rebecca was right. The only way she would ever be safe would be to find Jesus’ body, then hunt down the Knot and root them out.

“Hey, just take her out of the hot zone, and we can go dig up the bones,” Davidson suggested, but the sergeant shook his head.

Rebecca might think she knew where the bones were, but he had seen how tentative the term “pretty sure” became once you were in the field.

Well, he couldn’t leave her a fugitive. “Where to, then?”

“Rome.”

Brandt didn’t bother to ask why… he just turned to Lopez. “Have any suggestions on how we get there?”

“Now that you mention it,” his corporal said as he brought their boat perilously close to another island. “I was figuring this wasn’t the last leg on our journey so I arranged something with a little more power than this tub.”

How quickly the Gibbs Aquada became obsolete.

* * *

Of course Lopez came into the pier way too fast, forcing Rebecca to grab hold of the headrest to keep from falling overboard as he made a ninety-degree turn. On the other side of the small dock was a huge object draped in camouflage. She could only guess it was their next ride.

Bumping hard into the dock, their car-boat shuddered, then the passenger door’s seal cracked. They began taking on water, lots and lots of water.

“Pop the trunk!” Davidson yelled.

As Rebecca scrambled out of the car, Svengurd helped the private grab several packs from the trunk until the leak exploded into a full geyser.

“Everybody out!” Brandt yelled.

Lopez was already over at the other boat, removing the cover, but Davidson scrambled deeper into the trunk, clearly fishing for something, but the car tipped on end, sinking rapidly. Only Svengurd’s quick arm snatched the private to safety before he sank as well.

“I’m still giving the orders, right?” Brandt asked Davidson as the kid dripped onto the wood planks.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, but that was our ammo I was trying to get.”

The sergeant’s face went from anger to concern. “All of it?”

Rebecca felt her stomach contract as the private nodded. When did her life become dependent on how many bullets she had available?

“Seriously, you guys, we’re not going to need ammo in this thing!” Lopez announced and everyone turned toward him.

Svengurd whistled at the sight. Low to the water and its nose brought in at a sharp point, this vessel was built for speed.

“I told you guys the boat show was worth the price of admission!”

Davidson hopped in, quickly stowing their limited gear. Brandt steadied her as she climbed in since they were still feeling the effects of Lopez’s entrance to the bay. Almost slipping on the slick deck, the corporal caught Rebecca’s arm.

“And there are sleeping quarters below deck for the lady,” Lopez said as guided her to a seat then raised his voice. “Actually there’s room for three down there so start picking straws!”

“Svengurd, get the moorings,” Brandt ordered as he jumped in.

Lopez turned on the engine, and it sounded like a Harley-Davidson with a broken muffler. Pure, raw, undiluted power. The deck rumbled under her feet as the blond corporal tossed the lines into the boat. He went to hop in when Brandt pulled his gun.

“Sorry, but you’re staying here.”

“Sarge, what—” Svengurd stopped as Brandt cocked his gun.

Rebecca went rigid in her seat as the other men turned to see what the commotion was. She had known something was wrong between the men, but this wrong? Bad enough for Brandt to aim at one of his team?

“Go to ground. Stay low until the heat is off, then get yourself to an American base, and we’ll sort it out from there.”

Davidson looked like he wanted to step between the two men, but then looked at Brandt’s stern face and decided against it. Instead he intervened verbally. “Boss, what’s up?”

“Svengurd has become a possible liability, so he’s staying.”

This time the private inched in front of Brandt as he spoke. “Yeah, that poison plus the antidote could produce some pretty severe paranoid tendencies, so why don’t we put down the—”

“We were ambushed in Belgium after he was on point, lost in the jungle for minutes at a time in Ecuador. Ambushed again in Paris after he was the only one alone getting the car at the airstrip.”

Rebecca could feel the shift in the mood as Davidson and Lopez digested their sergeant’s words. Svengurd must have felt it as well.

“Guys, come on. Didn’t I just torch their headquarters? How many men have I dropped on this mission alone?”

The sergeant’s jaw clenched. “Exactly as a deep cover mole would. You would act completely normally to keep your cover until you were instructed to act against the team, then it would be us that was dropped.”

“I was just poisoned, for Christ’s sake.” The corporal’s hand flexed over his weapon, but the action didn’t seem aggressive to Rebecca. Instead it seemed as if he didn’t know any other response when challenged than to go for his gun.

Lopez inched the boat away from the dock. “Sorry, man. See you back at the States.”

“Wait!” Davidson cried out. “Come on, Sarge. We’ve been tight together for a day, and we’re still getting our asses kicked. What about that?”

Brandt’s eyes flashed to his private, then to Svengurd. “Show them your watchband.”

For the first time, Rebecca saw fear in the corporal’s face. He even stammered, “We don’t have time for this.”

The sergeant leveled his gun, taking aim. “Show them.”

Slowly Svengurd unlatched his watch and displayed it in front of him. It looked like all the rest.

“The back,” Brandt demanded.

As if his hand resisted obeying his brain, the corporal slowly turned the watch over. “I know it’s against regs to alter any issue gear, but…”

Rebecca couldn’t tell what was wrong, then the light struck the surface, and she realized there was a pattern embossed on the back.

“Shit! That’s the Knot’s symbol!” Lopez announced, revving the engine.

Yes, it did look similar, but Rebecca wasn’t so sure. She had seen the outline before, but couldn’t place it.

“Worse, that could be a passive wire loop,” Davidson said, then continued sadly, “at rest you can’t tell it is there, but in contact with certain energy sources it can give off a pulsed signal. Morse code.”

Brandt nodded. “I saw a glint of it when you were retching in the car, but now I’m sure.” He leaned forward. “So step back.”

Svengurd sounded panicked. “It’s not! It’s just… It’s just a symbol of my devotion to…”

Would a double agent really sound this wounded? Rebecca wondered.

Finally the corporal bent his head. “My boyfriend.”

The boat rocked violently. Rebecca wasn’t sure if it was the rough seas or the reaction of the men that caused it.

“Nice try, Svengurd. Like playing the gay card is going to cloud the issue.”

“It’s true!” the corporal protested.

That’s when Rebecca realized where she had seen the symbol before. It wasn’t the Knot. It was a Buddhist Love Knot, an ancient Tibetan symbol of commitment. When secret lovers couldn’t marry, they would wear such a marking to honor their commitment.

Rebecca yelled out, “He might not be lying!”

“She’s right,” Svengurd said, rushing forward when a shot rang out and blood splattered over her face. The corporal grabbed his neck as blood poured through his fingers.

Clearly Brandt hadn’t been the one to fire, since he climbed up onto the boat’s railing, “Grab my hand!”

But the corporal teetered on the edge of the pier, his life gushing from the exit wound. “Go,” he said as he took another shot to the back.

“Fuck!” Lopez yelled as he hit the throttle, speeding the boat away.

“Turn around!” the sergeant ordered, but Lopez ignored him as Svengurd pitched face first into the water and simply floated there, turning the water crimson.

Dead.

He was innocent, and now he was dead.


CHAPTER 28

══════════════════

Sea of Marmara

It wasn’t supposed to go down like this, was all Brandt could think as his corporal’s body did the dead man’s float, his head banging off the dock. Svengurd was supposed to be nice and safe, holed up in some hot Turkish girl’s apartment until he could come in and sort this mess out.

“He’s gone, Sarge,” Davidson said as he pulled him back from the edge of the boat. “We’ve got to—”

More gunfire pelted them in their wake. Lopez was giving it everything he had to get them out of range.

Picking up his weapon, Brandt fired into the night. He fired long after they had pulled away from the island. Long after he had any chance of actually hitting anyone.

Brandt let Rebecca drag him down into the seat next to her. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said curling her fingers around his.

But how could it not have been? He had condemned his corporal based on what? A little opportunity and a glint of wire under his watch. He had felt so sure, at least up to the moment Svengurd took a bullet to the throat. The corporal had trusted him, but Brandt had sacrificed him.

His stomach churned knowing that Svengurd had taken a bullet meant for him. If the corporal hadn’t surged forward in that final second, the wound would have been Brandt’s. It would be Rebecca clinging to his lifeless body rather than the sea caressing Svengurd’s.

“I’m heading into the Aegean, but I’m going to need a little more direction after that,” Lopez said, not sounding like his usual cocky self.

Who would after witnessing something like that? They had, in effect, abandoned a comrade. They would never shake the stench.

“We’ve got to get to an airport,” Rebecca announced.

Davidson spread Lopez’s torn tourist map in front of Brandt, but the sergeant couldn’t really focus on the page. “Greece looks like the best bet.”

“No way, no how,” Lopez said. “Why do you think I stole this baby? Planes have not been our friends. We’re boating there.”

“Boat there?” the sergeant found himself asking.

“Yeah,” Davidson agreed. “It’s gotta be over a thousand miles.”

Lopez patted the dashboard. “And this baby can do over two hundred miles per hour, which means we’d be there by sunrise.”

He was about to interrupt yet another of the two men’s completely un-Special Forces-like argument when Brandt felt Rebecca squeeze his hand.

“Let them go at it,” she whispered. “It’s their way of dealing.”

The sergeant looked at Davidson and Lopez who were, in quite an animated fashion, disagreeing over everything from the engine’s stroke volume to Greek airport security. It didn’t take a double doctorate to see that Rebecca was right. They were just shouting to shout.

How then did he handle it? Brandt had lost men in combat before but never did he want to change places with the dead man.

“Where exactly in Rome are we heading?” Davidson asked, startling the sergeant out of his reverie.

Rebecca frowned as she asked, “Is there any way to get more ammo?”

The sergeant’s lips turned downward, too. “Why?”

“Well, you see the silver coins are the most unifying artifacts of the finds. In addition, they were minted circa AD 42 under the auspices of the Senate, which strangely changed after Constantine making one wonder—”

The sergeant put a hand on her knee. He knew this was how she dealt with things, getting all scientific on him, but he just wasn’t in any shape for a history lesson right now. “Where?”

She bit her lip before answering. “Well, um…” Then her voice strengthened. “Beneath the pope’s private quarters.”

“Of course it is!” Davidson said as he threw his hands up into the air.

Brandt rubbed his temple. Her words had brought a pounding to his skull. Despite the Vatican’s open courtyard and spacious museums, it was one of the most tightly guarded complexes in the world. In this day and age of religious extremism and after several attempts on the pope’s life, the Swiss Guard had been transformed from a primarily ceremonial attachment to one hundred and forty-seven of the best-trained soldiers on the planet. They were experts in hand-to-hand combat, marksmanship, and even automatic weaponry. At first glance, it seemed to be impossible to get inside the pope’s quarters.

“Sorry, Rebecca, but I’m going to need a little more convincing.”

* * *

Relieved to hear Brandt ask for more information, Rebecca took in a deep breath. History was like a balm to any wound. Through habit, Rebecca went to open her laptop, but of course, she hadn’t had that for ages now. She was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.

“All right, but don’t complain because I have to go back to the beginning.”

There was a communal groan, but no one voiced an objection.

“The few bones that were recovered of Magdalene’s only provided passages regarding her personal life, nothing to do with her association with the Knot.”

“Oh, crap!” Brandt said which seemed odd, but then again this was a very odd day. She went to continue when he unzipped his vest. “No, wait. Walker gave me this.”

The sergeant pulled out a fairly large chunk of a pelvic bone. Magdalene’s pelvis to be exact.

Carefully she took the fragment and began searching its surface for clues, but the inscriptions detailed events she already knew. Magdalene and Christ’s chaste bond. The Twelve’s disdain for her. The failed first attempt at Jesus’ ministry, which brought her into his life. Even Judas’ renowned leg injury, but nothing of what followed.

Eyes aching from focusing in such dim light, Rebecca was about to give up when she caught the word, “Quaestor,” the Roman equivalent of the secretary of the treasury—the person who supervised the mint.

Backtracking, she read the entire passage. “For he who sacrificed all, it was decided would be borne to the city without name to a place without name. The man without contempt who left and was late to return said unto us these thirty coins will seal our bond and the man of their making, the Quaestor, would hold close the sacred bed.”

Looking up, Rebecca found all three men watching her in anticipation. Even Lopez, who was driving the boat at over two hundred miles per hour.

“The scripture confirms my suspicion.”

“If we’re talking about assaulting the Vatican, would you mind elaborating?”

Rebecca’s mind was trying to catch up with her mouth. “As you know, each of the bones has clues, usually vague, sometimes more specific, to the location of the next set of remains.” After unanimous nods, she continued. “But beyond that there were the thirty coins. Each one designating a member of the conspiracy. It is the only other unifying factor beyond their allegiance to Christ.”

“Since the only body left is Jesus, you’re thinking the coins are a clue all by themselves,” Davidson added, showing his quick mind once again. He wasn’t Lochum, but he would do.

“Exactly. Once I mentioned that I thought the source of the coins was a factor, Tok brought out a passage from the Virgin’s bones with vague allusions that Jesus was hidden in Rome.”

The private’s tone was excited. “The last place any proto-Christian would look.”

“But why would anybody even be looking for him?” Lopez asked.

It was Brandt who answered, reminding Rebecca how well versed he was in biblical history, “At that time there was a huge power struggle amongst the high priests, the rabbis, and the commoners. There were probably a few dozen splinter groups wanting to claim Jesus as either their savior or the false prophet. The Twelve were trying to unify the religion, but everybody else, mainly other Jews, because nobody was a Christian yet, were trying to splinter the faith. To find his corporeal body would have undermined the belief that Jesus had risen from the grave and ascended.”

“Right again,” Rebecca said as she felt the weight of the pelvis bone in her hand, a tangible piece of history to solidify Brandt’s words. “You guys broke in before we discussed it any further, so the Knot knows the bones are in Rome, but not their exact location.”

“And you think the remains are under the pope’s residence because…?”

Everyone was jarred as the boat drifted off course, taking a wave at an awkward angle, nearly capsizing them. At this speed, they needed to pierce the wake head-on or suffer the consequences.

* * *

Lopez struggled to get the boat back on course, but everyone was wet for the effort. You would think after everything else that had happened, a little water wouldn’t bug the shit out of you, but it did. Brandt’s socks were soaked through and his pant legs were sticking to his calves. Just one more thing to make this the worst day of his life.

He had almost forgotten the topic when Rebecca finished wringing out her jacket and continued. “Vatican Hill has a history long before it became associated with the Catholic faith. In the mists of ancient times when Romulus and Remus came upon the marshy knoll, it was considered sacred by the locals and only those worthy were buried there. It was only much later, during the height of the Roman Empire, when the bureaucracy expanded so greatly and so quickly that the emperors finally got over their superstition and erected administrative buildings on and around Vatican Hill, the mint being just one of many.”

“So the popes built the Holy See on top of old Roman offices?” Lopez asked, this time keeping his eyes peeled forward.

Brandt hadn’t known of the old mint located on the hill, but he knew the rest of the story. However, the sergeant let Rebecca explain it. Her voice gained a strength that replaced barely contained tears.

“As I mentioned, the buildings were hastily constructed, and just like in our time, the land, being that close to the hub of Rome, became more valuable than the buildings themselves so Constantine relocated the mint to make room for his palace, which was renovated and restored over the centuries until Pope Sixtus the Fifth built the Apostolic Palace there.”

Davidson leaned forward, lapping up Rebecca’s words as if they were raindrops, and he was parched.

“But why on Vatican Hill?” the private asked. “I mean, the first Christian emperor was Constantinople, and he moved the capital to Turkey. Why not set up the Catholic headquarters there?”

Rebecca looked at Brandt as though testing to see if he knew the answer.

Which he did. “St. Peter, the rock on which the Catholic Church was built, is buried under his Basilica.”

Nodding, the doctor continued. “But even that brings up several questions. Like Catholics are all about saintly relics. They have thousands upon thousands of them, yet they have refused to allow any excavation under the City.”

Brandt felt that steel rod of defensiveness straighten his spine. He tried to keep any anger out of his voice, but the words came out harsher than he intended. “Are you implying the Church is involved with the Knot?”

“No, of course not. But just like at the Blue Mosque and the Jewish Ghetto, I think someone, at some time, had an inkling that there was something of vast importance underfoot, so they didn’t look too closely.”

“Kind of like hear no evil, see no evil kind of thing,” Davidson added.

Only partially soothed, Brandt nodded for Rebecca to go on. None of this sat well with him, but what had?

“So you can see there is a clear historical through-line. Magdalene’s bones state Rome. Mary’s bones implied the same thing. The coins were all minted from the same batch in Rome.” Her look was apologetic as she finished. “I’m sorry, but the most logical starting point is the site of the original mint which is smack-dab under the pope’s private quarters.”

* * *

Rebecca could tell that Brandt wasn’t happy. Well, more unhappy than usual with her suggestion. Not only was she asking him to come up with a plan to break into possibly the most secure location in the world, but also to launch a hostile breach of his faith’s most holy inner sanctum.

But as always, the sergeant was stoic. “All right, let’s get a plan.”

“Well, our cover is obvious,” Davidson said offhandedly. “We go in as visiting priests and a nun.”

“Along with a rabbi into a bar or what?” Lopez joked. Neither of the men must have seen the stricken look on Brandt’s face as they laughed.

The sergeant’s tone wasn’t amused. “I was thinking more workmen or a repair service.”

Both men looked askance. “You’re kidding, right?” Davidson asked. “I mean, it’s the Vatican. It’s its own country. I’m sure they’ve had contracts for all that stuff with the same local companies for decades.”

Rebecca felt awful for the sergeant. He was grasping at straws to avoid putting on a priest’s clothes, but she had to agree with Davidson. “The Holy See greets hundreds of visiting clergy every week. We’d blend right in and our accents wouldn’t even be an issue.”

She knew she was telling him anything didn’t he already know, but still Brandt’s face fell. Perhaps she could soften the blow a little. “The beauty of visiting officials is that they come in all shapes and sizes. You wouldn’t have to wear the full robes. Just a collar would be enough.”

But that seemed to be the sticking point for Brandt. The sergeant couldn’t seem to wrap his head around impersonating a priest. His Catholic upbringing seemed to be coming to the forefront. He might be able to hunt down the world’s scum with impunity, but certain things the sergeant obviously still held sacred.

Lopez appeared to catch onto the fact that Brandt’s issue was moral rather than tactical. “But hey, somebody’s got to keep the car running. I’m ready for a change-up.”

Wow, Rebecca thought. The corporal must really love his sergeant if he was willing to give up his driving responsibilities, or Lopez knew full well that Brandt would never hear of it.

The sergeant’s face was a mask again as he waved off Lopez’s offer. “Priests it is. Now we just need an access point.”

Watching Davidson and Brandt huddle as they tried to make a map of the Vatican, Rebecca missed her laptop for the thousandth time. That and Lochum. He would know the Vatican inside and out. Each entryway. Each exit and everything in between. But he was gone. Along with Svengurd. And the people on the London plane. Plus the Ecuadorian tribe and anyone else who got in the Knot’s way.

She didn’t even realize tears had sprung to her eyes until Brandt rose. “You are going to get some sleep.”

“But—”

He pointed her toward the hatch that led down to the bunks. “If I’m wearing a Roman collar, you’re going to bed.”

How could she argue? Exhausted past the point of numb, Rebecca let her feet carry her down the steps, ready to shut out the world.

* * *

“Sarge, seriously, go below deck before you fall down there.”

Brandt tried not to act startled, but knew it was a lame attempt. He had obviously been jarred awake by Lopez. Somehow in his fifth attempt to sketch the Vatican’s lower level, he’d dozed off. Once you got used to the boat slamming into wave after wave, it became rhythmic, almost soothing.

Davidson was already in the hold, and knowing the private, already sound asleep. Rebecca long ago went to bed.

“You should get some rest,” Brandt said, rising to take the helm.

“Yeah, right. Remember the last time I tried to turn over the wheel? I say we don’t tempt fate.”

The sergeant wasn’t in the mood to debate. “You’ve been up for more than seventy—”

But Lopez shook his head. “And you’ve been not only electrocuted, but gassed as well. You’re up two to zip on the fucked-up barometer.”

With his leg throbbing, his spine bending over of its own will, and his eyelids trying to shut even as he was arguing with his corporal, Brandt just gave up. “Wake me in four hours.”

“You got it,” Lopez agreed, already turning back to the sea and cutting into the water like a just-sharpened knife.

Almost relieved he’d lost that round to the corporal, Brandt climbed down the four short steps to the hold. It was cramped quarters.

Davidson must have just fallen into bed. He was fully dressed and sprawled across the narrow berth, half his body dangling off the edge. His face smashed against the edge of the mattress.

To his left were two beds. But the hold’s ceiling was so low that Brandt doubted if he could even sit up properly on either of them. This boat was built for long races, not for comfort.

On the upper mattress, a lone figure was turned toward the hull, under a pile of blankets. He found his hand reaching out to her, but the sergeant stopped himself. Let her sleep. Whatever would be said, or needed to be said, could be said later. After a few hours of shut-eye.

Still soaking, Brandt peeled off his jacket and shirt. When his dog tags clinked together, echoing off the plastic hull, he paused to make sure he hadn’t awakened either of them. Certain they were still asleep, he pulled off his pants as well. Under normal circumstances he would have stripped down to the buff, but with Rebecca just a bunk away, he refrained. Another reason not to have chicks on missions.

Half bending, half collapsing, over, Brandt rolled onto the mattress. Or more accurately, the thin pad. He could feel every square inch of the unyielding plastic berth beneath the material, but a bed had never been more appreciated. Once his body was lateral, every ache and pain complained and complained loudly. Trying to block out the symphony of complaints, Brandt closed his eyes and was nearly asleep when someone sat down next to him.

“What the hell?” Jerking upright, he hit his head on the upper bunk. “Like I didn’t have enough injuries!”

“I’m so sorry!” a feminine voice apologized, her hand gingerly searching his head for the newest lump. “I didn’t see you there.”

He looked up to find Rebecca sitting just inches from him. Her hair dripping wet, moistening her white T-shirt in all the right places.

She must have noticed his gaze, but misinterpreted it. “Of course, it was my change of clothes that were lost with the Aquada,” Rebecca explained. “So I borrowed one of your shirts. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, it’s fine,” Brandt said, trying to keep the huskiness from his voice, but she was so close. Her breasts were within inches of his bare chest as she leaned over to check his head wound. Ignoring the visual input, he measured his words. “I thought you were in the upper bunk.”

“No, there’s a duffel bag up there.” She pulled back so they were nose to nose. “Well, I don’t think the bump’s fatal. It’s not even bleeding.”

How much Brandt wished the wound was gushing so that she might stay close, but his scalp wasn’t cooperating. Water dripped in slow motion from her blonde curls. She must have washed her hair in the lavatory. Even with the purplish scrapes and reddened, haunted eyes, Rebecca had never looked so beautiful.

They stayed there, motionless, exchanging a few breaths until Brandt realized he needed to get out of the bunk now, or he’d do something he’d regret.

“I’ll take the top bunk,” the sergeant said as he went to squeeze past her, but she put a hand on his naked shoulder.

“Stay.”

It hurt his throat to say the words. “I can’t.”

“Not for that,” Rebecca said. With just the right amount of pressure, she pushed him down to the bed. The motion wasn’t charged with sexual urgency, but had an insistence to it nonetheless. “Just stay with me. Really stay.”

Despite the million reasons he shouldn’t, Brandt opened his arms, letting her slip into his embrace. Resting her head on his bicep, she curled her body against his, then took his other arm and draped it over her waist, the circle complete.

Now, it was his turn to pull her close so that there wasn’t a hairsbreadth between them. The rise and fall of her rib cage in turn moved his own. Soon they were breathing in perfect synchrony.

It had been so very long, but Brandt finally felt at home.


Prophecies

══════════════════

Jerusalem

AD 42

Judas wiped sweat from his neck. The road was hot and dusty as the pilgrims arrived for Passover, but their party traveled no farther. Jesus had stopped their procession far short of the city’s wall. They had waited patiently for over an hour. Due to the sun’s relentless burn, the women tossed blankets onto a nearby tree to provide shade for the little ones, but with such a large assembly, babies began to cry, children whined, and dogs barked.

“He will not even discuss the reason for our delay,” Andrew fumed. For all Jesus’ sermons on patience, the younger man was quite anxious to have events unfold upon his insistence.

The Twelve had gathered, but Judas stood apart from them. His leg ached with an intensity it had not since childhood. The swift pace they had assumed over the past three days had inflamed his knee so that he could not stand for long without support, but he did not wish the men’s frustration directed toward him, so he leaned against a tree, feigning meditation.

“Judas! Look who has joined our humble ministry!” Jesus called from down the road.

“Uncle!”

There was only one voice that brought such joy to Judas’ heart.

“Ameil!”

Despite his leg’s complaint, he rushed to meet his nephew, catching him at a run, pulling him into a warm embrace. “How I have missed you!”

“I learned to milk a goat!” Ameil announced to the growing crowd.

Judas spied the boy’s father behind Jesus. “Kyle. Thank you for joining us.”

“Jesus promised me work in the city.”

His friend patted Kyle’s back. “God shall provide, as he always does.”

Paul, however, seemed less certain. “Will he be as patient for your entrance into Jerusalem?”

With an easy smile, Jesus put an arm around his disciple’s shoulder.

“We delay no longer.” He leaned over to Ameil. “Do you think you could lead a donkey, child?”

The boy nodded solemnly. “If they don’t move, you pull their tail.”

“Indeed,” Jesus chuckled. “Could you go down the road and bring back the ass tied to the fence?”

“May I? Please. Please. Please?” Ameil looked at Judas, but Judas made certain to glance for Kyle’s permission before he gave the child leave.

“Of course.”

His nephew dashed off as if he hadn’t just walked an enforced march for over a week. To have the resilience of youth.

Paul was not pleased. “That honor was reserved for Andrew’s son.”

“There is a season for all. Not all fruit is meant to be picked when ripe.” Jesus answered cryptically.

After months living with his dear friend, Judas had begun to suspect that at times Jesus used his parables not so much to instruct but to avoid conflict. How could you argue if you weren’t sure of the Savior’s meaning?

But Paul seemed intent on doing just so. “Prophecies are not mere words, Jesus, they must be fulfilled. We cannot deviate from our course.”

Judas knew the apostle referred to their long dissections of the Holy Scripture. So much was foretold of Jesus’ life, and they used the ancient words as a compass to guide their ministry.

“You do not think I have seen this path since I was Ameil’s age? My coming to Jerusalem was prophesied, but it is I, alone, who chooses with whom I journey.”

The rest appeared taken aback by the force of the Savior’s words, but Judas was not surprised. The closer they came to Jerusalem the more intent his friend had become. The more withdrawn. The more like the awkward child upon the river.

The end was near. They all felt it.

Rome and Jesus could not both lay claim to the Holy City.

And by Scripture, it would be Christ to die and resurrect so that they might all be saved.


CHAPTER 29

══════════════════

Deep below Prince Island

Dazed, and his earpiece buzzing incessantly, Tok allowed himself to be dragged down the rough dirt steps. His hooded guard guided him into the bowels of the mountain. They traveled deeper than even the destroyed chamber where Mary and the others had rested.

Hot tears burnt in Tok’s eyes.

The Virgin was gone. Smashed to ruin because of him.

He should have died in that blaze, but Petir’s quick mind had gotten them out of the chamber before the world exploded into searing reds and oranges. But he did not think his mentor had saved him out of affection.

No, as Tok’s feet slipped out from under him, and his guard scraped him along the root-encrusted stairs, he was certain that Petir wanted his student alive only so that he may answer for his weakness.

So they descended deeper. Below any of the laboratories, beyond even the well that fed the monastery. Tok could feel the weight of earth pressing down upon him. Not for the punishment that was about to be meted out, but for his failings.

Brusquely, he was shoved to the base of the steps. Before him opened a judgment hall hewn out of the bedrock. It was black except for a single beam of light which shone harshly above to the center of the room. Around the edge, deep in shadow, stood an assembly of twelve hooded judges.

His accusers. His jury.

Was Petir amongst them? Would he be the first to recount Tok’s many crimes against the Knot? Would his dearest mentor indict his most unworthy student for hubris?

How many times had Tok, himself, stood at the edge of that hall and decided another’s fate? But today it was his life that hung in the balance.

The guard went to jerk him to his feet, but Tok knew the ritual. Without prodding, he stripped naked and then walked over to the natural spring that bubbled up into the volcanic rock and dipped his hands into the icy water. Slowly he washed every inch of his bloody and bruised body even though the frigid water stung his wounds and blanched his hand’s scars. But, no matter. One must be pure to face his fate.

Donning the proffered loincloth, Tok stepped into the center of the room, taking care to resist the urge to shield his eyes from the harsh light. He deserved the scrutiny the Twelve now gave him.

By the Knot, he should have been asked to answer for his crimes, but only silence greeted him. No lengthy questioning. No inquisition. No words at all.

The only sound that pierced the still air was the scrape of wood against stone. Even under the bright light, Tok could feel his eyes dilate as the guard dragged a long stake into the center of the room and threw it down. Tok’s failures had been great, but this was a punishment so cruel it had never been dealt by the Knot. Mary had forbidden it.

His muscles quaked even though he begged them not to as the guard guided the stake into a freshly dug hole and brought it upright. The thick wood now stood over seven feet high. The guard dropped another shorter plank and two metal spikes at the base of the stake.

No wonder there was no need for discussion or inquiry.

Tok had already been tried and convicted. His execution was ordered.

Just like the man they had protected for over two millennia, Tok’s suffering would be upon the cross.

* * *

Brandt awoke with Rebecca curled asleep in his arms, but something was wrong. Davidson snored like a deaf eighty-year-old, but that wasn’t it. The arm under her head tingled with pins and needles, but that wasn’t it, either.

The boat hit one, then another wave. Too long an interval. They were slowing. Carefully extracting himself from Rebecca, Brandt pulled on his dry pants as a weak light filtered under the hatch door. It had been longer than four hours since he had lain down, and Lopez hadn’t awakened him or Davidson. The corporal must have stayed at the helm the entire night.

Barefoot, Brandt climbed the short staircase and stepped out into the early morning breeze.

“Tell me you got some,” Lopez asked with a grin.

Ignoring him, the sergeant squinted and could see land to their starboard. “What’s with the decreased speed?”

“We’re about to hang a right into the Tiber.”

Brandt was shocked, even though he shouldn’t have been. “We’re that close?”

Lopez stroked the dash of the boat in a way that was somewhat unnatural. “I promised her a lube job if she got us in before zero seven hundred, local time.”

With new appreciation, Brandt looked to the right. There was Italy. “How much longer until we reach Rome?”

The corporal shrugged. “I can’t maintain anywhere close to these speeds on the river, so we’re looking at an ETA of twenty minutes, maybe half an hour.”

That should have been good news, but Brandt’s stomach actually sank at how quickly he was going to have to put on his cover. Not only did he have to steal priest’s clothing, he actually had to wear them. The thought killed any buzz he might have had from spending the night with Rebecca.

“Do you mind taking the binoculars and looking over our stern?”

“Why?” the sergeant asked as he picked up the glasses and scanned the waters behind them.

Lopez shrugged. “It’s probably nothing.”

Brandt’s ears pricked up. Lopez wouldn’t have asked if it was nothing. But as the sergeant surveyed the relatively quiet Tyrrhenian Sea, there didn’t seem to be any threat.

Groggy, Davidson climbed on deck rubbing his neck. “Who put my head inside a garbage can and kicked it around all night?”

“My mama,” Lopez answered as the private swatted at the corporal but missed by a mile.

“Take a look. You’ve got better eyes than I do,” Brandt said as he handed over the binoculars to the kid.

Almost lazily, Davidson scanned the horizon. “Hey, is that the mouth to the Tiber up ahead?”

“Yes, but I meant check out behind us.”

“Oh, sorry.” The private yawned, then sucked in a breath. “Crap.”

“What is it?” Brandt asked as Davidson fiddled with the knobs.

“Get my rifle.”

Not liking the sound of that, Brandt grabbed the weapon. “Here.”

Fully awake, Davidson braced the barrel of the rifle on the back guardrail and knelt down to line up his sights. “We’ve got company.”

“How many boats?”

“Three.”

Of course there were three.

“And they are gaining on us,” Davidson added.

Brandt turned to Lopez. “I thought you said this was the fastest boat in the world.”

“No. I said this was the fastest long distance boat in the world. There are swifter crafts out there, but they aren’t rated for extended ocean travel.”

“How much longer until they intercept?” the sergeant asked as Rebecca emerged from the hatch.

If anything she was even prettier than she had been the night before. Her face had softened with sleep, and her eyes were unfocused and dreamy.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

No one answered as Davidson checked and rechecked his scope. “At this rate? Ten minutes at the most.”

Rebecca cupped her hand and looked out over their wake. By now even the naked eye could make out the glint of their pursuers. She looked into his eyes. What could he say to her? How was she going to react?

But instead of tears or panic, Rebecca simply sighed. “Fine. If we’re going to be attacked, I’ll go get dressed.”

The simplicity of her reaction made him smile. Maybe last night his instincts weren’t wrong after all.

* * *

As she put on another pair of socks to fill up the room inside boots two sizes too big, Rebecca felt the boat make a sweeping right turn. They were on the Tiber. Rome was just a dozen kilometers up the river, yet with three boats on their tail it might as well be Cairo they were aiming for.

“Hope you’re decent,” Davidson yelled as he clamored down the stairs and opened the storage cabinet under his bunk.

“Are they catching up?”

The private nodded as he grabbed fistfuls of Uzi clips. “They’ve got crazy speed. Lopez is having a cow.” He stumbled forward and dropped about half his payload as the boat was rocked by an explosion off to their left. “That would be the RPGs,” Davidson said casually as he gather the clips and vaulted up the stairs.

Rebecca finished tying her boots and followed the private on deck. In the brief moments she had been down in the hold, they had converted the boat into a gunship.

Brandt fired into the distance, but clearly with little hope of hitting anything. “I think you should stay below deck.”

Another RPG exploded closer on the left.

“I seriously doubt it’s any safer down there.”

The sergeant shrugged. “Stay by Lopez then, and keep him filled in.”

Rebecca could see that every muscle in the corporal’s body wanted to turn him around toward the action, but taking the river at these speeds was even more dangerous than the open sea. Here there were shoals and silt deposits that could shatter their boat more effectively than any RPG.

Brandt patted Davidson on the back. “You ready?”

The private rotated his arm then nodded, sinking into a crouching position. Bracing the shoulder, Brandt knelt behind him. “Let ‘er rip.”

Even Rebecca could see the lead boat, but the craft bounced off their wake, its nose catapulting high into the air, then crashing back down. She didn’t think even Davidson could make that shot. The private concentrated, then pulled his eyes away from the scope, flexing his fingers.

“Problem?” Brandt asked.

“Just got to get into the zone.”

Davidson leaned into position and began measuring his breath just as he had done back in Belgium as he prepared to take out the escape car.

“Speed up,” he said to Lopez who was more than willing to comply. “Right there.”

Two more breaths and he pulled the trigger. At first it appeared to be a miss, then the boat swerved sharply to the left, cutting directly in front of the second craft. Their speed did more damage than Davidson. The second boat cut the first in half, igniting a billowing cloud of fire. Whether it was damage from the collision or the inferno, the second craft sputtered to a stop and tipped backward, sinking before their eyes.

“That is so what I am talking about!” Lopez whooped. “Dude, you can have a turn with my sister after a shot like that!”

Unlike their usual banter, Davidson remained focused on his last target, but the boat zigged-zagged through the water. He took two more shots with no response, then jerked his rifle upright.

“I don’t want to waste the ammo.”

Brandt nodded. “At least you’ve made them more cautious.”

Clearly their pursuers had backed off and receded into the distance. They’d even stopped firing the RPGs. At least for now.

“Looks like docking isn’t going to be an option,” Brandt commented.

But the corporal just wore his patented Cheshire cat grin. “Oh, don’t you worry. I’ve got a plan, and it rocks.”

Despite the confidence in Lopez’s voice, Rebecca was worried.

Very worried.

* * *

Tok clenched his jaw as the guard-turned-executioner placed the spike against his skin. The dull metal point touched right above the wrist, between the ulna and radius. The hooded figure raised a heavy mallet and with a single stroke pounded the iron through his flesh, then deep into the wood.

For once Tok was glad to be mute so that no one could hear his scream. The pain radiated from his wrist to his shoulder and then lanced his heart. It took his breath from his lungs. The room alternated black and blindingly white. His vision betrayed him, confused by the waves of nausea.

Too soon the second spike was placed over his right hand. The hand that had endured so much pain already. The hand that had survived eight surgeries. The executioner cared as little as the Romans and pounded the dull spike between the bones of his wrist.

Tok’s breath caught, and he could not release it. The pain became a physical entity in the room, chasing away his thoughts and driving the air from his chest.

In his mind, he begged for any other punishment. The harshest scourging. Drowning, anything but this. Unswayed, the guard tugged the crossbeam upward, forcing Tok to his feet, the wood heavy across his shoulders. With a heave, the guard lifted him by his skewered wrists onto the cross itself.

In that moment of searing agony, Tok honestly could not remember what he had done that deserved such cruelty.

Skin tore and muscles frayed under the strain. He gasped for air as the weight of his body kept his ribs from expanding. How could men survive for days like this? He would barely last an hour.

“Sit,” his executioner demanded.

Confused, Tok felt a narrow plank attached to the cross. He maneuvered his body so that the narrow seat supported most of his weight. Relief flowed through him.

He could breathe!

His wrists would forever be useless, but he could breathe!

Then he realized that it was no act of kindness to offer the seat. Instead it allowed the executioner to align his ankles over one another.

Tok’s pride wished him to be still and accept his punishment like a warrior, but something deeper and more primordial took over, and his legs flailed, kicking at the man and his damned spike.

But the executioner was prepared for his brutal task and allowed Tok to writhe until the pain in his wrists sapped his strength. Weak and panting, he could not put up any resistance as the hooded guard wedged his ankles between the wood and his body.

Clenching every muscle in his body, Tok felt the spike drive through one ankle, but the man had not hit hard enough and the metal tip bounced off his left tibia.

God, no! Was all Tok could think as the executioner realigned the spike, grinding the metal against the ankle already pierced.

Harder than he ever had before, Tok tried to shout. But only an incoherent garble came from his throat as another swing jarred his entire body, and his ankles were nailed to the cross.

Anger, shame, and self-pity coursed through his veins.

How had their savior willingly offered himself to such suffering?


CHAPTER 30

══════════════════

Tiber River, Italy

“That’s not a plan,” Rebecca said, hand on her hip. Lopez was insane. Crazy. Out of his mind. “It’s suicide.”

But rushing toward the bend in the river, no one was listening.

“Everyone below deck,” Brandt ordered as he urged her forward.

She went to argue, but his firm grip didn’t invite discussion. If Lopez’s plan had any chance of working it required their pursuers to see them go into the hatch before they made the last curve toward Rome.

Davidson was the first down, already disassembling his rifle, packing the pieces into his clothing. The sergeant crammed weapons into his pants.

“I say we think this through,” Rebecca implored. She was banged up. Hell, they were all banged up, but through no fault of their own. Even cutting to half speed, this “plan” of Lopez’s would change that, putting them squarely in harm’s way.

The corporal’s stomp sounded above their heads. In a rush, they climbed back onto the deck. Rebecca glanced over their stern. The other boat was out of sight. In front of them, and coming up fast, was the Ponte Rotto Bridge. A bridge constructed of solid stone. Stone that would crush them if they made a single misstep.

“Move out,” Brandt said as Davidson climbed over the windshield onto the boat’s hood as it hauled ass at over a hundred miles per hour, hitting the water with something akin to a ton of pressure per square inch.

In a single leap, Brandt cleared the windshield. “You can do this.”

Rebecca doubted that, but she accepted his hand and soon the three of them balanced on the slick hood as the archway rushed toward them.

“On my mark,” the sergeant growled as Lopez cut the throttle, gripping her hand tightly. “Three… Two…”

She could see crags in the stone’s surface as Brandt yelled, “One!”

Launching herself, Rebecca flew through the air. The “plan” was to land and roll onto the bridge itself, but she got nowhere near that height. Slamming into the stone guardrail, her hands scrambled for purchase as Lopez hit the gas and his windshield whisked under her. The water would break any fall, but the other boat was due around the corner at any moment.

Then the sergeant was there and Davidson too. They hauled her up and over the edge in a single motion. They even cushioned her landing.

She really, really, really needed to get some of these guys for her fieldwork.

* * *

“Get down!” Brandt hissed as they all went to their bellies.

The sound of the other boat roared down the river, but then slowed. Had they seen Rebecca dangling there? Their engine sputtered as the driver cut the power. The vessel was built for high torque, not idling.

“Should we scramble?” Davidson whispered.

Brandt shook his head tersely. They had to wait it out. There were too many gaps in the stone railing. If they tried to rabbit, they’d be spotted. No, they were safer pulling a possum behind the stone facade.

Then a huge metal hook flew over the retaining wall.

They were discovered.

“Move!” he hissed, but Rebecca held his arm.

“Wait. Don’t you hear that?”

Sure enough another engine screamed in complaint. Only Lopez could make a machine beg for mercy so desperately.

“Suckers! I knew you’d do that!” he yelled.

Brandt risked a glance over the edge to find the corporal aiming his boat right at their pursuer’s boat. The two vessels collided in a crash of metal and fire that heated through even the thick stone.

“Go!”

They sprinted across the bridge, finally ducking between two buildings as the neighborhood poured out to see the spectacle.

So much for stealth.

* * *

Tok kept his eyes tightly closed. Tears still somehow snuck out the corners, but he refused to sob. He had already shamed himself too greatly. He would not add to his humiliation, but the nails crushed tender tissue between coarse metal and his own bone.

Agony was too gentle a word for the pain. Waves of nausea threatened, but with a firm resolve, he kept his teeth clenched. He would not give the Twelve the satisfaction of seeing him lose his stomach.

The sound of whispered prayer filled the small subterranean chamber. The Twelve’s words soaking into the dirt walls. If Tok had not turned his implants to high before entering the room, he would not have been able to hear their hushed words. And so many of those words were new to the world. They were spoken from the bones just recovered.

Pain was not the only source of his stinging tears. He could feel the rebuke in each of their voices. To hear of James’ regret after the crucifixion and his quest to redeem himself hurt in a way he never imagined. To know he would die before he knew the full truth of this great man’s life. He would die before finding Him. It was more cruel than even the spikes through his flesh.

A stirring passed through the room. Squinting against the bright light, Tok looked at the Twelve. They were of bent heads, consulting in tones low enough not even his amplifiers could overhear—then one stepped forward.

“It is time to end this,” the masked member intoned through a voice modifier. No one was to know who stood in judgment.

Tok gulped. Suffering for days turned his stomach, but to face death now? He was not ready, but he kept his lips pursed. He would beg no more.

Let death come, then.

The executioner grabbed the mallet he had used to drive the stakes and swung it over his shoulder. The heavy hammer arced up, then swung toward Tok’s left leg.

He braced for impact but someone charged into the room.

“Stop!”

Confused, the executioner changed trajectory and only grazed his knee. Tok blinked several times, for he could not believe who stood between him and death.

It was Petir.

But his presence was an unprecedented breach of ritual. A breach so great that it carried a penalty of death.

“Lower him immediately!” the older man demanded.

The executioner moved toward the cross until the hooded leader of the Quorum stepped between Petir and Tok. “How dare you violate the holy sanctum of this trial?”

As a shock to all, Petir backhanded the man, sending him sprawling. A collective gasp escaped the Quorum. The action reminded them that Petir was no ordinary member of the Knot.

Long ago, Tok’s mentor had stopped being a man and had become a legend. He had been captured and tortured by three separate popes for his role in the Knot. Israeli Nazi hunters held him for almost a year for his tangled relationship with the SS, and imams around the Middle East had issued enough fatwas against him to fill a library.

With every ounce of this earned reputation, Petir glared the Quorum down. “You have tainted our Lord with this black assembly. You are operating without the blessing of the Knot and laid upon this servant of God a death sentence to serve your own petulance.”

“Do not think your intrusion will go unpunished!” the hooded man said shrilly. Not even his modulator could hide the tremble in his voice.

Petir took a step forward as the man shrunk back, raising an arm to protect himself from a strike that did not materialize. “Do you think I am naïve to your game, Darve?” The room trembled as the others’ robes rustled like leaves blown by a strong fall wind. “Yes, I know all who stand in opposition today. Klarmont. Fanco. Shallan.”

Now there were too many voices to count as all raised shouts of alarm. The Quorum’s identities were sacrosanct. But now this strange, hurried ritual came into sharp focus. Each of those named was no friend of Tok’s. Each resented his rapid ascent of position and power.

“Do you know the punishment for falsely convening a Quorum? Guards follow on my footsteps. If you wish not to be arrested, I suggest you flee now and do not look back.”

Darve tried to stand strong before Petir’s billowing rage, but his colleagues melted into the darkness. Soon he alone stood before Tok’s mentor. “You overreach, Petir.”

The words might have been meant as a threat, but they sounded hollow as they echoed off the nearly empty chamber.

The older man turned away from Darve and directed the executioner. “Take him down, or you shall answer under my knife, Jonathan.”

As Darve slunk from the room, his tormentor pulled the spike from Tok’s ankles, then his left hand. He tried to keep himself upright, but as the final spike was wretched from his flesh, he fell into Petir’s embrace.

Slowly he lowered Tok to the floor. “There, there, be still.”

“I thought you had abandoned me,” he managed to whisper.

Petir hugged him to his chest. “Never, never, my friend. My only sorrow is that I did not arrive before this travesty.” As he turned to Jonathan, his mentor’s tone firmed. “Help me get him to the infirmary.”

The thwarted executioner backed a step away, then turned on his heel and fled up the steps like a young girl.

Petir’s stance changed. His shoulder fell, and the older man looked near tears. “Forgive me, Master, but we must hurry. Can you stand?”

Tok’s eyes burned with bitterness that he could not fulfill his mentor’s request. Petir’s eyes frantically searched the room. He rose and pulled the crossbar from the beam. “Use this as a crutch. I will hold your other side.”

But Tok’s feet refused to respond to his mind’s commands. “Petir, I fear the guards will have to see me crippled like this.”

“There are no guards, Tok. Or if there are, it is to arrest the both of us.”

“I do not…” He studied the older man’s wrinkled face. The grooves were deeper than Tok had ever seen. “I do not understand.”

Petir’s words were rushed. “This sorry lot may have convened a false trial, but that does not mean a blessed Quorum will not reach the same conclusion. We must depart before they are alerted to my actions.”

Tok’s mind spun worse than it had on the cross. “You… You mean to act against the Knot?”

“Yes!” Petir said earnestly, then quieted. “In this, yes. We alone are destined to see this to the end. No other, Tok, no other.”

Something in the pride that shone in his mentor’s face made strength surge through his legs and the pain abated if but a bit. With Petir’s help, Tok gingerly reached his feet, then with the help of the very piece of wood that bore his bloodstains. He took a tentative step toward his fate.


CHAPTER 31

══════════════════

Rome, Italy

Lopez burst into their suite at the Hotel Cicerone. “I love Rome!”

After pulling their collective asses out of the fire, Brandt didn’t contradict the corporal as he spread out half a dozen tourist maps.

“You want some Vatican? I got some Vatican. Maybe in the mood for a little romance?” Brandt glared, which only seemed to amuse the corporal all the more. “Try La Terrazza. Voted the best restaurant to help you get her pants off, three years running.”

Lopez tossed the pamphlet entitled “Romancing your way through Italy” onto the table next to Brandt.

“I think I liked you better crispy fried and drowned,” Davidson said as he struggled to tie the rope around his monk’s robe.

But the corporal just threw himself onto the couch. “You don’t even want to know how close I came to going up in the fireball!”

Brandt glared again. “Maybe I do.”

“Hold still,” Rebecca complained as she fit Brandt’s white collar.

It turned out stealing clergy clothing in Rome was as easy as taking candy away from a neonatal infant. Davidson hadn’t been gone more than ten minutes before he came back with all their outfits and cover documents. The kid could pretty much talk his way in and out of anything. He just had that innocent “I’m just off the farm” face.

Tsk-tsking, Rebecca grabbed Brandt’s chin and pulled his face in her direction. Look forward.” She took a step back assessing her handiwork. “Who knew those little things would be so hard to center?”

Instinctively, Brandt’s hand went to rub the collar. Even his body didn’t like the feel of it, but the doctor slapped his hand. “No more fussing.” Quieter, she added, “I went to sleep, so now you have to wear the collar.”

No matter her encouragement, Brandt still felt uncomfortable with his disguise. It was the only one that made sense, but still he chafed at the idea of dressing as a priest. Nothing else had ever bothered him. He’d played a doctor, casually giving medical advice or even the time he wore a gold lamé dress as a drag queen hadn’t given him pause. But this thin white collar felt like a noose.

Luckily Davidson finished hiding his sniper rifle in his robes. “Are we going to do this or what?”

Rebecca smoothed her linen dress. “I’m ready.”

Rather than going for an in-your-face nun outfit, the private bought a more subdued gray tunic with a simple black veil, giving Rebecca a distinctly more American look than the traditional stiff habits. To complete the illusion that they had come from the same congregation, Davidson dressed Brandt in a gray leisure suit. The only concession to his supposed priesthood was the white collar. The private had also brought a finishing touch to Rebecca’s outfit with a beautiful silver cross. Glancing at her now, seeming shy and preoccupied, the doctor almost looked devout.

If this whole Special Forces thing didn’t work out, Davidson had a career as a stylist.

Lopez hopped off the couch, acting as if he’d gotten a full night’s sleep. “Seriously, I can hardly wait until the next RPG strike.”

Everyone looked at Brandt. There was nothing to stop them. In the past eight hours, any task standing between them and breaching the Vatican had been accomplished. Their entry and exit were covered. It was just up to Brandt to give the order.

Rebecca smiled like she meant to be encouraging, but the gesture just ended up just making him more apprehensive. But catering to nerves never got a soldier out of a foxhole, so he gave the nod.

Jostling for position, Davidson and Lopez banged into one another on their way out the door. Shaking her head, Rebecca handed Brandt his jacket, which he slipped on. She straightened his collar. “If it’s any consolation, you make a really hot priest.”

As he followed her out, Brandt realized it did help just a little.

* * *

Rebecca watched the private up ahead. A young friar weaved his way to the Vatican amongst the heavy foot traffic. In the hours it took to evade detection, book their suite, and get changed, Rome had transformed from a sleepy burg into a bustling metropolis. Even though they were outside, the noise level was akin to a kindergarten class hopped up on sugar.

Between the drivers honking at pedestrians and the pedestrians yelling at the drivers, she could barely hear Brandt say, “Slow it down.”

It took a deliberate effort to appear unhurried, since she just wanted this over with.

Get in. Get the bones. Make them public. Life back to normal.

But somehow after finding John, James, Magdalene, and the Virgin’s bones and posing as a rock star and now a nun, Rebecca doubted if she would even recognize normal if she saw it.

“Act natural,” Brandt whispered harshly. “Like you’ve never been here before.”

The sergeant was right. Not only was her speed out of step, but her attitude as well. She knew what lay on the other side of the Vatican’s walls. How many times had she and Lochum surveyed the Relics Library or combed through the Secret Archives?

But most traveling this afternoon had not. Their eyes were wide with wonder, even if they tried to hide it. As they approached the first gate, most peered around the guards to catch an early glimpse of the Holy See. She knew its grandeur, but would do well to view the Vatican with new eyes. For in all her travels, she had never considered that Christ might be just a few meters beneath her feet.

The crowd clogged at the first gate as the Swiss Guard, dressed in their flamboyant blue, red, and orange uniforms, made each person pass through a metal detector. This was new. Her eyes darted to Brandt. Did they have to duck out of line? But the sergeant nonchalantly looked up at the stony ramparts, nodding to fellow clergy in a polite manner. Whatever misgivings Brandt had about putting on the collar had given way to a man who seemed completely comfortable as a priest.

Was it wrong that it made him all the sexier?

Passing through the detector without incident, Rebecca looked ahead. Where was Davidson? How in the world did he get his sniper rifle through the checkpoint? But the younger man was nowhere to be found. She looked anxiously at Brandt, but he simply pointed toward the Vatican’s courtyard.

“When was the obelisk added to St. Peter’s courtyard?”

“It was moved from Caligula’s Circus to its current position in 1586 by Pope Sixtus the Fifth,” she answered automatically.

“And the Basilica? When was it erected?”

Rebecca fought answering him. She wanted to know where Davidson was, but whenever she was asked a historical question it was like a switch was flipped, forcing her to answer. “Sixteen-twenty-six, but some form of the shrine had existed since sixty-four AD.”

The sergeant nodded sagely as they finished the short walk down the enclosed road. Vatican walls rose to each side, herding the visitors toward the official entrance. At this smaller gate awaited yet another checkpoint. The Paris bombings and the boating accident this morning must have spooked security, for all bags were being searched. A Christian suicide bomber was every pope’s worst nightmare.

* * *

Unlike Rebecca, Brandt didn’t need to fake being overwhelmed by his first visit to the Holy See, because it was his first visit, and the scope of the grounds far exceeded his expectations. Now he could see how thousands of worshippers could attend mass in St. Peter’s Square. he enormous courtyard curved into an oval with towering, curved colonnades embracing the space. Like God’s arms welcoming his children home.

The first object that drew his eye was the obelisk that stood in the center of the courtyard. The Egyptian monument climbed over forty meters into the sky, but it was the base that captured the sergeant’s attention. Marble lions curved around the base, stalking, hunting.

Whereas St. Peter’s life-size statue stood with his arms wide open, greeting visitors to his Basilica. Its gold and white dome glistened in the morning light. Other saints were perched on the roof of St. Peter’s Basilica, a Renaissance-style building, overlooking all those who entered the Square.

Why couldn’t they be headed inside the Basilica rather than breaching the pope’s private quarters?

Brandt knew from pictures that St. Peter’s interior vaulted high above, inspiring awe. Artwork covered every square inch of the walls and the enormous sculptures of Peter, the Crucifixion, and even Death were breathtaking.

But he wasn’t going to see any of that nor the inside of the Sistine Chapel. Which was too bad since the Chapel’s exterior was none too noteworthy. It gave no glimpse of the artistry contained within. The Chapel’s exterior was a smooth beige with only a few, small buttresses adorning the building. It seemed almost impossible that such a drab casing could house Michelangelo’s masterpiece.

Why couldn’t the damn bones be under there? For one thing it would be a hell of a lot easier to break into the Chapel, and secondly Brandt just wanted to witness the artist’s manifestation of faith for himself. What great testament to God had been created since then?

But Brandt was reminded of his own duty as a squadron of Swiss Guard marched past. From their travels so far, he had counted twenty-seven guards, but who knew how many other guards were stationed within the tangle of buildings that lay outside of St. Peter’s Square? There was an entire museum wing to the north, and rooftops continued for acres. All of those reinforcements were but a hundred yards away from the Palace.

But out of all of the other holy landmarks they had visited had been impressive, but the Vatican was its own country. You could put the Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and even St. Matthias Church onto the grounds and still have room to play a regulation-sized baseball game. Since the time he was an altar boy, he had dreamed of visiting the Holy See, and now here he was.

It wasn’t until Rebecca cleared her throat that the sergeant realized that he had stopped walking and just stood in the center of the square, soaking up the experience.

“You ready?” she asked.

He nodded, and Rebecca walked toward the building between the Basilica and the Chapel, the Apostolic Palace, the pope’s private residence, but Brandt found his feet reluctant to follow. It wasn’t the exterior that put him off. The Palace was crafted in a similar style to the Basilica, but made of a redder brick. If it were not situated behind the white colonnade and sat in the center of Vatican City, you might mistake the Palace for an older Italian office building. Just like the Sistine Chapel, there was very little exterior adornment, but what it held was precious beyond belief.

The collar chafed his neck, reminding the sergeant of how far he had drifted from his faith. But some of his upbringing had clearly taken because Brandt realized there was a line he could not cross.

* * *

There were only two other parties in line in front of them when the sergeant tapped her shoulder. “We need to talk.”

Rebecca glanced around. They weren’t exactly alone. To their right, the post office bustled with tourists buying Vatican-issued stamps. On the left was the only ATM in the world that had instructions in Latin that brought flocks of travelers just so they could take home the unique receipt. Not far down the street were the Holy See’s publishing offices. Sightseers and clergy alike swarmed the area.

“Can’t it wait?”

Brandt shook his head sharply.

“Okay, then…”

But the sergeant didn’t immediately speak. She had assumed he was going to give her instructions on what to do if their documents didn’t scan. Or remind her to stay two small steps ahead and to the left of him whenever they entered a room, but he just stood there, grinding his jaw.

Now there was only one party of clergy ahead of them. “Brandt?”

He whispered harshly. “I’m not killing anyone.”

“Even without a gun, I’m not worried about your ability to—”

“No, I mean I won’t kill. Not on holy ground. Not here.”

Rebecca’s mind reeled. She had come to realize the sergeant was truly of faith, but wasn’t killing people trying to kill them his gig?

Before she could argue, Brandt continued, “The guards. The staff. They’re innocent. I won’t shed their blood, not on holy ground.”

“Okay, I get it, but what if we’re arrested or worse attacked?”

The sergeant’s firm tone left no room for doubt. “If it comes to down to that, I will protect you with my life, but we’re going to have to rely on cunning to get through this.”

As the guard waved them forward and asked for their documents, Rebecca wished Brandt had told her this a little earlier so she could have properly panicked.

“Is the pope in attendance?” the sergeant asked the brightly garbed officer as he scanned their passes.

“You are in luck. He is. His Holiness is taking private audiences on the second floor, but he might grace us with his presence following his afternoon respite.”

Brandt showed no emotion, but Rebecca’s heart fell past her stomach and settled below her pelvis. The pope wasn’t supposed to be here.

“I thought he was visiting Parliament this afternoon?” Brandt asked, his tone light, but she knew he must be near panic.

The guard didn’t notice her nervousness. “He was, but after the boating accident the president felt His Holiness should stay in attendance.”

The look flashed for only a split second, but Rebecca knew Lopez was in a whole bushel of trouble.

* * *

As they walked through the bronze doors to the Palace, Brandt felt the anger toward his corporal fade, then extinguish. Just standing within a building that had sheltered dozens of popes, Brandt found himself hard-pressed to have any negative emotion. If anything, the place made him even more certain of his vow.

The Palace’s interior might not be as ornate as the Chapel or the Basilica, but the modest walls held a simple piety. Even though the foyer was spacious, there weren’t any vast murals or even statues. Only a few tasteful paintings of the saints graced the walls with a collection of crosses scattered throughout.

Certainly the pope’s presence was an obstacle, but it didn’t necessarily scrub the mission. Like the guard said, His Holiness was receiving guests, which meant the pope’s rooms were vacant. But they had to hurry. Brandt knew that when in attendance, the pope always retreated to his rooms after lunch.

Quickly, the sergeant surveyed the hallways that branched off the main foyer, but he found only rows upon rows of office doors. From Lopez’s brochure, Brandt knew that the palace had over a thousand rooms with several enclosed courtyards and too many staircases to count. It was a literal labyrinth of bureaucracy.

But offices weren’t what they were after. Brandt’s eyes followed the long, wide hallway until it ended in a sweeping black marble spiral staircase. The staircase that led to the second floor where the pope’s private rooms lay.

Two Swiss Guard regulated traffic at the ground level, but only one was dressed in the typical striped uniform. The other wore a red jacket with gold trim and matching red socks.

An officer. Both guards bore chest armor in addition to their helmets. Brandt also noted a heroism medal pinned to the sleeve of the junior officer. So he was no ordinary private, either. Just as Brandt had feared, once he heard the pope was in attendance, the Guard had sent their best and their brightest to secure the staircase.

While most of the second-floor landing was obscured by the enormous staircase, Brandt could make out at least two other guards. One in red. One in stripes. A senior and a junior officer. The sergeant could guess there would be at least two more in front of the pope’s private residence. Six guards. All carrying swords. All experts in hand-to-hand combat. And he couldn’t hurt any of them.

Pretending to appreciate the artwork, the sergeant followed Rebecca as she studied the paintings. However, he eavesdropped on the exchange between the guards and those who approached them. There was a mixture of German, the official language of the Swiss Guard, and Italian, Spanish, and even Mandarin. They were instructed that no one could climb the stairs for photographs until after the pope had retired to his quarters sometime in the next ninety minutes.

An hour and a half.

Maybe they didn’t need to rush. Maybe they could wait until the pope retired to his quarters, then wander up with the other tourists, hole up somewhere on the second floor, emerging once the pope headed downstairs for the afternoon.

It sounded like a great plan, except for the glaring detail of the guards at the top of the stairs, but given ninety minutes, Brandt was certain that he could come up with a non-lethal way around them.

He turned to update Rebecca on their timetable, but then he saw that look she always got just before she turned his world upside down.

“What is it?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”

His eyes narrowed. “Notice?”

“The crosses. Look at the crosses.”

* * *

Rebecca was pleased that for once she had been the one to stop and appreciate the beauty. Brandt’s eyes surveyed the walls, scanning the hundreds of crosses. He glanced back to her, still confused.

“The silver ones in particular,” she prompted.

As he went back to his search, Rebecca admired the crosses again. There were so many. Some sparkled gold or silver, while others were made of rough wood or smooth stone. There was even an onyx one above a portrait of the black Madonna. The vast majority also had the figure of Christ upon the cross. It wasn’t until she started studying the ones that lacked his body that Rebecca realized they were all silver.

The sergeant swung around to her. “They are inscribed in Latin.”

She nodded. Not just inscribed in Latin, but each silver cross bore a single word, the same word on all.

“Illiac,” Brandt read.

“In English, ‘here.’ “

The sergeant added. “Or ‘the place.’”

Rebecca smiled. He spoke Latin. Why she was surprised, she didn’t know.

“May I help you?” a voice asked in Italian from behind them.

Acting way too guilty, she turned around to find a red-coated guard. Crap. Her mind was too far back into the dim past that she couldn’t remember their cover story.

Brandt, however, just chuckled and answered in Italian with a twangy Midwestern accent. “Sorry, we just got so wrapped up in the artwork. We’re looking for the Relics Library.”

Despite the sergeant’s casual manner, the guard still seemed on alert. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. Within moments of entering the Palace, he had picked them out as possible threats. Maybe these guardsmen were that well trained after all.

The guard answered in English with a thick German accent. “Might I inquire why you wish to visit the Library?”

“Of course! We’re from Michigan, Detroit actually, and we work with inner-city kids. Well, to make a long story shorter, we’ve been blessed with our own parish. Which is just amazing given the city’s reluctance to donate the abandoned building, but our congregation went on a massive letter-writing campaign, appealing to the city council and our local bishop to help us out…”

Rebecca stood amazed as the sergeant rambled on. Usually Brandt was all about brevity, but here the sergeant was going on and on about some fictitious church. And it was working. Whereas a minute ago the guard’s eyes were sharp with concern, they had glazed over as Brandt explained at length their ‘Chastity First!’ program.

“Yes. Yes,” the guard interrupted. “But why do you need the Library?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s just been the longest seven months getting the permits and county assessor on board—” Brandt appeared to refocus as the guard gave the international hand signal for hurry it up. “And we just broke ground when we were informed that St. Justine’s relic had been lost in the mail. Can you believe that, in this day and age? As you can imagine, we were horrified. We can’t have the church blessed until the Holy Relic is within the walls. And trying to reapply for another has just been so hard, what with the time difference and the language barrier. The Lonpreggs offered their frequent flyer miles, and—”

“Take that hallway, then turn left at the juncture, then a right. The library will be the fifth door on the left,” the guard said, walking off before Brandt could entangle him in further conversation.

“Thank you!” the sergeant answered heartily, but the man was already heading out the bronze door. More quietly, he said to Rebecca, “We’ll head that way, then double back.”

Rebecca shook her head. “We won’t need to.”

“What do you mean?”

There were some days she loved computational archaeology more than others. Today she was near rapturous. “Keep walking, but look at the pattern of the crosses.”

Two short steps behind her and to her right, Brandt followed, his eyes flickering across the walls. “They’re growing in number toward the northwest hallway.”

“Yep, and I know exactly where they’re leading.”


CHAPTER 32

══════════════════

Vatican City

As they headed deeper into the administrative offices, the crowds thinned. Brandt waited until they had made their first left, well out of sight of the astute guard, before he pulled Rebecca to a halt.

“Hand me the map,” she said before he could ask her to explain.

Brandt opened Lopez’s “The Vatican from an Architectural Viewpoint” map. “What are we looking for?”

“What’s directly under the pope’s quarters?”

The sergeant searched the map. “Nothing. Remember? It’s where you thought a staircase was hidden.”

“But what if that’s not what’s hidden? What if the space is a chamber hidden by a false wall sealed off by one of these offices?”

Brandt liked this idea way better than breaking into the pope’s bedroom. “Show me.”

Rebecca pointed to the area in question. There were four offices that abutted the space. The northern one issued passports. The southern was in charge of health care for day laborers. The western office distributed the pope’s schedule to the international media. But it was the eastern one that Brandt was sure Rebecca meant. The Latin title needed no translating.

Census. It seemed unassuming enough. The office was tasked with keeping track of the number of Catholics in the world, but the sergeant knew that Rebecca was more interested in the older meaning of the world.

“Joseph and Mary were on their way to register with the Roman census when Jesus was born,” he stated.

“The Romans required that everyone register in the town of their ancestors. Since Joseph arose from Bethlehem…”

Brandt studied the map. What were the chances it was a coincidence that this office, that shared the same duty as the ancient census, abutted a strangely empty space directly above the location of the Roman mint?

“It can’t hurt to check it out,” he agreed.

So instead of taking the next right, they traveled a hundred feet and took the fourth left. Seventeen doors down, they stopped.

“You going to talk our way in again?” she asked with a smile.

“You know it.”

* * *

As Brandt pretended not to speak Italian to the harried-looking clerk, Rebecca studied the back wall. The wall that led to the hidden space was painted with a simple but moving mural.

It might not be a Michelangelo, but it re-created the nativity manager perfectly with the Bethlehem star shining above it. Someone before them must have made the connection between the two censuses.

“Please, we need to register our parish,” the sergeant insisted with just the right amount of exasperation in his voice.

“Parish! Si! Si!” The man, who was obviously not accustomed to many foreign visitors, went on to ask them where the parish was and how many worshippers, but they both acted completely clueless.

“English? Does anyone speak English?” Brandt asked like a typical American tourist.

“Si!” the reed-thin clerk said. “Maria! Prep contabilizzazione!”

As the man hurried out of the office to go fetch Maria from accounting, Rebecca looked at Brandt with new appreciation. Maybe having to rely on non-lethal means was showing a softer side of the sergeant.

“Any idea how we are going to get through that wall before Alberto comes back?” the sergeant asked.

“Nope,” Rebecca said, then remembered Budapest and the easily swung gate and water closet. “Check the edges, especially the bottom.”

But as they felt for any signs of a latch, it became clear the mural was painted on a wall that was firmly attached to the room’s structure. The hidden room was looking more and more like Istanbul with no easy access.

“We can always come back with some C-4,” Brandt suggested, but Rebecca shook her head sharply. Explosives were such an inelegant solution to the problem, and one that nearly ended in fatal results the last time they had relied upon them.

If this wall truly led to Christ’s remains she seriously doubted that the artist meant for it to be torn to shreds. The mural had to have some clue. But the more she looked, the more Rebecca found only a beautiful rendition of the nativity. Tucked away in the left corner was the silhouette of the wise men cresting a hill upon their camels. To the right were the shepherds with their herd, but no sign of how to find the man grown from the babe.

Brandt backed away, sizing up the wall. “I’m telling you a thin cord of C-4 with focal points, here and here.”

She ignored him as she searched the other walls. So far, the direct path to the goal was certainly not a straight line. But the other walls were covered with bookshelves and filing cabinets. No help there.

The only adornment to the room was a single silver cross. She didn’t pay it much heed until she realized that it had a delicate figure of Christ but no writing. Perhaps a clue was detailed on the back.

Laughter carried down the hallway. The clerk had found Maria.

Brandt hurried, knocking on the wall, trying to find the support beams. “I say we knock out two of these here and smear the paste to create a cavity in the drywall.”

As voices approached, Rebecca stood on the tips of her toes and tried to lift the cross from its hook, but it seemed attached to the wall. Strange. Even stranger, the body of Christ appeared loose. Maybe the clue was under him. Carefully she pulled his feet from the cross. A sound rumbled underneath, then the floor dropped out from under Brandt. Eyes dilated and arms flailing, he fell through the trapdoor.

Sometimes it felt better to be right than others.

* * *

With Rebecca safely tucked deeper down the pitch-black tunnel, Brandt carefully re-latched the trapdoor as footsteps sounded above them. The clerk and his accountant friend.

The muffled voices wondered where the stray priest and nun had gone. Cautiously, the sergeant backed down the staircase. It would have been nice to know about it before he tumbled down the hard steps with uncommonly sharp edges. Add another fifteen bruises to his collection.

“Let’s find out where this goes,” he whispered to Rebecca as he turned on his tiny keychain light. A xenon, impact-resistant flashlight might have been as difficult to explain at the main gate as a gun.

But with little effort they made their way by feel. A downward slope carried them deeper under the Vatican.

A strangled cry came from ahead. He was guessing it didn’t come from a lost Japanese tourist.

“How the fuck did they get ahead of us?” he growled.

Rebecca bit her lip.

“What?”

She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think… I had the coin in my hand. They must have—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said abruptly. Second-guessing their decision wasn’t going to get Rebecca out of the hot seat. “Ready?”

Rebecca bit her lip again, but nodded. Brandt advanced them, nice and slow as a small room came into view, flashlights illuminating the interior. By the shadows there were two, maybe three people in there.

It was Tok. Petir. The Knot.

Now these bastards he could shoot.

“How did you sneak that in?” Rebecca asked as Brandt pulled a gun from his belt.

“It’s made from a plastic composite.” Its accuracy was for crap, and it only held twelve bullets, but it was better than nothing. “You ready?”

“No,” she said, chuckling nervously. “Are you?”

Brandt grinned, but there was no turning back. How he missed Svengurd right about now. He considered himself flush in the courage department, but leaping into an unknown situation with a puny plastic gun was definitely not his idea of fun.

“I’m going in on the count of three. If it goes badly…”

“Head back to the staircase and scream like hell,” Rebecca said. “Yeah, I’ve got that part down.” Then she brought her lips to his.

It was a warm and unhurried kiss.

“Was that for luck?” he whispered when their lips parted.

“Um, no,” she answered, seeming a little embarrassed. “It was in case things did go badly.”

Brandt had to give it to her. She was a quick study.

* * *

Rebecca watched as the sergeant rushed into the room. Gunfire rang out, ricochets sparked, and a stifled cry echoed, but still she stayed back. As long as the bullets were flying, she was okay with the hallway.

Then Brandt yelled, “Lochum, you fucking bastard!”

Her feet carried her into the room before her brain had a chance to stop her. There he was. Archibald, her professor, only now a burn covered his forehead and his shirt was torn open, white hair peeking out as he held a fresh bullet wound through his calf.

“Might I remind you, it was you who shot me!” the professor shouted.

“On your knees!” Brandt demanded, still aiming at Lochum.

But the professor spotted her.

“Rebecca!” he cried as he tried to hobble to her, but a hand came from the darkened back hall and in a single cruel stroke, sliced Lochum’s neck.

Brandt fired, but the figure melted into the blackness. The professor fell face first, clutching his neck as blood gushed between his fingers.

“Archibald!” Heedless of the danger, Rebecca raced across the room, skidding to her knees, as Lochum slumped to the floor.

Bright red blood pulsed from the gash. His own heartbeat fueled the blood loss. Pressing her hands upon the wound, she tried to staunch the flow, but it was too much. Lochum attempted to speak, but the effort only resulted in a bubbly gurgle.

“Brandt!” Rebecca wasn’t sure what the sergeant could do, but she couldn’t watch Lochum die by herself.

“He’s not…” The professor croaked out the words, pained and moist, pointing to the pedestal.

It wasn’t until then that she realized the chamber was empty.

No skeleton.

“They…”

Rebecca shushed him as she used her veil to cover the gash. “I know, Archibald. We’ll find him. You and me.”

The old man tried to shake his head, but it caused him to swallow his own blood. Choking and sputtering, Lochum looked near death.

“Turn him on his side!” Brandt yelled from the tunnel. He still fired into the darkness.

She did as instructed, and the professor finally coughed up a pool of clotted blood. Nearly retching herself, Rebecca realized her veil was already soaked through. Ripping the yoke from her collar, she used the thicker cloth to stanch the wound.

“He was—” Another jagged cough rattled his thin frame. She hadn’t realized how frail he had become until now. “We’re not looking—”

This time Rebecca feared he wouldn’t stop choking, then Brandt was suddenly at her side, clapping the professor hard on the back until Lochum gagged, then fell quiet.

“I was just trying to immobilize him, Rebecca…” The sergeant looked as distraught as she felt. “To keep him away from the Knot. I never thought they would…”

Rebecca couldn’t take time to comfort Brandt. Lochum was fading.

“It’s okay, Archibald. Just rest. Lopez will patch you right up.”

She smoothed his normally wild white hair back, but by now it was matted with sweat and blood. He would be devastated if he knew how he looked. Old and crumpled.

As Lochum’s breaths came in shorter and shorter gasps, she looked over at Brandt, but he shook his head. There was nothing else they could do.

Tears overflowing, Rebecca indicated toward the tunnel opening. “You better check the hallway.”

The sergeant was about to argue, but then nodded curtly, giving her the time with Lochum that she needed.

Ever so carefully, Rebecca rested her mentor’s head in her lap, cleaning the blood from his lips. The wound wasn’t gushing the way it used to, but she knew that wasn’t a good sign. Lochum simply didn’t have any more blood to pump.

“You were…” She almost couldn’t get the words out. To go from thinking she had a hand in killing him only to have him brought back to her, then snatched away, ravaged her heart. Rebecca honestly didn’t know how much more of this she could take.

“Archibald, you were my first…” She had planned to tell him how much he had meant to her academic career. To her understanding of proto-Christianity. But instead these words came out. “You were my first great love, Lochum. I owe you more than you could ever know.”

The struggle went out of his face. He was too weak to respond. He couldn’t even smile at her, but she could see the impact of her words in his eyes. It had been decades since he had looked at her like that.

His breath became just a rattle. Maybe he would go peacefully, Rebecca hoped, then his eyes flew open as he struggled to take in oxygen. The wound was barely oozing. Knowing she couldn’t do anything more, Rebecca just held him close as he took in his last breath then, with a hiss, air flowed out of his chest of its own accord.

Lochum was dead.

And she couldn’t stop crying.

* * *

Brandt could hear Rebecca sobbing, but didn’t know what he could do. The enemy had fled, but for how long? She had her grief, but he had equally weighty matters.

Like how the hell were they going to get out of here? Do they go back the way they had come and wait until nightfall to exit into the census office? Then what? Find a change of clothes, hide out all night inside the Palace, then slip out with the morning crowds? That was too much hiding for Brandt’s taste.

Or do they follow the tunnel that Petir and Tok had vanished down? The shorter man seemed injured, but Brandt didn’t think he had even hit him. Plus. they flushed way too easily. Was it a trap? Would they get halfway down the black hallway, only to have it collapse on them? Neither option sounded very palatable.

He glanced over his shoulder. Rebecca was still huddled over Lochum’s body, covered in the older man’s blood. Behind her, the marble slab was empty.

Empty.

An image flashed of Svengurd facedown in the water. For what?

Anger swelled and got him moving. The corporal’s death wasn’t going to be for nothing. Not if he and Rebecca were still breathing.

“Get up,” he ordered, but she just continued sobbing. “Damn it, Rebecca. Look at me.”

His voice must have penetrated her shroud of tears. She had to blink twice before he felt she could really see him.

“Figure it out,” Brandt said.

“Figure out what?” she asked. Her throat was thick with grief.

Brandt looked toward the empty table. “Where he went.”

“He’s not here. What else does it matter?”

Brandt knelt next to her. “You promised him, Rebecca.”

“Oh, don’t even,” she hissed. “His quest died with him.”

“It might have, but you’ve still got the Knot hanging over your head.”

“Whatever,” Rebecca spit out, but he knew her too well already.

“Bullshit, you said it yourself. We find Christ, or you’re dead. Now get up.” Tugging Rebecca to her feet, Brandt noted that the doctor didn’t exactly rise on her own, but neither did she resist his help. “What the hell happened here? Did the Knot take the body, or was it removed long ago?”

Rebecca wiped her eyes with the back of her hand since her palms were soaked in blood. Before answering him, she circled the marble table, bending over so that her face was level with the slab. She blew, and dust lifted from the surface, then drifted back down in the wan light given off by an abandoned flashlight.

“No, the Knot didn’t take him,” she finally concluded.

“When was he removed?” Brandt demanded.

When she looked up, her hand was on her hip. With the same set to her lips as she had in Ecuador. “You know what? Why don’t you worry about how you are going to get out of here and leave the archaeology to me?”

With a tight grin, Brandt turned toward the tunnel, satisfied they were in good hands.

The bitch was back.

* * *

Rebecca studied the slab, anger burning through her veins. She knew that had been Brandt’s intent, to turn her grief into tangible energy, but she wasn’t mad at him.

She was mad at Lochum. After extracting her from Ecuador, the bastard had co-opted her own quest for his own. He had entangled her in a messy, bloody battle that she wanted no part of, and now with him gone, her life hung in the balance. Even though Lochum hadn’t slit his own neck, the professor had set the knife to his throat by helping the Knot.

The old fool. They didn’t respect him. They had used him.

Clearly he had made the same connection between the silver coins and the Roman mint as she had. Then not only had Lochum divined another path to the crypt, which didn’t surprise her given his in-depth knowledge of ancient Rome, but shared it with Tok. Her old professor had done the Knot’s heavy lifting for them.

But with his body only a few feet away and not yet cold, Rebecca felt a tinge of guilt. Lochum was Lochum. There had not been one like him, and there never would be again.

Sighing, realizing there was nothing of value to the pedestal, Rebecca turned to the walls. Before, when there was gunfire flashing and blood spraying, she hadn’t noticed the raw quality to the artwork. The murals were in the style of the era when Jerusalem had fallen to Rome, yet the strokes were not as refined. Almost as if there was a rage behind them.

The abstract-style brushstroke would not flourish for a millennium, yet many of these images were incomplete. But at the same time, the unfinished nature seemed to be the painter’s purpose.

Rebecca squinted at one panel, which represented the return of Jesus from his trials in the desert. At first, she thought the man standing beside Christ was his brother James, but then realized her mistake when she read the scrawled Latin. The man so close to Jesus was Judas.

Her mistake was not without precedence. There were numerous contemporary accounts, mostly in the Gnostic Gospels, that the savior and his betrayer were as close as brothers and even looked the part.

Many scholars used Jesus’ and James’ dissimilar features to strengthen their belief that Mary was a perpetual virgin. That she and Joseph never had sex and never gave birth to other children. These detractors asserted that anytime the Bible stated that Jesus had brothers and sisters, they were in fact just cousins.

Lochum had scoffed at such theories. The Bible was pretty clear. Jesus had siblings. Blood siblings. And this painting supported that notion as James stood nearby and was described clearly to be the brother of Christ with no disclaimers. Another figure, a little boy, was identified as Ameil. Now she had a face to put with the name on the Knot’s roll call, but still didn’t know who the child was, or his significance.

At the bottom of the picture, like an artist’s signature, was the symbol of the Knot. The image so similar to the Buddhist Love Knot that it had condemned Svengurd.

But she couldn’t think like that. Instead, beneath the symbol was the name James. Not surprising. She glanced around the room to find another twenty-nine Knot symbols with the name of one of the conspirators under it. She pulled the list she had transcribed from Magdalene’s bones and found it confirmed here. All members of the Knot.

But the intriguing fact was that under the primary member’s name was a list of another dozen or so people. Rebecca was reminded of Tok’s cryptic statement. “The Knot is but a tangling of threads, not without their frayed ends.”

Before it had been an interesting theoretical concept, but now seeing the names scrawled on the walls with their sect’s followers, it became tangible. Names were listed such as Perl the Menter, Simon of Butin, and many, many more.

Much as John the Baptist and Jesus had their own congregation, these thirty had a personal cult that traveled down through the centuries—acting independently of the Knot. It had been John’s sect that had bombed Paris. Might she be dealing with a similar situation?

Which brought her to “the man without contempt,” the man who stole Christ from the Virgin, the man who carried Jesus to his final resting place. Perhaps he was listed here. Maybe she could divine if he moved the body and why. But when she searched the wall she found the moniker, “the man with contempt.”

With contempt? Was it a misspelling? The penmanship might be frantic, but it was bold and precise. When had the man found contempt? What had happened?

That’s when it hit her. Jesus’ body not been moved in antiquity, or stolen, or destroyed.

Christ had never been here at all.

* * *

Out of the corner of his eye, Brandt saw Rebecca stumble backward into the marble slab, clutching it to stay upright. Fearful an occult injury was rising to the surface as her adrenaline waned, the sergeant rushed over.

“What’s wrong?”

She pushed his worried hands away. “He was never here.”

“Who?”

“Jesus.” Rebecca looked into his eyes. “The man who hid him lied.”

Brandt was totally confused. “What man and what lie?”

“The man with contempt…”

He grabbed her shoulders. “Rebecca, you’ve got to tune in. Catch me up.”

Her eyes seemed to refocus. “Okay, you know the bones’ inscriptions hold clues to where the next set of remains is hidden. With me?”

“Yeah. John to Magdalene to Mary to Jesus.”

Rebecca took a deep breath, seeming to get her wind back. “But I just realized that those clues are not necessarily linear.”

“I don’t understand.”

Clearly frustrated, the doctor drew images of the different bones in the dust covering the slab. “Just because something is transcribed onto John’s bones does not mean it relates to finding Magdalene’s body, and so forth.”

“Then what does it relate to?”

Making lines that intersected the different bones, she brought the lines together at a nexus. “To finding Jesus’ body. Not even Mary’s bones contain all the clues necessary to find Christ. You need to piece together many clues from the other bones as well.”

Brandt nodded. “Got it. It’s a multidimensional puzzle.”

“Exactly. So I went over all the clues in my mind and realized that some of the statements I thought related to Magdalene’s bones actually referred to Christ and that…”

The sergeant waited for a breath, then another, but Rebecca didn’t answer, so he finished for her, “That the man who was entrusted with carrying Jesus lied to the Knot?”

“Which I should have suspected. I mean, he agreed to take the bones with Mary, but lied. In the dark of night he stole the bones and was gone for years. When he returned he told them that he buried them here, but he didn’t. He lied again.”

“But he’s a member of the Knot, right? Why would he lie to them?”

Rebecca pointed to a name on the wall. “He found contempt.”

“For what?” he asked.

She looked into his eyes. “The Knot. For some reason they pissed him off, but royally. He took the bones and hid them from everyone. Even built this false crypt in case anyone came looking.”

Brandt felt like stumbling back, but not out of disappointment like Rebecca, but out of relief. Christ was safely hidden away. “So we have no way of finding Jesus?”

He might have been relieved, but she looked crushed. Brandt pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay. The Knot knows the same thing. Whatever they were so desperately hiding is safe. They can crawl back into their hole. You’re off the hook. We can come in from the cold.”

But for all his reassurance, Rebecca still cried. He stroked her hair, murmuring comforting words, but Brandt’s mind was racing. It now made sense why Tok had made such a hasty retreat. There was no reason to linger. The chamber was useless. Which meant he and Rebecca were safe to follow their path out. Why bother springing a trap when there was nothing left to trap?

Therefore they could reconvene with his team, call for an extraction, get a good night’s sleep, and be home by this same time tomorrow.

He kissed the top of her head. “Let’s get out of here.”

Rebecca didn’t put up much resistance to being guided from the room until they passed Lochum’s body. “Help me.”

“I know you don’t want to just leave him here, but we can’t risk carrying a body—”

“Just help me,” she said in a tone that made him take the professor’s limp body into his arms as Rebecca prompted, “Over here.”

As she indicated the slab, Brandt realized what she was doing.

The world thought the professor dead. There would be no one to attend his funeral, even if the government allowed one. Why not leave him here? In a chamber created to house a great man?

Rebecca was right. With the Vatican overhead, Lochum would be in good company.


The Betrayal

══════════════════

Jersusalem

AD 42

Judas laughed easily at Peter’s good-humored jest that Thomas did not believe that Magdalene’s haroset had been made from fresh figs until he tasted it himself. This was the best of Passover Seders. The lamb was tender and fragrant, filling the spacious room with the scent of God’s love. The tishpishti, always his favorite, was soaked in the most flavorful honey. His only disappointment was that Ameil was not present.

With both the Romans and the Temple priests frowning upon Jesus’ presence in Jerusalem this Passover, Kyle had feared a raid. Judas had assured his brother-in-law that the location was well kept from prying eyes, but Kyle had taken the boy to his cousin’s home in Bethany for the Seder.

For once in the longest time, the Twelve were well suited. The tension of the arduous trek to the Holy City seemed to melt as Mary’s butter did over her pastella, for Jesus was alive. His ministry bloomed as the growing number of pilgrims for the holiday flocked to his sermons, yet still no arrest. So as savory as the lamb tasted, their mouth watered for freedom. Tomorrow, as the crowds drained from Jerusalem, so did the threat.

“More haroset?” Magdalene asked.

His belly was full of the kaftes and artichokes, so he declined. “Your meal has been too bountiful. I can take no more.”

But the woman seemed unsettled by his words. “Did you not find the almonds crushed to your liking?

Judas felt near to bursting, but he did not wish to disappoint Magdalene. Taking a slice of the unleavened loaf, Judas dipped the corner into the thick jam. “Thanks be to you.”

Magdalene nodded as Mary entered with the symbolic fifth glass of wine. They had already drunk the fourth chalice to commemorate God’s promise of Redemption. This fifth was meant for the prophet Elijah so when he returned to earth he might drink to declare God’s final salvation.

The table quieted as she stood before Jesus. Mary looked hesitant, but her son nodded solemnly. With great care, the mother of Christ laid the cup down in front of her son. She then kissed the decanter of wine and filled the chalice.

Judas had been to many Seders and had never seen this ritual. The glass was normally set before an empty seat. Jesus surveyed those on either side of the table, then brought the cup to his lips.

But before drinking, he dipped a bit of coarse bread in the haroset, then ate it. “This is my body.” Then to the amazement of all, Christ drank the holy wine meant for Elijah. “This is my blood.”

The others were in various states of rapture. For months now the Twelve had begged the Savior to embrace his heritage and announce to all that he was Elijah reborn, but Judas felt a weight settle upon his heart, for he knew this proclamation heralded only pain.

Judas glanced to James, whose lips were set in a straight, unyielding line. This act bode poorly. Jesus was not awaiting Rome or Herod to act, but signaled for himself the beginning of the end. The high priests would never tolerate one who claimed to be Elijah to walk amongst them. Their retribution would be swift and cruel.

Jesus raised a hand to quiet the assembly for his tone was somber. “Before this night is banished by the dawn, one of you will betray me.”

As voices rose in protest, Judas sought James’ gaze. What did his brother mean? But James would not meet his stare, instead the taller man’s eyes bored into Christ.

“He who dipped his bread before me will seek the Temple guards and bring them to my threshold.”

Everyone searched about, trying to divine whom Jesus meant, when Judas looked to Magdalene, whose eyes had watered over. It was then that Judas felt the crumbs upon his fingers.

He had been the last to dip… upon Magdalene’s insistence.

As the others erupted into shouts, Judas rushed from the room, stumbling down the steps and out onto the dim street. Judas gripped the railing, fearful he might fall to his knees if he let go. He wished to run far and away, but his leg failed him. It would go no farther.

Why had Jesus and Magdalene conspired to make it seem Judas was the betrayer? He could not, would not, offer his friend to the Romans. Jesus might be prophesied to die, but never with Judas’ assistance.

“Do not be angry with me,” a voice called from the doorframe.

“I won’t betray you.”

As Jesus stepped out into the waning light, he wore a sad smile. “But you must. They would believe no other capable of such a feat.”

Judas stood in stunned silence. This manipulation had stretched back further than he had realized. During the long months of their ministry, Judas had often wondered why Jesus had done little to challenge the Twelve’s attitude about him. He had thought it a lesson to teach Judas to accept the world as it was, but he realized Jesus had intentionally kept him on the margin. With everyone’s already sour opinion of him, how easy it would be for them to believe he would turn his friend over to the cursed Romans?

“I will not fulfill John’s word,” Judas spoke passionately.

Jesus shook his head. “The Baptist did not know the all. You must betray me, Judas, so that I might live.”

Confused, Judas shook his head. “They mean to crucify you.”

“And he means to survive it,” Magdalene said from behind them. “If we perform this properly, the potions he used upon me might allow him to survive so that he might rise again.”

Judas looked at his friend, who neither argued with nor confirmed the woman’s words. “That is blasphemy.”

But Magdalene’s head shook violently. “Is it? Just as you helped arranged the ass and the palm fronds for his entrance into Jerusalem, we are simply fulfilling God’s plan.”

“But are we not to trust in Him? Trust that he will raise you from the dead.”

Jesus found his voice. “And what if we have misinterpreted scripture? What if He does not? What if He expects us to use our minds as well as our hearts. Can we risk all that we have accomplished to fall away?”

“Then Magdalene can assist you,” Judas spat, his heart in a tug-of-war between anger and hope.

“Would that he would let me,” the younger Mary snapped back.

Jesus put an arm around Judas’ shoulder. “When this plan was first conceived, I thought of no other that I would trust with this most important task. If there is any chance at all, the timing must be precise. You must leave now, Judas. I must be arrested before the moon reaches its zenith.”

Quaking under his friend’s touch, Judas shook his head. “Andrew or Thomas—”

“No other knows, Judas. They cannot. They must believe so that all others believe.”

Shouts came from the room above them. The Twelve were in great fervor. Surely damning him.

“We must return,” Magdalene said, disappearing back into the house.

“Do you not wish to sit upon a bank with me again, my friend?”

“Always,” Judas choked out.

Jesus cupped Judas’ cheeks with both his hands. “This is the only way. Please, go to the temple. Tell them where we reside. I beg you.”

Then the Savior was gone as well, leaving Judas alone with his pain. To turn Jesus over to the priests would be a betrayal of the worst, yet not assisting with his arrest could jeopardize his friend’s life.

But in the end, his decision was made for him. Just as Mary had said, his love of her son was both a gift and a curse. For no matter the request, Judas could not deny Jesus.

Despite his leg’s pain, Judas began the long trek to the temple. Even though Jesus had set him upon this course, Judas could not help but feel that with every step he was fulfilling John’s harsh words.


CHAPTER 33

══════════════════

Rome, Italy

Rebecca sat in their suite’s overstuffed couch, yet still she couldn’t get comfortable. How could she when her guilt sat right next to her? The large seat seemed far too small. The suite was four-star, yet felt cramped and dingy to her. Her eyes stung from crying and her feet ached from walking hours and hours out of the false crypt.

It turned out that the path Lochum used to find the burial chamber was connected to a tangle of Christian catacombs. For the umpteenth time, she kicked herself for not thinking of it. She had been so focused on the Pope’s Palace that she had neglected the more ancient, deeper, origin of the Vatican. Even before Romulus and Remus, the hill had been considered a sacred burial site. Hell, the early Christians had interred Peter under there.

When they exited the tunnel system under the Basilica of St. Clemente, Rebecca had burst into tears. Brandt had to nearly carry her out of there. If only she had done was Lochum had taught her and looked back through time. If only she had been a better student, her professor might be alive. They could have intercepted Tok. Freed Lochum before it was too late. Instead, he had died in her arms.

And why hadn’t she warned Brandt before he rushed into that room that based on all the other chambers, there could be another exit? Why hadn’t she gone in with him? Why hadn’t she done something, anything to prevent Lochum’s death?

Laughter carried from the other side of the room. Brandt and Davidson sat at their suite’s small desk while Lopez lounged in the recliner, playing a video game as they discussed how they were getting back to the States, but Rebecca couldn’t join in any of their cheer. She might finally be safe, but she felt none the better for it.

All the death and destruction had been for nothing. The tribesman. The planeload of passengers. Even Lochum. Dead and for what? An empty chamber. A whole, big, fat wad of nothing.

Unaware of her foul mood, Brandt asked, “Did you hear me?”

“No, sorry.”

The sergeant beamed. “We’ll pick up our cover documents at the Embassy tomorrow, then head out on the ten o’clock non-stop to DC.”

“Great,” she said with as much enthusiasm she could muster. “If it’s any difference to you, I’m going to my room to get some rest.”

The worry on Brandt’s face was clear. “Yeah, of course. We’ll try to keep it down.”

“Wait!” Davidson said as he dug through a pile of supplies he had brought in from his latest gear-gathering trip. “I got this for you.”

The private held out a shiny new laptop, but she was slow to reach for it. Not so long ago, Rebecca felt like an amputee without a computer, but now the device was just a reminder of everything she was trying to forget.

Davidson’s voice rang with disappointment. “I know it doesn’t have all your data or programs on it, but I thought you could hook up to your server and start back to work finding that ‘good’ radiation.”

He might have misread her mood, but it truly was a sweet gesture. “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll give it a workout first thing in the morning.”

The private seemed placated and went back to sorting their gear as she crossed to the bedroom when she heard a scream. Near panic, Rebecca flattened herself against the wall, then realized it was just a sound from the video game Lopez was playing on the television.

“Sorry. I’ll mute it,” the corporal said, scrambling for the remote.

She hated being that chick who everyone had to walk on eggshells around, but Rebecca just couldn’t shake the mood that had descended after laying Lochum to rest. Rebecca just wanted to wipe her memory and start a new life. One without bullets and death.

A few months ago, the Brazilian Department of the Interior had offered her a lucrative job validating natives’ ancestral claims to lands under their country’s new Heritage Act. The pay was insane, nearly quadruple her usual salary, but the work was boring. She would basically be supervising blood draws and comparing DNA profiles to be sure the natives applying for free land were truly one hundred percent indigenous. A monkey, not even one that well trained, could do the job.

Like she said, boring.

Rebecca had turned down the offer before they could even explain the medical and dental benefits. Now, however, her first call when she got home was going to be to the Brazilian government.

At this point, boring wasn’t just okay—it was downright great.

Boring was downright perfect.

* * *

“What are we going to do about that Fazil guy?” Lopez asked as he ducked and dodged incoming fire from a video enemy.

Brandt leaned back, stretching his spine. They had been working on their mission ops for the past half hour. Jotting down notes to be coalesced into an after-action report once they got home. It was bad enough that they’d lived through the last seventy-two hours. Now they had to relive it on paper.

“By treaty, we’re supposed to report him to Interpol, but I don’t know,” Davidson said. “It’s pretty clear he was opposed to al-Qaida. He might be an important asset in the area.”

Bending his neck forward, he asked his aching muscles to loosen just a little. “We’ll let someone higher up the food chain decide that one.”

Putting his pen down, the sergeant looked at the bottom of Rebecca’s bedroom door. Dark. He worried about her, but duty was duty.

Davidson tapped his pen on the desk. “Then the only thing left to cover is the exchange of boats.”

Brandt let out a bone-weary sigh. Svengurd. They had tap danced around his death. All of them silently agreeing to tackle that firefight last.

“Look,” Brandt said trying to prepare them all for what was to come. “When we get home there will be an inquisition, and psych evals.”

“Including you, right?” the private asked.

“Everyone. But my point is that I don’t want you pulling any punches. I want you to relate exactly what you saw. Don’t worry about me or the fallout. Just tell the truth.”

Lopez played even more frenzied. “Svengurd was on point, and after so many ambushes you had every right to be concerned.”

“You didn’t pull the trigger, Sarge,” Davidson added.

Brandt knew his men meant well, but they only echoed Rebecca’s hollow words. A man died on his watch. He wouldn’t shake this guilt soon or easily.

Before they offered any more platitudes, Brandt tossed his pad of paper onto the table. “You know what? By the book, we are all on suspension pending the inquiry. Why don’t we start acting like it?”

“Really?” Davidson asked. “We can order pizza and a Pay-Per-View fight?”

His men were easily amused. “Go for it.”

As the private dove for the phone and called room service, Brandt looked to the darkened doorway. Rising, he crossed to the bedroom. “I’m going to check on Rebecca.”

“Sarge!” Lopez called.

Brandt turned around just in time to catch a condom the corporal tossed at him. “Very funny,” he said as he threw the prophylactic back hard enough that Lopez to swat it away before it hit his face.

“Hey!” the corporal squeaked. “I’m just saying, I don’t think you want to make any Monroe babies, that’s all.”

Ignoring his men’s laughter, Brandt cracked the door open. “Rebecca?”

The bedroom was a multitude of shadows. Closing the door behind him, Brandt noticed that Lopez had taken the television off mute as a boxing match blared from the other room.

Standing perfectly still, the sergeant let his eyes adjust to the darkness, finally being able to make out silhouettes. He found Rebecca sitting in a chair next to the window. Her arms encircled her legs, forehead resting on her knees. She must have heard him since she looked up. It was dark, but not so dark that he couldn’t plainly see the pain in her eyes or the tears streaking down her face.

“Oh, Rebecca,” he said as he knelt by the chair. “Why the hell didn’t you call for me?”

“And what would you have done?”

He pulled her into his embrace. “This.”

* * *

Rebecca sobbed in Brandt’s arms until she couldn’t sob anymore. The shoulder of his shirt was soaked through, but he didn’t move, he just held her. Sniffling, she pulled away so they were face to face.

“It’s just too much,” she choked up again unable to finish her thought.

“I know. I think Lopez is trying to play his way out of it, and Davidson is eating away his grief.”

She searched his eyes. “What’s going to happen when we get home?”

“First, we’ll all be separated, then debriefed individually…”

Rebecca let him go on about the various governmental procedures they would endure, but that wasn’t what she had meant. She felt tapped out on pain and suffering.

The last three days would haunt her forever. How could she have come so close to Jesus and the secrets his genome held, only to end up empty-handed? Worse than empty-handed. She had lost Lochum and with him a part of herself. She had made a vow to a dying man that she would never be able to fulfill. How did you forget such an obligation?

Right now, she needed something, anything, to cling to. A single positive thing to come out of all this horror.

Caressing the side of his face, feeling the stubble thick on his cheek, she interrupted him, “No, I meant between us.”

“Oh,” Brandt said, seeming more than a little embarrassed, then a warm smile spread across his face. “I was thinking it would go like this.”

He leaned forward, his lips meeting hers in a hungry kiss. There was none of the confusion, awkwardness, or hesitation from Budapest. Her lips parted to let his tongue find her own. Breath coming in a rush, Brandt wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her up against him.

By the bulge against her waist, Rebecca was not going to be disappointed. Yet, something didn’t feel right. Her pulse drove a primordial urge to celebrate life, to indulge, but Rebecca also knew she couldn’t handle any more hurt, so she pulled away just far enough to separate their lips.

“Wait,” Rebecca said breathlessly, “I’m pretty… I don’t think my heart could take…”

Brandt kissed her again, but this time softly, tenderly. “I’m not the one-night stand kind of guy.”

“That would be Lopez?” she asked playfully.

“Oh, please. He’s the I’ll-be-out-of-here-in-under-a-half-an-hour kind of guy.” They both chuckled as Brandt tucked a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. Whatever doubt she might have had melted with their laughter as he continued, “I’m thinking that we’ll have to take a break just so we can make our flight tomorrow.”

When her knight in shining armor leaned in to kiss her this time, Rebecca held nothing back. All thoughts of Lochum, Christ, and the “God” gene fluttered from her mind as the roar of passion scattered every thought.

Arching her body into his chest, she pulled his white collar off, flinging it across the room. Urgently her hands found his shirt, nearly tearing the buttons apart. Tugging the garment off, she ran her hands down his bare chest.

Muscles rippling, he picked her up. With his amazing upper body strength, he carried her over to the bed and laid her down. But instead of just climbing, on like most men would, he hovered over her, admiring her body, his right hand coursing down her side, then continuing down to her panties, tugging them off as his left hand unhooked her bra.

Lying naked beneath him, she should have felt exposed or vulnerable, but all Rebecca felt was ready.

* * *

Brandt kissed down her neck, nibbling just to hear her moan. One hand was beneath her hips, locking them together. Rebecca was anything but idle, though. Her hands had expertly unhooked his belt and with an urgency that surprised him, Rebecca pulled his pants off until there were no clothes between them.

Skin to skin, their bodies entwined.

Her hardened nipples against his bare chest. Her loins against his own. Rebecca snaked her legs around his waist, pulling him even closer, asking, no, demanding, him to fulfill her.

But he didn’t want their first time to be like this. Sweaty and rushed.

“Are you sure you are ready?” he asked into her ear.

“Yes,” she whispered, her eyes unfocused and misty. “Yes.”

Shifting his weight, his dog tags fell between them, swaying, as they were only moments from consummating what had begun in the Ecuadorian rain forest when she cried out. “Oh, my God!”

Confused, Brandt hesitated. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

“No, I know where he is…” Rebecca’s gaze suddenly cleared, her voice serious. “I know where Christ is buried.”

* * *

Tok’s eyes narrowed as he watched the couple through the night scope. Her erect nipples dark against her fair breasts. He had known Dr. Monroe worked best under extreme adrenaline drive, but obviously there was more than one way to induce that state. She pushed the sergeant away, scrambling to grab her new laptop.

“She knows,” he said to Petir, who worked on his own computer, uploading the photos they had taken of the false burial site.

His mentor stopped typing. “Where?”

Tok was trying to discern such knowledge, but Brandt had walked over, and his broad back blocked his view. The sergeant’s obvious excitement waning rapidly.

He had feared he would be subjected to their mating ritual all evening, but the doctor’s revelation had saved him in more ways than just this. Tok had known Rebecca would divine their savior’s resting place.

After the attack on their base, Tok knew that he had been left with the weaker of the pair. Lochum had arrogance and the bluster to match it, but his mind was slow to grasp subtlety. The professor had over two hours in that chamber, yet had advanced their knowledge no further. Even when they had imparted to Lochum the linchpin of the puzzle, their most tightly held secret, had told him the all, the professor made no progress.

They had not expected the soldiers to have made such good time from Istanbul, else they would have retreated sooner. Once Rebecca and Brandt had stumbled upon Lochum, Tok had no other choice but to end the professor’s journey. A single word more, and he would have let loose a secret held by blood and sinew.

A stirring near his shoulder signaled Petir’s approach. His mentor put a set of binoculars to his eyes. “We will need to follow them, then.”

Tok lowered his scope. The interrupted lovers were already getting dressed.

At least their dire risk of staying in Rome had yielded dividends. As a matter of course, Tok would not be surprised if an assault team didn’t burst through their door at any moment. Petir and he were as great of fugitives from the Knot as Monroe and Brandt. Perhaps even more so. Between himself and his mentor they held the width and breadth of the organization.

“Master, you are bleeding again,” Petir noted, guiding Tok down into a chair. “Let me change your bandages.”

The pain in his wrists and ankles had become his welcome consort. Feeling the same ache as his savior had focused his mind in a way that Tok had never experienced. He knew Petir feared that his student’s decisions were influenced by the hydrocodone, but Tok knew differently. They could not assume the man that had suffered for them all was lost to history.

Tok’s soul spoke of a different ending to this tale.

His mentor went to inject him with more painkillers, but Tok grabbed Petir’s wrist. “No more.”

“You need not think it a show of weakness, Master.”

Releasing the old man’s hand, Tok smiled. “I do not, Petir. But the closer I grow to him, the closer I feel to him.”

Petir went back to packing their meager supplies. No matter what transpired in the next few hours, they would never return to this room.

They would find His bones and return them to the Knot or sacrifice themselves trying.


CHAPTER 34
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Rome, Italy

Rebecca blew to cool her cappuccino as Brandt sat down with a huge mug of black coffee. Davidson and Lopez each had a caramel chocolate whipped cream drink, getting the benefit of both a caffeine and a sugar buzz.

Once settled, all eyes turned to her.

Back at the hotel room, Rebecca had quickly convinced the sergeant that she wasn’t trying to use some kind of “not tonight honey, I have to find Christ’s body” excuse to interrupt their first encounter, but she didn’t have enough time to elaborate.

So here they sat at the I Dolce di Checco, the Italian equivalent of Starbucks, waiting for her to explain.

Indicating her cup, Rebecca started, “You see, it relates to this drink.”

“You deflated Brandt over a cup of Joe?” Lopez snorted, finding far more amusement in the idea then he had any right to. “Not that I didn’t want to keep kicking Davidson’s ass at Grand Theft Auto all night.”

“Hey!” the private exclaimed. “Just because I’m a gentleman and won’t kill prostitutes for bonus points—”

“Makes you a loser!”

Clearly the caffeine was already having its effect.

Rebecca jumped into the argument before they could really get going. “Actually each of you lent a clue, it just took seeing these…” She leaned over to the sergeant, so close that their lips nearly touched, but instead slowly pulled his dog tags out from under his shirt. “That the tumblers clicked into place…”

Untangling the St. Francis of Assisi medal from the rest, she displayed it to the men.

The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “You’re thinking of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin.”

Rebecca smiled. His Catholicism came in handy sometimes.

“Besides lending the color of their famous robes to the drink before us, they’ve also been a very controversial order that requires their members to take vows of poverty and chastity, teach to the poor and dejected, and never touch money. Sound like anyone we know?”

“Christ?” Davidson offered.

Brandt nodded. “Hey, but I think Rebecca’s also thinking of Padro Pio. The recently sainted Capuchin monk who displayed stigmata, correct?”

“To some degree, but I was thinking more local than even that.” She turned to Lopez. “This is where you contributed,” Rebecca said as she laid out the brochure, ‘Rome – the Beautiful, the Wonderful, and the Truly Weird.’”

“That’s my favorite!” Lopez added, not surprising anyone.

Rebecca unfolded the pamphlet and pointed to the entry describing the Crypt of Santa Maria della Concezione.

“The church of the Virgin Mary,” Brandt translated. “You think Jesus is there?”

“Wait a minute. Aren’t there like a thousand and one Virgin Mary churches? I’ve seen more Santa Marias here than I have in my entire life,” Davidson pointed out quite accurately.

Rebecca nodded. “Yes, but how many others have a crypt filled with over four thousand monks’ bones?” Once the men were duly impressed, she continued, “When asked why they wished their remains mummified and interred in the chapel, they said that they wished to be close to their Lord. What if they weren’t talking figuratively, but literally?”

Brandt took a hit off his coffee before he asked, “How do you think they’re related to the Knot?”

Rebecca brought out a scrap of paper with the list of thirty. “These are the original conspirators. They united in purpose to hide Christ, but each member had their own private agenda and followers that down through history had protected that one set of bones.”

“Kind of like terrorist cells? They have a common dominator, but don’t cross associate?” Davidson asked.

“Right again. On all the other bones there has been a mention of a man only described as “the one without contempt.” The man who stole the bones out from under Mary and the Knot’s noses, and I believe went so far as to bald-face lie to them where he hid Jesus’ remains.”

“So Pinocchio had his own sect?” Lopez asked after licking whipped cream from his finger.

Rebecca nodded vigorously. “Yes, and I believe they were entrusted with the true resting place of Christ.”

The sergeant seemed unconvinced as he leaned back in his chair. “And you these monks are members of this cult?”

“No, but I believe St. Francis of Assisi was.”

* * *

Brandt bolted upright in his seat. Rebecca had withheld this little detail back at the hotel room, probably because she knew he never would’ve taken a step out the door after an accusation like that. St. Francis was one of the most revered saints. Entire Orders of the Catholic Church were founded by a man esteemed by peasants and popes alike.

“I’d suggest you start explaining.”

Rebecca must have sensed the change in his mood as she hurried on. “Remember, I’m not talking about him being a member of the Knot. He would be a descendant of someone protecting the carrier of the bones. Protecting Christ.”

His mood was not improved by her intellectual caveat. “You still need to make your point.”

“How much do you know about St. Francis?” she asked, cocking her head, almost challenging him. “Do you know his mother’s maiden name?”

“Lady Pica Bourlemont.”

In reply, Rebecca pointed to her list of the Knot and their sects. Under the list of the man without contempt was a member named Perl the Menter. “Do you know what that translates to in fifteenth-century Russian?”

“Bourlemont,” Davidson whispered.

“And if you know about his life, Francis was a spoiled brat, running with the hip crowd until something happened to bring him to his knees.”

Brandt shook his head. He knew the saint’s life inside and out. “His calling came after two consecutive illnesses.”

“Or his mother imparting her secret to him.”

Red in the cheek and not the way he was earlier in the evening, Brandt pushed the roster back at her. “It’s still a stretch.”

* * *

“Is it? Is it really?” she asked. “Over the centuries, the Franciscans drifted away from their founder’s values until the Capuchins rededicated themselves to Assisi’s vision, building this church, then their crypt.”

“Why would anyone call attention to themselves like that?”

But Rebecca looked to Davidson. “This is where you helped.”

“I did?” the private asked, seeming proudly confused.

“When you dressed us up as a Goth band. You taught me how you can hide something in plain sight.”

The table descended into silence as Brandt appraised Rebecca. She sat unflinching as his gaze searched her features. She was sure. More sure than she had been about the Vatican.

She listed off her points on her fingers. “The man without contempt found contempt and lied to the Knot, but he wasn’t stupid and for the same reasons Mary wanted to use Rome, he did as well. A member of his sect, Perl the Menter was an ancestor of St. Francis who embraced a much more orthodox view of Christianity. Later devote members of his order had themselves mummified and displayed so they might be closer to their Lord.”

Rebecca held Brandt’s eyes. “I’m right. I know I am.”

There was a moment when she thought the sergeant didn’t believe her, then he took the last swig of his black coffee and rose. “All right, then. Where’s this crypt?”

Smiling, Rebecca pointed through the café’s window to across the street. “Underneath that church.”

* * *

After cursing, Brandt whispered an apology to God as he picked the lock on the crypt’s gate. At least he had found something worse than wearing a priest’s collar. Breaking into a church’s crypt with the intent of digging through monks’ bones had to be a whole category of sin unto itself.

“You sure you don’t want to take Lopez up on his offer?” Rebecca asked from behind him.

“I’ve got it,” he whispered harshly. The corporal was an alley away in an Alfa Romeo, gassed and ready to go. Davidson had taken off, perching himself somewhere nearby with a direct view of the front door and the corporal’s get away car. The men had their back.

“I think Lopez would have been faster,” Rebecca added.

With a click of the old iron lock releasing, Brandt didn’t bother refuting her words. Checking his weapons one last time, he made sure he was ready if the Knot showed up. Tok would not escape his sights again.

But before they went in, he turned to her. “The same goes here as for the Vatican. These monks are innocent.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure, Brandt. We had no idea how many of them know what they hold. The Knot’s pretty militarized. Nothing says the individual sects aren’t as well.”

He escorted her inside the stairwell. “Tell you what? A crazed monk comes at me with a machete, and I’ll think about shooting him.”

“What about if it’s just a small knife or switchblade?”

Brandt chuckled, then realized she was serious. “I’ll wing him.”

Distracted, Rebecca looked down the dark passageway. Brandt had seen that look in her eye before. The first time back in the jungles of South America. The next time when she left him in Paris. The third in the Hagia Sophia when she realized the tomb was beneath the Blue Mosque. And now.

Brandt turned sideways to avoid his shoulders scraping against the white stucco walls of the staircase. The streetlight was waning, but he dared not turn on his flashlight yet. They needed to be indoors before he risked giving away their position.

At the landing, they found a door, aged with cracked paint and a simple wooden crucifix. A small plaque announced the visiting hours, long since past. He got out his pick, but Rebecca twisted the knob.

It opened.

“They’ve taken a vow of poverty. They’re not expecting burglars.”

Still the ease of entry gave him pause. Now even he was beginning to believe this was the resting place of Christ. For no other reason than the pit in his stomach began churning again.


CHAPTER 35
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Carpuchin Church

Rebecca shut her eyes as Brandt turned on his flashlight. Letting her eyes get accustomed to the increased illumination, she opened her lids. The simple, short entryway emptied into a long hallway. An arch above the hall was adorned with a beautiful scroll pattern that took on a life of its own. It was both delicate in its detail and bold in its scale.

At least it seemed beautiful until she realized the upward stroke was a rib. A human rib, and the dainty rosettes surrounding it were cervical vertebra. Even after everything she had seen, the sight soured her stomach. Who did this? Who took bodies apart, bone by bone, and rearranged them into decorations?

Turning, she could see that Brandt was equally repulsed. The sergeant’s nose curled up as he used the point of his rifle to check to see if they really were bones, but sure enough, they were.

Rebecca read the inscription below the gruesome artwork. “What you are now, we once were. What we are now, you will be.”

“Oh, hell, no,” Brandt scowled and urged her forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

They arrived at the first capella. The small whitewashed chamber was gated off by a low iron fence. They could have climbed over, but Rebecca had no inkling how, since each carved alcove had a napping monk. Only they weren’t asleep, they were dead. Mummified.

What this had to do with Christ’s love, Rebecca didn’t know.

Worse, the far wall was decorated, if you could call it that, by hundreds of skulls surrounding three monks who were mounted on the wall to simulate a pious standing position. Their hoods covered most of their desiccated faces, but in the dim light they exuded a ghoulish air. The ceiling wasn’t much better, with strange arrangements of finger, foot, and jawbones that swirled into a seashell pattern.

And people thought she was weird drawing blood from villagers and drilling bone cores.

“Do we go in?” Brandt asked, clearly not wanting an affirmative.

Rebecca was happy to oblige. “Let’s look at all five first.”

Moving on, they came to the second capella. How the place could get more macabre she wasn’t sure, but it just had. Besides the napping mummies and hanging monks, the opposite centerpiece was formed out of hundreds of scapula, blending into a cornucopia. What bountiful harvest might come out of such a horn of plenty, Rebecca did not want to know.

* * *

Brandt didn’t even ask if they should enter the bizarre shrine. He simply moved onto the third chamber. More of the same. Another few feet and they were at the fourth, which held nothing more than the bizarre bone art.

“Holy…” He stopped short as Rebecca stepped up alongside him at the fifth capella.

On the far wall hung a bony recreation of Jesus on the cross. But that wasn’t what made him curse. Hanging from the ceiling was a child-sized statue of death. With a scapula as his sickle, there was no more gruesome image. But this was clearly the chamber they needed to explore. They couldn’t ignore the crucifixion allusion.

In silent agreement, they climbed over the low gate. Brandt guarded the doorway as Rebecca inspected the body upon the cross, but he already knew that gruesome display wasn’t Jesus. Just like he had known that Christ wasn’t laid to rest in the Roman prison, reeking of despair, he knew his savior was not hanging on this wall.

“There’s no grooves on the ulna or radius. The ankles are intact as well,” she said. “In addition, the skeleton has been reassembled from a variety of donor bodies. This isn’t Jesus.”

Glad that she had made the same conclusion so quickly, Brandt nodded toward the hallway. “We should take a closer look in the other rooms before heading out.”

“Wait,” she said with the tone that made his stomach ache and made him wish for the hundredth time he had packed antacids. “What’s Death holding?”

“A grotesque sickle made out of shoulder bones.”

“No. In his other hand,” Rebecca said, tilting her head to get a better look at the object above them. “Give me a leg up.”

Lifting her high into the air, Brandt couldn’t help but breathe her scent. The musky aroma of frustrated arousal. He didn’t want to smell it, but his nostrils were filled with her.

A powerful reminder that his life, and certainly this night, didn’t turn out the way he planned.

* * *

Rebecca leaned her weight into the sergeant’s strong arms as she inspected the creepy death-child. In one hand was the sickle, but the other held a scale. The chain was made from tiny vertebra and the weighing pans were half pelvises. It had caught her eye because the scales were not balanced. The right was lower than the left. The strange statue really was weighing something.

“Can you raise me a little higher?”

She could feel the strain of his muscles as he lifted her. The same strain she felt earlier in the evening as he had laid her onto the bed. Shaking off the memory, Rebecca peeked over the edge of the left pan. It was empty. Knowing her instincts were correct, she looked into the right pan.

“There’s thirty silver coins in here,” she relayed to Brandt. “The minting is later than the original ones. Maybe twenty years later. Exactly the time frame for the fall of Jerusalem.”

His response was a muffled curse. The sergeant knew as she did that Christ was close. But where?

The right scale was lower. Did that indicate the right alcove with its prerequisite mummified monk? But that awful body couldn’t be Christ. Maybe the alcove hid a sliding panel or a false wall.

Reaching up, she went to remove the coins so that she could inspect them when Brandt barked, “Don’t!”

But it was too late. As her fingers lifted the silver from its pan, the floor gave out from under them. The sergeant tried to keep hold of her, but they tumbled through the darkness, banging against one wall then the other until they hit the bottom of the shaft. Actually Brandt hit the bottom, and she fell on top of him, her impact cushioned by his body.

Rebecca rolled off, but not quickly enough for the sergeant.

“Move!” Brandt yelled.

He hit the wall at a run, scrambling up the sheer face. She didn’t understand his urgency until the trapdoor slammed shut. Cursing, he fell back to the floor.

“New rule,” the sergeant said as he dusted himself off. “No touching, pulling, or lifting ancient artifacts until I get the fuck out of the way.”

Brandt sounded like the fall was twenty feet longer than it was, but then again he had been on the bottom of the pileup.

Rebecca apologized. “Sorry. I didn’t even think that could be a release latch, but I should have, I mean—”

Shaking it off, the sergeant offered her an outstretched hand. “I didn’t think of it either until the last second, but new rule number two. When traveling with you, we carry at least a couple dozen glow sticks.”

As he pulled her to her feet, they found their sole flashlight had cracked a lens, and Brandt had to squeeze the casing together to get any illumination out of it. But once he did, Rebecca wished they were still in darkness since the entire tunnel was covered in skeletons. At eye level were a row of skulls, their fleshless faces staring blankly into the darkness.

“Shall we?” Brandt asked pointing the flashlight down the only corridor open to them.

With a gulp, Rebecca followed the sergeant, who traveled exceptionally slowly. He took a single step at a time, testing the bony ground beneath his foot before walking forward, but she didn’t complain.

The crypt above had spooked her bad enough, but now that the trapdoor echoed the entrance to the tomb back at the Vatican, she was even more shaken. Clearly someone within the Order, at some time in its long history, had knowledge of the Knot and Christ’s resting place.

But as they crept along a floor made of ribs and spine, Rebecca feared that such forbidden knowledge had twisted the monks, triggering the bizarre bone art up above and now here deep in the earth. Instead of embracing life, the monks had become fascinated with death. Their own mortality gruesomely displayed for all to see.

Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder if they didn’t want to hurry hers along as well.

* * *

They reached a staircase which was, of course, made of bones.

These monks were plain fucked up.

Brandt didn’t want to touch the femur-lined railing but also didn’t want to trust the humerus steps. The lattice staircase had some give so that each footfall made it feel like the plank wasn’t going to hold, and he’d had just about enough falling for an entire lifetime. Cautious to the point of paranoia, the sergeant led Rebecca down the spiral stairs.

Gun up, Brandt check above and below him before descending another step. If this truly was the resting place of Christ or even if these freaked-out Capuchins just thought it was, they were in danger.

Finally they reached the landing, which was thankfully devoid of bones. Stamping his boot into the dirt, he made sure there wasn’t another surprise. Confident there was only earth beneath his feet, Brandt stepped onto the small clearing.

Panning the area, he found nothing amiss which made him even more concerned. The only thing differentiating this landing from the tunnel was a dull roar echoing off the low ceiling. Making sure to survey their periphery, Brandt moved them forward, but he checked and double-checked his corners as the sound became deafening.

Then they ran out of landing. The ground fell off at a sharp cliff with a raging river far below. They walked the length of the edge, but found no stairs. No way down.

“Okay. Rule number three. Always come equipped with mountain climbing gear,” Brandt rumbled, pissed that he didn’t have fifty feet of rope.

As he formulated a plan to shoot open the trapdoor, gather his team, then repel down the ledge, Rebecca asked, “What do we do now?”

“Help us find the tomb,” a voice suggested from behind.

* * *

Brandt was already firing by the time Rebecca recognized the voice as Petir’s. Answering bullets flew from the tunnel, trapping them against the cliff’s edge. They had nowhere to go. It would only be a matter of time before a stray bullet caught one of them.

The ledge crumbled under the sergeant’s boot, but somehow he caught his balance. “Get ready,” he said as the gunfire’s echo became louder than the river.

“For what?” Rebecca asked, but Brandt didn’t answer. He just tackled her, throwing them both over the edge of the cliff as an RPG sailed overhead, finally exploding on the far wall, showering debris.

They fell threw through the air, weightless, arms flailing until the sergeant grabbed her, stabilizing their fall. “Head down!”

Clinging to his back, legs wrapped around his waist, Rebecca tucked her head into his chest, but it still felt like her neck almost snapped when they hit the water. Then they were churned under and Brandt’s hand slipped from hers. It was like a washing machine. Not a wimpy Maytag, but a frigid, industrial-strength washing machine with bullets zinging past you for added agitation.

River froth in her mouth, Rebecca gasped for air as the water spit her up then sucked her under just as quickly. She had a brief glimpse of the sergeant, but he was pulled under before she could be sure he was still alive.

Rebecca could no longer tell up from down, right from left. Was she even kicking in the correct direction? Then Brandt caught the back of her shirt, hurling her up and out. She landed with a thud onto a sandy beach before the river dove deep into the earth.

Panting, Rebecca crawled over to the sergeant who was heaving mouthfuls of gritty water from his lungs. His lips were tinged purple, and blood coursed down the side of his face, another blow to the temple.

She was worried until Brandt commented, “Lopez is going to be pissed he missed that ride.”

Instinctually she pulled him into her arms and hugged him. Hugged him for saving them one more time.

* * *

Brandt returned the hug, not so much out of affection but to keep his balance. He felt queasy and dizzy, but he didn’t want Rebecca to worry. Her grip was like a vise, panic fueled.

They had been carried well past the plateau so Petir and his mute boss didn’t have a clear shot, but that didn’t mean the two weren’t correcting that problem. They needed to get up and away.

“Come on,” he encouraged. Rebecca was on her feet within seconds, but he stumbled to his knees as he tried to take a step.

“What’s wrong?”

The sergeant didn’t know until he felt a warm trickle down his leg.

“You’ve been shot!”

And the doctor wasn’t wrong. She pulled up his shirt to reveal a bullet wound oozing a steady stream of blood.

“Check for an exit wound,” Brandt urged.

Rebecca felt up and down his back. “Nothing.” From the look on her face, she knew as he did that this was a bad sign. A very bad sign.

Out of the icy cold water, the throbbing pounded behind his eyes, threatening to overwhelm his vision. But lying here wasn’t going to find the bullet or stop the bleeding.

Braced for the pain and his weakened left leg, Brandt rose.

“What do you think you’re doing? You’ve got a bullet bouncing around in your pelvis!”

“Got any better ideas?” he asked, tearing off a strip of his shirt to use as a bandage.

Rebecca mouth opened, then closed, then opened again, but nothing better came out.

“Then I guess we are moving out.”

* * *

At first Brandt had shrugged off her help, but now he leaned heavily into her as they followed the beach up a slight incline. As they crested the rise, Rebecca glanced over to find the sergeant already seeping through his crude bandage.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

She thought Brandt was referring to his wound until she looked up to find a wall, inscribed with Hebrew, Latin, Aramaic, and Greek. The languages of Christ. But that wasn’t the problem. The sergeant was cursing at the opening of a maze that lay before them.

“This is not good,” she added as she peered down the multiple entrances. None looking welcoming.

“No shit. Like all the rest wasn’t bad enough. Now a fucking labyrinth.”

“Actually, it’s a maze.”

Brandt leaned against the wall, checking his bandage, cringing when he found it bright red. The sergeant ripped another strip of shirt as he spoke, “And the difference would be?”

Rebecca peered into the darkened passage. There was no obvious threat, but the tangled path before them filled her with foreboding. But how could she explain why?

“Actually the difference is important,” she said as she helped him wrap the cloth around his midsection. “A labyrinth, especially associated with Jewish mysticism, is supposed to be open. The pathway is meant to hone your focus. To bring your consciousness to a single point so that you might heal or find enlightenment. There are even finger labyrinths to help you achieve the same sense of serenity while sitting at your office desk.”

Flinching, the sergeant gritted his teeth as she cinched the tie. “Then what’s a maze?” he asked.

“A corruption of the ideal. The labyrinth is supposed to set you free. A maze is meant to confuse you. Trap you.”

Testing his balance, Brandt asked. “And reward you in the end?”

“That’s the problem,” she said, her tone lowering. “Just like they twisted the Jewish tradition of honoring their dead, these monks have perverted the path to enlightenment. To be honest, I’m worried.”

To her surprise, Brandt chuckled. “Really? Just now is the first time you’ve felt worried?”

“You know what I meant.”

“Yeah,” he said, with a pained smile on his face. “If you’re worried, then I’m pulling my gun.”

* * *

Brandt used the wall as support as he crept forward into the maze. Rebecca wasn’t exactly behind him, but neither was she at his side. Her expression made it clear she expected him to fall over at any moment. She should have known he was made of sterner stuff.

“There’s a Star of David,” Rebecca said, reaching out.

He blocked her hand. “What did I tell you about touching ancient artifacts?”

“I wasn’t going to handle it. I was going to point out that there’s a thin piece of metal attached to the back of it.”

On closer inspection, Brandt found the trip wire. They both checked the floor. It felt solid as solid could be. Plus, how much deeper could they go before hitting magma?

“Should we risk it?” she asked.

So far, the symbols had only helped them. Hurt them first, but ultimately helped them. “I think we have to.” He put his gun into its holster and pulled out his silencer. “Stay behind me.”

Ever so slowly he used the muzzle to pull the Star of David from the wall. Immediately another, much larger and far sharper star flew out from the opposite wall, impaling itself deeply into the wood. If Rebecca had still been standing there, she would have been dead.

“Like I said, corrupted,” the doctor commented.

Brandt stared at the metal sticking from the wood. Men of faith did not act like this. “No, these monks are now officially fucking crazy.”

* * *

Drenched, Tok dragged himself up the gentle slope of the river bank. He had intended to travel at least halfway up, but his muscles gave out and he flopped onto his back, panting from the exertion. The turbulent river had tapped any reserve he might have had.

Petir was at his side. “Master, I begged you to wait on the plateau for my return.”

“And allow you all this glory?” Tok tried to interject some levity into their dire circumstances, but accomplished only making himself cough.

“Your bandages are saturated.”

He should have risen at least into a sitting position, but Tok was so beyond the effects of vanity and pride. God had brought him low.

Tok had thought he would ride into this battle high atop his horse, breathing fire, vanquishing all that stood in his path. Instead he could barely walk. Such was God’s wisdom.

His mentor opened the medical pack, pulling out fresh bandages. Petir assumed the worst, yet somehow brought about the best.

“Please allow me to administer another dose of narcotic.”

Tok shook his head sharply, but pride did not prevent him from accepting any further pain medication. Instead it was a matter of practicality. He knew he would need every neuron firing precisely to survive this night.

After applying the dressing, Petir still fussed with his feet. Having to use a concentrated effort, Tok lifted his head to find his mentor fitting splints onto his damaged ankles.

“I told you, no!” he said, trying to pull his feet from the older man.

“Please do not make me say it, Tok.”

Cheeks burning, he looked away, knowing exactly what Petir implied. Tok would only slow his mentor. Unless they found a way to make him sound of leg, he would be a hindrance. There was his damnable pride again. What did two plastic braces matter in the grand scheme?

But somehow it did matter to him. “I will be strong enough,” he said more to himself than to his mentor.

Petir rose, gripped his shoulder, locking his gaze. “From the moment I found you under those bolts of cloth, I never doubted that you would be strong enough, Tok. I never doubted.”

* * *

Rebecca came to a stop as they reached yet another dead end. By now Brandt wasn’t even bothering to conceal the fact that the wall was the only thing holding him up.

“That’s it,” the sergeant said, almost sounding relieved. “We’ve exhausted all the possibilities.”

On one hand, Brandt was correct. Keeping a running tally on her sleeve they had made note of every bifurcation and turn. They had gone down every available path to find only switchbacks and dead ends.

On the other hand, he was wrong. Rebecca suspected that the monks might be crazy, but clever as well. They had rigged the first symbol with a deadly trap, making any who wandered the maze afraid to test any of the other items. But what if one of them opened a new path? Why build a maze that had no exit?

It was a test, and so far they had failed.

Until now they had avoided touching any adornment, but now she feared they were going to have to pony up.

She glanced over to find Brandt studying her. He sighed. “Just tell me the bad news straight out.”

“We’ve got to see if any of the objects open another passage.”

The sergeant didn’t seem at all surprised. “That’s pretty much what I’d figured. I was just hoping I was wrong.”

Rebecca offered her shoulder. He didn’t decline as she continued, “I saw a silver cross that caught my eye four turns ago. It was the only one with the figure of Christ on it.”

“Seems a little obvious, don’t you think?”

She shrugged. “Which is probably why I didn’t try it when we passed it, but now… You got any better ideas?”

Brandt didn’t even seem to have the energy to argue anymore. And whatever stamina he had left was challenged as they retraced their steps down the four long passageways. By the time they reached the small cross, he was sweating. Not the type of perspiration from a good, hard workout, but the clammy, damp skin you got when you had the stomach flu and felt like death warmed over.

He feebly went to get his silencer, but Rebecca grabbed it.

“I’ll do it.”

Making sure Brandt was well out of harm’s way, she gently lifted the cross from its perch. At first nothing happened, then the walls began to rumble.

“Oh, crap,” Brandt said, hobbling backward, clearly not wanting to fall down another trapdoor, but the floor stayed firm beneath their feet.

The rumbling built to a crescendo, then the distinctive sound of wood scraping against stone sounded from far off.

“A wall is moving!” she exclaimed, but Brandt frowned.

“Yeah, except it’s all the way on the other side of the maze.”

Rebecca wanted to argue, but it was a good ten- to fifteen-minute walk from here, and the sergeant didn’t look like he’d make it another ten feet.


CHAPTER 36

══════════════════_

Deep beneath Rome

Both Tok and Petir stared through the recently opened passage. They had feared the maze was going to tumble down upon them, but instead a wall slid open, bidding them forward. It was clear that Brandt and Monroe had been through here already, for they had marked the walls with a single slash to signify one transit and two for any return trip indicating a dead end.

They were about to bypass this segment when the walls quaked, and, like a miracle, the way was cleared.

God truly worked in mysterious ways.

But Petir had also found a fatally sharp star embedded in the wall. They had cautiously tested a gilded fish to find it also rigged with deadly efficiency. Now this secret passage. Was it a gilded idol?

“We must have faith,” Petir intoned, answering Tok’s unspoken question.

Without argument, he allowed his mentor to enter first. The older man took several steps, then nodded for Tok to follow. They were clear of the maze, only to find another riddle before them.

Stretching out were dozens of caves, each with a unique entrance. From stained glass to rotting curtains, all manner of doors were represented. One even resembled the panel they found under the Blue Mosque.

There were dozens of choices, and Tok was certain that the wrong one would be a fatal mistake. But he had no concern, for he already knew which was the most blessed cave. He had not lived his life within the Knot and spent so many nights with the bones of Mary to not know instinctively which cave was the one that held the savior.

Ignoring the lancing pain in his heels, Tok walked straight for the cave whose opening was blocked by a large boulder. Petir must have sensed the rightness of it, for he was but a step behind.

* * *

Brandt could feel blood seeping through his bandage, but he didn’t bother telling Rebecca. They were so close. They had checked two paths to find them still blocked. There was only one other that could have opened.

If it wasn’t already closed. But the sergeant refused to go negative. They were going to find Christ’s bones, and he was going to have enough blood to finish this mission. It was just that simple. A defeat of this magnitude wasn’t in his game plan.

“Look, there’s light!” Rebecca announced, hurrying forward. “There’s caves! It’s not too far.”

He should have stopped her from walking out into the open, but he just didn’t have the energy. That was until the muzzle of a gun crept nearer and nearer to her neck. Forgetting his injury, Brandt was through the opening, his gun to the temple of her attacker.

“Whoa! Sarge!” the private yelled. “It’s me, Davidson!”

Eyes blurred with pain, he almost didn’t recognize his own teammate. “What? How?”

It was Rebecca who urged his arm down, lowering the gun away from his private’s skull.

“Tok and Petir came in. I tried to get a shot, but they slipped in too quick. I didn’t know what to do, so I followed.”

Rebecca hugged the younger man. “I’m so glad you did. Brandt’s injured.”

“Where?” but then Davidson must have spotted the growing crimson stain as the younger man’s eyes dilated. “Crap. I should have brought Lopez.”

Brandt tried to shoo him away, but his knees gave out, that last charge sapped his reserve. Rebecca and Davidson lowered him to the ground.

* * *

Fighting off panic, she put pressure on Brandt’s abdomen, looking at Davidson. “Did you bring any medical supplies? We lost ours in the river.”

“River, what river?” the private asked as he pulled out a field kit.

It wasn’t until then that Rebecca realized Davidson wasn’t wet at all. Not even his cuffs were damp. “How did you get here?”

“Across the bridge and then—” The private stopped mid-sentence. “You mean you guys jumped into that river? The river, like, too far down to even see?”

“Yeah.” How casual it sounded now. “How did you get across?”

With real bandaging material, Davidson helped Rebecca properly bind Brandt’s abdomen as he explained. “The rope bridge. Wasn’t it there when you crossed?”

Rebecca shook her head. Had Tok and Petir somehow erected a bridge in so short a time? The Knot was good, yet that feat seemed even beyond them. “But how did you exit the maze ahead of us?”

“What maze?” the private asked, looking more confused. “I just followed the bridge to an outcropping of rock that led to a superlong staircase that dumped out right over there.”

Davidson pointed behind them. They were at an angle, but sure enough there were steps leading up and away.

“Thank God, there’s another way out.” Rebecca had not voiced it, but she had feared they were never going to get Brandt to the world outside. He couldn’t face another rough ride in the icy waters, especially trying to swim upstream. But now, now they could get him to safety.

“Help me get him out of here.”

The private complied, but Brandt shook his head. “We’re here. We can’t abort now.

“You might not be able to, but I sure as hell can,” Rebecca argued.

The private caught her arm. “If you tell me which cave, we’ll get the sarge to a hospital, then Lopez and I can come back and collect the bones.”

Offhandedly, Rebecca indicated to a cave. As soon as she had seen the array, she had known where Christ lay. “It’s that one.”

“How can you be sure?” the sergeant asked, with more than a little effort. The antibiotics and painkillers that Davidson had just pumped into him were taking effect.

“You remember your Bible, right?” Even doped, Brandt was able to scare up a good sneer. “All right, then, what did Christ’s tomb look like?”

The sergeant had to fight to concentrate, then licked his lips. “It was a simple chamber hewn out of rock with a single ossuary table in the center.”

Davidson’s eyebrow arched. “Yeah, but we can’t see inside them.”

Rebecca was going to let Brandt field that one, but the sergeant’s eyelids just lulled, so she answered, “True, but we also know that the apostles rolled a large stone in front of the cave to thwart thieves from disturbing the body for the three days it was interred.”

The younger man surveyed the variety of entrances. Many were gilded, most were beautiful renderings of some biblical parable, but only one was a simple smooth stone. “So they went old school.”

The sergeant grabbed hold of Davidson’s arm. “Help me up.”

“No,” she begged. “Just let us—”

* * *

Brandt interrupted, “I’m not coming this far and not seeing for myself.”

His look must have been stern enough because Rebecca didn’t bother to argue. The truth was the meds had given him a second wind. He knew it wouldn’t last long, but the cave was only a few yards away.

“Davidson, do your thing.”

As the private moved off to secure a sniper position, Rebecca whispered to Brandt, “I don’t know if I can get you over there.”

“I’m good,” he said, supporting his own weight. Walking on his own two feet. It didn’t just feel good, it felt damned good.

But before they could cross the short distance, the stone rolled away from the cave’s opening. Pulling his weapon, he already knew who was coming out. The fuckers had beaten them to it.

“Halt!” he yelled, knowing full well they wouldn’t.

Petir and Tok came out, guns at the ready, but the sergeant noticed that the shorter man’s arm shook, and the weapon seemed too heavy for him. Not that Brandt was faring much better. His blood pressure must have shot up because he could feel moisture seeping from his bandage.

The taller man sounded confident, except his eyes kept flickering to Tok. “Leave now, and we shall seek no retribution.”

“Little late for that, buddy.” He might have been more interested in the offer if he Davidson wasn’t his ace in the hole. “Lower your weapons.”

Tok hobbled forward as he locked Brandt’s gaze. Petir’s words followed. “You have sorely miscalculated, Sergeant. Leave or die.”

Okay, Brandt was officially sick of this fucker. “Fire!”

But nothing happened. Tok’s smile became savage as he signed rapidly. But who the hell was he signing to? Petir was behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, the sergeant watched Davidson leave his sniper position and walk out into the open. “Damn it, fire.”

Then the private crossed the invisible line that separated friend from foe, embracing Tok. “Bro!”

“Samuel,” Petir said, as he too hugged the younger man.

“What the hell?”

Davidson shrugged. “Don’t be so judgmental. We’re adopted.”

But how could that be? Brandt had met the private’s family. Been to his grandfather’s log cabin on Lake Michigan. Obviously this ruse had been established well before they had ever met.

Rebecca stammered, “Davidson, how…? I saw you shoot that driver. You killed the Knot’s men in Istanbul.”

“Deep cover, babe. I did nothing to endanger my position until my man, Tok, gave the signal. Now it’s all about family.”

That pit in Brandt’s stomach sucked his heart in as well. Svengurd truly had been innocent. The farm-fresh Davidson had been the mole the entire time. His vision darkened, and not from blood loss. How could he have missed a deception this great?

“Kill them,” Petir ordered Davidson.

At this distance, they were dead. Hell, with the private at the trigger, a hundred yards out they’d still be dead, but Davidson’s face clouded over and his gun stayed down at his side.

Even though his meds were bleeding out his bullet wound, Brandt stepped in front of Rebecca. Maybe he could use Davidson’s reluctance to their favor. “You’re not that guy who can shoot an innocent woman, Davidson.”

“They know,” Petir intoned. “So they must die.”

Bracing himself, the private slung his rifle into position, wrapping his hand around the harness to secure his grip. There was no talking their way out of this one.

“Once I shoot, run,” Brandt whispered to Rebecca. She wouldn’t make it two feet, not with Tok and Petir armed, but at the least Brandt wouldn’t have to see her die.

But then all thoughts of Rebecca faded as he faced off against Davidson. At the least, Brandt would take out the traitor before he fell.

A life for a life.

Then the ceiling bloomed brightly as a dozen cappuccino-brown robed monks rappelled from the roof, wielding silver swords.

* * *

Rebecca ducked as the bullets flew. Brandt fell to one knee, but not from Davidson’s shot. The private had been bowled over backward by a Capuchin attack.

She couldn’t help but scream as a wild-eyed monk, his skin stretched taut over his face like his long-mummified brothers, ran at her, his sword glistening in the light. The sergeant shoved her to the ground as he spun and fired. Two shots. Two holes in the man’s head.

“Get somewhere safe!” Brandt yelled.

More than willing to comply, Rebecca just wasn’t sure if there was anywhere that matched his description. Tok, Petir, and Davidson had scattered, but the monks were everywhere. Turning, she found the entrance to the maze, but two monks brandished their weapons. There was no going back there. Then she saw it.

The open cave.

“Come on!” she said, tugging Brandt, but the sergeant didn’t budge. He was too focused on shooting at Davidson to the exclusion of all else. “Oh no, you don’t.”

Rebecca felt as betrayed by the conniving private as much as Brandt, but she wasn’t going to let that emotion kill them both. Adrenaline was hyping the sergeant up, but he had lost a lot of blood. Bracing herself, she jerked the sergeant backward. Unable to resist, he stumbled after her.

“Damn it!” Brandt shouted, but she ignored him as she guided them into the shelter of the cave.

He still tried to fire madly into the fray, but Rebecca pulled him behind the rock. “Stop. Just stop!”

“Davidson… He… Svengurd…”

“He is the least of our problems right now.” Off his look, she conceded, “Okay, maybe he’s a big part of it, but you have got to think. Use this chaos to our advantage. Figure out how we can get the hell out of here.”

Still his eyes remained unfocused, and his mind distracted. So she did the only thing she could think of.

Rebecca kissed him. Hard and demanding. Now was not the time for romance. It was time for a wake-up call. When he finally responded, she pulled back enough to look into his eyes. “I need you.”

* * *

Brandt would have loved to respond, but a monk came at her with his sword high over his head, both hands on the pommel, ready to strike.

Three bullets and the guy was dead, along with his friend trying to sneak up from the side. He urged Rebecca deeper into the cave. “Go. Take a look while I figure it out.”

Another five bullets, and Petir was flushed from his hiding spot. Maybe Rebecca was right. This was doable. They could make it out alive, but then he felt his wet bandage. He might not make it out, but he sure as hell was going to guarantee she did.

“I can help,” Rebecca said as gunfire brought them to the ground.

“Doing exactly what?” he asked, then regretted his harsh tone. “When we rabbit, it’ll be fast. Make the best of it now.”

“Are you sure?”

With his one good arm, Brandt pulled her in and kissed her full on the lips. “I’m sure. Now go.”

* * *

As she crept farther and farther into the darkened cave, all Rebecca could hear was the chaos echoing from the entrance. Strangely, what calmed her panic was figuring out who was firing at whom. It sounded like Davidson had found himself a vantage point due to the clean, crisp, precise shots that rang off the cavern walls. Each was always followed by a scream.

Before, she would have been grateful. But now she knew the private’s accuracy would soon be aimed at them. But the deeper she went into the cave the more the battle seemed far away and irrelevant. A smell somewhere between sweet and stale lingered in the air. Then she realized it was the scent of myrrh and burial spices. With all the commotion, Rebecca had forgotten whose tomb she had entered.

Christ’s.

Slowing her step, she approached the only object in the chamber. It was a low, flat rock with a single skeleton gracing its surface. Rebecca reminded herself how many tombs she and Lochum had found and how many skeletons had been exhumed, and none of them had been Christ, but that didn’t quiet the butterflies in her stomach.

Without approaching too closely, she circled the body. He wore a crown of thorns. The markings of the iron spikes clear on his wrists and ankles. The remains were no doubt a male, between thirty and forty-five years old. Rebecca could also make out tiny inscriptions in the bone, but could not read them from this distance.

A part of her didn’t want to get any closer. Finding Christ in theory sounded intriguing and just a little heroic. Finding Jesus in reality was intimidating and more than a little scary.

Where the hell was Lochum? The professor would have already shoved past her, inspected the entire body, and already be reading scripture from the bones. But here she stood too timid to come within an arm’s length of the skeleton. Rebecca didn’t think she could do this alone.

Glancing toward the cave opening, the bright muzzle flashes told her that the sergeant was otherwise occupied. Besides, Rebecca knew that this would be one discovery Brandt would not be happy to find. She would leave him to his battle while she began hers.

Gulping, Rebecca took another step forward. Trying to summon up some semblance of professional detachment, Rebecca leaned over to study the skull. These letters were far tinier than any of the other bones. It was as if someone had tried to cram double the information onto these remains. Having to squint, Rebecca concentrated on the area just above the thorny crown. Without a magnifying glass she could only make out three words.

Cross.

Golgotha.

Christos.

Stumbling back, Rebecca read the next line.

Here lies a Son of God.

* * *

Brandt had to keep himself from constantly checking over his shoulder. Rebecca would let him know if she found… Well, what they were looking for.

But these fucking monks were maniacs, trying to kill anyone who wasn’t wearing a brown robe. Add that to Davidson taking potshots at his head as frequently as he could, and Brandt was a little busy.

Tok had holed up somewhere to his left, taking shelter in one of the caves. Petir had tried to get back into the maze a while ago, but even armed, the older man had to retreat in the face of the monk’s ferocious attacks.

Tightening the wrap, Brandt realized he had soaked through completely. The sergeant wasn’t sure how much blood he had left.

Rebecca had tasked him with formulating a plan to get out of here, but she wasn’t going to like it. Looking at the kill zone, there was no way they were both getting out of here alive. Even if you assumed the monks would be severely thinned, that still left three guns, one of them an expert sniper.

Which left him the only option, to lie to her. He would tell Rebecca that he would stay behind only long enough to provide cover fire, then join her, but Brandt doubted if he could even crawl halfway across the open space, let alone run across it and up the steep stairs toward freedom.

No, in reality, he would lay down cover fire, but once Davidson rose to take the kill shot, Brandt would nail the little fucker between the eyes. Rebecca should be able to rush up the stairs past the private’s bloody body and get the hell out of there before Brandt was either sliced to ribbons by the monks or gunned down between Petir and Tok’s positions.

While he solidified the plan, an arrow narrowly missed his shoulder and bounced off the rock. Turning, Brandt fired and didn’t miss his quarry. But another three arrows rained down upon him. Scrambling deeper behind the rock, the sergeant cursed.

He was going to have to update his fucking plan.

* * *

Mesmerized by the tiny scrawled writings, Rebecca let the names and words flow past her eyes. The Twelve were well represented. Especially James, Paul, and, of course, Judas. But the Thirty were also in abundance. Magdalene, Ruth, and Ameil. In addition, there were others she had not seen before. Deliah, Sevat, and Turvas.

Give her a year and a dozen grad students, and Rebecca could rewrite the Bible. There was so much she had found, yet so much she still didn’t understand. Unlike the other remains, much of the writing seemed to be hurried, as if the inscriber had been rushed. Some sentences left off without finishing while others were repeated, oftentimes right next to one another, like the carver had forgotten what he had just written.

But for now, Rebecca had not moved beyond the skull. It was almost easier to gather information rather than stop and really soak in the ramifications of truly finding Christ’s body. However, as the gunfire from the cave entrance intensified, Rebecca knew she had to finish her survey.

It would take an entire accredited laboratory weeks or months of radio-isotope dating to prove the skeletons age and another league of scholars to confirm the body’s identity, but Rebecca had not doubt that who lay before her had died on the cross that day in Jerusalem.

No other might ever see these remains, so it was her duty to document as much as possible in the time she had left.

Freeing her mind, Rebecca began another circle of the body, this time trying to rectify her own doubts against the proof under her fingertips. As she walked, Rebecca dragged a finger along the skeleton just as she had done with John’s bone back at the hotel room, feeling the contours of the bone, reading it like a gypsy.

His arms were long compared to most. His embrace must have been bountiful. The radius and ulna had grooves where the nails had attached him to the wooden cross. His rib cage had a tiny knick. Exactly where legend said the Roman spear had pierced his chest. His pelvis was sturdy and much more narrow than Magdalene’s. His femur was straight, but thinner than John’s had been. The tibia was slightly irregular. The tarsus, of course, showed similar damage at the wrist, confirming crucifixion.

Backing up, Rebecca’s fingers found the tibia again. It was more than slightly irregular. Had there been an old fracture there that had healed poorly? Not only was there a substantial callus around the bone, but arthritis had set into the knee joint. She didn’t remember any mention of Jesus having a leg injury.

But weren’t there multiple mentions of a lame man amongst the Twelve?

Hadn’t Judas complained of a poorly healed leg?

Sucking in a breath, Rebecca leaned over the tibia. The damaged leg was the right leg. The leg that caused Judas so much trouble.

She stumbled back as she realized that body lying before her was not Christ… but Judas.


The Sacrifice

══════════════════

Jerusalem

AD 42

Judas paused at the entrance to the small garden they had been calling home while in Jerusalem. How could he face his friend? From his vantage point, he watched Jesus pace in an antechamber lined with great palms. His mother clearly tried to comfort him, but there was no solace for the Savior.

“Judas? You’ve come!” Jesus asked as he squinted toward the door. “Where are the guards?”

Entering alone, Judas opened his arms wide. “I am alone.”

“But…”

Tears sprang to his eyes. “I could not do it, Jesus. I could not turn my one friend in all the world over to the Romans. My heart would not bear such a burden and still beat after.”

“Oh, Judas. What have you wrought?” Jesus asked, not accepting his embrace, but Mary seemed most pleased.

“Perhaps this is God’s will after all. For you to live.”

Judas nodded. “If you wish to rush to your fate, you must do so of your own accord.”

He was firm in his conviction, but seeing his friend’s disappointment nearly crushed his will. On the long walk to the temple, Judas had come to his senses. No matter Jesus’ wish, it was Judas’ soul at stake. He had convinced himself this was a test. A test to see if Judas was capable of such treachery, but seeing Jesus’ eyes moist with bitter tears, he feared it was no such trial. The Savior truly had wanted him to complete the betrayal.

“But I cannot, Judas,” Jesus wept. He hid his face in his hands. “God forgive me, but I cannot.”

Mary put an arm around her son. “God has already asked so much of you. He could not expect this as well.”

Judas took Jesus’ hand. “If only I could take this burden from you.”

Head still bent, Jesus murmured, “But you cannot, dear friend.”

However, Mary’s eyes brightened, and she turned her gaze to him. “Do you mean that, Judas? Would you put yourself upon that cross?”

“Yes,” he answered, wishing if only he could. For once, it might be he to do God’s work. “Anything to ease Jesus’ suffering.”

“Then make it so,” Mary said as her son’s head snapped up.

“What heresy do you speak, Mother?”

But his mother stood firm before her most holy son. “Before you decline, think on it, Jesus. What have you said time and again? That you must rise three days hence. Is that not true?”

“Do not twist my words.”

Judas, however, could follow the Virgin’s intent. She was far more direct than her son. “She is right, Jesus. You cannot go up onto the cross. It is too great a risk. There are a hundred ways you might die.”

Mary nodded vigorously. “Let Judas go in your stead. He—”

“I will hear no more!” Jesus’ words sounded forceful, but Judas could see his friend’s hands still shake.

“This is but a culmination of your design, Jesus. As you said, ‘God must wish us to use our heads as well as our hearts.’ “ Judas’ words came quicker and quicker as the plan solidified. “The guards know not your face, nor mine. You can go to the temple and bring them to my door.”

Jesus backed away from them both. “You are both mad.”

Mary went to intercede, but Judas turned to her. “Leave us and prepare for the arrest.”

“But—”

“I will not fail him,” he said. The Virgin’s eyes searched his face, then she finally turned and left.

Judas cupped Jesus’ face in his hands as his friend had done to him outside the Seder. “Please, go to the guards. I beg you.”


CHAPTER 37

══════════════════

Deep beneath Carpuchin Church

Tok could barely hold his gun any longer, let alone bear the recoil after he fired. The monks must have sensed his handicap as they encroached closer. He had little time left to make peace with his God.

In some ways, he was elated. He had found Judas. He had touched the man who had given his life for all mankind. He should have been able to die happily, ready to meet his end, but he had failed to keep Judas safe. For that Tok would be condemned.

Turning his attention outward, he realized the monks moved more boldly, three moving as a wall toward him. Even if Tok could brace himself for the pain and fire once more, it would be useless, as the other two would surely strike before he could change clips.

Besides, the monks’ fury was well justified. Perhaps a death by the blade might mitigate his sins.

Closing his eyes, Tok lowered his weapon, letting it drop from his grasp. He needed it no longer. Feeling the rush of air as the monks charged, Tok prayed for forgiveness, but the killing blow never came.

Instead three shots in rapid succession rang out. As if they were but golems and the magic drained from their bodies, the monks crumpled to the ground, lifeless.

Looking up, Tok could see his brother’s form deep in the shadows of the stairwell. Making the sign of the cross, Samuel melted into the darkness.

It seemed God was not ready to receive Tok into his embrace quite yet. Heartened by this thought, he fired once to keep the others at bay, then gritting his teeth, changed out the clip, but found he was down to his last twenty bullets. Now that Tok was ready to live, he no longer had the tools to keep himself alive.

Then as if God directed him, Petir darted across the cavern floor. Firing to protect his mentor, Tok found the pain dulled by faith. They would overcome. They would clear these maddened brothers, kill the trespassers, and take Judas to a place where he would never be violated again.

Petir was nearly at his cave’s entrance when he stumbled. His mentor cried out and took another faltering step toward Tok. Another cry and he pitched forward, revealing three arrows in his back.

Infuriated, Tok fired into the distance, using the entire clip in retaliation. It gave him no satisfaction to hear the death scream of the archer. The damage had already been done.

He expected to find his mentor dead, but the old man grasped his hand tightly. Tok tried to pull Petir into the safety of the cave, but his mangled limbs betrayed him. His will might be strong, but his body was broken.

“You must…” Petir whispered, but then coughed blood.

“Quiet,” Tok insisted as he searched the staircase for Samuel. Together they could save their mentor.

But the old man’s grip was firm as he pulled Tok down to him. “Listen. You must detonate the explosives.”

Tok pulled back in horror. They had set C-4 around the tomb, but only to be used after they had evacuated the bones. Only after Judas was well safe from here.

“Never.”

Petir was undeterred. “Look around you, Tok. Look at the death. The pain caused in his name. Our beloved savior would not want such horror. He died to save us. He would not wish his bones to cause strife.”

Shaking his head, Tok desperately looked for Samuel. “You said yourself, we just need to find a more secure tomb. He will—”

“Listen!” The outburst cost the old man dearly, but he seemed unapologetic for it. “This was my design from the start. Even before I tempted you out with my Bible. There is nowhere safe for him. His remains must become rubble and ash so that his spirit might remain pure.”

Tok refused to accept the words. Petir was feverish. His mind warped with pain. Yet there was something in the old man’s tone that kept Tok from dismissing his mentor completely.

“I cannot, Petir. I cannot.”

“You must.”

Realizing there was a way to honor his dying wish without having to fulfill it himself, Tok searched again for his brother. “Samuel will do it.”

“No,” Petir said much more weakly. “He is hale in body but weaker in constitution. You witnessed his waver. He has not seen all that we have. Pride will lead him to try and keep the bones. It must be you.”

The older man’s breath was ragged, and his face was nothing more a pattern of wrinkles deepened by agony, but still Tok wavered.

Petir brought his student’s hand to his lips. “Ask only one question of yourself, Tok…” He wheezed, then gathered his breath.

“What would Judas do?”

With that, Petir’s face went slack, and blood poured from the old man’s mouth. Dead. Moisture blurred his vision, startling Tok. He did not know what was wrong with his eyes until he realized they were tears. As they dripped down upon the man who was more father than mentor, Tok knew the answer, even though it would spell his doom. Just as Judas had sacrificed to protect those he loved, so must he surrender to his fate.

What would Judas do?

He would wish this ended, without delay.

* * *

Rebecca was still shaken. She didn’t even realize her hand covered her mouth until she found it there. Her body and mind refused to believe what was so clear.

They had been blinded, she and Lochum. So certain that it was Jesus they sought, they interpreted every scripture, every clue with Christ as the center, when in fact it had been Judas.

Now it made sense why Tok and Petir always referred to the bones as their savior’s. Searching her memory, she realized they had never once uttered the word Christ. Even the passage on this bone.

“A Son of God.” Not the Son of God. Plus the omission of the crucifixion story on all the other bones. Of course they wouldn’t detail that afternoon on Golgotha. How could they without tipping their hand? No, until you found Judas himself, his identity was well hidden.

Shaking her head, Rebecca disagreed with herself. It couldn’t be Judas. Could it? Perhaps it was a hoax or a bait and switch. What if they had simply staged Judas’ body to seem like he died on the cross?

Turning back to the bones, she meant to refute all that she was beginning to believe, but all that she found reinforced that he initial deduction was correct. By the staining of the bone she confirmed that this body had been alive when crucified. The blood had seeped into the bones.

Judas had been crucified, and every line etched into his bones was only more and more confirmation that Judas was the man who had suffered upon the cross that day on Golgotha. There was no doubt. It was fact.

“Get ready to haul ass!” Brandt shouted from the front of the cave, yet Rebecca didn’t move.

A part of her refused to believe, but a quiet voice in the back of her mind told her to embrace the truth. Was the sacrifice any less because Judas lay here instead of Jesus? For Christianity to be born someone had to sacrifice themselves onto that cross. Instead of feeling betrayed or cheated, Rebecca realized it felt almost more noble for Judas to have given of himself. Jesus had been born and raised to such a task, but Judas was just a man who came to faith.

Rebecca found tears springing to her eyes. At first she had been physically repulsed by the remains, but now she found herself drawn to them. She touched Judas’ toes, feeling reverence for all his travels.

Her eyes were drawn to the pained tibia to find a passage that was able to encompass all that she suddenly felt.

“‘We blame not Jesus for balking, but praise Judas for not flinching.’”

But under it was the more urgent scrawling. Rebecca realized there were so many inscriptions because two separate people did the carving.

“‘The Knot may praise but do not honor. In time they remembered not his pain and wished to bury my uncle as a pauper. They called me the man without contempt, but it was I, Ameil, who grew contemptuous of their false devotion and carried Judas in my arms, as so often he had done with me as a child.’”

So the young boy, Ameil, from the painting under the Vatican, had grown into a man who greatly honored his uncle.

For some reason, Rebecca’s own faith in humanity brightened. If this man could rise to make such an enormous but silent sacrifice, couldn’t they all? And a nephew’s simple love for his uncle eclipsed anything the Knot had ever accomplished.

But even as her heart swelled with love for Judas and Ameil, she knew the world at large would not so quickly accept the truth of their lives. Perhaps the world never would. Just thinking of Brandt’s face if she told him the truth made her frown. He would be crushed along with millions of other Christians.

Wasn’t there enough religious strife in the world? Would she really want to usher in an entire new era of upheaval?

“Rebecca! Now!”

Picking up her pack, she felt devastated that Lochum had died, but in this moment, she was glad he wasn’t here. The professor would wish to shout this news from the rafters while she knew what her decision had to be.

Judas’ secret was safe with her.

She turned to join Brandt when a red light flashed on the back wall. Cautiously, Rebecca circled around the body to find a small LCD panel attached to the undersurface of the rock. It flashed a countdown.

Seven. Six. Five.

* * *

“Brandt, run!”

Oh, now that Rebecca was on the ball, the fucking archers turned their attention toward them. As two monks climbed over the rock from the other side, his head spun from blood loss.

“Get. Up. And. Run!”

“In a second. I’ve got to clear a path—”

But she grabbed him by the shoulder. Too weak to resist, Brandt was carried out of the cave as Rebecca yelled, “I said, run!”

Had she divined his plan? Or was she just crazed as they ran heedless of the arrows and bullets, all aimed toward them.

“Dive!”

Totally confused, Brandt tried to fire at the monks about to jump down on top of them when Rebecca jerked him off his feet, and they landed in a tangle beside the rock.

Sensing their advantage, the monks vaulted off the stone, but in midair, an explosion the size of God blew the attackers up and over them.

An inferno raged all around as fire shot from the cave. They were only spared by the stone at their backs, but even it was heating with each passing moment. The air became like the breath from an open-blast furnace, searing his lungs. He tried to shield Rebecca, but blood was coursing down his side. The last bit of his strength flowed out onto the dirt floor.

* * *

“I’m okay,” Rebecca murmured as she tried to get out from under Brandt’s protective embrace, but he wasn’t budging. The air had cooled, and the roar of flames had died down to a mere crackle, but the smell of burnt flesh still filled the cavern. A rumble shook the cavern, and the roof crumbled, dropping boulder-sized chunks. “Brandt?”

Was there some other threat she couldn’t see? But then she realized her back was sticky. Blood.

“Brandt?”

Rebecca found the sergeant unconscious.

“No. No. No,” she chanted as she checked his vitals. He was still breathing, far too fast and way too shallow. His pulse was weak and beating like a hummingbird’s. He’d lost too much blood.

Rebecca checked his dog tags. “A” negative. She was “B” positive. A deadly combination. The reaction would be worse than the anemia. She looked around. Everyone else was dead, and Brandt was going to join them if she didn’t find him some blood.

The rock shower continued as she noticed one of the bodies move. Rebecca couldn’t believe the man could be alive, as his back was burnt to a cinder with three arrows sticking out, but she rushed over just to be sure.

Pulling the charred form over, Rebecca found another person hidden under the dead body. Scrambling back, she realized it was Tok.

A moist cough told her that the Knot’s mastermind was still alive. Poking him like he might be a snake just waiting to strike, she found that his lower extremities were toasted, oozing serum from reddened and cracked skin. His mentor must have shielded him, but not enough.

She shook his frame. “What blood type are you?”

But the mute man shook his head, then mouthed, “Don’t save me.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.” Rebecca braced herself before she spoke the next words. “You’re dying, but Brandt needs your blood. What type are you?”

Tok searched her face, but she didn’t flinch. He was no longer the monster torturing her, but a feeble man, dying. His hand was weak as he raised it and signed a single letter, “O.” The universal donor.

Fueled by panic, Rebecca dragged Tok over to the sergeant. With shaking hands, she pulled out the tubing from Davidson’s med kit. Concentrating so hard on hitting Tok’s vein amongst the myriad of burns, Rebecca didn’t notice the ragged wound in his wrist. She glanced to the other wrist, another spike-sized wound and both ankles were splinted.

Rebecca was so used to inspecting age-old bones that it took a moment to realize what the wounds were on a living, breathing person.

The man had been crucified.

“Who are you people?” she asked.

* * *

We are a people who forgot whom we worshipped, Tok thought but had not the strength to sign. He was ashamed when the purifying explosion came, and he had faltered, scrambling under Petir. But the effort was for naught. His body was spent.

The doctor leaned over and prepared to place the needle into his arm, draining his last blood. He had not respected this woman’s grit when he had her in his custody. She knew of sacrifice, but did she know enough?

“Secret,” he mouthed. “Keep.”

Monroe searched his face, a grim frown on her lips. “Not you. I won’t promise you anything… But Judas. I swear to never betray him.”

Relief came as a wave that sapped whatever tentative hold he had on life. “Hurry.”

* * *

A cringe was Tok’s only reaction as Rebecca put the needle into the vein. Bright red blood flowed from him into the sergeant’s arm.

As Brandt’s color became pinker, Tok’s became paler. When the sergeant’s respiratory rate slowed, the shorter man’s increased. It was as if life itself was flowing between the two men.

A sound came from behind, tensing her every muscle. Obviously it was an enemy, but which one? Grabbing the only object close enough, Rebecca swung the medical kit as hard as she could behind her.

But Davidson caught it midair, jarring her arm as he shoved his rifle against her belly. Looking up, she found the private’s face a molten ruin. He must have gotten caught in a blast of superheated air, because his skin wasn’t burnt. It had just melted. His left eyelid drooped down so far that he couldn’t see out of it, and his mouth looked like a candle’s wax dripping.

The private must have seen the horror in her face, because he shoved her back several steps as the cavern rattled again, bringing down another shower of boulders.

“Get away from him,” he sneered, any semblance of the rapport they once had only a memory. She had to face the fact that her guardian angel had come to kill her.

Davidson knelt next to his brother. “Tok, I’m getting you out of here.”

“No!” Rebecca yelled as Davidson aimed at her again. “He’s going to die. You know it. Look at the depth of the burns. He’ll never survive.”

The private’s finger trembled on the trigger. “So what, you were just going to use him as your own personal blood bank?”

“Without it, Brandt’s going to die.”

Davidson’s eyes flickered to his sergeant. He might have been betraying his team this whole time, but the look that crossed the young man’s face was true concern. “Still, you don’t have the right.”

* * *

Samuel knelt beside him. “I’m here. Don’t give up.”

The words were meaningless as Tok struggled to open his eyes, but his brother was worth hanging onto for even another moment. “Samuel.”

“Let me get this out of your arm,” his brother said, grabbing the tubing. For the first time, Tok noted the damage to Samuel’s face. He too was marked by this futile quest.

“Don’t,” he signed weakly. With the last of his strength, he gripped his brother’s hand. “Let me die. Here. It would be Judas’ wish.”

“No!” Davidson shouted. “Why did you destroy the cave? We could have taken him. Hidden him, together.”

How could Tok explain when he had so little time left?

“What did she do to you?” Samuel asked when he found the wounds on Tok’s wrists and ankles.

Shaking his head, Tok explained, “Not her. The Knot.”

“The Knot? They crucified you? How? When?”

Petir had the right of it. Samuel never would have been able to detonate the explosives. Despite being the same age as Tok, Samuel was still so young, not having been aged by the brutal task of guarding Judas’ secret through pain and intimidation. For that Tok was glad. His brother might live his life out from under the specter of the Knot. His naiveté would let him grow past this and one day bask in the glory of his savior’s love.

His brother still had his hand on the needle, ready to pull it out at any moment, but Tok refused.

“Please, let me save him,” Tok mouthed. “I must face Judas with this sacrifice.”

Releasing the needle, Samuel cupped Tok’s head in his hands. “I’ll stay with you, brother. I will stay.”

* * *

Quietly, as Davidson’s tears splashed down onto his brother’s cheek, Rebecca checked Brandt’s pulse. It was growing stronger, but not strong enough. He was going to need every last drop Tok had to give.

Seeing the two brothers’ devotion, she almost felt sorry for them.

Almost.

The cavern groaned. The ceiling was close to collapsing, but she dared not move Brandt until she was sure he had enough blood.

“Oh, God, no,” Davidson moaned as Tok’s head lolled to the side. The red river dried in the tube.

She pulled the needle from Brandt’s arm. “We’ve got to go.”

But the private just cradled his brother’s head, rocking it back and forth, repeating the Lord’s Prayer over and over again.

Another tremor and the stained glass door shattered into a thousand pieces. Even the wrought iron gate screeched as it bent in half. Somewhere to the left, an entire section of caves collapsed. They weren’t safe yet. She needed Davidson’s help to get Brandt out, so Rebecca urged the private up. “He’d want you to come with me.”

“What do you know?” Davidson suddenly seemed so young again.

Rebecca guided him up. “He willingly gave his life for Brandt.”

It started as a tiny trickle of dust, then became a tumble of rock. Laying herself over Brandt, she said, “Tok would want us all to live.”

“We’re sworn enemies,” the private said, wiping a tear from his damaged eye as the world caved in around them.

“Not anymore.”

* * *

Brandt awoke to the rhythmic sway of a car traveling at high speed. The last thing he remembered was the fire, then the private aiming at Rebecca.

“Davidson!” Brandt said as he jerked awake.

“Lie back,” Rebecca said, putting pressure on his wound. “Or you’re going to start bleeding again.”

“Yeah, boss,” Lopez said from the driver’s seat. “Just take it easy.”

“Where’s Davidson?” he asked still patching together how they got from the cave to the car.

Rebecca urged him down which wasn’t difficult since his head swam. “We lost him, Brandt. Just hold still.”

“We didn’t lose him. He—”

With expert skill, she prodded his wound, cutting off his words.

“He was killed in the cave-in, saving you, Brandt. He’s dead.”

But he knew that wasn’t true. He’d heard Davidson’s voice. Saw him aiming at Rebecca. There had been nothing he could do, but Brandt knew that he didn’t dream it. The private was alive.

Rebecca went to give him more painkiller, but he grabbed her wrist. “You know he’s alive, that fucking—”

She was way stronger than she looked and poked him deep in the thigh with the meds. “Just rest.” Then she whispered so that only he could hear, “I traded our lives for his freedom.” Louder, “Now go back to sleep.”

“You had no right,” Brandt growled, but she just smiled.

“Of course I did.” Then she kissed him on the forehead, then the nose, then on the lips. “You’re not a one-night stand kind of guy, remember? I had to make sure you lived up to your words.”

As their lips met, Brandt kissed her back.

For all his anger at Davidson, Rebecca was right.

Love was slightly more powerful than hate.

* * *

“He’s pretty messed up,” Lopez commented as he looked at them in the rearview mirror. “He’ll get his memory back once he’s patched up, right?”

“I’m sure he will,” she said, trying not to act too guilty. “How much longer?” Rebecca asked the corporal as she smoothed Brandt’s hair.

“Fifteen minutes to Naples, but I’m going to have to slow down as we approach the Navy yard, so make it twenty minutes.”

Lopez had done some first aid, but the bullet to the gut needed surgery. However, there was no way they could seek help in Rome. A guy coming in with knife wounds, burns, and a bullet in the belly was sure to raise alarms, so they were headed to the nearest US base. Which should have taken them over ninety minutes, but Lopez swore they’d be there in forty, and Rebecca hadn’t doubted him. And by her watch, they were going to make it in thirty-eight. The guy really should race cars for a living.

“‘Becca,” Brandt said. Whether he slurred her name or intentionally meant to use her nickname, it felt damn good. “Did you find Him?”

At first she was confused, but then she realized he was asking about Christ. “No. No, it wasn’t him.”

“Are you sure?”

The tremble in his voice nearly broke her heart. If she had any doubt to keep the Knot’s secret as her own, Rebecca now had none. “I’m sure.”

A wave of relief washed over his face, but then he frowned. “So it was all for nothing.”

“No, babe. No, it wasn’t,” she said as their fingers entwined.

It was for everything.


The Ending

══════════════════

Jerusalem

AD 42

The man who was once called Jesus stood upon the hill, sheltered by a cypress tree, wishing with all his heart that it was he who had the strength to take that long walk from Jerusalem to Golgotha.

Instead it was his dearest friend, Judas, the man whom the Twelve looked down upon, that was nailed to the cross.

Mary’s words that had rung so very true last night now sounded feeble in his mind. To let Judas walk in his stead might ensure his resurrection, but Jesus knew he had only quickened to those words because of the fear that ate at his innards.

It was he who was destined for the cross, not poor Judas, but there his brother, who was not his brother, hung. That Jesus could undo the last day. God might have blessed him with insight into all men, but the heavenly Father forgot to gift him a window into his own soul.

As the sun began to set, Jesus saw movement across the wash. Judas must have called for water. He tensed. Would their ruse work? A man, Turvas, came forward and offered a waterskin. Judas took a drink, then spit as if it were vinegar, but it was a tincture of Magdalene’s herbs and a strong sleeping draught.

Within moments, Judas’ head lolled, and Mary sobbed.

Predictably, the Romans broke the other prisoners’ legs, but spared Judas. Was God truly favoring their gamble? Could he hold Judas in his arms the next morning and beg forgiveness?

One of the guards taunted the limp form on the cross, and then did the unthinkable. he stabbed Judas in the side.

Mary’s wail was so great that Jesus was certain it carried to heaven itself. Ruth collapsed against John, his Beloved Disciple. Jesus fell to his knees, cutting them upon the sharp rocks as blood gushed from Judas’ side. All their planning. All their studies were for naught. Judas was dead.

Poor Ameil. The child would be unmoored. How could Jesus explain where his most-loved uncle had disappeared to?

An ache that reached to his marrow threatened to consume him. The pain of the cross was nothing compared to the agony that gripped his heart.

To shun his responsibility upon the cross was unforgivable, but to have Judas die in his stead? The guilt hung from his neck, bowing his head. Was this God’s punishment for Jesus’ betrayal?

Rising, he knew he must atone for his sin. He must trek into the desert, or cast himself into the sea. Whatever God wished, Jesus would do, but no amount of suffering would bring his friend back.

As he turned from Golgotha, Jesus found his brother rising the knoll.

“James?” he asked, surprised but glad to have kin near.

His brother opened his arms. Jesus did not deserve an embrace, but he went to James and was hugged warmly, then he felt a stabbing in his belly. Looking down, Jesus found a knife protruding from his skin.

“All those years,” James snarled. “All those years… You will die today, brother.” He jerked the knife upward, gouging open Jesus’ stomach. “How could you let another suffer in your place?”

“I was weak,” Jesus answered, then grabbed his brother’s hand. James must have thought he was trying to stop him, but Jesus intended quite the opposite. He pulled the blade even higher. “Thank you, brother.”

No longer able to keep his feet, Jesus slid to the blood-soaked ground, but he welcomed the pain. It was only fitting. This was God’s plan, after all.

James dropped the knife, kneeling beside him. “What have I done?”

“Only what I should have,” Jesus said, hearing a far-off song. The song of the angels. A chorus so pure that the angelic harmonies blended into one glorious voice. “Can you not hear it, brother?”

“Hear what?” James looked around, thinking it a worldly sound.

Jesus gripped his brother’s arm tightly. “God’s forgiveness, James. We are forgiven.”

The beating of wings stirred Jesus’ hair as the song built to a crescendo.

“Teach them. Teach them better than I,” Jesus begged as the world became nothing more than a white light, his earthly concerns given rest.

Soon Jesus would sit, as he had all those years ago, upon a riverbank with his friend Judas, and try, yet again, to understand God’s infinite wisdom.

# # #


TARGETED

[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Rebecca’s gaze drifted over the elegant dining room. Every table set with the finest of linens and sparkling crystal held bubbling champagne. She almost wanted to pinch herself, except she didn’t want to wrinkle her silk dress.

Weird. Her in silk. She was far more comfortable in field-stained khakis. But the Hotel Oberoi Amarvilas restaurant was a five star dining experience. And given that they were in India, most of the other women were dressed in elegant saris, draped in deep blue and shiny gold.

And for a woman who spent most of her time in a gray sterile laboratory, the wall length aquarium brimming with exotic sea life and walls hand painted in scenes from India’s rich mythology was just a tad overwhelming.

She glanced across the table to Brandt. He too was dressed to impress. A tuxedo, even. But his jaw was as square as ever, and those dark eyes? No matter whether in a tux or battle camouflage, Rebecca remembered how Brandt’s eyes twinkled under the torchlight in that jungle clearing in Ecuador. Now they glistened in the candlelight. How far they had come.

Brandt smiled warmly, putting his hand over hers. She knew how he yearned to get back into the field, chasing down the baddest of the bad guys, but he hadn’t complained a peep since being assigned close-protection duty to her while the rest of his team tracked down and eliminated the remaining members of the organization that had nearly killed both of them, the Knot.

Granted, she and Brandt had explored the “close” part of his protection duties in great detail. Her cheeks flushed at just the thought of this morning’s “exercises.” Six months into their relationship, and he could still make her blush.

And now they were here to celebrate the news that Brandt’s team had taken down the last of the Knot. They could breathe easy again. Tomorrow, after a quick sightseeing trip to the Taj Mahal for her and Fort Agra for Brandt, they headed back to London. A part of her was thrilled to begin her research in earnest again. To have a fully equipped and staffed laboratory at her disposal? It was a DNA paleoanthropologist’s wet dream. But another part of her feared for what would happen to their relationship.

Brandt was scheduled to go back out into the field in just three days. Could their bond stand the test of days, weeks, and even months of being apart while he was on classified assignments? Would he meet another damsel in distress, far thinner and used to wearing silk dresses?

“Well? Romantic enough for Valentine’s Day?” Brandt asked as he nodded to the bay window.

Across the street lay the massive gates that led to the Taj Mahal. The red brick structure was lit against the night sky. In her mind’s eye, Rebecca could see beyond the walls to the treasure they protected. The long, narrow pool reflected one of the modern seven wonders of the world. The Taj Mahal’s huge white domes and minarets glowed brightly, reminding the world of Shah Jahan’s love for his wife. Of course she was his third wife, but the monument had become a symbol of everlasting love, nonetheless.

Many may argue that Paris was the most romantic spot on earth, but with all the reconstruction going on after their last visit there, the Taj Mahal was absolutely the most romantic for her and Brandt.

Rebecca squeezed his hand. “You had me at ‘Let’s go to India.’ “

Brandt leaned over and whispered. “You had me at ‘Are you a moron?’ “

Oh, God. He remembered the first words that she had ever spoken to him. In her defense she was tied to a stake in the rain forest with an anaconda wrapped around her chest. But still. Brandt was anything but a moron. How many times had he saved her life? In Ecuador, Paris, Budapest, Istanbul, and half a dozen other locales.

“Brandt, I am so sorry for—”

He leaned in and kissed her, interrupting her apology. His lips, tender yet firm against hers, asked her to stop talking and start kissing. Brandt’s fingers interlaced with hers as his thumb stroked her palm. Rebecca could swear that steam shot out of her ears. Her body lit up as brightly as the Taj Mahal. Luckily, Brandt pulled back before someone asked them to go up to their room. Although the way her legs quivered, that might not be such a bad idea.

“Rebecca,” Brandt breathed out.

“Dessert?” their waiter asked.

Brandt snapped back into his chair as she folded her hands on her lap. It was so easy to forget that they were in a crowded restaurant. For a moment it had seemed like only the two of them existed.

“Sorry, I’m going to need the menu again,” she murmured. Anything that happened before that kiss, long forgotten.

As the waiter moved off to fulfill her request, Brandt whisked the napkin from his lap and rose. “I will take this opportunity to use the restroom.”

Rebecca’s eyebrow shot up. “Everything okay?”

“Absolutely,” he reassured her, but his eyes didn’t register reassuring.

This was the third time to the restroom for Brandt since they arrived at the restaurant. For a guy who didn’t allow for a single potty break on a five-hour hike out of the rain forest, he sure was liberal with the latrine visits tonight.

She was about to rise and follow him, but then caught sight of his rear tightly outlined by his black pants as he walked away. Maybe, on second thought, she’d just sit here and enjoy the view.

* * *

Brandt kept his pace steady passing the elaborate saltwater tank filled with coral, sea urchins, and clown fish until he turned down the hallway. Then, he broke into a trot. He hit the bathroom door at a run. Bursting in, he found only the attendant. Brandt wasn’t quite sure what these guys in swanky hotel bathrooms were supposed to do for you exactly, unzip your fly maybe, but he needed him gone.

Pulling out an American five-dollar bill, Brandt offered it to the guy with a nod to the door, but the attendant only frowned. Fine. Brandt pulled out a twenty. The man accepted it and left. If Brandt didn’t button it up these bathroom excursions were going to cost over a hundred bucks.

Brandt stared at his reflection in the mirror. “Damn it, Brandt, pull it together.”

But as he brought a small, red velvet box from the inside pocket of his tux, he couldn’t pull it together if he tried. Slowly Brandt opened it. A diamond ring stared back at him. Was it too small? Would Rebecca be insulted by a ring less than three carats? What could he do, though? He was on a military man’s budget, and he wanted to still save up for a house. Those things were more important than the bling, right?

What if she said “no?” How could he leave for a mission not knowing if she was waiting for him?

God, it was sappy and stupid, and his men teased him endlessly about it, but his stomach lurched at the thought of not having her arms to wrap around him at night. Well, and her legs too, but that was a different kind of yearning. The ache he was talking about went far deeper than his groin.

Brandt snapped the box closed. This was ridiculous. He’d step in front of the president to take a bullet, hell, even the secretary of education, easier than he could ask Rebecca to marry him. A narco-drug lord? He’d simply throw an elbow to his nose. But this… this churned his stomach like none other.

How many times had already tried to ask her? He was going to do it after they sat down at the table. Then he was going to slip the ring into her glass of champagne. Then after the salads came. Then forget about it after the chicken satay.

And now, dessert? He was running out of meal to make this happen.

No. It had to be now. This mission was time sensitive. He was not going to let this window slip by. Rebecca may not have the largest ring to brag about, but by God, he was going to give her an engagement to remember.

* * *

Rebecca waved the waiter off. He was determined to keep their champagne glasses full. And he wasn’t even their waiter. Five-star restaurants, man. They did service with a capital “S.”

She sipped the nearly overflowing glass of champagne as she glanced around the room. Was this what her life could have been like if she had applied her skills to the commercial sector? Being able to splice DNA fifteen different ways was an extremely well-paid career in the pharmaceutical world.

Could she dine like this every night? Forget what Top Ramen tasted like and learn when lobster was best in season?

Rebecca chuckled. That was so not her. Sure, tonight was grand, but tomorrow, she and Brandt would pick up some street food off a camel-drawn cart and be all the happier for it. Opulence was great, but a well-worn pair of jeans was much more her style.

Brandt came around the corner, straightening his jacket. He looked so sophisticated. But was that water dripping off his nose? Rebecca frowned. Was he sick? He had been acting a little odd all night. She had just assumed that his tuxedo’s cummerbund was too tight. Lord knew that the silk dress had gotten itchy after the first five minutes. And the static from the garment? Rebecca feared she’d look in a mirror and find her hair standing on end.

He sat down rather abruptly, placing the napkin back on his lap like a little boy might at his first cotillion. She waited as he stared down at the white tablecloth. Finally his jaw bunched and he looked up, reaching for her hand.

“Your dessert menu,” the waiter announced in a clipped British accent.

“Not now,” Brandt rumbled.

The poor man’s eyes dilated as he awkwardly placed the menu on the table, then scurried off.

“Sorry,” Brandt said as he gripped her hand. “But if I don’t say this now…”

Rebecca kept a cheerful smile even though her heart sank. They hadn’t really discussed life post-Knot. Had Brandt realized he wasn’t up for not just a long-distance relationship but a transcontinental one? Had he brought her to the shadow of the Taj Mahal to soften the blow of a breakup?

“Rebecca,” he said nearly pained. She hated seeing the crow’s feet at the edge of his eyes pinched in worry. She hated it even more when it spelled the bad news that was about to come her way.

“I, I…” Brandt stammered.

You what? She wanted to scream but also didn’t want to hear the words that followed.

“Rebecca, will—” Brandt stopped, dropping her hand. “Crap. I almost forgot…

Seriously this was going to go down as the worst break up speech ever.

But then Brandt pulled something out from his pocket. A box. A red velvet box. A box just the right size for a ring. Breath caught in Rebecca’s throat. Brandt wasn’t breaking up with her. Not at all.

Was he really going to propose?

As Brandt fumbled with the box, he asked, “Rebecca Sasha Monroe will you—”

Yeah, that’s about when the first explosion sounded.

* * *

Brandt slammed the box closed shoving it into his pocket while his other hand found Rebecca’s and pulled her down, using his elbow to knock the table on end so when the car right outside their window blew, the wood took most of the damage.

Glass shattered, screams sounded, and chaos reigned.

The restaurant was plunged into quasi-darkness as the lights were replaced by yellow emergency lighting.

Everyone here was well aware of the Mumbai attacks. This current assault had all the earmarks for it. Car bombs to start then gunfire in the distance. The terrorists were known for hitting tourist spots, especially where Americans gathered. And the Taj Mahal on Valentine’s Day? This restaurant was an all you can eat jihadist’s buffet. The fundamentalists were getting more fundamental by the day. Even grabbing and beating native Muslims who expressed their affection too outwardly in public.

He held Rebecca close as the other patrons scrambled to flee. But he pulled in one breath after another, making certain that there wasn’t a second car bomb waiting to go off. Once past five breaths, he tugged Rebecca behind him entering the stream of panicked diners who fled in all directions, falling, slipping, trampling one another.

Brandt grabbed a young girl who had tripped, lifting her into her mother’s arms. Once free of the girl, he angled them across the restaurant, away from the bulk of the crowd. Unfettered, they broke into a full run. Brandt didn’t know whether to be proud of Rebecca or feel a little sorry for her. She was so used to being under attack that she didn’t complain. The woman knew when to run and when to ask questions later.

They found the stairwell and pushed through the throng trying to get down from the hotel’s upper floors. Not Brandt.

Rebecca’s heels clanged on the metal steps as they rushed upward. Making the turn from the second-floor landing to the third floor, Rebecca balked as an older man and woman burst through the stairwell door and hurried past them down the stairs.

“Our room is right here,” she said trying to urge him into the second-floor hallway.

Yes, their room, booked under an assumed name with the best forged passports that the CIA could come up with, was right there. The nearest room to the emergency exit and on a floor they could make a jump from the window and hope to live. But that wasn’t the room he was heading for.

“Trust me,” he said, not having time to explain.

And God love her, she did. Without another word, Rebecca followed him up those stairs and through the third floor door. He pulled out the keycard and swiped it in the first room’s lock but it flashed red.

Damn it. Wrong key. He fished for the second key, found it, opened the door, and rushed inside.

* * *

Rebecca stumbled to a stop as the door hit her in the butt. In the dim light, she scanned a room crammed with weapons. There were equipment bags everywhere and enough machine guns and pistols to arm a militia.

“What is this?” she croaked out, finding it hard to speak after the brutal shock of the last few moments. The explosion still rang in her ears. And the blood. They had run over and around dead bodies. How much devastation could one person see in a lifetime? And now this.

As Brandt dug around in the bags, tossing weapons like they were baseball mitts into a gym bag, he answered, “A shadow room.”

“Shadow room?” she repeated even though she’d heard Brandt perfectly fine the first time.

“A room booked under a completely different identity used solely for this purpose,” Brandt said as he nodded to the weapons. “An emergency armory.”

“How did you… ?” Rebecca tried really hard to process everything that happened. The explosions. The gunfire. And now a shadow room. Not that she minded having a room full of guns, it was just, you know, not where she expected to end up on Valentine’s night. “How did you know to have it?”

“I didn’t,” he said, grabbing fistful of ammo clips and shoving them into a thick black canvas bag.

“Then how…?” she felt like she was trying to understand quantum physics with an abacus.

Brandt shrugged. “We’ve had one of these everywhere we stayed.”

Rebecca stumbled back, glad the door was closed behind her. “Everywhere?” she repeated yet again. They had been to Madrid, Monaco, and Mozambique. And each time they’d had a room above them loaded with weapons?

Brandt glanced over his shoulder a fierce smile on his face. “Why do you think I kept tipping the bellmen twenty bucks?”

For a moment a silly question, given their dire circumstances, flared though her mind. Did she want to marry a man who thought a shadow room was an essential part of any vacation plan?

He indicated the second bed. “That’s your stuff over there.”

Willing her legs to move, she found a scientist’s equivalent of an armory. There were laptops, encrypted hard drives, satellite phones, the works. She opened a leather case, revealing a laptop that looked exactly like her own, sans the dents and scratches. When she opened the lid, the computer bloomed to life with exactly the same security window. Typing in her password, the desktop appeared, again identical to her own. How often did they clone her laptop?

“Clothes are on the pillow,” Brand instructed.

She found a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, thick cotton socks, and hiking boots.

Rebecca reached for them but heard that distinct thunk, followed by a whistle. Having no time for the clothes, she grabbed the case with her cloned computer and sat phone. Brandt grabbed what he could as they headed for the door.

It was barely closed behind them when an explosion rocked the hotel. Thrown forward into the opposing wall, they fell to the floor as the door they just went through glowed red from the fire behind it.

Rebecca looked up at Brandt, ears squealing in protest. “This isn’t random, is it?”

* * *

How Brandt wanted to lie to the woman he loved. To tell her everything was going to be all right. That they weren’t the targets of a concerted and well-orchestrated ambush meant to mimic the Mumbai attacks. That this wasn’t the Knot’s last, grand attempt to wipe them from the face of the planet.

But he loved her, so he couldn’t lie to her. He just shook his head and helped Rebecca to her feet. Brandt went to get them moving but she paused.

“Hang on just a second.” They didn’t really have a second, but he waited as she kicked her high heel against the stairwell concrete. Finally the heel broke off. She repeated with the other shoe. “Okay.”

Again, he wasn’t sure if he should be proud of her, standing there in her torn and bloody dress, or feel sad for her that this was her life now.

“What are we waiting for?” she asked.

Yeah, on second thought, he was just pretty damned proud. He took point as they rushed back down the stairs, hitting a logjam of people that poured out onto the second-floor landing, slowing their descent. Brandt went to follow the crowd done to the ground floor but Rebecca pulled him toward the door.

“Our room is toast,” he said, confused on why she was obsessed with the second floor again.

“Trust me,” she said.

And he did.

She rushed past their burnt-out room, took a sharp left, then went down a hallway and took another left. It wasn’t until they were nearly in the room that Brandt realized that they were headed to the hotel’s business office. What could they use here? An emergency fax? Nevertheless, Rebecca burst into the room and started pulling wiring out of the electronics.

Gunfire sounding from outside was met by answering screams. The Knot was advancing on their position. They had very little time to make it out of the hotel before the gunmen breached the hotel.

“Hon?”

Rebecca opened her laptop and plugged a cable into a port. “Like the lights, the Knot’s knocked out phone reception, including our sat phones.” Brand pulled his phone from his hip. Sure enough. Only interference. “Along with all Wi-Fi.”

He didn’t doubt her. But that still didn’t answer why they were here.

She pushed back a stray lock of blonde hair. “I’m hoping I can find a cable modem. A separate line I can patch into. One that they hadn’t thought to cut.”

That was his girl, always thinking.

“Bingo.” Smiling, she typed rapidly. “Let me fire off an email…”

And by fire off an email, Rebecca meant sending a highly encrypted message to the E-Ring. Ever since Belgium, Rebecca and the Pentagon had been BFFs. Basically, if Rebecca was sending a message, you could bet it was about a threat to National Security.

* * *

Rebecca typed in the third security code. She understood why the enhanced vigilance but when under fire it would sure be nice to have some kind of 9-1-1 code. Once the final key was accepted, her computer bloomed with real-time heat-seeking satellite imagery.

It was a riot of yellow and oranges as people fled the hotel, fanning out into the street. Green and blue images didn’t move, marking the dead bodies as they cooled off. Then there were the dots moving in a slow and methodical pattern toward the hotel.

“Nine total,” Brandt said, mainly talking to himself. “Four creating a noose from each side with one left over for RPG duties.”

By the way his eyes scanned the reading, Rebecca could tell he was memorizing the pattern of the assault. However, she had other concerns. Like how far away was back up? Not the Indian police, but back up that knew how the Knot worked and could stand up to them. Rebecca sent an email asking if Brandt’s team was in the region before she turned her attention to an even more pressing concern.

Like how the hell the Knot found their room on the third floor? It seemed highly unlikely the Knot were taking potshots and just happened to hit a room she and Brandt occupied. And after the gaggle in the stairwell it would have been impossible to tell which heat signatures were theirs versus guests of the hotel.

Quickly, she made a small screen in the corner for Brandt with the heat-seeking readout as she pulled up other feeds from the satellite, trying to determine what, if anything, made her and Brandt’s signatures different.

“We probably should be moving,” Brandt suggested, and she couldn’t agree more, but something in her gut wouldn’t let her leave. For an ancient society, the Knot loved their technology. How many times had the Knot outflanked them in Paris, Hungary, and Turkey?

“Let me just check the last feeds,” Rebecca said as Brandt shouldered the gear, getting ready to head out.

Feeling his urgency, Rebecca flipped through the various feeds, infrared, motion enhancement, and ultraviolet so quickly she nearly missed the one that only had a few small blips, not the hundreds on the other screens. Scrambling back Rebecca brought up the isolated feed. Sure enough two brightly glowing objects were on the second floor, within the business center.

“What the…?” Brandt breathed out.

There were two other blips downstairs, but that was it. Four blips total. No wonder the Knot had known where they were.

“It’s Gamma radiation,” Rebecca explained as she checked the feed’s source. “They are tracking us through Gamma.”

It seemed impossible, but here was the proof positive.

“But how the hell did they paint us?” Brandt asked. “I’m not an expert but that crap doesn’t last long. We had to be tagged within the hour.”

Rebecca shook her head. “More like fifteen minutes, and at these levels…”

She couldn’t say it. How could they have been at dinner one minute and not only radiation-tagged, but poisoned as well?

“At these levels?” Brandt pressed gripping his gun. If only bullets could fix their problem.

“Within an hour, if we don’t find some way to decontaminate ourselves…”

Again, she couldn’t finish. As an expert in DNA, Rebecca knew all too well what radiation could do to the delicate strands of nucleic acids and the horrific long-term consequences that this much Gamma could do.

Then a light flared on the smaller heat-signature window. That would be an RPG being fired. Rebecca grabbed her laptop. Brandt urged her under the desk as the second floor was rocked by another explosion.

Luckily, the business office was located in the back of the building, so the rocket didn’t penetrate that far. However, it would only take a few more rockets would eventually break through into the office.

A ding brought Rebecca’s attention back to the computer. An email awaited. She scanned the text, feeling her heart sink even further. “Lopez and the rest are at least three hours out.”

Brandt seemed to take it well, but the look on his face registered the fact that they probably didn’t have three minutes, let alone three hours, to get out from under this mess.

“Well?” Brandt asked her.

“Well, what?”

“What do we do next?”

They couldn’t run. The Knot would easily track them via the Gamma signature. They needed to decontaminate themselves, but they needed to get to a hospital for that. Which, of course, meant running, which they couldn’t do. And with no tangible back up on the way? No sniper hidden away? No crazy Latino able to shoot faster than the speed of sound?

Tears stung as she answered, “I have no idea.”

* * *

Brandt didn’t accept that. Rebecca was in shock. It was hard sometimes to remember that his fiancée was a civilian. He guessed it was one thing to get shot at, but quite another to be radioactively poisoned. Had Brandt been on active combat duty he would have had iodine tablets, but close protection duty? It was the one thing he hadn’t packed. Although, with the Knot still running around he obviously should have.

He gripped Rebecca’s shoulders. “Babe, you gotta pull something out of the hat here.”

She shook her head though, tears streaming down her face. If defeat had a look, it marked Rebecca’s face.

“You got us out of Rome,” Brand reminded her. “You can get us out of this.”

Again she seemed capable of was to shake her head.

The time for coddling was over. “Damn it, Rebecca.” Her lip quivered but he pushed on. “You’ve got that big brain in there. Use it.”

Her eyes flickered back and forth across his features. Then they flickered to the screen as another RPG hit, rattling the doorframes. The Knot was getting closer to breaking through and they knew it. The men outside moved with certainty, tightening the noose even tighter. Each second he delayed was a second that shaved percentage points off their chance of escape, radioactive tagged or not.

Then that slow expression of a dawning idea transformed Rebecca’s bleak features into radiant confidence.

“The champagne.”

Brandt frowned. He loved it when she went all super smart on him, but it usually also left him in the dark. “Not following.”

Rebecca pointed to the two dots on the first floor. He hadn’t realized it before but they were positioned at their dinner table.

“They put the Gamma in the champagne,” Rebecca hurried as her words seemed to catch up with her brain. “That waiter that kept topping us off. That’s how they painted us.”

“I’ll buy that, but how do we counteract it?”

“You aren’t going to like,” she stated as she gathered up her gear.

“When do I ever?”

As the third RPG hit the building, shaking debris from the ceiling they pushed off from the business offices and down the stairs. How he would love to take the alley and made a sprint for it, but with the radiation cooking his belly, they had to make the smart play and that was Rebecca’s play.

In her ragged and soot stained dress she led them back down to the dining room. The place was trashed. Both from the car bomb and from the panicked flock of diners. Now it stood eerily empty except for the bodies on the floor. Brandt had to relax his trigger finger. He would just have to avenge them by taking out their murderers. The Knot. An organization that proclaimed they were doing God’s work, but turned out to just be butchers, killing innocent people to carry out revenge against Rebecca.

He checked his corners as they made their way to the table with their champagne flutes. The enemy shouldn’t be here yet, but at the pace they were accelerating, it could be at any moment.

With shaking hands, Rebecca poured champagne from their glasses into glasses from another table.

“Um, hon?”

Instead of answering, she handed him two flutes. “Put those toward the entrance.”

Brandt didn’t bother asking what in the hell she was doing. He asked her to use her big brain and now he just needed to follow where it led. After several such rounds of strangely precise, strategic flute placement, Rebecca went to the aquarium and began pulling tubing.

Yes, the aquarium. Okay, now it was time to question her genius.

“Babe, those gunmen should be here. Like now.” That was if they stuck to their pace. Their only hope was if the Knot was as confounded by Rebecca’s behavior as he was and had slowed their entrance.

She scooped up a big handful and black material from the aquarium’s filter and said without a trace of hesitation, “Eat up.”

* * *

Rebecca urged her dripping wet hand to Brandt. They didn’t have much time.

“I am not eating…” Brand said, his face scrunched in disgust. “Fish crap.”

“Yes, you are, along with the activated charcoal.”

To prove to him it might be gross but essential she downed a mouthful of the gritty black material herself. And it did, in fact, taste like fish crap.

Brandt’s eyes narrowed as he scooped some of the material into his hands. “As in activated charcoal that will absorb and neutralize the Gamma radiation?”

“Yep, that’s the activated charcoal I am talking about.”

The high surface area of the active charcoal made it ideal for absorbing and negating all kinds of toxins. From the ammonia in fish urine to drug overdoses to natural gas leaks, activated charcoal was the filtration substance of choice. And this was no different. Radiation could be trapped by the same mechanism as heroin.

Was her solution perfect? No. Would it absorb enough to save their lives and mask their presence? She hoped so.

“I am never eating fish after this,” Brandt said, choking down the last handful.

She gulped down her last grimy bite, then turned on the sink and poured the last of contaminated champagne down the drain. In a single moment all four signatures should have winked out.

With any luck, the only blips on the Knot’s screen should be the carefully placed champagne flutes. The sound of the door clicking open sent them both to their knees behind the restaurant’s bar.

The first gunman came in, gun blazing. Brandt shot once, downing the man. His accuracy and steely nerve reminded her once again why she needed to recruit ex-military for her grad students.

The next two gunmen must have seen what happened to their comrade and entered much more slowly. The only sound of their approach was the crunching of broken glass under their boots. Brandt crept down the bar, cocking his head. Listening to the footfalls, waiting until the opportune time to shoot. Which, for Rebecca, would have been like right now. However, she didn’t rush Brandt. She might have figured out how to mask their Gamma signature and forestall radiation poisoning, but now it was up to Brandt to get them past the ten, now make it nine, well-armed men.

She watched Brandt’s bicep tense and covered her ears as he sprang up, shooting a spray of bullets. One man fell so close that Rebecca could see the assailant’s surprised look as the light left his eyes. Gulping, she scooted closer to his hand. He hadn’t been only carrying a weapon. He had a small-screened device as well. Rebecca reached out and snagged the handle, pulling it from his grasp and sliding it across the floor as more assailants entered the room.

Brandt led them further down the bar as she studied the Gamma readout. She and Brandt weren’t showing up. Rebecca held back tears. The activated charcoal was doing its job. Only the champagne glasses, each titrated with an aliquot of concentrated poison flared red on the screen. She had placed the flutes in pairs scattered around the restaurant as decoys. The assailants had to focus on those areas, leaving Brandt free to pick them off. Or at least that was the plan.

Brandt glanced over his shoulder when she wasn’t right on his heel. Rebecca showed him the Gamma read out although he didn’t seem nearly as pleased as she would have thought.

“Where’d you get that?” he whispered.

“From the gunman and—”

“Is it heavy?” he demanded.

“Well, yeah, but it’s a complicated piece of—”

Brandt didn’t even let her finish. He grabbed the device and like a grenade slung it up and over the bar. The thing exploded as it flew halfway across the room. Screams echoed off the walls as one gunman, his full body on fire, ran past them, through the cracked window and into the street.

Rebecca’s hand shook. Another moment, and that would have been her. Brandt aimed to the street and put the man out of his misery. Shots came from the other side of the restaurant, driving them back under the bar. Then the gunfire died down as shots carried from the back of the restaurant.

“They’re pulling back,” Brandt said.

“That’s great.” Again, Brandt didn’t look all that pleased. “Right?”

* * *

Wrong.

He grabbed her hand. “You’ve got to run when I say.”

“I don’t—”

The sound of an RPG cut Rebecca off. The men hadn’t pulled back because they were giving up. The Knot had pulled back so they could use a much bigger weapon.

Brandt rose from a crouch, drawing Rebecca with him. Without hesitation they ran through the broken window, past the still burning car that served as the first bomb and out into the street. They charged right into the path of the rocket, ducking as it sailed over their heads and smashed into the restaurant, setting the place afire.

He didn’t stop them there. They raced across the street and toward the source of the RPG. Clearly, the projectiles were coming from one of the Taj Mahal’s minarets. Not as clear was how well-armed the assailant was besides the RPG launcher.

At last check from the satellite feed, The Knot had committed their personnel to the hotel. They must have felt confident they could pinpoint Rebecca and he’s position through the Gamma signature. They had left the RPG operator unprotected. It was that kind of arrogant thinking that had taken them down in the first place.

Luckily, Brandt never assumed an operation would go according to plan, because in his experience, it never did.

Just like operation engagement. He had the ring in his pocket and a boatload of guns upstairs.

Bullets chewed up the street behind them. The remaining gunmen had regrouped and unfortunately Rebecca’s yellow dress was about a good a tag as the radioactivity had been. They reached the towering main gate to the Taj complex but it was closed. It was, after all, a little after tour hours.

The gate structure was massive itself, giving them precious cover behind one of the large turrets. Brandt glanced up. The retaining wall was only ten feet high.

Brandt grinned at Rebecca. “You ready to do some climbing?”

She ripped her dress, creating a slit up to her thigh in answer. They were in luck that the gate structure itself was not only massive, but elaborate as well. There were low decorative walls, long overhangs, and lots and lots of footholds in the brick itself.

Teetering on the edge of the low wall, Brandt cupped his hands. A grappling hook would have been nice, but he didn’t think to bring one. Again, with the Knot on the prowl, a mistake.

Rebecca stepped into his hand. He helped lift her up as she scrambled up the overhang. Brandt swung his equipment bag over his shoulder ready to scale the wall himself when a bullet sliced over his arm. The bastards had advanced on their position. Letting go of his hold, Brandt dropped back down to the ground, swinging to his right, sweeping the area with gunfire.

“Brandt!” Rebecca cried out, half on this side of the wall and half on the other.

“Get over!”

Her yellow hem slid out of view as he continued spraying cover fire. It didn’t look good though. He was pinned down. Sure he had a bit of cover but once the gunmen fanned out again, regrouping after his and Rebecca’s jailbreak? It would only be a few minutes before one of them gained an angle on him.

“I’ll open the gate!” Rebecca yelled above the automatic weapon fire.

Brandt knew she would try her hardest, but would she make it in time?

* * *

Rebecca stared at the locking mechanism on the Grand Gate—a structure that used to be made out of pure silver. Now it was some kind of bulletproof metal alloy with a lock about as sophisticated as a bank safe. Guess they really didn’t want people on the grounds after hours.

The gate was meant to symbolize the profound difference between the material world on Brandt’s side and the spiritual side of the Taj Mahal. She glanced over her shoulder to the brilliantly white monument. The sight nearly took her breath away. It truly was the Seventh Modern Wonder of the World. From its pristine minarets from which prayer could be called to its beautifully etched face, there was no finer craftsmanship. She could have stared at it for hours, except you know, all that gunfire.

Refocusing on the lock, she counted at least five different keyholes with a numeric keypad as well. Brandt really should have come over first. However, that would have left her on the other side with all the men firing.

“Do you have any C-4?” Rebecca yelled.

Brandt didn’t respond as the sound of shots filled the air. Then a small packet, no larger than a pack of gum fell at her feet along with a detonator and trigger. It still freaked her out that C4 could just be tossed around like that, however it came in really handy now. Picking up the packet she placed it in the heart of the locking mechanisms. Rebecca had no idea where else to put it. Targeting was usually Lopez and Brandt’s job—deciding on directionality, torque, and blast radius.

Rebecca buried the detonator into the putty-like material. What if it wasn’t enough? What if she couldn’t get the gate open? The gunshots grew closer and closer.

“No matter what,” Brandt shouted in between firing short controlled bursts. “Run.”

Rebecca gulped. She could hear it in his voice. Even if she blew the lock, he may not make it past the veritable firing squad outside. The sense that the tiny patch of C4 would be too little too late crushed down on her already sore shoulders.

Then she heard the all-too-familiar thunk and sizzle of an RPG being launched. The rocket flared from the left-most Taj minaret, speeding right toward her. Diving out of the way, Rebecca watched as the RPG hit the gate, shattering it, scattering the gunmen on the other side.

Okay, maybe she didn’t need the C4.

Brandt was through the breach, firing behind him. “Good job.”

Yep. She made one hell of a target.

* * *

Brandt grabbed Rebecca’s hand and made for the Taj Mahal. Not exactly how he expected to enter one of the most romantic spots in the world, but the monument was their best chance for cover and would be impossible for the RPG guy to safely hit, since any direct strike would knock down the minaret the gunmen was holed up in.

So he guided Rebecca down the long pool that led up to the mausoleum. It beautifully reflected the Taj’s white dome and moon that had climbed high overhead. Which wasn’t great, since it gave the gunmen trailing them plenty of light to aim.

Brandt zigged and zagged them down the garden courtyard, using the sparse shrubs as cover but the bullets were getting closer and closer on their heel. Another RPG went off, hitting the tranquil pool, spraying water and debris everywhere. He definitely wasn’t getting the deposit back on this tux.

The Taj Mahal loomed before them. Soon its white elaborately decorated façade filled their vision. He was certain that Rebecca could tell him the artistic technique used and even name the type of gems encrusting the entire structure, however, he only cared that those marble walls could stop armor piercing rounds.

Sirens wailed in the distance, but if he didn’t get them some solid cover, those gunmen would pick them off long before the Indian police arrived. He urged Rebecca to run up the marble steps ahead of him to the main extremely embellished entrance to the monument. They couldn’t wait for another RPG strike, or even long enough to plant some C4 on the door’s lock. Instead, he swung his rifle around and peppered the lock with bullets.

Before they even reached the door, it swung open. Yep, that was the “lead” key for you.

Even Brandt stumbled as they entered the interior of the Taj Mahal. This kind of beauty could take him by surprise even with gunmen on their tail. Stone arches soared overhead, supporting the huge dome above them. Even the floor was inlaid in a geometric pattern. And the details? The flowers? The Arabic script?

However, the single most important object was the stone bench for visitors. He heaved it over in front of the door. It wouldn’t hold off the gunmen long, but every second they could get deeper into the structure without getting fired upon, the better.

“This way,” Brandt pointed for Rebecca to take the first hallway. The closer they were to the RPG minaret the better. If the guy was going to fire, he was going to have to risk his own—

Gunfire rang out from in front of them. Brandt’s body spun to the right as a shot hit him in the gut. He compensated to the left and fired off a series of shots. A scream abruptly stopped the return fire.

“You’re hit,” Rebecca cried, tears streaming down her face.

He was, in fact, hit. His knees felt like Jell-O, and his vision constricted down to a pinpoint in front of him.

Come on, he chided himself. It’s just a through and through.

“I’m fine,” he gritted out. “We’ve got to make sure he is down for good.”

Gripping his side, the opposite side that took a bullet in Rome, which now made a matching pair, Brandt made his way to the vestibule where a man lay in a pool of bright red blood. The guy was decked out, head to toe, literally with a skullcap and everything, in a reflective black material. Heat shielding material. That was how he was masked from the Pentagon’s infrared sensors.

If he hadn’t already been shot, Brandt probably would have shot himself for his stupidity. Of course the Knot would place a guard on the RPG position. Because, of course, Brandt would make a beeline to the RPG position and take the higher ground.

More shots rang out behind them as the other gun men tried to breach the Taj’s main door.

“Oh, my God,” Rebecca whispered as the moonlight filtered in through the elaborate grates that served as windows. Her horrified face glowed with an almost supernatural beauty.

“It’s not that bad,” Brandt said, removing his hand away from the bullet wound in his side. And actually, he wasn’t lying. Only a trickle of blood dripped off his belt.

* * *

Brandt was such a bad liar. That gunshot had to hurt like a mo.’ But she wasn’t talking about his injury, or even the men trying to break their way into the monument. She was talking about the monitor in the dead man’s hand. He hadn’t just taken a lucky shot. He had something to aim at.

“Don’t touch it,” Brandt said figuring out she was staring at the handheld Gamma monitor.

Rebecca would not make the same mistake she had made back at the restaurant. Clearly, the Knot’s equipment was rigged to go off if the biometric locks weren’t reset. No, she knelt beside the Gamma screen, looking at the faintest wisp of a reading.

Her reading. She had drunk far more champagne than Brandt had.

“How can that be?” Brandt asked, gripping his side again. “We ate the damn fish crap.”

Some of the Gamma must have leaked into her blood stream before the activated charcoal could absorb the radiation. Which normally would have diluted the signal. Not so great for her health, but it should have masked the reading. Her hand flew to her neck. Her thyroid gland. It was scavenging the radiation and concentrating it there, producing the blip on the screen.

“We don’t know it’s you,” Brandt protested, but she backed a step, then another. The blip moved with her.

She was a shining beacon. Once those men broke in…

Rebecca let go of the panic and turned to Brandt. She had a plan.

“Love is eternal.”

* * *

“No, no, no, no, no,” Brandt said as she sprinted down the hallway.

Damn it. He loved her too, but he wasn’t too fond of her making herself an active target. Rebecca was using the same decoy technique as the restaurant only the bait wasn’t champagne glasses, it was her.

Voices carried from the entrance. The Knot had broken through.

Brandt grabbed the dead guy’s monitor, streaking it with blood as he put his thumbprint front and center. The device’s screen turned red, blinking its intent to self-destruct. Brandt counted to three, then chucked the thing toward the entrance. Pain seared up his side, but he was rewarded with screams as the thing exploded.

Now, though, he had no more tricks up his sleeve. He had Rebecca on the run and he had to take care of the remaining gunmen before they took care of Rebecca

Ducking behind a flying marble arch, Brandt counted off Rebecca’s footsteps. He knew where she would go. The central tomb. That “love” line hadn’t been a proclamation of her feelings. It had told him where she was headed.

It was line out of a poem or something. Brandt really hadn’t paid attention when she was reading it aloud in bed. They’d just made love, their legs still entangled. The last thing on his mind was poetry. However, it was a good thing he paid enough attention to know the phrase was carved on the crypts.

The gunmen, not knowing she had a final destination in mind would fan out to cut off her escape routes. Which placed them at strategic positions around the tomb.

God, he hoped that the Knot played this by the book. Otherwise, they were screwed.

* * *

Rebecca could swear she felt the gunshots in her marrow as they echoed off the impossibly high ceilings. To think that centuries of carefully preserved art was being damaged, all for her. Had she and Brandt been fools to think they could ever escape the wrath of the Knot?

About the only thing longer than the Knot’s lineage was their penchant for destruction. After what they had done to one of their own just for failing…

Rebecca refused to let that image come into her mind. She had walled off everything that had happened in that cavern in Rome. But here it was coming back to haunt her.

She dodged through a doorway and skidded to a stop as she reached the inner tomb. The two crypts that housed the Shah and his third wife were enclosed by an octagonal set of marble “screens.” They weren’t as much screens as works of art. Each had been carved out of their own slab of marble. All that intricate detail. The inlaying of each lotus flower petal and stem had taken the artisans over ten years to complete. Right now, though, she just needed the screen to stop some bullets.

She rushed through the doorway and ducked behind the Shah’s tomb. Her fingers gripped the edge of the marble, digging into the spaces between the jewels. Gunfire and screams filled the air, but each time she heard those short, controlled bursts, she knew that Brandt was still alive.

Which only helped to marginally calm her since she knew that every last gunmen of the Knot was honing in on her exact location. Despite about a ton of marble crypt in front of her, she felt exposed.

The wailing sirens were closing in, but Rebecca had no illusions they would charge in like the cavalry. The Knot would kill a policeman as quickly as they had killed those poor tourists at the hotel. Didn’t the Knot realize that if she hadn’t revealed what she had discovered in that ancient tomb in Rome, she never would? Or were they so blinded by revenge?

Whichever, the gunfire grew louder and louder.

How many assailants were left?

She peeked around the white marble crypt as a shadow passed by the archway. Was it Brandt, or…?

A gun pointing in her direction gave her the answer. She dropped down as bullets flew. They ricocheted off the marble, pinging all around her. The guy didn’t have to have good aim the way the bullets were deflecting off the marble.

She couldn’t wait for Brandt. Opening her laptop, she scanned for frequencies. The gunmen had to be communicating in some way. They had shut down all the normal avenues for communication, but the Knot was anything but normal.

Rebecca needed to adapt or die.

* * *

Brandt couldn’t get a bead on the gunman. They were playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse, only Brandt wasn’t sure who was the mouse right now.

As much as he hated to admit it, each time he did fire, his aim got further and further off. He was losing blood, and the pain? Well, the pain was his constant friend now.

His body subconsciously protected his side, pulling his shots up short.

Screw his subconscious. Rebecca was in danger.

Ditching his pack, Brandt charged straight at the guy, firing where the gunman should come out. But he never appeared. He must have gone inside the tomb. With Rebecca.

Not good. Not good at all.

* * *

Rebecca stood as the gunman walked into the tomb. There was no point in hiding now. He had the feral grin of an animal about to make a kill. There may be no one in the Knot to go and brag to, but this man wanted to see her die, right in front of him.

No matter. She needed him nice and close.

Rebecca hit one last keystroke on her computer. The gunman must have realized that something was wrong with his Gamma monitor, as it vibrated in his hand just before its screen went red.

She’d found their microwave communications and patched into it. Once he was in range, Rebecca convinced the device that the man’s handprint was no longer his own. The assailant’s eyes dilated as he tried, to no avail, to override the self-destruct mechanism. He tried to hurl the object away, but it exploded in midair, knocking him back, slamming his body against the marble before it slid down to rest still on the tiled floor.

On one hand, she was horrified at the sight. On the other, no matter how inappropriate, she wanted to jump for joy. The last of the gunmen were dead.

Brandt limped forward from far down the hallway. “Rebecca…”

That’s about when that damned whistle of an RPG filled the chamber.

* * *

Brandt wanted to rush forward and protect Rebecca, but he knew he would never make it in time. The best he could do was throw himself to the side as the rocket hit the dome.

The mausoleum shook as the roof tumbled down. Shockingly, though, the building held. It was on fire, but it held. Could it stand another attack?

Moonlight filled the hallway. Brandt glanced up. If moonlight could get in, bullets could get out. Swinging his gun up, Brandt found the minaret that the RPGs had been launched from.

He breathed in, despite the pain. He braced his arm against the smooth marble, since his body might betray him. He bled on the snowy-white floor, waiting for the RPG operator to take aim again.

How long could it take to reload, anyway?

Time slowed as Brandt watched through his rifle sight. Once there was movement, he held his breath, slowing his heart rate. The man sprang up with the RPG launcher on his shoulder. The mechanism blocking a head shot. Brandt took the next best thing.

Pulling the trigger sent shards of agony down his side, settling at his hip, but the shot was off. Even though the man tipped over the side of the minaret, he had already launched the rocket. It sailed the short distance until it exploded against the main dome of the mausoleum, shattering it.

Brandt turned on his heel to see Rebecca disappear behind a pile of rubble and dust.

“Rebecca!”

No matter that the building was falling down around him, he pushed off the arch and headed to the tomb. Chunks of fiery plaster and heavy marble fell around him, but he had eyes only for the broken doorway.

Brandt used the last of his strength to shove away a support beam and duck under the arch. He stumbled into the crypt to find it relatively unscathed. The inner dome had fallen onto the thick marble screens and acted as a shelter from the destruction from above.

Rebecca rose behind the crypt, coughing, but alive.

He rushed forward, falling to one knee.

* * *

Rebecca watched Brandt go down.

No! They couldn’t have survived so much to lose him now.

“What’s wrong?” she asked almost afraid to hear the answer. What could be worse than being shot twice?

He pulled a little red box out of his jacket. Was he mad?

But then he opened the box to reveal a bright, shining diamond ring.

“Rebecca Sasha Monroe,” he said, his voice only hitching with pain twice. “Will you marry me?”

Her lips trembled as tears streaked down her cheeks. This proposal was so wrong that it made it so very right.

“Yes,” she said lowering to her knees as she cupped his hand. “I think I will.”

Brandt slipped the ring onto her finger. The gilded band felt so light yet carried so much weight. As sirens wailed and shouts carried through the Taj Mahal, Brandt leaned in and kissed her.

While his lips tasted of salt from tears, iron from blood, and even a little fishy, Rebecca knew this was a kiss to last for the ages.

# # #
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UPON THE MOUNT

══════════════════

Mount Sinai

1480 BCE

Yehoshua held his breath as the clouds roiled overhead. It had been long these forty days and nights upon the mount. He had nearly given up all hope of God fulfilling His promise.

Moshe, proving himself the prophet foretold, had somehow kept hope alive. He found berries where none should grow. A cool spring that should be dry. Brought forth heat where no flame burned. Without supplies or even a goat to milk, they had survived amongst the mountain peaks these long weeks. Moshe had said God would provide and He did, albeit in meager portions.

It was not for Yehoshua to question Moshe. The gray-haired prophet had delivered them from Egypt. Had subdued the Red Sea and had brought the Chosen People to the base of this mount. All upon God’s word. Would Moshe’s followers have his exquisite patience though?

Before Yehoshua could ponder Aaron and the camp’s mood during their long absence, the sky set afire burning in reds and oranges. A column of flames shot down, dancing upon the barren plateau. Yehoshua shielded his face from the heat. The air itself felt on fire as it entered his chest.

Moshe however took a tentative step forward toward the column.

“No!” Yehoshua cried out, worried for his patriarch and his friend. God asked too much this time.

A noise so similar to the grinding of stone against stone to build a pyramid churned from the flames. Yet amongst the harsh groaning a wisp of a voice carried through. It sang. Promising them an eternity of faith if they just stepped forward. Who was Yehoshua to accept God’s grace? That was Moshe’s blessing.

And his curse, Yehoshua thought as he wept for a man he loved above every other except God as Moshe stepped closer to the flames. How was he not burned as the fire licked his thick wool tunic? The winds tossed his long white beard to and fro, playing with it as child might a doll’s.

Then arms wide, praying, Moshe walked into the heart of the flames.

Yehoshua fell to his knees, tears streaking his dirt-smeared cheek.

Would faith be enough to survive God’s trial by fire?

As the minutes then hours passed, Yehoshua rocked back and forth on his knees. His hands held up to the heavens in supplication. Had he anything to sacrifice, he would have, yet this journey through the mountains had left them nothing but the rags upon their backs.

The sky brewed black above them as red and oranges danced upon flames from on high. Was God angered? Had they mistaken God’s intent? Had Moshe walked into fire only to be scorched to ash?

A loud whoosh sounded just before the flames climbed their way back to the sky. They rolled and jumped and leapt higher and higher until they were no more. When Yehoshua eyes finally looked down, there was his prophet, Moshe.

Yet he did not seem the man he knew and loved. Instead fire seemed to crackle in Moshe’s eyes as his arms spread wide to carry two huge stone tablets. Yehoshua rushed over.

“Moshe!”

“His…” the prophet tried to say but faltered.

“Enough of this,” Yehoshua demanded. “Sit down. There is an eternity to tell me of the wonders within the fire.”

A slow smile spread across over Moshe’s cracked lips. “I need not tell for you can read.”

Yehoshua had not even noticed that the large thick slabs were chiseled deep into the stone. He passed his hand over the writing. What a wondrous tale it would make.

“How did you carve so deeply without a chisel or hammer?”

“I did not,” Moshe stated. “It was God’s finger that wrote upon the slab.”

Yehoshua snatched his hand back. “God?”

Moshe seemed to have only strength for a shallow nod. Although the stones weighed heavily upon his friend, Yehoshua was no longer eager to take the burden.

“What sayth He?” Yehoshua asked breathlessly. He so desired to know God’s heart yet did not feel his eyes were worthy of seeing God’s actual words.

“He gaveth to me and to all the people the Asereth ha-D’bharîm.”

The Ten Laws.

Yehoshua began to weep. God loved man enough to govern him. The worry that God would abandon the chosen Chosen People faded from Yehoshua’s heart.

“Do not shy away, Yehoshua,” Moshe urged. “This was meant for all men.”

Fearful his eyes would catch fire as soon as he glanced at the carvings, Yehoshua ever so slowly brought his gaze upon the stone. Once his eyes settled upon God’s words they were loath to look anywhere else.

“I am the Lord thy God.” A tremor shook through Yehoshua. The truth of these words settling into his bones. “Thou shalt have no other gods.”

Who would wish to have any other God but the one and true God? There were more laws below, however Yehoushua’s eyes were drawn to the second tablet. This slab had much smaller writing, filling the entire surface, and if Yehoshua was not mistaken, the words flowed to the other side.

“What is this?” Yehoushua asked, pointing to the flowing writing.

Moshe’s eyes lost their spark and he seemed wholly a man made of flesh and blood. His long gray beard trailed down his chest and he lowered his head.

“They too are God’s words.”

“Then why not is that not joy in your voice?”

Moshe touched the second tablet, tracing the words. “Some of these will be hard for our people to hear. To understand.”

“But if they are God’s true words, they will listen, will they not?” Yehoshua asked.

Gathering his strength, Moses hugged the slabs closely.

“With all my prayers I hope,” Moshe whispered, stepping away from the plateau to the path that led down the mountainside to the fields below. To their people.


CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

20 km outside of Varazdin, Croatia

2:00 p.m. GMT, Present Day

Brandt’s shoulder slammed into a tree trunk. The air rushed from his lungs and refused to go back in. No matter. Brandt pulled a knife from his boot sheath, pivoted the blade backward, and arced up with his arm, hard. A muffled cry answered the maneuver. He shoved his assailant back while still trying to catch his breath.

For a moment, his vision swam and all he could see was Rebecca’s face. But she was safely stowed away in London doing research, and he was knee-deep in half-frozen pig slop. This lonesome corner of Croatia had seen better days. And he wouldn’t live to see another if he didn’t get his freaking head in the game.

Gulping a breath, he pushed off the tree and turned on his attacker. He blocked a punch, but the pain shot up his arm and settled into his shoulder. Damn it. Where the hell was Lopez? Or Talli? Or Brandt would even take that sorry excuse for a new point man, Harvish.

No one could replace Svengurd, of course, but seriously, this was the second ambush in two days that they’d walked into. And for a brief moment he even regretted not having Davidson up in some tree, then bile choked the back of his throat at the private’s betrayal.

No, Brandt had to work with what he had. And at the moment all he had was his knife.

As he swung around for another swipe, a flash of gold caught his eye. His wedding band. It caught him by surprise each time he saw it.

Bam. A punch to the kidney.

Forget freaking matrimony. Brandt needed to just get out of this day alive.

His boot caught the top of an ice-encrusted rock and sent him sprawling forward, just in time for him to miss a bullet to the head. Even though he landed on his injured shoulder in a soggy, rotting, leaf-covered pool of pig excrement, Brandt thanked his luck.

Gaining momentum with his legs, he caught his attacker in a scissor kick, bringing him down to muddy ground. He scrambled up, bringing the knife down, nailing the guy in the chest.

“No!” Lopez screamed, but it was too late. The well-maintained knife had sliced through his attacker’s rib cage and sunk in to the hilt.

The corporal sprinted up. “That’s Amed!”

But it couldn’t be. They were tracking his third in command, second at most. This couldn’t be Amed. Looking down into the man’s eyes, so dark they looked like the soot that smeared both of them, Brandt knew Lopez was right. He had just struck a mortal blow to the head of an al-Qaida splinter group.

Normally he would be ready to down a beer in victory, but this prick was the only one who knew the location of the biologicals that were stolen from the Russian armory. Had they been deployed? Were they safely contained or leaching into the groundwater near some metropolitan area? Only Amed knew.

Lopez tried to stanch the bleeding, but Brandt knew it was a done deal. That blade was in Amed’s left ventricle or he wasn’t as good as he thought.

“I think he’s trying to say something,” Lopez said as he knelt over the dying man.

Talli joined them, dropping his light frame to the ground. “Back away.”

While all of them knew Farsi, Talli was half Pakistani and half Iranian. The soldier knew his way around the Arabic dialects. But even with those credentials, the man shook his head, unable to make sense of Amed’s mumbling.

“Damn it,” Brandt growled and grabbed the terrorist by the collar and jerked him up so that they were nose to nose. “I know you speak English, prick. If you want to talk, talk!”

Amed laughed, causing blood-red froth to coat his lips. “I go to paradise, brother.”

What was the guy playing at? Brandt had read the man’s extremely thick Interpol file. The Iraqi-born leader was a cold-blooded, send-children-to-their-fiery-death kind of extremist. Shouldn’t he be cursing them and spitting in their eyes rather than calling him brother?

“The words are spoken. There will be no hiding.”

Brandt looked at Talli. “Is that some kind of code he’s talking about?” Off the darker man’s shake of the head, he continued, “A parable?”

Talli shook his head forcefully. “I know not of what he speaks.”

Amed gripped the knife’s hilt, shoving even deeper into his chest. “The prophet speaks. Shalom.”

The man fell back, dead. His eyes fixed upon a point over Brandt’s shoulder, an eerie smile upon his face.

“Why would a hard-core Islamic extremist use a Jewish phrase like that?” Harvish asked, as he limped up to join them.

Lopez leaned back on his heels, wiping the dead man’s blood from his hands. “I bet I know one doctor who might be well enough versed in Islam and Judaism to answer that question.”

Rebecca, of course, had come to Brandt’s mind as well.

Talli looked quizzically between them. “We are speaking about the paleoanthropologist Dr. Monroe, are we not?”

Lopez slapped Talli on the back as they all rose to their feet. “Oh yeah.” He turned to Brandt. “But is she gonna be pissed!”

“Rebecca’s a professional. She’ll help even if she’s sworn off religious controversy,” Brandt corrected.

“Dude, not that she.”

“Then she, who?” Brandt asked, confused.

“Um, Maria. Your pregnant wife, remember?”

Oh, yeah. Her.

* * *

Rebecca carefully positioned the cross-section of bone. This microscopic splinter of James’s bone was the only thing left from their near-fatal quest to find the savior’s remains. She had lost so much in that darkened smoke-filled cave. Everything, really, she just hadn’t known it yet.

Sure, Brandt and she had a whirlwind romance, then a surprise engagement at the Taj Mahal, but shortly thereafter reality crashed in. A reality by the name of Maria. It seemed a one-night stand had resulted in a pregnancy. It had happened several months before Rebecca and he had met, and she’d been sure they could get through it, but Brandt’s damned Catholic sense of honor and duty had forced him to break off their engagement and marry the mother of his child.

She caught tears at the edge of her eyes. Not wanting to, but unable to stop herself, she looked up to the second shelf above her workstation. A diamond sparkled at her. Her engagement ring. It was still where Brandt had left it. He had refused to take it back. He had said it was his final gift to her. She should have thrown it at him, screamed at him, done something besides let him walk out that door. Now she couldn’t bring herself to move the damned thing. It sat there mocking her. Reminding her of the life that could have been, that could never be.

But she couldn’t dwell on the past. Or at least not the recent past. She still had the “smart” gene to prove. And somehow through the fifteen thousand debriefings she had survived, of course lying through her teeth at each one of them, Rebecca had kept this tiny, tiny shard of James’s bone hidden.

All the preparations had been made. All the calculations done. Today was the day she would drill into the bone and extract a minute quantity of DNA from the bone marrow. Given the fragment’s extremely small size, she would have only one chance at this.

Rebecca needed her mind and hands focused. She needed to block out everything but this piece of bone and her microknife.

Taking a deep breath, Rebecca double checked her instruments, then looked through the microscope. She could see the tiny spicules of bone, interlaced before her. She knew within this tiny lattice, the DNA she needed lay hidden.

Closing her eyes, Rebecca steadied her nerves. Whether or not she was ready to have her theory proven correct or debunked, James’s bone was ready.

Slowing opening her eyes, she found a spot between two spicules that looked especially promising and moved the joystick into position. Ever so carefully, Rebecca moved the joystick forward, angling the microblade toward the position. She would have to coordinate the cut and the sterile vacuum to collect the material before it turned to dust.

She was ever so close to fulfilling her life’s work when the door burst open.

“Dr. Hottie Monroe! Are you ready for some Latin love?”

In her shock, Rebecca not only drove the microblade through the entire section, but she broke the seventy-thousand-dollar tip off as well. “No!”

Months of preparation ruined. James’s bone destroyed.

Rebecca spun around, ready to lay waste to whoever had ignored her huge sign warning anyone not to enter, but found Lopez with his arms spread wide. Behind him a figure hung back in the doorway.

Their eyes met over Lopez, locked in some kind of painful flashback. God, had Vincent’s jaw gotten even squarer? Were his eyes more crystalline than before? And his biceps. How easily she could remember them holding her.

Even though Lopez was no slouch in that department, his fierce hug felt completely hollow.

“What, you don’t have any love for an old comrade-in-arms?” Lopez asked, feigning hurt.

She punched him in the arm. “You trashed my experiment, Ricky.”

“My bad,” the corporal said, but his grin told a different story.

Two other men entered the laboratory. She didn’t know them nearly as well, but by Brandt’s constant complaining about them not living up to their predecessors she knew the shorter, darker-haired one was Talli and the redhead was Harvish.

All eyes were upon her. Well, upon her then flickering back to Brandt. Clearly they had come on some military need, despite their business casual clothes, but that didn’t change the utter awkwardness that choked the room.

“Dr. Monroe,” a voice called from the other room. “Is there a problem?”

Rebecca willed the man to stay back. She announced, “Sam, everything’s fine!”

But the younger man, his face a riddle of reconstruction scars, came around the corner. His features were so distorted that it took a moment for Brandt to recognize who stood in front of him. Lopez was quicker on the draw.

“Davidson!” Rebecca rushed to get between them as Lopez whooped, “Dude! You are alive!”

But that might not last for long, as Brandt pulled a gun from his belt and aimed at Davidson. The red laser light glowed against her previous enemy’s, now assistant’s, forehead.

Brandt growled, “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

* * *

Rebecca shoved herself in front of Davidson, knocking Lopez back. The corporal looked to Davidson, then Rebecca, then to Brandt.

“Um, I think I missed something,” Lopez commented, backing out of Brandt’s line of fire.

More like a lot of something. Like a world of something.

“Get out of the way, Dr. Monroe,” Brandt ordered.

The fact the man she loved called her Dr. Monroe hurt possibly more than that damn gold ring on his finger announcing he was another woman’s. And since when did he think he could boss her around? Hadn’t he learned that lesson back in the Ecuadorian jungle?

“Not until you listen,” she retorted.

“Yeah, Sarge, I kind of have to agree with the doc, here,” Lopez stated. “What’s going on?”

Brandt glared at his second in command. “Before you go all BFF on Davidson you might want to ask why he was the mole for the Knot.”

Lopez’s head spun around, looking for Rebecca to somehow dispute Brandt’s words, but she couldn’t. They were true. Davidson had in fact been a part, an integral part, of the organization that had tried to kill them all last year.

“He’s the one that told the Knot where we were every step of the way,” Brandt pressed.

“But…” Lopez stuttered. “That’s who got Svengurd killed.”

Rebecca sympathized with Lopez. She herself had to reconcile the young, enthusiastic, and devoted Private Davidson with the insidious snake in the grass Davidson. Clearly as Lopez raised his own Gloc, the corporal was getting the picture.

“How could you?” he hissed at Davidson.

“I can only ask forgiveness,” Davidson said, although his words came out slurred due to the burn damage to his lips. If you didn’t know better you might assume he sounded like the young man had a stroke. It took a little getting used to in order to understand him fully. Especially if he was stressed. Like right now with a gun pointed at him.

Brandt’s arm was up. His finger wrapped around the trigger. “I am going to warn you one more time, Monroe. Get out of my way.”

By now the other two of Brandt’s team had taken up position around the lab. There was no backing out of the room. No escape.

“Sarge, do we have shoot-on-sight orders?” Talli asked.

“No,” Lopez answered quickly, still obviously conflicted between his previous brotherly bond with the private and this new, damning information.

Brandt however seemed crystal clear. “Only because she lied and reported Davidson was dead.”

Rebecca’s cheeks burned red hot. She had lied, but only in an attempt to put the ugly events to rest. What good would it have done for them to hunt down Davidson? After everything else that had happened in that cavern under Rome, what did one man matter?

“He saved us,” Rebecca explained to Brandt. “You. Me. Both of us.”

“Good for him,” he responded, grinding his jaw, looking to find a shot.

“He’s not the same man,” Rebecca pleaded. “Please, just look at him.”

Davidson cringed but held steady under the scrutiny. Ever since she’d found him in a clinic in Morocco, he’d hidden his labyrinth of scars and melted flesh behind a hoodie and glasses. Unless he was in the lab. This space had become sacred to both of them. Somewhere to hide from a world that had been unkind to them both.

“If you don’t think he’s already been punished for his crimes…” Rebecca added. This was why she hadn’t turned Davidson in herself. The man who had betrayed them no longer existed. There were just the shattered remains of a life to rebuild.

“Doesn’t work that way, Monroe,” Brandt answered through clenched teeth. “Step aside.”

Rebecca had no intention whatsoever of doing such a thing, however Davidson moved out from her shadow.

“I am ready, Rebecca,” he said with only a slight lisp. “I must answer for my crimes.”

She fought back tears as she scanned Davidson’s ruined features. He’d become a younger brother to her. A beloved younger brother. A family where none had existed before. Rebecca knew Brandt though. He wasn’t going to let this go. Not even for her. Or maybe just to spite her.

“Zip tie him,” Brandt ordered.

Lopez stepped forward, bringing out the tough plastic restraints.

“Please,” Rebecca begged, “the tissue on his hands and wrists is still too fragile to—”

The entire room shook as a blast wave knocked over beakers.

“Get down!” Brandt ordered.

Rebecca was already on her way to the floor.

* * *

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Fire alarms sounded as sprinklers sprayed down. Screams echoed from the hallway.

Brandt sheltered Rebecca’s body with his own, waiting for another RPG to hit the building yet none did. His body begged to stay here with Rebecca. Who could blame him? His arms wrapping around her were only protecting her. He wasn’t breaking any vows. Then his training kicked in as he released her from his embrace.

“Report,” he barked, trying to cover the huskiness that had suddenly crept into his voice.

Harvish was at the window. “The explosion looks like it was twelve doors down,”

“RPG hit, you mean?” Brandt questioned.

The redhead shook his head, spraying water. “No. The directionality of the blast is outward. That explosion happened inside the room and blew out.”

“So maybe this is an accident? A coincidence?” Talli asked.

Even if it weren’t an RPG there was absolutely nothing accidental or coincidental about Rebecca, him, and a bomb. Nothing.

“Harvish, check the hallway,” Brandt barked. “Prep for evac.”

Then he grabbed Davidson by the arm and jerked him up nice and close. “What the fuck is your game?” Rebecca tried to force herself between them, but Brandt would have none of it. “Well?”

“I have no idea what is happening,” Davidson said, trying to sound all convincing.

“No!” Rebecca urged. “He had nothing to do with it.”

Brandt kept his fists at Davidson’s collar. “I’d like some proof of that.”

“Damn it, Brandt,” Rebecca protested. “He couldn’t.” This time she was able to wedge an arm between the two men, which she then used to leverage Brandt back an inch. He’d forgotten exactly how strong the researcher could be when she wanted to. “If you would just break your death glare and listen.”

Oh how he wanted to sucker punch Davidson. Really just smash his fist into the bastard’s face. But this wasn’t about the private’s betrayal, this was about staying alive right now.

“The laboratory that was hit was my first lab,” Rebecca explained as red emergency lighting strobed the room.

“Remember?” she asked Brandt.

The incident Rebecca wanted him to recall felt like another life. Back when he and Rebecca were engaged. The tour of the London Research Institute had been a blur. Honestly he’d just nodded his head and oohed and aahed at whatever Rebecca was saying in an attempt to get them back to the hotel quickly so they could make the most of the last three days of his leave. Then Maria showed up.

That had been a bombshell, but now he needed to worry about an actual bomb.

Rebecca pressed on. “That lab didn’t have the ultracentrifuge I needed plus a bunch of other equipment that had been promised to me.”

“So,” Lopez said as his eyes narrowed. “They bombed your old office. And if Davidson were behind it, he kind of would have known which lab to blow.”

“Exactly,” Rebecca said as her head bobbed. “Yes.”

As much as Brandt wanted this to be about Davidson, it didn’t seem to be.

“Harvish, the hallway?”

Before the point man could answer, a scream sounded…from right outside their window. Brandt didn’t have to order anyone down, they were already flat on their bellies.

Another scream from not far away. “That’s sniper fire,” Davidson whispered in his weird slurred voice. “Far-sighted, accurate sniper fire.”

Damn if the bastard wasn’t correct. Lopez rose halfway up, peering through the blinds. “They’re taking out anyone trying to escape the building out the western exit.”

The exit they would have been taking had Brandt not been ragging on Davidson. He was not going to give the private credit for that either.

“Harvish, still waiting on a sit rep.”

“Just people fleeing from—” Harvish jerked back from the cracked open door. He closed it gently. “Gunmen in the hall.”

Damn it. This was an organized attack. It wouldn’t take whoever had planted that bomb long to figure out Rebecca wasn’t in that lab. Then the door-to-door search would begin.

“Options?” he asked Harvish.

“I need to check the egress…” their supposed point man wavered.

Davidson pointed to the wall to their right. “The stairwell to the garage is just on the other side.”

Brandt looked to Rebecca for confirmation. You knew your point man sucked if you were looking to a former traitor and a civilian for your exit strategy.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “The stairwell is there.”

He nodded to Lopez. “Make the blast directional and discreet.” While the corporal strategically placed the C-4, Brandt turned to Talli. “Move that cabinet over. I want our exit covered if at all possible.”

Even a few seconds could mean a successful retreat versus…well, versus a bunch of dead bodies.

“Fire in the hole,” Lopez announced.

Talli shoved the cabinet over to catch any shrapnel before Lopez lit up the C-4. The blast was exactly as ordered. Directional and discreet. But discreet enough to not be heard over the alarms and screams ten doors down? That was still a question to be answered.

“Move out,” Brandt ordered.

Harvish was the first to crawl through the hole at the base of the wall. It was a tight fit for the broad-shouldered Irishman, yet he disappeared quickly.

“All clear,” Harvish announced.

Lopez followed. Then Talli. Brandt nodded to Davidson, whose lean frame shimmied right through. Rebecca grabbed her laptop, clutching it to her chest before making her way out of the laboratory. That thing was like her security blanket. A security blanket that had gotten them out of more jams than Brandt liked to consider.

Then it was his turn to squeeze himself through the narrow hole. Once on the other side, Brandt reached through and grabbed the legs to the cabinet, pulling the object flush with the wall.

“Move it,” he ordered.

Instantly Harvish and the rest were surging ahead.

Only Rebecca hesitated. She looked up at him. Those blue eyes brimming with unshed tears. The months washed away. His marriage a dim memory as she blinked, biting her lip.

“Brandt…if this isn’t the Knot,” Rebecca asked, “then who is it?”

Even after everything they’d been through, Brandt still couldn’t lie to her.

“Hell if I know.”

* * *

Aunush stood upon the roof of the Lionel Robbins Building, the wind tousling her dark, close-cropped hair. The mission was perfection incarnate. The destruction of the researcher’s laboratory now complete. Time for a little sport.

Her sniper lay stomach down on the roof, his eye pressed against his sight. He fired again as the crack of the gun was whisked away by the wind. The slamming back of the bolt, resetting the sights then another round. Each action jarred her bone marrow.

She brought the digital binoculars up and watched the sniper’s handiwork. The next shot pierced a woman’s heart then continued through to land in another man’s belly. Aunush brushed her calf gently against the sniper’s shoulder as a reward. If he kept shooting like this they might have to get a room.

Smoke billowed out of the London Research Institute, the ruined husk of Monroe’s laboratory. She hoped the woman was caught in the periphery of the blast so that she suffered now. Her men were only seconds away from confirming the whole group had been killed in the strike.

It pleased her no end that her target was a bastion of science. They thought themselves insulated by logic and reason. Thinking themselves better than God and His Word. Playing with God’s melody, thinking they could somehow force it to sing their own tune.

Another crack of the gun. Aunush watched as a woman’s head exploded before she dropped to the ground. Funny how even with her starched laboratory coat, the scientist’s gray matter looked no different than any other Aunush had seen.

Tiring of waiting on word of Monroe’s demise, Aunush scanned the city’s horizon from her lofty perch. From the top of the building that housed the London School of Economics, she could see nearly every bit of the famed city. Big Ben and Buckingham Palace to the west. Lincoln’s Inn Fields to the north, and of course the wide, slow River Thames to the south. She could make out the tip of the tall, white London Eye across the banks. So odd for London, a hub of culture steeped in a great and long history, to have their most visited landmark now be a silly Ferris wheel. A large, impressive feat of machinery no doubt, but a Ferris wheel nonetheless.

She scanned back to the research building as her sniper fired three shots in rapid succession, taking down five people with his efforts. Oh yes. Tonight should be very interesting.

Aunush breathed in the thick London air. To be so blessed. To have her passion and her job be one and the same.

A crackling in her ear disturbed her musing.

“Come again?” Aunush asked.

“No joy. I repeat, no joy,” her team captain stated between bursts of static.

No joy? Aunush took in another deep breath. Not to savor it but to keep herself from giving the kill order for her own men. “What exactly do you mean by no joy? Over.”

“This is not Dr. Monroe’s office. All killed are the Institute’s staff. Over.”

“Where is she then?” Aunush demanded.

“She is in the wind. Over.”

The firecracker-like shots next to her ceased. The sniper ended his reign of terror and began searching the grounds for their elusive researcher. If anyone could spot a fleeing paleo-DNA-archeologist with her American military escort it was her sniper.


CHAPTER 2

══════════════════

London, England

7:14 p.m. GMT (Daylight Savings)

Rebecca tried to get comfortable in the backseat of the SUV, then realized it was no use. The thing was made of cracked vinyl with the stuffing protruding in all the wrong places.

“Seriously, we couldn’t have stolen a Mercedes or something?” Who’d ever heard of a Vauxhall Frontera anyway?

“Sorry, darling, I had to pick a beater,” Lopez said as he glanced into the rearview mirror. Once they bounced their way out of the parking garage and onto Lincoln Inn Fields Drive heading toward she could only assume the Kingsway, the corporal continued, “Didn’t have time to deal with a complicated alarm or GPS system.”

“Sorry,” she said, realizing he had picked a car that could not be easily traced. “Never should have doubted you.”

Lopez threw a wink to her as horns blared when he gunned the Frontera into the London traffic. “No, you shouldn’t have.”

His wide smile faded as his eyes scanned to her right, taking in Davidson’s distorted face. The spark to his voice faded as Lopez asked Brandt, “Where to, boss?”

“Heathrow is too obvious,” Brandt answered. “Still head north, we’ll go to Croughton.”

Rebecca frowned. “Isn’t that a Royal Air Force base?”

When Brandt ignored her question and went back to studying the map in his hands, Davidson answered. “Yeah, but it’s leased by the US Air Force. We can hitch a ride back to the States under the radar there.”

“We might be a bit generous,” Harvish snarked.

Rebecca had never really cared one way or another about the redheaded point man. But now? Now she kind of agreed with Brandt. He was a jerk who, after his performance back at her lab, didn’t really have the skill set to back up his snotty attitude.

“We are going to let the brass figure this out,” Brandt answered. His tone seeming equally annoyed with Harvish as she was.

Rebecca guessed that was the best she could hope for from Brandt under the circumstances. It was far better than the “shoot on sight” talk of a few minutes ago.

“Croughton? Is that the RAF with the really good mess hall?” Talli asked from the seat in front of her.

“No,” Harvish answered, still glaring at poor Davidson. “You’re thinking of Lakenheath.”

Just how often were US Special Forces in and out of England? Until becoming involved with Brandt, Rebecca didn’t even know the US had a presence in England. Guess the remnants of War World II hung on for a while.

She glanced up to find Brandt watching her in the rearview mirror, and then his eyes flickered away. Was this as hard for him as it was for her? Not the whole escaping death by a hair in a speeding car thing. That they were both pretty much used to.

Or was she being stupid? Why would sharing the same car, feeling the heat of each other’s bodies be difficult for Brandt? He was married to a gorgeous wife with a baby on the way.

Brandt had the American dream right there on his ring finger.

Before tears could threaten again, Rebecca turned to Lopez. Her go-to guy when things got tense. “How long until we get to Croughton, Ricky?”

Harvish answered first though, seeming to want to make up for his performance at the lab. “It’s sixty miles, so about an hour.”

Lopez snorted. “Riigghhttt…make that thirty minutes tops.”

“But with traffic and—”

The back window shattered, sending glass shards whizzing past her. Before she could register what had just happened, Davidson threw himself over her as another bullet zinged past them, this time shattering the front windshield. Lopez swerved across two lanes of traffic and gunned them down an alley.

Grabbing the door handle, trying futilely to keep from slamming into Davidson, Rebecca noticed her hand was covered in blood. It wasn’t her blood though. It was Davidson’s.

“You’ve been hit.”

The younger man shrugged. “That second one grazed my ear.”

Okay, the bullet hadn’t just grazed it, the shot had taken off the tip of his ear. His good ear.

“So?” Davidson asked as she put pressure on the wound. “Think it’ll scar?”

This, exactly this attitude, had been why Rebecca had forgiven Davidson for all of his trespasses. Since her last run-in with the Knot she’d sworn to get a Special Forces assistant. Now she had one.

The only question being if they could survive the day.

* * *

Brandt didn’t even bother cursing as the SUV narrowly avoided running into a stack of crates.

“We need to get back into the street,” Davidson said in that weird slurred voice of his. “Take a right at the next street. A right.”

“So we can get shot at?” Talli retorted, still brushing off broken glass from his jacket.

“No,” Davidson stated. “So I can take a shot.”

Harvish snorted. “Yeah right. That sniper is holed up three blocks away.”

Brandt however didn’t snort, laugh, or otherwise demean Davidson’s skill. His moral fiber? Yes, denigrate that all you wanted, but the kid’s accuracy with a rifle? Never. Traitor he may be, but damn if Davidson’s training by the Knot did have its perks. But was Brandt really going to go off the kid’s advice?

Lopez looked to Brandt. The questions obvious. Do we trust the traitor?

“You are sure you can hit him?” Brandt asked.

Davidson shook his head. “No. But I can back him off, which is nearly as good.”

The kid was right, all to hell. A hesitant sniper had about the same accuracy as a dead sniper.

“Can’t we just keep the buildings between us and the shooter?” Harvish asked.

Lopez shook his head. “The only way to do that would be to keep to these tight streets, giving them time to get their ground forces to surround the neighborhood.”

As they raced toward the next intersection, Brandt glared at Davidson. It was hard to believe the scarred face in front of him was the same as the one who had betrayed them in Rome. Even though Davidson had been a Knot mole from the get-go, he showed absolutely no hesitation to kill members of the sect. It was how the kid had kept his cover intact for so long. Davidson was the all-American poster boy. Even if the kid was working some treacherous angle here it would still behoove him to get the team out of this jam.

And Brandt would take it.

“Talli, give him your rifle.”

“Sarge!”

“Now!” Brandt barked, not used to having to give a direct order twice.

The dark-haired man bit his tongue and hauled out what looked like a large gym bag except the fact it held the parts to one of the most deadly rifles in the world.

Davidson whistled as Harvish assembled the gun. “Nice. An M107 LRSR. Fifty caliber, right?”

The Arab only grunted his answer as he handed the loaded rifle over to Davidson.

As the kid checked the sights he continued. “Lopez, once back out into the street, you’re going to have to make it look like we really are trying to make a run for it.”

“Done.”

Davidson looked to Brandt. “And I’m going to have to wait until he takes a shot before I fire.”

Great, Brandt thought. You kind of buried the lede there.

“Everyone down then,” Brandt ordered as the car swerved right, fishtailing back onto the main thoroughfare. There was no way the sniper could miss them now.

* * *

Davidson flexed his contracted hand. That damaged forefinger only needed to pull the trigger. Would muscle memory be enough? Timing the shot, especially a shot this far away, relied upon his breath being in perfect sync with his pull. A single shudder in his inhale or a twitch of his finger could ruin a perfectly aligned shot.

Even more importantly Davidson needed to get his head into the game. How long had it been since he’d shot? Calculations whirred in his head. The current wind speed gained from a flapping Union Jack. Distance versus height. He couldn’t count on his previous notions on where the sniper was holed up. The shooter would have moved by now. Taking up a better roost to spy the car.

So Davidson had to slow his exhale. Calm his mind. Slowly scan the rooftops, trusting that the best angle Davidson had on the buildings would be the best angle the sniper would choose to shoot toward the road.

He had to force himself to breathe deeply and steadily, knowing the sniper participated in the same ritual. No matter how badly either of them wanted to take a shot, for snipers timing was king.

Then the tiny flare of a muzzle just before a loud ping as the sniper’s shot bounced off the trunk. Davidson didn’t hesitate, letting off a shot of his own.

* * *

Aunush threw herself back as a piece of concrete flew at her. That had been a shot. A sniper shot. At them. That could not be.

But the way her own sniper had rolled to cover it had to be.

She could see the thoughts nearly as plainly on the sniper’s face as if he screamed them at her. To make that shot? From a moving car? Monroe’s sniper might be as good as he was.

“We can’t lose them,” Aunush hissed as another chunk of concrete marked a spot-on shot.

The sniper clenched his jaw, turning back onto his belly, taking measure through the scope. Aunush stayed behind the small ledge, only rising high enough to peer through her binoculars.

As a shot rang out, Aunush watched as the car swerved, riding up onto the curb scattering pedestrians. Had her sniper taken out the driver?

* * *

Rebecca covered her head as the car ran into a Vespa, throwing the scooter high into the air only to have it crash back down behind them. Lopez struggled to keep the car on the sidewalk, let alone the road. Their left rear tire blown.

“I thought you said he’d be shaken,” Brandt growled.

Next to her, Davidson reset the rifle after firing two quick shots. “What can I say, the guy’s got balls.”

The rim of the wheel sparking against the road probably wasn’t keeping their presence exactly low profile.

“Take the next right,” Davidson ordered.

Rebecca noticed a glance from Lopez to Brandt before the corporal complied. She let out a breath she’d been holding since they’d headed back into the road as the car careened down the street, blissfully flanked by high buildings.

“Do I need another plan, Davidson?” Brandt asked, doubt etched in his features.

“No,” Davidson replied, shaking out his hand. “I just need to reset.”

Brandt’s eyes narrowed, and then all doubt left his features. “We are going to exit at a roll and then have Lopez continue with Davidson.”

The men nodded as Rebecca’s eyes darted. “Who exactly is we?”

Brandt didn’t answer. Instead he continued on with his men. “Lopez, you cool with that?”

“Please,” Lopez scoffed. “I think we just invented SUV skeet shooting. I’m good.”

“Make a few laps of the neighborhood and then meet up at the Chancery tube station.”

Rebecca was having a hard time remembering exactly how hard she landed during their last “rolling stop” exit. And this time it didn’t even sound like Brandt was expecting any kind of “stop” to the “roll.”

“Sarge,” Davidson said, the damaged part of his lip trembling uncontrollably. “I’m sorry I couldn’t—”

“I’m not your sergeant, Davidson,” Brandt corrected. “And I was asking too much of any shooter.”

Rebecca wished she could reach out to the young man. Tell him that it wasn’t his fault. That for the love of all that was holy, he’d at the least slowed the sniper down, but she had to get out of the car at a “roll.” Or with Lopez at the wheel, a “speeding fling” out of the car.

“Let’s do this,” Brandt announced as he opened his side door. The other passenger doors popped open as well. As the evening chill of London swirled inside the car, Rebecca braced herself.

“Try to land on your shoulder,” Davidson suggested before turning back to his rifle, prepping for when they made the turn back into the line of fire.

Great advice. Unfortunately she’d heard it before and doubted she could take it much better this time.

As the asphalt sped past, Rebecca white-knuckle clutched her laptop just before she threw her body from the car.

* * *

Aunush ran behind her sniper as they made their way to the easternmost corner of the roof. Her ankle jangled with each step, but she refused to allow the injury incurred as they jumped from the Lionel Robbins Building to the library next door to slow her. She could show no weakness, not even a grimace, not even in front of her sniper. Especially not in front of her sniper.

He made for the edge of the roof and set up, rapidly scanning the area. By now the police’s “Panda” cars, all neon yellow and orange, had arrived. They looked more like clown cars than actual law enforcement vehicles, but they were quick and nimble in London’s tight traffic conditions, getting to the scene far faster than the heavier, more fortified Range Rovers.

Her men at the Institute had already pulled back in advance of the emergency response. They would be long gone before any tactical unit showed.

Next to her the sniper set up just as the SUV made a wide left-hand turn into the crowded street. Sparks flew as the left rear wheel scraped along the ground. The beast was wounded, but could they kill it, and all who were inside?

With a fierce grin the sniper took the first shot, taking out a rear taillight.

“Focus,” she encouraged just as the return shot hit the generator behind them.

The wait was longer this time, but had she not told her sniper to focus? Which meant patience. Much of which she did not have at the moment. Aunush watched through the binoculars as the car swerved in and around traffic, using the other cars as shifting camouflage.

The gun cracked and the SUV’s front tire blew out, sending the car into a spin. Another crack of the gun as the sniper tried to take advantage of the other sniper’s distraction. Then somehow the spin took the car around a corner, but not before a bullet zinged past her ear, singeing her dark hair.

The sniper cursed under his breath as he scanned the streets, waiting for the car to exit. Or had they decided to go to ground? Take to the streets by foot? Aunush picked up her radio and signaled her men the last known location of the car.

“Anything?” Aunush asked the sniper but knew the answer before he shook his head. If he saw anything he would be shooting at it. She held her breath as he scanned the area back and forth, sweeping his scope over the entire Lincoln’s Inn Fields area.

Finally the sniper jerked the gun upright, his dark features even darker. Aunush wanted to rail against him. Demand that he look again. Force him to continue his search, even knowing it would do no good. They would have to rely upon the ground forces, however Aunush was certain they would find only air by the time her men reached the car.

No. The failure was hers. A result of hubris. After running a mercenary crew for over seven years, honing their craft for the day this moment came, Aunush had relied too heavily upon others for intelligence gathering. She would say that she would kill those who provided the intel, but Aunush knew the men responsible were already dead. Her superiors did not take failure lightly. Theirs was the God of the rod not the spoiling.

Rather than relying upon “soft” intel, she should have insisted on “hard” sightings. Physical confirmation of the target’s presence. She would not make that mistake again.

If there was a second chance. Her eyes flickered to the sniper. Had he been given orders to punish her as well? Would she be held as accountable for Monroe escaping as those who had targeted the wrong laboratory?

Swallowing hard, Aunush turned her back on the sniper, making her way to the rooftop door. Each step she expected to hear the snap of the gun into his hands. The short pause as he set his sights and then the loud crack of the shot just before the bullet rent through her tissue. At this close distance? With that rifle? Even a belly shot would result in a closed-casket funeral.

Yet each step was followed by another’s step.

Finally she reached the door, but a hand was there first. The sniper’s hand, opening the door for her.

Breathing a very temporary sigh of relief, Aunush entered the stairwell.

Now to find their wayward researcher.

* * *

Rebecca stepped onto the subway car just as the doors closed behind her. The Brits were very serious about their Underground punctuality. Brandt pulled her closer, placing her hand on the bar, making sure she got settled before the tram pulled away from the station. Even then it jerked her sore shoulder, sending a shard of pain deep into the joint. She’d somehow managed to land on her shoulder, and what had it gotten her? Hitting the ground at thirty miles an hour hurt no matter what part of your body landed first.

Her eyes scanned the subway car. Given that this was the fourth transfer, Rebecca had lost track of where they were or where they were headed. Using Oyster cards, they had namelessly paid from one junction to the next. Some of the stations had been all glass and steel. A tribute to modern architecture. Others like this last one had been somewhat…”old fashioned” was probably the kindest term she could use.

And this particular tram was an old-school style subway car, which was showing its age. It reminded Rebecca of New York. She guessed stale urine smelled about the same no matter what continent you were on.

Davidson brushed against her as he pulled his hoodie tight over his face. Lopez and he had rejoined the team a station ago. Although Rebecca didn’t think her assistant hid his features in shame this time but instead to avoid detection. She could see by the set of his shoulders and strength in his posture that danger had strangely rallied him. For so many months the young man had been a shadow of himself. Withdrawn, indecisive, sluggish.

Fire a few sniper shots at the guy though and he was back in Rambo mode. Okay, perhaps not Rambo, but way more alive than she’d seen him since that dark cavern under the Vatican.

“We get off here,” Brandt whispered as he nodded to Lopez, who was stationed down the tram. Lopez relayed the nod to Harvish and Talli, who were one car down.

The car tugged to a stop and the doors whooshed open. Only then did Rebecca realize that this station was open-aired. They had come out from the London Underground and into the British equivalent of the suburbs.

Rebecca read their location. The Gunnersbury station. The crowd swept them down the platform, and they spilled out into the sidewalk. From there the train-goers spread off in all different directions as the sun hovered low to the west.

“Come on,” Brandt urged. “It’s not far.”

“What’s not far?” she asked, hurrying to keep up with Brandt’s long-legged pace.

“You’ll see,” was his only answer.

Rebecca didn’t bother to press the sergeant. She was well aware of Brandt’s annoyingly well-enforced “need to know” policy. Sure, she could berate him the entire way in a futile effort to feel in control, or she could appreciate the walk along the distinctly English streets. Rebecca chose the latter.

Shaking off the adrenaline, she noticed that the homes they passed were an eclectic mixture of turn-of-the-century cottages to World War II–style apartment buildings to a distinctly modern office building in the distance. As they traveled south a large park opened up to the west. She could only assume it to be Gunnersbury Park. With its two pristine mansions, eighteenth-century temple, and stone boathouse, the park had been on Rebecca’s “must see” locations during her stay in England.

Of course she had assumed that would have been to have a leisurely stay at the historic landmark, the Osbourne Hotel. Not hurrying down the street to some unknown location, worrying about a sniper every step of the way.

Streetlights flickered on as the sun dipped lower beyond the horizon. Brandt picked up the pace even more.

Rebecca gulped with each click of her heel. By now they had gotten far enough from the tube station that there were very few pedestrians. Rain threatened and most other sensible folk had retreated to their homes or pubs.

Finally Brandt urged them up the steps of an ordinary looking terrace-style home. Once on the stoop he pulled out a small case filled with lock-picking equipment.

“Cover me,” he instructed.

Davidson immediately stepped in front of him, drawing Rebecca with him. “Just act like everything is okay,” Davidson whispered.

Rebecca arched an eyebrow at him.

“Like I said,” Davidson answered, “act.”

She couldn’t help but grin at her assistant despite their awful predicament.

* * *

Brandt felt the lock give and turned the brass doorknob. A loud beeping filled the entryway. He followed the blinking light to the keypad and entered a six-digit code. The red light went to yellow. He followed with an eight-digit code pulled from memory. No electronic files, not even a handwritten note. Nope. This location was so secure that only his unhackable brain held the necessary pass code.

The light blinked green and then held steady. They were in. Rebecca and Davidson followed close on his heels. Talli and Harvish brought up the rear, sweeping past them to check the rest of the house, making sure they were as alone as it seemed. Lopez, of course, was still out, securing an escape vehicle in case it came to that.

Rebecca did a slow spin in the center of the living room. “What is this place?”

Her mouth hung slightly open as she took in the small chandelier that hung from the ceiling bordered by ornate moldings. A large fireplace with a wide mantel stood to her right and French doors, which opened out to the garden, on her left.

This was the wonder Brandt had hoped would be on Rebecca’s face when he guided her to the home he’d meant to buy in North Carolina. He’d had his eye on a distressed but beautiful Southern-style beach home.

Now all he could give her was a British safe house. One that he wasn’t even sure was safe.

“We don’t have much time,” he said, far more gruffly than he meant to.

“For what?” she asked, still soaking in the nearly Better Homes and Gardens setting.

“To figure out what the hell is going on,” Brandt answered, again harsher than he meant.

Rebecca’s eyes refocused as she slung her laptop case from her shoulder and set up on the small rolltop desk. “Yeah right. Priorities.”

Talli came down the stairs. “All clear.”

“You swept for all listening devices?” Brandt asked, hating to have to ask.

“Yep. There aren’t any audio or video signals emanating from the house.”

Brandt nodded. He would have to take his teammate at his word.

Harvish entered from the kitchen. “We’re alone.”

“Alright, you two set up in defensive positions.”

The other men gave a curt nod and moved off, giving them some privacy.

“Where do you want me?” Davidson asked.

“Front and center,” Brandt said, not sorry about his harsh tone. Davidson might have helped them get out a tight spot back at the lab and again in the car, but that did not mean Brandt trusted the private any more than he might a viper that just happened to slither out of a trap.

Rebecca cleared her throat. “Back to that ‘what the hell is happening’ thing?”

“Yeah, that,” Brandt said before turning back to her. “Have you noticed anyone tailing you? Scoping out the lab?”

“No,” Rebecca said, shaking her head. “And I’m not all that certain I was the only target.”

Brandt clenched his jaw. That thought had occurred to him as well. They could have taken Rebecca out at any time. Clearly they had the means. Perhaps not the best intelligence gathering in the world, but the firepower? That they had in spades.

Since he didn’t believe in coincidences, Brandt felt that Rebecca was correct. The attack had been triggered by Brandt’s arrival. Which chewed at his belly. He had let Rebecca down in so many ways and now to be the source of the danger? His gut would have to wait on punishing them though. He had to first get them out of danger.

“So what were you coming to me for?” Rebecca asked.

Brandt’s eyes flashed to Davidson. As much as he wanted to keep the traitor close, did he want him overhearing this conversation?

Rebecca sighed. “Brandt, he might be able to help. For everything that happened…” She stopped, clearly not wanting to detail what that “everything” meant. “Davidson is as fluent in ancient religions as I. And I am assuming that is why you came all the way to London? Certainly this wasn’t a social call.”

Her tone turned a little bitter at the last. Could he blame her though?

“No,” Brandt answered. “I came because a well-known Islamic extremist went all Jewish on me.”

* * *

Okay, that she wasn’t expecting. She cocked her head, trying to understand exactly what Brandt was saying. “You mean a jihadist used Jewish terminology? Not in derision?”

“Not in the least.”

Brandt then relayed the exact conversation of Amed, the dying extremist. She sat down at her computer, typing in the phrases the man used. Unfortunately the phrase “the Word” popped up about a gazillion different search entries.

“We need to find out where he stashed the bioweapons like yesterday,” Brandt urged.

But the sergeant, of all people, should know solving religious mysteries wasn’t a quick process.

“Did you say the weapons were stolen from Russia?” Davidson asked.

Rebecca could feel Brandt’s hackles go up. She couldn’t find fault with the sergeant though. That’s how she felt the first few weeks after she brought Davidson back to London. Everything he said she turned over in her head. Testing, probing, waiting to see if anything Davidson uttered was false or untrue. To date though his pledge had held. The Knot’s influence seemed gone.

“Yeah,” Brandt finally answered. “On the outskirts of Moscow to be specific.”

She met Davidson’s eyes. If there was one man who could turn an Islamic extremist into someone who would say “Shalom” as his last word on earth, it was Osip Gershon. But the man, an extremist in his own way, hadn’t been heard of in over a decade.

“Want to clue me in?” Brandt asked as the silence stretched on.

“Sorry,” Rebecca murmured, pulling up the website for the International Jewish Community of Moscow. The glass-faced building stood tall amongst the Russian capital’s skyline. To think within a communist country such a large Jewish complex could exist. It truly was a testament to the fortitude of the Jewish culture. “One of the men instrumental in breaking ground on this center was Osip Gershon, a Jewish scholar.”

“So?” Brandt asked, seeming not in the mood for a long hierarchy lesson.

Rebecca switched the screen over to a page regarding a maligned sect of Judaism. “Well, once it was revealed that Osip was a Karaite, he pretty much was scrubbed from any record of the Moscow Jewish community.”

Brandt sat down next to her. “You lost me. What is a Karaite Jew?”

“Davidson, do you want to handle that one?” she asked. Brandt seemed none too happy about it, but she had to show Brandt that his old private still had value. That sending Davidson back to America to face trial and then execution for treason wasn’t just cruel, it was stupid.

Timidity crept back into Davidson’s features. His shoulders slumped and he listed to one side. The verve the man had acquired under stress faded, leaving only the broken, scarred private.

“Well, Sam?” she pressed.

At first he stumbled, his words slurred to the point it was hard to understand them. “Karaites are Jewish scholars who embraced…Wait,” he said, clearing his throat. When he didn’t follow up, Rebecca went to fill in the silence, but the private held up his hand.

* * *

Davidson gulped, trying to push down the thick saliva that threatened to choke out his words. “We need to go back to biblical times.” Swallowing, he restarted. “Until the Second Temple was destroyed by Romans, largely the Jewish faith was an oral one. One told through rabbis through the ages with very little to no written word beyond the Torah itself.”

He had to take a breath not just to let his punished lungs gather oxygen but for him to regroup. For months Rebecca had tried to convince him not to squander the knowledge the Knot had given him. Instead, she insisted he could somehow right the many wrongs of his past by putting that knowledge to good use. He had not believed it. How could he?

But now standing in front of Brandt? Knowing that Lopez was out scouring the streets for the fastest set of wheels he could get his hands on, Davidson felt a flicker of hope. If there was ever a time for Rebecca’s theorem to be put to the test, it was now.

“Once the Second Temple was destroyed, the rabbis had to admit they needed some form of written document to be sent out to the Jewish communities that had been forced from Judea.”

Rebecca nodded encouragingly as his voice cracked. He hadn’t used it so much since…well, since he was truly a private in the United States Army.

“Let’s fast-forward to the eighth century when Islam spread across the Holy Land,” she prompted.

“Yes,” Davidson answered, “many Jews at the time took to the Arabic philosophy and incorporated it into their own faith.”

Brandt frowned though. “Are you saying there are Jewish Islamists?”

“Yes and no,” Rebecca answered, typing away at her laptop. Davidson was glad for the distraction. He had all the knowledge in his head, but he was so used to walling it off that his words, already slurred by his disfiguration, just wouldn’t come out right.

So much for salvation through oration.

* * *

Rebecca could tell Davidson was flagging. No wonder with Brandt’s patent-pending death glare boring into him. Luckily she knew exactly where Davidson was taking this.

“The Karaites still held Jewish tenets, however they found the Islamic concept of Mu’tazilah applied to their religion as well.”

“Again,” Brandt stated, “not quite following.”

Scrolling back, Rebecca found the passage she was looking for. “Mu’tazilah allowed philosophers to apply logic and principle to scripture. That even ‘perfect’ texts could be examined for God’s deeper meaning. No word of God was immune to man’s inquiry.”

Davidson found his voice again. “At first this was applied against the teachings of the rabbis, then spread to the examination of the Torah.”

“Okay,” Brandt said, “still not getting it. What is so shocking about studying different interpretations of the Bible?”

“Um,” Rebecca stalled, knowing how Brandt loved both the Old and the New Testament, “it isn’t so much the Karaites studying the Bible as them deciding that the Jewish establishment had been lying to its followers for millennia.”

Brandt frowned. The last time they had investigated a religious conspiracy they had barely made it out with their lives. Rebecca and Davidson still bore the secret of that night. She glanced over to the private, whose features seemed heavier than a moment before. The patchwork of scars more purple.

But for all his doubt, Brandt ultimately was the most pragmatic person Rebecca knew. “And you think this Osip and my Amed crossed paths in Moscow.”

Rebecca brought up a search of documents containing both Osip’s name and the phrase “The Word.” While they were over a decade old, it did prove his area of research had honed in upon the concept.

“It’s rumored that Osip left Moscow to revive an old shtetl in Pushchino, but it closed down. The only address I can find is in some state housing.”

Brandt turned his full attention to her. “Pushchino? Are you certain?”

Rebecca wasn’t quite sure why the sergeant was so amped up. Pushchino was a small town just south of Moscow. “Yes. The village had a high Jewish population until Catherine the Great’s decree of the Pale that forced mass emigration to western Russia…Why?”

“We believe that the Pushchino biological storehouse is where Amed stole the bioweapons.”

The gravity of the situation hit Rebecca. It was all well and good to have theorems and postulating historical relevance. It was quite another to find out your obscure Jewish scholar may have something to do with the theft of weapons of mass destruction.

“What did he steal?” Davidson asked.
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Brandt pulled up short answering. And not just because it was Davidson asking. There were “need to know” facts and then really, really “need to know” facts. Not even the rest of the team knew the biologicals that Amed had stolen.

“Let me guess,” Rebecca said. “Rinderpest.”

“How the hell—”

Rebecca pointed to her screen. “Dude, it’s right here in a WikiLeaks document. Russia has been accused of hording and weaponizing Rinderpest at Pushchino. And the US knows it because they were doing the same thing in the nineties.”

Sometimes Rebecca was a bit too smart for her own good. The other problem? She knew it.

“Plus it makes a great terrorist weapon,” Rebecca continued. “Even though the Rinderpest virus doesn’t kill people, it kills virtually all the livestock it comes into contact with. So it destroys entire communities, even countries from the inside out. Rioting, starvation, anarchy.”

Like he said. Too smart. Although she didn’t have all the information. The Russians had supposedly broadened Rinderpest’s range of hosts. Modifying the virus to be more like its cousin the measles with the ability to infect humans. Primarily the young and the old.

If anyone infected a country in the Middle East with this? Israel? Syria? World War III would not just be possible but probable.

“So was I close?” Rebecca asked.

“Close enough,” Brandt responded.

Rebecca was about to push it when Talli stuck his head in the room. “We’ve got company.”

Brandt stood up, indicating Rebecca and Davidson get behind him. Raising his weapon, he watched Talli and Harvish get into position to aim at the front door. A key clanged in the lock as the doorknob turned.

“Hold your fire,” Brandt whispered as the door opened.

A man and a woman walked in, both in pressed suits. The man however wore a grin as an accessory. “Well if it isn’t Sergeant Vincent Brandt,” the man said in a heavy Scottish accent.

Brandt lowered his weapon. “A good day to you too, Agent Vanderwalt.”

The two shook hands until Vanderwalt pulled Brandt into a bear hug. So very un-British-like. Brandt didn’t resist though. It was nice to see a trustworthy face in all of this.

Vanderwalt’s partner though took out her phone, acting as if she just got a message.

“Put it down,” Brandt said. “I’m onto your tricks.”

The agent tried to look all innocent as Brandt turned to Talli. “Check for bugs again.”

The sensor blinked red over and over again.

Brandt smiled. “Come on. Like M-I-Five is going to give a foreign operative, even an American foreign operative, the credentials to a safe house and not have heavy surveillance?”

“Ah,” Vanderwalt breathed out, his hands spread open in defeat. “We had to try.”

“Yes,” Brandt replied, “yes, you did.”

Brandt made sure though that Vanderwalt not only gave the order to the female agent to disable the bugs, but that Talli double-checked that fact. Sure Vanderwalt was trustworthy, yet he was still a British agent. Brandt couldn’t fault Walt for doing his job. However, Brandt had his own job to do.

* * *

Rebecca watched the two men’s bromance reunion with a skeptical eye. She’d never seen Brandt so affectionate with anyone else but her…and supposedly some random chick named Maria, before.

But there Brandt was patting Vanderwalt’s back, beaming away. Rebecca hadn’t even heard Vanderwalt’s name until just now. For a man she thought she knew inside and out, Rebecca had barely scratched the surface of Brandt.

“Dr. Rebecca Monroe?” Vanderwalt asked as he extended a hand in her direction.

Taking the agent’s hand, Rebecca shook it. “That would be me.”

Vanderwalt’s smile revealed a set of crooked yet endearing teeth. “Well, Brandt, there are two bones I must pick with you, chap.”

“And those would be?” Brandt asked.

“First, you did not tell me how absolutely lovely a creature your wife-to-be was…”

Heat rose in Rebecca’s cheeks. Yet one more person to inform that Brandt and her great sweeping love affair had ended like a used-up firework. Dead and burned out, swept away with the trash. The humiliation never would end, would it?

“Yah,” Brandt said, stumbling for the words. “About that—”

“But the second,” Vanderwalt continued, “is the fact the American government assured us that the threat of the Knot was over and the Institute was at no risk housing Dr. Monroe,” he inclined his head toward Rebecca. “No offense, Doctor.”

Rebecca went to answer, but Brandt overrode her. “That’s the thing, Walt, it wasn’t the Knot.”

“Exactly who else but the Knot would bomb Dr. Monroe’s office?” the female agent asked, still seeming a bit put off that Brandt had caught her red-handed earlier.

Brandt didn’t seem to notice the woman’s brusque manner or more than likely didn’t care as he explained to the agents that the lab bombed had not been Rebecca’s.

“What?” Walt said. “We still have Monroe in laboratory one fifty-eight.”

“That was my old lab,” Rebecca corrected. “Since I wasn’t faculty and they converted one fifty-eight into a student practice lab the Institute never…” Rebecca meant to say “reclassified me,” but the words couldn’t make it past her suddenly swollen throat.

To think those students, probably working on Saturday to catch up on their lab assignments, had died in her stead. Just like the tribe in Ecuador or the plane passengers in France last year. So many dead because she lived.

Brandt and the MI-5 officer didn’t seem to notice her distress as they went on to discuss who might have launched such an attack. Her research was controversial. Searching for the “smart” or “God” gene had gotten her kicked out of nearly every research facility in America. Hence why she had come to London. Where there would be dozens of British funerals because they happened to be working in a laboratory labeled as Dr. Monroe’s.

A touch on the shoulder came from an unexpected source. Davidson. Or was it so unexpected? If one person in this room knew what it felt like to have death upon your shoulders it was this young man.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he whispered.

Rebecca wiped away a tear that clung to the edge of her eye. “Okay, now I know how lame that sounds from this side,” she whispered back.

The tiny corner of Davidson’s lip that wasn’t damaged, tugged upward. “But that doesn’t make it any less true.”

God, she hoped so.

* * *

Out of the corner of his eye, Brandt watched Rebecca and Davidson’s whispered exchange. The two had become close during their last mission, but now? Damn. They were over there making a dozen pinkie-promises or something.

“We’ve checked the chatter from the usual ultraconservative suspects that would take issue with Dr. Monroe’s subject matter,” Walt said, bringing Brandt back to the matter at hand. Like who the hell was trying to kill them.

“Maybe we are looking at this backward,” Talli suggested. “Maybe they knew our team was headed to London and guessed where we would be headed after Amed. Maybe we were the targets and the Institute was just collateral damage.”

That was Talli for you. Coming to the party a little late and with only half the food you asked him to pick up.

Walt looked to Brandt. “Clearly something about Amed triggered the attack, but Rebecca holds some key knowledge, so they struck at us all at the Institute.”

“The classic two birds, one stone solution,” Walt said. “MI-5 will be following up on this act of terrorism.”

“Of course.” Brandt not arguing to take part in the investigation. Why would he? Even though MI-5 and even Scotland Yard would be all over the bombsite, if the organizers of that attack were as slick as they seemed, they wouldn’t have left behind any evidence. Brandt’s team had their own leads to follow up.

The MI-5 officer raised an eyebrow at Brandt’s easy capitulation. “So you aren’t going to argue that we should get you off British soil as quickly as possible?”

“Not at all,” Brandt stated with a fierce grin.

Walt cocked his head, scanning Brandt’s features, clearing trying to figure out his angle. “Well with such eager anticipation, we will escort you to one of our RAF bases and get you winging home.”

“Actually,” Brandt stated, “we’re going to be heading east rather than west.”

Now Walt full-on squinted at Brandt. “East? Following a clue from Amed?”

“Let’s just say I’m in the mood to hit the docks.”

“You are planning on boating to Europe?” Walt asked, the surprise clear in his voice.

“Actually I was thinking of something a little more under the radar,” Brandt said, relishing just a little bit the confused look on his old friend’s face.

The female agent took a step forward. “And exactly why would we help you do anything? You brought terror to the heart of London. And given all evidence, Amed’s bioweapon is not a British concern.”

Brandt was about to speak up, however Walt beat him to it. “We have a very special relationship with our American counterparts,” he hurried on over his partner, “that I believe predates your tenure.”

The woman hardly seemed satisfied with Walt’s answer, however she did not seem quite so brave enough to speak out in front of this crowd. Which was just as well. Beyond their two country’s bonds, Walt and Brandt had forged a friendship during one of those missions that “never happened.” Once you scrounge the countryside eating bugs and nasty tasting fish with someone for nearly two weeks on the Tumen River, desperately trying to keep out from the under eye of the Chinese and North Korean border patrols, you kind of developed a fondness for them.

A fondness that allowed Walt to take Brandt on his word.

“Where to then?” Walt asked.

As a honk came from curb, Brandt grabbed his belongings. “We’ve got transportation, so we just need—”

“We didn’t arrange any car.” The female agent moved a curtain aside to look out at the street.

However, Walt smiled. “Lopez?”

Brandt nodded, urging his group toward the door. “I just need you to put in all the paperwork as if we were being transferred to an RAF base for transport to the States.”

“Thrown them off your tracks, chap?” Walt said, heading to the door. “Done.”

However, the female agent blocked their exit. “Before you go, I must ask who is in attendance with you. In particular the man standing next to Dr. Monroe.”

Brandt could feel Rebecca tense behind him.

“Obviously I can’t run facial recognition on him,” the agent continued.

* * *

Rebecca stepped forward, trying by sheer force of will to drain her face of the magenta that had risen to her cheeks. She did not want to sound desperate, even if she was.

“He is my research assistant.”

The agent went back to her tablet. “We don’t have anyone on the Institute’s payroll matching his general description.”

Okay, Rebecca usually tried to have solidarity with her gender, but this chick was making it hard. Rebecca tried to keep her tone firm yet still respectful. She wasn’t sure she accomplished either. “That is because I pay him from my own research funds.”

“And why would you do that?” the agent asked, studying Davidson like he was a lab rat rather than Rebecca’s assistant.

“That is a valid question,” Walt said. “We do need to know if he is a person of interest in this case.”

Rebecca stifled a gulp. The two British agents were trained to smell deception, and panic must be wafting off of her like sweat on a hot Ecuadorian night. She looked to Brandt, begging, truly begging with her eyes for him to intervene. Davidson wasn’t just wanted by the US government. Even presumed dead he had been flagged by Interpol, Mossad, and of course MI-6, Walt’s sister agency. It had only been through Davidson’s horrible disfigurement that he hadn’t been found out…until now.

Brandt sighed heavily. “Fine.”

Whatever happened from here Rebecca swore to hold it together. To not act rashly or shrill or all the other things she wanted to act right about now.

“The kid’s an off-the-books CI,” Brandt said. “And he’s coming with us.”

Walt scanned everyone’s face, especially hers. Rebecca didn’t have to act relieved that their “secret” was out in the open. She was relieved. Enough her knees threatened to stop holding her legs up. If Brandt wanted Davidson dead, he could have easily turned the man in to MI-5 and been able to say his hands were clean of Davidson’s blood.

“You are sure he had nothing to do with the bombing?” Walt pressed Brandt.

“Again, if he was, he probably would have bombed the correct lab.” A honk came from outside. “And you know Lopez.”

“He’ll head on to Dover without you?” Walt asked with a grin.

“Nice try,” Brandt replied, putting his hand out to shake. “Our exit strategy to the east is ‘need to know.’”

Again the Brit pulled Brandt into a bro-hug, patting him on the back. When did Brandt approve of so much PDA?

“I’ll make sure all eyes are on the north.”

Walt urged his partner out of their way and opened the front door. Brandt stood on the stoop as everyone filed out of the house. As Rebecca passed he whispered none too kindly, “This isn’t over.”

Rebecca knew that tone. It was the tone he’d used when he told her he had fathered a child before meeting her. The tone he used when he said he had to break off the engagement. The tone he’d used when he told her he had to marry Maria.

She could only hope Davidson fared better with that tone than her heart had.

* * *

Aunush entered the dark chamber unafraid. If the sniper had not killed her on the roof, this summons did not mean her death. Only an accounting of her failure. Perhaps there would be pain. Perhaps flogging, but afterward…life. Precious time to correct her error. Time to find the whore and her men and wipe them from her sight.

The marble felt cold against her bare feet as Aunush made her way across the large chamber to a figure outlined in torchlight. A figure who sat upon a simple stone bench in the fashion of Moshe. Just as Moshe was no king, neither was her leader. But who needed a throne when one held such power? Even though her master’s figure was obscured in black cloak, the strength of the rod shone from dark eyes. A single word from the master and the world would shake.

Aunush came to the edge of the dais and knelt down. Her fingertips reached out tentatively to the leather boot tips peeking out from the edge of her master’s robe. When she was not whipped for such impertinence, Aunush brushed her fingers along the worn leather appreciating the tough yet supple nature of the boot. She felt the tight stitches anchoring the leather to the sole. Aunush felt toes curl within the boot as she stroked along the sides and then swept her fingers up and over the arch.

A moan arose from the figure.

Any fear of recrimination slithered away as Aunush lowered her torso so that her mouth was just inches from the boot. She breathed out across the leather, dampening the surface with the moisture from her exhale. Many complained she had risen so quickly and so high in the ranks not from her devotion to Moshe’s legacy or her skill in the field but for her attention to the boot.

Could they not see all and one were the same? God had made her this way. Immune to shame or guilt. A perfect vehicle in which to carry out His wishes. Was it her fault she had been born with a taste for exquisite Italian leather?

Her tongue curled around the tip of one boot, while her hand caressed the instep of the other. While Aunush wished to be on Monroe’s heel as quickly as possible, she also would not mind some time here. Reestablishing her presence. Rooting her importance in the mind of the master.

And who knew. Given enough time perhaps they would get to the heel.


CHAPTER 4

══════════════════

International Waters, North Sea

11:52 p.m. GMT

If Rebecca had thought the beater SUV was bad, she was not prepared for their transportation to Europe. Davidson, just trying to get his elbow out from Lopez’s back, jostled Rebecca, nearly dumping her laptop on the floor.

“We wouldn’t be this cramped,” Lopez said, “if they’d just let me on the bridge.”

“It’s a submarine,” Harvish replied, rolling his eyes. “Like they’re going to let you drive a sub.”

Lopez jostled them all as he turned to face the person sullying his reputation. “I will have you know that I am certified as both a throttleman and a planesman, who steers the sub, not drives the sub.” The corporal sat back with a sad sigh. “They’re going what, twenty? Twenty-five knots? I so could have gotten at least thirty out of this Los Angeles class, baby.”

Rebecca didn’t doubt it, however the captain of the sub had been pretty clear that he wanted Lopez to stay put down here with them. Which meant the six of them were crammed inside one of the forward torpedo shoots, sitting on a jumble of crates. She wasn’t claustrophobic, but come on. Rebecca had to keep reminding herself that oxygen was being pumped to them every second. That a computer was tasked with keeping the oxygen level at a steady 22 percent and the carbon dioxide scrubbed out.

Listening to the air whistle through the steel grate above their heads, Rebecca closed her eyes, trying to imagine they were on some tropical beach listening to the island breezes. Far from danger. Far from any submarine. However, the distinctly metallic smell in the air kind of took away from the vacation vibe she was hoping for. And the occasional clang of a seaman’s steps above them forced her eyes open again.

She went to reposition herself and got a splinter for her troubles. Between sucking on the wound, Rebecca grumbled, “What are all these crates doing here anyway?”

“They must have been headed for a long, silent mission,” Davidson said, indicating the label on the crates. “A sub needs to pack on enough food for the duration of the trip, which can be months.”

Again, seeing that they were sitting on a whole bunch of canned green beans and Spam, Rebecca was glad they were only catching a ride on the sub across the North Sea.

She wasn’t the only one unsettled.

“I probably passed the Valsalva maneuver better than anyone on board,” Lopez lamented. “SEIE suit test? Flying colors. I’m certified on fast-attack subs, submersibles, even the 688i subs.”

“Oh, and what?” Harvish harangued. “Bet you’ve got the code to launch the nuclear missiles too?”

Lopez snorted. “Dude, that is a ballistic-class submarine that holds the Trident missiles. This is a fast-attack sub. Jesus, learn the difference.”

Before Harvish could respond, Brandt weighed in. “Lopez, why don’t you put your earbuds in and chill until we arrive? It’s going to be a long night.”

“But the midrats are supposed to be pizza and meatloaf.”

“Midnight rations,” Brandt clarified as Rebecca raised an eyebrow at Lopez’s statement. So he was keeping an eye on her from the front of the torpedo tube.

“Leftovers basically,” Davidson confirmed.

Even though meatloaf and pizza together did not sound at all appetizing, Rebecca’s stomach rumbled. Food of any stripe would be appreciated. Clearly they hadn’t had time to stop for dinner on their mad rush from London to the sleepy town of Southend-on-Sea. At least not the way Lopez drove. Then the sailing out on a CIA-fronted fishing boat with rough seas to meet the submarine twelve miles out in international waters.

It wasn’t until moments like this, long after the rush and panic of the escape, that Rebecca’s hands tremored a bit and her stomach complained.

“I could use some food too,” Rebecca added.

“The XO should be coming by to check in soon,” Brandt stated flatly. “We’ll see what they can scrounge for us. No guarantees though.”

With that he turned his shoulder away from her, hunkering down like a giant in a human’s bed. If only she could shed her fear, hunger, and longing as easily as Brandt.

* * *

Brandt tried to push the world around him to the deep, dark recesses of his mind. He had a mission to plan. Details to resolve. Strategies to develop.

How was it then with six people crammed into this space he could hear each and every one of Rebecca’s breaths? Her soft groan as she tried to find a more comfortable position. Even her stomach growling was as clear as if his head lay upon her belly. Not that he would ever be doing that in the future.

He never should have involved Rebecca in this damned mission. Brandt could have sought out some other expert in ancient Jewish, Christian, and Islamic faiths with intense field experience fighting extremists. Oh wait, there weren’t any others. Or was that just what he convinced himself, giving him permission to go to London?

No. For all his faults, seeking Rebecca’s counsel in this case was not one of them. The single biggest lesson they had learned after battling the Knot was…once religious mysteries were opened, they did not close on their own. Blood had to be spilt into the maw to close it again.

His other faults though? Those did damn Rebecca.

A single stupid night, months and months before the paleo-DNA-archeologist had burst on the scene, Brandt had made the biggest damned error of his life. It hadn’t felt like it at the time. After surviving a mission that had gone ten ways bad, ending up in arms of a beautiful woman had felt pretty good. How many other soldiers had a one-night stand with nothing but pleasant memories to show for it?

Not Brandt and his super swimmers apparently.

Spinning the gold band around his finger, he wondered for the fourteen thousandth time if he’d done the right thing. Yet each time he tortured himself through convoluted logic he always came down to the same realization. He was going to be a father.

A father.

That still did not jibe with his career, with his life, with his love.

But there it was. Fatherhood on the horizon. A not so distant horizon.

Okay, was there anything he could think about on this damned boat that didn’t put him in a worse mood?

“Did you hear that?” Lopez asked.

Brandt sat up. What in the hell could the corporal hear that put that sense of impending danger in his voice? They were on an attack sub for God’s sake.

Harvish snorted. “Lopez’s probably just hearing the sound of pizza dough thrown—”

“Shh!” Lopez hissed as he climbed forward through the bodies, inching past Brandt to get to the torpedo hatch. The corporal leaned his ear against the metal, listening intently. Finally he removed his ear. “There’s another sub in the vicinity.”

“Did I hear something about pizza?” the XO asked as he made his way to the tube, ducking to avoid a water pipe.

Harvish threw a thumb toward Lopez. “Nah, Lopez just thinks he’s the sub whisperer.”

“I am telling you that is the vibration of another sub,” the corporal said. “A Chinese sub if I am not mistaken. Ming class.”

“I can assure you that—” The XO stopped as the MC27 phone blinked red. The XO picked it up, listened carefully, and then hung the phone up with care. “It appears there is another sub in the vicinity. A Chinese sub.”

Lopez whacked Harvish across the back of the head. “Told ya.”

“It isn’t that uncommon in these waters,” the XO explained. “We are all trolling for information, especially on the Russians since the theft.”

“Why would the Chinese be intent on that?” Brandt asked.

The XO shrugged. “Don’t know, but we were briefed to be ready in case we bumped into them.”

“May I add something?” Rebecca asked, sounding far more timid than usual. Guess being in a torpedo tube did that to a girl.

Brandt nodded for her to continue.

“While thought of as a manufactured good export country, much of China is still very agrarian.”

The XO looked at the researcher much like Brandt must’ve when he first met Rebecca. “Which means?”

“Oh,” Rebecca said, seeming to catch herself. “The Chinese now have over three million dairy cows. A sizable chunk of their internally generated GDP depends on those livestock and their products.”

“My, my, sergeant,” the XO stated, bordering on condescending, “you have your very own portable encyclopedia.”

Brandt was going to rise to her defense, but realized he didn’t need to as Rebecca continued.

“No. I Googled it back in London. Rinderpest started in China. It set back their livestock development centuries. They were also the first to call for eradication of the disease even before the African outbreak in 1982.”

The XO inclined his head. “So sorry. Sergeant, let me correct myself. You have an excellent researcher on your hands.”

And apparently a really pushy corporal as well.

“Don’t you think it’s weird the Chinese would send a Ming class on such a sensitive patrol?” Lopez asked. “The thing is as loud as a motorboat.”

“Why the Chinese do anything the Chinese do is a mystery to us all,” the XO answered. “It was probably the only vessel in the area. With less than a hundred subs, they’ve got to make do.”

“But to push past your wake like that?” Lopez challenged. “It’s like they’re screaming, ‘Look over here, look over here.’”

The XO no longer seemed charmed by their presence, if he ever had been. Brandt could feel the man’s pain. Lopez was the one with the encyclopedic knowledge of anything that was rated by how fast it could go.

“And your point would be?” the XO exhaled.

“The Chinese have been known to show off a noisy sub to cover a quieter, later-class sub like a Yuan or even Shang to slip by unnoticed.” Lopez turned to Brandt.

The XO tried to wave away the notion, however Brandt noticed that the navy man’s shoulders had gone up and his jaw was about ten times tighter than it had been before. That wasn’t just annoyance with the corporal. No, it appeared the corporal was onto something.

“Well?” Brandt asked the XO.

When the man didn’t speak up, Lopez filled in the details. “That’s what the whole 2009 Impeccable incident was all about. The Chinese tried to act like some ‘fishing trawlers’ got carried away practically attacking our ship, but we all know they did it because the Chinese were doing secret testing on the nuke-carrying Shang subs and wanted our surveillance ship out of there pronto.”

At this point the XO didn’t even bother to deny it. “We are, in fact, looking for a second shadow vessel.”

“Thank you! Finally!” Lopez said, smacking Harvish on the back of the head again.

“But what exactly does that mean for us?” Brandt asked.

The XO shrugged. “Nothing. We’ve got a lot of water to cover. I doubt they are going to follow us all the way to the Netherlands.” He angled back the way he came. “I’ll send down some midrats, but after you grub I’d suggest you rack up and get some shut-eye. We won’t be in position for another seven hours.”

How Brandt wished he could just roll over and sleep. But with an unknown enemy in England and now the Chinese shadowing their submarine?

Forget about it.

* * *

Aunush caressed the wooden heel of the boot. By now her body curved around the master’s feet, surrounding the boots. Claiming the boots as her own.

The heel came up an inch and she put her pinkie beneath it. The master stepped down. Not enough to cause injury but enough to hurt. Her groan of pain was met by the master’s moan of desire. Passion beat from the master’s form, enveloping Aunush.

If this was how the master felt after a stinging setback, Aunush might just have to fail a bit more often.

The door to the chamber was flung wide open. No knock. No warning. How crass. As the young acolyte rushed forward, Aunush did not untangle herself from the master. No, this Disciple needed to know the import of what he just interrupted.

The boy stumbled forward, a look of shock etched into the young features as Aunush drew a tongue across the upper leather of the boot. The Disciple’s eyes jerked away, staring instead at the ground as he relayed his most urgent news.

“Initial reports have been confirmed, Master,” he puffed. “An import/export cargo plane has been requisitioned by a Central Intelligence Agency front company from Heide Denmark to Moscow. They have arranged passage for six.”

Ah. Dr. Monroe and her band of merry men headed east. Could the news not have waited a few more moments though?

“The rabbis believe that the researcher seeks—”

“Yes,” Aunush said as she rose. “We know who she seeks.”

Osip, clearly. The man should have been killed years ago. Spouting off about alternative interpretations of the Torah. Keeping controversy alive when it should have been extinguished years ago.

Stepping off the dais, Aunush bowed before the master. “I will not fail again.”

But if she did, Aunush wondered if she would be so welcomed back.

Not waiting for that answer, Aunush turned to the boy. “What are you waiting for? Please your master.”

The child’s eyes dilated as he took an unconscious step back. As if the master would ever covet one such as him. Aunush turned the boy by the shoulders and urged him from the room.

“Do not think yourself so worthy.”

* * *

Rebecca’s aches and pains awoke fully before she did. Despite lying upon a row of splintery crates, her mind wished to stay in that lulling glow between sleep and the “real world.” Her body though? Her body wanted to catalog each and every bump and scrape. Take her chin for instance. That abrasion probably had enough microscopic pavement in it to build a whole new road.

Male voices tugged her away from sleep and even away from her myriad of minor injuries. She recognized one voice in particular—Brandt. And he sounded none too thrilled. And if Brandt wasn’t happy, that usually meant more sorrow for her.

Opening her eyes, she found all the men crowded in the narrow hallway outside the torpedo bay. Lopez’s eyes crackled with an argument he obviously was forced to contain. Talli stood to the left, his hand secured on a conduit overhead, standing on his tiptoes trying to see over the taller Harvish. In the back of the group, Davidson hovered near the mouth of the torpedo bay, hood up and over his face, clearly trying to hear but equally clearly trying to stay out of the fray.

That left the prize fight between Brandt and the XO.

Sitting up, Rebecca glanced to her watch. Had she really slept for over six hours? No wonder she had a kink in her spine that started at her neck and didn’t stop until her pelvis. She’d never been one for camping. And camping inside a torpedo bay? That was pretty much at the bottom of her list.

As she rubbed her shoulders, Rebecca tried to catch up on the conversation.

“It just isn’t possible,” the XO said, shaking his head to amplify his surety.

“Then how exactly are we supposed to rendezvous with the trawler?”

“That is not my problem,” the XO stated, then nodded to Lopez. “Your man, himself, confirms our suspicions that we are being tailed by a Shang-class Chinese sub.”

“But—” Lopez tried to retort, however Brandt held up a hand to silence his corporal.

Scooting over, making sure to avoid splinters, Rebecca sat next to Davidson. As Brandt engaged in a stare-down with the XO, she whispered to her assistant, “What’s going on?”

Davidson’s eyes flickered over to her, and then he leaned down to keep the conversation between the two of them. “We can’t surface with another sub in the vicinity, and we only have a half an hour window to catch our ride from international waters to Denmark.”

Ah. Hence the argument.

“We are on a highly sensitive classified mission,” Brandt stated.

“As are we,” the XO countered. “Which has been delayed to act as some kind of North Sea Special Forces taxi service. We can’t risk the lack of maneuverability surfacing creates.”

“Because what?” Harvish demanded. “They’re going to take a potshot at us?

Brandt glared, clearly pissed that his point man had piped up. Equally clear that was the question Brandt wanted answered.

The XO turned to leave. “With a Chinese nuclear armed submarine in the vicinity, we do not take anything for granted.”

The man was about to walk away. There wasn’t a whole lot that the sergeant could do about it, which you could tell by the set of Brandt’s jaw. They were so far outside his scope of authority. A pang of sympathy took Rebecca off guard. Guess her heart was far more forgiving than she gave it credit for.

“But I’ve got a solution,” Lopez pleaded. When all eyes turned to him, he put his hands up in surrender. “I mean, no one is going to like my solution, but I have one.”

“Fine.” Brandt gave a curt nod to the corporal. “What is it?”

Lopez indicated to the torpedo bay. “Shoot us out.”

“Excuse me?” Rebecca blurted, although none seemed to notice—they were too intent on the corporal.

“Come on,” Lopez said, his words directed at the XO. “We wouldn’t even have to slow down. You just flood the tubes, open the hatch, and whoosh we’re out of your hair.”

Harvish and Talli scoffed, but Rebecca knew Lopez too well. He meant every word of it. And by the way Brandt’s eyes crinkled around the edges, the sergeant was seriously considering Lopez’s plan.

“Is it doable?” Brandt asked the XO despite Rebecca’s desperate psychic attempt to wipe the memory of the plan from his mind.

The XO hemmed a bit. “We’ve only done personnel placement through the tubes at a dead stop with trained SEALS who—”

“Oh man,” Lopez protested. “Those are just semantics. We are chasing down a nasty bioweapon. We are all down with the risk.”

“And what about those two?” the XO asked, indicating to Davidson and Rebecca.

While Davidson nodded his agreement, Rebecca sat there like a very startled deer in some rather large headlights.

* * *

Brandt turned to Rebecca. The plan was crazy. It came from Lopez, so of course it was crazy. However, it was the one and only way they were going to make their rendezvous window for the Netherlands. And if they didn’t hit their window, they could forget about the cargo plane to Moscow. Getting to Russia quickly and quietly required them to get off this sub. Now.

Yet he could not be angry that Rebecca’s eyes were wide with fear and her head shook back and forth.

She swallowed heavily before answering. “If we don’t get off now, what is the backup plan?”

To anyone else, Brandt would have shut them down, telling them there was no other plan, but to Rebecca he couldn’t. Instead he let the XO answer.

“You would need to ride with us to Sweden. We’d pull into Karlskrona’s naval yard complaining of rudder issues. That would give us cover to unload you six and replace the rations you consumed.”

Brandt watched as Rebecca’s eyes flickered from face to face. You could see her thinking it through, trying to find some way, any way to avoid Lopez’s plan. Brandt knew because he had just swung through the same mental jungle gym.

“You don’t have to go,” Brandt offered. “We could hit Russia, interface with this Osip Gershon, and have you catch up.”

Rebecca cocked her head to the side though, shedding the fear and replacing it with confidence. “Please. Like even Davidson would know what questions to ask Osip. Plus, none of you have ever met him before. The guy is a hard-core recluse, suspicious because he has to be.”

Brandt couldn’t help but grin. “So that means you’re on board with Lopez’s plan?”

She sighed, realizing her own arguments forced her to sign on the dotted line.

“I suppose.”

“Great!” Lopez said as he clapped his hands once. “And just one more tiny, tiny detail.”

Brandt braced himself. There was nothing ever tiny about any detail Lopez held back. “Yes?”

Lopez turned to the XO. “To really sell this and have us escape unnoticed…”

The second in command seemed as concerned as Brandt felt. “Go on.”

“We’re gonna have to kind of ‘bump’ the other sub,” Lopez hurried on. “You know, just to throw off their radar and have them all worried about their hull rather than us.”

Brandt watched as a series of emotions crossed the XO’s face. Disbelief, disgust, and denial passed over his features.

However it was Rebecca who spoke their collective feeling.

“Oy.”


CHAPTER 5

══════════════════

North Sea, International Waters

8:38 a.m. GMT

Rebecca tried to grab the zipper on the back of her “membrane” dry suit, but had no luck.

“I’ll get it,” Davidson said as he snagged his own zipper and pulled it up before repeating the procedure on Rebecca. Seriously, even after being nearly burned alive resulting in severe tendon contracture, the kid was still more flexible than her.

And boy was that a benefit in this situation. Rebecca squirmed as she tried to get her undersuit to stop lumping in all the wrong places. Clearly the polyester, microfiber, thermal insulating jumpsuit was not cut for a woman. And now with the skintight vulcanized rubber dry suit on top of the undersuit? It was like trying to breathe with a tire wrapped around her chest. And her hips? The polyester was stretched thin over her curves.

“Just a few more,” Davidson reported as he zipped up another of her four zippers. To keep the water out yet let your body in, the suit had more zippers than an Alexander Wang outfit.

Not that she was necessarily in any hurry to get ready. Being shot out of a torpedo tube strangely was not on her bucket list. The men though, while initially reluctant, now were in what could only be described as the “pumping themselves up” mood. There was some whooping and serious chest-bumping going on between Lopez and Harvish.

Rebecca’s instinct was to go all-quiet knowing there was a nuclear submarine lurking, however the XO had advised exactly the opposite. They wanted the Chinese to be lulled into the sense that the sub had no idea it was being followed. Hence the whooping.

“Alright,” Brandt grumbled. “Equipment check.”

The sergeant went down each of the men, double-checking various pieces of equipment.

“Talli,” Brandt frowned. “What is the drill?”

“Breathing. Water. Really. Ain’t. Fun,” the dark-skinned man reported.

Brandt’s frown deepened. “Actually, the B is for buoyancy compensator, which did you even bother to check yours?” Tugging on the point man’s harness, Brandt realigned a small regulator. “That angle of that thing was going to cause it to stick.”

He then moved on to Lopez, who pointed to his buoyancy compensator. “I learned it as ‘Blonde Women Really Are Fun.’” The corporal winked at Rebecca.

It really wasn’t funny, but somehow Lopez made her smile back.

The sergeant though was having none of it. “Then soldier, how about you tell me why you have twice the number of ‘women’ around your waist?”

Lopez pointed to the weight belt. “I wanted to bring up the rear, so I didn’t want to pop up too quickly.” Off of Brandt’s glare the corporal kicked at the steel mesh deck with his flipper. “Fine. I really wanted to hang back to see the Chinese sub.”

For a moment Rebecca thought that Brandt would let loose on the corporal. Instead Brandt nodded. “Recon only, Lopez. Once you get a look, you surface. Got it?”

“Yes, sir!” Lopez replied, beaming.

Brandt moved on to Davidson. You could tell he wanted to find something wrong with the younger man’s equipment, but Davidson rattled off the predive checklist.

“Buoyancy compensator checked for leaks. Weights secured. Releases totally six fastened and tugged. Air, full and all the way opened, then taken back half a turn. Flashlights with fully charged batteries. Ready for final check, sir.”

Rebecca noticed that Brandt didn’t fuss this time at the sir. But after that performance, hopefully the sergeant could remember why he’d trusted Davidson in the first place.

With a grunt of approval, Brandt moved on to Harvish.

“Well I learned it as,” the point man said, “Bangkok. Women. Really. Are. Fellas.”

If Harvish thought that was going to score points with Brandt, he was so sorely mistaken.

“That’s enough,” Brandt barked. “Tighten those buckles and turn your oxygen down. We don’t want you hyperbaric.”

The point man gulped, suddenly fascinated more by his equipment than impressing his teammates. Brandt shook his head before moving on to Rebecca. Without speaking he readjusted her buoyancy compensator.

“Sorry,” Rebecca said, trying to cover for both her embarrassment and how her body still reacted as Brandt moved in close, releasing and reattaching several buckles. “I didn’t learn the predive routine at all.” She hurried on as he tucked a strap into her waist belt. The action brought back way too many memories. “I’ve never even scuba dived before.”

Finishing his inspection, he looked into her eyes. “I know.”

Of course he knew. He’d wanted to take her the time they were hiding out in Sri Lanka, but a monsoon hit. They’d spent the entire five days huddled inside their beach hut. Alas, that had always been their luck. Until even that incredibly bad luck ran out.

He looked like he might say more, then turned back to the men. “Let’s gas up.”

Wait. What the hell was gassing up?

* * *

Davidson fumbled a bit as he hooked a small air compressor to Rebecca’s suit.

“What’s that going to do?” she asked wide-eyed.

“The membrane suit has no real insulating capacity, so we need to put some air in there,” he answered.

“Air in where exactly?”

“Between your undersuit and dry suit.”

Rebecca put her gloved hand on his, stopping him from completing the seal. “Davidson, I guarantee you that I have no room between my undersuit and dry suit for anything. Not even air.”

“It’s just a few millimeters,” Davidson reassured her, finishing the seal.

Her fingers dug into his despite the neoprene between them. “Not even a few millimeters.”

“You’ll be fine.” However Rebecca looked anything but fine as he started piping in the air. “Breathe,” he reminded her.

“Easy for you to say,” Rebecca snapped, then gave an apologetic grin. “Good thing I wasn’t wearing a Wonderbra today.”

Davidson wished he could grin back, however his one good lip was turned away from her. Could she see the amusement in his eyes? Then she flicked him with her gloved finger. He guessed she did. How with the maze of scars and melted tissue he didn’t know. After the third reconstructive surgery, he had given up looking in the mirror.

Not because he’d become so ugly, but because each angry red line across his face reminded him of the deaths he had caused. He had been so certain the Knot’s path was the true and certain one. He had never stopped to see that betraying those around you might not be God’s way.

God though had seen fit to save Davidson. Not just from the fire but from the Knot’s grasp. Despite his fear, Davidson now saw the path before him illuminated. God had given him a chance to redeem himself. He could never bring back the people who had died because of him. Could though the scales somehow be righted if he saved even another life? Then another after that?

He was truly thankful for Rebecca to take him in. Shelter him in her laboratory. Coaxing him back into the world. However, his blood had never sung in the lab like it had when he fired that rifle. His place was here. Fighting alongside Brandt.

Now if he could just convince the sergeant of that.

* * *

Brandt moved out of the way, his inflated suit creaking as the XO approached.

“Alright,” the commander said. “The captain has given his seal of approval. We are good to launch.”

Why wouldn’t the captain agree? It got Brandt and his team off the captain’s sub. Something the captain clearly wanted from the get-go. As a matter of fact, shooting them out a torpedo tube probably had been high on the captain’s list. Brandt was glad to oblige.

“You all looked suited up, so let me just give you a little food for thought,” the XO said, then walked along in front of them. “Once out the torpedo doors, you are on your own. We cannot and will not come about no matter what happens.”

No great surprise there. Brandt nodded for the man to continue.

“The breech door will close and lock you inside the tube. Then the tube will be flooded with water from our tanks. This water is relatively warm at sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit. With your suits it’ll seem balmy.”

Probably the last time they would feel that way on this mission, Brandt guessed.

“Then the muzzle doors will open. Once we effectively ‘make contact’ with the Chinese sub…” The XO paused long enough to send a scathing glare at Lopez. “We will activate the water ram, pretty much hurling you out of the tube at twelve G’s.”

Brandt’s eyes wandered to Rebecca, who was looking paler by the second. He wanted to comfort her that given Lopez’s driving they’d probably experienced at least eight G’s, however the XO did not seem too keen on holding up the show for one woman.

“The G’s aren’t the problem though,” the XO continued. “It is the temperature shock. The water out there is a hair below forty-three degrees Fahrenheit. That cold water is going to hit you like a fat girl’s slap.”

“The dive reflex,” Davidson added, clearly trying to score some freaking brownie points. Only by raising Svengurd from the grave could Davidson ever hope to redeem himself in Brandt’s eyes.

The XO nodded, not knowing or not caring about the tension between Brandt and Davidson. “That’s right. In this cold of water our mammalian instincts kick in and all of our blood gets shunted from our skin, limbs, and gut, forcing it to our core—our heart and brains. Remember to trust your suits. They will warm you…eventually.”

Rebecca’s face drained of color as she stood awkwardly, looking like it took everything she had not to tip over backward from the weight of her oxygen tanks. Seldom had he seen her appear so utterly vulnerable. She was being thrown into the deep water, literally, and she knew it.

“So don’t be surprised if you briefly lose feeling in your extremities and your heartbeat flutters or even temporarily stops. It is just water shock.”

“Just,” Harvish snorted, however he quickly looked contrite as the XO’s glare shifted from Lopez to the point man.

“Outside the port, you’ve got to strike upward as soon as you can. We’re moving at twenty-five knots, and if you aren’t out of our wake by the time we pass, you could get sucked into our propeller’s cavitation.”

The XO stared Harvish down, almost seeming to challenge the point man to joke about that. Not even Harvish attempted humor in being sliced to death by your own sub.

“After you’ve cleared the sub, you’ve got a fifteen-minute window to get to the surface and warm up, otherwise…well, deaths have occurred in untrained, out of shape divers…” The XO looked to Davidson and then Rebecca. “Within five minutes.”

Great. That’s all Brandt needed. Rebecca all the more freaked out.

“Got it,” Brandt replied. The XO moved off to prep the ship for their little “bump” maneuver.

“Besides,” Harvish mumbled, apparently trying to get himself out of the hole he dug by using a spade, “it’s less than a hundred feet up. Less than even a recreational deep dive.”

The XO turned on his heel. Aiming his full disdain on the point man. “Out here? In the blue? We don’t take anything for granted. I’d advise you do the same.”

“We will,” Brandt assured the man while for the eighteenth hundredth time wondering why in the hell the Den had assigned him Harvish. “We’re ready to ship out on your mark.”

“It’s my mark then,” the XO said. “Load up.”

* * *

Rebecca stood amongst the men as the XO closed the breech door. The clang of the metal lock sent a shiver down each and every vertebra. They were really doing this. She was really doing this.

Trying to shift her feet nearly tipped her over as she caught the edge of her fin. Davidson steadied her. Just call her a walrus at a waltz.

“We’re going to be radio silent,” Davidson reminded her as water rushed in from ports on the side of the tube. “Let’s get your face mask cinched down.”

He turned a knob at the base of her face mask until he was satisfied. Water swirled around their knees as Davidson pulled his mask over his own face.

Even though every square inch of her body was covered either in dry suit or mask, Rebecca couldn’t shake the feeling that she was stark naked. Exposed. And if that was how she felt in this tight torpedo tube, how was she going to feel outside? Out in the ocean?

Forget needing water to go into shock. Rebecca feared her body was way ahead of the curve.

Then the water rose to her hips, giving her a bit of buoyancy. Soon the water lifted her as it rose to their chests. She fought panic as the water level climbed to her neck. Against all good reason, Rebecca tilted her chin up trying to keep her face above the water line for as long as possible.

Davidson tapped her faceplate and mouthed, “Breathe.”

Not so much because she felt calmer, but more because the water sloshed over her head, Rebecca trusted her face mask and took in a breath. Air, sweet air rushed to her lungs. Now that she was completely submerged, Rebecca felt the panic abate. And the XO had been right. The water was a bit balmy. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Then the outer door to the torpedo tube opened. And since they were going a good twenty knots, the ocean water pushed in against them, shoving them all back toward the breech door. Her arm lashed out, trying to right herself.

A strong hand caught her under the elbow and brought her level with him.

Brandt. Not even the plastic between them could dull the blue in his eyes. Their bodies were crushed together as the ocean demanded entry into their little tube. The rest of the men were plastered against the breech door.

The submarine turned abruptly to port, decelerating rapidly. The Chinese sub must have been close because it was only a few more moments before a loud, high metal-on-metal screeching set her teeth on edge. Before she could even process the notion that they had in fact just “bumped” the Chinese submarine, a whirring grew until the sound filled not just her head but her marrow.

Then the “water ram” did just that. An enormous surge of water flooded the compartment. Every bone rattled as the force of the water shoved them forward. Arms wrapped around her, keeping her close as they streaked past the doors.

Just as quickly as the water ram started, it stopped. They hung there as the submarine continued its turn.

Cold crushed her in its grip as Brandt released her.

Rebecca wanted to scream, but couldn’t get the air out of her lungs. She wanted to flail, but couldn’t move. She wanted to live, but couldn’t get her heart to beat.

* * *

Brandt forced himself to suck in a breath. Hitting the North Sea’s cold water had been like a kick to the chest. Luckily, Brandt had survived enough kicks to the chest to know this one really wasn’t that bad.

Rebecca, on the other hand, was floating downward, her arms out to her sides like a paralyzed mannequin. He kicked hard, catching up to her. Wrapping his arm around her waist, Brandt swam toward the surface. Talli, Davidson, and Harvish bringing up the rear. All heading toward the early morning light of the surface. The only one lingering was Lopez.

Bringing their faceplates together, Brandt took a huge breath, then let it out, forcing bubbles to surround them. Still kicking he locked eyes with Rebecca. He breathed in and then out. She shook her head, her lips pressed together. Panic etched in the edges. Brandt took another breath and let it out with force.

You can do this, Rebecca. Forget the cold. Forget everything but my breathing.

In a wrenching, painful effort, she took a breath. Her teeth chattered as her whole body shivered against him. He too had to forget everything but his breathing. Her proximity, even in the North Sea, even with her panicked, threatened to undo his vows.

Another breath and some of the tension loosened from her features. A third breath was almost normal. Still she didn’t seem able to help him get her to the surface. He found the valve to her buoyancy compensator and blasted more air into the vest. They gained speed, passing Lopez, who gave a thumbs-up as their submarine pulled away.

They had avoided the cavitation. They were clear. Now just to get her onto the trawler and—

A glint of silver diverted his attention. What the hell? They were well out into international waters. Then another glint, then another. Something metal caught the morning sun. Above them the other men scattered to the side as dozens of such glints splashed into the water.

No, Brandt thought, but his wishing it not to be did not make the hooks go away.

To keep their cover, even CIA-managed fishing boats still had to…fish. And clearly this boat, expecting a submarine to surface, was biding its time doing just that, long-line fishing. Sending out a string of hooks behind them as they slowly moved through the water.

Rebecca patted his shoulder. The question on her tear-streaked face clear. “What’s happening?”

Before he could begin to pantomime the answer, one of those damned silver glints caught hold of Rebecca’s buoyancy vest, digging into the rubber. Her eyes dilated as she struggled against the tug. Brandt shook his head sharply. That was the last thing they needed her doing. If that hook cut the tubing…

It wasn’t Rebecca’s movement though but the boat’s sudden acceleration that tore the sharp hook through her vest. Air bubbled from the breach. Brandt struggled to keep hold of her as another set of hooks sliced through the water, catching the membrane of her dry suit.

His hand lashed out, grabbing the lines attached to the hooks, trying desperately to keep the tension off the thin suit. Maybe, just maybe, if they got lucky he could allow the boat to drag them to the surface.

At first only tiny bubbles escaped from tiny nicks in the fabric, then they burst from the suit, tears zigzagging their way across her body. Forget forward motion. Forget surfacing. Brandt was struggling to keep her from sinking. His frigid hands betrayed him as Rebecca slipped from his grasp.

With absolutely no buoyancy, Rebecca plunged in the dark water. He’d never get to her in time by just swimming. He didn’t even have time to unfasten all the belts and locks. Pulling a knife from his belt, Brandt slashed his vest and weight belt off, then sliced his dry suit.

Instantly he too dropped like a rock.

Now to save Rebecca before they both froze to death.

* * *

Gasping, Rebecca struggled to keep breathing. Forty-three degrees should have been nothing to a girl raised in Michigan. But forty-three degrees in water? It was like an ice bath. Her fingers fumbled trying to unhook her damned weight belt as the water went from a bright clear blue to a darker navy.

Water rushed into the tears of her dry suit, plummeting her temperature. If she didn’t find a way to get some weight off of her…forget five minutes, she’d be crushed within seconds.

Fear fueled her muscles. She found the strap to the weights, but it was tucked in tightly to her belt. Really? Seriously? That predive checklist was killing her. Literally. Then a figure engulfed her. They were still sinking, but they were together.

Brandt’s hands coursed over her body, finding the weight belt. A blade cut the strap. Still they sank though. No matter how hard they both kicked, they made no headway. And she honestly didn’t know how much longer she could continue to swim. Her legs felt like two huge thunder thighs popsicles. Brandt must have realized the same thing.

Holding her with one hand, he used the other hand to take the knife and cut off his oxygen tank.

“No!” she cried, but it was already done.

The action did cut their drag though. They actually started swimming in the right direction. The direction of light. Of life.

Then she felt something under her flipper. What in the heck could be under her flipper?

She risked a glance down to find a wide, black vessel passing beneath them. The Chinese submarine. Her flipper touched the cold metal, dragging along the hull. Brandt put his hand on her thigh, quieting her kicking as he too stopped swimming. They settled onto the surface of the sub, sliding along its length.

Following Brandt’s lead, Rebecca crouched down. He held up his fingers. Three. Two. One. Together they launched off the submarine. The action propelling them upward. Finally.

And a good thing too. Brandt’s cheeks blotched as his body ran out of oxygen.

They were going to make it to the surface quickly. They had to.

Wait. Were they moving sideways? In the water it was so damned hard to tell. As Brandt’s eyes got larger, Rebecca realized she wasn’t imagining things. The Chinese sub must have passed under them, catching them in its propeller’s cavitation. With more and more force they were drawn to the spinning propeller that slashed through the water.

And she could feel Brandt getting weaker and weaker. Realizing that she was never going to get them out of this mess, she used the last of her strength to release her face mask.

Splotches of light danced in front of her as the cold shocked her eyes. Her faceplate floated between her and Brandt. As darkness edged into her vision, bringing her vision down to a near pinpoint, she locked eyes with the man she had thought she was going to marry.

At least her last sight would be a handsome one.

* * *

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Brandt snatched Rebecca’s face mask, switching it out with his own. Taking in five quick breaths, he reoxygenated his lungs, kicking, swimming, fighting the drag of the cavitation. But those damn blades just kept whirling, pulling them into their deadly range.

Rebecca hung limp in his arms, her face an ashen white.

No. It wasn’t ending like this, damn it.

Gulping precious oxygen, he redoubled his efforts. Fuck the cold. Fuck the fact he couldn’t feel his feet anymore. Fuck the Chinese submarine.

No matter the strain he put on his ligaments, nearly tearing them, the cavitation was winning. He only slowed the inevitable. Still he couldn’t give up. Brandt twisted in the water so that he faced the submarine. He’d still be kicking when the propellers chewed into him. Which looked like it was only two seconds off.

Then a hand was at the back of his dry suit. Then another.

Rapidly they backed out of the cavitation until it felt like a switch cut off and the propeller’s twirl no longer ruled his life. He looked over his shoulder to find Lopez towing them upward at faster and faster speeds.

He removed the face mask, fitting it back onto Rebecca’s face and then clearing the water out. Brandt shook her, trying to get her to take a breath. Taking his knuckles, he rubbed her chest as Lopez dragged them closer and closer to the surface.

Still she didn’t breathe. He put his ear against her chest. A heartbeat then no other. That was okay, Brandt tried to reassure himself. Hypothermia sometimes was your best friend. It preserved brain tissue. It held the body in a type of suspended animation. It actually saved lives.

Right?

Damn right.

* * *

Davidson searched the surface of the rolling ocean as his hand stanched the bleeding from his arm. One of the fishhooks dug in deep enough to taste flesh. The pain was the last thing on his mind though. Brandt and Rebecca definitely should have been up by now. Lopez, on the other hand, he wasn’t worried about. The corporal had probably hitched a ride on the Chinese sub all the way back to Beijing.

“There!” Talli yelled, pointing starboard. Three figures bobbed to the surface.

The captain of the boat must have heard as he turned the boat, gunning the engines toward the swimmers. No, not all of them were swimming. One’s head lolled to the side.

Davidson scrambled down the deck to the stairs that led to the water. Harvish and Talli weren’t far behind as the boat pulled up to the figures.

Brandt half lifted Rebecca out of the water. “She’s not breathing,” he chattered. Not sounding too well himself.

“We’ve got to get her below deck,” Davidson urged as the wind whipped from an approaching storm. He took Rebecca’s shoulders. Talli grabbed her feet, and they were off. Backing down the steps toward the crew’s quarters, Davidson watched her still features through her faceplate. Her face so white that it seemed someone had applied pancake makeup. And her lips? A grayish blue.

He noticed the multiple tears to the membrane dry suit. The hooks must have compromised her suit. Which accounted for the hypothermia, but the severe shock? That had to have come from somewhere else.

When they got to the cot, Davidson laid her down on her side so he could unhook her equipment. He tossed the buoyancy jacket to the side but kept the oxygen tank nearby and the face mask on.

“Rebecca,” he urged, rubbing her sternum. “You’ve got to breathe.”

“She’s not even shivering,” Talli commented.

The Arab was right. Not a good sign. Despite the fact Davidson knew her to be an extremely modest person—Rebecca considered a V-necked T-shirt a bit too revealing—he began pulling the remnants of the dry suit and undersuit off.

“Get some more blankets,” he instructed Talli. Then he turned to Harvish. “See if they don’t have some heat packs.”

Both men hurried off to perform their tasks, which were vital, however Davidson had an ulterior motive. They should not see Rebecca like this. He tried to look away as much as possible as he stripped her down to her brassiere and panties. Thank goodness she was not a thong kind of girl.

Rapidly he covered her with the thin blanket he had available. Davidson rubbed up and down her arms and legs, trying to get her circulation restarted. He felt for a pulse. Each heartbeat spaced over the course of ten seconds. Still she wasn’t breathing. He removed the mask, pinched her nose, and gave her a breath. Her chest rose and fell.

Talli returned, handing him a short stack of just two other blankets. “This is all they had.”

For a CIA-run conveyance out in the North Sea, they certainly were not ready for deep-sea injuries.

Brandt burst in the room, already stripped down to his boxers, his whole body shuddering as shivering overlaying shivering. His features were etched with worry.

“How is she?”

Davidson answered by giving Rebecca another breath.

* * *

Brandt lowered himself beside the cot. This could not be happening. Harvish brought some heat packs, all two-by-two inches of them. They were meant to heat chilled hands, not a hypothermic body.

Davidson alternated between breathing for Rebecca and placing the face mask to fast-flow some oxygen to her. Next to him Harvish ripped open the tiny packs, shaking them to activate their heat. The point man went to reach for the covers, but Brandt blocked him.

“We’ve got to get them to her sink points.”

“I’ve got it.”

Given the sink points were the armpits and groin, he thought he should be the one to do it. Lifting the covers, he was struck by how very white her skin was. Normally Rebecca was all peaches and cream, but now? Bone white. The white you saw on the battlefield. A white normally accomplished only by death.

Damn it, he couldn’t think like that. She was just cold. That was all. Cold.

Hands shaking, Brandt tucked the heat packs against her skin, then tucked the covers over her. “Don’t they have a space heater of some sort?”

“Already on it,” Lopez said as he entered, setting down a small heater.

The corporal torqued the dial to maximum. Hot air pounded from the machine. It felt like the summer sun beating against his skin.

“Bring it closer to her,” Brandt urged as his own shivering subsided.

Lopez obeyed, then frowned. “She’s still not breathing?”

Damn it, no, Brandt wanted to shout, but it wasn’t Lopez’s fault. It was his own. He never should have let Rebecca turn over her mask. Never.

Still in his intact dry suit, Lopez broke off one of the gauge wires. “May I?”

Not knowing what else to do, Brandt moved out of the corporal’s way. He didn’t like the way Lopez removed Rebecca’s faceplate, but again, what else could they do. Lopez took the wire. Then embedded the sharp end right into the tip of her nose.

“What the—”

But Rebecca took a huge breath. A breath that lifted her off the cot. Lopez pulled the wire out, and Rebecca’s breathing returned to normal. He then replaced the face mask.

Off of everyone’s stare Lopez explained. “It’s acupuncture. That point stimulates the lung meridian.”

“Lung meridian?” Brandt asked.

“What? You only thought I knew how to make things go fast?”

“Well, yeah, kinda,” Harvish answered, for which he got slugged in the arm by Lopez.

Brandt smoothed Rebecca’s wet hair away from her neck. Yes, she had a heartbeat. Yes, she was breathing again, but no, she wasn’t shivering yet. She wasn’t self-heating.

“Move out of the way,” Brandt prompted, lifting the covers again. The cot creaked its complaint as he sat beside Rebecca. She needed his heat. His muscles had been working overtime. Heat radiated from him. Might as well share the wealth.

Covering them with the layers of blankets, he pulled Rebecca up against him.

“You do realize any of us could have done that?” Lopez teased.

Of course they could. But he wanted to be right here when she awoke. Because she was going to wake, damn it.

“Alright, enough gawking,” Brandt stated. “Lopez, get this tub making best speed to the coast.” Off of the corporal’s raised eyebrow Brandt specified. “And I do mean best speed.”

Lopez darted out of the room. The pounding of his footsteps echoed off the hallway.

“Harvish.” Brandt turned his attention to the point man. “Get some grub. We all need to bump our sugar levels up.”

The redhead nodded before rushing out of the room. Harvish didn’t quite seem to understand you couldn’t just copy Lopez’s action and get into Brandt’s good stead. At the least though he was doing actually doing something useful.

“Talli,” Brandt continued. “Gather what’s left of our equipment. Once we make land, we’ll have to haul ass to make our rendezvous.”

The dark-haired man nodded crisply. Then moved on with a sense of urgency without the frenetic energy of Harvish.

“And myself?” Davidson asked.

Brandt studied the scarred man. Before Rome he’d loved Davidson like a younger brother. Perhaps too much. He had relied on his youthful sense of optimism to counter Brandt’s own darker view of the world. Which of course Davidson’s betrayal only reinforced. Yet the face before him wasn’t the same. Those eyes no longer held a sense of puppy dog exuberance. But what had replaced it?

“Stay within my eye line.”

“Of course, but may I make a suggestion?”

Brandt stiffened. Here we go.

“I would recommend you keep Rebecca’s face mask on for at least twenty minutes. It takes that long for full body oxygen stores to be replenished. It will help with her recovery time.”

As Davidson placed the mask on Rebecca, Brandt didn’t argue, even though he really wanted to. He liked the feeling of her cheek against his chest. That was the man though not the sergeant, so the mask went back on.

He would just have to be content to hold her. Which after his and Maria’s wedding, Brandt never thought he’d see Rebecca again. So he would take moment. And fucking treasure it.


CHAPTER 6

══════════════════

Off the Coast of the Netherlands

10:44 a.m. GMT

Rebecca snuggled down. She’d been dreaming of strange things. Like Brandt married to someone else and even more odd, submarines. Weird, right? How the mind could play tricks on you. Because under her cheek she could feel Brandt’s heartbeat. Everything was fine.

Except she was cold. Really cold. Brandt must have gotten some time off and they headed to the mountains. Just one more thing she’d never done that Brandt wanted to show her. Skiing.

Clearly they weren’t on the slopes though as her hand snaked up his chest. Time for a little different type of recreation. She slid her leg over his, tugging it tightly to her.

“Whoa there, filly.”

But she didn’t want to whoa at all. How long had it been since they’d been together? It felt like months, but how could that be? She kissed his chest, ignoring the hands trying to push her away. How unlike Brandt to act hard to get.

“Boss? Yo! Brandt,” the voice called out.

Wait. That wasn’t Brandt’s voice.

Rebecca’s eyes snapped open. The skin under her hand was far too dark for Brandt. And there was a large port-wine stain over his sternum. Definitely not Brandt.

She jerked upright, shaking her head and trying to fling the dream from her mind.

“Take it easy,” the man said. No, not man. Lopez. “You’ve had a rough time.”

Gathering the blanket to her nearly naked body she hissed, “What are you doing?”

Lopez held his hands up to either side of him. “Just keeping you warm, I swear to God.” He then glanced about. “It was Brandt’s idea, I swear.” He then shouted. “Boss!”

Rebecca clutched the edge of the blanket, trying to make sense of it all. She was on some kind of cargo plane. The thing was crammed with shipping boxes and oversized freight packages.

Then Brandt was there. “What’s wrong?”

“Just a misunderstanding,” Lopez said. “I think the doc’s brain is still trying to reboot from its cold storage.”

“Rebecca,” Brandt asked as he rushed over to her. “Are you okay?”

“No,” she sobbed. Not because she couldn’t remember but because she did. That damned gold band on his finger. He was married to another woman. And they had in fact been launched out of a torpedo.

Brandt tried to put his arms around her, but Rebecca shied away, drawing the blanket even more tightly to her form.

“I’ll be fine. I just need a few moments,” she pleaded. His eyes searched hers. Worry clear in his expression. Then that wall came down over his features. The military man’s best friend. His game face.

He backed away. “Good. We’ll be landing in a few minutes.” Brandt glanced to Lopez. “Get a shirt on.”

Rebecca waited until Brandt headed back to the cockpit before turning on Lopez. “And clothes. Do I have clothes?”

The corporal scrambled to get the shirt over his head. “Well, not exactly your clothes, but we got you something.”

At this point she couldn’t care less if it were a burlap sack with a string belt. She needed something on beyond her bra and panties. Horrified didn’t even begin to describe how she felt as Lopez tossed her some clothes and then held up a blanket for what limited privacy one could have on a cargo plane.

As she tugged on the khaki pants, Rebecca hissed, “We will never speak of this. Ever.”

“Right there, sister, right there,” Lopez answered.

Taking in a breath, Rebecca more slowly tugged on the dark green T-shirt. “And please tell me you are wearing your firearm.”

“Like you said,” Lopez said, “never ever speak of this again.”

Oh God. If that wasn’t a gun…

* * *

Brandt glanced over his shoulder, trying to pay attention to what Talli was talking about and trying to make sure Rebecca was recovering. Something had spooked her. Something more than her brain misfiring.

“Sarge?”

Brandt tore his gaze away from Rebecca and refocused on Talli. “Yes?”

“I was just saying that I’m worried that I don’t have a perch.”

It took a second for Brandt to realize what Talli was talking about. He glanced to the tablet in Talli’s hand. It showed Osip’s apartment. Or at least his apartment building. The apartment blocks were straight out of the Communist housing book. Tall, unadorned, and utilitarian buildings stacked tightly next to each other. Which might not have been a bad thing since they could set up a position in the next in the adjacent apartment complex. However, Osip’s building was the last in the complex, and his apartment overlooked a large meadow that ended at a very thick forest. To the side was no better as the river ran right by his complex.

Which made it very picturesque and all, but hell for a sniper.

Davidson pointed to a stand of leafless trees on the other side of the meadow. “You should be able to set up in one of those.”

“Right?” Talli said. “Even if I could make that shot, those pine tree branches could never hold—”

“They are spruces,” Davidson corrected. “And this picture was taken in winter. Spruces are deciduous. At this time of year they will be fully leafed, providing great cover, and their top third branches can support up to a couple hundred pounds, but even if they couldn’t you could spread your weight by stabilizing against two branches.”

Talli’s cheeks flared red. The guy clearly thought Davidson was after his job. Which maybe the kid was, however he also wasn’t wrong. The question became, though, could Talli get the job done if needed? If a sniper didn’t have the confidence he could take the shot, the man couldn’t hit the shot.

“Talli, you’ll set up in this office building across the street,” Brandt said as he pointed out the structure. “You’ll cover the main entrance and exits.”

“But—” Davidson tried to inject.

“And that is my final word.”

Davidson obviously wanted to say more. Way more, however the kid buttoned it up. Which was the smartest move for him. Just because Brandt let him take a few shots from the car to an active sniper did not mean Davidson was a part of the team. To give a traitor a sniper gun and perch him up in a tree where he could take every one of them out? No way. No how.

Lopez walked up, putting on his jacket. “What did I miss?”

“No, the question is,” Harvish teased, “what did we miss? Huh? Under those blankets?”

Brandt saw red. Literally. He could see the veins at the back of his retina pulse. The words “that is my fiancée you are talking about” nearly slipped from his lips. She wasn’t though, was she? Harvish was just being the dawg they all knew he was, not knowing the incredibly delicate ground he tread. But still…

“Dude,” Lopez exclaimed. “You are talking about a renowned researcher and friend. Stow it.”

Harvish mumbled some kind of weak apology that Brandt barely heard.

Blood still boiling, Brandt needed to get away from his point man before he said something he, well more Harvish, would regret.

“Lopez, firm up the transportation logistics,” Brandt said before turning away.

“You got it, Sarge.”

Given that they were on such a crowded cargo plane, there was really only one place he could go to get away from his men. Rarely did duty and desire line up so conveniently.

* * *

“Rebecca?”

She nearly jumped out of her skin as Brandt pushed the lid of her laptop down an inch. So much for burying herself in research. She’d thought she would have five hours of time to devote to knowing everything Osip. If they were landing soon, that meant she would have only about an hour. Her and her stupid hypothermia.

“Is everything alright?” Brandt asked.

“I’m just behind,” she said, pushing the laptop lid back up.

Even though he didn’t say anything, the sergeant just kept standing there. His tactical “wait them out” maneuver. Sighing, Rebecca lowered the laptop lid until it closed.

“I’m fine,” she explained, hoping it was true. “Lopez checked all my reflexes. There’s no residual damage from the submersion.”

“Then what is it?” he asked. “Did something happen between Lopez and you?”

“No,” Rebecca protested, probably a bit too much. More calmly she answered, “He was fine. Great really. My core temp is already back up to ninety-eight point four degrees. Two more tenths and I’m all set.”

That sounded super logical, didn’t it? That would satisfy Brandt, right?

“I…” Brandt stumbled a bit, drawing her eyes up to meet his. “I know how you hate…you know feeling…not being fully dressed.”

Oh God. He was not really going there. Not now. Not with her cheeks ready to turn magenta.

“I wanted to be the only one…” Brandt said, his voice low. “But you were unconscious for so long, and I had to—”

“Damn it,” Rebecca insisted. “Let it go.”

Brandt bristled in front of her. “It’s my job to make sure your head is in the game. Which means I need to know what the hell is wrong.”

Rebecca glanced down at his wedding ring. “We can’t fix what’s wrong, Brandt.”

His hand made a fist before it disappeared into his pocket.

“So just let it go.”

He looked like he might argue, but blissfully the speakers sparked to life.

“Prepare for landing,” the pilot announced. “Since we don’t have jump seats, we’d suggest hanging onto one of the secured crates to stabilize yourself.”

Rebecca tucked her laptop into her bag. She tried to get out of possibly one of the most awkward conversations which, of course, was occurring directly after the most awkward conversation with the corporal.

“I’m surprised Lopez isn’t flying the plane.”

Brandt didn’t exactly chuckle, however his frown did ease. “Trust me. He would be if he could, but what he did to the CIA’s boat? Not very likely.”

“What happened?”

“Let’s just say it’s going to be in dry dock for a while getting outfitted with a new motor.”

Yep. That was Lopez at his best.

“So you’re sure you’re ready?” Brandt asked.

“Hey,” she said, trying her best to reassure him. “I’m so on Team: Just Say No to Rinderpest it’s not even funny.”

“Ha!” Lopez laughed as he joined them. “We’ve got to get T-shirts made up.” He handed them some Velcro straps. “But on a more serious note, you’d better lash yourself to something. I don’t think these pilots could land shit in a can.”

* * *

Aunush dug her toes into the thick, plush carpet of the private jet. A little luxury in a life usually lived in dingy safe houses and abandoned barns. Many would call her a mercenary, only mercenaries had no allegiances. She had a singular purpose. Killing for hire was simply a perk of her job.

Around her, others stirred as the rest of the men prepared for landing. Her sniper had no need to prepare. He was always ready for action. The only way you could discern the man was not a machine was the way his eyes stood at half-mast as his head tilted back a few degrees to rest upon his seat.

How long had they fought together? Those years had felt rich and full. What else could they expect? The Disciples’ secret had been secured for centuries. The chance to defend their linage a distant memory. Generations of Disciples had gone into mercenary work. Always being prepared for the day one such as Monroe became too intrigued by the Torah.

A tiny thrill coursed through her body, feeling almost as satisfying as the sniper’s hands upon her body.

“May I inquire as to why we are landing at Kaluga rather than Tula, Aunush?”

Aunush slid her eyes over to inspect the man, Nannan, who stood in front of her. He was not one of her men, clearly, or he would not have asked such a question. However, Nannan was a Watcher of the Word. Yet spending so many years down in the secret chambers had not done much for his sense of tactical strategies.

“Tula would be the obvious choice,” she answered as she donned her socks.

Aunush stroked her hand over the arch of her foot, straightening her sock but also remembering her time with the master. Nannan felt himself above her. This she knew. Why would he not? He was of the Word and she nothing more than a lowly soldier. Her kind had been disdained for so many years as nothing more than swords with no cause.

Now though? Now that Nannan’s precious Word was in harm’s way? Now he needed one such as her.

When she didn’t continue, Nannan seemed confused. “It being the obvious choice is exactly my point.”

“As it is mine as well,” Aunush stated as she laced up her boots, relishing Nannan’s frustration.

“But it is over an hour farther from Pushchino than Tula.”

Aunush looked up to Nannan. “Do you know exactly how many satellites track each and every aircraft around the globe since nine-eleven?” Clearly he did not. “And do you know how many CIA computers are dedicated to determining probabilities of terrorist attacks based on their flight pattern?”

Nannan shook his head, having the good sense to not meet her eye.

“I guarantee you that after our attack in London, one small sliver of that intelligence pool is now solely focused on Pushchino. Calculating if any force is converging on the town. They are monitoring Tula like a hawk awaiting for any mouse to lift its head.”

“In addition,” her second in command Abraham stated, “Grabtsevo Airport is privately held. We have flown in under Volkswagen’s company credentials. The flight apparently arises from their South African plant with a refueling stop in Portugal.”

Aunush nodded to her man as she buckled herself in for the landing. “Exactly. They will not suspect our approach until we are upon them.”

She smiled as Nannan’s face drained of color.


CHAPTER 7

══════════════════

Domodevedovo Airport, South of Moscow

1:04 p.m. GMT

Rebecca sat cramped amongst tractor parts. It was absolute black within the crate. The sound though? Ugh. The forklift moving the crate from the plane’s cargo bay to the tarmac rumbled loudly. Only adding to the nearly earsplitting sound was about three tons of metal parts rattling around her.

Lopez crouched right next to her, but she couldn’t even make out his form.

“You can stroke my cheek or something if it’ll make you feel better.”

“Ricky!” Rebecca protested, smacking at what she hoped was his shoulder.

Chuckling filled the dark space. “I’m just offering.”

“What happened to never ever?” she demanded.

“Come on, you have to admit it was funny.”

Yes, it was kind of humorous and did take some of the shame and embarrassment out of the incident, but that did not mean she had to admit it. Not at all.

She was about to ask where they’d landed when the forklift sputtered to a stop. Shouts in Russian carried through the thick wood into the crate. Rebecca strained to make out the men’s discussion, however her Russian was a bit rusty. Just about everything she understood were phrases like otebis, piz’duk, and hui. While considered “colorful” language, they were not exactly illuminating.

“What’s going on?” Rebecca whispered to Lopez.

“They’re just arranging to transport these crates to a railcar. From there we head straight to Pushchino.”

“Aren’t there any kind of customs?”

“It’s all electronic now. The CIA has made sure the freight company is on the Russians’ ‘trusted’ carrier status. Then the crates are just scanned by an automated fluoroscope.”

Rebecca frowned. “Wouldn’t that reveal us?”

“Why do you think we’re surrounded by all this metal?”

Ah. Of course. The metal of the tractor parts would seriously scatter any X-rays, masking their presence. After a few more moments of fairly lengthy Russian cursing, their crate lurched as another, much larger forklift picked them up.

It was a short trip to the railcars. They must be at the Domodevedovo Airport. It was known as the largest cargo airport in the world. She and Lochum had used it several times. Basically if you shipped anything west from Russia, China, or even India, it usually went through Domodevedovo. Even more importantly Domodevedovo was south of Moscow. By landing here rather than the more common Sheremetyevo Airport, they had saved four hours trying to get through the major metropolitan traffic jam that was Moscow. Forget New York traffic. Moscow was New York tenfold.

The few times she had been to the Russian capital you might as well walk wherever you wanted to go. And if somewhere you wanted to go was farther than you wanted to walk? Well, get used to the disappointment.

The forklift’s motor ground away as it lifted the crate into the train. One more jolt and the crate clanged to the metal floor of the railcar.

“Now what?” Rebecca asked.

Lopez shifted beside her. “Now we wait until the train heads out for fifteen minutes, then we pop the hood on this baby and stretch our legs.” He paused briefly. “So…I’ve got a couple of ideas about what we could do—”

Rebecca punched Lopez, in again what she hoped was his shoulder.

* * *

Brandt’s watch vibrated. As the train clacked along, he and Davidson took crowbars to the crate’s lid. Standing on the tractor’s compressor, Brandt got the torque he needed to pop the nails out. Davidson did the same on the other corner. Once out they were still in the pitch black of the railcar though.

“Rebecca?” he called out softly. “Lopez?” He flipped the light on his gun on, sweeping the beam across the other crates. “Anyone?”

Davidson climbed out, knocking against the other crates “Harvish? Talli?”

No one answered. Did something happen to them?

Taking the crowbar, Brandt worked on the crate next to them. Davidson wasn’t a whole lot of help though. “Put your back into it,” he urged. Worried that the others had somehow run out of oxygen.

“Sarge,” Davidson said. “These others aren’t our crates from our shipment.”

“What do you mean?” Brandt asked, feeling his pulse rise. This was not happening. Rebecca should be right here. He never should have let her out of his sight. Screw what it looked like, he should have taken the crate with her.

They finally got the lid off as Davidson noted, “These aren’t even tractor parts.”

Damn it, the kid was right. They were looking down at a huge shipment of teddy bears from China.

“I think we got put in a different car,” Davidson commented.

“No shit,” Brandt said, heading to the railcar door. He tugged on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Clearly locked from the outside.

Brandt pulled out a small block of C-4 and a detonator.

“This is a pretty confined space,” Davidson noted.

Again, no shit.

“I’m just going to blow the lock.” Hopefully. Lopez was the blowing-crap-up expert. “Get back.”

He smeared the Silly Putty–like explosive where the lock should be, then plunged the detonator into the C-4. Hustling back behind a stack of crates, Brandt laid down the wick. Once certain that Davidson was secured, he lit the wick. It snapped a bright red and then settled down to a steady orange, sending tiny sparks as the flame made its way up the wick. Within seconds the blast cap blew a nice little hole in the metal door. His ears were going to ring for a while, otherwise no harm done.

Brandt rushed over and tried to put his hand through, but he had been too conservative on the C-4. He went to smear more, but Davidson stopped him.

“Let me,” he insisted, snaking his thinner arm through the hole and unlatching the lock. Davidson then slid the door open.

Blinking back the sudden brightness, the countryside rolled past them. If he didn’t know better, Brandt would have thought he was in the American Midwest. Rolling waves of amber grain and all. He grabbed hold of the handle and swung his body halfway out the car, searching up and down the long line of cars for any sign of the others.

Wind whipping around him, Brandt swung back into the car. “We’re going to have to do a car by car search to find them.”

“That’s not going to work.”

“Why the fuck not?” Brandt growled. Tired of having to explain himself to not just a man outside his unit but a traitor as well.

Davidson pointed to their crate. A large “Destination: Moscow” was stamped on the side.

“That doesn’t mean—”

Taking away any hope that the stamp was a mistake, Davidson pointed past the countryside to a large splotch on the horizon. Moscow.

They were heading in exactly the opposite direction of Pushchino with absolutely no idea if the others were safe or not.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

* * *

Rebecca bit her lip. “Where are they then?” she asked Lopez.

“Best guess?” he answered as he shut the railcar door. “Brandt and Davidson are on another train.” Lopez nodded to Talli. “Stay on the door. Monitor and report if anything changes.”

“How can you be sure?” she asked. This didn’t make any sense. There were three crates destined for Pushchino. Why did only two make this train?

“I can’t. Like I said, best guess.” He turned to the point man. “Harvish, get prepped. We may have to make a quick exit.”

She didn’t like this side of Lopez. The business-first, serious, worried Lopez. She greatly preferred the cad, player, hotdogging Lopez. His sense of adventure had always made whatever situation they were in more tolerable. If Lopez wasn’t worried, everything must be okay. What did it say when that very same Lopez had concern drawn on his features?

“Could they have been captured?” she asked, her voice quavering.

“Not likely.”

Rebecca tried to keep her voice from becoming shrill. “Why? I mean—”

Lopez turned to her. His eyes bright under the soft glow from the flashlights. “Because the Russians would be stopping every freaking train out of Domodevedovo. They kind of take an American strike team on their soil rather poorly.”

She wasn’t quite sure whether to take that as a positive or not. “Can’t you try to raise them on the radio?”

“Darlin’,” Lopez said with a sigh. “We are in Russia. Not near Russia. Not out in the freaking Siberian plains. We are within a stone’s throw of Moscow. We are radio silent until we leave the Motherland’s borders.”

Her eyes scanned his face. She knew the corporal’s hands were tied. Special ops had very specific regulations. Ones that couldn’t be broken, even for Brandt. And now the feel-good Lopez had to be in charge. Enforcing those rules.

He put his hands on her arms. “The rally point is Pushchino. He’ll find his way there.”

Struggling against tears, Rebecca bit her lip again, but this only made Lopez chuckle.

“Enough of that, woman,” he said. “Out of all of us, you should be the least worried.”

“What do you mean?”

“Duh. Like Brandt isn’t going to go walk through hell’s fire to find you. Seriously. Chill out.”

With that Lopez turned back to the men.

Was the corporal right? Had Brandt changed so little in the last few months? Would it be Brandt’s priority to think of her rather than his pregnant wife? Could she cling to that tiny hope?

* * *

Brandt gritted his teeth, readying himself for the jump from the train. The damn thing had to be going at least fifty miles an hour. He glanced over to Davidson.

“You don’t have to do this,” Brandt yelled over the wind. “You can get off when it pulls into the next station.”

“Yeah, right,” Davidson said with a slight grin, or at least Brandt thought the expression was a grin. With all those scars it was hard to tell. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

Really? Because right about now with his sore shoulder from London and cramped quadriceps from the torpedo launch, Brandt was pretty much ready for a twenty-four-hour period that did not require him to exit a vehicle moving at high speeds.

But that was not this day.

Brandt held up three fingers, ticking each one down until it came time to fling themselves from the train. Without hesitation, Brandt swung his pack in front of him and pushed off the train car. He got lucky—the pack hit first, and the ground next to the track was a nice soft grass. Better than the asphalt of London.

Davidson didn’t look much worse for the wear as he rose. Neither spoke. They knew what they needed to do. Gathering up their packs, they made their way east. A small darkening on the horizon marked a town. A town with cars. One hopefully that they could quietly and easily steal.

They needed to get on the road and head south. ASAP.

Damn, he missed Lopez right about now.

* * *

Rebecca clutched the door handle as Lopez used the emergency brake to make a sharp left at what must have been thirty miles an hour. Tires screeched as even the Marussia F2 SUV complained. Harvish and Talli, in the backseat, did not complain. If anything the point man egged Lopez on.

“I know,” Rebecca said, “that we want to get to the apartment building as soon as—”

She stifled a scream as Lopez cut in and out of traffic, missing a large truck carrying hay by about a millimeter.

“Did I not tell you this thing cornered nearly as well as a Porsche?” Lopez asked and then stepped on the gas. Apparently trying out the entire 420 horsepower of the engine.

Maybe it was just best to close her eyes. But that was how she hit her head on the window a few minutes ago. If you couldn’t see what Lopez was doing, it was hard to protect your body from the G-forces he generated.

Like right now. Lopez slammed on the brakes and downshifted, all while cutting across three lanes of traffic, pulling them to a gut-wrenching stop.

Somehow Lopez was able to talk rather than try and gag back the bile that had been forced to his throat by the seat belt dug into his belly.

“Harvish, you and I are going to escort Dr. Monroe up to Osip’s apartment. Talli, you are going to set up in your perch.”

Rebecca hit a button that swung the passenger side door open. She had to push off the hard leather seat to get out of the SUV. Clearly Russia had a different definition of luxury than America or Germany. This thing had been built like a tank. An incredibly fast tank. A fact Lopez had taken full advantage of. She leaned against the top of the car for support as her stomach tried to settle itself back into her belly.

“What about the car?” Talli asked.

Lopez frowned. Normally Lopez would have stayed with the car, moving to an inconspicuous yet nearby location, ready for any getaway they needed. Now, however, in Brandt’s absence, Lopez was in charge. He no longer could stay with his precious car.

With a sigh, the corporal tossed the keys to Talli. “Park it far enough away it doesn’t draw attention to us…” Which four people piling out of such a rare car was already doing. Lopez grabbed his gear as he continued. “But close enough we can grab it if we need a quick getaway.”

Rebecca frowned. If that was how Lopez drove that car without anyone chasing them, she could only imagine what he would do if they were in trouble. On second thought, she did not want to imagine it. Not with her stomach still complaining about its intimate interaction with the seat belt.

Swinging her laptop case over her shoulder, Rebecca took a look around. She really hadn’t seen much of Pushchino on the ride here given the blur factor. It had been all gray buildings and green farmland. The blur had been kind to the town. Now looking more closely it looked mostly sad. Tired. Even in spring the Russians walked with their heads down, leaning forward as if a frigid winter wind still blew.

Only the Marussia “luxury” SUV drew their attention up from the pavement. Rebecca was glad when it pulled away from the curb and left them in obscurity. Pedestrians came and went on the busy street. The street was lined with identical buildings. Block-shaped and eight stories tall, it honestly looked like someone had set up two parallel rows of dominoes. Each building was indistinguishable from the others.

It had been the Communists’ attempt to squelch individuality. Conformity had been more valued than creativity. Like she said. It made her feel sad. Russia had such a rich architectural history. And to have it turned into this?

No wonder the people seemed depressed. She was getting bummed just thinking about living in these “ditto” digs. No wonder Osip had chosen the last building on the block. At the least his apartment overlooked the greenbelt.

For a man who had traveled the world, helping to build the largest Jewish center in Russia, only to be ostracized from Moscow must have been a blow. Then to have his shtetl, his sanctuary fail? He must have come here to lick his wounds.

“Ready?” Lopez asked as he escorted her to the apartment building entrance.

To what? To accept the fact Brandt and Davidson were MIA? To trick a defeated old man into telling them where a stash of weaponized Rinderpest was located?

“As I ever will be.”

* * *

Brandt swerved the motorcycle, or at least what passed for a motorcycle in Russia, around an old Moskvich. For fuel efficiency, the Chinese had their bicycles. America had its Priuses. Russia had these barely-more-than-a-lawnmower motorcycles. But damn they could rev up. Even with their heavy packs strapped onto the backs of the stolen motorcycles, they were still crushing the ninety-mile-an-hour speed limit. Lopez would be proud. Well, at least a little bit.

He glanced over his shoulder as Davidson completed his swerve, joining Brandt right on his six. The kid was hanging in there. When they had found the bikes Brandt had been hesitant. Could Davidson’s damaged hand take the punishment a motorcycle could deliver? Davidson insisted it could.

Given that the motorcycles were by far more maneuverable than any car they could boost, here they were.

Brandt didn’t have to look to his watch to know how close they were. If you added the time he and Davidson had traveled in the wrong direction on the train, plus the time to hike to the nearest town, then take into account their increased speed of the motorcycles over the train, they were about fifteen minutes behind Rebecca and the rest.

Up ahead brake lights flashed as cars slowed. What the hell?

Fear of a roadblock flared, but then the cause of the traffic jam became apparent. A combine harvester. Yes, a combine. It plugged along at probably twenty miles an hour. And since it was towing an extra wide set of plows, no cars could get around the blockage.

Channeling Lopez, Brandt gunned his motorcycle, taking it off the expressway and into the loose gravel. Rocks popped under the tires, shooting out in a spray all around him. His teeth chattered as the struts could protect him only so much from the punishment.

Once past the tractor, Brandt muscled his way back onto the expressway with only a few seconds lost. He looked over his shoulder to find Davidson with the biggest shit-eating grin a pair of wrecked lips could form. Brandt had to stop himself from smiling back.

Damn it. This was how he got sucked in the last time. Davidson’s easy manner and infectious optimism.

Not this time. Davidson was a means to an end. As long as he served the team he stayed. If he didn’t serve the team? Well, Davidson wouldn’t be grinning anymore.

With the open road stretching out before him and only the rural countryside to either side, Brandt shoved aside his misgivings. His sole purpose had to be getting to Pushchino without delay.

How much trouble could the team get into in fifteen minutes anyway?

Remembering India, Budapest, and Rome, Brandt hit the gas.

Screw the speed limit.

* * *

Rebecca readjusted her case as she mounted the last step to the eighth floor. Another Communist plot. No elevators to make sure their workers stayed in shape. Which during subzero winters was probably a good way to warm the blood. But in May at ninety percent humidity? Not so much.

Lopez held up his hand. Rebecca stopped within the stairwell as Harvish checked the hallway. A stark bulb glowed above them. To say this building had no decorative touches was like saying Lopez kind of had a lead foot. Gray paint peeled off the walls, and the concrete steps had large chunks broken off after decades of hauling furniture up and down them.

As they waited, Rebecca took a peek down the hall. It looked exactly like the seven other halls they had passed. Threadbare rugs with dark gray doors. The only difference between the apartments were the numbers on the door. And over half of those were really just the outline where the number used to be.

For such a large complex the building was eerily quiet. On their travels up the eight floors they hadn’t passed a single person. There had been one baby wail a few floors down and the occasional squawk from a television set. Which wasn’t that surprising. Russia’s unemployment rate was extremely low. Rebecca guessed that was one of the perks of communism. If there weren’t enough jobs, the government would make one for you.

Down the hallway, Harvish waved them forward. They joined him at apartment 829.

She looked to Lopez, who nodded. They might as well get this over with. Rebecca knocked twice. However no answer came.

“Maybe he’s out?” she asked, although that seemed unlikely. The man was in his late seventies. Not even the Russians considered Osip an “able-bodied worker.”

Harvish pulled out a handheld thermal scanner. He pointed it to the door. The screen showed a rather wide, bright yellow and red figure straight ahead. It looked like Osip sat at a small kitchen table.

Rebecca knocked again, this time harder. Maybe Osip had trouble hearing? On the screen the figure cocked his head to the door, however he did not answer. She tried again, but this time he turned his head back toward the window.

“Osip,” Rebecca said, trying not to attract attention from any neighbors left at home. “It is Dr. Rebecca Monroe.”

That got his head to swivel in the direction of the door. Still he didn’t get up.

“I was Archibald Lochum’s research student. We all had dinner at the Institute of Archeologist’s award ceremony in ninety-five? Oxford?”

The glowing figure rose slowly, then shuffled a few steps toward the door but stopped.

“Be more specific,” Lopez urged. “Tell him something no one else could know. Jog his memory.”

Rebecca tried her best, however that had been a pretty boring and routine ceremony. Archeologist weren’t exactly known for their off-the-hook parties. But wait, there was one detail…

“They overcooked Archibald’s Yorkshire pudding,” Rebecca stated. “And he sent it back three times?”

Lopez raised an eyebrow. Okay so it didn’t sound like that big a detail, yet had you been there, and had to listen to Lochum grouse for two hours, the night was etched in your mind. Clearly Osip felt the same way as he made his way to the door.

The sound of locks being opened filled the deserted hallway. Finally the door cracked a few millimeters. Rebecca could barely make out the plump face as Osip. The years had not been kind to him. The last she’d him he was a bit “stocky” as Lochum put it yet still had a vitality to him. Now he looked as gray and worn as the walls.

Osip muttered something in Russian. Even if she understood Russian, Rebecca doubted she could have understood what he said.

“Osip, I don’t speak Russian, remember?” Rebecca prompted. “Please let me come in.”

A few doors down the click of metal sounded. A neighbor getting nosy.

“Please.”

With a humph Osip closed the door. Harvish tightened his grip on his gun, but Rebecca put a hand up. She could hear the chain lock slide against the guide. The door opened to reveal a rather short, squat, and sweating old man. He stood in what appeared to be a pair of boxers he’d worn for the last few days and a white wife-beater that he’d possibly worn for more than a weak given the red and brown stains across the front.

His long beard and unkempt hair did little to enhance the image. A decade ago he would not have been considered any Tom Cruise by any means, but he was dapper. It was almost difficult to reconcile the troll-like man in front of her with the revered biblical scholar of old.

And what Rebecca could see into the small apartment, it looked in no better shape than Osip. If anything it looked like a ream of paper had gotten really, really mad at the old man and thrown a tantrum across the floor. Dirty clothes, dirtier than the ones Osip had on, lay strewn on furniture, and the stack of dishes went well above the lip of the sink.

No wonder the place smelled vaguely of borscht.

The only objects not in total disarray were Osip’s books. Those were still neatly stacked on bookshelves or carefully opened on the table by the window.

“Step aside,” Harvish said, pushing his way past the old man.

Osip cursed in Russian, spit flying. As Rebecca put a hand on Osip’s arm to comfort him, she shot a glare to Harvish. Like the point man couldn’t have added a “may I?” It was going to be hard enough to convince Osip to help, antagonizing the old man was not going to make it any easier.

“Please, let’s get inside,” Rebecca urged as the old man’s rant carried down the hallway. As Lopez shut the door behind them, Rebecca turned to Osip. “It’s okay. They don’t mean you any harm.”

“Ebanatyi pidaraz KGB,” Osip snarled.

“No,” Rebecca reassured him. “No, they’re American.”

The old man spat at Lopez, slurring his words. “That makes it worse.”

Okay, not only was she worried for Brandt, now she missed him. Not in that “I wish I were still engaged to you” kind of way, but in the ring master kind of way. The sergeant’s calm, “I am going to kick your ass if you don’t get into line” manner certainly made things easier.

The point man came out of the studio apartment’s small bathroom. “All clear.”

“Get out,” Osip said, waving toward Harvish. “Poshel von!”

“Please, if we could just sit down.”

“Nyet!”

The confrontation between Osip and Harvish looked like it was about to get physical. This is not how Rebecca envisioned this meeting going.

“Amed,” she blurted out.

All heads swiveled to her. The plan had been to slowly talk Osip up and try to tease out of him whether or not he had met with Amed.

Oh well.

She’d learned last year how quickly plans could go out the door, and equally quickly you had to get another in place.

And it turned out the name “Amed” had silenced Osip.

“If you did not meet with him, we’ll walk out that door,” Rebecca stated, even though it was Harvish’s turn to glare. “But if you did, can we please sit down and discuss it?”

The old man still glowered, his eyes darting from Harvish to Lopez and then back. Rebecca nodded to the corporal. “Maybe eager beaver can check the hallway?”

Lopez didn’t hesitate. “Harvish, make sure the stairwell is clear.”

Osip visibly relaxed as the redheaded soldier left the apartment. Lopez inclined his head. “I’ll stay by the door.”

Rebecca turned her attention to Osip, herding him toward the table. It seemed to be the only place in the apartment where he took care. Surprisingly the tablecloth shone a stark white and not even a crumb cluttered the surface. A mixture of scrolls, textbooks, and Bibles were laid out in neat, clean precision.

“Have a seat,” she urged as the older man’s hand shook. “I’m sorry we barged in like this, but as you know, this really is a matter of life or death.”

Osip’s eyes studied her as she sat down opposite him. Rebecca shrugged off the scrutiny as the sun streamed in the window, dappling the yellowed pages of the ancient documents. It appeared Osip had been researching Exodus intensively. No great surprise there. Early Jewish history was his wheelhouse, after all.

“So you did speak with Amed?”

The old man snorted. “He came to me.”

Rebecca cocked her head, glancing to Lopez. That was not just confirmation their terrorist had visited Osip, but had somehow not only tracked down the old man, then let him live. Certainly not normal terrorist behavior.

“Why?” Rebecca asked, not bothering to beat around the bush.

With a groan and a few creaks, Osip rose. “It is too early in the day for such talk without coffee.”

She didn’t bother to correct him. It was midafternoon.

“You want some?” he asked as he made his way to the kitchen.

“Sure,” Lopez answered.

“Not you,” Osip corrected. “Only the pretty one.”

Rebecca shot Lopez a sympathetic look. The corporal shrugged at her. “Show off.”

It had been a while since she’d been called pretty. Granted it was by an unbathed, harmless old man. And you know what? Rebecca was going to take it. She carefully moved the current issue of Yivo, the Institute for Jewish Research’s journal, as Osip busied himself in the tiny kitchenette. Drawers were pulled out, lids slammed down in the most contorted coffee-making session in history. However, it did seem like it was about to be successful as the pungent odor of Russian coffee beat across the room.

Which was not necessarily a good thing. Sure the stuff came from coffee beans, but the thick liquid was more of what was found on the bottom of the pot. The stuff that required stainless steel pads to remove. Worse, Osip scooped in some cream. Which had been left out on the counter for exactly how long?

Forget getting shot out of a submarine. This might kill her. Yet when the old man turned around, Rebecca smiled encouragingly. At least they seemed to have gotten over their brusque entrance. Perhaps now Osip would feel comfortable enough to tell her exactly why Amed had sought him out.

As Osip shuffled across the short space between the kitchenette and the table, a dog barked down the street. She could feel Lopez tense. The corporal opened the door, checking down the hallway. He paused there for a moment and then gently closed the door. He gave a thumbs-up. Everything was fine.

Well, Brandt was still missing, so not exactly fine. And where was he? If Brandt and Davidson had simply been misplaced, shouldn’t they be here by now?

“Excuse?” Osip asked.

Rebecca shoved thoughts of Brandt aside as she moved her hand out of the way for Osip to place the coffee cup down in front of her. Coffee-steeped steam wafted up. She tried not to let her grimace show. Rebecca used the small tarnished silver spoon to stir the drink, hoping she could delay taking a sip as long as possible.

“What did Amed want?” Rebecca asked as Osip set his own cup down with shaky hands.

“He found something,” Osip explained as he sagged into his chair. “He found it during an excavation.”

Rebecca doubted very much that Amed had excavated anything for scholarly purposes. More than likely the terrorist had been digging to provide a home for his new bioweapon.

“It was only later,” Osip said, “after he left, that I discovered he was a terrorist.”

There was something in the way his eyes refused to meet hers that made Rebecca question the veracity of that statement. She didn’t need to be trained in interrogation techniques to know the old man was lying. Well, maybe not full-on lying but definitely holding something back.

“What was the item Amed found?” she asked, then blew on her coffee hoping Osip didn’t notice her lack of interest in the drink. The Russians took national pride to pretty extreme reaches, including their homegrown coffee.

“A block of stone.” Osip set down his cup after a long drink and made the size of about a playing card with his fingers. “About so big. It was inscribed with ancient Hebrew. Amed wished me to translate.”

Rebecca waited for Osip to continue, yet he just kept drinking that damned cup of joe. “And?” she prompted, not wanting to push him but also anxious to find out what would drive Amed to reach out to a Jew.

“The stone’s inscription,” Rebecca asked. “Do you remember it?”

“Da,” Osip said, lazily stirring his coffee. “There were only fragments of passages.”

“And those would be?” Rebecca asked as she tried to take a sip herself.

“Herein lies the Asereth ha-D’bharîm.”

Rebecca nearly spit the coffee out. Not because of the taste but for the words that came out of the old man’s mouth.

“Asereth ha-D’bharîm?” Rebecca repeated, sure that she had heard incorrectly.

“Da,” Osip said. “As you Americans call it…the Ten Commandments.”


CHAPTER 8

══════════════════

Pushchino, Russia

2:19 p.m. GMT

Davidson laid into the turn. His scarred fingers screamed from the abuse. The tendons were so tightly contracted around the motorcycle’s handles that Davidson honestly wasn’t sure if he could remove his hand from the bars, but he also didn’t care. The wind whipped through his hair, snapping above his ears. Russia had a decidedly more lenient helmet law than America.

Righting the bike after the expressway exit, Davidson let off the gas. They had to slow as they entered Pushchino. Seldom were the back roads patrolled by Russian police. The town near the country’s largest bioweapons manufacturing plant, however? Those were well patrolled. Otherwise there was no way Brandt would have slowed.

They were both worried for Rebecca. Each for their own reasons.

He worried that he did not tell Rebecca everything he knew about Osip. Of course he’d thought that he would have an hour on the train to discuss the historian. Davidson’s eyes slid over to Brandt. If anything came to pass with Rebecca and the sergeant found out that Davidson had not fully divulged what he knew? Davidson did not walk that thought forward as they turned left, heading for the far side of town.

Probably best just to make sure nothing came to pass with Rebecca.

They were only five minutes out.

Make that four as Brandt accelerated in front of him, his bike spitting out smoke as the sergeant pushed the engine again.

Guess they would take their chances getting stopped for speeding.

Davidson didn’t blame the sergeant. Something felt wrong. The kind of wrong you felt right before bullets started flying. He hoped his gut was wrong, out of tune after being absent from action for so long.

But he doubted it.

* * *

“If you did not like coffee you could just have said,” Osip said as Rebecca hurried to clean up the coffee she had spilled all over the table.

Lopez dabbed an already dirty dishcloth on the books.

“When you said Ten Commandments,” Rebecca asked slowly as she wiped, “did you mean the Ten Commandments?”

“Da,” Osip stated matter-of-factly as he moved his Yivo journal out of the way.

Rebecca stifled an urge to shake the old man. You didn’t just announce the fact that you had a piece of the Ten Commandments and then go on with your day as usual. If Osip was going to act so casually, she would as well.

“Did Amed say where he found the tablet?”

“Probably Stephen Spielberg’s backyard?” Lopez interjected.

She elbowed the corporal as Osip frowned.

“If you speak of the Ark of the Covenant, young man,” Osip stated, “that particular box held the second set of commandments.”

Lopez shot an eyebrow at Rebecca. “Second set?”

“Correct,” she confirmed. “The Bible is very clear that the first set was broken by Moses. Another, second set was created as a replacement to seal the covenant of God and eventually put into the ark. What happened to the first, broken set isn’t mentioned.”

Almost on purpose, Rebecca realized. Given that her mentor Lochum had been obsessed with the crucifixion saga, they really hadn’t dissected out the Old Testament as deeply as they had the New. Perhaps that had been a myopic mistake.

“So what’s to say that fragment wasn’t just an Indiana Jones gift shop knockoff?” Lopez asked.

Osip stopped wiping the table. “Amed did his homework. He had the fragment isotope tested.” Osip’s voice shook. “I did my homework. The piece verified back to 1400 BCE.”

“Lopez,” Rebecca urged. “Why don’t you get the door?”

The corporal shrugged as he moved off. “No worries.”

In silence, Rebecca helped Osip straighten the table. The old man seemed to be comforted by the action. The red in his cheeks subsided. His nose though stayed a bright red. The red of a long-term alcoholic. Rebecca should know. That nose could have belonged to her father. It seemed that Osip might have added a bit of something else besides cream in his cup. Could she judge him though? He had been ostracized from all that he loved. Left in this dingy apartment to fade away into obscurity.

Osip sighed. “I know it is hard to believe.”

Actually? After everything she’d seen? The Ten Commandments were not out of the ballpark.

“I get you more,” Osip said, picking up her coffee cup.

“No, it’s okay,” she answered as she grabbed the cup handle. As the old man’s face clouded over she rushed on. “It’s just a little strong.”

“Ah, Americans,” Osip groused. “I will get sugar.”

Rebecca hated to tell him that no amount of sweetener in the world was going to make that cup drinkable, but she didn’t stop him from going back to the kitchenette. He brought back a sad, grimy bag of sugar and set it on the table. He had to use a knife to cut out a chunk and put it in her cup.

“Thanks,” she said as he moved behind her.

“Let me close these,” Osip suggested, moving to the window. “The light hurts my eyes.”

As he fiddled with the curtains, Rebecca’s mind turned over the facts in front of her. Where had Amed gotten the stone carbon dated? Better yet, where had Amed found the fragment? And what did he care? Even if it were the true stone the Ten Commandments were written upon, what use did Amed have with it?

She went to ask Osip exactly those questions when he turned sharply toward her. Rebecca thought he’d stumbled and reached out to catch him when Osip jerked her to her feet, placing the knife against her neck.

“What the—” Lopez said, raising his weapon. “Let her go, old man.”

Rebecca squirmed only to have the blade bite into her flesh.

“You think to steal this from me?” Osip hissed into her ear. “You think to steal the glory of God?”

Careful not to move too much, Rebecca whispered, “I don’t want to steal anything, Osip.”

“I will drop you,” Lopez warned the old man as he took a step forward.

“Just because you outwitted the Knot, the infants, the arrogant babes, you think that you can take the Disciples of Moshe?”

Disciples of Moshe? What in the hell was he talking about?

“Osip, I don’t want to take on anyone or steal—”

The blade bit into her neck. She could feel a dribble of blood down her skin.

“What’s your exit plan, old man?” Lopez demanded. “Let her go and we can talk.”

That only seemed to inflame Osip more as his fingers dug into her arm. “Do you think I care what happens if I am not allowed to hold the word of God?”

“Osip’s right,” Rebecca said, begging Lopez to back down. The old man was clearly demented. Paranoid. “Osip,” she spoke gently. “We only want to know where Amed hid the Rinderpest. We can work together.” As his grip loosened slightly on her arm, Rebecca continued. “We find the Rinderpest virus and you get the tablets.”

“Do not try to trick me,” Osip hissed. “No one would give up such a piece of history.”

“Trust me,” Rebecca sighed. “I am the last person who wants to hoard a religious treasure.”

“What need I have of you?” Osip asked, although his tone wavered.

Rebecca gulped, dragging the knife against her neck. “Amed came to you how long ago, Osip? A week? Ten days?” The old man didn’t answer, yet she had her answer. “And you have stayed here with your books and your articles.” As Lopez moved to the side apparently to get a better shot, Rebecca continued. “We can get you out of the country. We can take you to the tablets.”

While his fingers didn’t let go of her arm, he also didn’t restrain her. The blade moved away from her neck. Okay maybe it was just an inch, but he was having second thoughts. She could feel the struggle within him.

But there was a window to be reasoned within. Just a few more moments and—

Osip screamed as glass shattered. Blood sprayed across her face. It wasn’t her blood, but his. The old man pitched over, held up only by her arms.

“Lopez!” she cried. “Why did you shoot?”

The corporal ran forward, tugging her down. “I didn’t.”

Another pop as more glass shattered. Rebecca didn’t fight Lopez dragging her down to the floor. The curtains fluttered open to reveal the tree line at the end of the wide greenbelt. Someone was shooting from outside. Not someone. Some sniper.

* * *

Aunush jerked the binoculars from her eyes. She could not have just seen what she had seen. Osip could not have been holding the researcher by a knife. It couldn’t be.

Blinking twice she tried to wipe the sight from her eyes. But no matter how hard she tried to wish away the facts they were the events. Her carefully crafted plan smashed beyond recognition.

Looking up amongst the foliage, Aunush sought her sniper’s eyes. Even camouflaged in dappled green, bracing himself against three branches, she could still make out his bright blue eyes. Their slight dilation confirmed her worst fear.

Damn the old man. Aunush could have easily justified killing the traitor after he had withheld vital information to the Disciples and then was about to divulge their greatest secret to the enemy.

But now? Killing Osip when he was defending the honor of the Disciples? That would not be understood in certain circles. Circles that would have her and the sniper killed.

He looked to her, his eyebrow rising a millimeter. His orders?

There was no putting the bullets back into rifle. Osip was gone. And her team was already on the move to breach the apartment. The only upside to the situation was the fact that the only people who knew the circumstances of Osip’s death were her, the sniper, and the enemies. However, who knew how many of her team would interface with the enemy. Who knew what words would be exchanged?

Knowing the sniper would read her lips, she carefully spoke the words…Kill them.

All of them.

With a curt nod, the sniper went back to his rifle. A shot sounded, then another. They must crush the enemy and then silence the rest of their team.

No one could know how Osip had died.

How the master’s father had died.

* * *

Rebecca put pressure on Osip’s chest wound, but blood gushed between her fingers. The old man tried to speak. “Shh…” Rebecca shushed as another shot zinged through the window, hit the door, and disappeared from view.

“It’s going to be okay,” Rebecca murmured to Osip as his lips went from pink to gray to ash to white. It wasn’t going to be okay. She’d seen another colleague’s lips do the same thing. Back in Rome. Nothing would be okay for Osip ever again.

He muttered something in Russian.

“Lopez, what is he—” Rebecca looked up to find the corporal shoving the refrigerator over. Before she could ask what he was doing, he pushed the heavy appliance in front of the window. Suddenly the shots pinged on the metal, however they did not come out the back.

“We’ve got to go,” Lopez said, trying to urge her up.

“We can’t. He’s still alive.”

The corporal frowned. They both knew that statement wouldn’t be true for much longer. Rebecca rushed on. “He’s trying to say something.” She grabbed Lopez’s hand and pulled him down. “Please just translate.”

As Lopez leaned over, Osip licked his lips. Still they trembled as he spoke barely above a whisper. Rebecca couldn’t understand a word of it, and apparently the corporal was having an equally hard time.

He shook his head. “I don’t think he’s thinking straight. He’s talking about virgins and staircases.”

Osip raised his voice, sounding more and more urgent.

“And now a moot?” Lopez translated. “He’s just repeating the same words over and over again.”

A string of pings filled the air, and a bullet sliced through the refrigerator.

“He’s cut out a window,” Lopez said as he tugged on her. “We’ve got to bug out.”

She knew she needed to leave, but how could she? What little blood Osip still had inside his body was due to her hand over the wound. If she left…?

Then Osip’s finger curled around hers. “Go,” he said in perfect English, then pushed her from his chest. Blood gushed like a fountain as Osip coughed red foam.

“No!” Rebecca yelled. Lopez grabbed her, jerking her to her feet.

“You heard him. Go!”

Lopez spun her toward the door as more shots made it through the refrigerator blockade. Before she could make it to the front door, it sprang open. Luckily Harvish’s bright red hair signaled it was a friendly entering.

He kept the door open a crack, firing into the hallway. Unfortunately it did not look like good news he carried. “We’ve got company. Lots of company.”

Rebecca looked to Lopez, who spewed out a litany of Spanish curse words.

“What?” Harvish asked. “This apartment is defensible. We can hole up—” A shot came through the refrigerator door, hitting the front door straight in the peephole. “Or not.”

Rebecca gulped. Looked like the sniper’s accuracy was actually going up.

Not good.

“They’re just going to tighten the noose,” Lopez said as Harvish fired down the hallway as the sniper punched several more holes in the refrigerator. Harvish had to dance back from the door as he was now in the sniper’s line of fire.

Lopez glanced to Rebecca as they huddled beneath the windowsill. Clearly he didn’t have a plan. But who would under these circumstances?

Except Brandt. Brandt would have a plan, but where in the hell was he?

* * *

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Brandt cursed, but the wind whisked his words away though as if it didn’t care that there was a fucking sniper out in those trees. The same trees that Talli said would be impossible to shoot from.

Really? Because all those muzzle flashes told a different story.

He was pushing his bike as fast it could go, yet it wasn’t even close to fast enough. There was no doubt in his mind whoever the fuck it was had ground forces moving to take the apartment. He’d sent Rebecca into a goddamned kill zone.

Suddenly Davidson’s bike shimmied and then skidded out. What the hell? Brandt braked, swinging his motorcycle to the right as Davidson hit the pavement hard and rolled away. Bullets dug into the ground beside him.

That fucking sniper. He’d shot out a moving motorcycle’s tire.

Davidson scrambled to cover as Brandt revved his engine. The kid wasn’t a member of his team. Hell, he was a damned traitor. Still. Brandt couldn’t leave the man defenseless. Releasing the brake, Brandt’s bike sprang forward into the alley. He reached his hand out, but Davidson refused it.

“Do you have a rifle in your pack?” Davidson asked.

Of course Brandt had a rifle in his pack. The question was would he, could he give it to Davidson with a clear conscience? What were the odds that the weapon would be turned on them in the end?

“I’ve never hurt Rebecca,” Davidson stated. “And I never will.”

Brandt scanned the ruined mask of features. Could sincerity really be found there? With shouts and cries filling the streets, Brandt really didn’t care. He needed that fucking sniper taken out. He didn’t have time to unpack the rifle though. Brandt unhooked the bag and tossed it to Davidson. “You better not.”

The kid was already at work getting the rifle out. “I’ll head to a perch and give the sniper something else to worry about, then swing round to covering your exit.”

Gunning the engine, Brandt nodded, not believing what he was about to say. “The fallback rally point is Kvratel six, but—”

“You won’t wait for me,” Davidson said, checking the sight of the rifle. “Wouldn’t expect you to.”

“Good,” Brandt answered before opening the throttle and letting the bike do its thing. So he could do his thing. Racing toward the screaming.

* * *

Davidson dug the feet of the rifle stand into the roof’s gravel. He loosened the swivel and scanned the area. To hit that apartment there were only about three trees to make your nest within the line of sight. And make that shot? The guy had to have a nearly perfect perpendicular angle on the building.

A muzzle flashed amongst the green leaves.

Gotcha. High up in the poplar tree sat the sniper. There was no way Davidson could hit him though. The distance was simply too great, and the wind cut across the meadow.

However, killing the sniper wasn’t why Davidson came up here. They simply didn’t have time to get him to a proper perch for the distance rating on this rifle. Now if he had the M107 LRSR, well that would be a different story. Now though this wasn’t about eliminating the enemy, it was about flustering the enemy. Forcing him to act defensively rather than offensively.

Davidson tilted the rifle down and scanned the area beneath the tree. The sniper probably had a spotter. Someone to keep an eye on the surrounding area so the sniper could focus on hitting a window nearly half a mile away.

A bit of black against the green. And from the curves under that black bodysuit the spotter was a she not a he. Interesting.

Again he couldn’t hit her, but damn if he couldn’t distract her.

* * *

Aunush ignored the birds that flew up and out of the trees. Since the sniper began shooting, they had startled numerous animals. It was of no concern. Her only concern was the sniper regaining a window into that apartment. They needed to squeeze and squeeze that whore’s hideout until she was crushed. Along with the knowledge of how Osip died.

“Move in, now,” she insisted to her men inside the building.

The loud clatter of gunfire fired her ear. “We’re taking heavy fire.”

All the better, Aunush thought but did not voice. She did not need her men knowing that she really did not want them surviving this battle. “Then return fire and advance.”

Aunush put her binoculars back up to study the sniper’s progress when something flew past her sightline. She refocused and watched again. There it was. Something small but fast. Birds cried out, scattering from the trees.

What was happening?

Then something bit into her cheek. She fingered the wound. A tiny dribble of blood came back. Then another particle nicked her chin. Taking a step back, Aunush turned her attention to far closer to home as a bullet struck the tree to her left, sending bark as shrapnel.

She glanced up to her sniper, whose eyes crackled. He so hated it when another dog entered the fight.

But it could not be. Yet clearly it was the same sniper from back in London. Who was he? Aunush had studied Brandt’s team file. Kark Talli was a skilled sniper. He had to be if he wanted to be on a Special Forces unit. However, he did not possess this kind of mad skills.

Mad skills or not, he did not have the equipment he needed on this mission. If he was busy taking potshots at trees rather than executing precise kill shots at the sniper up in the trees, then he did not have as long a range rifle as her sniper.

With a fierce grin she nodded. The intent clear.

Take him out.

* * *

“Did you hear that?” Lopez asked Rebecca.

Hands over her ears, she answered, “What? The barrage of gunfire?”

“No,” he said. “The lack of sniper fire.”

Rebecca looked up to the refrigerator riddled with holes. Yet no bullets flew through them.

Lopez grabbed her arm, urging her up. “We’ve got to get to new ground.”

They joined Harvish. She peeked through the cracked door.

The point man indicated to the stairwell. “That’s the only way down, so unless you want to jump eight stories down, I’m not sure what your backup plan is.”

Lopez gritted his teeth. “Time to go balls forward.”

She didn’t know exactly what that meant to the corporal, but if meant getting out of this apartment, Rebecca was all for it.

“Harvish, shoot out the lock,” Lopez said, pointing to the door across the hallway.

The point man didn’t hesitate. The opposite door swung open.

“Cover us,” Lopez said, taking Rebecca’s hand. “We’ve got to haul ass.”

Rebecca laughed nervously. “Duh. It’s you.”

His grin was a ghost of what it normally was as he nodded to Harvish. The point man stepped farther out, firing toward the stairwell as Lopez and Rebecca bolted across the hallway. A half step out and the attackers braved Harvish’s cover fire, shooting back.

Lopez spun Rebecca inward, offering his back to the hail of bullets, slamming into the other door. Harvish followed on their heels, still firing down the hallway.

The point man breathed heavily. “Great, Lopez. So now we’re across the hall. Not exactly a green zone.”

“How far do you think the buildings are apart?” Lopez asked.

“Can’t be more than four meters,” Harvish answered.

Rebecca looked at the window. The buildings were stacked closely together. But what did that have to do with…

“Tell me your plan involves jury-rigging some kind of ladder across that gap, Ricky,” she begged.

Gunfire rattled at the door. Even if they could build a ladder they certainly didn’t have time to actually build it.

“Shoot it out!” Lopez yelled.

Harvish obliged, shattering their window and the one across the way.

“We’re going to need to be going full speed, darlin’,” Lopez explained as he urged her to a run.

Rebecca didn’t have time to worry or freak out or refuse. Not as the feet on the refrigerator squealed as the attackers scraped it across the floor. Instead, she let her muscles do the work, dashing across the room. Lopez went first, leaping onto the small seat beneath the window and diving through the opening. Rebecca was only a few steps behind.

Then she hit open air. Rebecca tried to keep from looking down, but how could you? The ground seemed so far away. Like a distant dream. Hitting her shoulder against the other building certainly woke her up. Her body bounced off the gray plaster as she tumbled into the apartment, slamming into a kitchen table, smashing its legs.

She didn’t even have time to get out of the way as Harvish landed with a crash at her feet.

Within a breath all three were up, running for the door. On the way the point man shot out the lock, so they hit the opened door at a full sprint, spilling out into the hallway. The blissful hallway without bullets flying. They made for the stairwell until Lopez stopped at a door and strangely knocked.

“What are you doing?” she asked, knowing that she really, really, really didn’t want to know the answer.

After no answer, Lopez shot out the lock. “They’ll swarm us at ground level if we go down now. We’ve got to get lost in the buildings.”

Lopez opened the door. Rebecca backed away a step. “Clarify buildings.”

He urged her inside the new apartment. “We’ve just got to make that jump three more times. No biggie.”

“I really don’t think that phrase means what you think it means, Ricky.”

* * *

Davidson ignored the chunks of ledge that sprang up into the air and then fell back down in a shower of plaster. The other sniper was just showing off. So what that he had the bigger gun and knew how to use it?

The ruse had worked. The sniper’s attention was now focused on Davidson rather than the apartment. Fingers spasming, he had to release the gun. He swung the sight to the east. Still no sign of Rebecca, but there was enough gunfire in those buildings to indicate a small war.

Lopez must have gotten them out of that apartment by now. Right? The guy didn’t delay at much of anything.

A bullet skimmed the ledge, barely slowed from its 3,400 feet feet-per-second speed, cutting a line right next to Davidson.

Time to stop testing the other sniper and move into cover position.

Another bullet skimmed along the other side of him.

So it was going to be like that, huh?

He flexed his fingers, warming them, tempting them out of their pained contraction. How he wished for Talli’s rifle. It had longer range, better sights, and the trigger was ergonomically designed. Then he could have given the sniper a run for his money.

With this backup rifle though, he couldn’t even scare his opponent. The guy knew that if Davidson could have fired far enough to be a threat, he would have done so already.

Nope. Time to get out while the getting was good.

* * *

Brandt struggled to keep the bike upright as his rear wheel swerved of its own accord in the wet, slick creek bed. A fucking traffic jam had forced him off the road and into the fucking creek. All the commotion at the apartment buildings had created an exodus.

Sirens sounded in the distance. The authorities would be here in a few minutes, and high up on the ridge the biochemical lab showed signs of stirring. The Russians had an entire unit stationed there after the theft of the Rinderpest.

Now it wasn’t just a mission to extract Rebecca and his men. Now it was a mission to stay out of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’s clutches. Or more likely the KGB’s clutches…in Siberia. A Special Forces team caught on Russian soil? That was one interrogation he could skip.

Past the long line of cars, Brandt gunned the motorcycle and popped the bike back onto the road. Dodging a pedestrian, he floored it for the alley that ran between the apartment buildings. He zagged to the left and entered the deep shadows of the narrow passageway. Muffled gunfire sounded. He’d just have to take a sharp right at the corner and then—

Broken glass showered down on him as his tires ground the shards.

What the hell?

He looked up in time to see a form leap overhead, jumping from building to building. Brandt slammed on the brakes, skidding the bike around as Harvish’s red hair streaked across the gap about four stories up. Gunfire followed. A dark figure dressed in black followed.

Brandt reached for his gun, but before he could even pull it, the figure leaped, then plummeted to the ground. He landed with a thud right in front of the bike. Blood seeped from a chest wound.

Davidson. Their eyes in the sky.

Not bothering to think that another day not that long ago that bullet could have been aimed at him, Brandt hit the gas, traveling back the way he came. Hitting the road, he headed north. He caught the sight of Rebecca leaping across the gap. Brandt slowed, keeping pace with his team. At the next alley he watched Lopez make the distance, dropping another floor. By the time they got to the end of the block of apartments, they would be at ground level. Smart move.

He waited until Rebecca made it across and then headed to the next alley.

Within moments the glass shattered and Lopez led the group, diving through to the second-floor window. Rebecca launched out the window, but she must have slipped as her trajectory sloped downward.

Gravity pulled at her hard.

She wasn’t going to make it.

* * *

Rebecca flailed even though she knew it would do no good. This wasn’t water. This was air. Thin air. There was no gaining altitude, only losing it.

She hit the side of the building, hard. Her fingers found the edge of the windowsill. Rebecca searched for something, anything more stable to latch onto. However, the Russians, not exactly being heavy on safety, didn’t have a fire escape or even a ladder for her to cling to. What she wouldn’t give for a single water pipe.

Her feet dangled beneath her. Her shoes finding no purchase on the smooth gray surface.

Harvish, firing behind him, apparently didn’t notice she was hanging on by a fingernail, literally, and made the leap across. She squeezed her eyes closed, not wanting to see the disaster, however the point man sailed through the window leaving her unscathed.

Lopez lashed a hand out, grabbing Rebecca’s wrist. Harvish added his hand to the effort. The two men were trying to pull her into the window when shots rang out. Bullets chipped into the wall. One must have caught Harvish. With a scream he released her hand. Only Lopez’s hand kept her from plummeting to the ground.

Her other hand flailed, trying to find the windowsill again when another hail of bullets sounded. Only this time it wasn’t at her, but at the gunman across the way. The dark figure fell backward.

Rebecca looked down to find a motorcycle below her. The man looked up with those blue eyes.

Brandt.

“Let go!” he yelled, revving the motorcycle.

“I’ve got her!” Lopez yelled back, but struggled to grasp her other hand.

Rebecca looked to the corporal. “It’s okay, Ricky.”

With that, Lopez let go of her wrist.

* * *

Brandt braced himself but was nowhere near ready for the impact as Rebecca fell into his arms. The girl had gained some post-breakup weight, that was for sure. They almost tipped the bike over, but he ground his heels into the pavement and kept them upright.

“You alright?” he asked as he freed his gun arm and pointed up to the gunman’s window in case any of them got any ideas.

Rebecca slipped from his arms to stand next to him. “Yeah. I’m bruised but good.”

She used her arm to brush back the sweaty hair that had loosened over her face. His heart swelled at the sight. But he’d had her and lost her and there were like a dozen different groups after them.

“Hop on,” he said.

As Rebecca swung her leg over the seat, snaking her arms around his midsection, Brandt sheathed his gun so he could steer. With Rebecca’s body pressed against his, he sped them out of the alley.

Lopez and Harvish knew the rally point. And Talli, well hopefully he could remember a rally point better than he provided cover.

Brandt felt Rebecca lay her cheek against his back as her arms squeezed so tightly he almost asked her to let up a bit. Almost.

Now to slip through all the gunmen, snipers, cops, and troops to get to the north side of town without being followed.

A piece of cake.

Yeah, right.


CHAPTER 9

══════════════════

Pushchino, Russia

2:28 p.m. GMT

Aunush spotted a flap of clothing upon the roof. “Ten o’clock.”

The sniper fired in quick succession at the point designated, but the other sniper had already disappeared behind a large air-conditioning unit. Their mystery sniper had found cover. How nice for him.

And the researcher had escaped the apartment as well. Which would have been a setback, however with Osip, dead by her hand, it became a crisis. She could do little though to turn back the clock. If only she could put all those police cars back into their regular patrol or stop the dozens of military jeeps sweeping down from the bioweapons laboratory.

While she might know many of the answers to man’s most deeply held secrets, Aunush could not unfold time.

Her only option was to clean up the mess.

“Retreat!” Aunush commanded her men.

She craned her neck to find the sniper gazing down upon her. Neither of their finest hour. But they were survivors, he and she. Certainly survivors enough to weather an assassination of the master’s father. After all, there was reason he lived out here in the dregs of Russia rather than the seat of power.

Hounded Dr. Monroe and company would hardly be informing the master of the nature of Osip’s untimely death.

No. The problem was their own men. Those who might actually feel the need to spread word of the old man’s stupid yet heroic actions.

Aunush nodded to her sniper. He went back to his scope, swinging it away from that distant rooftop and instead aiming toward their men’s escape route. She had not sucked the heel of that boot to find herself crushed beneath it.

* * *

Rebecca clung to Brandt as they bobbed and wove through the stopped cars. Emergency vehicles blared their horns behind them, but where could the cars go to get out of the way? Unlike the motorcycle, the autos couldn’t hop up onto the sidewalk just as Brandt was doing now, then suddenly turn in to a dry-cleaning shop. People dove out of the way, cursing in very loud Russian. Plastic whipped around them, sending sleeves and skirts into their faces.

Then they were through the store and out into another alley. Despite the rolling hillsides and thick forest, this town had been built as if someone wanted to figure out exactly how many buildings they could cram into the acreage. Stores were stacked side by side, and the alleyways were barely wide enough to get a truck through.

And Brandt had made the best of it. Darting into buildings and then coming out and slaloming through the back alleys. Each looking the same to her. Gray, dingy, faceless. Rebecca had no idea how he could tell them apart. They seemed to be heading south, though, instead of east to their rally point. Was he lost or trying to throw their pursuers off the scent of their ultimate destination?

Either way, they were running out of town to hide in. Pushchino wasn’t exactly New York or even Wasilla.

She leaned with him as they made a fast right out into a road. Unfortunately, one of the green compact Russian Jeeps had the same idea and nearly bumped them off the road. Brandt swerved, barely missing a light post and then a beat-up Yugo. Armed men leaned out from the Jeep, waving their weapons and shouting what Rebecca could only imagine was for them to stop.

When they didn’t, she didn’t doubt they would use the guns.

Rebecca wanted to keep her face buried in Brandt’s strong, wide back, but she just couldn’t. She’d rather see the bullet coming.

And she was about to get her wish as one of the soldiers leveled his gun, ready to fire. Then the Jeep jerked to the left, spinning out of control. A tire blown. The vehicle crashed into a restaurant supply store, sending pots and pans everywhere.

Had that been luck or…

She looked up to find Davidson on an adjacent roof. Her guardian angel. Well, tarnished guardian angel, but an angel nonetheless right now. This must have been why Brandt had taken them on this odd path, to bring them within Davidson’s line of sight, which meant that Brandt had given the kid a weapon.

How much things could change in such a short period of time.

* * *

Brandt let the motorcycle rip, hitting a left turn and then a fast right to get them heading east. The road ahead looked wide open. Beyond a few factory warehouses there really shouldn’t be anything or anyone out here this way. No residences. No police stations.

They should have been home free, except two men stumbled out into the road. Decked out in black ops gear, Brandt had no doubt these were some of the men who had attacked Rebecca back at the apartment. They raised their guns.

He accelerated as he pulled his own weapon, knowing it wouldn’t be in time. Then one of the men pitched forward. The other swiveled to face this new threat, just not quickly enough. He too fell to the ground.

Had Davidson repositioned that quickly? Or was Talli finally earning his keep?

Then a bullet pinged off the front wheel guard. Another off the handlebar.

Brandt didn’t have time to ponder why the fuck the opposition’s sniper had killed two of their own men, he just cut the gas, put his boot down, and turned the bike into a sharp ninety-degree turn, gunning the motorcycle so hard he popped it up onto its back wheel. Rebecca’s grip was so tight that she didn’t even slip back an inch.

The bike landed hard on its front tire as they rushed headlong back into the traffic jam. Their goddamned original exit strategy did not include a fucking sniper, police cars, and military patrols.

Speaking of which, a white car with a prominent blue stripe swerved around a corner. The police car must have spotted them as he turned on the flashing red and blue lights.

Brandt made another sharp right turn. He could only play a smart mouse in this tiny maze for so long. Not with three enemies creating a three-pronged noose. Rebecca’s fear beat through his back. He could feel her panic but also her faith in him. She hadn’t hesitated when he told her to fall two stories into his arms. She hadn’t hesitated getting onto the back of this junker bike.

And how was he going to repay that faith? By getting them captured by the Russians. Over what? A stupid shipping label switch-up? Maybe he should drop her off and have her try to strike out on foot? Blend in with the fleeing pedestrians?

And he might have except for the fucking sniper. He couldn’t leave her unprotected. He wouldn’t leave her, period.

The sirens were closing in though. He only had so many offensive driving tricks up his sleeve when a meat delivery truck cut in front of them. Brandt had to brake to keep from running into its dented bumper. Looked like the truck did a lot of cutting off.

Brandt was about to pass the truck when the rolling door opened and a redhead waved them forward. Harvish? The truck sped up as the point man dropped the loading ramp. The steel sparked against the pavement.

He patted Rebecca’s hands, encouraging her to hold on, although it was probably unnecessary. Squeezing down on the gas, Brandt gunned the bike up and onto the truck.

* * *

Rebecca stifled a scream as they plunged headlong into the refrigerated compartment. As they banged into the first carcass hanging from the ceiling Rebecca, to her horror, realized they were in a meat transport truck. A huge cow’s lidless eye glared at her as they slowed to a stop.

Behind them, Harvish pulled the loading ramp up.

“Hurry,” Brandt urged.

Cringing, Rebecca got off the motorcycle, trying desperately not to touch the huge red and white marbled slabs. She had to actively keep her stomach in line. How after everything she’d witnessed the sight of hunks of meat still got to her she didn’t know, but with bile in the back of her throat, it still did.

Brandt and Harvish rolled the motorcycle to the door and then flung it out into an alley. After pulling the ramp up, they rolled the metal gate down, slamming it into place. Rebecca was relieved when the compartment was plunged into utter darkness, sparing her from the grotesque sight. Tentatively she stepped back one foot at a time, brushing up against one carcass after another. Finally she found a wall and pressed against the cold surface.

Then Harvish turned on his flashlight, illuminating their grisly surroundings. Rebecca gulped and closed her eyes. Her body was already starting to quake from the adrenaline letdown. This clammy horror was not helping.

“Are you injured?” Brandt asked.

“Just grossed out,” she replied, worried that even admitting that much was going to bring up the sausage she’d eaten for breakfast. A strange look crossed Brandt’s face. “What?”

His eyes flickered over to the nearest carcass.

“No,” Rebecca said as she pressed herself into the wall. He couldn’t be serious.

“They are going to search every vehicle leaving town.”

Guess he was serious. Of course he was. Logically Rebecca knew it was far better to climb into a cow carcass than get caught by the Russians, but still…

“I’ll give you a lift up,” he added.

“Damn right you will,” she snapped, then regretted it. None of this was Brandt’s fault. Well, at least not the beef cocoon part.

“If it’s any consolation,” Brandt said as he guided her to the carcass, “even I’m not going to be eating barbecue for a while.”

As she grabbed hold of some fascia from a rib to haul herself into the carcass…no, no it wasn’t.

* * *

Brandt tugged the edges of the meat tighter together as he tucked one of the straps to Rebecca’s backpack in. The disguise wasn’t perfect. Okay, it wasn’t even close to perfect. If the Russians had heat-sensing equipment or even a bit of initiative, they would be found. Luckily, Russian army grunts weren’t exactly known for their amazing work ethic.

And given this was rural Russia, the apartment attack would more than likely be viewed as a Russian mob hit. Big, ugly, and messy. That pretty much marked a mob hit around here.

Hopefully in the chaos they could slip through.

He turned to Harvish. “Lopez and Talli up front?”

“Yep,” the tall man replied as he folded himself into the belly of a cow.

“Lopez driving?”

Harvish just arched an eyebrow. Duh.

Right. Duh.

Sirens sounded up ahead. Harvish switched off his light as Brandt climbed inside his own cow. Even he wretched a little as his foot slipped on some leftover intestines. Rebecca was going to need counseling after this. If, of course, they survived.

The truck rattled to a halt. He could hear Russian voices, but between the carcass and the insulated truck walls, he couldn’t make out the words. Soon though the back gate rolled up. A sliver of light speared through an opening in the ribs. Brandt couldn’t risk closing it. Not as Lopez argued with the guards as they climbed into the compartment. In perfect a Kursk accent, indicating a lower-class Russian upbringing, Lopez complained that the guards were going to make him late for his delivery to the Night Flight.

Nice touch. Not only was the Night Flight a renowned five-star Moscow restaurant, but it was also rumored to be a favorite hangout of Putin, mainly because it transformed into a “gentleman’s club” after ten p.m.

Brandt’s carcass swung to the side as the guards pushed through, apparently willing to risk Putin’s wrath for a late meal. He willed Rebecca to stay silent. To stay holed up in her smelly yet safe hiding spot. Brandt held his breath as the Russian guards cursed as they reached the back wall. Then in pretty typical Russian form, they demanded a bribe from Lopez. They reasoned if he really wanted to get to that fancy restaurant in time, he wouldn’t mind paying an “efficiency” fee.

Perfect. If the guards were to the bribery stage, they were as good as home free.

Sure Lopez would have to whine, beg, resist, and then finally cave.

That was just the Russian way.

* * *

Davidson watched the guards count their money as they waved the meat truck through the roadblock. Davidson flexed his fingers, giving them a rest. He’d been ready to fire if need be, but killing guards was not going to make escaping the town any easier.

He couldn’t give his digits much rest though. It hadn’t been the guards Davidson was overly worried about. By his count at least three more assailants were loose in town. And given the fact they had at least one spotter aloft, it wouldn’t surprise Davidson that the enemy knew about the stolen meat truck. If anything, gathering everyone together in a single vehicle made the enemy’s job easier. Take out that truck and you took out the entire team.

The enemy was running out of time to do so quickly though. Once that truck was out on the P115 Highway, Lopez would book it. No. There were only two more intersections between the truck and freedom.

Two more intersections for an ambush.

* * *

Aunush watched as another of her men went down. The sniper had regained his rhythm. She would have to make a note on the next batch of recruits. They really needed to be far more aware of sniper fire. And how to make a more speedy retreat. These men really did deserve to die, any tiny fragment of guilt over killing them to keep her secret evaporated.

Movement on the eastern side of town drew her attention. A meat truck squealed to a halt as two of her men burst out in front of it. One being Abraham, her second in command, the other a newer Disciple. What were they doing? Then she focused in on the face of the meat truck’s driver. Corporal Lopez.

On one hand she should give Abraham credit for finding the Special Forces escape vehicle. On the other hand, she had given a direct order to retreat. Granted it was to kill them, however Abraham of all people should have obeyed. The last thing Aunush wished was to draw attention to their operation. There were too many witnesses.

She looked up to the sniper, who frowned. Aunush went back to her binoculars, calculating the distance to the truck. Fifteen hundred meters. Even outside the sniper’s range.

As her men raised their weapons, Aunush cursed softly. If they got themselves captured…

Then a shot rang out. The Disciple dropped. Another shot and Abraham succumbed as well. She glanced to her sniper, who shook his head. But if it hadn’t been him…?

Aunush went back to the binoculars, scanning the area. On the far eastern side of town she found a figure rising, stretching. A hoodie was pulled far up, obscuring his face, yet the sarcastic salute he gave her was crystal clear.

The sniper shot at the hooded figure. It was useless, but he shot anyway. How he hated to be outdone. Outmaneuvered. Outshot. Little did the other sniper know that he actually helped her cause. When she captured him and took his skin off in little strips, Aunush would be sure to tell him.

For now though she and her sniper needed to melt into the thick forest. The meat truck would not be hard to track. Their satellite coverage would catch when their targets changed vehicles. She would know exactly where to pick up the trail.

The sniper scrambled down the tree and then hopped off a branch, landing next to her. He smelled of frustration, victory, and musk. His arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her against his hip.

My, my, he certainly was packing quite the weapon in there. But when his hungry mouth came for hers, she put a finger up. She cocked her head, asking if he really believed he deserved a reward. 

Essentially, he’d assassinated an old man defending the Disciples and then had to have another sniper clean up his mess.

Really?

* * *

Rebecca felt the truck come to a halt. She whistled a breath in through her mouth, although she really wasn’t sure if that was any better than breathing through her nose. Now she tasted the raw meat rather than smelled it.

“Let’s get you out of there,” Brandt said as he parted the two halves of the ribs. He held a hand out. She really didn’t want to take it, but her legs were cramped from the long ride.

Squinting, Rebecca made her way to the exit. Late afternoon sunlight poured in from the open door. Lopez helped her hop down from the fender.

“Brilliant escape plan, right?” he asked, laughing.

Rebecca punched him in the arm before walking a few steps, giving her muscles a stretch they desperately needed. Countryside rolled out from view in all directions. The only buildings in sight were a few broken-down warehouses and what looked to be a bread factory. Or at least she thought she smelled flour and sugar. Make that prayed she could smell something else besides the stench radiating from her hair.

The place looked like it had been abandoned for a while. America wasn’t the only country caught in the Great Recession. Small business was nearly dead in Russia. She could see why Brandt had picked this remote cluster of buildings as their rally point. Talk about desolate.

“No chance there’s a shower around?” she asked Brandt as he stepped next to her.

“That would be a negative,” Brandt stated, stretching his arms as well. “So did we at the least learn anything earth-shattering for all the trouble?” 

Rebecca hemmed and hawed a bit until he looked to her. 

“What?”

“Um,” Rebecca started, then paused. “Osip was pretty certain that Amed had a small piece of…”

“Of?” Brandt prompted.

Rebecca cringed. The deeply religious sergeant was not going to take this well. “The tablets of the Ten Commandments.”

Brandt laughed loud and heartily, tipping his head back. Still chuckling, he met her eyes. “Oh, I needed that, thanks.” He chuckled one last time and then asked, “So what did Amed really want with Osip?”

“Sorry, he really wanted the tablet authenticated as the Ten Commandments.”

Brandt’s grin fell quickly. “You mean the fucking Ten Commandments.”

Lopez stepped up. “I know, right? I made a Raiders joke that didn’t go over too well.” As Brandt’s frown deepened, the corporal backed away. “That clearly isn’t going over here any better.”

Brandt turned his displeasure in Rebecca’s direction. “Which Osip, of course, said that whatever Amed presented to him was an absolute and utter forgery, correct?”

“Not so much,” Rebecca shrugged, trying to take the sting out of the news. “Osip seemed pretty damned sure the tablet was authentic.”

She could see Brandt count to ten internally. A technique they had developed while dating. She was stubborn. He was stubborn. They both needed to take a ten-second time-out every once and a while. This time it wasn’t about her being stubborn though. It was about where the hell the Rinderpest virus was being kept.

“But let’s put all of that aside,” she suggested. “The important thing is that Amed believed it was the true tablet. The question is, what did he do next after visiting Osip?”

* * *

“Yes,” Brandt said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice. “Let’s put aside the entire concept of finding the Ten Commandments and focus on Amed. Did Osip give any kind of indication where the terrorist was heading next?”

A look passed between Lopez and Rebecca. The corporal lifted a shoulder. “He was spouting some pretty wacky shit. I, of course, made a well-placed ‘Well of Souls’ joke.” Brandt shot him a look. “And now I’m going to shut up.”

Good idea.

Brandt turned to Rebecca. “Any luck piecing together Osip’s meaning?”

“Well, the one and I mean only good thing about being stuffed into an animal carcass for forty minutes is having time to concentrate on something besides being stuffed into an animal carcass.”

Anyone else and he would have rushed them along, but he knew Rebecca’s process. And venting was definitely a part of the doctor’s process. 

“And…” he gently prompted.

“He was talking about virgins and staircases and moots…”

“I’m hoping that means something to you?” Brandt said, because it meant shit to him.

“Not at first, but again stuffed inside the cow I was trying to stay in my happy place, turning those words over against everything I know about Russian Jews.” Rebecca sighed. “And came up blank.”

Again, he knew Rebecca. If she had a little grin going on, she hadn’t come up completely empty-handed.

“But?”

A faint smile crossed her lips. “But Christian? Christian there is a match.”

Christian? Brandt cocked his head. Russian Orthodox wasn’t exactly his strong suit, but a virgin, staircase, and a moot he would probably remember. “Hint?”

“Moscow,” she answered.

That narrowed it down. Plus add in the religious purging during Communist rule. That didn’t leave a whole lot of virgin, staircase, moot Christian monuments.

“Heavenly city?” Rebecca prompted.

Damn it, of course. “The Cathedral of the Protection of the Most Holy Theotokos on the Moot.”

“Or better known as St. Basil’s Cathedral on the Red Square,” Rebecca confirmed.

Next to Brandt, Lopez shook his head. “Dude, you just pulled that out of your butt? Seriously, if you have that much time to study theology, you need to get laid.”

* * *

Rebecca added to Brandt’s glare at Lopez.

The corporal raised his hands. “Hey, I’m going to just go…somewhere that isn’t here.” As he walked off he mumbled, “Tough room.”

No kidding. That brief moment of rapport between her and Brandt had been shattered. For an instant it almost felt as if they had found that elusive time machine and transported back three months. But that wasn’t to be. That damned gold band on his finger made sure of that.

Brandt cleared his throat. “I still don’t get the staircase reference. Nearly every church has one.”

“No, Osip wasn’t talking about any staircase, he was talking about a hidden one.”

“How would a Jewish scholar know—”

“The place is pretty famous for them,” Rebecca cut him off, not wanting to get into another comfortable rhythm. “The place is like the Winchester Mansion in California. They are both riddled with hidden passages, secret staircases, and even an entire chapel that just seemed to ‘appear’ in the seventeenth century.”

“But why?” Brandt asked, his eyes narrowing. “Why would Osip send an extremist Islamist to a Christian cathedral?”

Rebecca couldn’t help but tease. “Not just any cathedral, but St. Basil’s.” Brandt shook his head, clearly not following her logic. “It is built to replicate the Temple of Jerusalem.”

“Of course,” Brandt said, reaching out to touch her arm. “And the Russian Orthodox Church focuses nearly as much on the Old Testament as the New.”

Rebecca lowered her arm out of reach. Even though it was an innocent gesture, that feeling of familiarity, given their incredibly complicated circumstances, just hurt.

“So, yeah,” she said, covering. “I think that is probably our next stop.”

Brandt jerked his hand back. “Sounds logical,” he said as he tugged open the Velcro that covered his watch. He raised his voice so Lopez could hear. “We are T-minus three.”

The other men gathered around. Each of them looking back down the road they had just come.

Wait. There was only Lopez, Harvish, and Talli.

“Where’s Davidson?” Rebecca asked. She’d just assumed he’d been up front with Lopez.

When the corporal wouldn’t meet her eye, Rebecca turned to Brandt. “We did not leave him back there.”

“He insisted on it,” Brandt said, then shot Talli a glare. “Someone had to provide cover.”

“But—”

“He knew the risk,” Brandt stated brusquely. “He knows the coordinates of the rally point.” The sergeant turned to his men. “Get ready to move out.”

Talli tossed Rebecca some clothes before he moved off. “Don’t know how well they’ll fit, but I figured you’d want to change.”

Rebecca barely noticed the pair of pants and shirt handed to her. A few minutes ago they would have been like a gift from the gods. Now? Now she just wanted to hurl them on the ground. But throwing tantrums would get her nowhere.

“He saved us,” she said. “Not in Rome. Not in the past. Here. Today.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Brandt shot back, then took a deep breath. “But if Davidson is the changed man you say he is, he’ll find a way back to us. He’ll at the least catch up with us at the airport.”

Rebecca struggled to keep her tone civil. “It isn’t fair. Just because it is Davidson that you would—”

“It isn’t, damn it,” Brandt snapped. “This is SOP. It could be Lopez or Harvish or Talli. We would be bugging out all the same. We are trained to find out way back home.”

“Like Svengurd?” Rebecca challenged, then immediately regretted it. Brandt had accused the tall blond soldier of being a traitor. It didn’t go so well.

Brandt stepped in front of her and leaned down so that there was barely an inch between them. His nostrils flared. “Just remember your precious Davidson didn’t say jack. As a matter of fact, the only reason I’ve got Svengurd’s blood on my hands is because your little buddy told the Knot exactly where we were.”

Rebecca looked down, gulping. “I know.”

The sergeant didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. His teeth gritting told the story of exactly how he felt. Brandt turned abruptly and headed toward his men. Rebecca took one last look down that lonely stretch of road toward Pushchino before going behind the truck to change.

Not even fresh clothes could lighten her mood.

It was strange. She’d had to face life without Brandt. It sucked. It hurt. There were times she thought she’d never breathe fully again. Yet none of it felt as bad as the thought of never seeing her honorary little brother again.

Even if Davidson was still alive, would he seek them out? Davidson faced, if not execution, at least life imprisonment for his crimes. Hell, she’d run if she were in his shoes.

Rebecca could only hope Davidson was a better friend than she.

She turned away from Pushchino to study the road ahead. The road to Moscow.

Did it really lead to the Ten Commandments? The actual, literal word of God?

Sighing, Rebecca headed to the truck.

There was only one way to find out.


CHAPTER 10

══════════════════

Bulatnikovo, Russia

9:04 p.m. GMT

Brandt took a huge bite out of an apple. Not his usual choice of snack, but after that meat truck, well let’s just say he was off Slim Jims for a while. Next to him Lopez filled up the tank on their most recent stolen vehicle. A nice boring black SUV. No cow parts. No tractor parts. Just a damned car.

The world glowed a dull orange as the sun set. At the least they would be heading into the heart of Moscow under the cover of darkness.

He surveyed the petrol station, named “Shelf.” Everything from the bright red, yellow, and white color scheme to the familiar seashell logo made this privately owned tiny pit stop look like its American big brother, Shell Oil. That was Russia for you. If you couldn’t be rich and successful, look like it.

However, the owner of the station hovering around the gas pump, apparently making sure they didn’t leave before paying, kind of undercut that affluent vibe he was going for. Not even in Compton did anyone physically guard the pumps.

But more than the station and its shady owner, Brandt surveyed the busy crossing of the M4 Highway and Vneshnyaya Storona, the first of Moscow’s “ring” freeways. Cars streaked past. Was the enemy in one of them? Was Davidson? And were they one and the same?

So far their trip had been quiet. Lopez had somewhat obeyed the command to stay within the speed limit and not cut off every car on the road. No snipers. No RPGs. Which made Brandt all the more concerned. Could they really have slipped the enemy’s noose so easily? He doubted it. If those pricks could find them in Pushchino, they could find them in Moscow. It was just a matter of staying a step ahead of these Disciples and then getting the hell out of Russia ASAP.

“You’re sure we push straight in?” Lopez asked, spreading a map on the hood of the SUV. “I’ve got like fifteen different options here.”

The corporal wasn’t wrong. Now that they had reached the outer “ring” freeway, they could take a number of routes into the capital’s Red Square. Like tendrils, roads led into and out of the heart of Russia’s capital. Or Lopez could loop around the city along any of the three ring highways. Brandt squinted at the map. Was it just him, or did Moscow seem encircled in a large, messy spider web?

And here they were going right into the spider’s den, Red Square. This was going to be like trying to pull off a heist across the street from the White House, only with cops who didn’t believe anyone was innocent until proven guilty.

Brandt traced his finger over the map in a line to the capital. “We flipped the coins, Lopez. Straight it is.”

To keep their route truly random, they flipped coins to map out their route. And sometimes, random turned out to be a straight line. Brandt didn’t like it much more than Lopez. It felt like they should be covering their tracks more, laying down a false trail. Anything but heading straight toward their target.

However, Brandt doubted the enemy would expect them to head directly to where they ultimately wanted to wind up. Would that be enough of a ruse? To do the most obvious thing? Heading directly to the cathedral did save them about an hour of backtracking and stalling. Hopefully that saved time would benefit them later.

However, Brandt wasn’t all that fond of a word like hopefully associated with any mission objective.

“Rebecca still powdering her nose?” Lopez asked as he folded the map.

“More likely charging her laptop,” Brandt responded, looking over his shoulder to the restrooms.

Harvish was on guard duty, only to make himself not look on guard duty, he’d bought a pack of smokes. The guy’s face flared a bright red as he sputtered on the cigarette. Brandt knew that Harvish had smoked before, but clearly not Russian cigarettes. Like everything else, the Motherland liked their products to pack a punch. Good thing the point man had chosen the Play brand. It was meant to appeal to young girls.

Brandt’s attention was diverted back to Lopez as he spat out the Russian “Nyet” at the station owner.

“Is there a problem?” he asked his corporal.

“This guy is trying to tell me there’s suddenly a new twenty-percent tax on all petrol. Right.”

Brandt looked to the short Russian man in front of them. Barrel-chested with slicked-back hair and a heavy mustache, the guy could have been named Boris and no one would have blinked an eye. He also resembled a bulldog. A bulldog that could bald-faced lie.

“Pay it,” Brandt ordered Lopez. They didn’t need to get into a squabble over a few rubles, which the station owner seemed to understand fully. However, when the guy got that victory smirk, Brandt responded in Russian. “Iat he kompranac.” Split the difference.

Neither Lopez nor the station owner seemed pleased, so clearly it was an effective compromise.

“Finish up,” Brandt said as he walked to the restrooms. “I’m going to find out what’s taking Rebecca so long.”

“I’ll keep the engine revved.”

Of that Brandt had no doubt.

* * *

Rebecca splashed water on her face. She looked up into the mirror as droplets fell from her eyelashes. The reflection looked like a woman she barely knew, and come to think of it, didn’t really want to get to know. Dark circles outlined her puffy eyes. No amount of concealer was going to fix that. And her hair? Blond strands stuck out at awkward angles, and her face was framed by a mini blond ’fro. And to think that’s probably how she’d looked since the epic fail on the torpedo launch.

Just one more reason Brandt was probably glad he married that Maria chick. From the pictures Rebecca had seen, Maria didn’t need any makeup to look stunning. Being eight years younger didn’t hurt any. According to Lopez, Maria didn’t even own a bra. Good for her.

She splashed more water, hoping it did something for the blotchiness in her cheeks. Rebecca made sure not to get any moisture on her charging laptop though. She’d already emptied her first battery and was well into exhausting the backup. Despite all her research on the drive up to Moscow, Rebecca didn’t know much more about why Osip sent them to St. Basil’s than she did before.

Not that it didn’t have a typically colorful Russian history. Built by two architects whose names were still in dispute, the church no longer had a moat and wasn’t even owned by the Russian Orthodox Church. It had been owned by the state since Stalin, who really, really, really wanted to tear it down so he could have more room for military parades in Red Square.

Military dictators, man. Delusions of grandeur.

Stalin had been stopped though by an impassioned plea of the man assigned to demolish the church. The man had refused to harm a single tile. Stalin had him imprisoned for years, yet the man staunchly stood by his conviction and in the end saved one of the world’s greatest examples of architecture.

Which made the cathedral a stunning example of Russian architecture, and perfectly matched Osip’s dying words, yet Rebecca still had no idea why the old man had sent Amed to St. Basil’s in particular.

Moscow’s bishop was outspoken on all manner of subjects, especially his heated words that the Roman Catholics were nothing more than a splinter sect of the Russian Orthodox Church. Was it that controversial stance, one seeded all the way back to proto-Christianity, that caused Osip to send a terrorist to St. Basil’s? Or something else?

Rebecca startled as a sharp knock came at the door.

“Everything okay in there?” Brandt asked.

“Yeah,” she said as she turned off the water and wiped her hands on a wad of paper towels. “Be out in sec.”

Quickly she checked her laptop’s power bar. At the least it had inched up past the halfway mark. Tucking the device into its bag, Rebecca made one last desperate effort to get her hair under control, gave up, and opened the door.

“Figured you might want some of these,” Brandt said as he handed her a package of black licorice. “You realize you aren’t all that stealthy, right? We all know you holed up in there to charge your laptop.”

Rebecca snatched the candy out of his hand. “Like you would have let me do it if I’d asked.”

“Point taken.”

She ripped the plastic open and grabbed one of the licorice straws, nibbling on the end to make sure it wasn’t made out of some super-strong Russian variation. Luckily, it tasted like good old-fashioned licorice.

Brandt opened the passenger door for her. Still chewing on the candy, Rebecca loaded in next to Talli. The dark-skinned sniper glanced to the licorice then away.

“Want some?” Rebecca asked as she buckled up.

“No thank you,” he said, yet his eyes slid over to the package again.

She pulled a straw out. “Come on, we deserve a little something after all that.”

The sniper’s eyes flickered to Brandt, who gave a noncommittal shrug.

“Thanks,” Talli said as he took a piece of licorice. It was the most inflection she’d heard from the guy this entire time. But she didn’t blame him. Brandt had never been too thrilled by his newest team members, and after everything that had happened? Yeah, Rebecca would lie low too.

“Ready to fill us in?” Brandt asked Rebecca as Lopez gunned the car out of the gas station. “Lopez, read my lips. Speed limit.”

With an audible sigh, the corporal inched his foot off the gas.

Brandt turned to her. “So, figured out what we’re walking into yet?”

How she wished.

* * *

Brandt waited as Rebecca booted up her computer. That was not a good sign. Usually she was all Chatty Cathy while it loaded, talking and gesturing as to whatever esoteric research she’d found.

“Are we even heading to the right place?” Brandt asked.

“The right place, yes,” Rebecca answered. “The reason though, that I’m still a little sketchy on.”

Brandt adjusted his seat belt so he could face her. “Walk us through it.” She tugged her lower lip with her teeth as she scanned the screen as if one more glance would answer all of their questions. “Shaky and all.”

“Okay,” she said, taking in a breath. “We know the cathedral was built by Ivan the Terrible.” Rebecca glanced up at him with a faint smile. “So not exactly an auspicious start.”

He was glad to see her sense of humor coming back. Brilliance couldn’t be too far off.

“And in true Ivan the Terrible–style, he blinded the supposed architect of the building,” Rebecca said, quickly scrolling down. “Of course that could just be an urban myth, or should I say given the time period, an old wives’ tale, however if Ivan did want to keep something hidden…”

Brandt sighed. She was doing her best not to piss him off. She was walking around the huge elephant in the room, which wasn’t doing any of them any good.

“The actual stone slabs of the Ten Commandments?” Brandt prompted Rebecca, then glared at Lopez. “Not. A. Word.”

“Hey,” Lopez retorted, “I’m just saying that a movie that sits at number nineteen all-time box office, adjusted for inflation, had to get a few things right.”

Brandt continued his glare until Lopez focused back on the road. Then and only then did Brandt indicate for her to continue.

Rebecca shrugged. “There is also the legend of the Byzantine Libreria.”

“And we are supposed to know what that is?”

Turning the screen around toward him, Rebecca explained. “Before Constantinople fell to the Ottomans, one of the greatest libraries known to the world was hastily removed before the city was ransacked.”

He scanned the large list of items the library supposedly contained. “And it was moved to Russia?”

“Yes,” Rebecca confirmed. “The sultan’s daughter was married to Ivan the Third…”

“Let me guess, the mother of Ivan the Terrible?”

Rebecca nodded. “Everyone wanted a piece of that library. The Vatican. The pope. So Ivan hid it in Moscow. Then his son, well, his son, Ivan the Terrible got really paranoid and built a sprawling network of tunnels down there and then killed the construction crew to keep the library’s whereabouts safe.”

“Tunnels?” Lopez perked up. “Did you say an elaborate interlocking set of cavernous tunnels under Moscow?”

“Really?” Rebecca asked. “Out of all of that, you just heard tunnel?”

Lopez’s smile broadened. “Hey, there are not a lot of opportunities to practice cave surfing, and as long as we have to be in Russia we might as well have some fun.”

Brandt turned his glare up to an eleven, finally convincing Lopez to watch the road. Their inaugural “cave surfing” event last year had not been fun. The last thing from it. His hipbone still felt bruised. Plus that incident marked his and Rebecca’s first, horribly awkward, aborted kiss.

Did she remember?

From the deep red filling her cheeks, she did in fact remember that moment in Budapest.

* * *

Rebecca looked at anything but Brandt’s eyes. The embarrassment of that stupid, sophomoric kiss still burned her with shame. Now though? Knowing what she did? How little time they would have together? Rebecca would have laid a lip-lock on Brandt and not let him go.

Unfortunately, the worst thing that could happen to them was not a momentary lapse of judgment. Nope, life had a lot more in store for them after Budapest.

“Sorry, Ricky.” Rebecca tried to sound upbeat but failed miserably. “I don’t think the commandments would be down there.”

“Come on,” Lopez said, “can’t you give a guy a little room to hope?”

“Why then would Ivan build the cathedral? I think the tunnels were a ruse. Keep everyone looking under Moscow rather than right across from the Kremlin.”

Brandt’s eyes narrowed. “But why wouldn’t he put the tablets down in the labyrinth? It looks like to date no one has found the secret chamber holding the library.”

Finally a question she felt comfortable answering. “From everything I know about Ivan, he was not the type to just bury the tablets. He would have wanted them close. Which meant somewhere he could access without arousing suspicion.”

“Like a confessional booth?” Harvish asked from her left.

She turned to the point man. “No. Orthodox churches don’t have confessional booths, per se.”

“Bummer,” Harvish answered.

Succinct but true. It would be nice if just once a religious mystery would be uncovered that easily.

“So it looks like we’re going to have to go and just take a look around,” Brandt stated.

“Well…” Rebecca said as Brandt arched his eyebrow. “The Orthodox Church, given its name, is well, way more Orthodox than the Catholic Church.”

“How so?” the sergeant asked.

“Their religion is much more aligned with Jewish traditions than the Vatican.” She hurried on as Brandt frowned. “Such as beginning holiday celebrations at sunset rather than sunrise. They use incense in a deep and intricate way. Nor do they have a pope. It is considered that each person has equal access to God.”

“And that helps us how?”

Rebecca matched Brandt’s frown. “The cathedral is officially property of the Russian government, and only one ceremony is allowed in the church during the high feast of the Intercession of the Theotokos, which occurs in October.”

“But it’s May,” Talli added, chewing on his licorice.

“Exactly,” Rebecca said, calling up another web page. “Then why did the bishop of Moscow, Tolst, ask for permission to begin preparing for the feast a good four months early?”

Brandt tilted his head. “Nice try. But even for you that’s a bit of a stretch. They may start preparations this early every year.”

“Really?” Rebecca questioned. “Because according to church requests they normally start prepping for the feast in August.” Rebecca felt Brandt studying her features. He still didn’t seem convinced. “How about the fact Tolst asked for such early permission the day after Amed visited Osip?”

The frown on Brandt’s face reversed itself into a tight grin. “Well, sounds like at the least we have someone to question.”

Rebecca knew it was irrational and probably a sign of some form of mental illness, however being able to impress Brandt even just a little made her heart soar. Too bad it was going to take way more than coaxing a grin out of Brandt to retrace Amed’s footsteps to find a stash of weaponized Rinderpest.

* * *

Brandt shifted his weight in the SUV’s seat. What should have been a simple trip through Moscow in the late evening had turned into a slow crawl through a myriad of traffic jams, accidents, and night club–bound partiers who’d started partying a little early.

And the closer they drew to Krasnaya Ploshchad, the Red Square, the worse the traffic had become.

“What the hell is going on?” Brandt asked to no one in particular. This crowd wasn’t just any crowd either. Uniforms dotted the mass of pedestrians streaming into Red Square. Not only Russian dress blacks either. From what Brandt could make out there were French, British, and even Americans in the revelers.

“What day is it?” he asked. With all the travel he was afraid his dates could be off.

“May ninth,” Harvish answered. “Why?”

“It’s freaking V-Day,” Brandt groaned. Of all the days to have to get into Red Square, quickly and quietly.

Rebecca sat forward, looking out the SUV’s windshield. “The day the Allies accepted Germany’s surrender?”

“That would be the one,” Brandt answered, debating if they should abort the mission. Find a place to hole up and strike out tomorrow when the vast majority of these people would be home with a hangover.

“Wow,” Rebecca commented as Lopez tried to maneuver around a clump of pedestrians that had spilled over from the sidewalk. “The Russians take their V-Day seriously.”

Talli nodded. “They had way more on the line during World War II. They didn’t come to the ‘aid’ of the Allies. They had been fighting for the existence of their country for years. The Russians lost over twenty-eight million people to the Nazis.”

“I didn’t realize,” Rebecca said, scanning the boisterous crowd with more appreciation.

Most didn’t. There was a very real reason the Russians worried if any other country’s military exceeded theirs. The Nazis had taught them a hard-won lesson. And now Brandt and his team were here, right smack dab in the middle of all the makings of an international incident.

Adding to the delays, the event’s organizers were still trying to get all of the military equipment out of Red Square from the day’s earlier events. A truck pulling a large missile turned in front of them. It felt like Russia was giving them a big fat warning. Nothing says don’t mess with my country better than a big fat missile. Up ahead it looked like a flatbed with a fighter jet. Each moving at the speed of a snail.

While the day had been dedicated to their war accomplishments and showing off to the world their military might, tonight was about celebrating their victory. Brandt had never seen the commemoration party—the Russians had just started to allow foreign soldiers to attend last year—but it supposedly surpassed New Year’s Eve in New York. There would be bands, a DJ, and then fireworks. The whole shebang. Red Square would be crammed with people into the early morning hours.

“What do you want me to do, Sarge?” Lopez asked.

Brandt glanced to Rebecca.

“What did you teach me?” she asked.

He cocked his head, uncertain what Rebecca meant.

“If you can’t beat ’em?” she said with a smile.

Join them.


CHAPTER 11

══════════════════

Moscow, Russia

9:59 p.m. GMT

Rebecca stepped from the steamy shower of their suite at the Baltschug Kempinski. With its gold-trimmed handles and silk curtains, the hotel was the finest luxury in Russia. Of course it was owned by Swedes, but hey as least it had enough hot water to finally wash the smell of not-all-that-well-refrigerated meat from her hair.

When she had suggested that they blend in with the crowd as tourists, she never imagined that Brandt would actually have them become tourists. Rebecca did not argue one bit though when he suggested getting a hotel room to act as home base.

Of course on V-Day everything was booked solid, so again, she didn’t complain when they had to rent a suite at the finest hotel in Russia. Nor did she complain when Brandt suggested she take a shower while he and the men developed an entry plan into the cathedral. She was more than willing to let the guys do the heavy lifting on this one.

Winding a towel around her body, she parted the curtains.

The sight made her nearly drop her towel. For as many times she had traveled to Moscow for various archeological conferences, she’d never witnessed Red Square at night. Their hotel room was positioned directly across the Moscow River from the Kremlin and St. Basil’s Cathedral. She had the perfect view of their quarry. Even as the windows steamed up, the sight stunned.

At the far end of the square, floodlights illuminated the Russian National Museum. The bright lights accentuated its red, red facade. The building screamed, “I am Russian. Take that.”

Then there was Red Square. It was accustomed to crowds, but this gathering was off the hook. There was a small stage built by the museum. Lights throbbed to the music as the entire crowd moved as one to the rhythm.

Off to the right of the crammed square sat GUM, one of Russia’s largest shopping malls. The exterior of the mall was lined by tiny twinkling lights, almost like a Swiss chalet at Christmastime. The building’s gaiety seemed so incongruous to the usual harsh, utilitarian nature of the Russians. It was like having the Mall of America across the street from the White House.

The Kremlin sat off to the left, seeming odd as well. One might have expected an austere, functional building, yet here they would be confounded as well. The Kremlin wasn’t a building so much as a complex. It contained something like four palaces and churches within the grounds that were protected by a tall brick wall along with nearly a dozen towers. The Russian president lived within the largest palace, a huge white-façade-covered building capped in green and gold.

The seat of Russian power was meant to impress, and it did. Especially at night. The gilded towers glistened against the darkness.

But the true sight was St. Basil’s Cathedral. What could you say about one of the world’s most unique buildings? They truly shattered the mold when they built the cathedral.

Instead of all the straight lines and sharp angles you would usually associate with Russian architecture, the designers had borrowed from nearly every culture to assemble Ivan the Terrible’s church.

The onion-domed roofs were to honor his victory over the Islamics, and the detailed flames adorning the domes were meant to resemble God’s fire rising to the heavens. The brickwork was commissioned from the Germans, and colors? Dear God, the colors were a riot. They made no sense individually. Blue, red, orange, purple, and green fought for attention as they basked under the floodlights. Yet, taken together, they all worked together as a tribute to both Ivan’s victories and his God.

Could the tablets of Moses be hidden within those brightly colored walls? Or knowledge of where the tablets were sequestered? Had Amed found what he was looking for?

As much as Rebecca had sworn off anything religious, she had a “smart” gene to prove damn it, a bit of her thrilled at the sight of the cathedral. Science brought its own sense of accomplishment. However it demanded slow, deliberate, painstaking attention to detail. And research at the DNA level? Double that. And when she proved that certain genes bestowed exceptional intelligence and culture-building properties, she would break open a bottle of champagne.

But the thought of touching the actual Ten Commandments? To feel the weight of the stone beneath her fingers? That sent a thrill through her that staring down a microscope could never provide.

Add in the bonus of saving the world from a Rinderpest plague the world hadn’t seen since biblical times? Yeah, that feeling never got old.

“Hope you’re decent,” Brandt said just before he burst into the room.

“Brandt!” Rebecca protested, tugging the towel upward, suddenly aware of her wet hair sending rivulets of water down her cleavage.

Apparently oblivious, the sergeant held out a pair of binoculars. “Look.”

“At what?” she asked, taking a step back.

“The back door of the cathedral.”

She knew when the sergeant was in this mood there was no stopping him. So hoping the towel stayed up, Rebecca accepted the binoculars and swept them past the Kremlin, the huge, surging crowd in Red Square to St. Basil’s. Fiddling with the focus, she zeroed in on the back door. Was there someone standing outside, a woman smoking? Looking out at the celebration?

“Is that who I think it is?” Brandt asked.

But it couldn’t be. Could it?

Despite her mind’s protests the young woman’s face came into sharp focus.

There she was in Technicolor.

“Bunny.”

* * *

At the confirmation of the woman’s identity, Brandt spun on his heel and charged into the living room of the suite. “We’ve got a complication,” he informed his men.

“You know the woman down there?” Talli asked.

“Barely,” Brandt answered. The men were “read in” to some aspects of the previous mission that led them from France to Budapest to Istanbul to Rome in pursuit, or more accurately put, pursued by the Knot. Many, many, many details from that mission were seriously need-to-know, and until the appearance of Bunny at St. Basil’s, she had not been one of them.

“I thought she was dead,” Rebecca said as she hastily tugged a shirt on.

“Technically she was,” Brandt said.

“Define technically?”

Talli and Harvish stepped closer. Crap. The lid was off—why not blow it all the way open? He turned to his men first. “Brenda Hollingford, aka ‘Bunny,’ had been a graduate student of Rebecca’s old mentor. She was badly injured in our escape from the Knot at the French laboratory.” Actually, badly injured was an understatement. The woman had come a hairsbreadth from death. “The US asked the French to declare her dead. She was then transported home to the States and put into the Witness Protection Program.”

To his surprise Rebecca nodded, not demanding a more elaborate explanation of why she hadn’t been informed. “Probably best,” she stated. “But what is she doing in Russia?”

Brandt didn’t know, and he did not like coincidences. Actually, he didn’t believe in them at all. And happy coincidences? Never. Bunny was supposed to be in Topeka or a city equally boring, waiting tables or marrying a major league ballplayer or something.

“Guess we’re going to find out,” Brandt answered Rebecca and then turned to Talli. “Your nest is the same.”

The dark-skinned man picked up his sniper’s “go-bag.” “You got it.”

And maybe this time you might want to actually shoot something, Brandt thought but didn’t voice. Pushchino had been a clusterfuck on a massive scale. Putting the lion’s share of the blame on Talli wasn’t going to help anyone. But they couldn’t and shouldn’t count on Davidson saving the day. Talli needed to step up or go back to escorting businessmen in the Green Zone.

“Harvish lead the way,” Brandt said as he stripped his black T-shirt off to change into something a bit more festive, like a white T-shirt. “We stick to the plan until the plan comes unstuck.”

“You got it,” the point man said, prepping his equipment.

Brandt turned to Rebecca. Her eyes found the jagged scar just below the vest. He’d like to say he forgot it was even there, but that would be a blatant lie. Every time he twisted hard to the left or even lifted weights that scar screamed in protest. Well, Brandt just shouted back.

He tucked his shirt into his pants, wanting Rebecca focused on the problem at hand, not on the fact of exactly how many times they’d each almost died on the last mission. As he buttoned the shirt, Rebecca’s eyes found his.

“Maybe Bunny’s appearance is a good thing?” she suggested.

Brandt grunted. He had only known Bunny, the conscious Bunny, for a few minutes, and in that time she had grated against his last nerve. She had been arrogant, difficult, and whiny. The civilian trifecta.

“Still,” Rebecca said, “you have to admit it’s quite a coincidence.”

Which was exactly why Brandt hated coincidences.

* * *

Rebecca walked next to Brandt as they crossed the Moskvoretsky Bridge from their hotel to Red Square. Revelers jostled past them, scurrying to Red Square. And she knew why. The concierge at the hotel had, quite enthusiastically, informed them that they had best hurry if they wanted a good position to watch the fireworks that started within the hour.

Stumbling as an overly excited partier bumped her from behind, Rebecca caught herself on Brandt’s arm. She pushed off against it like it was a cobra and she was no mongoose. Still, he tried to wrap his arm around her shoulder.

“You know what the concierge said,” Brandt whispered.

Rebecca rapidly checked her pocket just to be sure her fake passport was still there. The concierge had warned them about a “minor” problem at an event like this, however picking pockets was so routine in Russia that it wasn’t even classified as petty crime, it was simply called kahrmannik. Roughly translated it meant “take from the suckers.” And these weren’t Oliver Twist street children running these pickpocket rings. This was serious business for the vori v zakone, the thieves’ world. They employed grandmothers, men in business suits, and even pregnant women.

And at such a large event as this? The kahrmannik would be out in force.

So all the couples around them weren’t necessarily snuggled close together because of true love. They were trying to protect themselves from the fast hands of the kahrmannik. Brandt and Rebecca walking side by side not touching made them not just an anomaly but a target as well.

Still, knowing it was nothing more than a ruse as Brandt’s arm draped over her shoulder, everywhere their bodies touched drew a line of fire…and shame. Rebecca shrugged out from under his arm.

“We need to blend in,” Brandt whispered.

And she knew it, just not like that. That was too painful. Instead, she hooked her arm through his. This way they could pass as a couple yet only have their elbows in contact. A far better option than his false embrace.

Wordlessly they made their way over the bridge as the Moscow River made its sluggish way underfoot. Stepping off the bridge and into Red Square brought a distinctly different perspective than looking down atop it. The Kremlin’s walls towered to their left. Past the cathedral, GUM glistened. The concierge had informed them that after the fall of Communism the building had gone through many transformations until it became a huge indoor shopping mall that rivaled Rodeo Drive in selling high-end goods. Knowing Russia, the concierge was probably on GUM’s employment roll.

Still, shoppers poured in and out of the historic building, taking advantage of Victory Day sales. Bargain shopping was not on their agenda though, so Brandt had them linger near the back of the cathedral, pretending to soak up the sights. Which wasn’t hard to pull off. The multicolored, multicultural church was even more intriguing close up.

At ground level you gained a better appreciation for the fact the “church” really was nine churches in one. Each of the towers represented the roof to each of the sanctuaries.

Rebecca could imagine the construction difficulties a building like this would represent these days, let alone back in the 1600s. What stood before them should have been impossible to build back then. Yet here it stood.

Brandt walked them clockwise around the church’s grounds. Fewer and fewer people poured across the river. Instead, the crowd within Red Square swelled and got a little rowdy. Flashing neon necklaces and foam thumbs began to make appearances.

On their circular sojourn, they passed the front of the church. A large brass memorial statue stood at the entrance. A tribute to soldiers who had repelled one invasion or another. Polish, Rebecca thought, but couldn’t be sure.

As they finished their circle of the building there was no Bunny, but lucky for them, several large trees provided the back of the church with perfect cover. They were about to step over the low fence when a few stragglers approached, laughing and pointing up to one of the bell towers. Brandt pulled Rebecca under the draping branches of the tree.

“We’ve got to sell this,” Brandt breathed out, his mouth only inches from hers.

Rebecca forced herself to remember this was just spy craft. To think though, a few months ago they wouldn’t have had to “sell” anything. As a matter of fact, they would have had to remind themselves they were on a mission.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he urged, closing the gap between them.

God, she could smell him. That intoxicating mix of sweat and courage. That scent could wipe away any doubt except for that damned wedding ring. Even if Maria never knew. Even if it meant nothing to Brandt, it would mean the world to her.

Turning her face to the side, she laid her cheek on his chest, wrapping her arms around his back. It was the best she could do under the circumstances. She just couldn’t bring herself to put her lips to his. Not knowing he belonged to another.

Not quick enough, yet still too soon, she heard a soft call from deeper in the grounds. Harvish. He must have gotten the back door unlocked. Brandt supported her as she broke from his embrace and stepped over the low fence. Not needing to keep up the illusion anymore, they broke contact. Hurrying up the three low steps, they entered the cathedral.

The same as Amed. Would they fare any better than he?

* * *

Absently, Brandt closed the church’s door behind them. He wasn’t struck by much. Stuff was just stuff. Especially after last year. He’d seen more beauty and destruction than most in a lifetime. But even he had to admit the cathedral’s interior was even more stunning than the outside. They stood in a small sanctuary. Really small. Like only three arm’s lengths wide. The cathedral looked so large from the outside, however the interior was partitioned off into tiny sanctuaries like this.

What the room lacked in width though, it made up for in height. The column soared above them. Harvish’s light did not penetrate to the ceiling. And every square inch of the walls was decorated by either swirling ivy, flowers, or images of the saints.

Since this was a church dedicated to Mary, her image appeared frequently. Sometimes as a young mother. Other times as a woman doomed to lose her son upon the cross. Always though rendered with such devotion. Faith and piety shone from her features.

He glanced to Rebecca, who had an altogether different expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?”

She shrugged, walking off. Brandt studied her back until she disappeared past a large wooden panel that separated the sanctuaries. No matter how hard he’d pressed her, Rebecca refused to tell him what had happened in that cave under the Vatican. All she would do was reassure him that she had not found Christ’s bones.

Whatever she’d found within the tomb, that was the Knot’s secret. And as shattering as it would have been for him and Christianity in general to have found Christ’s very human bones, this mystery they now chased had far more practical dangers. It was one thing to argue over theology. It was quite another to have the world’s livestock population destroyed.

Brandt didn’t have to walk that scenario very far forward to see worldwide riots, civil wars, and even a resurgence of the nuclear race. And if the virus could cross into the human population? Forget the biblical plague. This one could be a world-killer.

So screw the religious mystery here. The Ten Commandments? If he had to find them and shatter them all over again, he’d do it to keep the world from seeing a Rinderpest epidemic.

Still, he made the sign of the cross as he passed under an arch decorated with a panel honoring Jesus.

No disrespect meant, Brandt thought. Hoping none was taken.

* * *

Despite her dour mood, Rebecca couldn’t help but be impressed with the sanctuary she’d just entered. One dedicated to Saint Alexander Svisrky, she believed. Rebecca was a little sketchy on the details of his canonization, but he had been the heguman, or leader of infamous Trinity Monastery. Considered the heart of the Russian Orthodox Church, the monastery had withstood Tartan invaders and a sixteen-month siege by the Polish.

However it wasn’t the walls’ intricate carvings or delicate paintings that held her fascination, but the architecture of the place. The sanctuary was built in the fashion of a cross vault. The skill it took to create a chamber formed by four-barrel vaults was considered one of the most difficult of all. The stone used for the arches had to be perfectly cut to lay together at the arrisses. The style was so difficult to get right, in fact, that across Europe it was abandoned for the easier and therefore less grand ribbed vaulting.

Brandt joined her, following her gaze upward. “Gotta give the Russians credit. They know how to use stone.”

Yes, they did. And not just for decorative purposes. Just behind the westernmost walls held the hidden staircase found not twenty years ago. What other secret passages did this church hold?

“I heard voices this way,” Harvish whispered, pointing to the southern passageway.

Brandt nodded for them to follow the trail.

Sandwiched between Harvish and Brandt, Rebecca took care with her steps on the cool tile floor. By the men’s tense jaws and careful treading, stealth was a premium. Harvish clicked off his light as candlelight spilled from one of the inner sanctuaries. It was another cross vault, although larger than the last. Harvish’s back blocked most of her view, but she was pretty sure the light came from St. Basil’s tomb.

The voices were clear now. A younger woman’s lighter tone, which Rebecca could only assume was Bunny, and a deeper, older voice. They spoke Russian fluently. Really? Bunny knew Russian? She’d just assumed the woman would manhandle a word, then giggle…and probably flip her hair.

What in the hell was she doing in Russia, speaking Russian?

They were about to find out as Harvish rushed into the sanctuary. “Hands up.”

Bunny’s squeal made it all the way out to Rebecca.

“Ostavaĭtesʹ na meste,” Brandt announced as he swept in behind the point man.

Rebecca snuck in last. While the Russian man held his hands up, a string of very forceful curses followed which contrasted his thick blue flowing robes. Somewhere in there he kept insisting he was the “episcop.”

“He’s the bishop of Moscow,” Rebecca warned Brandt.

“Yep, I kinda got that the tenth time he told me.” Brandt turned to Bunny. “Is there anyone else here?”

Bunny didn’t seem to hear him as her eyes found Rebecca. The young redhead rushed across the room. “Rebecca!”

“Watch it!” Brandt warned, trying to intersect Bunny.

“No, it’s okay,” Rebecca said as the young woman wrapped her into a bear hug.

“Oh my God!” Bunny squealed. “They told me you died.” The younger woman searched behind Rebecca. “Where’s Lochum?”

Rebecca shook her head as Bunny’s bright smile faded.

“Did he at least find his prize?”

That was a complicated question. One that Bunny did not have clearance for. Again, Rebecca simply shook her head. Bunny pulled her even tighter into the hug. “I’m so sorry.”

And the younger woman didn’t know the half of it.

“What are you doing here?” Bunny asked, pushing a pile of red curls from her face.

“Good question,” Rebecca hedged. “I might ask the same of you?”

For the first time Bunny’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “At gunpoint?”
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Hell yes, at gunpoint, Brandt wanted to say but held his tongue. Probably best not to piss off the bishop of Moscow. Or at least not more than he was already. Brandt gave a curt nod to Harvish to lower his weapon.

“Belinda,” Brandt said, using the younger woman’s given name. He just couldn’t get “Bunny” out of his mouth. “You are supposed to be safely tucked away in the Midwest.”

The young woman sighed, finally releasing Rebecca. Funny, Brandt did not remember the women being all BFFs the last time around. As a matter of fact, they’d perfected their romantic rival act to a fine art.

“After,” Bunny gulped, pulling aside her shirt to reveal a network of scars that disappeared below her belt. “After Paris with a piece of shrapnel lodged so closely to my spine the doctors are afraid it’s going to cut my spinal cord every time I sneeze, I kind of couldn’t do suburbia, ya know?”

Unfortunately, Brandt did know. Going from crisis mode to domestic bliss wasn’t as smooth a transition as it should be.

“I realized that I had to do what I love,” Bunny continued. “I couldn’t give up proto-Christian archeology. If I was going to die, it would be doing something that mattered…at least to me.”

“That still doesn’t answer why you’re here, in Russia, in this cathedral,” Brandt pressed.

The bishop rose, raising his hand. “Nyet. Why you storm in with guns?”

The time for delicate diplomacy was over, if there ever had been a time for it on this mission. Brandt turned to the bishop and met his righteous indignation with his own. “You were visited by a terrorist named Amed last week.” While the bishop didn’t answer Brandt directly, his eyes dilating as he sat down hard on the edge of St. Basil’s tomb kind of confirmed Brandt’s suspicions. “Why?”

The old man didn’t respond. Instead, he combed his fingers through his long gray beard.

Bunny was the one who answered. “I think you know why.”

“The Ten Commandments,” Rebecca clarified.

“Amed came with the broken piece of tablet that Osip had translated,” Bunny confirmed. “Amed threatened that unless the bishop helped him find the rest of the commandments, he would unleash his bioweapon on Russia first.”

Sounded like the terrorist.

“But why did Amed think the bishop could help?” A look passed between Bunny and the bishop. “What?” When neither answered, Brandt pressed, “I don’t think I should have to mention that this mission is a bit time sensitive.”

The bishop went into a litany…of curses. The guy’s bright blue Russian Orthodox robes made it seem almost comical. A little hard to get worked up by a big Smurf.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Brandt coaxed. “I want to get the Rinderpest off the streets as much as you do.”

“Da,” the bishop retorted. “But only so the Americas can hoard it.”

“Really?” Brandt countered as he leaned forward. “Because let’s keep it clear that Amed stole the weaponized virus from your laboratory. From Russia’s illegal stores.”

The bishop glared back, clearly not used to being questioned or rebuked.

Rebecca stepped forward, speaking into the tense silence. “Let’s just say that it’s in all of our best interests to track down Amed’s trail. No matter what games the superpowers are playing, they aren’t as erratic or as dangerous as an Islamic extremist’s plans.” She looked to Bunny. “Right?”

Surprisingly, the younger woman turned to the bishop. “If you don’t tell them, Tolst, I will.”

The bishop’s cheeks billowed in and out, making his beard rustle against his blue velvet robes. In the end, he finally spoke. “I doubt if you know the tale of the Lost Library.”

“Of Constantinople,” Brandt offered. “Yeah, yeah. Ivan the Terrible went all Lego-crazy and built a labyrinth beneath the city, but we’re pretty damn sure he hid a nice big chunk of the tablet in the church here.” The older man’s cheeks flared red above his beard. Kind of like a pissed off Dumbledore. “That pretty much get us up to speed?”

By the way the man sputtered, sending spittle across the room, Brandt guessed it did.

“Yes,” Bunny confirmed. “The bishop has been sorting through old documents to narrow down the search for any hidden room while I have been trying to backtrack Amed’s movements to figure out where he might have hidden the Rinderpest.”

Brandt’s estimation of the redhead just leapt up about a thousand percent. “And?”

She frowned. “We know he found the chunk of tablet when he was excavating a chamber for the storage of the Rinderpest. My supposition was that it must be in the Holy Land somewhere ancient Jews migrated yet accessible to a modern day jihadist.”

He looked to Rebecca, who frowned as she spoke. “Actually, that is quite a swath of territory to consider. Basically her theory only rules out Israel.”

Did Rebecca just school Bunny? By the girl’s flushed cheeks, yes Rebecca did.

“Actually,” Bunny answered, “I was specifically speaking of Moses’s well-documented travels, which eliminated nearly all northern Arab countries.”

It was a little like watching a nerd-off tennis match, only both of the contestants were pretty easy on the eyes, as Rebecca responded. “Except that would be following the path of the second set of tablets in the ark. What we are looking for are the first, the original tablets whose travels are not well documented.”

Again the younger woman blushed deeply. Yeah, about the only person Brandt had even seen go up against Rebecca’s nearly encyclopedic knowledge of ancient religious history and win was their mutual professor, Lochum. Even he, in the end, was eclipsed by Rebecca.

And as much as he loved watching Rebecca in robo-scholar mode, it was not helping them get closer to Amed’s freaking Rinderpest stash.

From across the room Harvish broke the deadlock. “Um…then what in the hell was Amed doing so far from the Holy Land? Bringing his stink to Croatia?”

Brandt looked to Bunny first, who suddenly found a button on her shirt incredibly fascinating. He turned his attention back to his go-to girl, Rebecca.

“What?” his ex-fiancée snorted. “She’s the one that’s had all week to work on this.”

Brandt tilted his head. “Rebecca…”

* * *

Okay, that sounded kind of bitchy even to her own ears. Rebecca opened her laptop, hoping it would take her mind off of the fact that somehow Bunny had gotten even prettier and apparently smarter as well. It shouldn’t matter given the fact they were tracking down a terrorist, but if Rebecca was being completely honest, it did. And Harvish stealing glances over at Bunny’s legs was not helping.

“Croatia has a rich Jewish history,” she said as she brought up a map of the country. “I am assuming Amed went to the Split Synagogue since they have found ancient Jewish remains predating Roman times in the hills surrounding the area.” Rebecca looked to Brandt. “And I am assuming that after his capture the Croatian forces scoured the area for any sign of the Rinderpest?”

The sergeant nodded.

“The important fact is that Amed himself was clearly looking well beyond the ‘well-documented travels’ of Moses to locate the tablets.”

“So we are back to square one,” Brandt grumbled. “Even if we find these fragments of the so-called Ten Commandments, they may not lead us to the stash after all.”

Everyone’s face clouded at the proclamation. Rebecca however wasn’t so sure of that comment. Her theory, like most of her theories, was probably not going to make anyone any happier, but it might help them find the virus.

“I wouldn’t be so quick to throw in the towel,” Rebecca said.

“Why?” Brandt asked, hope flickering in those blue eyes of his.

She’d really hoped to not have to offer up this one particular theory until she had more proof. “Something about the biblical version of Moses coming down the mount has always bothered me.”

Brandt crossed his arms, challenging her to shake his faith once again.

“Here he is carrying the word, the literal word of God,” Rebecca said, trying to be as respectful as she could. “And I get the fact that he found his people worshipping a false idol and all, but why would he…” She took a deep breath. “Why would he throw the tablets down and shatter them? I mean, God supposedly touched those tablets. Isn’t that a bit…”

“Childish?” Harvish offered but piped back down as Brandt’s glare found him.

Rebecca nodded though. She could take the sergeant’s ire. She’d felt it before. Although after the entire Maria thing she didn’t think she’d ever be so lucky as to feel it again.

“Yes. I mean, we shatter God’s word because the people aren’t obeying God’s word? Then we make a new set?”

Brandt’s features darkened. “You are saying that Moses lied?”

“No,” Rebecca said, which only seemed to confuse Brandt more. “I am saying Moses smashed the tablets for another reason.”

“And that would be?” Brandt asked, skepticism thick in his voice.

“Think about it. Moses goes away for forty days and comes back to his people doing all kinds of wonky things, and here he is carrying a load of God’s strict word…” Rebecca braced herself. This next part Brandt was not going to like. “I think he worried that his people couldn’t handle the ‘truth,’ so to speak. That whatever was on those tablets was just too much, so he smashed them.”

Bunny took a step closer. “So you are saying he destroyed the original tablets fearing his people could not follow God’s word and then created a second set that was pared down?”

“Kind of like an Idiot’s Guide to God’s Word?” Harvish offered.

Guess the point man liked being skewered by Brandt’s stare because Harvish was just asking for it.

“Crudely put,” Rebecca continued, “but yes. He created a simpler, bullet-pointed set of God’s rules that he felt his people could handle…the Ten Commandments.”

Those stormy, suppressing-his-anger-the-best-Brandt-could-do eyes found Rebecca. “I am assuming you are challenging several millennia’s faith for a reason other than sport?”

“Of course,” Rebecca sighed. Granted they were no longer intimate, however he should give her more credit than that. “Whatever else was written on those first tablets contained something that needed to be hidden. I’m thinking if we know what that was, it might point us to where they hid the rest of the tablets.”

Brandt’s frown intensified, which only meant he was starting to understand her logic. “In this scenario they created the Ark of the Covenant as a decoy?” Off her nod, he continued. “So all eyes were pointed to the ark’s position rather than the original tablets.”

Bunny nodded vigorously. “It does make more sense why the ark’s legend has never been fulfilled. I mean if the ark truly did carry the might of God, then why didn’t the Jews use it at Masada? The first attack on the Temple of Jerusalem? Or a thousand other battles?”

“And I don’t think I’m the first person to have these thoughts,” Rebecca stated, turning her attention to the robed man. “Am I, Bishop Tolst?”

* * *

Brandt turned to the bishop. “Do you have something to add?”

The old man clutched some old papers to his chest. “Nyet.”

“Tolst,” Bunny urged. “You need to tell them.”

The bishop shook his head from side to side, gritting his teeth. Bunny gave him a sympathetic glance before turning back to Brandt. “You have to understand, he hasn’t told the authorities or even the church’s patriarch about what we’re doing.”

The young woman knelt next to the bishop’s knee as she coaxed, “Tolst, Amed is dead. The knowledge you hold may be our only way to find the Rinderpest before it is spread.”

A tear sprang to the man’s eye and ran down the craggy side of his face. Slowly his fist unclenched, revealing an old sketch. Bunny removed it and handed the page to Brandt. His eyes scanned it quickly, but they made no sense. They were just old religious paintings. Much like the fourteen million covering the rest of the church. He offered the paper to Rebecca. “I don’t get it.”

“Neither do I,” Rebecca said as she studied the artwork. “Wait…”

Brandt waited and waited as Rebecca’s eyes scanned the document. “You have something?”

The faint smile on her lips said yes. “These paintings aren’t in the style of the sixteenth century. They are nineteenth century, if I’m not mistaken.”

Bunny looked to the page. “You’re right.” The younger woman looked to the bishop. “These paintings there were ‘removed’ from the cathedral back in the sixties.”

Tolst nodded, indicating to the wall across from them. He spoke slowly as if weighing each of his words. “But the renovation damaged the wall. It was one of these weakened sections that were replaced in the seventies. For the first time since Ivan the Terrible, a wall was completely removed, taken down to the wooden frame.”

“Who was it?” Rebecca asked, clearly not of Brandt. “The architect’s name? The guy who supervised the restoration?”

“Nikolay Sobolev,” Bunny answered.

One hand of Rebecca’s worked furiously across the keys. With the other hand she gave Harvish the power cord. “Plug this in, would you?”

“Rebecca?” Brandt asked.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she said, waving him off. “Give me a second.”

Brandt’s patience was running thin. They had already spent too much time talking rather than doing. He liked his ratio favoring the action side. A metronome in his head had him calculating exactly how much leeway they had before their attackers caught up with them. His only comforts, and those were pretty small, was Talli perched atop the Russian museum, covering the building. The other, which actually did get his pulse to slow down, was the fact that Lopez was out there somewhere with their getaway vehicle.

For so many reasons, not the least of which was to avoid a trip to Siberia, this mission needed to be a quick in-and-out mission. Holding a Russian bishop at gunpoint was not going to go over well once it was discovered. They needed to be far, far away, like a different continent before that happened.

“Rebecca?”

“Wait, wait, wait,” she said as she typed furiously. “Here it is. Nikolay Sobolev…in 1905.”

“That can’t be the same guy,” Brandt sighed. One more dead end.

The bishop shook his head. “Nyet. That Nikolay is the architect’s uncle.”

Brandt was on the verge of calling this trip a wash. “Then I don’t see—”

“Uncle Nikolay headed up the Circle of Thirty-two,” Rebecca jumped in. “A group of priests who wished to reform the Greek Orthodox Church.” She emphasized the next words. “To bring it closer to their Jewish roots. This article states, and I quote, ‘He shared his great love and respect for the greatest man of faith, Moses, with the next generation.’”

“And then his nephew turns out to be the main architect on the renovation of St. Basil’s?” Brandt could see where Rebecca was going with this.

“I know how much you hate coincidences,” she teased.

Yes. Yes he did. “So you think Nikolay wasn’t here just to renovate but to get his hands on a piece of the tablets?”

Rebecca didn’t answer him though. Instead she glanced to the bishop. “I don’t get it, Tolst. You clearly must have figured out this connection. Which means you know that Nikolay more than likely found the pieces of tablet he was looking for. That the tablets are no longer here.”

Which completely blew. A wasted trip to Russia. A firefight in Pushchino for nothing. Before he could get them packing out, the bishop stood.

“I do not think Nikolay found them,” Tolst said reluctantly, “or at least not all of them.”

Brandt suddenly got interested again.

* * *

“Why do you think that?” Rebecca asked, not following the bishop’s logic.

“Nikolay restricted his aggressive renovations to the damaged walls,” the bishop stated. “Even he could not bring himself to break down a pristine sanctuary.”

Which made sense. And it wasn’t necessarily Nikolay’s conscience that stopped him. Everyone from the Greek Orthodox Church’s patriarch to President Leonid Brezhnev wanted the renovation of the church to go smoothly. It would have been a little hard for Nikolay to explain knocking out a perfectly good wall to the authorities.

“And you think you know where Ivan hid a cache of the tablet fragments?” Rebecca prompted.

The old man nodded. “I have been trying to decide if I have it in my soul to create such a sacrilege. Could I go where Nikolay feared to tread?”

Again, Rebecca didn’t think Nikolay was afraid to commit sacrilege so much as he feared ending up in a gulag. However, she could sympathize with the bishop’s reluctance to violate a sanctuary. It was a heady thing to think of destroying an international cultural site.

Of course after you did it a few times, it did get slightly easier.

“Where?” she asked.

The bishop stared directly at the wall across from St. Basil’s tomb. “My family has long been spiritual consultants to the Russian leaders.” He rose and put his hand on the edge of a painted insert, depicting John the Baptist. “My grandfather told me stories of my great-great-grandfather serving Ivan the Terrible. He would come here to meditate on his next conquest. Bar himself in this tomb and let none other enter until his studies were done.”

Brandt looked to her. Rebecca studied the artwork that Tolst indicated. “This was the last of the sanctuaries to be built. According to all the records down the ages, this room has never been renovated.”

Rebecca’s fingers slipped along the edge of the painting. There was no discernible crack or fissure. Nothing to indicate it was anything but a work of devotion.

“How would Ivan access a hidden chamber though?” Bunny asked from the other side of the bishop. “I don’t see any hinges or locks.”

Rebecca took a step back. Something bugged her. Something she had read. But she had read so much about this church. From the grounds’ ancestral history to the company currently responsible for janitorial work. Which of the thousands of random factoids was important now?

“What’s going on in that brain of yours?” Brandt asked.

How she wished he hadn’t. All eyes turned on her. This kind of pressure did not help her sifting process. Rebecca took another step back from the painting. It looked sixteenth-century authentic. What with the delicate brushstrokes and carved oak frame. The wall behind it was decorated with renditions of thin vines very much in favor in Europe at the time. The Russians truly had gone international when it came to this landmark. Again, more useless factoids.

Wait. Rebecca cocked her head, studying the wall. International.

She turned to Brandt with a smile. “Flemish.”

* * *

That was Rebecca for you, Brandt thought as he counted to ten. If anyone expected her to give a straight answer, they clearly didn’t know her very well.

“Flemish?” he prodded.

“The Russians outsourced so much of the building of the church. Ottoman era craftsmen, German bricklayers.”

Brandt tried to hurry her along. “Which you said.”

Rebecca once again went to her laptop and brought up a new screen. “All the other countries made sense except the Flemish.” She pointed to the article detailed the various artisans who were commissioned to work on the cathedral. “Hiring Flemish craftsmen made no sense. They were all about the baroque at the time, and look around you—this place is the exact opposite of baroque.”

“But they were known for something else,” Bunny said, leaning over the keyboard. “May I?” Rebecca hesitated but then nodded for the younger woman to type. “The Flemish were well known however for their ability to build hidden staircases, usually inside of a dresser or armoire.”

The screen transformed into a picture of a silver cabinet that when opened parted to create an archway that led to a hidden staircase. Brandt followed Rebecca’s gaze to St. Basil’s tomb.

“No…” Brandt said, hoping his intuition was wrong. “You aren’t saying the staircase is in there.”

St. Basil’s tomb looked solid. The thing was made of thick black stone with beaten gold embellishments. The elaborately decorated canopy stood on four solid wood pillars. It was basically a shrine, as was fitting a saint.

Rebecca brought one shoulder up in a sympathetic shrug. “We’ve got to try.”

Damn it she was right. As much as Brandt wished she wasn’t. He really did not want to desecrate a saint’s tomb. Brandt did not have many lines in the sand, but he’d kind of thought that was one of them. As he helped Rebecca check around the rim of the tomb, he guessed it wasn’t.

Despite her theory, the seal around the rectangular tomb seemed intact. The richly detailed canopy above the tomb did have a thousand different crosses, knobs, hanging incense holders, and lamps. Each one could be the trigger for a release. They did not have a couple of weeks to find out which one.

Rebecca pointed to the topmost cross above the tomb. She glanced to him. “Worth a try?”

Brandt didn’t bother arguing. He just knelt and interlaced his fingers to give Rebecca a lift up to the top of the shrine. After putting her shoe in his hand, she balanced her hands on his shoulders. Brandt gave a good heave, hoisting her up, all the while trying not to notice her outer thigh brushing against his cheek.

“Not that one,” she said as she tugged on the cross, then she leaned farther over. “Let me try the others.”

After pulling on anything she could get her hands on, she finally sighed. “I don’t think the latch is up here.”

As Brandt lowered her down, their bodies slid against one another, forcing him to look away until her feet were safely on the floor. You are a married man is not a chant one should have to repeat to yourself over and over again like a penance.

“Tolst!” Bunny shouted.

Brandt spun around, reaching for his weapon, but stopped stunned by the sight in front of him. The old man stripped out of his robe. Apparently Russian Orthodox bishops went commando.

“Bishop Tolst, what—”

“No, let him,” Rebecca said, forcing Brandt’s gun arm down.

“Oh wow, dude,” Harvish exclaimed as he turned his head away from the sight of the pasty old man. “How is him being naked going to open the tomb?”

“Good fucking question,” Brandt grumbled and didn’t bother to apologize for cursing in front of the now naked bishop.

“St. Basil,” Rebecca said, walking slowly around the bishop as he gathered his robe. “He was known for going nude, to show his rejection of the materialistic world.” She looked to Bunny. “Does this have something to do with his great-great-great-grandfather?”

The younger woman looked a little more flustered at Tolst’s actions than Rebecca. The redhead’s cheeks bloomed nearly as auburn as her hair. “Even though they fought horribly, Ivan the Terrible and St. Basil were said to be good friends. Ivan insisted on being a pallbearer and burying Basil in his new cathedral.”

“Um, again, how is this opening the tomb?” Harvish asked again. “’Cause I did not sign on for this.”

As Tolst mumbled a prayer in Russian, Bunny’s eyes zigged and zagged back and forth, clearly trying to piece together the bishop’s behavior with a memory, any memory that might help.

“He did say…” Bunny said then paused, squinting. The younger woman was so like Rebecca. You could see her picturing the conversation again, playing it through like a recording. Brandt wondered if their similarities didn’t have something to do with them constantly looking to the past for all their answers. “When Ivan would come to meditate with Basil, he would only come in his mourning robe.”

Yeah. This was getting them nowhere fast.

* * *

“There’s got to be more,” Rebecca urged. She could see that little vein on Brandt’s forehead throb. His was more of a direct kind of intellect. Patiently piecing things together was not exactly the sergeant’s forte.

“Tolst’s ancestor said that Ivan’s only comment on his visits here was that he would need to balance the scales between he and Basil,” Bunny finished.

Scales. Gotcha. They were a common symbol in religious texts. From the Egyptians to the Incas, scales were considered important in weighing your faith or even your value in God’s eyes. Ivan had been pretty terrible. Killing tens of thousands of innocents, his own countrymen. He even killed his eldest son in a rage. It was not uncommon for such men as they entered their declining years, preparing to meet their God, to seek absolution. And since Rebecca seriously doubted that he could find that in any living man, she wasn’t surprised Ivan tried to find it in St. Basil.

But is this where Ivan would also hide his most precious treasure? The tablet that contained God’s word?

Tentatively Rebecca walked over to Tolst, trying to keep her focus on the back of his head rather than his naked backside. Rebecca gently tugged the blue robe from his hand. “I think I know what you want,” she said.

His bony fingers released the garment. Rebecca felt the weight of it. Would it be the same as Ivan’s? She could only hope so. Trusting her instincts, Rebecca raised the robe and went to put it into the gilded scale that hung from the shrine.

“Are you sure?” Brandt asked, grabbing her wrist. “We know what can happen when hidden mechanisms are triggered.”

No kidding. That dark night in the Capuchin chapel would never leave her. But here removing something wasn’t necessary. Adding, weighing the garment was needed. Or at least she hoped.

Gently extracting her arm from Brandt, she placed the velvet robe into the scale, carefully folding the sleeves onto the center. Millimeter by millimeter the scale lowered. A loud creaking filled the chamber, and ever so slowly the seal on the tomb opened. With a grinding sound the top of the crypt opened. Air rushed out almost like the tomb sighed at being roused from such a long sleep.

Waving the dust away, Rebecca leaned over the opening. Her nose pinched at the bitter smell of incense and death. The skeleton of Basil lay before her. Bunny joined her.

“It looks like he was buried naked as well,” Bunny noted.

She was right. There were no remnants of cloth or even a burial shroud, which was common in the sixteenth century.

“Skeleton, but no staircase,” Brandt noted. “Any other ideas, ladies?”

Rebecca frowned. Why would Ivan go to all the trouble to build a hidden mechanism just to open the tomb? It didn’t make sense.

A loud explosion sounded overhead. Brandt grabbed Rebecca, tucking her under his body as the rest scrambled for cover. Except for the bishop, who still stood, stark naked, praying.

Rebecca prepared for the shower of debris. She prepared for hellfire to rain down. She prepared for anything, but nothing. Nothing happened, and then another explosion and again…nothing.

Brandt patted her on the shoulder. “Just the fireworks,” the sergeant half-stated, half-laughed. “Just the goddamned fireworks.”

Tell that to her heart, which was currently stuck somewhere between her jaw and her clavicle.

Harvish rose from behind the tomb as the loud pops of the celebrations outside became routine. Even the “oohs and ahs” from the crowd out in Red Square seeped into the sanctuary. Rebecca slipped out from Brandt’s protective stance, not wanting to look shaky or needy. Both of which she felt at the moment.

“Crap,” Harvish stated. “I really thought it was those assholes who attacked us in Pushchino.”

So had Rebecca. She was sure they’d caught up with them.

* * *

“Attacked?” Bunny asked, holding her arms tight against her chest. “You guys were attacked?”

Before Harvish could feel Brandt’s glare, the point man answered. “Hell yeah.”

Need to fucking know, Harvish, need to fucking know, Brandt wanted to shout, but that wasn’t going to calm Bunny down. “Which is why this is all a little time sensitive.”

The horror of that night back in Paris was drawn on Bunny’s every feature. Brandt knew Rebecca’s dislike for the woman—she wasn’t exactly an expert in hiding her feelings—yet she still reached out to Bunny.

“You can leave if you want,” Rebecca reassured her. “We can handle it from here.”

The redhead shook her head. “No, I just…of course, I mean we are trying to find a bioweapon after all.”

Brandt scanned the younger woman’s face. PTSD was written all over it, but so was determination. He was going to let Bunny be a big girl and make her own decision. Besides, with the naked priest mumbling to himself, Bunny was the best they had in regards to Ivan and his bizarre habits.

“There’s got to be a secondary mechanism if there truly is a hidden staircase,” Brandt said, seeming to startle Bunny out of her daze.

“Yes, that would make sense, but apparently Ivan was pretty closemouthed about his visits here.”

Rebecca went back to the tomb. She ran her palms along the sides of the tomb. “They are smooth. No outcropping.” Leaning farther over, Rebecca checked the floor under Basil’s skeleton. “It’s smooth too, but it feels like wood.”

“It should be stone, right?” Brandt asked, not exactly well versed in tomb construction.

“Maybe there’s a hidden chamber under the base,” Bunny said. “They would want it lighter for easier lifting, right?”

Brandt joined Rebecca and knocked on the floor next to the saint. It sounded pretty freaking hollow.

Rebecca’s hand hovered over St. Basil’s. “I hate to say it, but the only possible trigger in this tomb is the saint’s skeleton.”

Of course it was. Why did he have to be a believer? Brandt wondered. Why had his mother raised him with such respect? Probably because she never considered her altar boy son having to decide between the sanctity of a saint versus the death of hundreds of thousands of innocent lives.

Brandt guessed the bones would just have to get over it. Brandt nodded for Rebecca to continue. She ever so carefully tried to lift Basil’s hand. Only it wouldn’t budge. She tugged a bit harder.

“I think it’s secured down.”

Brandt shone his flashlight into the tomb and under the skeleton, confirming her suspicion. The bones were in fact tied down with thin wire. Okay, if that didn’t prove there was something under the skeleton, he didn’t know what kind of sign he should be looking for.

“Alright, let’s start—”

An explosion shook the walls.

“That payload was too close,” Harvish said as the incense burner and scale swung side to side.

No, it wasn’t too close. The building had been fucking hit. An airburst grenade if he wasn’t mistaken. Meant to breach the wall with minimal fire.

“Evacuate,” Brandt ordered. “Now.”

Before Harvish could even make it to the door, another explosion burst in the hallway. The fuckers had switched to an EBIX grenade. Enhanced blast insensitive explosive. A third explosion set the hallway on fire. Make that a rapid-fire EBIX grenade launcher.

Brandt lunged forward, slamming the door closed. It wouldn’t last long though. Not with EBIXs being used, but it bought them a reprieve from the smoke. He looked around the room. There was no other exit.

Unless they could go down.

Until then, they were in Talli’s hands.

* * *

Aunush took great satisfaction as the sniper timed another EBIX grenade launch so that it was perfectly timed with the fireworks. There was so much sparkle in the sky that none seemed to understand St. Basil’s Cathedral would soon become the brightest decoration this night.

Well, except for those within the church’s interior. By now they must know exactly the furnace the cathedral would become.

“This is too public,” Nannan complained next to Aunush.

She ignored him. He was the sole survivor from Pushchino, but only because he was too scared to go into the field. Aunush glanced to her sniper, who switched from the grenade launcher to his rifle. As the fire consumed the inside of the church the blasphemers would be forced to leave the church…right into the sniper’s path.

“We have survived so long by running silent. Hidden from the world’s scrutiny,” Nannan insisted. Like Nannan had actually done anything to protect the Disciples’ secret. Yet he was a Watcher of the Word. She could not ignore him completely. At least not yet.

“True,” she said, “however, we have no idea how much Osip told them. We cannot wait and possibly lose them.”

Nannan frowned, crinkling the edge of his eyes. “I still do not believe that Osip would betray the Disciples so. Betray the master.”

“You were not there,” Aunush stated. Thank God. In His infinite wisdom, no one was left alive to contradict Aunush’s version of Osip’s death. That of a weak old man spilling secrets on the way to his grave. “Had he lived another second he would have rung a bell that could never be unrung.”

As the sniper scanned the crowd with his rifle, Nannan finally sighed. “Osip had fallen from grace. Living as he was. Exiled from the Disciples. Bitterness does strange thing to even the most devout.”

Aunush only nodded, letting Nannan build the story of the great man’s fall for himself. God truly did work in mysterious ways. What had been seen as a grave error in Pushchino, killing Osip while he held a knife to the enemy, could now become a great asset. The master knew how dangerous Osip had been, otherwise the man would not have been in that stale apartment in Pushchino. Aunush and the sniper had done what the master could not.

She eyed Nannan with a more appreciative eye. A few moments ago Aunush had wondered why she even let him live. After dispatching her team, she had felt a weight lift from her. To think she could begin anew. The last tendril of that failed mission had been Nannan. With him gone she truly could write history over again.

But if he was to be so obliging as to write the narrative even more gloriously than she could, perhaps he had a role after all.

“This is the righteous path then.” Nannan straightened his back. “How long until the blasphemers meet their God?”

Aunush looked through the binoculars. Bright reds, yellows, and oranges shone within the church. It should only take a few minutes for those flames to consume the structure.

While she answered the Watcher, Aunush’s eyes found the sniper, sharing this little moment with him.

“It shouldn’t be long now.”

* * *

“It’s pretty damn hot out there,” Harvish informed them with the palm of his hand against the door.

Great. More pressure. Just what she needed. Rebecca had tried everything she could think of to open the bottom of the tomb. They knew there was an exit there, one to get them out of this tinderbox, she just couldn’t figure out how to get the damned thing open.

“Move back,” Brandt urged.

Both she and Bunny took a step away from tomb.

The sergeant raised his weapon and used the butt of his gun to smash into the wood next to St. Basil. The plank splintered.

“Why are you destroying it?” Bunny asked, her voice going up an octave.

“Because it’s wood and I could.” Brandt slammed the butt of his gun again, breaking through the wood.

“We’ll never get through that small a—”

Rebecca laid a hand on Bunny’s arm. The one thing she’d learned about Brandt in the year they’d known one another was that if Brandt put his mind to something, he wouldn’t just get it done, he’d rock the hell out of it.

One more smash and Brandt slung his weapon back over his shoulder, leaning down, shoving his hand into the hole, fishing around.

“There’s got to be a release mechanism—” Brandt didn’t bother finishing his sentence as a loud metal thunk filled the room. The sergeant pulled the bottom of the tomb up, revealing a stone staircase leading out of sight.

“Harvish, you are on point,” Brandt ordered as he backed away from the tomb and took up Harvish’s position at the door. “Rebecca next, Bunny follow directly after.” The sergeant grabbed the robe from the scale and tossed it to the bishop. “Then clothed, you go down, Bishop Tolst. I will bring up the rear.”

The older man shook his head at the sergeant.

“I’m not taking no for an answer,” Brandt said as Harvish climbed up on the tomb’s edge. Rebecca watched as the point man shone his light down the staircase, taking each step one at a time. She glanced beyond him. The steps looked like they went down. Way down.

“My faith radiates from within,” the bishop stated. “I have no desire to read forbidden words.”

“Look, I don’t care—”

The bishop cut Brandt off. “One of us must stay behind.”

“Why?” Rebecca asked as Bunny headed down the stairs after Harvish.

The older man, seeming far more lucid than a guy standing stark naked should, nodded to the lid of the tomb. “The seal must be reset. From the outside, otherwise the fire could follow.”

“We’ll take that chance,” Brandt stated, shoving the robe to the bishop.

Tolst found the sergeant’s gaze, apparently able to withstand Brandt’s patented do-what-I-say-or-I-will-kick-your-ass stare. “If I do not seal it, they will know of your presence. They will follow in your tracks.”

Rebecca watched as Brandt’s jaw worked up and down.

Would he really allow the bishop to sacrifice himself?

* * *

Damn if the bishop wasn’t correct. But damn it if Brandt was going to let the guy die by fire.

“Again, we will just have to take that chance,” Brandt said, urging the naked man toward the staircase.

Yet the bishop held firm. “Will you hog-tie me? Will you take away my right to choose my death?”

Time ticked like Big Ben in Brandt’s head. They really didn’t have time to argue this crap. He turned to Rebecca. “Get down there.”

“But—”

“Now!” Brandt commanded. He could only tolerate one civilian mutinying at a time. After she complied, he turned to the bishop. “It won’t be pretty, Tolst. You are going to burn to death. Do you understand that?”

“A common way for martyrs to die,” the bishop said with a shrug.

If it were just Brandt’s life, he’d say screw it and throw the old guy over his shoulder, going commando and all. Only it wasn’t. It wasn’t just Harvish’s life, who had chosen a life filled with the risks of the job. Or Bunny, who was at the wrong place for the second wrong time. Or even Rebecca. To think of what the Russians would do to her if she was captured.

No, it was about the scores of dead that would line the streets the world over if the Rinderpest was let loose. Honestly, though that scenario was too abstract for Brandt’s mind. Rebecca’s face was the one the he couldn’t picture dead.

“Are you sure?” Brandt asked the bishop.

“I shall go to God as He brought me forth.”

Brandt didn’t even bother trying to give the bishop his robe. Instead, he jerked down on the incense holder, breaking the chain. Brandt broke off a sharp metal piece and handed it to Tolst. “In case it gets too much to bear.”

The older man accepted the item. “I am not Joan of Arc after all.”

Brandt wanted to blame the smoke leaking under the door for his choking up, but he knew it would be a lie. “Thank you.”

“Go,” Tolst insisted. “Bring to the world God’s word…no matter what it is.”

Rebecca paused on the staircase, her eyes level with his. Tears shone brightly under the candlelight. Perhaps he was being selfish, but Brandt thought them not just for the bishop but for the man who was forced to leave the bishop behind.

“Patarapis!” Tolst announced as the outer door buckled, ready to explode inward. Hurry.

Brandt hopped up onto the side of the tomb. If they had any hope of the bishop lasting long enough to seal the tomb, they needed to get it closed like now. They couldn’t risk the fresh rush of oxygen from deeper down the staircase to add to the conflagration.

Rebecca rushed down the steps to make room for him. Brandt pulled the wooden bottom of the tomb down as he descended the stairs. Looking up through the small hole he had created, Brandt watched the bishop lower the stone cover. For a moment there was the tiniest edge of light leaking through, but even that disappeared as Tolst tightened the seal.

He knew he should follow the staircase and join the rest of the team, but Brandt found it hard to move his feet. Then a hand reached out of the dark and touched his arm. There was nothing romantic about the gesture, which made it even harder to bear.

“He’s made his choice,” Rebecca whispered into the dark.

Brandt had been taught that as a married man he shouldn’t take comfort from anyone but his wife. Somehow though as he heard the roar of fire through the stone, Brandt thought God would forgive him.

* * *

Rebecca let her hand fall away as Brandt’s flashlight bloomed to light. She turned away before he could say anything. There was nothing more either of them could say, was there?

Instead, she concentrated on the cool steps beneath her feet. They were well worn, almost slick. Clearly Ivan had made this journey numerous times. Soot climbed the rock. He must have used a torch to make the trek.

Harvish and Bunny scooted over so she could join them on the small landing. Brandt was close behind her.

“I can’t see around the corner, so I thought I’d wait until we assembled,” Harvish explained. Off Brandt’s nod, the point man took the corner. “There’s another staircase.”

Another one? The one they’d just come down was long and steep. How far underground were they? And exactly how much farther would they need to go?

“Move out,” Brandt ordered, although his voice sounded thicker than a few minutes ago.

The second set of stairs was even steeper. Rebecca had to put a hand on the rough rock wall to steady herself. These steps were set in a spiral, diving deep into the Russian ground. Finally they reached an even narrower landing. This place had been meant for one man and one man only.

Ivan the Terrible.

Harvish peeked around the corner and then came back to report. “Looks like there’s a short passage that ends in an altar of some sort.”

Rebecca had a hard time taking a breath. Could a man such as Ivan really possess the Ten Commandments? Could they really be just a few feet away? Bunny’s eyes shone with as much excitement at the discovery as sorrow for her mentor.

“Let’s get this over with,” Brandt grunted.

Harvish moved out quickly. Rebecca was only a half step behind him. The passage indeed was short. Just a few meters really. The walls in front of them rounded into a small chamber. A tall stone pedestal occupied the exact center of the room.

“Oh my God,” Bunny exhaled as she approached the pedestal. “There’s…there’s the outline of two tablets.”

The younger woman wasn’t wrong. Etched into the pedestal’s surface was the perimeter of what looked to be two large tablets. Only the tablets themselves weren’t there. Only small chunks of the stone were left. However, these had been tenderly placed, like pieces of a religious puzzle, into slots where they might have fit the original tablets. There weren’t many there. Only half a dozen or so.

“Are they real?” Harvish asked breathlessly.

“That question would take days if not weeks in the lab to answer. There would be carbon dating the stone itself, then cross-referencing the passages with every known biblical tome on the planet,” Rebecca answered. “The question becomes do they seem authentic?”

“How about trying again without the scientific dodging?” Brandt suggested.

A smile flickered on Rebecca’s lips. “We can’t tell for sure if they are real, but we sure as heck can see if they are a cheap fake.”

Rebecca walked around the pedestal, examining the chunks from every different angle. They did not hold up to any of the Hollywood versions of the tablets. Those usually had five commandments on one tablet and five on the other. No, these were much more similar to what the Bible described. The biblical tablets were said to have writing of all sorts across the stone. As these fragments demonstrated. Some of the passages were large script, dug deeply into the stone, while others looked like a college student’s scribbled in a notebook. There was so much more information on the surface of these tablets than just the Ten Commandments. And even beyond their surface. Writing continued on the sides of the slabs and even on the backside. Just as the Bible described. That didn’t mean though that they weren’t a clever forgery.

She studied the inscriptions, however she was a tad rusty on ancient Hebrew. She could fire up her laptop, but strangely that felt weird. Besides, they had an expert with them.

“Bunny,” Rebecca said, “you are more fluent in the language. Would you mind translating?”

The younger woman looked up, almost startled. “I don’t…I…”

“You can do it,” Rebecca encouraged. In truth Rebecca didn’t trust herself to do it. To translate the literal word of God? Yeah, she’d let the younger generation take a swing at that one.

Bunny started with a thin sliver near the edge of the tablet outline. “Trust in only the one truth. Be not blinded by… That is where it ends.”

Rebecca pointed to a larger passage near the center of the first tablet. “And this one?”

The younger woman’s lips moved without sound as she read the inscription in its native Hebrew. Then she flew back from the pedestal.

“What is it?” Rebecca asked.

Bunny shook her head, wrapping her arms around her waist.

“What did it say?” Brandt pressed, but the young woman only shrank farther into herself.

Rebecca knew that look. She’d probably worn it many a time. It was one thing to seek out the singular truth and quite another to stumble upon it. Knowing time was precious by the set of Brandt’s jaw, Rebecca scanned the passage trying to dredge up her archaic Hebrew.

She read slowly and carefully. “For ye were afraid…or scared or…ill?” Rebecca hesitated. Like she said, ancient Hebrew was a bitch. The language was primarily oral back in biblical times. The speaker’s inflection and tone helped define the words. The written language was a bit loosey-goosey. She picked up where she left off. “Because of the fire…or flame…or brightness…and…” Rebecca stopped the translation, stepping back from the pedestal as well.

“Will one of you tell me what is so damned scary about that passage?” Brandt insisted.

Gulping, Rebecca finished the passage, “And went not up into the mount, seeking instead to huddle…or cower…or hold tightly to its base…”

“Um,” Harvish said, “I still don’t get it. I may be seriously lapsed, but that’s not any part of the Ten Commandments I have ever heard of.”

“Exactly,” Brandt agreed.

The sergeant might be well versed in his Catholic traditions, but he was a bit sketchy on his Jewish ones.

Rebecca found her voice. “That is because you are both used to the King James Version. It is like the Reader’s Digest version of the Bible, stripped down, easier to read and digest.”

Brandt frowned. “And your point?”

She knew that under any other circumstance Brandt would have gone toe-to-toe after she dissed the King James Version, but these weren’t any other circumstances, were they? They were down in a secret vault while a man above offered his life so they might obtain this information.

Rebecca skipped the history lesson. “The closest mainstream Torah translation of the Ten Commandments is considered the Mechon-Mamre. It reads, ‘For ye were afraid because of the fire, and went not up into the mount.’”

“So someone just etched in those words,” Brandt suggested. “Anyone familiar with that translation, right?”

She shook her head. “Except for those last words, ‘seeking instead to huddle at its base.’ Those words aren’t found in any accepted Torah translation of Deuteronomy.”

Brandt’s frown deepened. “Spit it out.”

“An archeological dig did find an ancient scroll in Jerusalem that included those added words.”

“Alright, so someone just copied it from that,” Brandt tried to reason.

Rebecca had to make him understand. “That scroll wasn’t found until the 1970s. If anything that scroll copied down the words of this slab.”

“And that scroll,” Bunny added, “was dated back to around 1000 BCE.”

Brandt’s eyes searched Rebecca’s face. She knew he wanted her to somehow disagree or prove the younger woman wrong. That he wanted Rebecca to tell him that no way, no how were these small stone fragments the remains of the actual Ten Commandments.

The only problem? She couldn’t.

“So we can’t say for sure that these are truly the slabs of stone Moses brought down the mount,” Rebecca said, splitting the difference. “But what we can say, with quite a bit of certainty, is that these fragments are contemporaneous to biblical times.”

That was the best she could do, and even that did not seem to be enough for Brandt.

“But—”

A loud boom and then a scream interrupted Brandt. Everyone in the room knew what it meant. The door had blown open and the tomb was engulfed in flames along with Tolst. Rebecca pulled Bunny close as the scream abruptly stopped.

They all stared down the dark tunnel, waiting for any sight of light. Any sign the fire had made its way down here. But the seal must have held. Only the sounds of crackling flame filled the stairwell.

“I don’t want that sacrifice to be in vain,” Brandt stated.

None of them did.

“Screw traditional or accepted or whatever translations,” Brandt said more heatedly. “We need a location where the rest of the tablets might have been buried so they can lead us to Amed’s payload.”

Rebecca nodded. He was right. They needed to honor Tolst the best way they could. She turned to read more of the fragment’s passages when a not just ear-splitting, but soul-wrenching crack sounded all around them.

They stood there for a moment that seemed suspended in time. Whatever caused that sound was not good. To prove her instincts right, small fissures in the rock walls surrounding them appeared. These grew to larger splits that grew into gaps.

Pebbles fell from overhead as the entire chamber shook.

* * *

Aunush readjusted her binoculars. What she was seeing could not be what she was seeing. Yet no matter how she fiddled with the focus, the Cathedral of the Protection of Most Holy Theotokos on the Moat listed. First to the right, then to the left.

The church always seemed something out of Candyland only on some form of hallucinogenics, to Aunush. Now the structure swayed and rocked. Then the forwardmost church turret broke off from the rest of the building.

Down in Red Square, the sheeplike revelers clapped. The morons. Not until the bright blue and white tower cracked off did the crowd scream in unison, scattering like cockroaches when the light was turned on. Like a quartered onion, the remaining towers broke off one by one, revealing the heart of the church, the shrine to St. Mary. Blues and golds glistened from the firelight.

Alright. Perhaps this was a tad too public.

Nannan stood beside her, his mouth slack, his jaw dropped so far that only his flabby neck stopped it from dislocating.

Besides leaving them vulnerable to scrutiny, Aunush cared little for the destruction of the church. The Disciples’ pedigree went back far farther than a sixteenth-century church built to commemorate a tyrant’s petty war victories.

No, the problem was, given the fact the church was laid open like a dissection, yet showed only one body, where were the infidels?

* * *

As larger and larger chunks of ceiling fell onto their heads, Brandt used his arm to sweep the tablet fragments into his pocket. “Harvish, another exit?”

“Sarge,” the point man replied, “it’s a dead end.”

It couldn’t be a dead end. Ivan the Fucking Terrible was about as paranoid as it got. He wouldn’t leave himself without an exit plan.

“Here,” Rebecca called out. “It’s a false wall.”

She was right. The wall looked continuous, except it wasn’t. A piece of the wall stood a good two feet out from the rest of the wall. A passage led out behind it.

“Let’s go,” Brandt said, urging Harvish and the women to hurry forward as the ceiling behind them first sagged and then collapsed. The rest of the chamber caved in as he shimmied through the narrow passage into a wider tunnel.

Harvish’s flashlight’s beam bobbed in front of them as they followed the slanted tunnel. Each step carrying them farther and farther away from the imploding church. The rumble followed them, coursing around them like a soundtrack of destruction. Silt drifted down, but the tunnel held.

Then the natural hand-hewn passage ended abruptly, dumping them into a much more modern tunnel.

“What the fuck?”

Since no one answered him, Brandt looked to their options. This smoother tunnel led off into three different directions. But to where?

“This must be the labyrinth Ivan built to hide the library,” Rebecca commented. She turned to Bunny. “Any idea which way leads up?”

The younger woman just shook her head, still hugging her midriff.

“Harvish? Any ideas?” Brandt asked.

“They all seem the same, Sarge.”

Gritting his teeth, Brandt missed Svengurd all over again. The tall Swede had an almost sixth sense for an escape path.

“There’s three,” Rebecca stated.

Brandt tried to be patient, but come on. “Yes?”

“In Christianity, three is the most sacred number. It represents not just the trinity but the three aspects of God.”

“Great, does that help us decide which one to take?” Brandt asked as the tunnel trembled behind them. He couldn’t rule out a complete cave-in.

“There’s Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.”

Bunny spoke up, “Or Omniscience, Omnipresence, and Omnipotence, but I don’t think it is either of those Christian concepts.”

“Of course,” Rebecca murmured. “The Russian Orthodox are much more married to the Jewish traditions, so to them, three would present Unity, Discord, and Harmony.”

“And?” Brandt pressed.

The women looked to one another, but it was Rebecca who spoke. “Harmony is considered good ‘doubled.’”

“Then right it is,” Brandt said, getting them moving again as the tunnel behind them groaned. He urged them to pick up the pace. He had no idea where this tunnel might lead, but it couldn’t possibly be worse than what lay behind them.

Could it?

With their luck he was not going to answer that question.


CHAPTER 13

══════════════════

Underground Moscow

10:42 p.m. GMT

Harvish set quite the pace as Rebecca struggled to keep up. Bunny charged ahead, exhibiting another perk of her youth. Brandt was hard on Rebecca’s heels. Literally. Like his urgency could get her legs to move any faster.

Worse, the tunnel sloped upward. No, it slanted upward. Her quads screamed at each step. Yet Rebecca kept up the pace as every few moments the tunnel would quake from the death throes of the cathedral, reminding them they wouldn’t be safe until above ground.

“Door ahead,” Harvish shouted, pointing his light toward the exit.

Catching up, Rebecca put her hands on her knees, bending over and trying to catch her breath as the men talked.

“Any idea where we are?” Brandt asked.

Harvish shrugged. “Best I can tell is near street level northwest-ish of the church.”

Rebecca knew Brandt was going to frown at the northwest-ish even before the sergeant’s lips turned down. Svengurd never would have put an “-ish” on anything.

“As long as the damn thing doesn’t open into the river,” Brandt said. “We should be good.”

Crap. Rebecca had forgotten the Moscow River was just east of the cathedral.

“Or the Kremlin,” Bunny added, clearly more familiar with the area than any of them.

“That too,” Brandt grunted, nodding for Harvish to open the door.

Rebecca was braced for anything except the sight before her. Bright lights made the row upon row of shops seem almost as stark as daylight. Shoppers were scurrying about, most rushing to the southern shops to look out the windows to the fiery cathedral. The huge vaulted glass ceiling above them glowed ruddy from the nearby fire.

“GUM,” Bunny explained. “We’re in the department store.”

And just as clearly as Rebecca had not expected to find tourists—she was far more used to stumbling out of dark tunnels to land in front of an assassin’s weapon—the shoppers were just as shocked at a group of four people barging in with guns.

“Ruzyah!” a woman screamed, pointing at them.

Rebecca could only imagine that stood for gun or weirdos or more likely terrorists. Whatever it meant, others turned and pointed. The screams exponentially increased.

Then Brandt stepped out in front of the foursome and shouted, “Federal’naya sluzhba bezopasnosti Rossiyskoy Federatsii!”

Bunny whispered, “Federal Security Service.” When Rebecca frowned, the younger woman added, “The new KGB.”

Ah, now it made sense.

The sergeant indicated down the tunnel. “Oni prikhodyat!”

“They are coming,” Bunny translated.

Brandt then charged toward the growing crowd. “Poluchit’ bezopasnosti!”

Rebecca didn’t need an interpreter for that one. The throng broke, turning and surging toward the exit. The sergeant had scared the crap out of them, not necessarily without reason. Whoever attacked them at the cathedral could easily turn their attentions to the shopping mall.

“Weapons away,” Brandt ordered as they traveled in the crowd’s wake.

Attention might be off of them as they brought up the rear of the stampeding crowd, but how long could they trust that the actual authorities didn’t show up? Their ruse certainly couldn’t hold up to any kind of scrutiny.

Brandt grabbed her arm, urging Rebecca ahead. “We’re going to blend in until we’re out the north exit, then melt into the chaos.”

Which would have been a great plan except Harvish screamed, grabbing his arm. Blood seeped through his fingers. He’d been shot.

So Brandt hadn’t been lying after all.

They were here.

* * *

Brandt shoved Rebecca into the nearest shop and then yanked Bunny in behind her. To his credit, Harvish kept it together and backed into the shop. A crystal vase shattered beside him. Brandt urged them farther back into the maze of glass cases. A display of tiny crystal figurines exploded, sending glass shrapnel everywhere. Perhaps Swarovski’s wasn’t the best place to hole up from a sniper.

Finally though they drew deep enough into the store to avoid the sniper fire.

Anger brewed in Brandt’s belly. How the fuck had they found them so quickly? And why the hell wasn’t Talli providing cover? There had to be muzzle flashes. Brandt risked a quick glance down the large central courtyard of the shopping mall, but got chased back by a bullet whizzing past his hairline. Waning screams indicated that the crowd had headed east, leaving absolutely no cover between the store and the closest exit.

That long, glass-domed central aisle way was now nothing more than a shooting gallery. But if they stayed hunkered down here, either the enemy would find a window to take them out one by one or the actual FSS would show up. Either way. Lights out.

Sirens wailed, gaining speed as they approached Red Square.

He turned to find Rebecca dressing Harvish’s wound. It was just a through and through of the upper arm. The point man should be ready to go in a few seconds. Where exactly they were going was still in question.

Brandt grabbed a feather duster from the top of one of the cases and stuck it out into the view of the sniper. A bullet ripped through the duster, sending plumage flying. The angle of that shot was fairly steep. Given that the large glass ceiling of the shopping mall was intact, the fuckers were somewhere on the second floor.

They were in the building.

Which was the first good news they had. If they had been outside the mall, there would have been no way to provide cover fire. But if they were shooting from the second floor, the fuckers could be shot at. From what Brandt remembered of the crowd’s dispersal rate, the nearest exit was a good thirty yards down the shooting gallery. Cover fire wasn’t going to get them that far.

“Harvish, you are going to run catty-corner to the shop across the way while I provide cover, then you’ll provide cover for us.”

The point man nodded, pulling away from Rebecca as she finished tying the bandage on his arm. He flexed it, testing it. “You know it, Sarge.”

“Looks like they’re shooting from the upper level to the east.”

“Got it,” Harvish answered, pulling out both his guns. “On my mark.”

Counting down by bobbing his head, when he got to three, Harvish fired into the mall before hauling ass out there. Brandt was on his six, firing up and over the point man as he sped across the kill zone. Chunks of tile flew up as the sniper’s bullet hit the floor, ghosting Harvish’s footsteps.

Once Harvish crashed into the store’s door and found safety inside, Brandt lunged backward, barely missing a bullet to the shoulder. That fucking sniper was good. Able to realign with incredible accuracy. And his instincts? It was like he was fucking reading Brandt’s mind.

Which just meant Brandt had to up his game. Again.

He turned to the women. “Our turn.”

* * *

Bunny physically blanched next to Rebecca. She knew exactly how the younger woman felt. Rebecca had learned though that it didn’t help to let your blood pressure drop and your extremities go numb. Best to just suck it up.

Grabbing Bunny’s hand, Rebecca nodded to Brandt. Where he led, she would make sure they followed.

Brandt counted down with his fingers for Harvish, who on three sprayed bullets down the mall’s long central hallway. Crouched, Brandt rushed forward, firing as well. Rebecca tugged on Bunny, keeping her close, but as they were about to step into the empty aisle, Brandt urged her forward toward the next store on their side. As the sound of gunfire rattled around in her brain, Rebecca made it to the door and hustled Bunny through it.

She looked back to find strafe marks across the tile floor moving in the opposite direction as Brandt rushed in after them. They fled to the back of the store. Rebecca tripped over a display of high heels, tumbling into a rack of stilettos. She landed next to the checkout counter that proudly proclaimed, “Prada.”

Not how she wanted to be introduced to the brand.

“But we’re on the wrong side,” Bunny exclaimed.

Rebecca indicated toward the wide aisle, at the chinks in the tile. “If we’d followed Harvish, that would have been us.”

The realization that they would have been cut down a quarter of the way across the passage darkened Bunny’s face. Tears sprang but the younger woman didn’t cry. They were alive, and that was going to have to be good enough.

Even though Brandt was married to another woman, Rebecca could almost kiss him on the lips. The sergeant had outmaneuvered the sniper, buying them precious seconds.

“What’s next?” she asked.

Brandt didn’t answer. Instead he frowned as sirens wailed outside.

Maybe she’d better wait on that kiss.

* * *

Brandt could see hope dim in Rebecca’s eyes. But what did he have to offer her to make her feel like he had any kind of plan to be hopeful in? He’d cheated the sniper this time. The guy wouldn’t be so easily fooled next time. They had at least three more shops to get past and cross the divide to the exit. Then pray the politsiya were not right outside the door.

They were pinned. Which is why he had left two goddamned men on the outside. Where the fuck were they?

As if his prayers were answered, a loud sound approached. The rotors of a helicopter. Taking a chance that the sniper was equally distracted, Brandt inched from his hiding place and looked through the glass ceiling. There was a helicopter alright, but a brand spanking new Russian KA-52—the white, blue, and red striped flag painted on the fuselage confirmed his fear. So much for prayer.

The cutting-edge helicopter was double-rotored. However, it wasn’t the classic side-by-side blades. Instead, these two rotors were stacked on top of one another. Plus the muscle machine had two mounted machine guns forward and had missile capabilities to boot.

If a KA-52 was here, the Russians meant business.

But maybe that was a good thing. The advanced helicopter hovered over the east end of the mall. Perhaps that would give them the cover they needed to cross—

A bullet zinging past Brandt’s ear kind of put a crimp in that idea.

Damn it, if only—

The helicopter lowered over the domed glass ceiling. The sound shaking the building. Or was it the wheels of the chopper? Yep, the helicopter was basically bouncing off the steel-reinforced roof. What was the pilot playing at?

Then the helicopter pulled up and away. Maybe the chopper was here only for surveillance. Then it tilted nearly vertical, firing on the ceiling. Glass exploded inward as shattered steel rained down.

Jaw dropped, Brandt watched the helicopter plunge into the opening, flying into the mall. Only then did Brandt realize that his prayers really were answered as a very familiar dark face smiled broadly from the pilot’s seat.

Lopez.

Then the corporal spun the chopper around, shattering store windows with the helo’s tail. Even if Brandt hadn’t recognized Lopez, he’d have known it was him. No one else was this incredibly stupid.

Then those machine guns turned on the sniper’s nest, firing over a hundred rounds a second.

Strike the stupid part. Lopez deserved a fucking medal.

* * *

Aunush dove to the back of the Louis Vuitton store as a hail of bullets burst from the craft. That was not the Russians. She rolled onto her back, firing as rapidly as her handgun would allow. Aunush would love to believe it was one of her shots that cracked the helicopter’s windshield, but she knew it to be her sniper’s. His gun was not best suited for fighting off a chopper, but he still had saved their lives once again.

The helicopter jerked to the right, getting out of their direct line of sight. It would be back though, and Aunush had no intention of still being here.

Without hesitation, she shot out the scalloped window at the back of the store. Not having any line, she grabbed hanger after hanger of wool pants, and tied them cuff to cuff. Behind her, the sniper had moved to a more forward position in the store. Leaning out from cover long enough to get a few shots off, then ducking behind the large mannequin display.

Securing perhaps the most expensive length of rope, Aunush let out a whistle.

The sniper backed slowly, still taking his random shots to keep the enemy off balance until he stood shoulder to shoulder with her. He couldn’t stop firing. Not if they had any hope of making it out the window without several dozen bullet holes in them. And she liked her figure just the way it was. Rapidly she tied a pant leg around his waist, then lashed herself to him.

He did not even look down as she snugged the fabric. Aunush climbed onto the ledge. Balancing there, she guided the sniper up, as he fired all the while. The helicopter rose up despite the cover fire and turned straight toward the store.

Aunush pushed off the ledge. She and the sniper tumbled backward into the night. Her only hope was that the clothes were as well constructed as the price indicated.

* * *

Rebecca’s thighs complained as they mounted the steps up to the second floor of the mall to rendezvous with Lopez and his crazy looking helicopter. The thing looked more like a fighter jet only without the wings.

The group charged out of the stairwell only to find guns pointed at them. Harvish aimed as he skidded to a stop. Had it really been too much to ask that they just made it to their chopper and out of this damned shopping mall without being shot at?

Apparently it was.

The two attackers wore ski masks. Weird. The men in Pushchino hadn’t worn anything to conceal their identity. It was almost as if they were so certain of their victory that they didn’t care if their faces were seen or recognized. Plus, these masked men had an epicanthal fold at the medial canthus of their eyes. A typically northern Chinese trait. She’d seen several of the attackers at Pushchino way too close for comfort. They’d had higher foreheads, dark hair, with prominent nasal ridges.

No matter, these two almond-eyed men stood between them and the chopper.

Brandt took a step forward. “Move aside.”

But they didn’t. And why should they? It was two guns against two guns. And with the stairwell wall blocking the central aisle, there was no way Lopez and his snazzy helicopter could help out.

Maybe she spoke too soon as the wall rumbled, then cracked. Brandt hurried them away from the splintering plaster. He pushed her and Bunny down, covering them with his back as the wall exploded inward.

Shielding her eyes, Rebecca watched the upper rotors of the helicopter grind through the wall. The chopper was ninety degrees vertical, pushing its blades through the structure. With a pained scream of metal the upper rotor broke off, skipping off the railing and then down the walkway, scattering the two masked men.

“Move!” Brandt yelled. She snatched Bunny’s hand as they sprinted out of the stairwell and onto the second floor concourse. Harvish was close behind, firing at the retreating men.

Wobbling, the chopper righted itself and joined the firefight. The masked men retreated down the stairwell and out of sight. Brandt kept them running forward, clearly not wanting to take any chances. They raced past hair salons and perfume stores.

Finally Brandt pulled them to a stop and circled his arm over his head. Immediately the helicopter tilted back, streaking toward them. Still firing toward the stairwell, the door on the side of the chopper opened. Talli nodded from the copilot seat.

“In,” Brandt ordered Harvish.

The point man crawled into the incredibly tiny hold of the helicopter. He had to lie flat to fit. Without needing a bit of urging, Bunny leaped in after him, cramming herself as far back as she could get.

Brandt helped Rebecca into the hold, but she could only fit half of her thunder thighs.

“Bend at the waist,” he urged, indicating to what seemed like way too small a space at the upper end.

Somehow Rebecca emulated a Cirque du Soleil performer and crammed herself into the cramped space. It wasn’t until Brandt gave her a sad smile that she realized there was no way his wide shoulders were going to fit.

“Sarge, I can stay behind,” Harvish suggested as he tried to shimmy past Bunny.

Brandt shook his head, putting his hand on the hatch door. “Just keep them safe.”

“No!” Rebecca screamed, but the sergeant closed the hatch door, locking it. Her fist beat against the solid metal. “No!”

No, they couldn’t leave him behind. She wouldn’t accept it. She couldn’t.

But the helicopter pulled away from the stone railing and then sped forward. Everyone was thrown back as Lopez seriously put on the gas or whatever you did to a helicopter.

“No,” she sobbed. How could Lopez leave Brandt? How could he?

In the dark Bunny’s hand found hers. The younger woman gave it a squeeze.

“He’ll figure out a way.”

Brave words. Rebecca desperately wanted to believe them, only how exactly could Brandt fulfill them?

* * *

The wind whisked through Brandt’s hair, screaming in his ear. Which only made him wrap his arms tighter around the helicopter’s front wheel strut. His legs bracing against the rear wheel’s struts, his belly tight against the underside of the chopper. But even with this hold he feared that Lopez’s tight bank might dislodge him.

Brandt could feel the heat of the church’s fire as they flew over St. Basil’s toward the Big Moscow River. Their escape nearly complete. The only problem. Another masked man stood at the center of the bridge with an RPG launcher on his shoulder.

Upside down it was a little hard to tell who the fucker was, but he was about blow them out of the sky. Then the man’s body shuddered before he crumpled to the ground, the grenade launcher tumbling away harmlessly.

Brandt fought the wind to look to his right. He found Davidson perched within a golden-domed tower on the Kremlin’s wall. How the hell had he gotten in there? More importantly, how the hell was he getting out of there? Scattered police fire from the ground below streaked past them. The scarred man saluted Brandt, seeming resigned to being captured.

Lopez angled toward the gilded tower, although tentatively. As if giving Brandt time to nix the idea. Damn it. Davidson had saved their lives like five times already. Carefully Brandt released one hand and pounded on the helicopter’s belly, twice for yes. Brandt’s hand flew back to grip the strut as Lopez wasted no time, leaning the chopper toward the Kremlin.

Within moments they hovered next to the tower. They took some fire from the guards, but Davidson, more nimble than his injuries should have allowed him, leaped from the window of the dome and onto the chopper’s gun strut. Lean and light, the metal held his weight like it never would have done for Brandt.

The helicopter tilted back to the left, hard, trying to keep the chopper between the two exposed men and the Russian guards down below.

Wobbling, with only one rotor, too heavily loaded and listing nearly horizontal, Brandt’s team flew out and over Moscow’s skyline.

* * *

Aunush’s ankle protested each time she put weight on it, but she ignored its shrill warnings. Then the sniper wrapped his arm around her waist and urged her to lean into him. At first she resisted, but then realized his ruse.

Not having to exaggerate at all, Aunush limped along beside him. After killing the only witnesses to their escape, they had left behind their weapons. All of their weapons. She felt naked as they joined the chaos of the crowd behind the shopping mall.

Russian soldiers shouted conflicting orders and then argued with the local police as the panicked crowd surged back and forth.

Then some overeager soldier shot into the swarm of survivors. The Russians in the crowd, well aware of the State’s human rights track record, rushed the guards, breaking the line.

There truly was a God above. Saying a silent prayer to heaven, Aunush held to the sniper as he allowed them to be swept down a side street and away from the soldiers and police. From there, the crowd dispersed, seeming to melting into the buildings.

They couldn’t risk finding a hideout so close. Once the Russians untangled themselves, they would be thoroughly searching the area. But how far could they get on foot? They needed a vehicle. The sniper was already checking car doors, trying to find an easy mark.

Then a car squealed to a stop beside them. Unarmed, Aunush could only watch as the passenger door swung open.

Nannan sat in the backseat. Had the Watcher really secured a getaway vehicle?

But as two masked men exited the car, waving pistols at them, Aunush knew they could not be that lucky.

The sniper bristled at the men, but they were weaponless and clearly this ambush had been well planned.

With as much pride as one could muster while being kidnapped, Aunush moved with surety into the backseat. Of course, Nannan sat sobbing like a toddler as the sniper slid in beside her.

Even before the door closed on them, Aunush was already plotting how to turn this abduction to their advantage.

And sacrificing Nannan was perhaps at the top of her list.


CHAPTER 14

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

6:35 a.m. GMT

Aunush sat on the cold steel chair, her wrists and ankles tied to the metal. She’d been left only in her bra and panties. A strange act of modesty given the fact the Chinese henchmen kept threatening to torture her.

And the scene supported their threats. The room had classic torture room gray, rough concrete walls. A bare bulb hung from a frayed electrical wire. The large drain in the center of the room made it easy to clean up any mess they made.

To the side sat a large stainless steel table filled with instruments meant to extract information from their subjects. Some sharp, others dull. All meant to torture.

Aunush supposed this was all meant to intimidate her, soften her for the questioning to come. She also noticed they left her interrogation for last. Through the grimy window she could see across the hall. Her sniper was stripped naked, hanging in a stress position. What the Chinese did not realize was that the sniper routinely did for this entertainment.

In the room next to hers, the drone of high-pitched sounds meant to break down cognition and thought processes beat through the wall. They must have realized that Nannan would have passed out if he’d been put into even a nonstressed position. A backhanded slap would have put him into a coma. Instead, the Chinese choose to break down his resistance with nonphysical torture.

Strangely she wasn’t any more worried about Nannan giving up any information than she was the sniper breaking. Granted Nannan was flabby and a moron, he was still a Watcher of the Word. The thing the Chinese did not understand about Nannan was that he did not fear for his life, he feared for his immortal soul. Judgment Day was not an abstract concept or even one that was that far off. The Disciples believed deeply that each life was judged at its end. And if you were found wanting? There would be no admission to heaven. It was the Sheol, where you were judged by God on how you followed His Word.

Nannan might weep and beg for the sound torture to stop, but break his tenet with God? Never.

Aunush did not need to dig that far to find her will to resist. She simply would not give the Chinese the pleasure of breaking her. Besides, they would not have the time.

Patiently she’d waited through the night in a light meditative trance. In her mind she’d followed the mavokh, the holy labyrinth. She followed it in her mind as it twisted and doubled back upon itself, never finding the center. Not that she wished to. Aunush was not quite ready to come face-to-face with God just yet. If she witnessed His purity, she feared she would lose the ability to do what must be done in His name.

The door creaked open as a Chinese operative walked into the room. His gloved hands were covered in blood. Such a great theatrical touch. He snapped them off, tossing the gloves on the floor where they created a bright red blotch.

Aunush remained silent. Her features neutral.

He walked around her chair, clearly trying to intimidate her.

“Why did you attack the American team?” he asked, his English heavily accented in a distinctly Beijing accent, however she didn’t think he actually grew up in Beijing. There was a flavoring of Min Nan under that cultured accent. Clearly he was trying to hide his rural upbringing.

And just like his accent, the blood was fake as well.

Aunush didn’t answer for the same reason she didn’t ask to speak to anyone in charge despite the long hours waiting. No, she needed the Chinese to come to her.

“Who do you work for?”

Again, she ignored the man’s questions. The Chinese must already know at least some of the pieces to the puzzle. They had risked attacking Americans on Russian soil. They were not fools.

A slap came from nowhere, snapping Aunush’s head to the side.

Oh look, they want to play rough.

Please. This was more like foreplay.

“I asked, who do you work for?” the man demanded as he stalked in front of her. “Why were you in Moscow?”

She bent her head and murmured an offering to the Lord Almighty. Not really to give her strength but to pull the man closer.

He grabbed a curved knife from the table and obliged her. “You will tell me or you will suffer.”

Aunush threw her head forward, slamming her forehead into the man’s. Stunned, he rocked back, but not fast enough. Her wrist bonds, loosened after hours of careful manipulation, came loose as Aunush’s hands flew to his head, snapping it sharply to the right.

The dead man fell to the floor. From his nose a trickle of blood, real blood, emptied down the drain.

She didn’t bother undoing her ankle restraints. It turned out the chair was quite comfortable. Aunush simply sat back down and looked into the small camera.

“Why don’t you send in somebody who can really carry out an interrogation?”

* * *

Rebecca got out of the VW van, their fourth vehicle since ditching the helicopter in the middle of the international business district of Moscow, and unfolded her cramped limbs. Lacking the adrenaline of their harried escape, her muscles rebelled. It hadn’t helped that Rebecca had practically held her breath for the two hours it took for them to get out of Moscow.

Every car that pulled up next alongside them, a possible enemy. Any police car a possible threat. Just the memory of the tense ride made her joints shake. She had to reach out and steady herself on the van. Thank goodness the Russia-Ukrainian border was as porous as it was. They had traveled through the night on a string of bribes.

“Now that was invigorating,” Lopez said, slapping her shoulder.

“Whatever, Ricky.”

“Um, hello?” the corporal said indignantly with far too much energy for a guy who’d just driven seven straight hours. “I just invented indoor helicopter flying. It is going to be all the rage, I’m telling ya.”

Since she didn’t respond Lopez moved on, doing lunges at each step, as the others pulled the gear out of the back. The only two left in the van were Davidson and Bunny. The young woman still slept fitfully on the small cot in the back, her head resting on Davidson’s lap. He gently stroked her hair. It was the only way any of them could get her to settle down. Rebecca hated to rouse her even to board the private plane that Lopez had commissioned.

The woman had only spoken one word since the viscous attack on Moscow. “Slovenia.”

No one had known what she meant at the time. And honestly Rebecca didn’t know much more after an extensive search on the Internet. About all she could gather was that the architect, Nikolay, had retired shortly after the renovations to St. Basil’s Cathedral. Then she found some tiny Slovenian newspaper article from the seventies regarding a famous architect purchasing a remote chalet. She could only assume it was Nikolay, although an Alps cabin seemed a strange retirement choice for such a devout Russian Orthodox parishioner. There wasn’t a Russian Orthodox church for a hundred miles. Actually, there wasn’t much for a hundred miles in the tiny alpine village he had selected as his last home.

Leaning over, Rebecca fished out her laptop and fired it back up. Even with the backup battery she was nearly out of juice. They better have some form of plug on the plane or forget any more research.

“So you think he took the fragments he found at St. Basil’s to Slovenia?” Brandt asked over her shoulder, making her jump.

She tried to cover her reaction with a few callisthenic moves. “It would make sense.”

Brandt nodded. “And Slovenia borders Croatia, which is where we caught up with Amed. I don’t think that is any coincidence.”

Of course the sergeant didn’t. He didn’t think running into an old friend at a coffee shop was a coincidence. While she didn’t find out much regarding Nikolay, she did find some interesting facts about the country he chose. It appeared he was looking farther back than synagogues in his choice.

“It turns out that a Jewish population predates the Slavic settling of the area,” Rebecca explained.

“You’re kidding,” Brandt said as he shook out his wrist. It appeared to be sore from his stunt on the helicopter. Rebecca wanted to smack him for making her think she’d lost him…again. It was one thing to be married to another woman and quite another to be in the Russian secret police’s hands.

“Nope,” Rebecca said, acting as if the last few jarring hours hadn’t happened. “Plus, Slovenia has one of the oldest caches of prehistoric remains as well. They found them hidden high up in a cave near Nikolay’s chalet.”

“Lot of history then,” he commented, wincing as he extended his wrist back.

Lopez trotted up. “They’ve got the plane fueled. I’m just going to do the preflight check, boss.”

Brandt grunted his approval and then looked to the sleeping Bunny. “Think it’s just shock or something worse?”

Funny how “shock” became something to be shrugged off. Maybe funny wasn’t the right word, Rebecca thought as she looked to the young woman’s shallow breaths.

* * *

“What type of shock is the question, I think,” Rebecca answered.

Brandt regretted asking the question as soon as it was out of his mouth. Bunny had just lost her mentor. Rebecca had lost hers last year. On the surface the two seemed so very different, yet they truly were very similar. He hadn’t noticed it, but Rebecca certainly did. The sympathy she felt for Bunny shone in her eyes.

Rebecca had described losing Lochum like losing a really cranky stepfather. He bugged the crap out of you, but still left a hole in your heart when he was gone. With tears glistening in her eyes, he wanted to reach out to Rebecca so, so badly. He wanted to comfort her, yet he knew any comfort he might try to give would only backfire. Better for him to hold in his feelings and let it sting his heart rather than hurt Rebecca’s anymore.

“Can’t we get her to an American consulate or something?” Rebecca asked, going back to her laptop. “I researched it, and the embassy is just across town.”

Noting that she didn’t ask the same for herself, Brandt was reminded of Rebecca’s resilience. But her brash optimism sometimes blinded her to the situation on the ground.

“Not with the Chinese after us as well,” Brandt reminded her.

Rebecca frowned. “I can’t be sure those were Chinese features.”

“Perhaps not,” Brandt said. “But I can be sure those were QSZ-92s in their hands. Chinese military issue.”

“They’re after us for the Rinderpest?” Rebecca said more as a confirmation than a question. It seemed she was starting to accept the fact that now they had two enemies. The Disciples of Moshe and now a Chinese military intelligence squad. Their day couldn’t get much better than that.

The plane taxied out of the hangar as Lopez yelled out the window, “Come on, I want to get us to Ljubljana while they’re still serving sarkelj.”

Brandt turned to the van. “Davidson, let me help you get her out.”

But the younger man shook his head, gathering Bunny into his damaged arms. They shook, but still he carried her. “I’ve got it.”

Yes, apparently he had. Last year when they’d first met Bunny, Davidson had been the only one capable of dealing with the young woman. It appeared that several disasters later this was still the case.

Davidson carefully stepped from the van as Bunny roused a bit. He murmured something and she settled right down again.

“So he’s along for the long haul?” Rebecca asked as they followed the two to the plane.

Brandt didn’t answer. To say out loud that Davidson was officially on this mission would be breaking about a dozen military codes. And to say that Davidson wasn’t on this mission just seemed stupid.

Rebecca nodded. “The kind of don’t ask, don’t tell. Got it.” A timid smile curled her lips. “Thanks.”

He didn’t do it for the reasons she thought though. He hadn’t forgiven the traitor or come to peace with the past. He did it because Davidson was in a unique position to keep them safe. To keep Rebecca safe.

If he had to make a pact with the devil, then so be it.

* * *

There was a flurry of activity, including handcuffing Aunush to the chair. Not surprising since she’d killed her first interrogator. The Chinese guards didn’t seem to know quite what to do with her. Or the body that lay on the floor. Clearly everyone here was simply a grunt.

The Chinese must have thought they’d captured some low-level mercenary crew. Little did they know.

Finally a man, dressed in a suit that was probably bought at the Louis Vuitton store that she and her sniper had destroyed, stepped into the room. Clearly she was working her way up the food chain.

“Hello, Aunush,” he said in nearly perfect English. “I am Commander Hsu from the MSS.”

The Ministry State Security. Basically China’s secret police. Just what she was hoping for.

“So you know that kidnapping me was probably not your most intelligent move,” Aunush answered, watching his features cloud. The Disciples had influence across the globe. When the master heard of this? The consequences would be severe, however Aunush didn’t have time for the diplomatic machinations to do their work. She needed to be in the air. Now.

“We know that you attacked Sergeant Brandt and Dr. Monroe in London,” the man stated. “You then followed them to Pushchino, where you attacked again, losing most of your team before destroying St. Basil’s in a failed attempt to kill them.”

Clearly the man was trying his best to make her feel defeated. A failure.

What the MSS commander didn’t understand was that Brandt and Monroe only survived in London due to bad intel, and Pushchino? Any loss there was due to containing the nature of Osip’s death. And she’d never meant to kill them at St. Basil’s. She’d meant to flush them out. Dr. Monroe was looking more and more like an asset that could be used to track down Amed’s final steps and claim what he stole.

None of the mission had gone as planned, yet she was closer to claiming the Disciples’ heritage than any other before her. She would take it.

“I can get you your Rinderpest,” she stated.

Commander Hsu squinted. “How?”

Aunush tilted her head. “You know how.”

“And we leave you to your own agenda?” he asked, sounding as if he already knew the answer, so she didn’t bother to answer it.

“I will need a plane and a team of eight men, preferably far more insightful and competent than your interrogator.”

Hsu chuckled. “We are to turn over a team, under your control?” His mirth died quickly. “Your file states you are brazen, Aunush, but really what would compel me to do such a thing?”

“I know exactly where Brandt is headed,” Aunush answered, pleased to see the shock cross Hsu’s features before he put on that MSS mask.

It took a single heartbeat for the career spy to answer. “Your men will be assembled upstairs.”

Like she said. Not ideal, but she’d take it.

* * *

Rebecca glanced out the window of the plane. In the distance the Alps rose before them. White-capped and majestic. And quite the bitch to get over given the storm system moving in from the north. A late spring storm.

Although Lopez appeared quite invigorated by the bustling winds. With no clouds in the sky yet, the wind sheet coming ahead of the storm seemed like an invisible hand smacking them around the sky. They’d already “lost air,” a colloquial term for basically falling out of the sky several hundred feet until Lopez got the jet under control again.

To avoid any lingering “hard feelings” in Hungary since their last visit, Lopez had charted a northern course across the Ukraine, over Slovakia, and finally arcing over Austria, coming into Slovenia from the north. For the most part they had avoided populated cities, instead streaking over Eastern Europe with the skies practically to themselves.

Now though? Heading into Austria? Civilization lay under them like an urban carpet. That is until the valley floor abutted against the towering mountains. Mountains notorious for their fickle weather.

“Everybody buckle up,” Lopez said over the intercom. “It is going to get bumpy from here.”

Great. If Lopez thought it would be bumpy…

Bunny rustled in the seat next to Rebecca. “Where are we?” the younger woman asked.

“Just about to go over the Alps into Slovenia. We should land in Ljubljana within the hour.”

The intercom cut in. “Make that forty-five minutes…max.”

Rebecca corrected. “Less than an hour then.”

Davidson reached over across the aisle and handed Bunny a water bottle. “Best you get hydrated as soon as possible.”

After downing half the bottle, Bunny wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Thanks,” she said, then looked more closely at the scarred face. Davidson tilted away, pretending to suddenly become interested in one of the onboard magazines. “Are you the same soldier from France?”

Davidson gave a brusque shrug of his shoulder and then really delved into that Sky Mall catalog, but Bunny reached her hand out. “I never got a chance to thank you.”

Reluctantly Davidson extended his hand, riddled with the crisscrossing of a dozen scars. Bunny shook it, then traced one of those purplish lines. When Davidson tried to pull back, Bunny raised the edge of her shirt to reveal her midriff. Rebecca flinched at the cracked-glass appearance of the skin. Bunny too had deep and extensive scars. It truly was shocking she’d survived those injuries back in France.

“My physical therapist said those like us are joined by more than just damaged collagen,” Bunny said, then tucked her blouse back into her pants.

Davidson gave an unintelligible mumble and went back to shopping for useless consumer electronic goods. As Bunny took another swig of the water, Rebecca sought Brandt’s gaze across the aisle. His eyes flickered from Davidson to Bunny and then back. She could practically read the sergeant’s thoughts.

Easy to say if you weren’t the one betrayed.

Even Rebecca wished to wipe the memory of that horrible night from her mind. To removed the memory of his betrayal and just see Davidson for what he was now, as Bunny could. Rebecca wished she could trust Davidson the way Bunny clearly did. Like Davidson and Bunny’s physical scars, Brandt and Rebecca wore theirs deeper down. The cord of trust frayed, burned, and tattered.

The seat belt suddenly cut into her thighs as the jet fell from the sky. Really fell. It was like riding one of those amusement park free-fall attractions, only at 32,000 feet in the air. Or at this rate 31,000 feet. Now 30,000.

She dug her fingers into the hand rest as Bunny’s nails dug into her hand. Rebecca’s teeth chattered as the entire plane shimmied violently. She wouldn’t be surprised if screws undid themselves or the wings sheared off. Then as suddenly as the weightless sensation come on, Rebecca’s butt hit the seat cushion as the jet’s engines kicked in again, surging them forward.

“No worries, people,” Lopez chuckled. “That little drop just saved us time on the descent.”

Rebecca was glad someone could laugh about it. Because she certainly couldn’t.

Tightening her seat belt, Rebecca dug in for a rough forty-five minutes.

* * *

Aunush finished dressing as her sniper entered the small room. Nannan, looking decidedly far worse for the wear, joined them. None spoke. The room was bugged, there was no doubt. Even Nannan sensed it. From here on out they would need to be extremely careful in their choice of words. That was until their Chinese details outlived their usefulness.

Holstering the sidearms provided, Aunush noted they were American issue, not Chinese. Guess it would be a tad difficult to explain to the international press if anything went wrong why Jewish mercenaries were carrying Chinese guns.

The sniper checked out the rifle provided to replace the one damaged from the desperate tumble out of the GUM building. He grunted his approval and then broke the weapon down, securing it in its case. Nannan simply stood there, shell-shocked, dark-eyed and limp-lipped.

Slapping him on the shoulder, then digging her nails his thick arm, Aunush guided them out of the room and followed the short hallway to a staircase that led them up to the roof. A helicopter awaited. She quickly calculated how far away the Chinese had taken them. Did they go all the way back to China? Or maybe south to Pakistan?

They were halfway across the roof when Aunush stopped in her steps. She looked over the railing to find…Moscow.

The Chinese hadn’t transported her anywhere. They were at the Chinese consulate in Moscow. As Commander Hsu walked up, she assessed the man a bit more admirably. That took balls. To torture and interrogate them right under the Russians’ noses?

Hsu nodded to the twelve men already loaded in the helicopter. “The helo will transport you to the airport, where you will fly under diplomatic colors to…?”

“Lay in a flight plan to the Alps,” Aunush answered, “and I will instruct your pilot of our final destination once we are close.”

Her unspoken words were loud and clear. Once we are outside the influence of the Chinese government.

The commander nodded curtly though. Why wouldn’t he? Aunush was certain that the Chinese assault squad had their own termination orders for her and her team.

So be it.

They were two scorpions in a dance where they promised to only sting their enemies. As soon as Brandt and the Rinderpest were neutralized, that dance would turn deadly.

Without further pleasantries, Aunush loaded into the helicopter as the sniper and Nannan followed suit.

For the first time since their capture Aunush felt hope stir in her chest. Brandt and Monroe didn’t have the perk of diplomatic clearance. Their team must have spent the night on a slow and deliberate attempt to flee overland. They couldn’t have taken to the air until they were outside Russian borders. Which meant Brandt had lost hours upon hours of lead time.

Aunush was but a few hours behind them.

She held onto a hand strap as the helicopter lifted off the roof and sped across Moscow.

To think. The tablets of the Ten Commandments might be within her reach by nightfall.

She could feel the rough stone against her fingers already.

What a fine present for the master. No one would question Osip’s death if she brought such a prize back to the shrine.

No one.

* * *

Brandt tried to ignore the rattling of the plane as they descended down the west slope of the Alps and headed into nearly gale-force winds. Hail bounced off the surface of the plane. Rain fell in sheets. Lopez must have been flying by instruments only.

Which, of course, the corporal would brag about.

“We’ve got a convective storm, guys,” Lopez announced.

Great, Brandt thought. Another feather in the corporal’s cap. They were going to hear about this forever.

Suddenly the pelting stopped. Everything stopped. The wind. The rain. The sleet.

Not good.

“Hang on!” Brandt shouted as the jet got knocked by a striation of the storm. They must be sitting right under the anvil.

“What’s happening?” Rebecca asked, her lips pinched together. She was trying to be brave, but the jet was getting knocked around like one of those balls in the lottery spinner.

Brandt unhooked his seat belt and, gripping each chair back, made his way to the cockpit. Lopez struggled with the yoke as Talli focused on the weather pattern.

“Wind speed increasing rapidly and we’ve got updraft starboard.”

“Still no thunder or lightning?” Lopez asked, sounding uncharacteristically subdued.

“Nope,” Talli reported.

Fuck.

There had been a storm in the region like this back in ’06. It had practically taken out four countries’ entire infrastructure. Power transformers. Streetlights. Bridges.

And just like back then, the region had just experienced an early heat wave followed by a cold moist storm from the north. And the lack of lightning? That was an extremely poor sign. This storm had all the characteristics of tornadogenesis.

“What’s ground control saying?” Brandt asked.

“They want to wave us off to the south.”

Brandt glanced to the map. South was Croatia. And given how large the storm was spreading out across the Alps and valleys, they wouldn’t be able to get back into the air for hours, if not days. Yet looking out the window at that huge black wall of roiling, churning, angry clouds up ahead, Brandt wasn’t sure if they had any other option.

“Can you do it, Ricky?” Brandt asked, not in the mood to give an order to the corporal to land under some of the roughest conditions known to mankind.

“Phfph,” Lopez snorted. “Try and stop me.”

“Yes,” Talli said, although Brandt wasn’t sure if the perimeter specialist was kidding or not. “Please stop him.”

Talli’s opinion didn’t really matter though. The mission’s objectives did.

“All yours then,” Brandt informed Lopez. South just wasn’t an option. Not if Lopez felt confident he could get them on the ground.

The corporal hit the radio switch. “Control, be warned we lost radar and your beacon about a minute ago.”

Yeah, Brandt thought, that would have been nice information to know before he gave the all-go.

“Once I get sight of your lights,” Lopez explained, “I’m going to be coming down on your heads.”

Brandt was sure control wasn’t all that thrilled about the prospect.

“Sarge, you better buckle up,” Lopez said as he strained to keep the jet upright. “No guarantees we’re landing wheels down, if you know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, Brandt did.

* * *

After the sarge got himself situated in the seat in front of him, Davidson readjusted his seat belt. The jet would go nose up to nose down in a fraction of a second. And as they entered the storm they cut across the forming funnel cloud.

Once again hail, rain, and wind buffeted their metal tube. A tube that really had no right to be in the sky under these conditions.

“I’m just going to go with the odds here,” Lopez announced over the intercom, “and say everyone should assume crash positions.”

Davidson leaned over clutching his knees, creating the tightest ball he could. Although if they hit anything at this air speed no position was going to save them. His eyes slid over to Bunny. He watched a timid hand reach out. This time he didn’t hesitate. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it tightly.

Perhaps it was best they couldn’t really see what was happening as the jet lurched to the right, tilting at nearly forty-five degrees, then buffeted back to center.

He went to murmur a prayer as he had been trained for so many years to do. The Knot had taught him, when in trouble, reach out to God. Yet where had such righteousness gotten him? A vow he’d taken as a child had cost him so much as a man.

The warm hand in his though, thawing some of the ache from his scars, felt real and tangible.

Could God be so forgiving?

Could he be forgiven?

Davidson felt his good lip tug up into a grin. He guessed the next few minutes would give him a pretty good ballpark answer.

* * *

Rebecca desperately did not want to keep looking out the window. She really should put her forehead to her knees and ignore the groan and churn outside the plane. Yet she couldn’t. Each piece of debris that flew by the window or clanged off the wing or whipped past held her fascination.

It was impossible to tell how high, or worse how low they were to the ground. The winds and clouds made it almost seem like they were deep under the North Sea again. Rebecca clutched her knees even tighter. Actually, it was more like their flight over Romania last year after the RPG attack. Or maybe it was a combination of the two.

Which wasn’t at all comforting.

Then suddenly out of the dark, a light blinked. A red light. It must be the control tower. The only problem? Actually, only problems?

They’d completely overshot the runway and they were flying low. Like their wheels were barely clearing the airport’s fence low.

How Rebecca wished she could close her eyes and let fate take its course, but she felt compelled to watch every moment of their doomed landing.

Lopez banked hard right, tilting the plane nearly vertical to come back around toward the emergency-lit runway. But that lost them even more altitude if that’s what a few feet above the ground could be called. There was no way, just no way they were going to come into this landing parallel.

Then the storm picked them up. A rush of air under the wings had them gliding for several yards. Rebecca felt her stomach lurch. Then the same storm slammed them down long before Lopez could steady them out.

The wing hit first, leaving a line of sparks along the tarmac.

“Everyone to the left!” Brandt shouted, unhooking his belt.

Everyone followed suit as the plane threatened to tip onto its back as they flung themselves to the opposite windows. Rebecca landed hard against Brandt, who swept her up into his arms, grasping the seat in front of them, pulling it down as cover. Harvish landed in a heap next to them.

The sudden shift of weight brought the plane down onto its wheels. The jet swerved wildly on the sleet-slicked runway. Forget runway, they skidded sideways off into the greenway that separated the tarmacs. Bouncing and bounding over grass mounds, they finally slowed until they hit another runway and skidded around nearly in a circle.

The brakes screeched as Lopez laid them on hard, but a hangar was coming up fast.

“Stay to the left!” Lopez yelled, not even bothering to use the intercom.

Rebecca didn’t understand why until Lopez made another sharp right, lifting them up onto one wheel, using the right wing as a pivot. The grinding of metal filled the jet. Then fire erupted at the tip of the wing. Still Lopez laid into the right until the friction finally stopped their forward momentum.

The nose of the jet gently bumped the hangar.

“Evacuate!” Brandt barked, even though everyone was already all over it as the wing caught fire, sending flames high in the air.

Talli had the forward door open and shoved out the short metal staircase before they even arrived. Lopez nodded to each as they passed.

“Just remember, folks, I’m available for charity events and private parties.”

Rebecca gave him a punch in the shoulder as a tip.


CHAPTER 15

══════════════════

Base of the Alps, Slovenia

10:11 a.m. GMT

Sleet and hail continued, but at the least though they were on the ground. That had to count for something, Brant thought. And Lopez, perhaps his adrenaline addiction satiated by the rough landing, was actually driving at a reasonable speed. Not that the corporal necessarily had a choice. In this kind of weather the streets were nearly gridlocked.

What should have been a quick twenty-minute drive out of the capital of Slovenia to the foothills at the base of the alpine peaks had turned into over an hour long, full of blaring horns and stalled cars.

The SUV, an Italian Lancia Voyager, was pretty damned comfortable though. Fine leather seats kind of took the sting out of the assortment of cuts and scrapes they’d endured to get this far.

“I’m telling you,” Lopez said as the rain turned to slushy snow the higher they climbed out of the valley. The windshield wipers could barely keep up. “This SUV isn’t going to get us far up that mountain.”

Brandt frowned. That was like the third time the corporal had mentioned the fact.

“Please, you just flew us through a cyclone storm,” Brandt answered, but Lopez wouldn’t let it go.

Before Lopez could argue, however, Rebecca leaned between the seats, pushing her laptop ahead of her. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but they are reporting near blizzard conditions near the peaks, and just a mile ahead, the alpine roads are chains only. These snow tires aren’t going to cut it.”

This day looked on the same course as yesterday. You’d think with Rinderpest in the wind, Nature would be slightly more helpful securing the bacterial plague. Instead, she was being a complete bitch.

“Fine,” Brandt grunted. “What do you suggest, Corporal?”

“I am so glad you asked,” Lopez beamed.

The corporal made a fast left, sped down an alley, and then turned right into a car lot. Brandt glared at Lopez. Clearly the man knew exactly where he was going. Exactly how long had he been angling to get permission to come here?

Then Brandt saw the reason. The vehicle Lopez coveted sat at the far edge of the lot. It was like an enclosed snowmobile only on steroids. In addition, the vehicle had a strange sleek German engineering look to it. Or the Hummer of snowmobiles.

Bombardier 12 was stenciled in bright white letters across the side.

Lopez was out of the car in a flash. “It’s the only model of blizzard-conditions-rated vehicle that will seat all of us,” the corporal said before he trotted toward the sales office.

But how exactly had Lopez known about a car lot in Slovenia that sold heavy snow vehicles in May? Brandt turned to find Rebecca closing out a number of windows. One conspicuously had the specs for the Bombardier 12.

“Et tu?” Brandt asked.

Rebecca grinned as she closed her laptop.

And here he thought Davidson was going to be the problem.

* * *

Rebecca watched the wintery landscape change from long, low pastures to rolling hills to steep alpine inclines. Trees became more and more sparse as they ascended.

Brandt might have been skeptical about the Bombardier 12, but dang the thing was traveling across the snow at speeds over forty miles an hour. For Lopez that speed was probably embarrassing, but in the middle of a blizzard, it was downright impressive. They had skimmed past stranded car after stranded car as they made their way up the alpine highway.

She swallowed and then yawned, trying to reequilibrate her ears. They had been up down and all around. Her body didn’t know which way was up.

“Next left?” Lopez asked.

Rebecca glanced down to her laptop. Bunny leaned over as well. The woman had seen some private correspondence from Nikolay’s family. From that information they had been able to look up property records and had estimated the location of Nikolay’s retirement home. Now that they were up in the high up in the Alps though, Rebecca was beginning to have doubts.

They had passed numerous buildings. Some sparkling Swiss chalets looked like five-star resorts. Then there were broken-down “huts,” as the Slovenians called them. Basically they’d never been much more than a stick wood frame and tiled roof.

If Nikolay’s place was on the five-star side, they might have some hope of recovering the stone fragments. On the other hand, if Nikolay had shacked up in some random hut, could anything have survived until now?

“Yes,” Bunny answered Lopez. “This is as far as the A1 road goes north by northeast.” With more conviction the younger woman stated, “We need to take a left here, but in a half a mile or so, we’ve got to go off-road.”

Lopez patted the handlebars of the Bombardier. “Which is exactly why we needed this baby.”

Rebecca noticed Brandt roll his eyes. Despite Brandt’s skepticism, the Bombardier chugged its way down the side street, gliding over the freshly fallen snow. If she ignored all the guns and danger and bioweapons, she could almost imagine this was the alpine vacation she’d dreamed of.

Heading deep into the mountains to a remote cabin. The snow falling. They just needed some Christmas decorations to make the scene complete.

Unfortunately, there was no ignoring Harvish, who insisted on burping long and loud inside any enclosed vehicle. Talli’s sudden new interest in cleaning his sniper rifle. It was almost as if he wanted to show Davidson that he was the sniper, damn it.

Bunny had been right though about the distance. The only problem? The short side street branched into several one-lane roads. None of which were headed toward the cabin.

Which wasn’t all that uncommon this high up in the Alps. Many of these homes had been built off of hunters’ trails or shepherds’ grazing grounds long before paved roads were all the rage.

“Straight ahead then?” Lopez asked.

“Yes,” Bunny said, nodding with surety.

If only Rebecca had that much faith in their house-hunting research.

“Alright then,” Lopez said. “Let’s see what this baby can do.”

Brandt found Rebecca’s eyes and cocked an eyebrow as the jumbo snowmobile lumbered over a snow-covered log and onto the vast snowfield leading nearly straight up.

Yeah, maybe helping Lopez find the Bombardier wasn’t her best idea.

* * *

Whiteout. That’s what they called the condition when you couldn’t see anything but the blur of white in front of you. Well, they’d passed that about ten minutes ago. The only reason Brandt knew they were going in the right direction at all was the fact that he was still thrown back in his seat as the transport’s engines growled their way up the mountain. Occasionally they would hear the sound of something being crunched under the snowmobile’s huge glides.

Lopez would just say, “My bad,” and carry on.

“How much farther?” Brandt asked.

“According to this?” Rebecca replied. “We should be right on top of it.”

“That is if Lopez hasn’t run it over yet,” Harvish joked.

Good point.

“Let’s lay off the throttle a bit?” Brandt suggested.

Lopez frowned. It really wasn’t about the destination to the corporal. It was about the journey, or more importantly how quickly the journey could be accomplished.

The Bombardier slowed, lurching a bit as the slope steepened. Then it became apparent they weren’t making any forward movement. As a matter of fact, they were slipping back.

“Fine,” Brandt conceded.

The corporal gunned the engine and they popped over the ledge, landing squarely on an outcropping, right in front of a small cabin. Its sudden appearance seemed like a snow mirage. The Bombardier’s large headlights illuminated the structure, making it twinkle. Encrusted with ice, the A-framed building looked like it could belong to St. Nick himself.

Skidding them to a less than smooth stop, Lopez smirked. “Honey, we’re home.”

* * *

Rebecca tucked up the zipper of her light jacket. They weren’t exactly dressed for winter conditions. The cold of the northern storm already bit through the Bombardier’s frosted windows. Add in the wind chill outside the vehicle? She tugged harder on the stubborn zipper.

“Ready?” Brandt asked the men as they prepped to leave the vehicle and check the small chalet. The men nodded in unison.

The doors popped open, letting a blast of frigid air into the Bombardier. Brandt went to shut the door when Davidson climbed out beside him. The two stood for a moment. The question clear. Would Davidson function as a member of the team or not?

“Stay here,” Brandt stated matter-of-factly. Davidson stiffened until Brandt handed him a sidearm. “Protect them.”

The younger man looked to the gun and then to Brandt, whose expression was clear. Don’t push it. Davidson didn’t. Instead he accepted the gun with a curt nod and climbed back into the vehicle as the other doors slammed shut.

Though Davidson didn’t seem exactly pleased at getting assigned babysitting duty, Rebecca imagined it was better than being stuck in the car without a gun.

Bunny reached a hand out and squeezed his wrist. “I’m so glad you’re staying with us.”

Did the younger woman’s fingers linger just a bit longer, or was that just Rebecca projecting her own yearnings onto every other person around her? Either way, Rebecca’s eyes sought the front window as she watched the men fan out in front of the Bombardier.

The snowfall here was light as the flakes drifted down almost lazily. This ledge was protected by two large cliffs soaring high until they curved toward one another almost touching at their peak. It was like the pointed roofed chalet had been built within its own stone walls. Those stone walls protected the chalet from the blizzard-fueled winds.

Truly Nikolay’s home should have been featured on a postcard or a Slovenian tourist site. Painted white with bright red trim, it could have been an elf’s workshop. Which looked great from outside, but what about what it contained? Unfortunately, Rebecca had far too many encounters with architectural wonders only to have them turn into nightmares.

Certainly out there, Brandt wasn’t taking any chances. He posted Talli to guard the door as Harvish, Lopez, and then Brandt disappeared into the chalet. It didn’t take long though for Brandt to exit the home and trot to the vehicle.

“Let’s get everyone inside,” he said, opening the door.

“Is it clear?” Rebecca asked, surprised that he didn’t announce that. He always announced that. It was one of the few things that gave her comfort through all of the terror.

“Sort of,” he answered and urged them toward the chalet.

Equally intrigued and worried, Rebecca followed close behind Davidson and Bunny. Brandt brought up the rear, his hand on her shoulder. Even though she should have been used to this protocol, she still had to remind herself the contact meant nothing. Especially as it fell away as soon as they entered the chalet. Brandt had just wanted to make sure he didn’t lose her in the storm.

If the outside of the structure had been cute, the interior was, well…absolutely charming. The crisp white walls contrasted nicely with the blond wood floors. Little red accents gave the place life. One window had a miniature tea set. Another had a set of Russian nesting dolls, lined up along the ledge.

And the mantel? It was like a tribute to the Motherland. Red-framed pictures shone with photos of Red Square, the Kremlin, and of course St. Basil’s. If Rebecca had any doubt that this home was Nikolay’s it evaporated.

Stepping farther into the tiny chalet, Brandt closed the door behind her. Rebecca ran her fingers along a red linen tablecloth that covered the petite kitchen table. The furniture was surprisingly delicate, almost as if it were truly meant for elves. The entire first floor was open, so as they passed through the kitchen they went directly into the living area. All the furniture was arranged around a huge, and Rebecca meant huge fireplace.

No surprise there. This was the classic layout for any home accustomed to cold weather. In the high northern environment, the home truly was where the hearth was. Here though the hearth looked to be carved within the rocky cliff. An impressive feat of engineering, but then again Nikolay was a world-renowned architect.

To the right of the massive fireplace, a set of wooden stairs led up to what looked like a loft, the chalet’s sleeping area. Harvish stood on the third step, casually leaned back against the wall. So far nothing seemed out of place. As a matter of fact, the chalet looked as if it had just wrapped up a Winter Wonderland issue of Slovenia Today.

“What is the ‘sort of’ part?” Rebecca asked, now worried that the tranquil scene would be marred by an explosion or something.

Lopez urged her around the plush red armchair. There she found a body. It turned out the chair’s color wasn’t all from the manufacturer.

“Oh God,” Bunny exhaled, her hand flying over her mouth as she backed out of sight of the body.

Yeah, this was the last time Rebecca was asking for clarification.

* * *

Brandt looked to the corpse. Actually, it was more of a skeleton than a body. Was it the fact that the death had occurred so long ago that the place didn’t reek of it?

If anything, the chalet had a sweet, almost freshly roasted almond scent.

Not that Brandt was complaining, however it did seem to mean someone had cared for the body after death. Which left some significant questions unanswered.

“So is this Nikolay?” Lopez asked the most obvious one of those questions.

Brandt glanced to Bunny, who didn’t look so good as she pressed herself up against Davidson’s chest. The private’s arm awkwardly over her shoulder.

“Bunny,” Brandt tried to coax information out of her. “You’ve done the most research on him. Is this Nikolay?”

“Like that?” Bunny said as she sank deeper into Davidson’s arms. “I can’t tell.”

Brandt looked to Rebecca, who had already opened her laptop and typed away, but she came up short as well.

“Even with my sat phone patch I can’t cut through this weather,” Rebecca said as if someone had just pinched off her oxygen line rather than cutting her off from the Internet.

Lopez knelt by the body. “I think we can eliminate natural causes,” he said as he used the tip of his gun to move aside the man’s jacket. A broken piece of metal jutted out from the ribcage.

This just got better and better. Not only did Brandt have to find the missing pieces to the famed Ten Commandments so he could track down and secure a weaponized plague, but now he had to solve a decades-old murder too. Great.

“I don’t get it,” Harvish said. “I’m assuming if someone killed Nikolay for the tablets, why wouldn’t they trash the place?”

“Maybe he gave them what they wanted but they killed him anyway?” Talli proposed.

If that was the case then this trip was a bust.

Brandt refused to believe that though. It couldn’t be a bust. Because if it was a bust, then they didn’t have a single goddamn lead to find the Rinderpest, and that just wasn’t acceptable.

“Lopez, examine the body. Try to determine if that really is Nikolay and identify the weapon used.” Brandt turned to Harvish. “You take first watch outside. We’ll rotate every hour.”

“He’s going to need more than what he’s got on to survive out there for an hour,” Talli added.

Brandt nodded to the thick curtains. “Let’s make this structure light-tight, then start a fire. We can all contribute layers of clothing to the outside man.” His men jumped at his orders. “Once we’re organized, we’ll turn the place over.”

“Wait,” Rebecca said as she started taking pictures with her cell phone. “Let me document everything first.”

“You’d better hurry,” Brandt added. “I want every square inch of this place searched within the hour.”

* * *

Rebecca replaced the tiny red teacup as Davidson finished running his fingers over the wooden window ledge. So far they had found nothing to indicate that the tablets were still at the chalet or ever had been there.

She didn’t know why it was so important to her to replace everything exactly as they had found it, but it just felt wrong to desecrate Nikolay’s home. At least not if they could avoid it. After all the destruction Rebecca had contributed to, she’d like to leave one place intact.

Davidson moved on to the small cherrywood rolltop desk. Everything contained within it was so neat and precise. The pens and pencils organized according to size in the small tin can container. Papers stacked neatly. Envelopes face down so you could pick them up by the flap. The desk of a consummate architect. Even the stapler had clean, sleek lines.

As the room heated up from the roaring fireplace, Rebecca shed her jacket and tied it around her waist. A loud crash came from the kitchen, followed by a string of curses. Brandt.

“Find something?”

“Do you think I’d be swearing if I did?” the sergeant asked as he closed the pantry door. “Anything up there?” Brandt called to the upstairs loft.

Talli poked his head over the railing. “Extra linens and clothes, but that’s about it.”

“I don’t know if this counts,” Davidson added as he replaced the envelopes to their proper corner, “but there’s a locked drawer.”

Rebecca stepped out of the way as Brandt and Bunny joined them.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” the sergeant asked.

Davidson’s good lip turned down. “A set of lock picks.”

“Here’s mine,” Lopez offered as he joined them. “And as far as I can tell by height and approximate weight, the guy could be Nikolay, or not. It could go either way.”

“And the weapon?” Brandt asked beside her as Davidson picked the lock.

“Well, that’s where it got interesting.” Lopez held the tip of blade up to the kerosene lamplight. “I’m pretty damned sure this came from a ballistic knife.”

“A flying knife?” Bunny asked.

“Close,” Brandt explained. “They are spring powered either to increase penetration on contact or detach from the base and hit a distant target.”

Rebecca took a closer look at the metal in Lopez’s hand. “There’s rust on it.”

The corporal nodded. “Because it’s carbon steel not stainless steel.” Lopez gave a knowing look to Brandt. “A favorite of Russian weapons makers. Usually a hell of a lot stronger than stainless steel.”

“So it took a lot of force to break off like this,” Rebecca asked.

“Hella yes,” Lopez stated. “Someone was mighty pissed off to do that.”

Rebecca’s eyes swept the tidy chalet. There were no signs of anger or even haste. If she didn’t know better, she would have said Nikolay had come home, settled into his easy chair, and died in his sleep.

But there the rusted knife tip stood between her and her theory. And a Russian military knife no less. Was it completely paranoid of her that Osip had been in the Russian army and had a liking to using a knife?

“Popped it,” Davidson announced as the drawer’s lock sprang open. He carefully drew the drawer out. “Just looks like some letters in here.”

Bunny took the proffered pages from Davidson, scanning them quickly. “They look like a bunch of letters from home.” Bunny translated small passages. “Uncle, will you be home for Easter? We miss you.” She moved on to another page. “Visiting the cathedral is not the same without you…We are waiting to make your favorite okroshka.” The younger woman looked up to everyone’s puzzled looks. “It’s a soap made from sour milk.”

Ah, yes, the Russians.

The younger woman flipped through the old letters. “They all sound the same. Signed by Nikolay’s nephew.”

“Except this one,” Davidson stated, pulling out a partially finished letter. “I think this is Nikolay’s last response. I don’t think he got a chance to finish it.”

Rebecca read over Bunny’s shoulder, trying to keep up with the younger woman, however her Russian was fluent. “He’s just reassuring his nephew he will visit soon.”

Bunny handed the lot over to Brandt. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see any connection to these and…” Bunny nodded toward the body. “That.”

* * *

It took everything Brandt had not to tear the letters and throw their tattered remains into the fire. They couldn’t have flown through a pretornado to find nothing. Absolutely nothing.

The front door burst open, carrying with it a cloud of snow. Harvish slammed the door behind him, stomping his feet up and down. Brandt checked his watch. It had hardly been a half an hour.

“Taking a little break, Harvish?”

“Sorry, Sarge,” the point man answered. “It’s off the hook out there. I don’t see how we can even rotate through a sentry post.”

Pissed and with no one else to vent at, Brandt stomped across the room and grabbed the doorknob. Even it was icy cold. Too bad. They had a perimeter to set up. He jerked the door open and gasped. Nature had sucked every bit of warmth out of the air. And the snow? It no longer floated down from the crevice above. The wind must have shifted blowing the storm right at them. And given the fact the chalet abutted against the cliff wall, the wind had nowhere to go but churn around the building.

Now Brandt knew what it felt like to stand in the middle of a shaken snow globe.

He shut the door just as quickly as he opened it. Unprepared for blizzard conditions, Brandt had to admit that not only couldn’t they post a sentry, but there was absolutely no way they were leaving the chalet tonight.

“Alright. Let’s set up camp,” Brandt announced. His men smiled in response.

“I’ll get the grub,” Harvish said, heading to the small kitchen.

Talli pushed off the upstairs railing. “I’ll break down the bed to make several racks.”

“And I’ve got a pack of cards with our name on it,” Lopez announced. Off Brandt’s glare, he clarified. “Only for anyone not on guard duty.”

Brandt couldn’t blame his men. They’d been in “go-mode” for what? Five days running. First the no-holds-barred chase to find Amed and then the attack after relentless attacks since London.

His gut told him to keep moving. Get the hell out of Slovenia and regroup. Nature, however, had other ideas. So getting some guarded rest was about the best they could do.

He could only hope the weather was as much a bitch to anyone trying to follow them.

* * *

Aunush stood perfectly still, allowing frustration to swirl around her. She let her anger go and ignored the arrogant self-assuredness of the Chinese zhong wei, first lieutenant. Rage beat off her sniper as well, yet she did not encourage it. Even Nannan chaffed at the wei’s presumption.

However, seldom was a fight worth the effort. They were messy, time-consuming, and inefficient. She already knew how she was going to respond to the wei’s insistence they could not travel up into the mountains during the raging storm. However, now she needed to be sure the wei thought she was castigated enough to capitulate.

“We must scale at least the first ridge by tonight,” she pretended to insist.

The wei shook his head. “I have confirmed with the shang. We go no farther.”

“Then we will have lost all advantage,” Aunush pushed, fueling her words with a false sense of outrage.

“He has arranged a helicopter for the break of dawn,” the soldier explained. Again. “We shall sweep down upon them before they know we are attacking.”

“Up there? With no other sounds? They are going to hear our rotor wash miles away.”

The wei took a step closer, pulling to his full height, which still missed hers by several inches. “And where do you think they will go?”

“Where did they go at St. Basil’s?” Aunush said, taking a step forward. “Or in the GUM department store?”

The edge of the man’s ears burned red.

“Brandt isn’t just Special Forces. His experience has given him a certain…perspective,” Aunush stated. “If we attempt a full-on assault, he will slip our noose.”

“As you did ours?”

Aunush had to quash a scathing retort. She breathed through her nose and out her mouth. There was no point in arguing, she reminded herself. She had her plan.

She shrugged, feigning defeat. “Your decision.”

“That is right,” the wei snorted, indicating to the hotel doors just a few feet away. “And do not think to try and slip away in the night. We will find you.”

“I have no doubt,” Aunush agreed. As a matter of fact, she was counting on it.


CHAPTER 16

══════════════════

Chalet Nestled in the Alps

4:48 a.m. GMT

Brandt jerked upright in the chair, shaking off his rack time. He pulled the Velcro flap off his watchface. After four in the morning? What the hell? His eyes, still trying to focus in the low light, found a figure near the door. Davidson.

Rising, Brandt stretched out a few hundred kinks and crossed to the younger man.

“My watch was due at three a.m.”

Davidson shrugged. “Figured you needed the rack time.”

“You don’t figure, Davidson, you follow…” Brandt stopped short of calling them orders. That word opened up a can of worms neither of them wanted opened. “We divided up the rack time.”

Those damaged lips pulled up into what passed for a grin. “Sarge, you put me to bed like a third grader at eight p.m. I’m well rested, I swear.”

The kid did look pretty damned chipper, scars and all.

“Alright,” Brandt conceded, “but I’m still taking over for you.”

Davidson didn’t move though. “You might want to check on somebody that didn’t get any sleep, first.” He indicated toward the woman sitting cross-legged near the burned-out fire. Rebecca. What was she up to?

“I’ve got it,” Davidson said, resuming his position near the door. “Sun should be coming up soon. It’s still snowing, but seems to be letting up on the blizzard thing.”

Brandt moved across the room to Rebecca. He grabbed a poker from the fireplace tools and jabbed the smoldering embers. Once first light hit, they’d have to douse the fire to prevent any smoke from giving away their location. So they might as well get as much warmth out of the wood as they could.

Even so, Rebecca tugged her jacket tighter around her shoulders. He grabbed the blanket he’d been using and draped it over her back before sitting on his heels next to her.

Laid out in front of the researcher were two puzzles. The first were the broken fragments of the tablet they’d recovered from St. Basil’s. They were positioned exactly as they had been back on the pedestal. In front of the stone were the letters from Nikolay’s family. Rebecca chewed absently on her lower lip. Her laptop lay off to the side. Unusual.

“What are you working on?” he asked.

Rebecca seemed startled at his words and looked up at him wide-eyed. “Oh, Brandt.” She then felt the blanket over her. “Sorry, thanks.”

Her eyes drifted back to the pages in front of her.

“Going to share?” he asked, knowing once she got into this mood, a single sleepless night was just the beginning.

“Not sure if I really have anything,” she said, working on that lip again.

Brandt sat down cross-legged. He could already tell this might take a while. “How about I decide?”

Rebecca let out a long sigh. “Okay, tablets first.” Brandt’s interest was definitely piqued. The tablets were supposed to be the key to finding Amed, yet he hadn’t heard anything of the sort yet.

“Unfortunately, so far the writing on the tablets really is talking pretty standard God is good, God is great stuff.”

He didn’t think he’d let his irritation show at her casual dismissal of his faith, yet Rebecca nudged him with her elbow. “Sorry. I mean it talks a lot about God’s covenant to man and man’s covenant with God. Some other stuff about a prophet to come to fulfill David’s promise to his people.”

“Christ then?” Brandt clarified.

“Yeah, sure,” Rebecca said, then suddenly became very intent on rubbing her eyes. The action was just a distraction though. Just like she did anytime the subject of Jesus came up. He wanted to ask her again what had happened down in the back of that cave under Rome, but why would she tell him anything now? He wasn’t exactly her favorite person, at least not anymore.

Instead, he let Rebecca stretch her muscles until she finally continued on. “But nothing more specific that would have any bearing on the Rinderpest. Although I’m sure that scholars are going to have a field day parsing each and every word of these tablets out. There are just so many ways to interpret even the simplest sentence.”

She then pointed to Nikolay’s letters along with the handwritten translations of each. Bunny had done the work after they’d eaten dinner and Lopez hosted a somewhat skeptical Texas Hold ’Em poker tournament.

“These though?” Rebecca stated as she pointed to the family letters. “These are kicking my ass.”

From the droop of her lids, Rebecca really had spent the night poring over the family correspondence. Exactly what had her so interested?

* * *

Rebecca studied the multitude of letters laid out in front of her. Sure, Brandt was pretty used to her wacky theories. Used to her plucking strands from one mystery and weaving it into another. But this time?

“We’re going to be pulling out as soon as the sun is up,” Brandt reminded her.

She sighed. There was no point in delaying. She might as well get the scoffing over with.

“Alright,” Rebecca said. “This is going to sound crazy.”

Brandt’s eyebrow went up. “Why else would I be sitting here? I come to you for the crazy.”

God it hurt when he got her, really got her. She’d missed that. Too much.

Focusing back on the letters, Rebecca pointed to the first row. “As you can see, these letters are pretty much just small talk. Family stuff. A little about Moscow and Nikolay’s travels after he left Russia. Apparently nothing of significance.”

“I thought we’d decided that like eight hours ago,” Brandt added.

They had, but something about the letters bugged her. She was no expert on family correspondence, but this just felt…

“The small talk is just too, well…perfect,” Rebecca stated as she picked up a letter. “All is well here. We have frequented the cathedral to pay homage to your work but would like nothing more than to share the journey with you.”

Brandt looked at her like maybe she really was crazy.

Rebecca picked up another. “This stuff is like reading episodes of Happy Days or Leave It to Beaver.” She rushed on to read another letter. “Your mother is doing well. Her hearing is going, but we just speak louder.” She glanced up to Brandt. “I mean, come on, I know that things can get lost in translation, but that cannot be real.”

“This is Nikolay’s nephew supposedly writing these letters, correct?” Brandt asked.

“Yeah.”

Brandt took the letter from her. “Which means that Nikolay’s mother is the nephew’s grandmother. Wouldn’t he call her ‘Grandmother’ or ‘Babushka’?”

Damn it. She’d missed that. She’d been so focused on the diction that she’d missed the reference. Staying up all night did not hone your powers of observation.

“So if we make the leap that these letters were not, in fact, written by his nephew,” Brandt asked, “then who wrote them?”

She felt more sure of her working postulate now that Brandt agreed with her, yet was reluctant to really let the cat out of the bag.

“Rebecca,” Brandt sighed. “You’ve got a theory and we both know it’s going to sound ludicrous, so spit it out.”

“I think…” Rebecca backtracked. “Given that these letters were written most likely in the seventies and—”

Brandt’s hand covered hers. “Spit. It. Out.”

Withdrawing her hand from under his, Rebecca sighed. “I think it is…Osip.”

* * *

“Osip?” Brandt asked, really not expecting that name to pop out of her mouth. He probably would have been less surprised if she’d said President Jimmy Carter.

“He would have been in his late twenties, early thirties,” Rebecca rushed on. “I saw Osip’s handwriting in Pushchino, plus during the Cold War, with the huge crackdown on religion, they would have had to been extremely careful and—”

“Okay,” Brandt said, having to talk over her. “So is there a way to break whatever code they were using?”

Rebecca opened her lips, but no words came out. It was one of the few times he’d stunned her to silence.

“Code?” Brandt prompted.

“Yes…I mean, no,” Rebecca sputtered. “Well, yes and no. Yes, I think there is a code. No, I haven’t broken it yet.”

Brandt studied the page in his hand. “Well, they certainly aren’t using any kind of high-level Soviet Venona codes.”

Those were one-pad virtually unbreakable codes substituting numbers for letters. This cipher clearly was within the text itself. However Nikolay and Osip used even a simple letter substitution code, it could take days to weeks to figure it out.

“No,” Rebecca stated. “They were both religious men. I think they may be talking about their individual searches for the rest of the tablets.”

That would make sense. The letters did contain an inordinate amount of detail on their daily travels. In just one letter Osip mentioned the cathedral, St. Petersburg, and Crimea. Either this “nephew” was a Russian travel agent, or they were on the hunt for something.

“I take it the sights that Osip is talking about in Russia have important Jewish significance?”

Rebecca crossed her legs again, finding a passage she was especially excited about. “And not just Osip. Even though we don’t have Nikolay’s original letters, we can tell by Osip’s response that Nikolay was traveling all over the place too.” She brought the paper closer to read. “Osip said, ‘I can only imagine that Cyprus was beautiful. I hope that you brought back many mementos.’”

“That did sound pretty promising,” Brandt said, then followed up with his real thoughts. “If we were back in the seventies and didn’t have a plague hot on our heels. This isn’t getting us any closer to where Amed hid the Rinderpest.”

Rebecca frowned, however Bunny stirred on the couch across from them, lazily opening her eyes. “Did you look at the later letters? I think they got more cagey.”

Brandt leaned forward and grabbed a letter from the last row of pages. He read a random passage. “‘I am so glad to hear that your trip to Wadi was so successful. Your travels truly are a revelation. I can almost see the place through your words.’”

Sitting up, Bunny wiped the sleep from her eyes. “We both assumed that author of the letter referred to Wadi as in Wadi Karnataka, India.”

You could almost see the lightbulb go off over Rebecca’s head. “What if they meant Wadi Zered?” Off Brandt’s confused look Rebecca continued. “It is a valley that ran between Edom and Moab,” Rebecca added for those nonbiblical scholars in the room, “ancient kingdoms that occupied lands that later became Jordan.”

“Jordan?” Brandt asked, suddenly far more interested. Jordan fulfilled several of their search criteria. The country lay along the path of Moses’s exodus from Egypt. Yet it was now under Arab control. Not that Brandt believed that the Jordanian government would condone such a terrorist act as storing the Rinderpest, however those sympathetic to Amed within the government? Those who could look the other way at abnormal shipments? That Brandt believed.

Still Jordan wasn’t a small country. It was twice as big as Slovenia. That was a lot of ground to cover.

“Anything that narrows that down?” he asked as Lopez made his way down the stairs from the bunks.

“Any more of that stale, nasty-ass lumpy oatmeal left?” the corporal asked.

Bunny rose, pointing to one of the later letters. “I think that one has—”

“Shh,” Davidson hissed from the door.

Brandt tensed as Bunny turned to the private. “What—”

“Get down!”

Brandt was already on it, grabbing the younger woman by the wrist and yanking her to the floor as Lopez leapt over the stair’s railing, drawing his weapon before his feet hit the floor.

A window shattered as a bullet sped through the room, striking the solid rock fireplace and ricocheting back toward Davidson. The private ducked, covering his head.

That bitch. Brandt never should have assumed the weather would keep her at bay. The chick had a hard-on for them bigger than Bush’s for Saddam.

“Douse all the light!” he shouted. Lopez and Davidson obliged, although Brandt wasn’t sure if it did them any good. They’d been light-tight before the attack. The guy did not find them because of the fire or the lamps. That sniper must have an infrared scope. Of course, the bastard had a night-vision scope. Probably even one that had a wind gauge, because why the fuck not?

Plunged into darkness, Brandt heard movement from his men on the second floor, as he turned to Lopez. “You are getting the Bombardier ready for evac.”

“Sarge, I don’t know…” Davidson said as he cracked the door open. “Unless I set up somewhere to provide cover fire, I don’t see how anyone is making it across to the Bombardier.” He slammed the door shut as another shot flew through the crack and then dug a trough in the soft wood floor. “Like I said.”

“I’ve got a plan,” Lopez said as he army-crawled his way across the room. “But no one, and I mean no one is going to like it.”

Anything had to beat hugging the rug until the enemy decided on a full-out assault. Didn’t it?

* * *

Aunush let her elbow touch the sniper’s. Not enough to interfere with his aim, but enough for him to know how much she truly appreciated his skills. Dawn was only a few minutes away, but darkness still claimed the mountains as snow fell in thick sheets. The only sound beyond the muffled pop of the silenced sniper rifle was the crunch of ice behind her.

She didn’t flinch as a gun muzzle dug into her temple. Nor did the sniper, he just kept firing at the chalet. The only concession she made to having a gun to her head was to lower her thermal-equipped binoculars.

“What took you so long?” Aunush asked.

The wei’s hand shook with fury, digging the metal deeper into her temple. “What did I warn you if you tried to escape?”

“Please,” Aunush stated. “Escape? More like leaving bread crumbs across Slovenia.”

Her eyes darted up to witness the wei’s confusion. Clearly he wasn’t quite as adept at Western culture as he thought.

“The broken bathroom window? The tiny, almost imperceptible blood trail to the stolen car?” The muzzle fell back a millimeter as the wei considered her words. “Then the extremely obvious break-in at the Slovenia’s World’s Elite Winter Sport storage facility? Where the only items stolen were two electric snowmobiles?”

The gun pulled away. “You have endangered the mission.”

“Really?” Aunush asked as she handed him the binoculars. “Those seven green splotches in that house? That’s Brandt and his team.”

The wei peered through the lens, then snapped them down. You could tell he wanted to punish her. Really, he probably wanted to kill her except for that lingering doubt at the base of his skull. Could he have found their mutual enemy? Could he take them out without her?

The answer to both of those questions was no.

“Remember,” the wei said, clearly trying to stay in control, “we have your Watcher back at the hotel.”

Oh, shudder the thought. Aunush simply held her hand out for the wei to return the binoculars as the sniper fired every twenty seconds or so to put pressure on Brandt.

“So,” Aunush asked the wei. “Do you have a rocket launcher or something to add to the mix, or are you going to let my sniper do all the work for you?”

With a snap of his fingers, one of the soldiers brought over what looked like an AK-47 rifle on steroids. Aunush watched as the Chinese soldier put the tripod base on the QLZ-87 grenade launcher. Basically the Chinese, not big on originality, had copied the Russian rifle model and then developed it into a magazine-fed grenade launcher. Maybe not original but innovative. The thing had easily fit on the back of the electric snowmobiles that Aunush had conveniently left for the rest of the team at the storage facility. She’d even put the keys in the ignitions just in case they didn’t see the connection.

That was how she and the sniper, along with the Chinese team, had made it up the mountain without Brandt being any the wiser. The electric motors were nearly silent. It was said you could stalk deer on a clear winter day and never have them hear you coming. After having her bones rattled on the long journey up the slopes, Aunush wasn’t so sure about that claim, however they had made it up the mountain to their perch on a peak across from the chalet without detection.

Now, however, Brandt was well aware of their presence. Although strangely his team was huddled together by the fireplace. Strange. But his odd tactics mattered little.

As the sun rose to the east and the soldier set up the grenade launcher next to her, there was no reason to deny herself that sweet, sweet moment of revenge.

* * *

Davidson’s fingertips bled as he gripped a sharp outcropping of rock.

Lopez grunted below him. “No hurry, dude.”

Ignoring the pain shooting down the back of his hand and settling into his wrists, Davidson found another handhold and hauled himself another meter. He glanced up the long chimney to finally find light. Not much farther.

Which was a good thing. Between the strain of the climb and the cold, he would be lucky to be able to pull the trigger, let alone hit something. As they neared the top of the rocky shaft though, the crevices became more frequent and easier to hold. They were at the lip of the long crack in the rock that served as the chalet’s chimney.

“Ready,” Davidson announced.

Lopez projected down the shaft. “Three.”

Davidson braced his feet on Lopez’s shoulders, releasing his hands so he could swing the sniper rifle from his back and prepare to fire. He kept reminding himself that he didn’t have to hit anything. He just had to give that other sniper pause. A seven-second pause. Exactly seven seconds.

If he missed…if the sniper still fired despite his attempts…if Brandt and the others didn’t haul ass as fast as they thought they could…then Lopez’s whole plan fell apart. Or at least the first salvo of his plan would fall apart. There were plenty of other opportunities for this to go south in the second phase.

“Two.”

Davidson tucked the rifle up against his shoulder, picturing where the sniper was set up. It had to be on the eastern peak directly across from the chalet. The guy would have good shelter. Then Davidson moved on to calculating the wind-shift between the peaks. And then mainly praying his damaged fingers could still work in the extreme cold.

Prepping for the shot, Davidson took in a long, deep breath, then exhaled as the air in front of him steamed. He let it dissipate and then dug his heel into Lopez’s shoulder.

“One!” Lopez announced as he pushed up, forcing Davidson out of the chimney.

The world was a blur of snow, but Davidson didn’t count on a visual. He trusted his instincts and fired once. But not in time. A rocket-propelled grenade’s red streak reddened the pristine snow as it shot across the crevice between the peaks.

The first wrinkle in Lopez’s plan.

“Run!” Davidson yelled to the team below as the corporal lowered him behind the lip. “No!” Davidson yelled, but Lopez wouldn’t shove him back up.

“We’ve got to trust the plan,” the corporal explained.

As the mountain shook from the explosion, Davidson wasn’t so sure about that.

* * *

Brandt literally flung Rebecca ahead of him and dragged Bunny behind the Bombardier to shelter. Just in time as the chalet burst into flames. The beautiful little cottage now a conflagration.

The first hitch in Lopez’s “sniper Whack-a-Mole” plan. They hadn’t counted on RPGs, although seriously they should have. But why the hell hadn’t the enemy opened with those? Why go with sniper fire if they had the muscle of RPGs?

“But I think Osip killed Nikolay for the fragments here,” Rebecca protested. He ignored her. “Brandt, the fragments are here.” He ignored her again. Whatever was here or wasn’t here wasn’t their problem. Surviving was.

“Sarge, orders?” Harvish asked from up front. Brandt didn’t ignore him.

“Stick to the plan,” Brandt said.

“Until it comes unstuck,” Talli added.

Their seven-second plan was probably fucked, however, it was the best one they had.

Seven.

Harvish opened the front door to the Bombardier.

Six.

The point man climbed in, staying low, not leaving a target to shoot at.

Five.

Talli opened the passenger side door for them and then slipped in beside Harvish.

Four.

Brandt urged Rebecca into the backseat.

Three.

Bunny climbed in.

Two.

He joined his team, closing the door behind him.

One.


CHAPTER 17
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Chalet, Slovenia

5:03 a.m. GMT

The roar of the Bombardier’s engine filled the alpine air as Davidson popped back out of his hole. He didn’t bother to even aim. He just fired and fired again and again, trying to give those shooters across the divide something to focus on other than killing his team.

Lopez tried to pull him back down, but Davidson refused to budge. He braced his feet against the stone wall to support his weight and continued to fire, honing in on his target. Searching the snowy white cap for signs of movement. Or better yet a splotch of red.

“Damn it,” Lopez growled. “Get down here.”

Davidson didn’t bother to argue, not with the Bombardier still sitting there like a sitting duck. Why the hell weren’t they moving? The rest of the team was supposed to be gone, down the ridge by now.

He’d effectively stalled the opposing sniper, but that damned RPG gunner fired again. And if Davidson knew anything about trajectories, it was heading straight for the Bombardier.

* * *

Rebecca watched through the back window with a sick fascination as the rocket shimmied its way across the open air, glistening in the early morning light. If she didn’t know better, it seemed harmless. Just a bright sparkler coming at them.

“Incoming!” Talli shouted.

No kidding.

But the vehicle was practically buried in snow. The engine couldn’t overcome the weight of what the storm had dumped on the Bombardier’s struts. Any path they had cut last night was long buried.

“Fuck it!” Brandt cursed and reached over, leaning on the Bombardier’s throttle.

The engine screamed, stripping gears, tearing itself apart, but the vehicle jerked backward, tipping them over the ledge just as the rocket streaked overhead, sending a shower of sparks on the Bombardier’s roof before exploding against the plateau exactly where they’d been a second ago.

Her relief was short-lived as the Bombardier started picking up speed, coursing down the slope, backward. Rebecca gripped the seat, stifling a scream.

So it came as no great surprise when Harvish announced, “I’ve lost steering!”

* * *

Davidson fought Lopez, who tugged on his leg. He couldn’t stop shooting. Even though the other sniper was occasionally popping off a shot, Davidson had to keep that RPG gunman busy.

“Dude, get down here!”

Ignoring the corporal again, Davidson fired and then took a split second to look down the slope as the Bombardier careened across the snowy decline. If it had been Lopez driving, Davidson would have guessed the trajectory was planned. But since it wasn’t Lopez, he assumed the vehicle was out of control.

At the least though it was heading in the right direction. Down the mountain. Back to civilization. Away from the sniper. Away from the RPG.

Davidson swung his rifle back in time to see a figure on the far slope stand up in order to angle the rocket launcher toward the fleeing Bombardier.

Calibrating within a split second, Davidson fired. He hit the man square in the forehead. He and his damned RPG launcher tipped over the tip of the peak, tumbling to the valley below.

A bullet kicked up off the chimney right in front of Davidson.

The other sniper had been waiting for his moment. Too bad he missed.

Davidson ducked down beneath the solid stone.

“Finally,” Lopez sighed.

“Had to take care of something,” Davidson answered, finding it hard to get settled. He had to wedge in next to Lopez.

“More important than this?” the corporal asked.

What could be more important than making sure the rest of the team got away safely? More to humor the corporal than anything else, Davidson followed the light of Lopez’s flashlight.

Okay, maybe there was something more important.

* * *

“This is…” the wei sputtered. “This is unacceptable.”

Aunush wasn’t sure exactly how many black ops the man had run, but the RPG operator’s death had been a foregone conclusion to her. She had tried to warn the Chinese how incredibly accurate the other sniper’s aim was. Had they listened?

So Aunush had given her sniper instructions to take his time. Find his window and then take it. She doubted he’d actually hit the other sniper though. Even with her sniper’s skills the wind was against them, but the sniper came so very close, forcing the other shooter back down his rabbit hole.

Of course by now the sedan-sized snowmobile was out of range. No matter. They were not about to lose the thing. Its rattling motor and screeching transmission could probably be heard all the way back to Ljubljana.

Making sure the sniper was covering her, Aunush headed down the shallow slope to the sheltered snowmobiles.

“Well?” she asked the wei.

For some odd reason the man didn’t seem quite so gung-ho to chase down Brandt as he was before. Unfortunately, his country’s existence depended upon it. Aunush swung her leg over the electric snowmobile’s seat and then revved the throttle, although it didn’t quite have the same thrill as the purr of a combustion engine. However, the nearly silent motor would still come in handy.

The sniper climbed onto the snowmobile next to her.

Without a look back to the Chinese, they gunned it down the slope. These two mountain peaks dovetailed together. Within minutes hers and Brandt’s paths would cross for a final time.

* * *

Davidson carefully used his knife to pry the tablet fragment from the surrounding stone while Lopez waved away the smoke from the chalet fire burning beneath them like a cauldron.

“Great hiding place,” the corporal coughed.

Which it actually turned out to be. At least for the fragments. For many of the same reasons Lopez chose the chimney to execute his plan, Nikolay had hidden his pieces of the tablets here. Completely inaccessible except from the top of the stone chimney. Who would think to look here? How many had come to this alpine cottage looking for these pieces of the Ten Commandments? Only to leave empty-handed. Davidson dug out the last piece and handed it to Lopez.

“All part of the plan, my friend,” the corporal grinned.

Even though Davidson no longer had an eyebrow to raise, Lopez got the message.

“Still,” the corporal pressed, “it’s pretty damned cool.”

Yes, it was. Davidson couldn’t argue, but now they had to move into phase two of the plan. Which happened to be about five times shakier than phase one.

Lopez’s face lit up however. “Let’s do this!”

* * *

“Tree!” Rebecca screamed from behind the him.

But Brandt couldn’t do jack shit about it. Streaking backward down the mountainside with absolutely no steering was turning out to be, well, challenging.

The Bombardier hit the damned tree, throwing everyone forward and then back as the vehicle spun sharply, continuing its runaway course down the slope. Spinning, the winter world went by them in circles.

A windshield shattered. Did a stray branch break? Then the window next to Rebecca cracked, in the perfect shape of a bullet hole.

Fuck.

“Stay down!”

Fighting vertigo, Brandt tried to spot the shooter. There. Coming from the left. A snowmobile. Where the hell was the sound though? Several other snowmobiles crested the ridge, angling straight for them.

Using the point of his elbow to clear the rest of the window, Brandt fired, but as they spun away he was sure he’d missed. “Talli!”

“Working it,” the shooter said as he leaned over Harvish, leveling his rifle against the blown-out driver’s-side window frame.

Not bothering to wait for the vehicle to make the full turn, Brandt fired, hitting a snowmobile in the ass. Compensating for the arc, Brandt fired again, hitting the snowmobile’s flank again.

Why the hell wasn’t the gas tank blowing?

Another snowmobile cut across his path. Brandt fired, but more importantly studied the vehicle. No wonder they weren’t exploding as they should. They had no fucking gas tank to explode. The fuckers were electric.

From the other side of the Bombardier, Talli fired, but it seemed no use as a swarm of silent snow gnats surrounded them. Flitting side to side. Small and maneuverable.

Unlike the spinning Bombardier that might as well have been a barn door with a huge bull’s-eye painted on it. And with no steering ability whatsoever, there were absolutely no evasive maneuvers to be had.

They were so screwed.

Brandt still fired though. Keeping in mind this was all part of the plan.

A horrible, horrible plan, but still a plan.

“Brandt!” Rebecca screamed.

He jerked around to find a snowmobile right alongside the back window. Brandt could never fire in time, yet a shot rang out as bright red blood stained the guy’s chest. The snowmobile veered off, heading toward the trees.

Brandt found Harvish, his gun arm across Talli’s back. “Figured if I couldn’t steer, I might as well shoot.”

Good figuring. Before he could thank his point man, the other six gnats seemed intent on revenging their fallen comrade.

Hell if Brandt was going to let that happen.

* * *

Davidson gulped air, trying to catch his breath as he slid down the mountainside. Literally slid. The metal shield beneath his knees barely skimming the powdery snow.

“Shield boarding!” Lopez yelled above the wind whipping at them.

Great. Another extreme sport. Davidson’s fingers ached from the cold as they gripped the shield’s leather straps. This wasn’t just shield boarding, but doing so at a nearly ninety-degree downward angle. By the YDS mountain grading system? The system that warned skiers of how dangerous a trail was. This slope would be rated a triple, triple X.

Death is imminent even if fully prepared, would have been the warning. And he and Lopez were anything but.

Teeth chattering, Davidson leaned a tiny bit to the left, guiding his path to avoid a mogul up ahead. Of course Lopez hotdogged it, sliding up the side and then flipping back down next to Davidson.

“Ha!” Lopez announced. “I’d like to see Shaun White try that!”

So would Davidson since it would mean he would not have to be streaking down the mountain next to the Olympian. He would be safely and warmly watching from a safe distance away.

Davidson eyed a slope that more gently made its way down the mountain, but he knew they couldn’t take it. Not if they wanted to fulfill Lopez’s plan. Of course they didn’t even know if the rest of the team was still alive. They just had to go on faith.

Make that go full speed ahead.

Leaning down, making his shape more aerodynamic, Davidson pulled ahead of Lopez as the corporal cursed. If they were going to do this, they might as well make it interesting.

* * *

Aunush laid the snowmobile up on one strut, letting the metal undercarriage take the bullet meant for her. Damned if Brandt and his team weren’t making the most of firing from a circling vehicle. They were simply laying down arcing fire. Like a large metallic porcupine.

And given what had happened to the last man who tried to approach the vehicle to fire directly inside, none of the Chinese had dared venture closer. And she was not about to commit her sniper to such a foolhardy move.

His strength was long-range kills. Close-quarter was her specialty. And patience. The Chinese were busy firing, taking tiny bites out of the vehicle.

Why bother?

They had a lot of mountain to still cover. And given the reckless course Brandt’s team was taking, she probably didn’t need to lift a finger to herald their end. They seemed quite capable of killing themselves.

A scream from one of the forward men brought her attention forward. The man struggled to try to change course and then he was just…gone.

* * *

“There’s nothing!” Rebecca called out, not bothering to cover her panic.

“Where did they go?” Brandt asked, still firing.

“No,” Rebecca corrected, she wasn’t talking about the snowmobiles. “There’s nothing ahead.”

Just a blushing sky with nothing on the horizon but air. The Bombardier’s spin brought Brandt’s window to the same view. His firing stopped.

“Fuck.”

Rebecca had to agree.

The end of the world approached. Even the pings of their assailant’s gunfire stopped as they pulled to a halt before they too reached the edge of the abyss.

Bunny grabbed her hand as they turned from watching through the back window to the front.

There was ground beneath them. Then there wasn’t.

They were airborne. Really, truly airborne. There was nothing under their struts but air. And unfortunately this wasn’t the end of the world. No, the ground was still there. It was just about fifty feet below.

She swallowed hard as Bunny’s fingernails dug into her skin. Rebecca wanted to shut her eyes, however the sight was beautiful. The dawn brought the sun peeking out from the storm clouds, and the mountain below was dressed in a pristine white shawl. Perhaps this is what heaven looked like. All they needed was a bit of harp music to accompany their flight.

Then the beauty faded as the snow-covered slope came rushing at them.

“Heads down!” Brandt ordered.

But Rebecca couldn’t comply. Instead she watched as they hurled to the ground, hitting hard with their forward struts as they slammed into the snow, rattling them down to their marrow. One of the metal bars broke like a twig, flying off as the rear of the Bombardier landed with a boom.

They swerved to the right and then to the left, but they were on their way again. Actually facing the right way. No spinning.

A roar filled the vehicle as the rest vented their relief. All except she and Brandt. They locked eyes. He reached a hand out. She went to accept it except Harvish whooped, “I’ve got steering back!”

The point man went to correct their erratic course, but Brandt stopped him.

“No,” he said. “Let them think we’re still a runaway.”

Given their haphazard path, that was not going to be difficult to prove.

* * *

Aunush clamped down hard on the throttle, revving the engine until it shook beneath her. She released the brake, gripping the vehicle with her knees as she shot out, gaining speed until her snowmobile carried her over the edge.

Burying her heels against the floorboard, Aunush pulled up on the nose. Her arms shook with the effort as the world flew by, but she had to land at the apex point of the struts or she would not be as lucky as Brandt. His vehicle was solid steel. And even it couldn’t take the punishment of that landing whole. Aunush wouldn’t just break a strut. She’d break a neck.

The ground came way faster than it should have, but she brought the snowmobile down on both struts. Of course she nearly broke both wrists doing it.

Pulling out of the landing, Aunush glanced over her shoulders. Her sniper cleared over head, landing a good ten meters forward, and he was already speeding off. The wei wobbled in the air yet somehow managed to land his snowmobile and move out. The next two men were not quite so lucky.

Neither could get their noses up high enough. The first one plowed face-first into the mountainside and then flipped on top of himself. He didn’t move. The other flew from his snowmobile, luckily landing in a thick snowbank. He scrambled up, righting his vehicle.

Up top the remaining three men skidded to a stop, not making the leap.

The wei shouted something in Chinese. She wasn’t sure if he was scolding them or gave them orders to find another way down as the men pulled away from the ledge and disappeared from sight. The wei certainly acted as if they were obeying orders.

Either way they were down to eight.

Not the number she wanted going into this chase.

Although that did mean fewer to clean up after their victory.

That truly was Aunush’s gift.

To always see the silver lining in situations.

* * *

Brandt fired at the advancing snowmobiles. This certainly was easier going straight. Or at least straight-ish. And they’d lost almost a third of their pursuers. Today? That was a freaking win.

However, no matter how much they kept the enemy at bay, this was a game of attrition. The enemy couldn’t miss the Bombardier. A blind man with Parkinson’s couldn’t miss the vehicle. And with the glistening snow spreading out in all directions, exactly how could they ever get away from those fleet, silent snowmobiles?

As a bullet ricocheted off the side of the car and embedded itself in the roof, Brandt looked to the path ahead.

“Rebecca?” he asked.

She put up a hand. Not rude, just letting him know she understood his urgency, but pestering her was not going to help. He glanced to the topographical map they’d found at Nikolay’s. The man had charted the area down to the last crevice.

The architect better have been accurate or they were dead.

“Inch us to the left,” Brandt told Harvish, “but make it look accidental.”

The Bombardier sluggishly drifted left, snow flying into their windshield from the broken strut. Brandt watched as their trail of snowmobiles followed suit, shifting to the left. He noticed they didn’t send any chase vehicles in front of them, at least not after that last jump.

That was okay. He just needed them close.

“Talli,” Brandt instructed, “act like your gun jammed.” He turned to his point man. “Harvish, really make a show trying to get the controls back.”

Brandt kept firing from the right side of the vehicle. They had to make a show of it. The enemy had to believe this pursuit was still in the bag.

“Rebecca?”

“I’d say even a little more west,” she suggested.

Harvish faked a little right like they’d hit a hidden bump before skidding them to the left another few meters.

Brandt paused to reload even though his clip wasn’t exhausted just to tempt his pursuers even closer. They really needed them to take the bait. The contingent behind them surged forward.

“Now!” Rebecca yelled. Harvish made a hard left, nearly tilting them on their side. One of the snowmobiles hit them square in the side. The Bombardier came out of that scrape the better. However, it was the three snowmobiles on the right that got the biggest surprise.

Instead of driving onto sleek snow, they plowed into a rocky outcropping. Two of them crashed into the stone, shattering their vehicles. The other, hanging slightly back, was able to gun in and go up the embankment, flying over the outcropping and landing on top of the fucking Bombardier.

Well, that was not part of the goddamned plan.

* * *

A bullet came through the roof, narrowly missing Rebecca’s torso. Bunny flew back, hitting the side of the vehicle to avoid another spray of bullets. Brandt and Talli fired back, but the damned snowmobile must have been blocking their shots.

“What do I do?” Harvish yelled above the barrage of gunfire.

“Stick to the plan!” Brandt yelled back. He paused in firing as the bullets stopped.

Had they gotten the assailant?

Then automatic weapon sprayed down. Pain shot up Rebecca’s calf as Bunny screamed, slapping her hand over a neck wound.

“Stop!” Brandt cried out.

Harvish slammed on the brakes, flinging the snowmobile out in front of them. The Bombardier chugged right over it, smashing the weaker metal into the snow. Only there wasn’t a body. Rebecca raised her head above the backseat to be sure. Only the snowmobile was gone.

“He’s still up there.”

“Well, motherfucker,” Brandt said as he cocked his gun. “Start dancing.”

Without the snowmobile to shield their assailant, Rebecca could hear the man jumping from foot to foot, trying to avoid the team’s gunfire. Still the assailant fired, making every square inch inside the Bombardier a death trap.

“Fuck this,” Brandt said. Rebecca tried to grab him before he did what she feared he would do.

* * *

Heaving his upper body out of the vehicle, Brandt twisted, bringing his weapon to bear. The assailant must have heard him because he tried to turn to meet the threat, only he was a dime short and a day late.

Normally Brandt would have a problem shooting a man in the back, however a man on top of his vehicle firing an automatic weapon at his team? Yeah, he had no problem shooting this guy. The force of his shots threw the man over the side of the Bombardier.

Ducking back inside the vehicle, before the men on the snowmobiles got any ideas about taking their target practice on him, Brandt clutched the seat in front of him. The Bombardier skidded to the right. Clearly whatever steering control Harvish had was minimal.

“Almost there,” the point man yelled as they approached a narrowing of the snowfield. Rebecca looked behind them. The remaining snowmobiles crowded tighter to fit.

“Everyone down!” Brandt yelled.

Just before his head dipped behind the seat, Brandt witnessed two figures rising from the snow.

* * *

Davidson flung the snow-covered blanket from his shoulders as the Bombardier flew past them. Davidson didn’t waste any time, firing at the trailing snowmobiles. They tried to scatter, but the narrow gap held them in the kill zone.

Lopez shot as well, taking out a snowmobile on his side.

This had been the linchpin of the corporal’s plan. They’d known they were grossly outnumbered and that the enemy must have had far superior equipment, as much as it pained Lopez to admit.

So the corporal had devised a plan to take advantage of their strengths. Apparently their team’s greatest strength was its ability to agree to do some really insane stuff. Even Rebecca and Bunny had signed off on it.

Twisting at the hip, Davidson continued to fire as the last of the snowmobiles passed them. Another enemy fell from his vehicle. A third careened wildly out of control, smashing into the rocks that flanked them.

They hadn’t gotten them all, but now the assailants numbered only three and even those didn’t follow the Bombardier. Instead, they took the first slope heading away from the narrow passage.

“Was that a plan or was that a plan?” Lopez asked as he dug his shield out from the snow.

“Yes it was,” Davidson agreed following suit, claiming his shield. “But we’ve got one more phase before we can call it a success.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Lopez said, running, bent over, pushing his shield in front of him until he got enough speed, and then he hopped onto the metal. “Last one to the bottom buys the brews!”

With a lingering glance over his shoulder in the direction the enemy had fled, Davidson joined the corporal.

The Disciples did not seem quite the type to give it up so easily.
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Rebecca let Bunny hug her, hard. Harvish and Talli were busy doing high fives. They’d done it. Somehow they’d navigated the maze of a plan, threaded the needle, escaped by a hair—whatever you called it, the sensation felt pretty damned good.

The Bombardier also seemed to be getting its second wind. The glorious machine ran smoother, actually going in a straight line. The broken strut sticking out like a proud scar. It was the luxury SUV snowmobile that could.

The only one not in full celebration mode was Brandt. A frown still etched his face as he looked in the direction those three had fled. It worried Rebecca as well, not knowing if that stupid sniper was one of them. But for this fleeting moment she shoved all concern aside and simply enjoyed a moment of pure victory.

Adding to the exuberance of the moment was the sight of Lopez and Davidson snowboarding toward them. Wait. Not snowboarding.

Lopez was in the lead, waving like a maniac. Through the broken windows he yelled, “Shield boarding! The X Games are going to eat it up!”

Of course he almost bit it, having to drop down to his knees, grabbing the leather straps to right his course. Even Davidson seemed bit by the shield boarding bug, weaving back and forth and showing off just a little.

The horror of the past day were chased away by the bright morning sun and the knowledge that they’d done it. Actually done it.

Then the sound of a shot filled the alpine air. Rebecca and Bunny dropped to the floor of the Bombardier, which had become almost a second home. But there was no return fire. Cautiously Rebecca lifted her head to find the men searching the surrounding area.

Which meant it must be the sniper. Somehow he’d found them again and set up far from them.

Another loud shot rang out, but no bullet materialized. She lifted herself up to look out the window, checking on Lopez and Davidson. They were far more vulnerable out there. While both were crouched down, hugging the metal, neither seemed injured.

The sniper was too damned good to miss both men and the Bombardier. So what was he up to?

The next loud shot was answered by a bone-chilling crack.

Bunny’s eyes dilated. “No!”

Rebecca looked to Brandt, whose head whipped to the right.

“What’s going on?” she asked as the sniper fired again, and another crack filled the air. Then, reluctantly Rebecca figured it out.

Farther up the steep slope, a huge sheet of snow slid down the hill, putting pressure on the other loose snow, dislodging it. At first the snow’s movement was slow, almost like a lazy yoga move, but with each passing moment the snow slide rapidly developed into a full-on avalanche.

“Get in!” Brandt yelled to Lopez and Davidson, throwing the passenger side door open. Davidson, being the closest, maneuvered his shield over. Brandt grabbed him by the back of the jacket and hauled the younger man inside.

Lopez though was much farther away. “Go!” he yelled, waving them off. “To the trees!”

Rebecca followed Lopez’s finger. A stand of pines wasn’t far off. That might be able to break the avalanche’s momentum.

Brandt looked like he wanted to argue with the corporal, however Lopez had already turned to the right, increasing the distance between them. The sergeant turned to Harvish and said, “Floor it.”

Beneath her feet, Rebecca could feel the Bombardier’s engines rev, but the thing had been put through snowmobile hell. It strained, you could hear it in every cycle of the pistons, however they didn’t go any faster. The rogue snow picked up speed, filling the air with the sound of a brewing storm. At first a quiet whooshing that built to a menacing rumble that reached a crescendo.

That sonic quake more than anything told Rebecca they’d never make it to the trees in time.

* * *

Davidson watched in silent horror as the avalanche advanced on Lopez. He should have stayed out there with him. The snow tumbled upon itself, building force and speed. Just as it was about to overtake Lopez, the Bombardier’s engines kicked in.

The vehicle surged forward, clearing the trees. The sound of branches torn from their trunks reverberated. The snow chewed through the small patch of forest more efficiently than a buzz saw, but not so efficient that it could catch them.

Harvish gunned the engine, getting them around the edge of the trees and back toward Lopez. Davidson searched the area as the avalanche poured down the slope not a few feet from them.

Then a whoop filled the air as Lopez crested the roiling snow. He held his leather strap in one hand and held his other high above his head. “Avalanche riding!” he yelled as he streaked past them. “Tell me when my eight seconds are up!”

Davidson didn’t want to tell him, but the only way he was able to stay upright was that the avalanche was losing steam. The slope had leveled out, presenting less downward trajectory for the snow.

They had dodged not just a bullet, but a snowy death as well.

Then another shot rang out.

No.

The snow, which had seemed content to stop its descent, shifted again.

Another shot hit halfway up the mountainside, dislodging a large drift of fresh snow. It let loose almost with glee, barreling down the slope. This avalanche’s sheer volume crushed the trees, leveling them within moments, leaving nothing between its fury and the Bombardier.

* * *

Brandt didn’t get pissed off at God for much, but seriously. Two avalanches? He could only pray that the thick metal of the vehicle could take the brunt of the blow. They were fresh out of tricks.

Lopez veered off to the right, dropping out of sight. Whether taken by the avalanche or performing some stunt, Brandt wasn’t sure.

Then the first wall of snow hit them, picking the back of the Bombardier up and forcing them onto their front struts. Only there weren’t two struts, so the force of snow crashed them over onto their right side, then flipped them end over end.

The front windshield, already riddled with bullet holes, shattered. Talli was thrown free. Harvish wasn’t far behind as the backseat’s bolts sheared off, slamming the seat through the dented metal of the Bombardier’s roof. Inside was no longer the safer option.

“Evac!” Brandt said, grabbing Rebecca’s elbow. Davidson urged Bunny to the other side of the vehicle. As the metal ripped open revealing a pinkish sky, they got the hell out of there.

Outside wasn’t much better as the snow tumbled and pushed. Brandt found his feet and headed perpendicular to the flow. Just like a riptide, an avalanche was only powerful if you were in its path. He could see a rocky overhang ahead. Not far. They could make it.

They had to make it.

Then Rebecca’s legs were knocked out from under her as she fell to one knee. They didn’t have time for her to gain her feet. Brandt gripped her wrist hard enough it probably felt like he was going to break it as he dragged her behind him.

It was only a few more feet.

Then another loud crack pierced the air.

This time it wasn’t a wall of snow coming, it was a steamroller aiming straight for them.

Okay.

Officially, the fucking plan had come unstuck.

* * *

Aunush watched through her binoculars as somehow the weak researcher finally got up and ran alongside Brandt. They sought the shelter of those rocks, but the torrent of snow the sniper had created in a directed avalanche overwhelmed them both.

With eager anticipation she watched as tons of snow poured over their location. Sweeping to the east, the others of his team were in similar dire situations. The only one who seemed to come out of the multistaged avalanche was the corporal. He was still riding high upon his shield.

She went back to Brandt and Monroe’s position. They were the only ones who mattered. Aunush needed to be certain that she had truly cut off the head of the snake. Without the researcher they would not have the historical acumen to follow any path Nikolay might have set them upon. And without Brandt they would not have the might to see the mission through.

The avalanche slowed and then finally stopped. A ringing silence filled the air. Not a bird chirped. The wind died down to nothing. As if Nature herself was waiting to see the results of her handiwork. Aunush scanned the area where the jutting rocks used to be. They were so buried that she could not even know exactly where they lay. All the better.

Let it be an unmarked grave.

“We must go down and finish them off,” the wei insisted.

Aunush checked the perfectly smooth snowfield. Not a sign of movement.

“And how exactly do you plan to dig through thirty feet of snow?” she asked, cocking her head. “Especially when the others are still at large?”

The man’s cheeks blazed red. Or was that from the cuts and scratches that covered his face? “I am done listening to your—”

The wei never finished his thought since he no longer had a mouth. A sniper shot from this close? The man was lucky to still have his head. As the wei’s body crumpled to the ground, Aunush turned to his two remaining men.

“Would anyone else like to object to my leadership?”

Both men promptly shook their heads.

The braver of the two cleared his throat. “What do we do now?”

She was so glad he asked.

“We wait to see if we need to activate our secondary protocol.”

The man looked like he wished to know more, but Aunush only grinned. It was too delicious to share.

* * *

Rebecca clung to Brandt as the darkness threatened to consume them. Her ears rang so loudly that it was difficult to know if the avalanche had really stopped or if it was just wishful thinking.

Brandt’s hand moved to his belt as he unhooked his light and turned it on. She went to speak, but he put his finger up to his lips. Right. Sound could set off another avalanche.

He swung the beam around them. The rocks had kept the avalanche from crushing them outright, however even the stone groaned under the snow’s weight. On every other side the snow walled them in. Brandt put a hand against the white barrier, but it didn’t give at all.

She gulped back panic. They were alive. They had oxygen. Not a lot though as she looked at their tiny enclosure. Brandt clawed at the snow and got a bit to move, but it piled up at his feet.

He turned to her, sorrow in his eyes as he shook his head. There would be no digging their way out. Given how long the avalanche had sounded overhead, Rebecca could bet there was way more snow above them than they had room to store it.

Brandt put his hands on her shoulders and whispered, “We’ve got to stay calm. Conserve oxygen.”

And heat. Rebecca was already shivering. She noticed that Brandt didn’t promise anything like how soon they would be rescued or how everything was going to be fine. He wasn’t that guy. He wouldn’t lie to keep her spirits up. While she wasn’t well versed in avalanche statistics, she did watch the news. She did know how low the rescue rate was even under the best of circumstances. With dozens upon dozens of workers using heavy equipment. All they had was the other five members of their team, if they had survived the avalanche. And what equipment did they have besides Lopez’s shield?

Wordlessly Brandt sat down against the rock and spread his arms. Rebecca lowered herself beside him, allowing his arms to wrap around her. If they were to die, at the least it would be together.

* * *

Davidson dug through the snow, finding a hand. He dug faster, shoveling snow with both hands.

“Hang on,” he reassured as those exposed fingers wiggled. She was alive. Talli joined him as Harvish dropped to his knees and helped despite a ragged, bleeding bullet wound to his shoulder.

Within moments they had her torso uncovered. She wrapped her frigid arms around him as he pulled her from the snowbank. Davidson rubbed her back as she snuggled her head against his neck. Talli threw a blanket over her.

Bunny looked up into Davidson’s eyes. “I think I’m done with the snow.”

Then she leaned in and kissed him. His lips didn’t know how to respond.

“Get a room,” Harvish teased as she pulled away. “Or spread the love, I’m just saying.”

Bunny shook her head before burying it against Davidson’s skin.

Davidson held her stiffly, not really knowing what to do or say.

“Hey!” a shout came from behind, saving him from the awkward moment. Lopez trudged up the slope dragging his shield behind him. “Save a little for the next X Games champion!”

The corporal’s smile fell though as he surveyed their group. “Where’s Rebecca?” he asked. “Brandt?”

Davidson held Bunny closer as he answered. “We have no idea.”

* * *

Brandt kept his breathing low and shallow. At such high altitude that was a recipe for blacking out, but he wanted to take in as little oxygen as possible. And give off minimal carbon dioxide. In tight, enclosed spaces like this carbon dioxide poisoning would probably get them before they ran out of oxygen.

Not exactly a pleasant thought.

Rebecca stirred in his arms. She’d fallen asleep after the first hour. The stress and the trauma had taken its toll. He stroked her hair, soothing her restlessness.

God, this was so fucked up. The worst part wasn’t even that they were trapped with little oxygen and even less hope of being rescued. No, it was because while they were physically together, they would die apart.

Even after everything that Brandt had seen, the dark hearts at the center of religious zealots, he still believed with all his heart in Jesus’s promise. He believed in the sanctity of marriage. For him, his vows truly were a covenant with God.

And he had made it with a woman besides Rebecca.

Brandt couldn’t even picture Maria’s face in his mind’s eye. She was a stranger.

His child though? His son? That he could see as clear as day.

Carefully so as not to disturb Rebecca, Brandt flicked back on the flashlight and opened his chest pocket. Tenderly so as not to rip the edge, he took out the picture of Maria’s last sonogram. To be able to see a life before it was even born was practically a miracle in itself. Although they didn’t have long to wait. The baby’s due date was in a few short weeks.

Brandt took in a deep breath. The boy would not grow up a bastard. This marriage without love would provide for the boy even if Brandt died here. The child would get all of the military benefits due. Given Brandt’s line of work, and the frequency with which he found himself in such situations, how could he not give such comfort to his child?

But at what cost to Rebecca?

He tucked a stray blond strand behind her ear. He’d robbed her of her future to secure his son’s.

Like he said, the situation was fucked up.

* * *

Rebecca reached out and took the picture from Brandt. The grainy photo showed the most perfect little baby. Brandt’s baby.

“He’s got your chin,” she whispered.

“You think so?”

“No,” she laughed softly. “Not really.” The baby didn’t look a thing like Brandt, but what baby looked like their parents at this age? The child also didn’t look like some kind of brunette bombshell either.

“Rebecca…” Brandt whispered. “I am so sorry.”

She shook her head though as she handed the picture back. “Don’t.”

The child had been theoretical. An intellectual chit in her mind’s machinations. She’d shuffled the weight of the baby against Brandt’s love of her. She’d measured and divided up worth, still not understanding how Brandt had left her.

Now? After seeing that picture? There were no scales in the world or the heavens above that wouldn’t find in favor of the baby.

Tears streamed down her face as she realized that she’d lost Brandt. For good. There was someone, so tiny, so precious, who needed him more than even she. Rebecca looked up into Brandt’s eyes to see him crying as well.

Brandt crying. If that didn’t prove his love for her, despite everything else to the contrary, nothing else would.

“Forgive me,” he breathed out.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” she said, then ducked under his arm. “But we’ve got to stop this.”

“What do you mean? We’re just—”

“We know exactly what we’re doing.” She scooted back from him. “What we have been doing this whole time.”

Brandt looked away.

“You’re married,” Rebecca stated, trying to keep the tears from her voice. “And we’ve been trying to have our cake and eat it too.”

Brandt slowly nodded. All those subtle touches. How not by accident they kept getting paired off. There still was nothing platonic about their relationship. They were like magnets finding their way together no matter what lay between them.

“They can’t find us…” Rebecca almost lost her nerve and dove into his arms, but she had to be strong. They both had to be strong for that little baby in the picture. “They can’t find us dead, arm in arm. In an embrace.”

“Who said anything about dead?” a tinny voice announced.

What the hell?

Brandt swept the light around their tiny hiding spot.

And between two rocks a thin metal tube jutted through the snow.

* * *

“Well?” Davidson asked Lopez. “Are they alive?”

“Um, yeah,” the corporal answered. “And having some kind of touchy-feely moment.”

Davidson let out a sigh of relief that started in his soul and flushed away the ache in his heart. Bunny squeezed his hand. “Told ya.”

Her skin glowed in the morning sun, bouncing off the freckles and making her red hair glow like a warm fire. He turned away, unable to take in the sight, totally happy to have the distraction of freeing Rebecca and Brandt.

“Hang tight, you guys,” Lopez spoke into the mic. “Now that we’ve got your four-one-one, we should be down there in a few.”

The corporal pulled out the long piece of metal that had their quasi-communications device attached to it. They’d cobbled the thing together from the Bombardier’s shattered radio. The whole thing had been Talli’s idea. They’d used the broken struts to poke into the snow until they hit rock. From there they’d attached some insta-heat packs to the tip of the strut, melting enough snow to form a mini-tunnel to send down the jury-rigged mic. They couldn’t waste time digging until they knew for sure they’d found the right spot.

Talli and Harvish carried four “shovels” from the Bombardier’s crash site. Basically they’d taken pieces of damaged metal, bent two edges over, and duct-taped them into a functional handle.

Lopez grabbed his with gusto. “First one to break through doesn’t have to write up the after-action report on this one.”

Davidson had never seen men dig so fast.


CHAPTER 19

══════════════════

Air over Jordan

8:55 p.m. GMT

Brandt tried to focus on what the hell Davidson was saying, but after the forty-eight hours he’d had? No chance. Just getting the hell out of Slovenia hadn’t been a remake of Planes, Trains, and Automobiles. It had been Snowshoe, Broken-Down RV, and Stolen Crop Dusters. Not the most efficient extraction, but it had gotten them out of Europe and on their way to the Middle East.

He glanced to the back of the plane where the women were holed up poring over the new fragments of the tablets. So far all indicators pointing to the tablets, and therefore Amed’s storage facility for the Rinderpest, was located in Western Jordan. Rebecca and Bunny were working to narrow down that rather large search area a bit.

For the moment though they were flying to Queen Alia’s International Airport. It was the westernmost airport in Jordan. From there they would head to the Kempinski Ishtar hotel and spa. Not for R & R although they could all use it, but because it was located on the Dead Sea just a few miles off of the route Moses took through the desert to the Promised Land. It was a good enough as any place to start. Plus a nice big sprawling luxury resort like the Kempinski was used to their fair share of strange American tourists.

And his group couldn’t get much stranger.

They all looked like they’d played a game of hockey against the NHL and taken a few sticks to the face.

“Sarge?” Davidson asked.

“Yeah, sorry,” Brandt apologized since he hadn’t heard the last ten sentences Davidson said.

The younger man pointed to the screen of some random laptop they’d acquired in their journey from Slovenia to here. “As I was saying, the Knot…”

Brandt waited, but Davidson’s face screwed up into a grimace, accentuating his tapestry of scars.

“The Knot?” Brandt prompted. The word wanted to stick in Brandt’s craw too, but if Davidson had any information from the organization that had hounded and hunted them down last year, Brandt would take it. He was fucking tired of being blindsided by that Disciple bitch.

Davidson cleared his throat. “During my time with them, I never heard of the Disciples of Moshe, however there were rumors of The Chosen. A group that predated the Knot.” Davidson absently licked where his lip should have been before continuing. “A group that the Knot was actually afraid of, but I’d assumed them to be like the boogeyman, made up to keep members in line.”

Apparently Davidson was grossly mistaken, given the number of bullets that had been fired at them since London. The Chosen were as real and dangerous as the Knot had believed.

“Anything more specific than ‘the Chosen will get you if you don’t eat your spinach’?” Brandt asked.

“My father…I mean Petir,” Davidson corrected.

Brandt felt, just a little, for the kid. He’d been picked up by the Knot after being abandoned by his birth mother at a church in Baltimore. Davidson had never known any other life than that the Knot showed him. How could you not call somebody father after being raised by him for two decades?

“Tok…” Davidson stated and then stalled again.

Now that name, the name of the man who had ordered the execution of Svengurd, that name made Brandt’s jaw clench. Even a year later Brandt could see the startled look on his point man’s face as a bullet made a hole in his forehead.

That same bastard who kidnapped Rebecca had been Davidson’s “brother.” Talk about a fucked-up family tree. The struggle to separate his love for the “brother” from the horrible actions of a religious terrorist was clear on Davidson’s face.

Would Brandt have turned out any differently from the private if he’d been raised by a bunch of fanatics? And not just fanatics, but fanatics descended from a millennia-old cult? That was some serious baggage.

“He did what?” Brandt asked, avoiding speaking the bastard’s name. He couldn’t do that without some serious hostility behind it.

“When we were children, Petir was chiding Tok for something,” Davidson continued, “invoking the Chosen, but Tok challenged him. Demanded that Petir prove the Chosen existed.”

“And did he?”

Davidson pointed to the laptop showing a picture of a previous king of Jordan, Abdullah I bin al-Hussein. “Petir told Tok once he crossed to the afterlife, to ask King Abdullah of the Chosen’s power if Tok did not believe him.”

Brandt scanned Abdullah’s biography. The king had been instrumental in helping the British in World War I and had encouraged his Arab neighbors to enter into a peace treaty with Israel. It looked from all accounts that his assassination had been politically motivated to keep that peace accord from ever happening.

“I don’t see how this has anything to do with the Disciples,” Brandt commented.

“Look at the date,” Davidson urged.

July 20, 1951. Besides Hank Williams being a pretty big hit back then, Brandt drew a blank.

Davidson switched the screen to reveal the history of the Dead Seas Scrolls. They were “discovered” between 1947 and 1956. Abdullah’s assassination fell right in the middle of those dates. But it still didn’t make much sense. A lot of things had happened between 1947 and 1956.

“When Tok pressed Petir about Abdullah, he just shrugged and said that one had to have stood by the king’s side to know the truth.”

“I’m lost,” Brandt admitted.

Before Davidson could answer, Lopez came over the intercom. “If everyone could please take their seats, we will be landing shortly.” Brandt turned back to the private, but the corporal wasn’t done. “And to make sure that I have the same landing difficulty as in Slovenia, I will be placing a blindfold.”

“Lopez,” Brandt growled.

“Fine. I will only close one eye. So buckle up.”

Brandt complied, indicating for Davidson to do the same. Whatever point the kid was trying to make, they would find out at the hotel. If they made it that far as the plane bucked and bounced on the landing.

* * *

Rebecca let the last rays of the sun bake down on her skin. The Dead Sea lay before them, twinkling a dark blue. The shoreline was encrusted with bright white salt. A tourist floated in the water, buoyed by the sea’s high salt content. Hence why the sea was “dead.” Very little if anything could grow in its briny waters. Across the calm sea lay Israel. If only relations between the Arab world and the Jewish nation could be so tranquil.

The hotel’s grounds included over a half mile of shoreline. Besides direct access to the beach, their private courtyard featured palm trees and their very own pool in case you wanted to take a dip without getting your hair salted. Not that any of them were going swimming anytime soon.

Although it was a slightly different experience developing a plan of attack while lying on a chaise lounge chair…with overstuffed pillows. Rebecca could get used to it. And Bunny? Bunny didn’t seem inclined to leave their private villa anytime soon. The girl clearly needed the cold chased from her bones.

“Back it up,” Brandt asked Davidson. “I still don’t see what the assassination of Abdullah has to do with Amed’s cave.”

Davidson had tried to explain several times now his concerns, but it wasn’t until Rebecca got Wi-Fi access to read the files herself that she understood.

“May I?” Rebecca asked Davidson, who seemed more than happy to turn over the floor to her. “I think that Petir was implying that the Disciples killed Abdullah or at least manipulated the killer.”

“But why?” Brandt asked. “I thought it was about sabotaging the peace process.”

“Yes,” Rebecca answered, “that is the official story, but if Petir thought it was the Disciples, I am inclined to believe him.”

Brandt got up from his lounge chair and paced. “That still doesn’t explain why.”

“It comes down to the Dead Sea Scrolls,” Rebecca explained. “They were unearthed during the same time period.”

“People,” Brandt pleaded, “connect the dots. I need a location to hit.”

Rebecca brought up a map of the Dead Sea. Long and thin, the sea not only currently provided a long border for Israel and Jordan, but historically it created a natural boundary for many other ancient civilizations. Not that Brandt would care much about that. He would care though that the Dead Sea had been a major obstacle to Moses finding the Promised Land.

“The Dead Sea Scrolls were found a few miles inland from the Dead Sea at an ancient Jewish settlement called Khirbet Qumran between 1947 and 1956.”

“Then why aren’t we looking over there?” Brandt demanded. Although he definitely kept to the other side of the courtyard. They hadn’t been closer than a few feet since they left Slovenia. Each keeping up their side of the “you are a married man” bargain.

“Wait for it,” she chided, trying to overcome the awkward distance between them. He did not seem amused. “The Dead Sea Scrolls were written far after the time frame we are looking at. They were written once the Jews found the Promised Land. We need to be searching on this side of the Dead Sea because Moses more than likely would have wanted to hide the tablets before they got to the Promised Land.”

“I’m still waiting,” Brandt grumbled.

“Fine,” Rebecca sighed. She usually like to give a thorough historical primer before getting to the meaty stuff, but with Brandt’s vein at his neck nearly bounding out of his skin, now was not the time. “Did you know that one of the first Dead Sea scrolls discovered was called the Manual of the Disciples?”

“What?” Brandt said as every head turned her way. Even Bunny sat up in her chair.

“That’s right. It was later renamed the Community Scroll, however it is the only scroll known to have been altered from its original state,” Rebecca explained. “It was either cut in half, stolen, or burned, depending on which account you want to believe.”

Slightly more patient, Brandt worked out the history. “So you are saying that within the Dead Sea Scrolls there was a section concerning the Disciples?” Off her nod he asked, “And Abdullah was connected to this how?”

“He was a scholar, deeply invested in bringing his and even his neighbors’ history to light. In the convoluted history of the scrolls, it is even rumored that King Abdullah made a bid for them.” Rebecca looked up to find Brandt watching her. “As did the Syrian Orthodox Church. Which I don’t think that is coincidental.”

The sergeant ground his teeth. “But how does this help us find the cave?”

“Let’s fast-forward,” Rebecca said as she brought up another web page.

“Yes, let’s,” Brandt encouraged.

She noticed that Lopez, Harvish, and Davidson had pulled their chairs closer. Talli probably would have too except he was out, sitting on the top of the hotel’s tall tower, keeping them safe.

“Jordan had possession of the scrolls for a year between 1966 and the Six-Day War in 1967 when the Israelis took over the Jordanian museum. Ever since then, Jordan has claimed that Israel has not been displaying the entire scrolls. They have even petitioned the UN to get the completed scrolls back.”

“Great, and I really don’t mean to be a broken record here, but how does that get us closer to the Rinderpest?”

Rebecca typed in a few more commands to bring up an old newspaper article from the 1960s. “Because shortly after the Six-Day War, Abdullah’s grandson closed down an archeological dig on the east bank of the Dead Sea, sealing it, forbidding any to dig there again.”

“So we need to go to that site?” Brandt’s voice was filled with enthusiasm.

“No, of course not,” Rebecca said shaking her head. This is what happened when he hurried her. “Bunny, show him the passage we translated from the new fragments.”

The young woman read from her pages of translations. For someone from a younger generation, Bunny liked her handwritten notes. “The passage of most interest is this one…‘Yea shall you wander. Yea shall you seek. Though it is through God’s work yea shall not enter the Promised Land.’” Bunny stopped to look to the men. “If these truly are fragments of the Ten Commandments, God is foretelling Moses’s transgression in pulling water from a rock, thereby angering God and forbidding Moses to enter the Promised Land.”

“Got it,” Brandt said. “Numbers twenty, verse eight.”

Bunny looked up at the sergeant, surprised by his biblical knowledge. Rebecca, though, knew from experience his strong Catholic upbringing. However, his focus was on the story of Christ. Still, he could pull out some arcane knowledge when he needed to.

“Yes, along with twenty-eleven and twenty-twelve,” Bunny confirmed. “However, this passage goes further than the biblical description. ‘Neither shall the tablets upon My finger that has touched, know milk and honey. They too are not for the Chosen but for the sea and the ages and the stretch of time.’”

“And this is helpful how?” Brandt asked, although not quite as terse as before.

Bunny just continued to read from the passage. “Moses shall lay to rest upon a great Mount so that he, although forbidden to enter, may eternally look down upon the Promised Land and set guard upon the Decalogue. To the place where no fisherman may fish. No hunter may hunt. A place so desolate that no man may stumble upon the shores.”

“Clearly God wasn’t aware of the Dead Sea’s ability to attract tourists,” Harvish stated.

* * *

Brandt shot a look to his point man. The look that said “the adults are talking now.”

He turned to Rebecca, itching to get going. Sitting, or pacing, around a tranquil, clay-tiled courtyard frayed his nerves. Every moment they weren’t actively searching for the Rinderpest was a moment it could be released.

“Don’t those passages just confirm what we already figured?” Brandt asked. “The tablets were buried somewhere on the east shore of the Dead Sea.”

Rebecca shook her head. “No, not if we put everything we know together.” She looked to him to make sure he wasn’t going to cut her off. Trying to give her the leeway to sum this puppy up, Brandt leaned up against one of the lion fountains and crossed his arms. After all, he didn’t want to give her the perception she could take forever.

“First,” Rebecca said, “we now have a stationary point to start from. Mount Nebo.”

“Where Moses was buried?” Brandt clarified. “But it’s got a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the entire Holy Land.”

“Yes, however, upon the western side there is a significant crest that would block the Promised Land, so we can assume he was buried on the northern face.” She brought up a map of Jordan. She read out all areas to the south and east. It left a rather wide slice of the country. Rebecca though cut that area nearly by three quarters, eliminating everything north of the sea. “The passage makes it clear that Moses’s resting place had to be within sightline of both the Promised Land and the Dead Sea.”

That still left miles of coastline, but Brandt didn’t press her. Once the woman got a map out, she was usually pretty damned specific about it.

“Then we add in Abdullah’s dig sites,” Rebecca stated as dozens of areas popped up. “Now look to where Abdullah did not dig.”

There was a small corner of the country, right at the tip of the Dead Sea that held no sites. Not a one. Even to Brandt that seemed weird. The Holy Land was a patchwork of archeological digs. To have an entire area that large without one had to be purposeful.

“So you think Abdullah knew where the tablets were and didn’t allow anyone to dig there?”

“No,” Rebecca said. Sounding awfully chipper for a woman who kept shooting down every one of his theories. If they hadn’t agreed to keep a polite distance between them, he would have given her an “encouraging” hit to the arm. “We think he somehow obtained the Disciple scroll, and based on information from the papyruses, just as we are gathering information from the tablets, he conducted secret, government digs in the area.”

“And you deduced this how?” Brandt asked, smelling genius on the horizon.

Rebecca cocked her head, that knowing grin on her face. She pointed to an area right at the border between Jordan and Israel. “A rather funny place to put a Da’irat al-Mukhabarat al-’Ammah outpost, don’t you think?”

Why yes, it would be odd to put a Jordanian General Intelligence Department outpost way out there. The secret police usually hid their headquarters in populated areas. Not way out on the edge of the Dead Sea.

“And the only photo we could find of this outpost,” Rebecca said, calling it up on her screen, “shows that it was primarily built underground.”

The hairs on Brandt’s arm stood up. The place was perfect for Amed. This supposed “outpost” would have power to run the refrigeration units the Rinderpest would need and provide great security. No one but no one in Jordan would think to disturb a General Intelligence Department office. And those within Jordan’s secret police would be the most likely to help a radical terrorist like Amed.

He looked at Rebecca. “You really couldn’t have just led with this?”

“Nope,” she answered with a warm grin that cooled rapidly until she ultimately looked away. Brandt missed the radiance of that smile, which was probably best.

Time to punch the fucking clock.


CHAPTER 20
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Sowayma Nahias, Jordan

10:44 p.m. GMT

Rebecca looked out the window as the Renault Kangoo, possibly the worst-named SUV in the world, drove through the darkened streets of Jordan. Tan building after tan building passed by. While she didn’t speak Arabic, the shops were pretty clear. Clothes, grocery, photographers. Like so many other third-world countries, the paint was flaking off the buildings and the windows were smudged, some even broken. That oil money didn’t necessarily make it all the way downstream to the populace.

The low, tired buildings stood in stark contrast to the opulence of the resort. It was hard to reconcile the two could exist in the same country. Here on the outskirts of town, dust choked the air and the dry air threatened to split your skin. They passed the last billboard, a drink advertisement with a woman in a burka. Again, so different from the resort that had predominately English signage and directions.

As soon as they were outside the town proper, Lopez made a left off the paved road and headed out into the desert. Rocks popped and crunched under the wheels. Did the sound bother Rebecca so much because it sounded like distant gunfire, or was it just really, really annoying? It couldn’t be helped though.

Once far enough out into the desert Lopez turned the headlights off, driving by wan moonlight and GPS. Luckily there wasn’t much more than desert and more desert this far west.

Civilization had died away with the freeway. They passed a sign stating that they were trespassing on Jordanian government land. Talli informed them it also held a warning that anyone crossing into the area could be shot on sight.

So what was new?

The Dead Sea glistened under the waxing moon’s rays. So sedate. So blasé about the danger to the world. But then again, to the ancient sea what was a Rinderpest plague? How much history had that hypersaline body of water witnessed? How many deaths? How many births? Had those molecules of water witnessed Joshua burying the tablets along its shore?

Soon the loud popping turned to a softer, grittier noise. She looked out the window. They were now traveling over the salt-encrusted shoreline. Lopez arced them north to follow the sea.

When they’d first gotten in the SUV, Rebecca had wanted go over the dense history of the region, but Brandt had waved her off. His only words, “The die is cast.”

So now everyone sat silent. None was under the impression this was going to be easy. Somehow the Disciples had tracked them from Russia to Slovenia. Everyone expected them to show up, as a matter of fact.

“Is that it up ahead?” Lopez asked, leaning over the wheel, squinting as he took his foot off the gas.

Through the dim light, Rebecca could make out a set of one-story buildings. Or was that just wishful thinking? Then a cloud passed over the moon. Once the light returned, it glimmered off a small placard next to the door.

“General Intelligence Department. Office number five eighteen,” Talli translated.

The SUV rolled to a stop.

“Guess this is it…” Bunny stated into the silence. Not even Brandt moved to open his door.

“I don’t like it,” Harvish said. Sure the place looked deserted, but that didn’t mean there weren’t either a platoon of Jordanian soldiers under the outpost or a contingent of Disciples just waiting to pick them off.

“No shit,” Brandt snorted. However, the exchange did seem to invigorate the sergeant as he opened his door. “The only person who would like this situation would be a fucking lunatic.”

Ah, Brandt and his inspirational speeches.

Rebecca went to get out, but Brandt blocked the door from swinging open.

“Not this time,” Brandt stated not all that kindly. “You, Bunny, and Davidson will stay put along with Lopez as driver.” A chorus of protests rang through the car. Brandt just held up a hand though. “And that is final.”

“At least let me get out of the car so we can discuss—”

“Nope,” Brandt cut in. “There could be open Rinderpest in there plus who knows what else. It is just Harvish, Talli, and me. Period.” He gave a hard look to Lopez, who shut his mouth mid-word, then to Davidson, who wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“Sounds good to me,” Bunny said, leaning farther back in her seat. “I am in no rush to see what’s down there. I’m perfectly happy translating from the car.”

Really? So much for the sisterhood and all.

Perhaps the younger woman and the men could be dissuaded so easily, but Rebecca hadn’t come all this way to be shut out. Besides, Brandt needed her. Needed her knowledge. How far would he have gotten if not for her? And maybe Bunny a little bit, but mainly her.

Brandt must have seen the look on her face as he leaned in. “This isn’t about the tablets anymore, Rebecca. It’s about the Rinderpest. I need you to take a backseat, literally.” He then looked to Davidson. “And I’m sure if someone would like to get back into my good graces, he will make you understand this is the only play at this stage.”

Lopez took his hand off the driver’s door handle. “I’ve got your back.”

“We’ll be here when you return,” Davidson assured Brandt.

Rebecca couldn’t believe Davidson was caving so easily.

“If I find the tablets, I will bring them back,” Brandt reassured Rebecca, then turned to Lopez. “If we aren’t out in five minutes, and I mean three hundred seconds, I want you to head west to Israel. Get in touch with the American consulate and get the hell out of the Middle East ASAP.” Brandt really emphasized his next words. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Fully,” Lopez answered.

Rebecca wanted to reach out, grab Brandt’s hand. What good would it do though? She knew that set to his jaw. That tone in his voice. He would brook not argument. And what case could she make?

She hated it when Brandt was right.

* * *

Brandt fell in behind Talli, who fell in behind Harvish. Since there was absolutely no vantage point besides the squat outbuildings for about twenty miles, there was no sense in Talli sitting out of the insertion. Besides, they had Davidson on the perimeter. Which unfortunately made Brandt feel more secure.

He had to get his head back into the game, though. He had to trust that between Lopez’s speed and Davidson’s accuracy they could keep Rebecca and Bunny safe.

With purposeful speed and accuracy, the men made their way across the short distance to one of the outbuildings. In the wan moonlight, Harvish checked the door’s frame for booby traps.

A curt shake of the point man’s head indicated there weren’t any. Or at least not any that could be found in this underilluminated environment. They just couldn’t risk turning on a light. If there were any assailants inside the building, Brandt would rather keep the element of surprise than not.

Harvish put a hand on the doorknob. It turned easily under his palm. Brandt snapped back, far more worried. Because the GID was really going to leave even an outbuilding to their supersecret outpost unlocked. Right.

Off his nod, Harvish jerked the door open, charging into the building. It was small and boring. Whatever had been stored here had long ago been taken away. It was basically an empty warehouse. They checked the walls and floor just to be sure. They hit the other two smaller buildings to find the same thing. A bit fat nothing.

With slightly more caution they approached the main building. Harvish ran through his checks before the point man swept into the room. Talli came next, taking the left as Brandt swept in, clearing the right side of the room. Still running silent, they didn’t report their findings. Besides running silent there wasn’t much to report. Just a dingy, empty reception area with a cluttered desk and five really uncomfortable looking steel chairs. Guess the GID wasn’t exactly known for its hospitality.

Behind the desk lay another door. Perhaps that direction would be a bit more promising.

Without hesitation, the point man strode to the exit as Talli shut the outer door. Since they were enclosed, Brandt turned on his gun’s light. Harvish followed suit, carefully checking this new doorframe for any signs of tampering.

Still none. Harvish turned the knob, also unlocked.

They were so screwed.

Unfortunately, they only had one direction to go. Forward.

They burst into the next room to find it equally boring. It appeared to be some kind of intake room. A table stood in the center with a chair on either side. If the reception room had been shabby, this room hadn’t been painted in thirty years. Under the layer of peeling dirt, brown paint showed shades of blue and green. Beyond a picture of King Abdullah I, the room was devoid of any other adornment or comfort.

The GID must really have taken their training by the KBG to heart.

They went through the sole exit door with similar results. Only this time they found a poorly stocked kitchen and break room with a fifties-style television. Swiftly they moved through several other rooms. Each the same. Standard-issue military bare essentials. This latest room had bunk beds practically stacked upon themselves. Berths for at least ten men. Which if they rotated through three shifts could mean that the facility could sustain thirty men.

But where were they?

“Um, Sarge?” Harvish said, breaking their silent entry.

Why the hell not? There didn’t appear to be anyone to hear them. “Yes?”

“There’s no door out of here.”

Brandt double-checked his point man, running his hands along the walls to check for hidden exits, but Harvish was correct. They’d hit a dead end.

“Then where’s the entrance to the underground levels?” Talli asked.

Hell if Brandt knew.

* * *

Rebecca stared at the facility’s door so hard that she truly feared she would blind herself. She was even afraid to blink in case she missed Brandt’s return.

“One hundred seconds,” Davidson reported.

Only two hundred more to go before the corporal’s orders were to get them as far away from here as possible.

“Lopez,” Rebecca asked, “can’t we take a cruise around the place?”

While Lopez looked tempted, he shook his head. “Sarge said to stay put.”

“No,” Rebecca corrected him. “He said to stay in the car.”

“She’s right,” Davidson piped up.

Lopez’s frown deepened. “I don’t think that was the spirit of the order.”

“And since when are you this enslaved to the rules?” Rebecca challenged Lopez.

“Like, never,” the corporal answered, turning on the car. The car rolled forward slowly, making an arc around the squat facility.

Bunny leaned forward next to Rebecca. “What are we looking for though?”

Rebecca was about to answer that she had no idea when Davidson piped up. “A grate of some sort. If the main building has a lower level, they had to provide ventilation, and given the fact that the place looks like it was built in the fifties, they had to vent to the outside.”

“Alright then,” Lopez said. “Davidson, you and Bunny check the right side. Rebecca, you and I are on the left.”

Opening her eyes as wide as they would go, Rebecca tried to use every ounce of illumination to study the desert as the SUV slowly rolled forward. But all Rebecca could make out were a bunch of rocks and clumps of salt. Nothing man-made. Nothing to indicate another possible way into the structure.

Then the front tire clanged against something, which was followed shortly by an answering clang from the rear tire. Lopez smiled as he stopped the SUV and backed it up. Rebecca tucked her leg under her to lift herself high enough to see over the hood to the dark metal grate in the desert floor.

“Now what?” Bunny asked.

Rebecca didn’t have to wait for Davidson to pull his pack out and start molding a C-4 charge. Whether to breach into the facility or to create an escape hatch, they were going to blow that grate.

“But we only have like another hundred seconds,” Bunny protested.

Lopez though, he just grinned. “Darlin’, a lot can happen in a hundred seconds.”

And Rebecca knew he wasn’t kidding.

* * *

Brandt cursed under his breath as they backtracked through the whole damned building. But no matter his foul language, the structure refused to give up the entrance to the underground portion of the outpost.

He glanced to his watch. Ninety seconds. Did he give up the search, admit defeat, and bug out with the rest of the team? Or did he let the time expire and tear this place apart, one crumbling wooden beam at a time?

“Maybe we’re looking at this wrong?” Talli suggested.

“I don’t doubt it,” Brandt grumbled. They were missing something. And it was far bigger than just where a door was hidden.

“If you were the architect of a subterranean base, where would you put the entrance?”

“Depends,” Harvish asked. “Do I want the men stationed here to know where it’s at, or is it for higher up the food chain?”

“But was this place really used? I mean, sure it looks good, almost too good,” Talli suggested.

Brandt swept his light across the kitchen. It was pretty damned clean. No trash. No dirty dishes. You put thirty men in a space this small and it was going to get messy.

“And where’s the head?” Talli asked. “The showers?”

His man was right. All the other “necessities” were covered, with one important exception. An outpost has got to have a toilet.

“So this is all for show, like a model home,” Brandt concluded. “While all the real work happened downstairs.”

“Where does that get us though?” Harvish asked.

Brandt looked to Talli. The man shrugged. “I think the entrance would be the entrance then, right?”

Without another word they moved to the reception area, however it was equally unhelpful as before. They tossed chairs, the desk, even a map of Jordan, but nothing.

“Fuck!” Brandt shouted with less than sixty seconds to go, slamming the heel of his hand against the wall. Wait. Did that sound hollow? He knocked along the wall. Sure enough a large portion of it sounded hollow.

Harvish did the same along the intake room’s wall. They mapped out a large hollow area hidden behind the walls.

“These rooms aren’t the right size,” Talli said. Sure enough there was a good four-by-four-foot space taken up by these false walls.

Brandt hauled back and kicked at the area. Drywall splintered. He kicked again, getting his foot caught in the debris. Yanking his leg back, he pulled out a whole section of the wall, only there was no staircase. There was an elevator.

“The gate is on this side,” said Talli, exhibiting some actual enthusiasm as he hit the reception wall with the butt of his rifle.

Within seconds they had the false wall out of the way, which it turned out looked like it just needed to be pushed in to open. Oh well, it felt good to knock something around. Harvish lifted the elevator’s latch and rattled the metal lattice open.

Brandt looked to the front door and then to his watch. Forty-five seconds. They could never go down, survey the underground structure, and make it back in time.

“Sarge?” Talli asked as the two men stood in the elevator, waiting on his go order.

His gut ached at the thought of the others driving away, but perhaps it was best.

Now the die was truly cast.

* * *

Davidson shoved the blasting cap into the wedge of C-4, then stuck the mini-bomb against the metal grating. This was the third such explosive they’d placed and the farthest away from the building. The underground portion of the complex sprawled out under the desert. And possibly even extended under the Dead Sea. One of those ventilation shafts had been pretty damned close to the shore.

“Twenty,” Bunny announced. As in seconds.

He ignored her as he secured the bomb in place. Even if they had to evac, that didn’t mean they couldn’t help Brandt. He’d set the charges with a remote trigger that he could blow up to five miles away.

“Ten,” Bunny counted down. “Nine. Eight.”

“We aren’t really going to leave are we?” Rebecca asked as Bunny’s tone became more and more ominous.

“Five. Four. Three. Two,” she said, frowning. “One.”

Everyone looked to Lopez. The question clear on their faces. Was he going to obey Brandt or go against a direct order?

“What?” the corporal asked.

“Well?” Rebecca pressed. “Are we going?”

“Going where?” Lopez asked.

“Brandt ordered us to leave if he didn’t come out of there in three hundred seconds,” Davidson reminded the corporal.

“Oh that,” Lopez said. “I haven’t even started counting yet.”

Rebecca flew from the backseat and wrapped her arms around Lopez’s neck and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Sometimes you’re alright, Ricky.”

“Just alright?” Lopez said, starting the car again. “I’m like all awesomeness, all the time.”

Davidson couldn’t help but grin despite the fact it sent a sharp pain up the side of his face only to settle as a throb in his temple. He looked to Bunny, who didn’t seem quite as pleased. Reaching out, Davidson took her hand.

“This’ll be over soon,” he tried to reassure her.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Bunny answered.

There was no arguing with that.

* * *

You know how people said they were digging a tunnel to China? Yeah, the Jordanians took them literally. They’d long passed the drop-dead time to get back to the car. Lopez should be speeding away by now. Which was just as well. The damned elevator rattled and whined, coming to a near stop and then sputtering again.

Perhaps the GID thought they could make any enemy frustrated enough before they got to the actual underground base they could get the jump on them. Finally the elevator bounced to a stop, a final stop. Harvish opened the lattice door and headed out into a short hallway that ended at a staircase.

Who the fuck builds a staircase at the base of an elevator? Apparently King Abdullah the First. They trotted down the steps and then passed into a long hallway.

They were about halfway down it when Harvish brought his hand up into a fist. Brandt and Talli stopped in their tracks. Was that a pool of light up ahead? Had they reached the actual outpost? The point man brought his two fingers to his eyes and then swept them past Brandt’s line of sight. Harvish then counted off on his fingers. Four. So there were four men up ahead.

Four wasn’t too bad a number. Better than the thirty that could have been there. He’d take four. With a nod Brandt gave the order to enter. They charged ahead, right on each other’s sixes. Four chairs circled a small table.

In Arabic, Talli shouted for the men to get their hands up yet none complied. It didn’t take a brainiac to realize why as Brandt turned one of the chairs around. The men were dead. Way dead. Maybe not as dead as St. Basil, but still pretty damned dead. Not even bodies in the desert would be this mummified in two weeks, so they weren’t victims of Amed.

They were victims of someone though since each had taken several shots to the chest.

“Whoa,” Harvish announced as he looked to the decrepit equipment in the corner. “World War II is calling. It wants its tech back.”

Brandt would have glared at the point man, but he wasn’t wrong. The stuff was Cold War issue at best.

“Might was well try to fire it up,” Brandt said to Talli. The man complied, and shockingly the computer booted up…to display a black screen and a bright green cursor. “Is that DOS?”

Talli tilted his head. “I think it might be its precursor, QDOS,” he said as he typed in a few basic commands. Error upon error message sprang up. Well, if they couldn’t count on the tech, perhaps this antiquated workstation held an actual paper trail.

Brandt tossed the drawers, flipping through file after file as Talli struggled with the computer. Harvish checked the two doors that led from the small office.

“Each leads to a hallway. Each looks like they branch.”

Which was what Brandt was afraid of. Seldom did one build a small underground complex. In his experience, they were usually sprawling. How many acres did this thing stretch? Each and every nook and cranny could hide the Rinderpest.

“I’m pretty sure it’s down that hallway,” Talli stated, pointing to the nearest door.

Brandt glanced to the screen, but it was still filled with blinking green error messages. “And you got that from…?”

Talli indicated to low on the wall where a chunk had been taken out. A line was gouged out of the hall too. And unlike the dead men, that damage had been done recently.

“Looks like someone was in a hurry,” Harvish stated as he touched his finger to a small pool of oil. He rubbed the liquid between his fingers. “I’d say they hit the wall with a hydraulic lift of some sort.”

Could they really be that close to the Rinderpest?

If the pit in his stomach was any indicator, it had better be because his gut was telling him they didn’t have much time left.

And damned if his gut was never wrong.
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“Over there!” Bunny yelled, pointing across the SUV to a small glow of light.

Rebecca grabbed hold of the armrest as Lopez gunned them across the desert to the grate in question. She leaned out of the window to peer down at the metal grate. Sure enough, light was coming from deep underground.

“Can I?” Davidson asked as he squeezed in next to her.

They’d already rigged each of the grates with C-4, so what was Davidson up to? Carefully he wrapped string around a lipstick camera. “This is so Mickey Moused, but we might be able to pick something up.”

“We should have brought the endoscope,” Lopez grumbled.

To have a high-tech, flexible, cablelike camera would have been great, however who knew back in London they would be trying to spy beneath the Jordanian desert? Instead, they were just going to have to be content to lower the equivalent of a nanny cam on a string.

Lopez turned on a small palmtop tablet. The image was blurry and showed metal wall after metal wall. The picture jarred only to stabilize. The camera seemed pointed down a horizontal vent.

“Can’t we get some kind of visual?” Bunny asked.

Davidson indicated to the strings in his hand. “I can’t force it to go forward to another opening. The best we can do is track their light signature.” Then Davidson frowned. That was the look of a man about to come up with a great idea. “Let me try to turn it,” Davidson said as he looped the string over his finger and worked the lipstick camera like a puppet and he the master.

Wobbly at first and then with more precision, Davidson gave them a full spin of the vent. It looked like they were at the intersection of four ducts. “I think,” Davidson said, readjusting the camera, “that the light is coming from that direction.”

Which turned out to be straight ahead.

“Then what are you waiting for?” Lopez asked. Davidson promptly reeled the camera back up.

They moved north to the next grate that did not show any light. At least not yet. Davidson lowered the camera, repeating the maneuver.

“Nothing,” Lopez sighed. “Maybe they turned off—”

Then the screen bloomed with light. They still couldn’t actually see anything, but someone was moving down there. And given the swiftness and surety, it was Brandt.

And if he was moving, he was alive.

That thought had to get her through the next three hundred seconds.

* * *

Brandt trotted to keep up with Harvish. They’d lost the trail on the marred the wall, but the farther they went the more obvious the wheel marks of the hydraulic lift were in the dust. They’d only stopped to check side rooms. Except for the occasional dead body, they were clear.

Whatever the Jordanians were doing here, their job had been done decades ago. Had they given up looking for the tablets? Or had that never been their purpose here? This close to the Israeli border, maybe this really was just a GID outpost.

And strangely the hallways seemed to angle back up toward the surface. Who spent all the time and money to build a deep underground structure and then have it rise back to the surface? But not a lot about this complex made a whole bunch of sense.

As long as they found the damned Rinderpest intact, Brandt wouldn’t care.

Harvish made a left, sweeping his light over the floor, following the relatively fresh wheel marks. Guess Amed didn’t expect anyone to track him this far. And with good reason. They’d had to traipse all over London, Russia, Slovenia, and Jordan to find it.

Suddenly Harvish shut off his light and pulled to a full stop. Brandt and Talli followed suit. As soon as their lights were doused it became obvious why Harvish had halted them.

A dim light streamed out of the room ahead. Brandt cocked his head trying to hear anything beyond his breath but came up empty. He put his hand on Talli’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Talli then put his hand on Harvish’s shoulder.

They were in attack formation.

Now to attack.

* * *

“Where did they go?” Rebecca asked in Davidson’s ear. “Why did they turn off their lights?”

He didn’t know the exact answer to either question, but Davidson could bet it wasn’t good. Brandt would only have turned on their lights if he felt they were alone and safe. Which meant Brandt no longer felt they were alone or safe down there.

Not good. Not good at all.

“We’ve got to figure out how to help them,” Rebecca said, clearly already walking her own questions forward.

How though? He was twirling that lipstick camera around like a ballerina from a jewelry box and had squat.

“Turn it off,” Bunny hissed beside Lopez.

The corporal switched the device off, plunging them back into darkness. The moon was covered by clouds, cutting off their only source of illumination. They all sat still for a few breaths. But no reason for Bunny’s panic showed itself.

“Bunny, what—”

“There,” she hissed, pointing toward the sky.

Davidson had to squint to make out a plane, flying without it running lights, swooping in low over the desert. The rear bay door opened and half a dozen or more figures parachuted out. At such low altitude, it had to be the Disciples, and it looked like they’d gained some fresh recruits. Again.

One of the chutes seemed to be carrying two people. At such low altitude that was extremely dangerous, but then again these were the people who created directional avalanches, so Davidson wouldn’t put anything past them.

The only advantage his team had was that the plane had come in from the east. They might not have seen the SUV since it was partially blocked by the outbuildings. Parachutes floated on the wind as the assailants landed swiftly near the front door of the outpost. Weird. It was as if they knew exactly where they were going.

“Look,” Bunny said, pointing to the south. The headlights of several vehicles raced in their direction. No wonder the parachutists didn’t both to check the compound—they had backup right behind them.

“We’ve got to warn Brandt,” Rebecca whispered.

“Anything we do,” Lopez explained, “is going to leave us vulnerable.”

“Ricky, we’ve got to try,” Rebecca insisted.

The corporal frowned. “Brandt would so not want us to get killed saving his butt.”

How could they warn the sergeant without giving away their position? They had so little equipment. And even if they had a gad of tech, what would it help? They needed to get a message to Brandt and only Brandt.

“What?” Rebecca asked Davidson. He hadn’t even realized an awkward smile had spread across his lips until she called him on it.

“Sometimes low-tech is just what you need.”

Rebecca’s eyebrow arched at him, but he didn’t answer her. Instead he just worked those strings of his.

* * *

Brandt swept his gun from left to right and then back, seeking, searching for enemies, however this new room was just as barren as the rest. Well, with the exception of a body. A fresh-ish body. A body that had died within the last ten days. Given that the corpse was dressed in street clothes, more than likely one of Amed’s men.

More proof that the Rinderpest was here. Actually here. Not theoretically here. Not hopefully here, but Amed’s boots had walked across this ground.

The stark, bare-bulbed work light however did not shed where that might be. Then Harvish pulled back a piece of sheet metal to reveal a ragged hole blown in the wall.

Gotcha, fucker.

Amed must have stashed the Rinderpest and then killed his accomplice.

“Did you hear that?” Talli asked.

Brandt cocked an ear. The rush of discovery had taken over his senses. But even with all his attention focused he didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary.

“There,” Talli said, moving to the vent. “It’s faint, but it sounds like…”

Then Brandt heard it. Tap. Tap. Tap. Pause. Tap. Pause.

Fucking Morse code. The sequence continued until it finished and then repeated, over and over again.

They are here.

There was no doubt who the “they” were. Also no doubt that his team had disobeyed a direct order and stayed long beyond the three-hundred-second window. He wasn’t quite sure if he should court-martial Lopez or kiss him on the mouth.

“We’re on the clock, people,” Brandt stated, indicating to the hole. Getting the Rinderpest and destroying it was all the more important with the enemy at the gates. He would deal with the “they” later.

Harvish and Talli hustled through the hole.

Brandt followed them into a small chamber that lay just on the other side of the official outpost. This chamber’s walls were covered in salt. Covered. It was like being inside a saltshaker. The floor, the ceiling, everywhere you could see, touch, or smell was crunchy and just a bit acrid.

The only exception to this glistening white oddity was a small refrigerator unit. Through its glass door Brandt could make out four bright yellow vials.

The Rinderpest.

It glowed an otherworldly canary color in the dim light. So much destruction in such a tiny container. Despite their small volume, those vials contained enough bacteria to wipe out an entire continent’s livestock. Enough to throw the world’s economy into a tailspin with chaos, riots, and civil war not far behind.

Just like any villain, though, Rinderpest had its vulnerability. Heat. The bacteria had to be kept chilled until it found a susceptible host. Warmed or worse heated, boiled, Rinderpest was about as harmful as the mold on blue cheese.

“Do it,” Brandt ordered Harvish. The point man pulled out a flare from his belt and then yanked opened the refrigerator door open. Sparking the flare up, Harvish pointed the flame toward the vials.

The brilliant clear yellow rapidly turned a tarnished, turbid brown. Satisfied the bacterium was going down without a fight, Brandt guarded the door as he instructed Talli, “Let the others know that we have joy.”

* * *

“They’re taking care of the Rinderpest,” Davidson whispered.

Rebecca breathed out, tears spilling down her cheek. Not only was Brandt safe, he’d found the plague and apparently was destroying it. Now they just needed to get him and the rest of his team out of there safely.

Surprisingly, Rebecca found that her hunger for the tablets evaporated. History for once could stay put in the past.

“Plus he made it pretty dang clear he wants us to get the hell out of here,” Davidson added.

“Which is going to be a little hard to do,” Lopez answered. Those other vehicles were approaching fast. “It would be one against four.”

“We can’t leave him,” Rebecca interjected. The corporal had to come up with a better plan than making a run for it.

Lopez turned to her with a grin. “Like I’ve come this far, I’m not going to see it through?”

Bunny however looked ready to emulate her namesake. “Maybe we should make a run for it and get the authorities out here?” The younger woman glanced to her feet as everyone stared at her.

It wasn’t her fault though. Any reasonable, rational person would think the same thing. The only problem was the car wasn’t filled with any of those besides her.

Rebecca patted Bunny’s knee. “Even if we could, I don’t think the Jordanian authorities would be all that helpful.”

Lopez snorted. “Then we’d just be facing three assault forces.”

Rebecca shot the corporal a look. That was not helping.

“Or maybe we do need to get going?” Davidson stated.

All eyes turned to the young man.

“I think the thing Brandt needs right now more than anything is a distraction. Something to divide their forces.”

Before they could debate what that might look like, a bright light shot up out of the nearby vent along with a jaw-rattling bang.

* * *

Thank God he’d replaced the sheet metal before the fucking Disciples tossed a flash bang into the outpost’s storage room. His ears still rang, but at least he wasn’t blinded. It wouldn’t take them long to get through that piece of metal.

“Harvish?”

“Coming along, Sarge,” the point man said. “Think it’s safe?”

Brandt looked over his shoulder. The vials were now the color of untreated sewage. “Do it.”

Even if the Rinderpest wasn’t 100 percent deactivated, they had to finish the job before they were overrun. The risk of exposing themselves to any of the active bacteria paled in comparison if they allowed even a drop of the Rinderpest to leave this facility.

Harvish smashed the vial, splattering the liquid onto the bottom of the refrigerator. He then took the torch to the liquid itself. Boiling the shit out of it. Cremating it out of existence.

“Don’t stop,” Brandt ordered, “until you’ve melted the fucking glass.”

He wanted that Rinderpest gone.

“Talli?” Brandt asked. Now looking forward to their post-Rinderpest lifespan. “Anything?”

“Except for this alcove where I believe the fragments of the tablet were kept, there’s no break in the walls.”

Not exactly what Brandt wanted to hear, but that was kind of the definition of a cave wasn’t it? A chamber with no fucking outlet.

Guess it was time to make a last stand.

Brandt dropped to one knee as another grenade went off it the adjacent room.

This wasn’t going to be pretty.

* * *

Davidson ducked his head as a shot bounced off the roof. They’d created a distraction alright. Lopez was driving in and around the buildings like some kind of drunk Pac-Man.

“Turn right.”

The corporal obliged, of course going about ten miles an hour too fast for the turn as they skidded out, their rear bumper hitting the building. Even so, Davidson let off a shot, shattering one of the chase cars’ windshield.

Then they made another sharp left, cutting off the sight.

A shot shattered their rear window. They were damned lucky that it wasn’t the vaulted sniper after them or that bullet would have probably taken one of them down.

Davidson didn’t bother to give Lopez instructions. The corporal turned the wheel hard to the left, slamming on the emergency brake, spinning the SUV in a tight circle. Davidson let the world blur before him. The desert, the building didn’t matter. Only one thing did.

The glint of the man’s watch.

Davidson let loose the shot. As the SUV kept spinning, Davidson didn’t need to look back at the man to know he was down. He’d heard the garbled scream.

Once out of the spin, the SUV leapt forward, speeding between two of the outbuildings and then into the desert only to skid around a right turn and head back to the main building’s entrance.

No other gunmen.

This hadn’t been a large enough distraction. The Disciples hadn’t sent up any reinforcements. Brandt was still facing the full contingent down there.

“We’ve got to create a bigger ruckus,” Davidson said. “Draw them out.”

Lopez looked to the detonator on the seat. Davidson picked it up. They both looked to Rebecca. They shouldn’t of course. She was a civilian, but then again so was he. And this mission was so off-book, it wasn’t even funny.

Rebecca frowned for a moment. Then a fierce grin emerged. The woman in the backseat wasn’t the same woman Davidson had met a year ago in the Amazonian jungle.

The change became her.

“Hell yeah,” Rebecca said. “Let’s blow some stuff up.”

* * *

“Enough!” Aunush yelled as the men fired at the metal. She pushed her receiver in hard against her ear. “Say again.”

The transmission was garbled nearly beyond recognition. The man sounded wounded…fatally if she wasn’t mistaken. Somehow the additional guards provided by the master had gotten themselves killed. Just as well. They had seemed tepid at best.

But he was trying to say something else. Something about C-4?

Then she heard it. An explosion. Not huge. A target bomb. The noise sounded like it came from far above. Why would they target the ground level? Then another sounded and another as the walls began to shake.

Were they trying to bring the roof down?

No matter their intent, her prize was just beyond that metal slab.

“We cannot afford any delay,” Aunush hissed, hearing another explosion. This one closer.

The sniper though didn’t fire. Instead, he held up a handful of grenades.

He was right. The time had come to commit fully to God’s grace.

Backing out of the room, Aunush headed for a good fifty feet from the grenades the sniper was planting before stopping. Not that Aunush didn’t trust God, she just found He helped you best if you helped yourself first.

* * *

The walls shook all around Brandt. Chunks of salt fell from the ceiling.

So, okay, now it really was just like being in a saltshaker. Large blocks of wall tumbled down, sending shards of the crystalline material flying like shrapnel. Little known fact. Salt was fucking sharp.

And it turned out, not all that strong. The far wall began to crumble. Actually the salt tumbled away to reveal…a passage?

“Go!”

Harvish tossed aside the torch and dove through the opening. Talli crashed through as the ceiling threatened to cave in. Brandt was only halfway across the chamber when an explosion caught him in the back, picking him up, carrying him through the hole, throwing him a good ten meters down the hallway.

The ride was great. The landing not so much.

Shell-shocked and nauseated, Brandt couldn’t resist as Harvish and Talli picked him up by the arms and hauled his ass out of that tunnel as it collapsed around them. They made it out of the decimated passage, stumbling into a huge cavern.

Shaking off his men, Brandt tried to find his feet, but lost them again, dropping down to his knees. Salt stung his palms as he steadied himself. Now was not the time to pass out. Not the time at all. First he had to stop his stomach’s attempt to leap out of his abdomen, and it wouldn’t hurt if it didn’t sound like the National Church Bell Ringing annual competition wasn’t going in inside his skull.

“What the hell?” Harvish stated in an almost reverential tone. Really? The guy had made fun of St. Basil’s tomb.

Then Brandt looked up.

What the hell…was exactly right.

* * *

Aunush brushed away the dust as the sniper helped her up.

They’d wanted to blow the damn metal, not the whole facility. She shoved the sniper’s hand away. “What have you done?”

She stalked down the hallway to the storage room. To her surprise it was still intact. The grenades had done their job and taken down the large metal blockade. But what was revealed beyond made her take pause.

Even with all the destruction, the chamber clearly had been a salt cave. Tentatively she stepped over the threshold and into the most hallowed chamber.

“There is still the risk of a complete cave-in,” the Chinese guard warned.

Aunush ignored him. She also ignored the smashed refrigerator with its petty contents. She had eyes only for the small alcove. Stepping over mounds of salt and rubble, she made her way to the resting place of the tablets.

Her hand hovered over the sacred spot. Even though the air was choked with dust and smoke, Aunush sucked in a deep breath.

They had found it. The ark that was no ark.

The house that God had built for his greatest gift to man.

“The Rinderpest is gone,” the Chinese guard snarled. “This has been a waste of time.”

Aunush swung around, pulling her gun in the same motion, shooting the guard in the forehead. As the man dropped, dead before he hit the salt-covered ground, his guards pulled their weapons. She noticed though they did not even attempt to fire as the sniper had a gun on each of them.

She indicated to the far wall where there clearly had been a passage.

“I’d suggest you put down those weapons and start digging.”

The two men looked to each other, then turned over their guns.

Smart men.

Aunush looked past the men to find Nannan at the opening. His eyes sought hers.

“How does it feel to be the first Watcher to actually touch the Words?” she asked.

For the first time since she’d met the pinched-faced man, Nannan smiled.

As he had every right to.

* * *

Brandt leaned against the chalky wall still trying to get his bearings.

“You guys are seeing this too, right?” Brandt asked, not sure if the sight before him wasn’t just the result of a major concussion.

But as Talli walked around, slowly spinning in a circle, looking overhead, it became clear this was no mirage.

Above them stood—well, not stood because it was above them. No, what hung above them was a city. A full-on city.

Covered in pristine white salt was an ancient city. If you tilted your head just so, you could make out the city’s wall. The shops, the guard tower, and much farther down the cavern, the palace.

Again though…what the hell?

This was impossible, right? A salt-encrusted statue should not be above your head. And the place reeked of sulfur too. What was up with that?

As much as Brandt tried to dismiss the sight before him he couldn’t. These were no random stalactites. What covered the cavern was man-made. Those were real houses. Real markets. Real people?

He squinted, his vision finally expanding past a pinpoint. Amongst the buildings were people. Or at least the extremely detailed forms of people. Their robes flowed as if they were running down the street. Only they were frozen midstride, coated in salt.

“This is…” Talli’s voice shook and then took on the tone of a prayer. “And He shall turn the city upside down, and rain down on them brimstones hard as baked clay, spread layer on layer, marked from your Lord.”

“I don’t recognize the passage,” Brandt admitted, but with his head throbbing both from the explosion and the sight before him, he probably couldn’t recognize the Lord’s Prayer.

“Because it’s from the Quran,” Talli said in a rush. He turned to Brandt. “This all around us, above us…this is Sodom.”
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“That was not me,” Davidson said, again.

Rebecca believed him. That explosion had been like ten thousand times worse than their little C-4 mini-bombs. The sound of crashing walls had filled the desert air. Sand and rocks bounced along the ground, dancing to the tune of the explosion.

Then nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

She scanned the world around them. No light came from any of the vents. They were all dark.

Had Brandt survived? Had Davidson’s bombs detonated the much larger one? Had she doomed Brandt and Harvish and Talli? Had she doomed them all?

“I think we should—” The words weren’t out of Lopez’s mouth when a shot pinged off the hood of the car. The corporal gunned the engine and as usual the SUV responded, leaping forward, but then it came to a stop. A hard stop.

Lopez revved the engine as the SUV finally made it over a hump of some kind. But what kind of hump? Wasn’t this desert flat as a board?

More shots as Rebecca felt the sensation of sinking. Literally sinking, not metaphorically.

“Damn it,” Lopez cursed. “We’re in a sinkhole.”

And with each passing second they were sinking even farther. Far deeper than their four-wheel drive was going to be able to overcome. They couldn’t exactly flee out into the desert, not with a gunman, make that two gunmen, as a shot ricocheted off the shattered rear window.

Davidson held up the remaining block of C-4.

Lopez stopped gunning the car. “Looks like the only direction we can go is down.”

“Oh God, this isn’t happening,” Bunny moaned.

Clutching the younger woman, pulling Bunny farther down into the well of the car, Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut because yes, this really was happening.

* * *

Brandt couldn’t have heard right.

Sodom. As in Sodom and Gomorrah. From the Bible. Lot’s wife turning into a pillar of salt and all that.

He’d asked Talli a few times to clarify, but the man had just wandered deeper into the cavern. Harvish too seemed mesmerized, nearly running into a wall because he was looking straight up.

Shaking his head, Brandt forced himself to snap out of it. Sodom or not. A city turned upside down and turned to salt or not, they needed to get the hell out of here. They still had an enemy on their tail. They still had team members topside. They still had to get home.

With the Rinderpest destroyed their first priority was to—

Lashing out, Brandt caught himself on the wall as the cavern shook violently.

“Get down!” he yelled as the other men snapped out of their trance and hit the deck.

A loud crack emanated from above. Rocks and chunks of Sodom fell from the ceiling, crashing all around him. Brandt backed as far as he could until a wall stopped him. He normally wasn’t a Chicken Little, but it didn’t just sound like the world was coming down all around them, it was coming down all around them.

Covering his head, Brandt waited for the inevitable.

Something besides huge pieces of the city fell from overhead, landing with a reverberating boom not a few feet from him. Wan moonlight streaked from above, mottling the dust that clogged the air.

He wiped his hand in front of him trying to clear his vision.

Again it seemed that blow to the head was messing with his mind because he was pretty damned sure there was an SUV in front on him. That was not inevitable.

Then Rebecca’s face popped up in the window.

“Brandt!” she cried. “Look out!”

* * *

Rebecca reached a hand out as if she could do anything to save Brandt from the man with the gun.

Luckily, Davidson could.

One shot and the man was no longer a threat. That didn’t stop the other men from coming out of a passage, nor did it stop the men from ground level from shooting down at them.

She popped open the door. “Get in!”

Shots pinged from all sides as everyone with a gun shot at something. Brandt dove into the vehicle as Lopez stepped on the gas. The momentum of their sudden acceleration slammed the door closed behind the sergeant.

“Get ready, Bunny,” Lopez said as he sped straight toward Harvish and Talli.

“Ready for what?” Bunny asked, but then as Lopez swerved to the side, bringing her door right alongside the men, it became obvious.

Bullets pierced the roof as Bunny opened her door and the other two men piled inside. They weren’t even seated when Lopez fishtailed them again, driving deeper and deeper into the cavern system.

“Where are we going?” Brandt asked.

“How would I know?” Lopez asked, never taking his foot off the gas. “I just figured the direction with less bullets was better than the direction with more bullets.”

Next to her Brandt checked his arm, dabbing blood away from a bullet’s trail. “Yeah, good idea.”

“I second that,” Harvish said as Bunny ripped off a part of her sleeve for him to use on the wound on his neck.

The SUV was clearly feeling the punishment of the nearly two-story fall, rattling and creaking as Lopez asked it to accelerate faster than even at its best it wasn’t designed to go.

“Something doesn’t seem weird to you?” Brandt asked Rebecca.

What didn’t seem weird? The brightest idea they had to get away from armed gunmen was to blow a hole in the ground and hope that they landed somewhere safe only to find Brandt and the others about to be attacked.

“Nope, nothing.”

Brandt point up.

Craning her neck, Rebecca looked out of the front window. Wait. Did the ceiling have bas-reliefs? Was it an elaborate work of art? No. This was no scaled-down version of an ancient city. It was an ancient city.

“What the hell?”

* * *

Brandt couldn’t help but chuckle. “That is the question of the hour.”

But Rebecca’s mind worked far faster than his or even Talli’s. She reached out and picked a large chunk of salt from his shoulder.

“Sodom,” Rebecca breathed out. “That is Sodom above us.”

“From the Quran,” Bunny added. “The description from the Quran.”

“Of course,” Rebecca answered. “The Quran made mention of the city being turned upside down. Of course, most scholars thought that was metaphorical…”

Even though Rebecca didn’t finish her statement, it was pretty damned clear. Most scholars, of course, were not driving under the city itself. With the exception of the salt being crunched under their tires and the groaning of the engine, the car fell silent as they raced beneath the biblical city.

“I thought Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed in a rain of fire?” Harvish asked.

Rebecca shook her head, preparing to answer, but Davidson beat her to it. “It depends on which passage you read and its interpretation.”

Brandt was well aware of this fact. It was what had set him to study the Bible on his own. His own questions about how could the Bible contradict itself, yet still be the true word of God? Seldom were you ever afforded the opportunity to see the reality in the flesh.

Or in this case the salt.

* * *

Davidson stared up at the wonder above them. Raised by the Knot, he had been exposed to some of the world’s most cherished religious relics. Yet this, this Sodom surpassed nearly it all. Not just in size but in magnitude. This was God’s might incarnate. His power shone in each and every grain of salt.

He’d turned an entire city upside down.

He knew that others would debate that fact. Try to claim this was some kind of re-creation. But there was no doubt in Davidson’s mind. God’s hand was clear. If he had been looking for a sign from the Father above, Davidson was pretty sure he could stop searching.

Then a bullet parted his hair. Ducking down, he swung his vision to the rear window. A speck at the other end of the cavern prepped for another shot. Davidson didn’t need his scope to know that it was the sniper.

Perhaps Davidson shouldn’t have been so quick to assume that God’s message for him was one of mercy. Perhaps God had meant this a warning for all of his wrongdoing with the Knot.

The only thing Davidson knew for sure was that sniper needed to get taken out. Pronto.

Before he could grab his rifle, Lopez yelled, “Window! Up!”

Davidson had absolutely no idea what the corporal meant until he turned around to see where they were headed. An extremely narrow archway lay ahead, and Lopez wasn’t slowing down. Davidson had no idea if the SUV could even make it through the gap, but the side mirrors certainly weren’t.

Hand cranking, Davidson brought the window up just as they hit the pass. Metal screeched against the salty walls as the mirrors snapped off like late autumn branches. They were nearly through the gap when the rear bumper snagged. With a horrendous metallic scream, the bumper was ripped off.

They were free though, and Lopez swerved to the right, out of sight of the sniper.

“That is how you do it!”

“Look out!” Rebecca yelled from the backseat, pointing to an object ahead of them.

But Lopez had no time to brake. They ran straight into…

“A salt donkey?” Lopez asked as granules of salt rained down upon them. “Was that really a salt donkey I just hit?”

Apparently it was. And the farther they got into this cavern the more “objects” were in the way. Lopez swerved and cursed, then swerved again.

“Slow it down,” Brandt instructed.

Even slower the going was still difficult. They passed sodium chloride cows, pack mules, and the worst, people. All encrusted in salt. Then they crested a ridge. Lopez slammed on the brakes. Their SUV stopped at the lip of a valley. A valley with a city tucked within its borders.

“Well then,” Lopez said, leaning his arms against the steering wheel. “Welcome to Gomorrah.”

* * *

“Do it!” Aunush yelled to her men above. She could hear the engine roar. What were they waiting for?

The demolished Jeep in front of her was probably why. Their first attempt to get a vehicle down here had ended rather, well, messy. This time they had weighed down the back of the Jeep so it didn’t land nose-first. Or at least that was the hope.

Even through their fear, the men must have sensed how very close they were to the prize. They had found Sodom. It was all around them. The Ten Commandments could not be far behind. And the enemy was ahead of them. That could not be let to stand.

Finally the Jeep’s brake was released and the vehicle sped toward the sinkhole. They must have given it enough acceleration since it hit the slight incline and sailed, airborne for a moment, then fell through the large hole. The rear axle tilted down just as she had predicted, and the Jeep hit the ground hard, but intact.

Her team, so very thinned since convening in Bulgaria, loaded into the Jeep.

They did not have much farther to go. Not as the signal on her screen blinked at a slower and slower rate.

Time to play catch-up.

* * *

Rebecca studied the salt figure before her as the SUV made its way slowly through the heart of Gomorrah. Every feature of the woman in front of her was captured perfectly by the grains. Even the tiny crow’s feet at the edge of her eyes stood out. The folds of her dress draped against her leg. The shocked O that her lips formed. No one that day so long ago had expected to be turned to salt.

Stop it, Rebecca rebuked herself. She was a scientist, not a tourist. She did not take things at face value. Her mind searched for a biological reason these cities had been encased in salt. Perhaps the climate? The hypersalinity of the Dead Sea? Scholars had long debated the factual reason for Sodom and Gomorrah’s demise. From famine to earthquakes to plague, each had been floated as the possible cause, but without proof it would be an argument to last the ages.

Now though it got a little tougher to chalk it up to natural disaster. Especially with Sodom upside down. That would take some interesting physics to explain. If they ever could. It would take teams of scientists decades to sort through the findings here.

So preoccupied by the mystery, Rebecca hit her temple against the seat in front of hers as the SUV lurched forward.

“Lopez,” Brandt rumbled, “I said ‘at a crawl.’”

“Wasn’t me, Sarge,” the corporal said as the SUV rolled to a stop. Lopez turned over the ignition several times. The engine knocked loudly yet wouldn’t turn over.

“What’s wrong?” Brandt asked.

Lopez indicated to the hood of the car that was dented and cracked, then to the trail of gasoline they had left behind them. “Take your pick. A jacked-up engine block or the leaking fuel tank.”

“Does it really matter?” Harvish queried, pointing to the clogged city street in front of them. “We’re in the worst phantom traffic jam known to man.”

“Hike out?” Talli asked.

Bunny groaned audibly beside Rebecca. The younger woman might not want to have to walk, but Rebecca was secretly thrilled. To have all of this history around her, yet not be able to get out and investigate? To not see so much in passing, her muscles ached to get out and explore, really explore the cavern.

However, she knew exactly what Brandt would have said to that request. “Hell no,” would have been the politest of the various responses. Now though? Rebecca waited with bated breath for his answer to Talli.

Brandt shifted in his seat, looking behind them and then in front of them. Finally he sighed. “Looks like we’re hoofing it.” He turned to his men. “Pack what you can easily carry, destroy the rest.”

Rebecca’s enthusiasm was slightly dampened as Brandt’s words harshly reminded them all that they were being followed. Hounded, really. And the Disciples could not be taken lightly. Especially not here. If they really were as connected to the days of Moses and beyond, Gomorrah was practically their home court.

Which meant Brandt was going to like what she had to say less than he normally did. As everyone unloaded from the SUV and the other men fulfilled their orders, Rebecca joined Brandt.

“I don’t even want to hear it,” Brandt said before she even opened her mouth.

It didn’t matter though what he wanted to hear. It mattered what needed to be said.

“I think I know where the tablets are hidden.”

“Good for you,” Brandt said, checking the chamber of his sidearm.

Rebecca paused, collecting herself. He did this to rattle her. Throw her off her game. Make it look like she was being demanding or irrational. When really it was him who couldn’t accept their new reality.

“And if I can figure it out, the Disciples can.”

Brandt grinned fiercely. “Which I am counting on.”

So he’d already thought ahead to the Disciples’ end game. However, Rebecca didn’t think he’d thought it all the way through. “I get it,” she said. “You want them to head to the tablets while we head for hopefully a far exit.”

The sergeant nodded as he tucked another gun into the back of his belt. “We may not get another break like this.”

“But then what?” Rebecca asked. “Say your plan works and we get out. The Disciples will still hunt us down.” His eyes flickered to hers. “You know that, Brandt. Even if we don’t uncover the larger secret of the tablets, just finding this place is enough. We are marked.”

* * *

“True,” Brandt conceded. He was a big enough man to admit when someone else was spot-on. “But out there we will have the full weight of the American military.” Brandt pointed to the salty city that surrounded them. “In here we’ve only got about five hundred rounds between us. I’ll take my chances with the option that has aircraft carriers.”

He watched as Rebecca’s eyes scanned his face. Brandt made sure he had his don’t-bother-arguing-with-me face on. Unfortunately, she’d never been really great at reading that one since, well, since the day they’d met.

“Please,” she asked. Not demanded or threatened to run off on her own. Damn it. He hated it when she went all reasonable. It made it all the harder to dismiss her.

“It does mean we know exactly where the Disciples are going to be,” Lopez added.

Harvish stepped up as well. “And I’ve got some C-4 with their name on it.”

“That looks like a pretty damn nice perch,” Davidson stated as he pointed to one of the high towers in the middle of the city.

“I can take the far tower and create a kill zone around the SUV,” Talli suggested.

Brandt couldn’t be more pissed off or proud of his men at this point. Everyone was trashed, shot, bruised, cut up, yet each stood ready to stand off against the Disciples. Fortunately their enthusiasm was not the only factor. Brandt’s word was final.

Rebecca must have sensed his mood because she hurried on to say, “I know we’ve got a civilian—”

“A civilian?” Brandt asked. “I’ve got two civilians,” he clarified, indicating to Rebecca and then nodding to Davidson. “And technically a war crimes prisoner…nothing personal.”

“No worries,” Davidson answered, slinging a rifle onto his back.

Rebecca’s cheeks flushed. “I could say I’m leading us out of here and just take us to the hiding spot.”

Now this he liked better. When Rebecca tried to go all calculating on him. “You could,” he said. “But you won’t. You wouldn’t risk our lives like that without our consent. Face it, you’ve got no card to play.”

Those cheeks flared a bright red. Did Rebecca forget how well he knew her? She looked away.

“So when I say we are hoofing it out of here,” Brandt stated firmly, “we are hoofing it out of here.”

He surveyed the group, getting an accepting nod out of each of them. Except for one. “Where’s Bunny?”

Everyone looked around. Davidson checked the SUV, shaking his head.

Bunny was gone.

Fuck.
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“Do not even look at me like that,” Rebecca stated. “I had nothing to do with Bunny running off.”

Brandt’s glare lifted. He must have known if Rebecca was going to have anyone run off it would have been her. If she couldn’t even do it, how could she have sent someone else in her stead? And certainly not Bunny.

“I take it if you and the Disciples could find this hiding place, Bunny could as well?” Brandt asked.

Rebecca nodded. It didn’t take a genius to figure it out. Just someone well versed in ancient Hebrew studies. “Yes. I believe the tablets are at the temple.”

“But the Jews didn’t have formal temples back then,” Davidson corrected. “And certainly not in Gomorrah.”

“No,” Rebecca clarified. “Not a Jewish one. I am talking about the Temple of Moloch, the false god.”

“Why there?” Talli asked. “Why not somewhere significant to the Jewish faith?”

Rebecca reached for her laptop on the backseat to find it gone. Bunny apparently didn’t leave empty-handed.

“You know what, we’ll take out history lesson on the road,” Brandt said, then turned to Rebecca. “Point Harvish in the right direction.”

As they moved out, Rebecca indicated toward the center of Gomorrah. “The temple is that large round building with the statue of the bull god on top of it.”

“Not hard to miss,” Brandt rumbled next to her.

Davidson headed down a side street. “I’ll take up position.”

“We’ll take up position,” Talli said as he trotted off in the opposite direction.

“Great,” Lopez said. “Now we’re got sniper sibling rivalry.” The corporal rolled his eyes. “That’s going to end well.”

Looking ahead to the city frozen in time, Rebecca wasn’t so sure any of this was going to end well.

* * *

The sniper slammed on the brakes to their SUV as they came to a narrowing of the cavern. Several side mirrors lay strewn on the ground along with a back bumper. The exit was narrow. Narrower than their Jeep.

Really? The vehicles that survived the drop down to the cavern floor were three inches too wide. Three inches.

“Try it,” Aunush ordered.

Keeping his foot on the brake, the sniper revved the engine and then surged them forward. They slammed into the wall as their tires spun in the salty ground. Rubber burned but they traveled no farther.

“Stop,” Aunush ordered. “We must accept that God wishes us to do this on foot.”

The sniper backed the Jeep up enough to let them through the passage. He led the other men from the cars, scouting the route ahead. They had one lone Chinese soldier left. The man had proven quick, agile, and most importantly obedient. He was the one who had gotten the Jeep down safely, gaining them precious minutes. Minutes that may prove critical in the coming battle.

Aunush allowed the men to move forward out into the next cavern as she spoke with Nannan.

“What lies beyond must be Gomorrah.” She waited for the Watcher of the Word to nod. “And you then know what we must do.”

“Secure the tablets and bring them to the master.”

“No,” Aunush stated. “We secure the tablets but then follow their instruction.” Nannan sucked in a breath, his eyes wide at the implications. Good. Let him be shocked and scandalized. “You know of the prophecy, Nannan.”

Slowly Nannan regained his breath, his features softening as he walked the next few hours forward. “I do.”

“And in all honesty do you believe the master can fulfill it?” Off of the Watcher’s head shake Aunush continued. “Then no one but you and I can walk out of this cavern.”

“What of your sniper?” Nannan asked.

Aunush glanced through the front window. She watched the sniper, crouched, muscles taut, directing the men to spread out. Making certain the way ahead was safe. Safe for her. If anyone would understand her decision it would be him.

“No one.”

* * *

“I still don’t get it,” Lopez said. “Why hide the tablets in Gomorrah?”

Brandt wondered the same thing. The difference between the corporal and him? He didn’t care. He just wanted to get in and out. Screw history. Screw the Disciples. He just wanted to see sunlight again. And as hard as it would be, he wanted to see Rebecca walk away from him. At the least she would be alive.

“Lopez, you’ve got to remember that Moses wanted to keep the tablets hidden,” Rebecca explained. “And deep within each of the religions is a warning to avoid, at all costs, the sites of God’s punishment. And Gomorrah was certainly at the top of the blacklist, so what better place to hide the tablets than Gomorrah?”

“True, true,” Lopez agreed. “But why this ancient god’s temple? There must be a million other places to stash it.”

“Ah, but back then the Jewish God and Moloch were in something of a prize fight,” Rebecca answered in that “so excited by history” tone she got. “The Bible calls Moloch out by name half a dozen times, warning and chastising any son of Israel from worshipping him. Many scholars believe the whole ‘thou shalt not have any graven image’ commandment was specifically aimed at Moloch’s worshippers.”

Lopez didn’t seem to be buying it though. “Still, why put one of your religion’s most valuable artifacts in the enemy’s camp?”

“Choosing Moloch’s temple was a bit of pride I think,” Rebecca explained. “Moses basically wanted to establish dominance. A kind of ‘see who won’ kind of thing.”

“Like pissing in the enemy’s pot,” Lopez added.

Brandt shot a look at both of them.

“No disrespect, of course,” Rebecca added. That had been the only way a practicing Catholic like himself and a card-carrying atheist like Rebecca could work. Or should she say, have worked. It was her respect of his faith. While she didn’t share it, she could respect it. Which was more than he could say for Lopez, even though he came from a Catholic family a mile long. To say the corporal was going to have a long session in the confessional booth was an understatement.

“And Bunny is as familiar with this particular temple since it was one of Lochum’s favorite anecdotes during first year Religions of Ancient Times class.”

Brandt ground his teeth. None of this would be happening if he’d just put a damned leash on Bunny.

“Not your fault, Sarge,” Lopez said. However, everything was Brandt’s fault. It said so in the regulations. Lopez wouldn’t let it go though. “Bunny was the least likely out of all of us to rabbit.”

Brandt grunted.

“Oh come on,” Lopez protested. “That was a damned good pun.” The corporal turned to Rebecca. “Right?”

“Ricky…” Rebecca warned.

Before Lopez could retort, the group had to split up to go around three figures. A father, mother, and young girl. A family. They held hands, fleeing down the street until their lives had been struck down.

He didn’t like what that portended for them.

“Got something,” Harvish announced up ahead.

Thankfully Brandt broke from the conversation and joined his point man. Harvish pointed down to a set of steps. Footprints. Small and fresh. Just about Bunny-sized. Rebecca caught up and examined them, then looked up the flight of stairs.

“This is the way.”

Giving the nod, Brandt fell in the back of the group as Harvish led them in Bunny’s footsteps. Not good when the flighty redhead was guiding your path. With a measured pace, they climbed the steps.

Brandt glanced over his shoulder to find a rifle muzzle sticking out of the tower to the right. He turned to the left to find a matching gun out of the tower there. Would they be enough? Would the little “surprises” Lopez had left along their trail?

With the Disciples? Brandt seriously doubted it.

* * *

Rebecca carefully placed her foot on the next step. Each time she felt the salt edge give away, Rebecca felt a little queasy. Well, in honesty that wasn’t the only thing that made her stomach churn. Littered on the stairs were prostrate worshippers. With their knees on the steps, they had laid their bodies over the upper steps, their hands clutched in desperation.

Once it had been clear that the city was under attack, its inhabitants had turned to their god, praying for deliverance. They did not find it.

As she mounted the last step, Rebecca found the temple’s courtyard filled with more supplicants. Pulling her eyes from the grim sight, Rebecca sought the high walls of the temple itself. Even now, formed of minerals, you could see the intricate, devotional carvings. And each detailed their god, Moloch, nearly three times the height of a man. Most of the time the Gomorrahian god was represented by a man with a bull’s head. Almost like a minotaur and a devil crossed together.

Farther up, at the top of the temple stood a towering statue representing the god himself. Moloch dominated from his high seat, arms crossed over his chest, glaring down upon his city. An angry god. A vengeful god.

Flames lapped around the base of his statue. No great surprise since fire was another hallmark of Moloch, especially since he demanded that families sacrifice their firstborn to his fire. Rebecca wasn’t all that fond of current organized religions, but at the least there wasn’t institutionalized human sacrifice. According to ancient records, these sacrifices were also considered entertainment. Not even Nero had gone that far.

In many ways, Rebecca could understand why Moses would instruct Joshua to hide the tablets here. To place God’s word at the heart of this cruel ancient god’s seat of power.

Ahead the temple’s door was ajar with a small pile of salt from the large lock that Bunny must have forced open. Lopez’s grin fell as he raised his weapon. Harvish ducked his head inside quickly and then came back out to report.

“There’s light in there.”

Then Bunny was in there. What had she found?

“Let’s join the party then,” Brandt ordered.

Rebecca watched Harvish slip past the temple door, then Lopez. Her feet stalled though. Brandt stood behind her, not moving. He didn’t hurry her, but nor did he seem all that patient.

“Isn’t this what you wanted?” he asked quietly.

Yes, it was.

Looking up at the towering bull god, Rebecca realized that this was actually it. She truly might find the rest of the Ten Commandments within this ancient ruined city. Her hands trembled uncontrollably.

After her last adventure in that cave under Rome, her life had become not her own. Fundamentally her world beliefs had shifted. She was not the same woman as before she discovered those secrets.

And here she was at the threshold of another. Her feet balking at taking on another ancient mystery. Yet here it lay. Ripe for the picking.

Never had the old adage been so true.

Be very careful what you wish for.

* * *

Brandt entered the temple with more than a little trepidation. Very little had to do with the Disciples surely on their way. It had more to do with sulfur smell in the air. Even without the retched odor, the place reeked of evil.

From the depictions of their cruel god to infant skeletons fused into the walls of the temple, Brandt wanted nothing to do with this place. It reminded him too much of that Capuchin crypt. Steeped in depravity, nothing good could come of this place.

Harvish stopped and pointed to an interior door cracked open. Artificial light streamed from the inner chamber. That had better be Bunny. Off his signal, Harvish moved into the inner temple and the rest followed swiftly behind.

To Brandt’s surprise, the interior wasn’t a testament to this false god. Instead the place was…trashed. Huge statues of the bull god were shattered nearly beyond recognition. What Brandt could only assume was the sacrificial altar was now nothing more than a pile of salt.

Bunny turned at the sound of their entrance, answering the question they all had. “I found the temple like this.”

Then it must have been Joshua. Even though charged with hiding the tablets in this vile temple didn’t mean he had to like it. Every instance of the false god had been scrubbed from the walls. The shrine completely devoid of Moloch’s influence.

“Are they…?” Rebecca asked as she mounted the dais to join Bunny.

The younger woman moved aside to reveal a pillar of salt. Upon its surface lay the remains of the two tablets.

Tears flooded Brandt’s eyes. He had to blink them back before they spilled out. He’d never felt God’s presence more than standing in this blasted temple. Hidden for millennia, God’s word was equally true now as it was the day upon the Mount when it had been written.

Taking only a second to indicate to Lopez to watch the door, Brandt stepped up onto the dais, joining the women.

Bunny had already put the fragments from St. Basil’s into the puzzle. Rebecca was busy fitting the stone chunks that Lopez and Davidson had retrieved from the chalet into the pattern.

Once added, the two tablets sat nearly complete, only a few minor chips missing.

The completed tablets were a wonder to behold. And not just for the weight of their history but in their complexity. There were bold passages and then dozens of other, smaller writings surrounding them. Script practically filled the entire surface of the stone. So many more of God’s words than any had imagined before. He hadn’t just given them the Ten Commandments. He’d given them ten upon ten upon ten commandments.

Rebecca’s fingers traced the largest of the passages.

“Be all that read these words know they come from the hand of your God. They are that which is all that has come before, that is now, and will forever be.”

* * *

Rebecca pulled her finger back, feeling as if she were eavesdropping on a message not meant for her. Her eyes scanned the rest of the tablet. There appeared to be more writing on the stone than was within the Old Testament. No matter if you believed the words were inscribed by God himself, this was the single most complete contemporaneous document to Moses’s time ever discovered.

She looked over to Brandt, his eyes glazed over in tears. No matter her doubt. He believed. You could see it in his ragged breath and wide open eyes as Brandt tried to take it all in, body and soul.

“There’s more,” Bunny interjected. “Farther down there’s a set of prophecies. I couldn’t quite make them out before, but with the tablet assembled…”

Rebecca’s eyes were drawn back to the pedestal as Bunny read from a passage off to the side that wrapped around to the back of the stone.

“Know I will come into the world. Not as your Lord God but as the Messiah. I shall walk amongst you. Heal you. I shall touch the head of a lion and call a lamb to my side. I shall…”

Bunny’s finger reached the edge of the stone. Rebecca tilted her head and continued the passage. “I shall hear your sins and cure them. I shall come in the form of…”

She reached the bottom of the stone. “We’re going to need to turn it over to read the rest.”

“Okay,” Lopez said, “Then do it.”

Rebecca stepped back though. This was too important to rush. “No, we’ve got to take rubbings of this side, then secure it all together so that we can turn the entire stone over and repeat the process on the other side.”

Sure this was all a bit heady, but science was science. It didn’t matter that they read them now. The contents had to be documented for all of mankind.

“Alright,” Brandt said. “Then let’s—”

An explosion sounded from farther out in the city.

Did Rebecca mention how absolutely awful the Disciples’ timing was?

* * *

Aunush held the man down as he screamed, flinging himself from side to side. He must have hit a trip wire. His left leg was gone, just gone. That had been a precisely placed bit of C-4. The Chinese soldier tried to place a tourniquet on the stump, but the man flailed, spraying bright red arterial blood across the crisp white walls.

The damage though was the sound of his screams. Those the enemy could pinpoint.

Then a shot blasted next to her, putting a bullet directly between the eyes. The man slumped, quiet at last. Aunush looked up to find her sniper holstering his sidearm. At least someone was thinking.

“What are you waiting for?” Aunush snapped to the other men as she wiped the blood from her palms. They hurried back into formation, although she noted that the men gave the new point man a bit more berth than before. Just as well. During this end game caution might be their best friend.

The sniper offered his hand. Aunush accepted his gesture. The sniper swept her to her feet so quickly she was slammed into his chest. He did not move away as her breasts pressed up against him. Nor did she back from him.

Perhaps after they found the tablets, dispatched Brandt and Monroe, there might be a little time before she needed to tie up loose ends to explore the sniper one last time.

They were in Gomorrah after all.

* * *

Brandt pointed to the tablets. “Get those fragments stowed.”

“But—” Rebecca tried to protest.

“Now.”

You see, every fiber in her body wanted to fight the order, but he had to issue it. Rebecca opened her bag and placed the tablet fragments inside. Of course he also noticed that she slipped a fragment, the fragment she had just been reading, into her pocket. Something for a little light reading on the journey he guessed. He didn’t care though, not if it got them moving more quickly.

She even shushed Bunny, overriding the younger woman’s complaints.

These salt walls seemed too flimsy to stand up to a full-out attack, however Brandt was hoping the Disciples didn’t have a full-out assault left in them. The Disciples might have gotten some fresh shock troops, however their leaders? The ones who had been on Brandt’s ass since London? They had to be as tired as of this as Brandt was.

As another explosion sounded, this time much, much closer to the temple, the time for running was over. It was time to make a stand.

“Rebecca and Bunny,” Brandt stated, “I want you both at the back of temple, behind that pile of rubble.” Moloch might not have been worth much, however his cracked and toppled statues could stop some bullets for them. He grabbed the redhead by the arm as she passed. “And I swear if you try to bolt I will personally track you down—”

Bunny though had fire in her eyes. “And what? Trap me in a burning tomb? Let me die by fire?” She jerked her arm out of his grasp. “I did this for him. For Tolst and Lochum and every other person who sought the truth.”

“The truth?” Brandt tried to contain his anger. He failed. “Your stunt has probably cost all of us our lives. Killing six more people. Our blood on your hands. How’s that truth of yours now?”

She went to retort, but Rebecca pulled her away from the argument. “Come on.”

He shouldn’t have risen to Bunny’s bait. He knew better. Civilians.

They were either trying to kiss you or kill you.

Nothing in between.

* * *

Davidson breathed in and out. Measured. Even.

The Disciples were approaching the temple. After so many booby traps they had certainly traveled with a more cautious pace. By his count they’d lost two men and two others were injured, slowing the entire team.

Or was that what the Disciples wanted him to think?

Underestimating them would be their undoing.

So Davidson waited. Waited until he had the leader, the she-beast, in his scope before he let loose with a shot. Killing off one or two more men would not swing the balance of the battle.

Again and again the woman and her sniper had outflanked them. But now his team had run out of room to maneuver. They needed a game changer. An event, a blow so profound it knocked the wind out of the enemy. Like losing his brother.

Davidson brushed aside the thought. Now was not the time to think of the past. Now was time to hunt.

Several men inched their way up the temple steps. The woman was nowhere to be found. Davidson forced himself to keep his breaths steady. It would not do to have a sharp inhale throw his kill shot off.

The most forward man reached the outer temple door.

Davidson kept his finger from the trigger. Harvish, Lopez, and Brandt could handle a few shock troops.

Then the crack of a shot split the air and one of the men fell.

Davidson swung his scope to the right. It was Talli. He fired again, scattering the men. Then a blast came from a tower far across the plaza, tagging Talli in the shoulder. And the firing didn’t stop there. Bullets peppered Talli’s nest.

Every instinct Davidson had told him not to fire. To stay hidden. To hold back for the shot he knew he needed to take, but Talli was getting hammered. Without cover fire the guy was toast.

Taking aim, Davidson leveled his rifle at the enemy’s perch and pulled the trigger. The high-powered shot went straight through the salt wall. A scream told Davidson he’d hit his man. The blood saturating the white tower told him he’d killed him.

Then another shot, coming from behind Davidson, sent him spinning to avoid a bullet. Still the shot caught him in the hip. From the pain screaming down his leg, it had ricocheted off the bone.

The enemy had two shooters in the sky just like they did.

Davidson let go of the wound and aimed at the lower tower, firing once, then twice. A man clutched his chest and fell from the window. Whistling air through his teeth, Davidson struggled to stay conscious. The pain crashed over him in waves, threatening to sweep him along with it.

But he couldn’t faint. Because the shot that had got him had been lucky. Neither of the shooters had been the man Davidson had faced before. For one thing they were too close. And too sloppy.

Which left the question. If the guy wasn’t up in the towers…

Where the hell was the sniper?

* * *

Rebecca covered her head as bullets flew above them, hitting the mineralized wall, pelting them with salt shrapnel. Bunny knelt beside her, sobbing quietly. What did the woman expect? At least when Rebecca wanted to fulfill the quest to retrieve the tablets she knew there would be bullets.

Okay, maybe she didn’t realize this many, but she knew the Disciples would find them. The religious fanatics always did.

She risked a glance over the mound of broken statues, quite aware of the irony that the false god Moloch was in fact protecting them, whether he wanted to or not. Harvish was holed up behind a pillar near the door, making sure that no one came rushing through. Lopez and Brandt flanked on either side, making use of the scant cover left to them.

They were just three against how many?

A chilling thought seized her, nearly freezing the sweat on her skin. The Disciples had a long history. Clearly. They hadn’t been born at the foot of crucifixion, they had been born upon Mount Sinai or at least the base of it. Which meant they might know of Sodom and Gomorrah. Perhaps not their exact locations, but the layout of the cities? That they might know very well.

Which gave the Disciples a considerable edge.

“Conserve your ammo!” Brandt yelled to Lopez, who of course was firing a few miles per minute.

So besides greater manpower and weapons, the Disciples also had better tactical knowledge. Yeah, Brandt had been right. Way better to have confronted the Disciples with an aircraft carrier at their back.

Murmuring drew Rebecca from her thoughts. Bunny must be praying or something. But she found the younger woman holding the small chunk of tablet Rebecca had held back from the rest.

“Know that not all shall hear the words of the Messiah. Hearts will harden to the message.” Bunny translated from the passage on the other side of the stone. “Stones the size of boulders will be thrown. Yet their message is my message.”

Rebecca put her hand over Bunny’s. “We’ve got to be ready to move.”

“To where?” the younger woman asked as tears streaked down her cheek.

Shouts and gunfire consumed the entrance to the tomb. There would be no getting out that way. Rebecca scanned the walls around them. They seemed as solid as the rest.

“Let me die doing what I love,” Bunny pleaded.

Having no better option, Rebecca released her hold, then pointed to several words. “Be careful of rushed translating. ‘Hearts’ could easily be ‘souls.’ And ‘thrown’ is most likely ‘hurled.’” Bunny looked up at Rebecca. “Hey, if we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.”

Rebecca put on what she hoped was an encouraging smile. It must have done its job as Bunny nodded.

The younger woman sniffed once, cringing as the gunfire intensified, then continued. “I shall send others before my Messiah. Prophets all to spread my word. Then shall come my son…” Bunny cocked her head. “No, that may be ‘child.’”

Looking over the woman’s shoulder, Rebecca went back and read the entire text. Hebrew was so context sensitive. And ancient Hebrew? Triple so. Her lips moved rapidly as she read the passage silently. Yet she too stumbled on the last word. The problem was they were missing a tiny sliver of stone. A rather important piece of stone that could have an arch on the first letter of the problematic word. If that bit of script went left it meant “son.” If the tail of the letter went straight it meant “child,” and if it went right, well that would be “daughter.”

“Perhaps farther down there is clarification,” Rebecca stated.

“‘This child shall come…’” Bunny grinned. “Well, that clears that up.” The younger woman continued. “Unto you. Once these tablets are discovered and known to the heathens, my child shall then—”

“Wait,” Rebecca interjected. “That second ‘child’ reference. I don’t think…”

Bunny brought the fragment of stone closer, squinting. “You are right. It does have a tail…”

“Pointing right,” Rebecca finished for her.

That couldn’t be though. That would make the Messiah a…

The implications drowned out everything else. The sound of gunfire, the men’s shouts, even the bitter taste of gunpowder in the air. Nothing existed except for that one symbol. That one impossible symbol.

“That could just be a chip in the stone,” Bunny said, her voice shaking. “There must be another explanation.”

Could there though?

“My ‘child’ shall come unto all the people, all the men, all the nations of the world and declare my word.” Then Bunny stopped and the fragment dropped from her hand.

Rebecca snatched the stone from the floor and read aloud the next passage.

“She will come in peace. She shall deliver the olive branch. She will show my full might to the world.”

There was no mistaking the text now. There was no disputing the tablet’s meaning. Rebecca’s eyes sought Brandt. He was focused on the door, firing through the pocked surface. His jaw clenched. His eyes focused. But she knew the blow that these words would have on him. Look at Bunny. Her head was in her hands.

How could she ever tell Brandt that his Messiah was really a woman?
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This was not going well, Brandt thought.

No shit, was the follow-up to that.

Out of all the scenarios Brandt had run in his head, the ending never went well. But never this badly. What the fuck was the point in having two snipers if they didn’t actually help? The damned chick leading this crew should have been dead by now and the other men scattered.

As the bullets flew, they didn’t seem very scattered to Brandt. However, the Disciples hadn’t come at them full-on either. Almost like they were baiting them into wasting their ammo. Which by the way was working.

Death by attrition. Not exactly what Brandt wanted carved into his gravestone.

He glanced over to check on Harvish. Blood ran down his arm. That very first wound he took in Moscow must have opened again. Brandt wouldn’t have given it another thought except halfway down the streak of red, something glistened.

Fuckers.

“Lopez and Harvish!” Brandt shouted. “Switch out!” The corporal cocked an eyebrow, but Brandt wasn’t in the mood to explain. “Now!”

In a flurry of firing, Lopez took over the primary position as Harvish backed away, taking up a stance near Brandt. He crept forward making sure that Lopez held the door.

“You’ve got a tracker on you,” Brandt informed Harvish.

“No, Sarge,” Harvish protested, “I swear, I’m clean. I’m—”

Brandt held up a hand to stop his point man’s frantic speech. “I know. It’s not your fault.”

To prove it, Brandt pulled off the bandage over Harvish’s arm wound. Silver sparked on the cloth.

“What the—”

“Microtransmitters,” Brandt explained, wiping the wound hard. Hard enough for Harvish to wince. Too bad. He needed to get the last remaining beads out. “They shot you up with them back at the GUM mall.”

“Sarge, I am so sorry. I never even—”

Again, Brandt held up his hand. That was the point of these transmitters. In retrospect he should have suspected something was up when the sniper hadn’t killed Harvish, instead just winging his arm. He hadn’t meant to kill the point man. He’d meant to tag him.

As Brandt squeezed more and more of the tiny silver beads from the wound, Harvish asked, “How the hell didn’t I feel them?”

“After a gunshot wound?” Brandt asked as Lopez set off a burst of bullets. The corporal was having way too much fun. “That’s the point,” Brandt answered Harvish. “Either you chalk up the pain to the injury or if people find the beads they just think they’re bullet fragments.”

Brandt was trying really hard to hold his temper. One of his men had been a goddamned beacon this whole fucking time. No wonder the Disciples had the jump on them since Moscow.

Harvish helped milk the beads out from the top of the wound. “But how the hell are they getting power?”

“They are fueled by gyroscopic movement just like self-winding watches, only at a microscopic level,” Brandt explained as he ripped another strip from his shirt. If it kept going like this, he was going to running around bare-chested.

Brandt glanced over to the women’s hiding place. Their heads were down. Good. The last thing he needed was for one of them to go all hero on him. He had enough trouble keeping Lopez in line.

“Conserve!” Brandt yelled, for the hundredth time.

As Harvish went back to his post, Brandt hung back. They were missing something else, not just the microtransmitters.

There was something fundamentally wrong. Not the fact they had been tagged. Not the fact that they were duking it out in ancient biblical, salt-city Gomorrah. Nor the fact that they may or may not have found the tablets given to Moses by God. No, it was the fact that the Disciples were a little splashier than this. The attack on the temple was almost by the book. Where was the grand play? The big move? The sweeping strategy?

The bitch who had hounded them across a couple of continents didn’t make her bones playing it subtle. He’d best figure out their—

The back wall of the temple exploded inward. He twisted, holding his fire so as not to hit one of the women, ready to take down the attackers as soon as he had a chance, but he never got that opportunity.

Ducked down, two men grabbed Rebecca and Bunny, jerking them to their feet, creating human shields, then pulled them out the ragged hole.

Guess Brandt just got to see their major play in action.

“Hold the temple as long as you can, then fall back to our rally point,” Brandt shouted. As much as he wanted to take Lopez and Harvish with him, their best chance of getting the women back was to keep the Disciples’ forces split.

Which meant keeping their own force split. Which meant that they didn’t have two snipers in place at the back of the temple. Which meant Brandt was going out there.

Alone.

* * *

Rebecca bit the hand holding her. The man yelled, releasing his grip, then backhanded her. She stumbled sideways running into a “man,” shattering the salt figure.

Bunny fought as well, struggling against her kidnapper.

Taking a handful of salt, Rebecca threw it into the eyes of her assailant. He bellowed, kicking at her. She threw herself to the side, narrowly avoiding the blow. Bunny and she were not going to win this war. Not weaponless.

No, all they needed to do was buy some time for Brandt to come charging out here to save the day.

Right?

As she crawled on hands and knees, grinding the salty earth into her palms, she certainly hoped so. Then a glint caught her eye. Ignoring the man yelling at her, pawing at her feet, trying to recapture her, she looked up.

The barrel of a gun poked out of the tower above them. Her head snapped toward the temple just as Brandt’s gun muzzle flashed, firing, scattering the kidnappers as he charged the gap in the wall.

“No!” Rebecca screamed, but the sound of her desperate warning was lost as the sniper fired from above, hitting Brandt square in the chest, then again and again. The impact blew him back, out of sight. “Brandt!”

Long fingernails dug into her hair, pulling Rebecca up against a woman’s cheek. “If you do not want that to happen to you, I suggest you come with me, quietly.”

Rebecca though did anything but go quietly. Clawing with her own fingernails, she dug into the flesh holding her. Then the muzzle of a gun pressed up against Rebecca’s temple.

“I said quietly,” the woman hissed as blood dripped down from her hand onto Rebecca’s face.

Even though it would be suicide, Rebecca still wanted to struggle. To fight. To scream her anguish, but she had no doubt the Disciple would shoot. Rebecca let herself go slack, pulling in the pain and fear. Balling it up, preparing to unleash it when the moment came.

Which happened to be within a heartbeat.

Another shot echoed, kicking up salt at her captor’s feet. The woman danced back, releasing Rebecca. As another shot drove the woman away, Rebecca used all that adrenaline she’d stored and leapt across the distance between her and Bunny. Grabbing the younger woman’s hand, she tugged Bunny forward.

“Where are we going?” Bunny choked out.

“Anywhere but here,” Rebecca answered, scrambling to get to cover as shots peppered the area.

That had to be Davidson providing cover. But did it really matter with Brandt down? More than likely dead?

Even though her heart might want to stop beating, her legs were still working, getting as far away from the shooting gallery as they could carry her.

* * *

From his peripheral vision, Davidson watched Rebecca and Bunny duck into an alley. Safe from the sniper. Davidson quickly scanned his kill zone, as meager as it was, but he didn’t have a hell of a lot of time to set up.

Once he’d realized the sniper wasn’t out front, there was only one logical place for him to be set up. The back of the temple. But getting down from that tower and finding a new perch turned out to be a little harder with a slug in your side.

Davidson could feel the blood oozing through the makeshift wrap around his waist.

No matter. He was up here, and now that the ground was secured, he needed to turn his attention to the sniper. Davidson swung his rifle back to its neutral position, centered on the sniper’s tower.

Not waiting for a perfect kill shot, Davidson fired at the only thing he could. The sniper’s rifle. The metal barrel skidded over at impact, then got jerked out of sight.

That’s right, Davidson thought. You’ve got some competition.

* * *

Brandt tried to breathe again, and was met with the same searing pain. The double bulletproof vest had taken the shots, but they still did some serious damage. Lights flashing over his eyes, Brandt clenched his jaw. He was not going to pass out. Again.

But he had to get some fucking oxygen to his brain. Trying to avoid moving the two broken ribs, Brandt pulled in air between his teeth like he was sucking from a straw. Slow but steady. Keep those sharp ends of the fractures from puncturing his lung. Because really what could be better than a pneumothorax right about now.

“Brandt!” Lopez yelled again.

Feebly, Brandt waved him off. He just needed oxygen. And some oxycodone, but he’d take the oxygen.

Then he would get up and take off after Rebecca. He’d seen her streak past the breach in the wall, but couldn’t do a damned thing about it.

Fucking butch up, Brandt.

Sucking in more air, protecting his ribs with his arm, Brandt rolled to his side. See? He was halfway up. Okay, only a quarter up, but progress. And those crazy lights weren’t buzzing around in front of his vision.

Using his good arm, Brandt braced his upper body as he pulled his legs into a crouch. It hurt like fucking hell, but he would take the progress. Panting low and fast, Brandt prepped for the pain that was sure to come.

On the tenth breath he lurched upward. Unable to hold in a scream, Brandt found his feet. For a second. He fell heavily to the side. The wall the only thing stopping him from hitting the floor again.

But hey, he was vertical. Nearly blinded by those damned sparkly light blobs that insisted on blocking his vision, but vertical.

Now to get moving…

As the room lurched first to the side and then up and down, maybe he better take another ten breaths before putting one foot in front of the other.

* * *

Rebecca ran, wiping the tears from her eyes, hauling Bunny behind her. The world was a blur of white. The compact floodlights the Disciples had posted around the temple left very little room for shadows, or cover.

She felt any moment a bullet could fly out of nowhere and strike her down. Which wasn’t her imagination running wild. No matter how far she got from the temple, Rebecca was pretty damned sure that sniper could get her. Get both of them.

Bunny was nothing more than a rack of sobs on the move.

That had been Rebecca’s ex-fiancé back there. If anyone should be a wreck it should be her. But they just didn’t have the luxury of Rebecca losing her mind in grief. Even if she wanted to, she could hear Brandt’s voice loud in her mind.

Get your ass far away. Hide. Let us do our job.

Rebecca stumbled as she choked back a sob. Would she ever have that voice yelling at her again? For real?

Bullets peppered the wall next to her. Rebecca dove toward a cart in the road and rolled underneath of it. Bunny stood frozen though as the shots struck all around, creating a halo that outlined her frame. It wouldn’t be long until one hit her. Rebecca gathered her courage to dart out and somehow drag the woman to safety when a figure hurled himself in front of Bunny.

He took three shots to the back as he blocked Bunny with his body, pulling her down. The two hit the ground hard.

“That fucking hurts,” Brandt gasped as he looked over to Rebecca.

Brandt was alive!

How she wanted to rush across those few feet and hug him. But those few feet were deadly. And if the shooter repositioned at all, he’d be able to pick them all off.

Rebecca looked up to the towers surrounding them.

Where the heck was Davidson?

* * *

Davidson held pressure on his wound as he climbed the last of the stairs. Was it the blood loss or were the towers really getting taller? As much as he’d dreaded it, he’d had to reposition. The sniper had pulled up stakes, which meant Davidson had to do so as well.

Hefting his rifle up onto the window’s ledge, Davidson surveyed this new territory. They had moved deeper into the city, farther away from the SUV, farther away from the only known exit.

This however was the direction Rebecca had run off. Not exactly strategic, but Davidson couldn’t blame her. Without a weapon, he’d probably have run off in any direction that got him away from the sniper as well.

Luckily he was far from defenseless.

A noise drew his attention back toward the temple. A man burst from the doors, rushing down the stairs. Davidson took only a moment to confirm it wasn’t one of their men and took his shot. The man was dead before he hit the bottom of the steps.

Another figure rushed out of the temple. Davidson pulled up short as he made out Lopez. Harvish wasn’t far behind. They must have taken care of the rest of the Disciples’ assault team. When they hit the main street, they turned left, heading in the direction of the SUV.

No, no, no. Rebecca and Brandt went the other way. But how could Lopez know that?

Davidson shot…right at Lopez’s feet. The corporal skidded to a halt, raising his weapon, looking for the shooter. Davidson shot again, this time at his other foot. The corporal put his hand over his brow, trying to look up into the bright lights near Davidson’s nest.

This time Davidson shot farther down the road, at a steep enough angle to kick up plenty of dust. Lopez took a tentative step in that direction. Davidson shot again, even more down the road, guiding them toward Brandt and Rebecca.

Lopez picked up speed, following the trail as Harvish lagged behind. The guy’s sleeve was saturated in blood, and it looked like he’d taken a pretty good blow to the head. None of that mattered though as Davidson swung his scope toward the other side of the city where the sniper was holed up. In the labyrinth of streets, the rest of the Disciples rushed toward Brandt and Rebecca’s location.

He swung the scope back to check on Lopez’s progress. Davidson shot at the corner of a building to indicate they should turn right. Which Lopez did with Harvish limping to catch up.

Swinging back, Davidson watched the Disciples gain speed, hurling headlong toward the rest of the trapped team. There was no way Lopez and especially Harvish would make it in time.

Gulping back despair, Davidson brought his scope around to the sniper’s new perch. It was way, way, way outside Davidson’s range. The man had picked wisely too. There were several other objects between Davidson and the nest. No way he could knock the gun from the sniper’s grip.

No, Davidson was going to have to get inventive.
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Brandt shielded Bunny as best he could with five cracked ribs. He should get her up and out of there, but he just didn’t have it in him. He barely had getting his diaphragm to move up and down, let alone running faster than a sniper could fire.

Looking across the kill zone, Brandt’s eyes locked eyes with Rebecca. He tried to hide the pain. He tried to hide just how tapped he was. But this was Rebecca. Of course she saw it. She saw it all.

Her eyes brimmed with tears. She knew he’d stay and protect Bunny until he didn’t have breath left in him. Just as he knew Rebecca would try to do something about it.

“No,” he whispered. He wanted to shout, but the best he could do was a harsh whisper.

“Get ready,” she answered with a sad grin.

With her fingers she started counting down. Five. Four. Three. Brandt had no idea what she was doing or what he was supposed to be ready for. He was usually the on the other side of the countdown.

Two.

One.

With a heave, Rebecca put her back into the bottom of the cart and pushed forward. To Brandt’s amazement the wheels rolled forward. Slowly and only about an inch, but the damned thing was on the move! Every inch Rebecca moved the cart, the closer it was to Brandt and Bunny. They wouldn’t have to run to safety. Safety was coming to them.

The sniper, however, wasn’t taking this development lying down. He began shooting at the cart. Then as the forward movement began crumbling the wheels, the sniper took full advantage of it, shooting at the spokes.

A shadow passed in front of them. Rebecca had gotten the cart close enough to provide cover. Brandt shoved Bunny forward. The woman crab-walked the short distance, diving under the cart as one of the wheels collapsed, tilting the cart. There was barely enough room under it for the women to lay flat.

Which was probably just as well. Brandt didn’t think he could get off his belly if he wanted to. Army-crawling, he made his painful way to join Rebecca. Once he was secured underneath, Bunny tried to help Rebecca move the cart, but it was a nonstarter. With one wheel completely damaged and another crumbling before their eyes, they weren’t going anywhere fast.

The shots came more and more rapidly as the sniper now concentrated on blowing huge chunks of the cart away at a time. Methodically the sniper was destroying their cover.

“How can he shoot that fast?” Bunny asked, her hands over her ears.

“He isn’t,” Rebecca stated, pointing back across the city to the temple.

Brandt followed her gaze, but even once he found the huge bull god statue rising far above the temple, he didn’t understand what she meant. Then he saw it. A piece flew off the side of Moloch’s hip. And another. As a matter of fact, a large chunk of the guy’s side was missing.

But to what effect? Did Davidson just feel the need for some target practice?

“Oh no,” Rebecca moaned.

She wasn’t talking about the fact the wheels were almost gone and soon the very weight of the cart could crush them before or after the sniper chewed through the salt to fire on them directly.

Nope, Rebecca was talking about the five Disciples who turned the corner, racing in their direction.

That was the “oh no” she was talking about.

And for all his wanting to, Brandt could give her no comfort.

* * *

Rebecca refused to give up hope. Basically it was the only thing they had left. She trusted Davidson. He had to be up to something. But could he get whatever it was done before they were, like, executed?

The sniper stopped shooting, which wasn’t a good thing. Why should he waste bullets when a woman led four men down the street toward them? No, she didn’t actually lead the men, she sauntered in front of the men.

Rebecca was surprised to find the woman who had held her at gunpoint to be so young. It felt like anyone who had it in them to hound the crap out Brandt would have more years on them, or at least wrinkles. She was pretty, supermodel pretty except for that glint in her dark eyes. The cruelty there kind of took her from a ten to a three.

The smile played at the edge of her lips like this was a game and she’d just aced them. And perhaps the woman had, but no one should enjoy it this much.

The woman came within twenty feet of them and then stopped.

“I am Aunush de Verante, and it is normally polite to greet one another standing up.”

Great, and she thought herself a comedian.

“Why don’t you come out?” Aunush asked. “You will die either way. It might as well be with dignity.”

Rebecca looked to Brandt. While he did not meet her gaze, the edge of his eyes crinkled. The good kind of crinkled. Even Bunny must have noticed his expression because she stopped shaking.

“If it’s all the same,” Brandt answered, “we’ll stay here.”

Aunush bent her knees, lowering herself to nearly their level. “And why exactly would that be?”

“Because,” Brandt said, “it’s about to get very interesting.”

* * *

Davidson loaded his rifle as fast as he could, dropping shells in his haste. But how could he not hurry? The Disciples had Brandt and the others cornered, and Lopez was at least a minute away.

Jerking his rifle upright, Davidson took only a moment to aim and shot at the base of the huge Moloch statue. He’d already dug out a good chunk, but clearly it wasn’t enough. Who knew salt had such a high tensile strength?

Obviously God, Davidson reminded himself.

Right now though Davidson really need that tensile strength to give out. Another three shots, then four and five and six. He only had fourteen more before he had to reload, and by the set of the woman’s shoulders it didn’t look like Brandt had that much time.

Taking a precious moment, Davidson shed his fear. Shed the danger to Rebecca and the rest. Instead he sent up a prayer. A simple one.

Let me hit true.

He opened his eyes, found his spot, and fired.

It only blew a few inches of base away, but it was a vital few inches. The top-heavy statue listed ever so subtly. Then with a deafening crack, Moloch tilted precariously as his weight came down on the damaged base.

As hoped, the pedestal could no longer hold and gave way. With a lurch the bull god fell to the right, slamming into the closest tower, sending a spray of salt and debris in all directions.

Davidson swept his scope to the rest of his trapped team. Everyone looked to the toppled statue.

Wait for it.

That statue wasn’t just a distraction.

It was a weapon.

* * *

Brandt watched as that first tower broke off from the weight of the statue, then it hit the next tower, and then the next tower and the next. Davidson had set up a deadly game of dominoes. Better yet, this crashing tower of death was coming straight at the sniper’s nest.

The guy must have figured that out. Just like he must have figured out there was no way in hell he was going to make it down the staircase in time to avoid being crushed. Instead, he hauled ass onto the ledge and just as the other tower was hit, launched himself toward the roof of an adjacent building.

Brandt couldn’t see if the guy made it, although taking a wild guess he’d assume that the guy did, as the sniper’s tower tilted awkwardly, then broke off, scattering Aunush and her henchmen.

Davidson was a fucking genius, all except for the little problem that the tower was now coming straight at them.

* * *

Rebecca covered her head, although she wasn’t quite sure how that was going to help. Bunny had tried to crawl out, but Brandt had stopped her. That was only death. The only chance they had was for the cart to break the tower’s fall. To hope the half-wheels held.

Bracing, she felt the impact in her belly as her eardrums threatened to rupture. Rebecca pulled her body into a ball as the cart’s wheels shattered, sending the cart’s weight against their backs. But it held. Their little cart held.

It was the little salt cart that could.

Then Rebecca saw why. The tower had been long enough that its roof had landed against the stable next to them. It had taken the brunt of the tower’s fall.

The only problem? That roof was about to give and the entire weight of the tower was about to come down on them.

Going forward wasn’t an option, and getting out backward seemed impossible. As the trickle of salt down the stable’s wall became a torrent, Rebecca felt something on her ankle.

A hand!

It hurt like hell as she was dragged backward, but Rebecca wouldn’t complain. Just as the tower’s roof gave, Rebecca, Bunny, and Brandt were pulled past the cart. The tower crashed down on the cart, shattering it beyond recognition.

She rolled over to find Lopez giving Bunny a hand up. With the other arm, the corporal aimed in the direction Aunush and her men had fled. Rebecca got her knees just as the firing started. They had the rubble of the demolished tower between them, but that wouldn’t last long.

“Go!” Brandt ordered Harvish and Lopez. “Don’t stop!”

The two men hustled Bunny around the corner. Rebecca was halfway there when she realized Brandt wasn’t following them. As a matter of fact, he was still lying on the ground. Why wasn’t he up? Why wasn’t he firing?

* * *

As bullets flew overhead, Brandt looked straight up at the ceiling of the cavern. The salt had created its own pattern up there. The crystals swirled and seemed to almost flow into more and more intricate designs. It was quite beautiful. Which was kind of nice since it was the last sight he would ever see.

Two bulletproof vests or no, his body had taken more punishment than he had any right to ask it. Plus, he felt the pooling of blood underneath of him. One of those bullets must have skirted the vest and actually hit flesh. It felt like a through and through, but who really knew. The bullet hadn’t hit his spleen, that was for sure, since it had been removed after the last time he’d been shot.

At least he could die knowing that his son would be taken care of and that Rebecca was alive.

Then someone was at his side. Rebecca.

“Get out of here,” he said, trying to sound authoritative, but knowing he missed by a mile. A little hard to go all alpha when you were laid out flat on your back.

“How badly are you injured?” she asked, and then her eyes dilated as she must have spotted the blood.

Rebecca reached down to remove his vest, but he clutched her hand. “No.”

It was the only thing keeping his ribs together. Without the support of the Kevlar, he could kiss his lungs goodbye.

Her eyes rapidly scanned the area, trying to find something to help get him out of here. But Brandt knew she couldn’t. He wasn’t getting up without a gurney. Period.

“Go!” he urged, shoving her away as hard as he could, but clearly not hard enough.

She just wouldn’t leave.

Even when a bitter laugh sounded from the other side of the debris.

* * *

Rebecca knew she should leave. Get going while the getting was good, but she just couldn’t leave Brandt here. Not like this.

Besides, Aunush would just hunt her down. She had what they wanted. And not just the tablets in her backpack, but the knowledge of the secret they held. There would be no more dodging bullets now.

The woman mounted the ruined tower, domineering over them.

“Does your sniper have any more tricks up his sleeve?” Aunush asked.

Rebecca seriously doubted it. Davidson had long arms, but his sleeve and his tricks could only go so far.

“You know?” Aunush asked. There was no doubt what the question was.

“Yes,” Rebecca answered, not bothering to hide the fact. She bent over and gathered the pack and something she thought might be good to borrow. “I have the tablets here.”

Even though Aunush tried to act calm, her eyes dilated to near black. Her hand clenched at her side as if she could already feel the cool stone in her hand. She meant to possess them.

“I’ll give them to you if you let us go,” Rebecca bargained.

That harsh laughter again. “And why exactly would I do that? When I can just take them from you?”

No reason.

“You were ready to fire, right?” Rebecca whispered to Brandt.

He struggled to rise up onto an elbow. “Yeah, why?”

Rebecca brought his gun up behind the backpack. She’d never shot a gun before and had no idea where the safety was. Not that Brandt hadn’t begged her to learn how to shoot. Back then though she’d given up religious mysteries. She’d given up being shot at. She’d given up watching the man she loved bleed to death.

A gun was a reminder to her of all the pain and horror of the last year. So she’d sworn off guns as well.

Yet here she was.

She looked to Aunush. “I don’t know. Something about the Golden Rule?”

Just as the woman’s hand went up to give the order, Rebecca pulled the trigger. To her shock, she actually hit Aunush, right in the belly. Gasping in pain, she stumbled back clutching the wound.

“Fire!” she yelled, but the bullets that flew first came from behind Rebecca.

Aunush’s men scattered. Rebecca threw herself over Brandt as the air filled with the sound of speeding projectiles.

Lopez and Harvish hadn’t abandoned them.

“Forward!” Lopez bellowed as he laid down cover fire. Harvish scrambled toward them, ducking behind a doorjamb.

“Forward!” Harvish yelled, switching to firing as Lopez made his way down the street that in theory should have had no cover.

They pushed forward like this, bouncing back and forth between them until they were at Brandt’s feet.

Lopez put his hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. “We’ve got him.”

Rebecca knew she should have whooped or been relieved, but the only proper response she could think of was to burst into tears.

* * *

That whore, Aunush thought as they retreated behind the tumble of tower. Her sniper climbed out from the pile of debris to join them. Did it matter though? Brandt and the others had proven too resourceful.

Apparently God wanted to truly give her a challenge.

Aunush was nothing if not a practical woman. As blood seeped through her fingers, the odds that she could secure the tablets, slaughter the bitch’s team, and clean up her own mess were in the negative percentiles. That didn’t mean though that she couldn’t serve her God.

Of course that meant sacrificing all. The tablets. Even her own life. Surprisingly that thought did not bother her as much as she would have thought.

Her comfort came only from the knowledge that she could begin what God had started. He had wished Sodom and Gomorrah destroyed? She would see it destroyed. If that was what it took to protect the secret of the girl Messiah, Aunush would do it without hesitation. Even if she would never meet this Messiah of prophecy. Aunush must protect She Who Would Come just as every Disciple had done since the Tablets were handed down.

“Prepare the package,” Aunush ordered to the sniper, who jumped to obey.

“You dare not,” Nannan hissed.

She turned to the Watcher of the Word. He was a man, like Joshua. Someone who cared for the tablets. Not someone they were written about.

“Give me another answer, Nannan,” Aunush asked calmly. “Tell me how to protect the tablets without banishing them back to oblivion.”

“Your orders were to retrieve the tablets.”

“No,” Aunush clarified. “My orders were to protect the tablets. They could never be safer than what I am proposing.”

Nannan searched her face. He must have been looking for some sign of weakness. Hesitation. A chink in her armor that he could squirm his way through. He must not have found it.

“You would steal from us His word?” Nannan demanded, blotchy faced. “God meant for His word to be read.”

Aunush shrugged. “What was good enough for Moshe is good enough for me.”

She could understand Nannan’s dismay. He had not been raised to know his life would end in sacrifice. Not as Aunush had. Then again she thought hers would be upon the cross, but alas she would die as all the sinners of Sodom and Gomorrah had done before her.

There may have been some confusion regarding the twin cities’ destruction. Rumors had been rampant that God had struck them down by fire. As the pillars all around her said to the contrary, he had turned the cities to salt.

Now though? Now Aunush would make right those legends as the sniper placed a compact device at her feet.

God’s fury fulfilled.

Aunush held the detonator out in front of her. The question clear. “Who is with me?”

The sniper did not hesitate to put his hand over hers. Her two remaining soldiers did the same. They were born and bred to die by God’s righteous flame.

Nannan though, he hung back, glowering, his eyes darting for a way out.

Raising the detonator, Aunush smiled. “We go to God serving him to the last, Nannan. How do you think He will react if you run now? At the moment He needs you most?”

The Watcher hesitated but only for a moment. Then his feet carried him to their circle. He placed his hand over the detonator.

Aunush glanced about for the sole Chinese soldier remaining to find him gone.

Like she had said. Smart man.

* * *

Davidson limped over to the SUV. He’d made the rally point, but there was no one else to greet him. Had his plan worked and saved the rest, or had it spelled their end? Leaning against the side of the car, Davidson slid down the cool metal and sat propped up against one of the tires.

Let the Disciples come. He had a few more bullets in his rifle and about an hour’s worth of blood left in him. To think of the life he’d led and that it brought him to die in Gomorrah.

Clearly God truly did have a sense of irony.

Then a loud thump rang through the cavern. Like a firework rocket, something streaked though the air, exploding against the roof. Bright reds and whites sprayed out above them.

Why would the Disciples do such a thing? It wasn’t a directed attack. As it stood, it wasn’t an attack at all.

That was until Davidson realized that the white sparkles were not dying out. As a matter of fact, they were growing. Once the second rocket hit the cavern roof in a dazzling display, Davidson knew the Disciples had launched the ultimate attack.

A suicide attack.

As the air around the missiles ignited, sending flames dancing across the roof, Davidson rose to his feet. The Disciples meant to bring the roof down, burying the secret of the tablets permanently.

But first the Disciples intended to incinerate every last one of them.


CHAPTER 26
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Brandt’s feet dragged along the ground as Lopez and Harvish practically carried him down the street. He’d feel ashamed only he didn’t have the fucking energy for even that. But now with the air above them on fire, what did it matter?

All the pain. All the sacrifice. For fucking nothing.

“Ouch!” Bunny cried, swiping at her sleeve that sparkled with white fire. As the flickering flame consumed her shirt, the woman swatted frantically.

“Don’t!” Lopez yelled as he slid Brandt’s arm off of his shoulder and draped it over Rebecca’s. Brandt tried not to lean into Rebecca heavily except for that whole gravity being a bitch thing and him having absolutely no resistance to it.

The corporal, however, still had some gas in the tank and ran over to Bunny, shouting, “Don’t!” He ripped her sleeve off. “It’s a magnesium fire!”

Which Brandt would have realized had he not been in five different kinds of shock.

Lopez dropped to his knees, digging a hole in the salt and dropping the flaming fabric into it, then covering it with a huge pile of salt. “The only way, and I mean only way to put out a magnesium fire is to completely cut off its source of oxygen.”

Clearly there were enough microcracks between the grains to sustain the fire as it glowed bright orange through the translucent salt, melting it into a clear shell.

“We’ve got to take cover,” Lopez said as tiny sparks floated down from the roof.

“And what?” Harvish asked. “So we can wait until the fire consumes all the oxygen in the cavern?”

That wasn’t an option. Actually, with the world tilting slightly to the right, Brandt couldn’t think of any options. A magnesium fire was nearly impossible to fight, even if fully equipped for one. And they clearly were not fully equipped on so many levels.

“It’s on me!” Rebecca announced, indicating to the back of her shoulder, but even then she didn’t let go of him.

* * *

Lopez rushed over to Rebecca as she tried to quell the panic. She’d felt the drop hit her back. Strangely though, it didn’t hurt. The corporal went to rip the jacket when he stopped.

“Wait,” he said, touching the spot. “This isn’t fire…its water.”

Water? There wasn’t any water in the cavern. Then she noticed Brandt’s head tilt up. She followed his gaze to the roof. Through the clear white flames she could make out cracks in the ceiling. Water ran, contrary to all logic, sideways along the ceiling, following the grooves and ruts of the salt.

In their travels they must have passed west enough to find themselves under the Dead Sea.

Little did it matter though where the water came from. It was here now. The scene above made it seem that water and fire were performing a tango meant only for them.

Only the occasional drop, then more and more as the seconds ticked down, broke free of the water’s sideways flow, falling through the white magnesium flame to the ground beneath. Where the drops fell, they dissolved the salt, washing it away as if it had never been there.

The statuelike figures around them became pocked with the water marks, dissolving away their pained expressions. There was a certain beauty to the whole, complicated set of events.

Only the men seemed none too happy about it. Lopez looked to her with widened eyes and Harvish had gone pale.

“We’re so screwed,” Brandt announced.

Really? Out of everything that had happened so far, water was the problem?

“The water will put out the fire, won’t it?” she asked, still confused.

“Definitely not,” Lopez said, moving her out of the way so he could take Brandt’s shoulder again. “Our only hope is to get the hell out of here.”

Without a car or finding a closer exit than the outpost, how exactly were they going to do that?

* * *

Adrenaline coursed through Brandt’s veins, dulling the sharp pain of his ribs and lessening the ache in his heart. He’d actually gotten his feet to work, helping the men to carry his weight so they could move faster. However, that wasn’t exactly going as planned as they ran through a veritable rainstorm. The water pooled in the street, creating a briny obstacle.

Fire, apparently not wanting to feel left out, splattered down around them. If you were hit, your only option was to ditch the piece of clothing on fire. What damage would be wrought once they ran out of clothes to protect their skin?

Brandt didn’t have time to think about that as Talli stumbled from a building, a gash still bleeding on his forehead. The man looked up to the white fire raging above them to the water falling from the ceiling.

“What happened?” he asked groggily.

No one answered him because, really, did it matter? Talli must have agreed because he just fell in line as they rushed toward the rally point. And they may have made it except a huge chunk of roof blew out as a geyser of water sprayed into the cavern.

If the city was already dissolving, now it was full-on melting.

Another huge portion of the ceiling blew out, and a third chunk flew by so closely they had to duck as it slammed into a shop, as water pummeled them, not just pooling in the streets but making the passage a veritable river.

So great. Now they could die by fire, drowning, or being crushed to death.

Take your pick.

* * *

From atop the SUV, Davidson watched the others as they splashed their way to the vehicle. The water was rising fast. As fast as the roof was crumbling. Where fire had been pushed down by the debris it burned brightly, eternally really as long as it had oxygen. Not fazed at all by the gaining floodwaters.

Must be nice to be magnesium.

If anything it burned even more brightly underwater like party favors in a pool.

Davidson had taken to the highest ground he could. And since the buildings were now floating away that left the SUV, and even the roof of that was not necessarily all that safe anymore. Not with the water levels rising every second.

The bulk of the roof of the cavern still held, but for how long? He didn’t have much time to contemplate as the group neared barely ahead of a rush of water. Rebecca scrambled up onto the SUV’s bumper, using it to hop up onto the hood of the car.

“Help me,” she pleaded as she turned back to Brandt.

“What’s wrong?” Davidson asked, joining her.

“He’s been shot seven times,” Rebecca answered matter-of-factly.

Lopez snorted, “Yeah, but which one of us hasn’t?”

Davidson took one of Brandt’s shoulders from the corporal and helped haul the sergeant onto the car. Up close and personal everyone’s injuries became more obvious. No one was unmarked.

“Hurry!” Talli shouted, however the roar of the upcoming wave kind of warned them what was coming.

He couldn’t even make sure Brandt was secured when Bunny’s foot slipped off of the bumper. Davidson lashed a hand out, catching her before she went down. Talli helped him get Bunny up onto the hood of the car, which was as far up as they could get before the surge hit.

The crash of water sent everyone sprawling. Davidson grabbed a hold of the windshield wiper with one hand, the other anchoring Bunny. Gasping as the salty water receded, Davidson shook the moisture from his hair, smiling. The band was back together. They could figure out a way out.

Then a giant chunk of ceiling broke off above them, plummeting into the river, sending a second even larger swell of water at them. Bunny was lifted from the hood and dragged out and over the SUV. Davidson gripped as tightly as he could, but her slick fingers slid millimeter by millimeter.

He looked into her eyes as calm certainty replaced terror.

“I can’t swim,” was the only thing she said he lost his grip and she spun away, out of sight.

* * *

“Don’t!” Brandt yelled, shredding his intercostal muscles on the right side. And for what? Davidson was already in the water, clothes, boots, and all.

“We’ll take care of Puppy Love later,” Lopez said as he grabbed hold of Brandt’s arm. “But let’s get you out of harm’s way first.”

“No,” Brandt struggled to say, but the overwhelming nausea came out of nowhere, knocking the breath from him. It took everything he had not to retch right there.

Once on the roof of the car, Rebecca knelt beside him. “Can’t we give him something for the pain?”

Brandt shook his head, but Lopez shrugged off his pack, digging around for the right syringe. “I’m good,” Brandt insisted, but no one looked like they believed him.

“Great, so fight me off,” Lopez said as he rolled up Brandt’s sleeve. Of course he couldn’t fight the corporal off, so Lopez jammed the needle into his arm, pumping him full of morphine.

“Whoa!” yelled Harvish as the SUV rocked under them.

Fairly quickly the vehicle settled back onto its tires. No one was fooled though. Give those huge leaks above them a few more minutes and not just surges of water would lift them. Soon the river flowing around them would be high enough to unmoor the SUV and they’d be nothing more than a steel log on a wild set of rapids.

Then of course the inevitable when there was no more room for the water.

When the cavern was full. What then?

“Don’t be such a downer,” Rebecca said next to him.

“What?” Brandt asked, not sure if the morphine had kicked in, making him talk in his sleep.

“I know that set to your lips,” Rebecca answered. “You are walking the situation forward to the worst possible scenario.”

Harvish scoffed next to them. “Yeah, he wouldn’t have to go too far to find that one.”

Rebecca smiled though. “But just think of how many times you’ve thought about that worst possible scenario…”

“And it turned out to be worse than that?” Brandt answered.

“No,” she laughed. Not a hysterical laugh. Not a scared-out-of-her-mind laugh, but a genuine laugh. “Okay, maybe yes, but out of all those worst cases you always figured out a way out.” Rebecca took his hand. “I trust you’ll find us a way out.”

Brandt couldn’t think of anything except for the fact he’d married the wrong woman.

* * *

Aunush let the water pour down upon her. Beat upon her skin. If the fire did not kill them all, the water ultimately would. The sniper grabbed for her hand as a wave nearly carried her off.

Their eyes met. Her intent had been to die here, to stay with the tablets, yet it felt as if God was pushing them toward home instead of calling them home. She didn’t fight when the sniper angled them toward the crevice that separated the two caverns.

It was hard to tell if tears or salt water streaked down her cheeks. The water sloshed up the sides of the cavern walls, carrying her and the rest of her soaked team away from Gomorrah. Rapidly the gap in the stone approached. If they could somehow get through that opening, they might have a chance at surviving their own suicide mission.

Her shoulder hit hard against the cavern wall as the water gained speed, hurling them toward the gap. She didn’t complain though. How could she when she could feel God’s hand upon their back?

As they sped toward the gap, the crack above them widened, sending debris falling. The sniper grabbed her arm and jerked her clear of a huge boulder. Nannan had not been so lucky. His scream was doused by the roaring water. His leg pinned, the Watcher reached a bloody hand out to her.

God had made his choice though. Who was she to countermand it?

Just as a set of boulders blocked the passage out, the remainder of her team slipped through the gap and stumbled into Sodom.

The crack they had created in Gomorrah extended into this section of the cavern. And while Sodom was not positioned under the Dead Sea, that crack wicked water along the ceiling. The dangling city was dissolving. But Sodom refused to go as quietly as Gomorrah. Towers broke off, crashing to the floor.

It was like a stalactite attack. They ran, dodging the very sharp and very heavy salt missiles. One of the men cried out, his arms up. But nothing short of a concrete bunker could save him from the ornate stalactite that slammed into him. The water turned red as it churned around the pile that used to be a man.

God did always have a magnificent way of weeding out the weak.

* * *

Davidson let the current take him. The river wound around buildings, making its way to the cavern wall that separated Sodom from Gomorrah. If he didn’t catch up to Bunny by then, the girl didn’t have a chance.

There! A splash followed by a sputtering cough. Bunny flailed against the water, churning, kicking, fighting for her life. Davidson kicked harder, angling toward Bunny. She hit the corner of a building and disappeared. He waited a heartbeat for her to resurface, but she didn’t. Gulping a breath, Davidson dove under the water. Between the high salt content and the speed of the water it was a blurry mess. He might never have found her if a small flame of magnesium hadn’t fallen in the river, illuminating the tubid waters.

It’s flickering light bobbed in the river’s flow.

He found Bunny still flailing. Davidson tried to gently guide her to the surface, but panic had set in and she fought even him. Not knowing what else to do, Davidson grabbed her around the waist, pulling her to his hip, his bad hip. Pushing off against a wall that disintegrated under the pressure, he strove for the surface.

As they broke the surface Bunny gasped for air, starting the flailing all over again.

“Stop,” Davidson yelled, but she either didn’t hear him or didn’t care. “Bunny!” He pulled her closer. “Just stop.”

Some dim awareness must have penetrated her panic as the woman slowed her movements.

“Completely stop,” Davidson encouraged.

Bunny swallowed hard, but still near panting she stopped her struggle.

“It’s hypersalinated,” Davidson explained as they drifted peacefully. “You just float.”

Bunny’s eyes dilated and then constricted back down. “You have got to be kidding me!”

“No. You can only drown if you fight it.”

Davidson was ready for a number of reactions, however Bunny wrapped her arms around his neck and then snuggling her head against his collarbone was not one of them.

It was almost idyllic except the river began speeding up, heading toward that rift. Water splashed and churned. If they didn’t make it through just so, they would be smashed against the walls. And the closer they got, the more violent the passage appeared. Then he saw why. One of the boulders from the ceiling had fallen near the passage. What used to be an exit that could fit a car had been narrowed to what looked like a stick figure would have a hard time getting through.

Several bodies floating in the water confirmed Davidson’s worst fear.

“Just float, huh?” Bunny asked as she removed her head from his shoulder.

Davidson tried to maneuver so that he went through first. If anything he should be able to make sure she got through alive. Then of course she would have to make it all the way through the Sodom cavern, fight her way through the small hole in the wall, now well below water level, get into the outpost before it too was underwater, and then make her way across the Jordan desert by herself to civilization.

None of that sounded very likely, but hey, what could you do?

“We’ve got to work together to try and go upstream.” Davidson clarified, “I’m going to do most of the kicking, but I need you to—”

“Or you could just catch a ride,” a voice called out from behind him. Davidson swiveled to find the SUV had come up alongside them. Lopez and Harvish were using part of the fenders as paddles while Talli used the other as a rudder. “On the LHT-SUV gondola service.”

Talli turned the SUV so that it blocked the passage. “Hop aboard.”

* * *

Rebecca helped Bunny onto the SUV’s roof, although she noticed that Davidson didn’t take his hand off of her the whole time. Nothing like a little death-defying experience to bond you. Rebecca should know. Hopefully their bond held up better than hers and Brandt’s.

“So do we have a plan?” Davidson asked, whipping the water off his face.

“Yeah,” Rebecca said, not able to keep the trepidation out of her voice.

Lopez though had no such trouble. “Brandt came up with a plan and it is legendary!”

As Lopez detailed Brandt’s plan, Rebecca became less and less certain of it.

“That isn’t a plan,” Davidson said. “It’s a suicide mission.”

“I know, right?” Lopez said. “We really need to give morphine to Brandt more often.”

Rebecca wasn’t so sure of that. At the least the drug had forced him to rest, but his breaths were shallow and the cast of his skin had grayed. She’d seen it before and had sworn to never see it again.

“Do we even have enough C-4 to pull this off?” Davidson asked.

Lopez handed the private his sniper rifle. “Depends on if you make the shot on the first try.” Rebecca watched Davidson visibly sag. Lopez though smacked the younger man in the arm. “Come on, dude, you missing the mark isn’t even part of our worst-case scenario calculations.”

Davidson accepted the rifle and then glanced down to the ropes secured to the car doors. “What are those for?”

“Oh those?” Lopez said. “Those are part of our worst-case scenario.”

* * *

Brandt startled awake feeling as if he was lying under a wide-open faucet. Then he realized that he was. A briny faucet. In a cavern. Where they were all about to either be drowned or crushed. That faucet.

Water dripped from his face, ears, clothes. There wasn’t a single square inch that wasn’t saturated through and through. He looked to Rebecca as water streamed down her soaked hair, creating its own mini-waterfall. She wasn’t looking at him though. Instead she was watching Davidson as he set up his shot.

Right. Rescue attempt still in progress. Got it.

The end of the grappling hook, smeared in C-4, protruded out the M4 rifle. It was an outright insane plan. Really it should have by all rights come from Lopez, but they were desperate enough that Brandt’s mind had gone to extreme solutions. Besides, he had to live up to Rebecca’s confidence even if it was the last thing he ever did. Which, with this plan, was the most likely result.

“Um, Davidson,” Lopez said. “You going to take the shot or wait until we can just hook that thing up there ourselves?”

Brandt looked to the side of the SUV. He could only see water. No buildings. No salt. No Gomorrah. They floated on an underground lake. A lake with about a half dozen raging waterfalls. And the white magnesium fire? It still raged across the ceiling crackling and sparking. The sound reverberated through the cavern, making it nearly impossible to hear your own thoughts let alone anything else.

“Do it,” Brandt ordered.

Davidson swallowed, then tightened his grip on the rifle, pushing it hard against his shoulder. Brandt watched the younger man settle into his shot. Even with the road map of scars across his face, you could see the determination etched into his features. You could feel the shot building within the man. The mark of a great shooter. He was envisioning exactly where he wanted the hook to go. He could see the successful hit. Even if no one else could, he could.

Even before Davidson fired, Brandt knew the grappling hook would hit exactly where they needed. Davidson’s posture was just that certain.

And sure enough, when Davidson pulled the trigger, the grappling hook zipped through the air, passing through water and fire and hitting its mark like the center of a bull’s-eye.

Okay, the easy part was done.

On to the insane part.

* * *

“Can I just say one last time how much I love this plan?” Lopez said, winking at Rebecca as he secured the rope around her waist.

“You mean before we all get killed,” she clarified. The corporal really was way too excited by all of this. “Weirdo.”

“Yep,” he said, winking again, and then his face sobered. “If he passes out again, you may have to pull his line for him.”

“‘He’ is sitting right here,” Brandt guffed.

“Sarge, that would be ‘lying’ right here, and we’ve got to be prepared if you decide to take another nap.”

Rebecca put a hand on Brandt’s knee and gave it a squeeze. He really shouldn’t be wasting energy trying to be all tough. Plus Lopez was being kind. Brandt hadn’t taken a “nap,” he’d lapsed into unconsciousness. They couldn’t rouse him. She had to stuff down the memory of having to check his pulse to be sure he was still alive.

Lopez rose and spoke to the entire group. “Once we break through the ceiling and head up, we don’t know exactly what to expect. We could be facing a thousand feet of Dead Sea overhead or only the average depth of four hundred feet.” He checked Bunny and Davidson’s lines, then Talli’s, then Harvish’s. “What we do know is that we are going to ride the SUV as far up as we can, then cut the line and strike for the surface. How much swimming we may have to do is a big fat question mark, so be sure to take in plenty of oxygen before we launch.”

Unlike the rest of them, Lopez only wrapped the rope around his wrist. This plan required him to be mobile. Which of course Lopez would have insisted upon even if the plan didn’t.

Lopez picked up his fender/paddle and guided the SUV outside the blast area. He hit the detonator, and yet another huge chunk of ceiling came down. But would it be enough? It was going to have to be as Lopez draped a large tarp over them all.

“Everybody, oxygen-up!”

Taking deep breaths, Rebecca watched as Lopez guided the SUV under the downpour. The water from the newest hole hit them with such force that it actually shoved the SUV a foot farther down into the water. If they didn’t get going they’d go down with the vehicle as water lapped at the SUV’s roof.

“Three,” Lopez announced. “Two. Screw it!”

He hit the second detonator, the one that exploded the six huge directional C-4 charges placed on the undercarriage of the SUV. One moment they were floating on the lake, and in another gut-wrenching moment they were being hurled upward.

The metal vibrated in loud protest just as Brandt’s hand went limp.

* * *

Davidson held Bunny close as they hit the wildfire. The tarp overhead lit up with flame, but Lopez was there to cut the tarp loose before any of the magnesium could touch them. Then they were within the heart of the breach.

He tucked Bunny’s head close as he took his last breath for who knew how long. Water surged around them. Not water from the Dead Sea, but actually the Dead Sea itself as the controlled explosion propelled them upward through the water toward the moonlight.

Then they broke the surface. What?

They shouldn’t have broken the surface yet. Bunny gasped next to him as the SUV vaulted up into the sky. Without the resistance of the water, they overshot the surface, by a lot, a lot.

“Hang tight!” Lopez yelled.

If it weren’t so wrong their flight would have been beautiful. It felt like they were on a ship to the moon. And Lopez was their gondolier, standing tall, the moonlight framing his shoulders. Davidson tried to memorize each and every sight since if they survived Lopez was going to want an exact recounting of how awesome he looked.

As their velocity slowed, the sensation of weightlessness took over. Thank goodness for the ropes, otherwise he feared they would have been flung into the night.

Then they would fell back to the water. The density of the salt would break their fall. The SUV would absorb most of the impact. This could still work.

That was until Lopez stumbled and righted himself, but then he stumbled again.

Davidson realized why.

The SUV was tipping. Tipping over.

* * *

Brandt snapped awake as Lopez scrambled to get to the other side of the SUV to balance it out, but he was too late. In a sweeping motion, the SUV flipped over, hurtling back down toward the Dead Sea with them on the wrong side of the equation. If they landed like this, they’d be crushed between the SUV and the water.

Lopez dangled from his rope, swinging back and forth like a circus performer.

“Cut loose!” Brandt yelled through the tumult of noise.

Almost reluctantly Lopez swung farther out and let go, straightening his body, getting ready for impact with the water.

“Everyone!” Brandt yelled, but the others were already all over it. All except him. Between the shock and the morphine, his fingers just couldn’t get the right end of the slipknot. Then Rebecca’s fingers were there.

Even she had a hard time though, especially trying to keep the pack with the tablets on her arm. He could see her make the decision.

“Don’t!” Brandt begged, but with a smile she dropped the backpack into the rift and then wrapped her rope around him. Brandt watched the backpack disappear down into the cavern as Rebecca shoved hard off the SUV before tugging them both loose. Arm in arm they sailed through the air in free fall. The wind whistled around them as they dove, together, toward the dark blue sea. All in all not a bad way to go.

Craning his neck he watched Lopez hit feet first, and then the corporal disappeared beneath the surface. The others slammed into the water. The impact jarred Brandt’s already trashed bones. He gathered his remaining strength to pull Rebecca close and roll them out of the way as the SUV crashed right beside them, missing them by inches.

The waters roiled around them, making it hard to tell which way was the surface. Pushing off against the SUV, he sent them moving, but whether it was the right direction or not Brandt had no good idea.

Then he saw flashing lights. Where those real or just in his head? It didn’t matter, they needed to head somewhere. Thankfully the sea was as buoyant as advertised and they breached the surface within seconds.

“Here!” a voice called out.

Every movement searing, Brandt struggled to keep up with Rebecca. Then a hand was at his back, pulling him up.

“Put your feet down, Sarge!”

He did as instructed and damn if his boots didn’t hit the seabed. With a lot of help, he was able to stand. How was that possible?

Then he saw the long crack in the sea floor that went as far as the eye could see. They must have opened up a much larger fault line than they’d thought as the Dead Sea drained into the breach, leaving them this narrow patch of land. Before he could absorb the sight, he realized they were missing a man.

“Where’s Lopez?”

But why did he bother to ask as the corporal rode a wave on his fender, working it side to side until he nailed a perfect landing next to them?

“Oh. My. God. Cave surfing,” Lopez exclaimed. “I so want to go pro!”

That was going to have to wait until they found a way out from the middle of the Dead Sea. Christ only knew Brandt didn’t have it in him to swim to shore. And which shore became an issue. Were they on the—

Above the roar of the water, a gunshot pierced the air. Hot blood sprayed across Brandt’s face. Not his blood. Not Rebecca’s blood. Harvish’s blood.

The point man stumbled forward, red gushing from his chest. He didn’t have on a bulletproof vest. Harvish had given Brandt his vest. The man was now coughing blood because of Brandt.

No, not again.

Brandt gripped the man’s shoulders, holding him up. “We are getting you out of here.”

Another shot and Harvish screamed as the second bullet hit him in the back. Brandt looked over the point man’s shoulder. He expected to find Aunush and her goons, only it wasn’t them. It was the Jordanian army. What looked like an entire platoon lined the eastern bank of the Dead Sea. All with their guns raised.

“Help me,” Brandt asked Rebecca, but Harvish shoved away the offer.

“Go!” the point man demanded as he brought his gun up. “Now!”

Harvish would have made a great commander one day. He’d gotten that growling order down. Brandt could still disobey him. And Brandt would have except Harvish turned toward the eastern bank and ran straight toward the army, firing away.

Too weak to resist Rebecca, Brandt stumbled west with her. “He’s made his choice!” she yelled over the gunfire.

But it was the wrong choice. It should have been Brandt to provide their cover.

It should have been him to die.

* * *

Davidson and the other men ignored Brandt’s protest as they rushed headlong to the northwestern bank, following the crack along the Dead Sea floor. It was already the shallow end of the sea, and with the bulk of the water rushing toward the cavern, they were sloshing through only a foot of water.

An anguished scream came from behind them. Harvish fell face-first into the water, finally succumbing. Davidson had only known the point man, what, a few dozen hours, yet he felt Harvish’s death hit deep in his gut. As the point man’s body floated on the water, carrying him toward the breach, Davidson looked to Brandt.

The sergeant’s face was a mask of shame. “It should have been me,” he mumbled.

Again, everyone ignored the sergeant as they picked up speed, heading toward the blue and white lights of the Israeli police. Sure they would be questioned, maybe even tortured, but it was a far cry above being captured by the Jordanian secret police. Davidson had enough scars already, thank you.

The Israelis waded into the water, stopping at some invisible line. It must have been the Israel-Jordan border. Davidson glanced back to find the Jordanian army doing the same. Which would they reach first?

“Move it!” Lopez ordered as he helped lift Brandt off his feet. The sergeant protested, but Lopez and Talli got them moving faster.

A loudspeaker squawked to life, carrying harsh Arabic words.

Talli translated. “If you fire on them, you fire on Israel!”

This announcement seemed to give the Jordanians pause. And Lopez apparently wanted to make the most of it as they surged ahead, straight at the line of Israeli soldiers, even though the soldiers’ weapons were up. At the last moment the sea of green uniforms parted, allowing them to pass.

The team stumbled a few more steps, just to be sure they were on Israeli territory before stopping their headlong flight.

The Jordanian forces still advanced, marching toward the Israeli line, until they were only inches apart. The two countries faced off against one another. The Israeli commander stepped forward so as to go toe-to-toe with the Jordanian commander.

“You do not wish a repeat of the Six-Day War,” the Israeli said in heavily accented English.

“We are prepared this time,” the Jordanian replied, his hand upon his holster.

Perhaps they weren’t as safe as Davidson had hoped.

* * *

Rebecca helped hold Brandt up as the group clearly feared the worst. They had survived all of the hell of the past few days only to die in a battle fueled by resentment dating back to nearly as ancient as Sodom and Gomorrah.

Then a man sloshed his way out to them from the Israeli side.

“Gentlemen!” he called out in a crisp British accent. “You are looking at this all wrong.”

Was that Vanderwalt? Brandt’s MI-5 friend? From the shaggy blond hair to his tall lanky limbs, it was.

Neither commander seemed any too happy to have a British agent join the mix.

“This is none of your concern,” the Israeli snapped.

“Ah,” Vanderwalt said, “but your superiors think it is.”

The Jordanian commander refused to budge. “We shall settle this now.”

Vanderwalt put up a finger. “I’d call in first. Your generals are waiting to hear from you.”

Both commanders’ eyes flickered to the Brit. It was one thing to ignore the foreign agent, but quite another to ignore their own superiors. The two commanders’ cell phones rang at exactly the same time.

“Guess your generals got tired of waiting,” Vanderwalt suggested, indicating to the phones on their belts. He waited until the men answered their phones, listened, and then hung up. “Because you see, this situation is a victory for everyone.”

Vanderwalt turned to the Jordanian commander. “You see, a known terrorist hid a bushel full of weaponized bioagent in the caves near the Dead Sea, completely unbeknownst to the Jordanian government, of course.”

Which there was no “of course.” Someone in that government had to know Amed was using the old outpost. Rebecca was sure of it. Vanderwalt was just giving Jordan a cover story and what sounded like a pretty damned good one at that.

“Once Jordan realized what was happening on their soil, they rushed to neutralize the second coming of God’s plague.” Vanderwalt spread his hands in true dramatic fashion. “Unfortunately, the cave was booby-trapped and triggered a massive rift in the Dead Sea floor, creating the disaster swirling around us.”

Vanderwalt turned to the Israeli commander. “Luckily, the Jordanian forces and nearby Israeli forces came together in true international cooperative spirit and saved the poor tourists caught in the flood.”

All eyes turned to Rebecca and her group. Tourists? Really? All the men’s weapons bristled, even Brandt’s. Plus they had enough bullet wounds to fill an infirmary. Blood streaked off of all of them. Add in the magnesium fire scorch marks to really complete the backpacker vibe.

No one believed him. Why would they?

“At least,” Vanderwalt stated, “that is what CNN is going to report in about two hours.” He glanced to both commanders. “Or do I need to call your bosses and let them know there’s a problem with their boots on the ground?”

Rebecca held her breath as tension strummed the night air.

Would the story play out as Vanderwalt suggested, or would CNN be reporting the death of six hikers in the Dead Sea tragedy?

* * *

Even though Brandt knew they could never shoot their way out of the situation, he still clung to his gun. The feel of power and control, while an illusion, was the only thing keeping him upright.

Neither commander said a word. Neither bowed to Vanderwalt’s pressure. Neither admitted defeat. Both simply turned away from each other to face their own men.

In Hebrew and Arabic the call to withdraw was sounded.

Air rushed from Brandt’s lungs as his knees buckled. Rebecca was right there. Vanderwalt caught his other shoulder.

“Chap, you’ve got to pick your vacation spots with a little more care.”

As they limped to the shore, Brandt asked, “How did you know where to find us?”

“Oh please,” Vanderwalt smiled with those crooked-ass teeth of his. “You say you are going east and then not a day later St. Basil’s is destroyed in a ‘terrorist’ attack, then Slovenia has its only avalanche ever recorded in May, while hours later a private plane wings its way to the Holy Land, going far faster than the manufacturer’s recommend speed?”

Brandt tried to summon up a glare at Lopez, but he just couldn’t.

“Damn right,” Lopez said, high-fiving Vanderwalt.

That was not the answer Brandt was hoping for, however they were alive, at least most of them. As they finally arrived at the rocky shore, Brandt looked back to the Dead Sea. The turbulent water had become still again. Apparently the cavern had filled and the drainage of the sea had stopped.

Looking out over the glasslike surface, placidly reflecting the moonlight, you would never know a war had been waged here. Never know that Harvish had sacrificed himself to save the team.

“We’ll try to recover your man’s body,” Vanderwalt said, “but given most of this happened on the Jordanian side…”

Brandt knew the drill. They were a black ops team. Harvish had known the risks. The point man had known that his family would more than likely be burying an empty casket after a “training exercise” ran afoul. A tragic “accident.” It was the way their world worked.

“He needs medical attention,” Rebecca said as they made their way past the shore to the cluster of Israeli vehicles.

“We’ve got a helicopter to take us from here to Tel Aviv,” Vanderwalt said as they eased Brandt down next to a medic vehicle. “Then a private plane to London.” Vanderwalt spun on his heel, pointing at Lopez. “And no, you may not fly it.”

With an audible sigh, Lopez sat his ass down next to Brandt. “Fine.”

Vanderwalt turned his attention to Rebecca. “And yes, each of you needs medical attention, but I believe that what Brandt needs best is a good, stiff, forty-year-old scotch.”

“Hella yes,” Lopez answered, perhaps for all of them.

* * *

Aunush guarded her left side as they staggered through the thigh-high water of the outpost. God truly was feeling gracious, delivering them from the sure death of the caverns to the building.

The sniper opened a door as the water surged ahead, carrying them forward. Trying to call up the plans for the building, Aunush guided them to the left through another door. They were so close. One more room and they would be out.

Half walking, half tripping they stumbled into the reception area only to find their lone Chinese soldier. Thankful, she took his extended hand to help right herself.

They might have lost the tablets, but they had survived.

Then she felt a gun barrel in her gut as several Jordanian soldiers joined them. The Chinese soldier pulled the trigger, sending hot agony through her belly.

Her last thought was of her sniper, yet he stood by, doing nothing.

With that puzzle, the world went black.


CHAPTER 27

══════════════════

Skies above the English Channel

9:14 a.m. GMT

Rebecca leaned her head up against the plane’s window, watching as they descended toward Heathrow International Airport. The others were sprawled out, most snoring loudly. The men were used to riding adrenaline as high as it could take you and then crashing. She was still too jittery to sleep. How she wished she could though.

Brandt’s features seemed so peaceful as he slept across the aisle. Occasionally a frown would pass over lips. Then they’d release and his breathing would steady. Thankfully the damage had been far less than Rebecca had feared. If you considered five broken ribs, a bullet wound to the lateral oblique muscles, and a half a liter of blood loss as “less.”

Apparently she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep as Bunny sat down next to her. The younger woman gave a sad smile. “I thought we should…” She lowered her voice. “Talk about the tablets…”

Rebecca indicated to the Union Jack stitched into the fabric of the seat in front of them. “I know, weird, right?” Rebecca asked in a tone far more cheerful than she felt. “That those tablets had nothing really more than the standard Ten Commandments.”

Bunny went to open her mouth, but Rebecca nudged her foot. “Right?”

“Yeah,” Bunny responded. “Weird.”

Rebecca grinned as the pilot came on to tell them to prepare for landing. Which she was more than ready to do. Vanderwalt, however, was still a little put out that he couldn’t debrief them. No, that distinct pleasure would come tonight once they got stateside. Apparently there wasn’t anyone high enough up the ladder to take their statements. That’s what happened when you blew up the Dead Sea.

The plane jostled a bit on the landing as the brakes squealed.

“Amateurs,” Lopez grumbled from across the aisle.

Quickly though the plane’s speed was under control as they taxied to their private hangar at the edge of the airport. Her seat belt was unhooked before they even pulled to a stop.

Silently the team hurried down the steps to the tarmac as soon as the hatch was opened. Everyone more than happy to put the adventure behind them and move on with their lives. Brandt especially seemed in a hurry, even though he leaned heavily on the railing in front of her. Her instinct was to reach out and help, but she no longer had the excuse of imminent danger to explain her actions.

Once they were all off the plane, Vanderwalt pointed to a row of cars.

“Dr. Monroe,” he said, “a car will take you to your flat so that you may collect your belongings.” Vanderwalt turned to Davidson. “And one for you as well. As for Ms. Davenport, we can put you up in a hotel if you wish until your flight to the States.”

Bunny’s eyes darted over to Davidson. He gave a subtle nod. She turned back to Vanderwalt. “If it’s alright with you, I’ll go with Davidson to help pack his belongings.”

Vanderwalt shrugged. “Just about the only thing alright for me would be to haul you all to Thames House for a thorough debriefing, but alas your president has other things to say about the matter.” He then focused on Brandt. “Your team will be taken to Croughton.”

“What?” Lopez asked. “No Sheraton?”

“Again, chap,” Vanderwalt replied. “Thames House is your other option.”

Brandt patted the British agent on the back. “Don’t think we’re unappreciative. Croughton will be fine.”

For some reason the two men’s casual affection pained Rebecca. Or was it the knowledge that once again she’d be losing Brandt. This time for good. Soon the baby would be here and any chance of some miracle bringing them together would be severed along with the umbilical cord.

With what she hoped was a casual wave, Rebecca left the group and made a beeline for her assigned car. She was almost in when a call came from behind. “Rebecca! Wait.”

Brandt.

Why couldn’t he just let it go?

She stopped and turned to find Brandt limping over, an arm around his midsection. The medics in Israel had done an amazing job, however there was a limit to their abilities in the face of that much trauma.

“Rebecca,” he said much more quietly so only she could hear. The name reverberated inside of her. To hear it spoken with such tenderness just made her ache, and not in the good way.

She knew that Brandt wanted to have some kind of epic closure, but she just wanted to get the hell out of here. There was nothing more for the two of them to say.

“So, I overheard Vanderwalt say that Maria had been brought to London.”

Brandt’s face hardened. “Yes.”

“And that once the baby is born they are relocating her to North Carolina to be near your parents?”

“Yes,” he said through gritted teeth.

“That’s great,” she said as she put her hand on the car’s door handle. “Well then, I should get—”

Brandt grabbed her wrist. “Rebecca, we did it so wrong last time.”

Yes, yes the breakup had been a train wreck. The yelling. The tears. The slamming doors.

His grip loosened. “Can’t we just—”

“Brandt!” Vanderwalt called out as he trotted over.

“Not exactly the best time, Vanderwalt,” Brandt warned.

“It’s Maria,” the Brit said, smiling apologetically to Rebecca. “She has gone into labor.”

Fighting back tears, Rebecca pulled her hand out from under Brandt’s touch. “Go,” she choked out. “She needs you.”

Brandt still seemed torn. His body had turned toward Vanderwalt, but his feet were still pointed to her. It wasn’t until Lopez jerked the keys out of the chauffeur’s hand and shouted, “Get in. I’m driving!” that Brandt snapped back.

“Rebecca, I am so—”

“Just go,” Rebecca said as she opened the door to her own car. She slid into the backseat and slammed the door shut, glad for the darkly tinted windows. That way Brandt wouldn’t see her break down.

* * *

With one hand Brandt gripped the safety handle and with the other he held his ribs in place as Lopez made a ninety-degree turn going over thirty miles an hour. But at least the physical pain took his mind off of his heart’s ache.

Again. Forever.

He’d seen the look in her eyes. Whatever bridge they had tentatively formed over the last few days had ruptured just as surely as Maria’s water had broken.

“I think I’m going to have the guys start calling you ‘Papa,’” Lopez said.

“No, you aren’t,” Brandt stated flatly.

However, that didn’t change the fact that Brandt was about to be a father.

A father. That so sounded like he was talking about his dad. Had he felt this churning of his belly at Brandt’s birth? Had he been as afraid and confused?

Of course his dad had actually loved his mom and they had been trying to conceive for five years before Brandt had made his appearance. Their “miracle baby” is what they’d called him. Even after the birth of his two sisters, he was still their miracle. What legacy could he give his child? How could Brandt be sure that despite the circumstances of his conception, his boy knew that he too was a miracle? And when was too early to start saving for a college fund?

Christ, a thousand thoughts competed for attention. Especially as the burner phone in his hand keep vibrating with each new text update. Maria was in full-blown labor. They’d let her start pushing. Dear God, it wouldn’t be long now.

His mouth went dry and his hands started shaking, actually shaking. He really wanted to chalk it up to all the trauma and drugs for the trauma, but Brandt knew it was because he was afraid. Perhaps more afraid than he had been in the cavern.

Wait, on second thought, maybe not quite that afraid, but pretty damned scared. Fighting was one thing, bringing a whole new life into this world was quite another.

Okay, on third thought, maybe he was more scared now.

Lopez made a fast left, across four lanes of traffic that had the green and skidded them into the St. Bartholomew’s Hospital ambulance bay. Brandt popped open his door and, oblivious to the jabbing pain in his side, hit the ER doors at a run.

As he passed by the nurses’ station he asked, “Maternity ward?”

“Third floor, follow the pink arrows!” a nurse shouted behind him, clearly used to panicked fathers-to-be.

He went to hit the stairs, but Lopez was right behind him, hitting the elevator button. “Dude, you do still want to be alive when you get there, right?”

Any other time Brandt would have scoffed, but adrenaline only got you so far.

The elevator chimed, sealing his decision. They boarded the elevator as Lopez hit the floor three button like a dozen times. In what possibly felt like the longest, slowest three-floor elevator ride in the history of mankind, Brandt shoved away everything that had happened over the last forty-eight hours. And then shoved some more, packing away all the feelings that had been stirred and churned. His focus had to be on Maria and the baby.

It had to be.

Once the elevator doors opened, Brandt charged out, following the pink arrows. A scream like a bull in a fight to the death resounded through the hallways. That had to be Maria. He burst into the room only to find an Indian couple looking at him strangely.

“Sorry,” he apologized, wishing he could unsee what he just saw.

A nurse escorted him to the door. “Who are you here for?”

“Maria,” he said. “Mrs. Brandt.” Which still sounded incredibly weird. Like he was talking about his mom or something.

“Oh, she’s already delivered,” the nurse stated, pointing down the hall. “You’ll find them in room three twenty-four.”

“Is he…” Brandt couldn’t finish the sentence.

“They’re both healthy as could be, dear,” the nurse reassured him.

He turned on his heel and rushed down the hallway, not believing he’d missed his own son’s birth. Sure he’d been saving the world, but come on.

Bursting in the right door this time, Brandt took in the sight of his wife, his almost painfully beautiful wife and baby. That tiny red squished face. His son. He was about to hurry over to the bedside when he caught Maria’s frown. Nor would she look him in the eye.

Then the blue blanket slipped from the baby’s shoulder revealing his chest, and the huge port-wine birthmark splashed across his dark skin.

It took a moment for Brandt’s brain to catch up with the sight before him. He knew that birthmark. Brandt turned to find Lopez in the doorway, looking extremely blanched.

That’s where he knew the birthmark from. Lopez.

A sharp biting grief gripped his heart. The child wasn’t his. He wasn’t a father. Then a crashing sense of relief washed the pain away. The child was Lopez’s.

Maria’s eyes blinked as she cringed, clearly expecting some kind of berating.

Instead Brandt smiled, beamed really.

He removed his wedding band and handed it to Lopez. “They’re all yours, buddy.”

For the first time since Brandt had known the corporal, Lopez didn’t have a snappy response. And Brandt was in no mood to wait for one.

He had someone to see.

* * *

Rebecca finished recalibrating the micropipette. After being dropped off at her apartment, she’d snuck out the back and headed to her laboratory, only a block away. This might be the last time she ever got a chance to test out her “smart” gene theory. She might have lost Brandt, but she wasn’t going to lose her research as well.

The lab had a thick layer of dust from the blast that took out the stairwell wall, but otherwise the room had survived the assault well. And luckily she had a backup to her microblade. But only one. She doubted after this last debacle that she would get more funding any time soon.

Settling herself, Rebecca sat down on the stool and rolled it forward to the microscope. She only had to extract a few nanograms of any DNA left in James’s bone. After everything she’d been through she didn’t think a nanogram was much to ask.

The bone was still perfectly aligned in the grips from her earlier attempt. Rebecca could see that pocket of what looked like preserved marrow. Carefully she raised the microknife, taking care that the low flow suction was working perfectly before she committed to making the cut.

Closing her eyes, she counted to three, then opened them again, her hand on the controls. Just as she pushed the lever, the lab door burst open. She didn’t need to hear the expensive tip break off, she felt it shatter.

With a fury borne of so much more than her experiment ruined, Rebecca turned to the door. “What the hell do you—”

Her words died in her throat as she realized it was Brandt. And he was smiling. That made absolutely no sense.

“The baby,” he beamed. “It’s not mine.”

“What?” she stammered. “That doesn’t make any…What?”

He stepped closer. “Let’s just say I don’t think I was the only soldier Maria was comforting that mission.”

Rebecca still didn’t understand. Maria had sworn the child was Brandt’s. She’d sworn it to Brandt. To her parents. To her priest.

“No,” Rebecca said, taking a step back. She couldn’t go there. She couldn’t get hopeful and then have her world crash down again.

“Yes,” Brandt said. “You know that birthmark of Lopez’s?” Off her nod, Brandt continued. “The baby takes after Papa.”

The child was Lopez’s? Not Brandt’s? That couldn’t be true, could it?

“We’ve got to wait for DNA tests, but then I should be able to get an annulment quickly once they are in.”

“Annulment?” Rebecca repeated, feeling about half a mile behind the conversation. “No, you mean divorce.” Which meant there would be no divorce. Brandt was just that Catholic.

Brandt closed the distance between them. “No, I mean an annulment.”

“But by church law if you’ve consummated the marriage then—”

He took her hand. “Consummated? I haven’t even given her a peck on the cheek.”

Rebecca’s mind spun. They had been married for months. Brandt couldn’t mean…

“Maria and I haven’t had sex, Rebecca. Plus she lied about the baby. I’m getting an annulment.”

A sob she didn’t even know she was holding in broke free. Her hands flew to her mouth. She wanted to say so much but couldn’t come out with a single word.

“I’m in love with you, Rebecca,” Brandt said. “How could I be with anyone else?”

Not even his wife. She blinked several times, making sure this wasn’t a dream that would evaporate as soon as she woke up.

Brandt leaned past her to the shelf above her workspace and grabbed the engagement ring that had been sitting there so forlorn for so long.

“I think we need to put this back where it belongs.”

With only a slight wince he got down on one knee. “Rebecca, will you marry me?”

“Each time you ask me,” Rebecca choked out.

Brandt slid the gold, sparkling ring onto her finger. It felt even more delicious the second time. He went to rise, but struggled. Rebecca dropped to her knees, laughing, crying, still trying to believe he was truly hers again.

Then their lips met, and fire, as white and hot as magnesium, shot through her body. Oh yeah, he was hers.

Their kiss stopped abruptly as Brandt took in a ragged breath. “As much as I’d love to see where this is going…I think I might really need a hospital.”

Rebecca helped him up as blood stained his shirt. “And maybe some surgery, honey.”

“Yeah,” Brandt said, leaning into her, really leaning into her, nothing being held back this time. “Maybe that too.”

And Rebecca would be there, happily right by his side, never to be separated again. You know why? Because she was done with religious controversies. Done with historical mysteries. Really done.

To prove it to herself, as they as walked out, Rebecca hit the toggle on the microtome, grinding the tip into the sample, destroying James’s bone once and for all.

Goodbye, gunfights and magnesium fires.

Hello, wedding planning.


Epilogue

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

9:46 a.m. GMT

Aunush roused, feeling the cool marble floor beneath her back. And the myrrh and frankincense? It smelled like faith incarnate. The sniper had somehow saved her and brought her home. She felt mildly guilty for deciding to sacrifice him, but it was hard to feel much of anything except relief.

Then she moved her arm to find a sticky pool beside her. A pool of blood. Her own blood. They had not even dressed her wounds. Her sniper had not saved her. He had condemned her.

Cracking her eyes open, Aunush realized she was surrounded by a circle of Disciples. Their long robes brushed the floor. Only the tip of their boots stuck out from beneath the fabric.

As she raised her eyes she found each of the women’s hoods back, revealing their faces. Aunush held back a sob. Had this been a disciplinary quorum, they would have had their features hidden far back within the folds of their robes.

No, this was an execution quorum. Aunush would have the chance to look into each of the women’s eyes before they condemned her to death. No great solace there.

“Aunush de Verante, you have committed the greatest sin against God,” the master’s voice resonated through the chamber. Her deep tenor filling the great hall. “You thought to know His mind better than He.”

The master knelt next to Aunush so that she might whisper harshly in her ear, “You thought yourself ‘She Who Sought and Found.’”

Aunush had no retort. No excuse. No rebuttal. Deep within every bone she had thought herself the one foretold. The one who would shepherd the Disciples’ Messiah into this world. Apparently her bones had been wrong.

“How do we know Aunush is not God’s agent in this?” High Disciple Havva asked.

The master raised her gaze to her fellow Disciple. “Because we know who the true shepherd is,” she said, then turned back to Aunush. “Her name is Dr. Rebecca Monroe.”

“No, no, no, no, no,” Aunush repeated, trying desperately to make the words true. That heretical whore could not be the Disciples’ John the Baptist. She just couldn’t be.

“Yes,” the master answered, smoothing back Aunush’s hair. “At least you will die knowing that all your efforts weren’t for naught. The Messiah will arise before the earth circles the sun.”

Aunush pulled tighter into a ball as the master presented her boot. The sight sickened Aunush. She’d only indulged the master’s fetish to further her position with the sect. Now that there could be nothing gained, why should she give the master such pleasure?

Spitting on the leather, Aunush took solace in only one thought as the master kicked her square in the teeth, shattering incisors.

Dr. Rebecca Monroe’s life would be far more pained than Aunush’s death.

# # #


COVERT
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CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Brandt stopped as their new point man, Levont’s, hand balled up into a fist. Brandt didn’t even complete his step. He stood, balancing on one foot, waiting, listening for why the point man had called them to the halt.

Tension rippled through his muscles. Brandt shouldn’t be here in the steamy African jungle. He should be home, in the humid Southern summer, getting ready to marry Rebecca. But no, some tribe had to find a lost Nazi mine.

And not just any mine, but one with enough uranium to fuel a nuclear bomb. Hence the urgency of their mission, and why they hadn’t even disembarked from their plane in South Carolina before getting shipped out to the Congo. The nearest other rapid response team was in Turkey, busy on the Syrian border. Hence why Brandt and his team were needed here.

Levont’s hand relaxed, then snatched up into a ball again. Okay, that was enough. This was the fifth time they had stopped in as many steps. Once again, Brandt missed Svengurd. The tall Swede had been rock solid. None of this stop-start kind of crap. And even though Harvish was by no means a great point man, he had saved their lives in the end. So Levont had some pretty big shoes to fill, and just about now they didn’t seem to fit quite right.

Carefully, Brandt made his way past Davidson, Talli, and Lopez to come shoulder to shoulder with Levont. The dark-skinned man’s fingers swept from his eyes out into the jungle.

At first, Brandt didn’t understand what the man was looking at, until he spotted a hint of orange. Was it a flower? Then it moved, the color disappearing behind a wall of green. Guess Levont did know what he was doing.

“They’ve been tracking us for about a half a mile,” Levont whispered.

It didn’t make sense, though. If the figure was a member of the tribe guarding the uranium, they would have sent up the alarm, not quietly tracked them through the jungle, let alone while wearing orange, of all colors, while doing so.

Perhaps it was a curious villager? They didn’t have a single second to delay in searching for someone who did not want to be found. Not if Brandt’s team wanted to make their evac time. And Brandt very much wanted to get home.

With a nod, Brandt gave the order to move forward. Levont took point, but that orange color flashed again. This time, though, looking closely between the fronds, Brandt saw that it was a little girl tracking them.

He went to take a step forward, but the girl put a hand up, cocking her head to the south. Sure enough, the sound of footsteps drifted up from the path. His team abandoned the game trail and hid amongst the dense foliage.

Machine guns slung over their shoulder and dressed in jungle camouflage, soldiers ran past them. If the girl hadn’t warned them, they might have been discovered by a random patrol.

By the time the soldiers had trotted by and his team came out from the bushes, the girl was gone. Levont looked to Brandt. Should they try to follow the girl? They should, of course. She could raise the alarm back at the village. Although, somehow, Brandt didn’t think they needed to worry about that. If she wanted to get them caught, all she had needed to do was sit by and allow the soldiers to find them.

Brandt indicated toward the village and Levont set out. Lopez, Talli, and Davidson passed by Brandt, each giving him a curt nod and approval to his decision. Not that he needed it, he thought as he brought up the rear. He didn’t run his unit on popularity, yet his men would still follow him into hell. Actually, if you factored in Rome and Jordan, they already had.

He hoped the Congo wouldn’t be quite that brutal.

The key word there was “hoped.”

* * *

The deck bucked and rolled under Rebecca Monroe’s feet. Rain lashed at her face, soaking her hair. She clung to the guardrail as if the metal could somehow save her. They were being hounded, and if they got hit before they made shore…

For once, it wasn’t a secret millennia-old cult they were running from, but an Arctic storm. One that threatened to ram them right into Iceland’s western shore.

Bunny stepped up next to Rebecca, pulling her hood around her face, clearly trying to keep her hair from getting drenched—a task Rebecca had long ago given up.

“We could still head back to South Carolina,” Bunny playfully suggested.

“I’ll take the storm, thank you very much,” Rebecca replied.

With a sigh, Bunny nodded. “Me too.”

You would think that, with her wedding less than a week away, Rebecca would be thrilled. And she was. She was thrilled to be marrying Brandt. The wedding, however? That was turning out to be as problematic as their escape from Jordan. Her mother-in-law-to-be was on a rampage to make Brandt and Rebecca’s wedding page-one news in Charleston.

Which meant that Rebecca had to fit into a dress a size too small by Friday. Which, apparently, meant no carbs or fats, even while surrounded by southern cooking. It just wasn’t fair.

“Heard from Brandt?” Bunny asked.

Rebecca shook her head. The boys had barely touched down from Uruguay when they were called out again, despite their all being on leave. They were supposed to make contact at 8am and 8 pm whenever possible. They had missed this morning’s call, though. It happened.

She patted Bunny’s hand even though her own stomach had done flip-flops when the call hadn’t come in. “They’ll be fine.”

Rebecca wasn’t sure of Davidson and Bunny’s relationship status. Actually, Rebecca was pretty sure neither did they. After the debriefing in London, Davidson had been whisked away, only to return, months later, as part of Brandt’s team again. And the men had been on the go ever since.

“I know,” Bunny answered, then smiled. “But can you imagine if they hadn’t been called away? We never could have escaped the mother-of-the-Bridezilla.”

Bunny was so right. The men’s departure had made it far easier to hop on a plane to Reykjavik. Rebecca could remember reading the latest issue of the International Genome Project and finding the article, “The Found Tribe of Dann: Did the scales of justice migrate as far as Newfoundland?”

The Disciples were still out there. Unlike the Knot, which had been routed, the Disciples had melted into the night, hiding, apparently waiting for their moment to strike again. Rebecca would prefer to get the upper hand.

Which is why the article had sparked such an interest. Bunny had been reading through the same journal and ran into Rebecca’s room to share the information. They had both deduced the same thing. Someone, besides Rebecca and Bunny, was searching for the Disciples’ messiah.

Iceland seemed like a long shot for finding an ancient Jewish sect, but if a trip to the northern isle got them out of the house until the wedding, so be it.

“We should get inside,” Bunny urged as the boat pulled closer to the dock.

“No, I’m going to stay out here,” Rebecca said, perhaps a bit too sharply. Out here in the fresh air, the rolling and rocking of the boat was fine. Inside, though? Seasickness didn’t even come close to describing it. “I promise not to be thrown overboard.”

Bunny chuckled as she turned away. “You better. I am not explaining to Brandt, or his mother, how I lost their bride.”

Somehow, Rebecca thought that Mrs. Brandt would be the more difficult of the two.

Rebecca shooed Bunny inside. “Go, before your Louis Vuitton gets wet.”

Bunny put up no argument as the door to the deck shut behind her. Rebecca watched as the boat held steady just outside the dock as the waves roiled all around them and the wind whipped from all sides. Then a large wave lifted the boat up and into the slip. They didn’t even hit the bumpers. These descendants of Vikings knew their boating.

* * *

Levont held up his fist again, and this time, Brandt didn’t complain. The guy had proven himself. The point man crooked his finger, asking Brandt to come to the front of the line. He obliged.

Through the filter of wide fronds, Brandt could make out the small village in front of them. Really, it was a tiny shanty town thrown together with scrap wood and corrugated tin roofing. The population was doubled by gunmen, and tents made of animal skin were erected along the periphery.

Finding a fortune’s worth of uranium had created a mini-boom town. Although Brandt doubted that the villagers saw this as any kind of boom. It was the local chieftain who hoped to profit from the discovery, not the villagers.

It was common knowledge that Hitler had had mines in the Congo, searching for the fuel he needed to create his A-bomb. Their exact locations, though, were highly secret. And the one mine that had produced enough weapon-grade uranium? Supposedly, only ten people in the world knew where that was located.

Except for the workers, of course. Knowing first-hand what Nazi rule would feel like, the villagers had risen up, killed their guards, and caved in the mine. This had effectively stopped Hitler’s A-bomb in its tracks.

Flash forward sixty years, and now the uranium was up for grabs again, and the United States’ enemies—and even a few allies—were on the hunt for it.

“I’ve got thermal imaging online,” Lopez said, handing Brandt the tablet.

The feed was sketchy, since the satellite wasn’t directly overhead yet. Just about all eyes had been pointed at the Middle East. Why should anyone be scouting over the western jungles of the Congo?

The reds and bright yellows of the villagers stood out against the dark screen. Although Brandt wasn’t interested in them. He was much more interested in the small scattered readings around the periphery of the village.

Those were not villagers. Those were other teams dispatched to either obtain the uranium or blow the mine, depending on which side of the nuclear line they fell on. Given that weapons-grade uranium was the single most limiting factor in building a functional nuclear weapon, many, many countries had joined the party in the Congo.

Iran, of course, was here. A Quds team—Iran’s special forces—had been the first to head south to Africa. As soon as their wheels had lifted off, the Israelis had been right behind. The Quds didn’t go anywhere without a Mussad team ghosting them. Brandt doubted the Israelis even knew what they were going after—they just followed them on principle.

Then, of course, Egypt and Saudi Arabia had each sent a team. Probably the only Middle Eastern country not represented was Syria. Not that they didn’t want the bomb, they just didn’t have the luxury of sending any teams. The only other oddball team that had been dispatched to the area was from Brazil.

Supposedly, they had sworn off nuclear weapons in the 70s, just as they were on the cusp of developing them. Apparently, signing several dozen treaties hadn’t stopped them from wanting to be a player in the nuclear game. Or perhaps it was just the military that had wanted the Uranium and dispatched the BSO Brigade. The Brazilians had a long history of military coups, and they had a functioning centrifuge. Not good.

“My bet?” Lopez asked. “Those are the Turks.” The corporal pointed to a set of six dots in the jungle. Seven sat around one central dot that was larger than the others.

“Why?”

“Obviously, they are using a flameless heat source…”

Probably a heat stick. They were all carrying one. The fuel cells were hot enough to boil water without a flame to give you away. “And your point?”

Lopez grinned. “Making coffee, of course.”

Brandt did not even grin at the supposed joke. Although he wouldn’t mind some of that syrup-like coffee right about now.

“He could be right,” Levont said, then rushed on. “Not about the coffee, of course. But they do have the best seat in the house.”

About that, Brandt couldn’t argue. The team in questions had taken the high ground. In theory, the Turks should have been allies—however, despite being in NATO, they had their own aspirations for a nuclear weapon. Especially now with the unrest in Syria.

“They were the first with wheels up,” Levont explained. “And the Turks have a mining facility just to the south of here, which means they may have advanced intel of the area.”

Brandt nodded.

He didn’t like having so many guns here. Even if many of them were allies.

Brandt had a bad feeling about the mission, but kept it to himself. No need to worry the others. He was worried enough for all of them.

* * *

Rebecca allowed the gentle rocking back and forth of the Viking pony to lull her a bit. They were riding up one of the Viking trails, following in the footsteps of ancient explorers.

After cresting the black volcanic sand beach, they arrived at a pristine fjord to the left and a meadow blanketed with wild flowers to the right. The weather had cleared and sunshine flooded the sky, brightening the pinks, blue, and greens to an almost unnatural hue.

An ice wall on one side and a field overflowing with life on the other side. That was Iceland in the summer.

The others in their tourist group chatted away, but she and Bunney were silent. They only cared about the village, Núpsstaður, up ahead that they were going to stop at overnight. According to the article, this small, unassuming village had the highest concentration of Jewish DNA on the island.

As a paleo-DNA- archeologist, it would not be unusual for Rebecca to take some samples. She had a smart gene to prove, after all. Although Rebecca never thought she would be on the trail of the messiah.

Her pony tripped, dipping its head, then righting itself. Even so, one of the tour leaders, a dark haired “hottie,” as Bunny had put it, rode up.

“Let the pony have his head,” the man said, leaning over, loosening the reins in her fingers. “These plains are in their DNA,” he said with a smile.

Rebecca muttered a response. He patted her hands. “Just let them lead the way.”

Once he rode off, Bunny rode up alongside her. “Damn, woman, you are engaged and still can get them. That girl behind us has been flipping her hair for the last hour to get his attention.”

As a matter of fact, Rebecca had noticed the blonde tourist giving even more than the usual amount of attention to her curls. Rebecca had chalked it up to the humidity.

“He wasn’t flirting,” Rebecca said.

“Please, he’s been watching you the whole time.”

Bunny apparently thought this was some type of flattery. Rebecca hadn’t even given the guy a second glance. But who would, being engaged to Brandt? Her fiancée could snap the tour guide in half without breaking a sweat.

“She can have him,” Rebecca answered.

“Ah, but it’s not her he wants,” Bunny countered, kicking her pony and trotting to catch up with the rest of the group.

The village, if you could call it that, was just up the hill. The first sign was a small house, built into the meadow. It could have been a hobbit house, except the structure had the classic “A” rooftop. The windows were broken and moss lined the wood, yet there was a sense of substance to the place. Like, “go ahead and scoff. I’ve survived three hundred years. What are you going to be doing in three hundred years?”

And the old Viking house would be right.

That was why Rebecca liked history. It didn’t take crap from anyone. What she studied had stood the test of time, unlike Katy Perry and whoever she was dating at the moment.

The group passed by a small brown-and-white church. Even though it was not built into the meadow, there were still flowers on the roof. The ground lay over the roof helped to insulate the church during the harsh winters. Rebecca glanced inside the darkened structure. It couldn’t fit more than fifty parishioners. But, looking ahead to the tiny homes that lined up on the trail, that would be just about right. The only way to get to this village was on horseback or helicopter. Given their history with helicopters, Rebecca and Bunny had decided to go with horseback.

“There are some interesting ice caves to explore, if you like,” the tour guide said.

Rebecca shook her head, trying to make sure her engagement ring was in full view. “We aren’t on vacation,” Rebecca stated. “We’re here to work.”

The guide smiled. “And miss the glory of Iceland’s natural beauty?’

“Pretty much,” Rebecca answered, trying to look as workaholic as possible.

“I’d love to see the caves,” Bunny interjected.

“I will let you know if a group ends up going,” the guide said, then rode off.

“See?” Bunny asked.

Guess her friend was right. The guide was into Rebecca. Weird—before being engaged, she couldn’t get a guy to even look at her. And now that she had the ring on her finger? She couldn’t keep them away.

* * *

Monkeys hooted from the other side of the jungle as Brandt stared at the yellow and orange globs.

The rest of the teams would probably stay unidentified, if they could get in and out of here quickly enough. Other allies were here, of course. The Brits were on stage, along with Germany’s KSK who had set up camp. Hell, even French COSs were here. It was like they had their own mini-NATO exercise, only this was no run-through. The stakes were about as high as they could get. Why the hell was everyone lingering? Many of them had been here hours before Brandt’s team.

Those that sought the uranium had to figure out how to get past the chieftain’s defenses and carry crates weighing hundreds of pounds each out of the mine and to a rendezvous point for a helicopter airlift. Brandt did not envy those teams. The allies, though? Why hadn’t they just fired an RPG into the mine and been done with it?

“Vakasa!” a woman yelled near the edge of the forest. “Vakasa!”

The little girl in orange ran from the jungle and hugged the woman. Vakasa took her mother by the hand and tugged her toward the village. She skipped along, seeming to be oblivious to the fact that five well-armed men were right behind her.

“Let’s get that grenade ready,” Brandt said, counting the minutes until their helicopter extraction.

Davidson swung the rocket launcher from his back as Lopez grabbed the grenade rocket from his pack. Within seconds, they had the RPG launcher ready to go. Davidson set the launcher on his shoulder and used the scope to zero in on the mine’s entrance.

“Shoot when ready,” Brandt said as Davidson hesitated.

“We’ve got a problem,” the private said.

“When don’t we?” Lopez joked.

“What?” Brandt asked Davidson.

Snapping the rocket up, the younger man frowned, accentuating his scars, “Those aren’t soldiers guarding the mine shaft, they’re women and children.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

* * *

Rebecca startled at the knock at their small “hotel” room’s door. Turning her laptop away from the door. Not that anyone could really understand the odd symbols and DNA markers on the screen, but still. Maybe she had been hanging out with Brandt too long and had developed his suspicious mind. Rebecca looked to Bunny, who rose from her small twin bed, a question on her face. In two steps, she crossed the room and opened the door.

The guide from earlier stood there with some climbing equipment in his hand. “Still want to explore those caves?”

The smile on Bunny’s face was her answer. Bunny had been whining about those caves all evening. Supposedly, there were runes in them thar’ hills. And Bunny was all about the runes.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join us?” The guide asked. “They really are beautiful.”

Rebecca feigned a stretch and a yawn. “Nah. I think I’m going to head to bed.”

The guide looked out the window at the bright sunshine. “It’s early still.”

“It’s ten o’clock at night,” Rebecca countered. Being up in the Artic circle during the summer, daylight lasted long into the evening. “And I’m beat.”

The guide shrugged as Bunny exited the room. “Get some rest then,” he said as he put a hand on Bunny’s back, guiding her down the hallway before he shut the door.

Rebecca went back to her keyboard. She needed to figure out the most representative genetic marker for the Jewish tribe they were tracking. It was going to take her all night to find the right gene.

Cracking her neck, Rebecca propped another pillow behind her lower back. That pony ride had not been kind to her lumbar area.

The next thing Rebecca knew, she was startled awake. Guess she hadn’t been lying to the guide. The room was dark as she blinked her eyes. Looking to her watch, she found it was three o’clock in the morning. She glanced over to Bunny’s bed to find it empty. Apparently, Bunny had found those runes she was after.

Stomach rumbling, Rebecca got up and pulled on her jacket, heading over to the bed-and-breakfast’s dining room, which was really just a room with several tables and benches set up for “crowds” like this tourist group.

However, they had promised snacks and refreshments in the kitchen at all hours of the night. Since most of the tourists were from different time zones, that made sense. What was two o’clock in the morning here was actually nine pm to her, and to any European, it was six o’clock in the morning. Which, for two of her fellow travelers, made it breakfast time.

“Good morning!” one of them announced quite loudly. People who decided to take their vacation on pony-back to Iceland weren’t exactly normal.

The other woman offered her hand. “Mabel Eston,” she said and she pumped Rebecca’s hand up and down. “And excuse my friend here, Fran Dechold.”

Rebecca withdrew her hand at the earliest convenience. “Rebecca Monroe.” Weird—this may be one of the last times she introduced herself that way. By the end of the week, she would be Rebecca Monroe-Brandt. “So how did you enjoy the ice caves?”

Mabel cocked her head to the side. “Ice caves?”

“Yeah,” Rebecca said, “The guide was taking a group out.”

“You mean, Erik, our Norse god guide?” Fran asked, gushing over herself.

“I guess,” Rebecca answered, although, with dark hair and a prominent brow ridge, she certainly did not think the guy was Norse by any stretch of the imagination. “You two didn’t go, then?’

“We didn’t even know about it,” Mabel said. “Trust me, we would have been there, since he’s cougar-bait. Don’t you agree?”

Ugh, don’t lump me in with you two, Rebecca thought as she looked to the two rather dumpy-looking tourists. She didn’t mean to be cruel, but they were like two Weevils trying not to fall down. They were the opposite of cougars.

Of course, Rebecca did not voice her thoughts. Instead, she just shrugged and grabbed a few biscuits and a bottle of ox milk from the fridge. “Sure.”

She had almost made it out of the kitchen when the two turned their conversation to the caves. “I thought the caves were off limits?” Fran asked.

“They are haunted or something,” Mabel answered.

Rebecca turned back to the two. “What do you mean?”

“Weren’t you listening to the main guide when we rode through town?” Fran asked.

Of course, Rebecca hadn’t been paying a bit of attention. She had been trying to figure out the migration path that would bring such a concentrated group of Jewish descendants to Iceland.

“I must have missed it.”

Fran took a bite of pear and chewed it while she spoke. And Americans were considered rude? “The guide said that the tour used to include cave exploration, but then they were deemed too unsafe.”

“Then the owner of this bed-and-breakfast told us it had nothing to do with slips and falls, but that the caves bore back all the way to the cliffs and were haunted by the ancestors of the village.”

“Either way, our trip insurance wouldn’t cover it if we went up there.”

So why would one of the guides have offered to take Rebecca and Bunny up there?

* * *

No wonder the allies hadn’t just fired into the mouth of the cave and collapsed it. There were dozens of innocent lives at stake, including that of Vakasa, the little girl that had saved them.

“We’re going to have to do this the hard way,” Davidson surmised, for all of them.

“That’s what she—”

Brandt’s glare cut Lopez off. He was in no mood for the corporal’s humor today. Actually, any day, but at this moment, especially not. They were going to have to find a way around the numerous guards, sneak into the mouth of the cave, set off some explosives, and get the natives a safe distance away before the whole thing came down on their heads.

“Davidson, find a perch.”

“Yes, sir.”

The sniper disappeared into the brush without a sound.

“Lopez, we are going to need some kind of distraction.”

“You know it,” the corporal said with a smile.

“Levont, I am assuming you can help with that?”

“Oh yeah.”

“I’ll get eyes in the sky, as well,” Talli said.

“Agreed,” Brandt answered having almost forgetting to give Talli an assignment.

As the man moved off, Levont leaned into Lopez. “Is it my imagination or is that guy not a great shot?”

“It is not your imagination,” Lopez confirmed.

“Distration?” Brandt prompted.

Now, if nothing else went wrong, they should be set for a night attack.

Then a man—a white man in camos—was shoved from the jungle’s edge. He stumbled a few steps, then fell to his knees. Brandt swept his binoculars to the captured man. A red and blue badge with a winged sword was on his shoulder. The French. Around his ankle was a vine rope. He’d been caught by a snare. It must have been what had set the monkeys off before.

These African paramilitary used both high- and low-tech techniques. By setting traps near animal gatherings, they had a warning system for when they had trapped something. Or in this case, someone.

“You know they’re going to try an ill-advised rescue operation,” Lopez said.

“So?” Levont asked, looking back and forth between Lopez and Brandt.

“Which means we don’t need to build a diversion, the French will do it for us,” Lopez answered.

* * *

Rebecca walked into her room, taking a swig of musk ox milk. The stuff was pungent, yet very filling. Bunny still wasn’t back yet. But the redhead was an adult, and she could do whatever she liked. While Rebecca had hoped that the younger woman and Davidson had formed a bond slightly stronger than Bunny running off with the first pony guide she met, Rebecca didn’t want to interfere.

She had a day of sample collecting to plan out.

Even though she was hunting down mitochondrial DNA, which was passed down through the mother’s egg and had nothing to do with external phenotypes, Rebecca was still going to start looking for Jewish heritage in those with darker hair and eyes.

Bunny’s guide might be one of the first she tested. Then onward to the next town that had a number of brunettes who stood out from the sea of blondes that inhabited this island. The Norsemen were light skinned and light eyed because of the extreme northern latitudes in which they had descended. With narrow angle light and not much of it, their skin needed to lighten up to allow more production of vitamin D. On the other hand at the equator, with full angle sunlight and plenty of it, skin and eye color had to darken up to protect against skin cancer. There was no better or worse, there was just adaptation to light conditions.

After collecting the obvious samples, Rebecca would then track down relatives of those dark-haired citizens to try and build a family tree. Hopefully, at that point she could build a timeline of when the Jewish population landed on Iceland. From there, they might be able to track down where on the continent that population had come from, and then backtrack as far as that would take her, trying to find a trail to the Disciples’ front door.

It was a long shot, but since all of the Disciples had been killed in the cavern, they had absolutely no leads to where the upper management of the Disciples were holed up. And if they were ever going to be safe, they needed to root out the Disciples just like they had the Knot. Okay, so that had been Brandt’s team doing the rooting, but this time he needed her to find them. They couldn’t root what they couldn’t find.

And this Viking connection was the first even remote lead they’d had. To think that the Disciples had come to Iceland centuries ago? Had they known of the new land? Did they know where they were going? Why were they questing westward? Were they looking for their savior?

Or were the Jewish population here just immigrants, unaware of the cultin their midst? Or was the entire Jewish contingency Disciples? But if that was the case, then it meant that Disciples had settled here.

And Bunny had just gone off with one of the archetypal Jewish phenotypes. Dark hair, highbrow, strong nasal ridge.

Rebecca tried to rein in the panic, but with Bunny gone all night, it was a little hard. Especially after Russia and Jordan. It was nearly impossible to overstate the danger Bunny could be in. And Rebecca had let her maid of honor just wander off with a dark-haired stranger.

Grabbing her jacket, Rebecca set off to find the tour leader’s room.

Making sure that she wasn’t overreacting, Rebecca imagined what Brandt would say if asked if they should go find Bunny. Obviously, the answer would be “hell, yes.” Actually, it would probably be stronger than that. And what if they interrupted Bunny and the guide participating in some “adult” activities? “Guess she’ll learn to leave a note,” the Brandt inside Rebecca’s head answered. Glad to know her fiancée agreed with her.

Rebecca found the right room and knocked at the door. A grumble answered. Rebecca knocked again. The sound of muffled cursing came through the thick wood. Rebecca backed up a step as the door opened.

“What?” the blurry-eyed guide asked.

“I need your help to find my roommate.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your guide took Bunny into the ice caves and they haven’t been seen since.”

This got the guy’s attention. “He wouldn’t. Our insurance doesn’t cover that area.”

“I know,” Rebecca answered. “So you can see why I’m worried.”

“Give me three minutes,” the guide said, closing the door.

It was more like ninety seconds before the tour leader was dressed and ready to go. They made it to the barns, where the guide saddled two ponies who did not seem at all happy to be going out in the middle of the night. Their long tails swished in irritation. But the more Rebecca thought about it, the more worried she became. To think, they had let their guard down for just a few moments and the Disciples had snuck in and taken Bunny? Rebecca shivered, and it had nothing to do with the early morning chill.

The entrance to the ice caves wasn’t far, and the ponies made good time, especially with the tour guide spanking Rebecca’s on the rump. Little did the guy know he wasn’t just protecting his insurance premiums, he was potentially saving Bunny’s life.

They found the younger guide’s and Bunny’s ponies tied up next to a large, ragged hole in the ice.

“Damn it,” The tour leader cursed under his breath. “How many times have I told him…”

“So he’s come out here before?”

“To impress the girls, yes.”

That made Rebecca feel slightly better. Maybe this was just a seduction, and not something more nefarious. That would be a pleasant surprise.

They dismounted, tied their ponies up and headed into the ice cave. The ground was as slick as you would imagine an ice cave would be. Rebecca could see why the insurance company had insisted none of the tour come up here. The place was a broken hip just waiting to happen.

Moans came from deeper within the cave system.

“That’s just the wind coming through the various lava tube vents,” The guide reassured her.

Unfortunately, Rebecca was familiar enough with subterranean tunnel systems to know their idiosyncrasies. “I can see why the natives thought these caves were haunted, though.”

The tour leader just gave a grunt and headed into the cave. Water dripped down from the ceiling, splashing on Rebecca’s shoulder. The warm summer air, along with their body heat, was melting a bit of the ceiling. These ice caves had survived millennia, although, with global warming, Rebecca wondered how long they would last.

As they went deeper and deeper into the caves without finding Bunny, global warming became the least of her worries. They came to a three way fork in the tunnel.

“Well?” The guide asked.

Rebecca checked the ground. There were no shoe prints or indications of which way the pair had gone, so Rebecca chose the largest of the tunnels to go through. It should lead the deepest into the glacier, to where those supposed special runes would be carved.

They hurried down the tunnel, Rebecca only slipping occasionally. The tour leader made sure she didn’t fall. He was a pretty burly guy. Nothing compared to Brandt, of course, but who did?

Coming to another fork in the tunnel, Rebecca again chose the larger of the two, and was rewarded by finding Nordic runes carved into the ice. They were on the right track. After several more forks, Rebecca stopped.

“Turn off your light,” Rebecca instructed the guide.

As soon as he did, Rebecca noted a glow further down the tunnel. She’d learned the trick from spending so much time underground with Brandt’s team.

“Keep it off,” Rebecca instructed as she inched forward. The guide tried to pass her, but she grabbed his arm and tugged him back. “We’ve got to proceed with caution.”

“Why the hell should we?” the guide argued.

“It’s complicated,” Rebecca said, not overstating the situation.

Sneaking up, she could hear the rise and fall of voices. Unfortunately, the words were bouncing off the ice walls, distorting their meaning. Was Bunny begging for her life?

If she was talking, though, she was alive, and Rebecca would take it.

They finally arrived at the mouth of the next junction.

“Oh, this is ridiculous,” the guide said, and burst into the large cave.

Rebecca followed, hot on his heels, to find Bunny taking pictures of a large set of runes.

“Rebecca!” Bunny exclaimed, rushing over to her. “I didn’t want to wake you, but look what we’ve found.”

Relief washed over Rebecca. She was so glad that her worries were unfounded. “It’s three o’clock in the morning,” Rebecca chided the younger woman.

“And you?” The tour leader said to the guide. “Do you know how much trouble you are in?”

From the way the younger man’s eyes were downcast, apparently he did.

Bunny pointed to the wall. “The Vikings were a chatty bunch, and they insisted on thanking a benefactor who wished to remain anonymous. I think we can guess who that would be.”

Glad to be talking ruins instead of a Disciple kidnapping, Rebecca asked, “You’ve documented it all?”

“Yes, but there must be dozens of these caves. Even if we split them up, it could take us days to document it all.”

“Oh no,” the tour leader said. “No one is coming back here.” The man tried to herd them out. “This area is off-limits to everyone.”

“And if we sign a waiver for your company?” Rebecca asked.

The man’s eyes squinted. “And pay a fee?”

“So be it,” Rebecca said.

The man, again, urged them to the exit. “Until then, you are still my responsibility, so let’s get us all nice and safe back to the bed-and-breakfast.”

“I’m sorry,” the guide said, “But I can’t let you do that.”

Rebecca’s stomach sank as the younger man pulled out a gun. She hated being right. “You’re a Disciple?”

“A what?” the guide asked, seeming genuinely confused. “I got offered ten thousand to detain you,” he said, indicating to Rebecca. “And five thousand for her. So I settled on bringing you out,” he said to Bunny.

Even with a gun trained on her, the redhead’s eyebrows shot up. “Settled?”

* * *

Brandt shifted on his heels. They had taken up position near the mine’s entrance, waiting for the French to attack and distract the guards away from the mine so they could sneak in and set the explosives.

However, there were still a good twenty guards at the entrance. They were going to need a seriously large distraction to get past them all.

The French were going to have to act quickly if they wanted to attack before the sun rose. The skies were blushing a bit of pink at the horizon. He didn’t blame the French for waiting until the last moment, since early morning raids were the most effective. Best to attack when the people were in their deepest sleep cycle of the night. Disorienting the enemy was the key to a rescue mission.

Brandt wished the French the best of luck.

A shot rang out from the center of the village, then more. The attack was a go. Brandt nodded for Levont to take them in. Before he could, the little girl stepped in front of him. How could a child dressed in orange keep sneaking up on them?

Brandt passed Lopez, joining Levont at the head of the column. He tried to urge the little girl out of the way, but she refused to move. Worse, a middle-aged woman in bright green had joined her.

“It is suicide to go in there,” the woman said, putting her hands on the little girl’s shoulders.

“We’re used to those odds,” Lopez snorted, softly.

“Vakasa wants to show you the way up to a ventilation shaft. You can come in from behind the guards.”

Ventilation shaft? This was the first any of them had heard of another entrance nearby. “Your daughter knows the way?”

“She is not my daughter. I am only her guardian., But yes, she explores all around the area. I trust she knows the way.”

Brandt did not like using a child, but if she truly knew a back door into the mine, he had to take it. The woman wasn’t wrong. Even now, with the chaos in the village, the guards were standing strong at the entrance. They were not being luring into the skirmish. Which did pretty much mean it was a suicide mission, and he had a wedding to get to.

“Lead the way,” Brandt whispered, nodding for Levont to follow the child up and into the jungle.

* * *

Davidson watched through his scope as Brandt and the rest of the team climbed higher into the mountain. Something had changed, and they had gained two more people. Finally, the figures disappeared into the jungle. He had to rely on heat signatures to tell him where they were going.

With the team safely, for the moment, tucked away on the mountainside, Davidson turned his attention to the mess that was the French rescue operation. The “rescuers” were pinned at the north end of the village. They hadn’t even gotten close to where their teammate was being held.

And Davidson would know, since he had scoped out the small hut the soldier was being held. He swung his rifle around to spy though the cutout window to find one of the captors getting ready to shoot the soldier.

He was under orders not to pull the trigger, possibly revealing his nest, until Brandt gave the signal that they were leaving. However, Davidson couldn’t allow another special forces man to be shot in cold blood. He felt certain Brandt would agree. Plus, with the raging firefight, who was really going to notice a stray shot?

Lining up the crosshairs, Davidson fired. The captor fell face down in the dirt. The captured soldier looked up, expecting his teammates to come through the door. While Davidson couldn’t make that happen, he could help the guy out. Taking another carefully aligned shot, Davidson shot through the chain binding the soldier to the post. Rubbing his wrists, the soldier looked out through the window and nodded his thanks.

Davidson turned his attention back to his team. Brandt and the rest were still hiking upward to an unknown location. Davidson hoped they hurried. The firefight, and the diversion it caused, was dying down rapidly. Especially once the French soldier rejoined his team, they would melt back into the jungle, leaving all eyes on the mine.

Once that happened, any shot Davidson took would be noticed. He could only hope that the little dot leading Brandt knew what they were doing.

* * *

“They‘re on their way,” the guide said, his gun hand shaking. This was not a Disciple. This was simply a greedy young man in way over his head.

“The Disciples, the people who hired you, aren’t going to pay you,” Rebecca explained.

“They are going to kill you,” Bunny finished.

Rebecca had been trying to work up to that, but it was true.

“No, they already transferred two hundred thousand into my account as a deposit.”

“Which you won’t be able to spend, once they dispatch you,” Rebecca explained. “Do you think they are going to leave any witnesses to our kidnapping?”

The man had no idea who he was dealing with. He hadn’t been hounded across several continents by the religious fanatics.

“Even with a special forces team,” Bunny stated, “we barely made it out alive.”

“You normally travel with a special forces team?” the tour leader asked.

“Yeah,” Bunny answered. “Duh.”

And they sure could use them right about now. But Brandt had been in jungle camouflage and had said that he was going to get a good night’s rest on the plane, so he was more than likely an entire ocean away. It was just her, Bunny, and the owner of the tour company. Against a man with a gun and a cadre of Disciples on the way. Not great odds.

Their only advantage? The guide looked scared out of his mind. “They just want to talk to you,” the man said.

“Who pays fifteen thousand to ‘talk’?” Bunny demanded. “They mean to kill you and torture us.”

Again, the redhead wasn’t wrong, but Rebecca was trying to calm the guy down so she could reason with him and Bunny wasn’t helping.

“Let us go, and we won’t turn you in.”

“Speak for yourself,” the tour leader grumbled.

And Brandt would probably hunt the guy down and let him know exactly how displeased he was with the man who had held a gun to his fiancée, but the guide didn’t need to know that.

“Just put the gun down, Erik,” Rebecca urged. “We can talk this through.”

“I can’t,” the guide insisted.

“Erik,” the tour leader barked. “You have to.”

“And what?” the guide asked. “Go back to minimum wage wrangling of snooty Europeans and pushy Americans? I need the money. I want the money.”

The younger guide’s feet took on a stronger stance as he raised the gun higher, his decision made.

“I can’t let you,” the tour leader said before he sprang forward and grabbed the guide.

The gun went off in the struggle. The tour leader grabbed his belly as blood gushed between his fingers. Bunny used the moment to put an elbow to the guide’s nose, then snatch the gun away. Guess Brandt’s hand-to-hand training came in handy.

Rebecca dropped to her knees beside the tour leader. “Why did you do that?”

“Just trying to protect the women,” the man choked out then spit up blood. “Like your special forces buddies.”

The only difference with that was that Brandt would have pulled it off. His act was definitely one that should not be tried at home.

Erik dropped to his knees next to his boss. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean…”

The bright red blood on the ice didn’t care what the guide meant to do or didn’t mean to do. Rebecca kept pressure on the belly wound the best she could.

“I think I hear footsteps,” Bunny warned from the mouth of the chamber. A bullet whizzed past her head, digging deep into the ice behind her. “They are here.”

“Erik, help me get him on his feet,” Rebecca said.

“There’s a small tunnel in the back,” Bunny added, leaving the mouth and hurrying across the cave.

The guide tried to help, but the tour leader shook his head. “I can’t.” Rebecca tried to argue, but the man gripped her arm. “You know that I can’t.”

Rebecca had seen enough wounds to know when one was fatal. By the man’s ashen, gray features, he was not going to recover—and, in fact he would slow them down.

“Give me the gun,” the tour leader said. “I will hold them off for as long as possible.”

Rebecca would have liked to have argued, but she knew this was the only way. “Bunny.”

The redhead handed over the gun. “We’ve got to hurry.”

To Rebecca’s surprise, Erik didn’t get up to leave.

“Bunny isn’t exaggerating,” Rebecca urged.

“I’m staying here too,” Erik said. “I started this mess. Let me help fix it.”

There was no fixing anything.

“That is straight-up suicide,” Bunny added. “Once he starts shooting, the Disciples won’t stop.”

“I know,” the guide said. “All’s we can do is buy you time.”

Again, Rebecca would have loved to argue, but the only slight chance they had to escape was to haul ass now. “Thank you,” she said, squeezing the tour guide’s hand. “Thank you both.”

“Rebecca,” Bunny urged from the back of the cave.

As another bullet zinged into the cave, chipping the ice, Rebecca got up and did what she did best.

Run.

* * *

Brandt squeezed his shoulders through the narrow opening as dirt, soot, and mud caked into his skin. The ventilation shaft had been crudely dug into the mountainside, and was not rappelling-friendly.

Levont, who had come down before him, wiped off his sleeves. as well. The tunnel may have been a tight fit, however it did the trick. They were deep into the mine, behind the guards at the mouth.

His feet landed on a large crate branded with a Nazi swastika. The uranium was underfoot, all packaged and ready to go to the highest bidder. Lopez waved his radation dosimeter over the crates and the needle moved into the mid-range.

“We’re good for a while. Just don’t bathe in it,” the corporal joked.

Then Levont pointed up as Vakasa shimmied down the rope. Her guardian followed close behind.

“I told you to keep her up there,” Brandt reprimanded the woman. The last thing he needed was civilians mucking up a perfectly good military operation.

“She wouldn’t stay behind,” the woman said. “And I won’t leave her.”

While Brandt would have loved to carry the little girl right back up that rope, he simply did have the time. They needed to make the most of the commotion out front.

“Levont, plant the C-4,” Brandt whispered harshly. He turned to Lopez. “As soon as he’s done, we are evacuating, and if you have to hog–tie the girl to get her topside, I’m okay with that.” –

Brandt meant to give Vakasa a scathing glare, but with her bright smile, it was hard to be mad at her. Then the earth shook underfoot. The area had been seismically active for the past few weeks. Just another wrench thrown into the works on this mission.

A shout went up from outside the cave. Guards were diving out of the way. Brandt didn’t need to know Swahili to know they were yelling “Incoming.” That high-pitched scream was pretty much universal.

Brandt threw himself over Vakasa as the RPG flew overhead, flying down the mine shaft until it hit the back wall. His ears threatened to rupture as the explosion rocked the mountain. The ceiling overhead cracked and fell in huge chunks all around them.

The guards rushed in to probably check if their uranium was still intact—which meant they were about to discover his team. Levont shot, taking down the first guard. Two others fell in quick succession as Lopez added his gun to the mix.

Brandt shoved up, getting ready to fire, when Vakasa grabbed his gun, holding it down. The girl’s interference was getting a bit annoying. Jerking the weapon away, Brandt turned to find the guards retreating in confusion. They clearly hadn’t expected to find the enemy behind them.

Then they came to their senses. Behind or in front, the enemy had to be eliminated. Bullets flew overhead. Brandt scrambled to pull Vakasa behind the large crate. The cover was solid—however, he wasn’t so sure it was so great to have uranium aerosolized.

“Lopez?”

“Not ideal, boss,” the corporal answered. “But a whole hell of a lot better than a second RPG in here. I don’t think the roof could take it.”

Brandt looked at the huge pile of rubble littering the floor, then up to the ceiling, which seemed to be held together by two large arches. If those came down, the entire mountainside would come down with them.

It was up to Davidson to make sure that a second RPG didn’t end their night rather abruptly.

* * *

Davidson scanned the forest for signs of the team that had let off the RPG. It appeared to have come in the direction of the British team. A glint of silver caught his attention. Honing in on the figures between the leaves, Davidson found the Brits loading another RPG.

He took his shot carefully, knocking the grenade launcher from the man’s hands. All guns went up, scanning for him, assuming he must be one of the chieftain’s men.

Well, Davidson seriously doubted if the chieftain’s men would do this.

After a few more well-placed bullets, Davidson pulled up his rifle. He’d just shot the Morse code message for “Back off: into the tree next to the commanding officer. If the Brits didn’t get the message after that, he would have to take more aggressive action.

Luckily, the Brits looked like they knew their Morse code pretty well, and they lowered the RPG launcher to the ground.

Davidson swiveled and trained his scope on the mouth of the cave.

It was unmitigated chaos down there as the women and children ran from the site. The guards were too busy running from the bullets spitting from the cave to stop them. Further down the tunnel, it looked like there had been a partial cave-in.

Once the men and civilians had gone down the shaft, Davidson had lost their heat signatures. Obviously, some of them had survived the attack. But who, and for how long, he didn’t know.

Digging in deeper to his nest, Davidson did the only thing he could.

Wait. With his finger on the trigger.

* * *

Rebecca slipped, again, and hit her head against the wall, which was cool to the touch, but not icy. Her hand ran along the smooth surface, realizing it was volcanic glass. They had left the glacier, and were now deep within the mountainside.

“We’ve got to figure a way out,” Bunny said, as gunfire echoed down the tunnel from the cave. The Disciples sounded like they were in full-out assault mode. And the guides only had twenty bullets, max.

There was no way they could go back though. The Disciples would have the cave entrance guarded, even if they could somehow get around the men in the cave.

“We’ve got to just keep moving,” Rebecca said. Someone would miss them soon, and the Disciples weren’t going to hang around forever. They were more of a shock-and-awe kind of operation.

Then the gunshots stopped. That was not good news.

Hurrying down the black, slick tunnel, Rebecca’s hand slid over an opening.

“Bunny, feel this,” Rebecca whispered.

The redhead complied. “So?”

“It’s a lava tube.”

Rebecca imagined the glacier’s outer surface, pocked with holes. This was where the wind was coming in to create the moaning sound.

“This is our way out,” Rebecca announced, feeling the perfectly round tunnel. Iceland was known for its lava tubes. It was home to some of the longest ones, stretching miles. They didn’t need this one to go that far. They just needed the tube to get them out of the cave system.

Bunny squeezed her hand as she crawled over the smooth lip to the glassy interior of the tube. Bracing her feet to keep from slipping, Rebecca lay in the tube. She was going to have to let go soon, though. Footsteps sounded down the tunnel. The Disciples were coming.

Releasing her feet, Rebecca started sliding, slowly at first, but then with more and more speed down the tube. The passage twisted and turned until she had no idea in which direction she was headed. Then further ahead, early morning sunlight shone in.

They had made it!

She tried to slow her descent—however, the black volcanic glass was especially slick. Heading full speed, Rebecca flew out the tube. The one thing she hadn’t accounted for was how high up the cliff the tube would let out. Sailing through the air, arms waving, Rebecca watched as the ground came up pretty fast. Luckily a figure stepped out from the cave just as Rebecca was about to splat on the ground.

Instead, she slammed into the figure, startling the Disciple guard. He didn’t even have time to raise his weapon as they both landed hard on the ground. Bunny, apparently having figured out how to slow herself, landed lightly next to Rebecca and snatched the gun away from the unconscious guard.

“Let’s get a pony and get out of here.”

Limping behind Bunny, Rebecca hoped that Brandt was having a better day then she was.

* * *

Brandt turned to Lopez, “Figure it out.”

The corporal nodded and took off. If anyone could find a way for them to get out of this mess, it was Lopez. Vakasa dropped Brandt’s hand and rushed over to the pile of rubble.

What the hell was the girl doing now?

But once a dark hand was revealed, Brandt figured it out. Levont kept watch over the guards as Brandt leaned his back to pulling rocks off of Vakasa’s guardian. The poor woman had been nearly crushed to death.

When she tried to speak, Brandt tried to shush her. “Save your energy.”

“For what? The undertaker?” She chuckled, then coughed up blood. “You must promise me you will take care of Vakasa. She is special.”

“I will,” Brandt stated.

“No, you must promise me,” the woman said as she clutched Brandt’s hand. “There is a shaman in the jungle. You must find him. He’ll know what to do.”

“I will,” Brandt repeated.

“Promise me,” the woman begged, as her hand went slack.

“I promise,” Brandt said, not sure if the woman even heard it. The earth shook again, and he had to pull Vakasa back from the woman as rocks tumbled down, covering her guardian.

He pulled the little girl to his side and gave her a squeeze. It was the best he could do before turning to Levont. “Situation update?”

“We’re screwed?” The man said, then cleared his throat. “They’ve reorganized. I have no idea how we’re going to punch through that blockade without a division of Marines.”

“Lopez will think of something,” Brandt said, looking behind them to where the corporal had disappeared.

Then he heard a whooping. Not exactly professional, but ever-so-Lopez.

The sound of wheels on a track filled the air. Rapidly approaching, Lopez was pumping up and down on an old handcar. He was pushing a large steel container.

“Hop in!” Lopez yelled as he sped down the track.

Brandt grabbed Vakasa around the waist and threw them both into the bin. Levont landed on top of them.

“Hang on, we’re going to hit the end of the tracks!” Lopez yelled.

“Blow it!” Brandt yelled to Levont. The point man hit the detonator and the explosives did their job, both in collapsing the mine, and in providing the outward force to shoot the bin out the entrance and over the guards.

Lopez was thrown past the handcar and into the bin as they sailed over the shocked soldiers.

The corporal scrambled up and started firing. “Reverse skeet shooting!”

Brandt would let him have it.

They landed, hard, in the center of the village. Brandt grabbed the little girl and hurled himself over the side, his gun at the ready. Although he didn’t need it, as the trees burst with gunfire. Not only were his men providing cover, but the rest of the allies were, as well.

“Move out!” Brandt yelled, and Levont struck out for the jungle. They were just about to melt into the trees when Brandt was shot.

Pain ripped through his shoulder. Despite his attempts to hold onto the girl, he dropped her as his arm went numb. The bullet rattled around his chest. Hitting the ground, Brandt tried to take in a breath, but it was like trying to suck molasses through a straw.

Vakasa patted the wound, sending streaks of fire through his shoulder. The ground beneath him shook as the world went black.

* * *

Davidson slid down the slick tree’s trunk as the earthquake rumbled on. Brandt was down. How could Brandt be down? One of the enemy’s snipers must have snuck in a shot. And it had looked bad, the way the sergeant tipped over, hitting the ground face first.

He had failed Brandt. How could he ever look Rebecca in the eye again? To lose her groom just days before the wedding?

Slipping on the moist ground, Davidson caught himself, then sprinted to the rest of his men.

Talli ran up, as well. “It wasn’t me.”

How sad that a sniper had to announce that he was not the one who had shot his own commanding officer. But, with Talli, it probably was a good idea to let everyone know it wasn’t him.

Davidson sank to his knees beside Brandt. While Levont and the allies provided cover, Lopez checked Brandt’s vitals, having to move the little girl out of the way to do it.

“He’s alive, but unconscious.”

Could he dare to hope that Brandt could survive?

“Looks like his vest caught most of it,” Lopez said. “Then the bullet must have ricocheted, digging up into his shoulder.”

“Brandt,” Davidson said, as the watch on his wrist vibrated. “It’s time to call home.”

The sergeant roused himself, his hand flying to his holster.

“It’s okay,” Lopez said, patting the sergeant on his other shoulder. “We’ve got to get out of here, though.”

“But I’m shot,” the sergeant said, sounding confused. “I’ve got a slug in me.”

“No, your vest caught it,” Lopez assured him. “We’ve got to evac before the soldiers regroup.”

Brandt shook off the cobwebs pretty quickly, rising with little help. “Then don’t let me slow us down.”

The sergeant picked up the little girl as they headed off into the jungle.

Next to Davidson, Talli shook his head. “What?” Davidson asked.

“The guy is made of steel.”

Yes, that Brandt was.

* * *

Rebecca stared at the sat phone. Brandt was supposed to check in an hour ago, but he hadn’t called yet.

Not that she hadn’t been busy. Local authorities hadn’t found any sign of the Disciples except for the dead bodies of their guides. Since murder, let alone a double murder, was extremely rare in Iceland, Rebecca and Bunny had spoken to nearly every law enforcement agency on the island, including, strangely, the Coast Guard.

Bunny walked over as the National Police Commission hopped into his Passat and drove off. Guess they had finally gotten ahold of the State Department, which must have demanded their immediate release. There were going to be lots more questions once they got home, Rebecca was certain.

But the single largest question was, why wasn’t Brandt calling? It was one thing to miss a check-in or two. It happened. But this close to the wedding? He had promised to call when they were heading back to the States.

As if her prayers were answered in real time, the phone in her hand rang. A blocked number.

“Brandt?” Rebecca said, as she answered the phone.

“Hey, babe.”

“Are you okay?” Rebecca asked.

“I’m great,” he said, with more enthusiasm. “But I’m not coming home just yet.”

“What?” Rebecca demanded. Their wedding was in four days. “That’s cutting it awfully close, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I have a promise to fulfill,” Brandt said, then hurried on. “But I’ll be there, don’t you worry.”

And, strangely, Rebecca wasn’t. “So how was your day?”

“Oh, you know, just another day at the office. And yours?”

“Ditto,” she answered with a smile, as Bunny dabbed the cut on Rebecca’s forehead.

# # #
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Prologue
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Montserrat, Spain

694 AD

Vasco Borgona’s soul would be damned until the End of Days and beyond if he did not finish his glorious task. Vasco squinted at his carving as the candlelight flickered, the wick nearly drowned in melted wax. How long had he been gone from his bed?

His joints ached from the cold, but still, he could not force himself away from the eyes that stared back at him. Dark. Haunting. Instead, Vasco drew the rough-spun blanket tighter around his shoulders. 

Sleep could wait. A roaring fire could wait. The wooden sculpture could not. Vasco hadn’t traveled from village to village, never staying longer than a fortnight before leaving his humble abode to melt into the wilderness, carrying only the statue and the tools necessary to create it, to wait upon sleep Those who sought to destroy his work had the coin and determination to follow him to hell and back.

In truth, it was not just his enemies who kept Vasco from a sound slumber. Those who had commissioned the sculpture were as fierce and possibly even more deadly than those sworn to destroy him and his work. A chill, not of the northerly wind that whistled through the thatched roof, coursed down Vasco’s back.

Still, he could not turn away from the carving. Each time he looked into the woman’s eyes, he found himself warmed. It had taken him nearly a year to achieve the exact curve of her cheek. He placed his hand against the wood. Was it his imagination, or did his palm tingle each time he touched her beauty?

It was said the model for his sculpture had been Tzipora, Moses’s wife. Vasco did not know the veracity of such things. He had only received a sketch on an ancient piece of parchment, along with a deerskin full of coin. He had been a simple artist, his belly aching from hunger, so happy for the gold he did not question as to why his benefactors had wanted such a carving or how endangered his life would become if he dared lay chisel to wood.

Vasco let his hand drop away from the sculpture. How many times had he cursed his luck? How many times had he wished to go back and spit upon that deerskin?

Yet, knowing all that he did, Vasco would still have taken the commission. How could he not? How could he have gone on living without bringing this creation to life from the wood of five different trees?

Now all that was to be done was the final painting of her dress. Then she would be ready to be introduced to the world.

Vasco dabbed his paintbrush in the pool of gold flakes mixed with his own spittle. Long after his name died upon people’s tongues, a part of him would still be with the wooden woman he had come to love better than any lady made of flesh and blood.

He did not get the opportunity to lay down a single stroke, as the thin slat door burst open, bringing with it a slap of mountain air. Vasco turned, raising an arm to shield his eyes from the burning torches. His sword lay not a few feet away, yet Vasco did not bother to lunge for it. Not with the hatred in the intruder’s eyes. Not with the silver cross that glistened on the man’s chest. Despite the symbol of eternal life, Vasco would find no mercy here.

The man’s blade slid into Vasco’s flesh so easily he almost could not believe it to be a mortal blow. But as the sword came out of his belly with a wet slosh, Vasco knew his end was near. Others rushed in behind the attacker, knocking cups from the shelf, setting his straw bed alight.

Clutching his belly, Vasco slumped to his knees, splashing blood onto his nightshirt as the attacker stood before him, unmoved, unmoving. Flames crackled all around. His small abode consumed in fire. The attacker turned from Vasco and raised his sword over the carving.

Vasco tried to reach out to protect the statue, but all he succeeded in doing was falling onto his side. Helpless to stop the man, the blade came down upon the wood, splitting the babe in the lady’s arms from her embrace. Not satisfied to part a child from his mother, the man swung the sword again, cleaving the woman’s head from her body. The wooden head bounced off the table, landing near Vasco.

Such hatred in a man supposedly walking the righteous path of God.

Then with the same swiftness they had entered his world, shattering it, they left. Only the roar of the fire and the burning in his belly marked their passing. Vasco could hear shouts and cries from the street. Not for him or his creation, but for the flames. A fire as this could spread throughout the homes, ravaging the entire village.

As flames licked his feet, Vasco kept his eyes forward, looking into the lady’s face that he had so very carefully carved. From the corner of her perfect eyes, bright red streamed down her face, making it look as if she cried blood. The burgundy a stark contrast to her ebony skin. So like the color of Moses’s Ethiopian wife. 

Vasco should have known they would never allow his dark Mother to survive.

His sole comfort was in the fact that this was not his first Black Madonna. Nay. This was a second statue. The first long in the hands of his benefactors.

Despite the raging fire, cold took hold of Vasco, numbing his body, stilling his heart. 

His last sight, that of this dark Virgin. 

Mankind’s last hope at salvation.


CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Cathedral Parish, South Carolina

August 26, 2:38 p.m. (EST)

Dr. Rebecca Monroe tried to ignore the bustling around her. Instead, she stared at the reflection in the mirror. It was so strange to see her blonde hair swept away from her face. And not in a loose, messy ponytail, either. The hairdresser had used enough hair spray and bobby pins to keep her notoriously difficult-to-manage curls under control. Her eyes seemed to float in the reflection, with enough black eyeliner to make an ancient Egyptian queen happy.

Was this really her? Was this really happening? Then she looked down at her long white wedding dress. Okay, not exactly pure white. She was in her thirties, and Brandt had just received an annulment from a woman who claimed to be carrying his baby. So pure white seemed a stretch. Bone white seemed a far more appropriate color. For many, many reasons.

“Don’t you dare start crying,” Bunny said, nudging Rebecca away from the mirror. “You’ve just got to make it twenty-one more minutes.”

Dear God, she was getting married in less than a half hour? Tears threatened. She struggled against them, but it was futile. After everything Brandt and she had been through? Chased across continents. Hunted by religious zealots. Hounded by ruthless mercenaries.

In the mirror’s reflection, Bunny smiled, helping to tuck one loose blonde strand back into its proper place. The younger woman’s bright-red hair also had that sheen only a can of hair spray could produce. Despite trying to keep an upbeat attitude about the day, Rebecca couldn’t help but notice Bunny’s lean frame and young, “I don’t need a support garment” bustline.

Despite the fact her maid of honor was clothed in a rather uncomplimentary peach-colored bridesmaid dress, Bunny radiated beauty. And if anything, the other two bridesmaids, Brandt’s younger sisters, were even prettier. Not beauty pageant pretty. But “I swept all the categories in the pageant” kind of pretty.

Both were slim with rich dark hair. Rebecca wasn’t the prettiest one in the room. Hell, she wasn’t even in the top five.

What did Brandt see in her? He had grown up around Southern sophistication. He was used to women who were actual ladies. Rebecca’s skin chaffed at the lace edging her dress, and seriously, who wore panty hose in Charleston in August? With a full-length skirt and four-foot train, who the hell was going to see her legs?

But Brandt’s mother had been quite insistent. Actually, she had been quite insistent on everything. From the peach bridesmaids gowns to the nylons to the flowers in Rebecca’s bouquet. Nothing about this wedding had been decided by Rebecca, and you know what? Rebecca was more than happy about it. She would have just eloped, but Brandt had family, and by God, his family wanted a Southern wedding.

“Oops,” Bunny said, pointing out a red scrape along Rebecca’s temple. A wound courtesy of a little “outing” Bunny and she had taken earlier in the week. It had begun as a simple research trip to Iceland. The theory had been to do some research into a strange Viking connection with the Disciples of Moshe, the religious fanatics who had plagued them across Europe. Of course, nothing had gone routine about the trip.

But maybe that was what Brandt saw in her. An ability to take a head blow and not faint—or at least not for long.

Bunny turned to one of Brandt’s stunning sisters. Rebecca was still trying to figure out which was which. “Hand me a little cover up, would you?”

As Bunny applied the extra makeup, an itch sprang up in Rebecca’s foot and traveled up her calf, settling in her knee. She knew the rules about breathing, let alone moving in her elaborate wedding dress, but she couldn’t help it. Rebecca reached her hand down, but before a single finger could touch the fabric, a whip-slender woman rushed across the room.

“No, no, no, dear,” Mrs. Brandt chided with a Southern drawl. How come if people said things with that drawl you couldn’t take offense to it? “You must pick up the dress at the sides so that you don’t crease the chiffon.”

Little did her mother-in-law-to-be know that Rebecca had almost dared to scratch the fabric. Rebecca decided to keep that little gem of a plan to herself. Because Mrs. Brandt turned out to terrify Rebecca more than any of the aforementioned threats combined.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Rebecca mumbled.

“Do not ma’am me, young lady,” Mrs. Brandt corrected in that silky-smooth tone, scolded as only a Southerner could. “Call me Mama.”

Yeah, that was never going to happen. 

“Oh no,” one of the sisters exclaimed. “There’s a piece of lint!”

Apparently, in wedding day mode, that constituted a five-alarm emergency. Brandt’s other sister—Kaydria, Rebecca thought—dove for the lint brush as Mrs. Brandt took a magnifying glass, an actual magnifying glass, to the wedding dress. 

Okay, this was shaping up to be the longest twenty-one minutes of her life. It seemed the entire family was trying to wipe away the memory of Brandt’s first awkward overseas marriage by putting on the largest, most glamorous wedding Charleston had ever seen.

Which wasn’t easy to do, given it was Charleston and this was the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, the largest church on the southern seaboard. This dressing room alone had enough gilded crosses to give the Vatican a run for its money, and Rebecca would know.

“Don’t worry,” Bunny whispered. “None of it dates before the eighteenth century.” The younger woman gave a wink. “I checked.”

And Bunny would know as well. The redhead was nearly as well versed in proto-Christianity as Rebecca. Which had come in handy several times in the past few months.

Still, Rebecca felt compelled to study the religious icons to assess if there wasn’t some deeper, hidden code buried in them rather than preparing to get married.

Get married. 

Okay, those two words were really starting to freak her out. 

Bunny must have sensed Rebecca’s rising anxiety, as she tried to herd the Brandt women to the door. “I think the bride might need a little air.”

It looked like Rebecca might get a reprieve from all of the clucking when Holly, Brandt’s youngest sister, burst into the room. “They’re still not here!”

The other women dropped Rebecca’s dress and rushed over to the teen.

“What do you mean?” Mrs. Brandt demanded. “Vincent said they were stuck in traffic and going to be a tad late”—she looked to her silver watch—”but the groomsmen should be in position by now.”

“Yes,” Bunny encouraged, “why don’t you go see about that?”

In a rustle of satin, the mother of the groom and three of Rebecca’s bridesmaids rushed from the room as Bunny closed the door behind them.

“They’ll be here on time,” Bunny reassured her.

Of that, Rebecca wasn’t so sure. This was Brandt, after all. If any man on the planet could find a way to get in some kind of international trouble on his wedding day, it was her fiancé.

The only thing Rebecca was certain of was that the men weren’t stuck in a traffic jam. 

With Lopez driving, that was an absolute impossibility.

* * *

Sergeant Vincent Brandt clutched the machine gun to his chest as his other hand grabbed hold of the train car’s panel to keep himself from being hurled out the window. Yes, he was clutching a machine gun on his wedding day. That didn’t stop the train from nearly derailing as it took a sixty-degree turn at sixty miles an hour. Physics was not their friend today.

“Slow it down!” Brandt yelled to Lopez but knew that it was futile. Especially as the corporal lashed out a hand to catch the video camera before it slid off the console.

“Gotcha!” Lopez announced, not to Brandt, but to the camera as he set it up again.

Another one of Operation’s bright ideas. Filming their missions. Even though the brand-spanking-new Ricoh military spec camera was solid state, eyes-only encrypted, with a self-destruct module, Brandt thought it was possibly the worst idea to come along since, well, since ever. And it didn’t help that Lopez was already a little too Evil Kinievel for Brandt’s tastes, but now? Now that he was being filmed for posterity? Forget about it.

But the upper brass’s new thing was accountability. They wanted proof of a mission’s objectives. Brandt thought if they wanted that kind of deal, they might want to come out in the field with his team for a week. Strangely, no one took him up on his offer.

The crack of a shot came from the right as Davidson cursed under his breath. Clearly, the private hadn’t hit his driver of the train car in front of them. How could he? The kid was good—damned good. However, the train they chased was just a speck on the horizon. And strong winds coming in from the east were making any long-distance shot reliant on prayer.

Davidson pulled himself back into the car and stretched out his scarred fingers, shaking off the pain. How the kid could shoot at all after all those burns was amazing. The fact he could outshoot most snipers with ten years his training? That was about as near a miracle as you could get. Brandt’s lips turned down as he studied the melted ruin of Davidson’s left cheek.

Had that fire truly transformed the sniper? There were times Brandt felt the old trust building, then Davidson would take a single step out of place, and it would be shattered. Brandt wished he could wipe that memory of Davidson pointing a gun at Rebecca away, burn it to ashes, but it refused to be uprooted. Was the sniper reformed or just a scorpion biding his time?

“Throw on more wood!” Lopez yelled over the clacking of the train, snapping Brandt back to the present.

Picking a steam-powered antique train as their chase vehicle hadn’t been the most efficient choice, but it was what they had, so they had to make it work. Ahead of them, a stolen train car filled with live munitions was booking it.

“Levont!” Brandt ordered. “You heard the man!”

The team’s new point man bent over, grabbed a large log, and tossed it into the old-fashioned furnace. The burly guy made it look easy. The train picked up speed, hurling down the tracks of an abandoned railway on the north side of the Charleston Naval Weapons Station. 

“Nineteen minutes!” Talli shouted.

Damn it. The naval base had over three thousand active-duty personal, yet here Brandt and his team were, chasing down the bad guys. The upper brass was worried that this string of ammunitions thefts were inside jobs, hence why they had no military back up. And now, with less than twenty minutes to go before his wedding? Typical.

There was absolutely nothing Brandt could do to speed up the chase as the Charleston countryside rolled past. Thick grass blanketed the meadows hemmed in only by the weeping willows. It smelled green. Not that muted, dusty green of the rest of the world, but that bright, shiny green he’d only found in South Carolina. It smelled like home.

“Watch it!” Davidson snapped at Talli. “If you can’t get a shot through the window, don’t take it.”

The team’s “official” sniper bristled at the rebuke. However, Brandt backed their “unofficial” yet infinitely more talented sniper. Ever since Davidson had rejoined the team, Talli had been trying too hard. Which was not helping the man’s accuracy one damned bit.

Honestly, Brandt doubted Talli had been targeting the train car itself. In truth, Brandt was pretty sure Talli had meant to hit the window. The man kept trying to take shots outside his range to keep up with Davidson. Which just wasn’t going to happen.

Normally, Brandt would let it slide. He would let Talli find his footing. The problem was, right now, Talli’s quest to prove himself could get them all blown up.

“Look, we’ve got no idea where they’ve stored the stolen ordnance,” Brandt said, trying to use his sensitivity training. The upper brass was now also all for caring about feelings. Brandt was supposed to be careful not to deflate Talli’s ego. He failed miserably. “It’s the engineering window or nothing.”

Talli’s jaw clenched as he lowered his eye back to his scope. Brandt noticed, though, that Talli didn’t fire. Good man.

Davidson took several more shots, all equally unsuccessful. Brandt squinted. Were they catching up? Had the other train car slowed? Or had they sped up?

Then Davidson’s rifle snapped up. “Crap.”

“What?”

“They’re stopping,” the private reported.

“Great!” Lopez whooped.

“No,” Davidson said, shaking his head. “They’re stopping because the tracks end up ahead.”

Not even Lopez could find the silver lining in that. Not with their brakes shot. Gone. Done. Nonexistent.

Brandt turned to Levont. “Any luck?”

The tall black man shoved another log into the furnace as he indicated with his head to the antique control panel. “Maybe if we had Henry Ford to help…”

The lack of brakes had seemed like a nonissue when the chase began. How often did Lopez use them, anyway? Now, however? Now brakes kind of seemed important.

Lopez’s smile returned. “You know what I say?” Brandt really didn’t want to know. However, he had a wedding to get to in nineteen minutes, so he let Lopez continue. “I say throw on all the wood.”

A retort was on Brandt’s lips, but it stalled as he saw the long-term strategy of Lopez’s plan. It wasn’t just that Lopez wanted to set the world speed record for a steam engine and catch it all on film. It wasn’t even to get to the enemy before they unloaded all of the ammunition they’d stolen. It was to ram this train into the other at the highest speed possible, detonating all of those live munitions.

It was a “if you can’t beat them, join them” kind of plan. Better to have those dangerous explosives go up here where they could do minimal damage than where the terrorists planned to use them. 

Brandt turned to Levont. Even though the man had only been with them a few months, he didn’t need the order, as he grabbed a log in each hand, chucking them into the furnace.

As the train surged forward, Brandt had only one little problem to work out.

How the hell to get off the train before it exploded in all its fiery glory?

Minor detail.

* * *

Rebecca held her tongue as the Brandt women once again fussed all around her. Apparently, wedding preparation involved constantly readjusting every inch of her dress. 

“Maybe,” Brandt’s youngest sister blurted, “maybe Vincent’s had second thoughts.”

Mrs. Brandt took a supposedly playful swing at her daughter, although when it connected, Holly grimaced. “Hush, child. Vincent is having no such thing.” The older woman then turned her attention to Rebecca. “Don’t you worry. Vincent will be here.”

Rebecca was pretty darned sure that the woman said it more for her own sake than any bride’s. The teenager couldn’t help herself, though. 

“But Vincent is never late for—”

“Holly!” Mrs. Brandt snapped, tugging her youngest away from Rebecca.

“Mom!” Holly complained as she was dragged off. “You ruffled my dress!”

As the two smoothed out the peach chiffon, Rebecca looked to Bunny, who pushed a tumble of red curls out of the way, arching an eyebrow.

“Never late?” the younger woman whispered. “How about, don’t bother to make plans because he is probably on another continent?”

Brandt had clearly done a great job of protecting his family from his true occupation. They all thought he was regular army, stationed over in Germany. That worried them enough. If they knew what he really did? If they knew the danger he put himself in on a daily—no, hourly—basis?

They would not be nearly as worried about chiffon—that was for certain.

“I’m sure Vin’s got a good reason,” Kaydria said as she squeezed Rebecca’s arm.

That was exactly what had Rebecca concerned. Not that Brandt had ditched her. That thought had never crossed her mind. He would take a bullet for her. Actually, he’d taken several for her, so worrying about his level of devotion was kind of a moot point.

No, she was worried he and his team had gotten themselves into the kind of trouble they couldn’t get themselves out of.

* * *

The hot South Carolina air blasted Brandt in the face as he climbed up onto the roof of the train. Although, the blazing summer heat was nothing compared to the inferno inside of the engine car. Levont had stoked the fire so high that flames shot out of the furnace. That was their cue to leave.

The only “safe” location was on top of the train, which gave you an indication of exactly how insane their plan was. Lopez swore he had a backup contingency, but sometimes the corporal confused contingency with prayer. And there was no time to discuss the difference.

Levont looked over the side of the train to the ground speeding past. “If we throw ourselves off…”

Yeah, a broken back would probably be the best-case scenario. Right now, the only other option was to crash into the munitions car and die in a ball of flame. So there was that.

“Sarge!” Talli yelled, pointing to what appeared to be a fly on the horizon. The faster it zipped toward them, the larger it became. That was no fly. It was a helicopter.

“When the general said no base support,” Brandt growled at Lopez, “he meant none.” The whole reason Brandt’s team had been pulled in was the concern that this heist was an inside job.

Lopez smiled, though. “I took it he meant this base, Sarge, not the other three in the area.”

The corporal had a rebellious streak a mile wide, but damn, he was inventive in how he expressed it. The helicopter’s nose was down, pushing the envelope on air speed.

Brandt glanced to the stopped train car ahead of them. Would the helicopter get to them in time? Could they clear the blast zone in time? Was Rebecca freaking out at the altar?

Unfortunately, the only question he could answer was the one about the helicopter.

“The helo’s not going to make it.” Talli sighed next to him as Davidson lay belly flat on the train’s roof, taking shots at the fleeing terrorists. Apparently, the would-be thieves had realized their incredibly well-planned-out mission was a bust and ran for the hills. Literally.

At the least, the terrorists had abandoned the vans that contained all of the stolen ordnances. Enough live ammunition to blow a city block. Instead of trying to drive the van out of here, the terrorists fled on dirt bikes. The perfect vehicles for the countryside. Clearly, they hoped to melt into the thick forests surrounding the base.

That just wouldn’t do. 

Time to get even crazier than Lopez.

“Get up!” Brandt shouted to the men as the train hurled toward the explosive-laden train. He tugged Davidson up by the bulletproof vest but spoke to Lopez. “Tell the helo to drop the lines.”

Lopez’s brows furrowed, then arched up. “On it!”

Brandt counted off in his head as the helicopter streaked toward them, black rope pouring out the sides like dark spiderwebs. Maybe the helo couldn’t get to them in time, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get to it.

“On my mark!” Brandt yelled. He glanced over his shoulder as the details of the munitions car came into sharp relief. He could read the car number 429. Even Talli could hit the damn thing by now.

Davidson must have just gotten wind of Brandt’s plan. “Okay, then. I guess we are doing this.” The sniper slung his rifle over his shoulder, securing it.

Levont smiled. “They said your team was off the hook.”

Good to know.

“Three,” Brandt shouted.

Christ All Mighty, that car was coming up fast.

“Two.”

Each of the men kneeled down, preparing for the burst of speed and height they were going to need.

“One!”

Brandt and the rest sprinted across the train’s roof. His barely healed obliques screeched their protest to the plan, but he kept running. As Brandt hit the edge of the roof, he pushed off, launching himself into the air. For a brief moment, he worried Rebecca would get the call all families of the military feared they would get. He could even see her tear-stained cheeks. A wedding suddenly turned wake.

Then a rope smacked him in the face. He grabbed it, wrapping his wrist around it, letting it take his weight. 

Not everyone else was so lucky. Davidson had the speed and the height—there just wasn’t a rope in sight. Lashing out, Brandt snagged the edge of Davidson’s vest. The force changed his trajectory enough to allow the sniper to grab the tail end of Brandt’s rope. Unfortunately, the added weight knocked the helicopter off balance.

Davidson, though, flung himself like a monkey in a tree, casting himself off Brandt’s rope and grabbing a free line.

The chopper righted itself, zipping away as the engine car hit the munitions train. A fireball Michael Bay would have been proud of exploded high into the sky, the heat blast hurling them all forward. The three vans were engulfed in flame yet they didn’t blow. Weird. They should have been filled with explosives.

Lopez whooped, waving the camera. “Got it! In HD color, baby!”

Before he could figure out what that meant, Levont swung closer. “They were right. Off. The. Hook.”

Brandt frowned. “You think we’re done?”

* * *

“Hell, no!” Lopez shouted as Brandt gave the helicopter the signal to give chase to the dirt bikes. 

Davidson felt his lips—well, at least his good lip—pull up into a fierce smile. His bad arm hurt like hell and his fingers were cramped around the rope, but he’d never felt so alive as the hot air pushed him back as the helicopter accelerated.

Who wouldn’t want to hang out of a helicopter chasing after terrorists? God truly was gracious giving him such a second chance. His first military tour had been shrouded in lies. Lies he’d convinced himself were necessary. In the end, though, he couldn’t serve the cult that raised him and his country at the same time.

And his country had suffered for it. Worse, Rebecca had suffered for it. Brandt had suffered the most. 

Not this time. The man clinging to a rope going a hundred miles an hour was the real Davidson. Free of the Knot, he could truly be committed to his cause. To make up for every death he’d caused while under cover. And there had been many. Too many.

He pushed aside the sight of that jet in France. While he hadn’t pulled the trigger, those deaths were on his shoulders as surely as the terrorist who launched the RPG. God would decide his punishment for wandering from His way.

In this life, Davidson could do only one thing to make amends. And that was to take out the bad guys.

Luckily, it looked like there was six of them right ahead trying to outrace a helicopter. Given that he was the lowest on the ropes, Davidson’s feet skimmed the tall, bright grass, so he had the opportunity to be at bike level. The guy on the motorcycle genuinely looked surprised when Davidson flung himself from the rope and knocked into him. An elbow to the jaw and the guy was off the bike. 

It took both hands on the handlebars to stabilize the motorcycle before it pitched over. However, Davidison didn’t take the bike much farther. He’d just preferred to stop the bike on his own rather than plowing into the ground.

Instead, Davidson braked hard as he slung his rifle off his shoulder. The other bikes were so close it was almost too easy. Like target practice. After the day they’d had? Davidson would take it. His first shot took out the back tire of the nearest motorcycle. It tilted over into the high grass. The next shot hit the third biker in the back. Not checking to see what happened to that bike, Davidson aimed at the fourth and hit the gas tank. His next shot set it on fire. Before he set up the shot, the fifth terrorist stopped his bike, his hands high up in the air.

Davidson looked up to Brandt, still on his rope. His question for the sergeant clear. Take the shot or not?

* * *

Brandt shook his head. The guy had surrendered. He was a sleazy terrorist, but he’d given himself up. Sirens sounded from across the field as naval MPs finally caught up with the action.

Given that Davidson had single-handedly taken down the terrorist cell, Brandt gave the private a nod toward the rope. Normally, Brandt would have felt slightly cheated that someone else had had all the action, but with his wedding sixteen minutes away? Today he could have laid a lip-lock on Davidson.

Feeling competent that the slew of MPs heading their way could take care of the cleanup, Brandt gave the signal for the chopper to pull them up.

As their lines zipped upward toward the helicopter, Brandt glanced to the inferno that used to be a train car. All those explosives had been meant for elementary school children visiting the Smithsonian Museum on a field trip. It felt pretty damned good to see that hailstorm of pain and anguish burning benignly in a meadow.

However, today wouldn’t be a complete win, not if he missed his own nuptials.

Shrugging off the help of one of the airmen in the helo, Brandt climbed onto the deck of the chopper. Of course, Lopez went forward to the pilot’s seat. And of course, the air force pilot refused to give him the stick. Normally, Brandt would have sided with the guy who brought the helicopter to the party. However, today wasn’t normal.

“Lopez will be flying,” Brandt added.

“Sir, this is an air force vehicle,” the pilot shot back. “And no one but a—”

Davidson pulled out a piece of paper from his flak jacket and handed it to the copilot. The man quickly scanned it. When he looked up, he seemed confused. “It is a letter of suspension of posse comitatus for the team.”

The pilot’s eyes narrowed. They all knew what that meant. 

“That’s right,” Lopez said, waving his hand at the pilot. “And it is signed by the president of the United States, so get out of the chair already.”

The document in Davidson’s possession overrode the federal law prohibiting military personnel from operating on civilian soil. Which allowed Lopez to fly them wherever the hell they wanted. In fairness, it had been issued in case the chase after the live munitions had carried them past the base’s borders, not to get Brandt to his wedding on time, but hey, Brandt would deal with his commander once he slipped that ring onto Rebecca’s finger.

With a displeased grunt, the pilot rose from his chair, handing the stick over to Lopez. The helicopter lurched and bucked at the transfer and Lopez demanding maximum speed ASAP.

“Sorry, folks,” Lopez yelled over the whine of the engine. “A little learning curve.”

“More like performance anxiety,” the pilot grumbled, although even he threw a hand out and grabbed a hold as the helicopter nearly jumped forward responding to Lopez’s urging.

“How long?” Lopez asked to no one in particular.

“Thirteen minutes,” Talli answered.

“Pshhh,” Lopez snorted. “I thought this was going to be some kind of challenge.”

With the cathedral’s tall steeple nothing but a blip in the distance, Brandt was pretty damned sure getting them there on time was in fact going to be a challenge, but he didn’t bother voicing it. Lopez would just snort again and take offense.

Levont turned to Brandt, beaming. “Like I said. Off—”

“You really think we’re done?” Brandt asked, shoving a package into the point man’s hands.

The rest of the men answered for him. “Hell. No.”


CHAPTER 2

══════════════════

The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist

2:58 p.m. (EST)

Rebecca looked to Bunny as the younger woman placed a hand on hers. Rebecca hadn’t even realized she had been chewing on a very well-manicured finger until Bunny glanced to the digit.

“Sorry,” Rebecca murmured, pulling her hand down from her mouth.

“Hey, it’s your wedding pictures,” Bunny teased. “If you don’t mind a few chipped nails, then I don’t.”

Activity buzzed in the crowded hallway. It was like a hurricane of chiffon had been bottled in the passage. Rebecca couldn’t help but sneak a peak around the corner. The huge white altar was still unmanned except for the priest, who, for the thousandth, time glanced to his watch. Like the guy had anything better to do right now.

“What are we going to do?” Holly asked, the teenager treble replacing her usual “I am older than I look” tone.

“I don’t…” Mrs. Brandt, for once, seemed at a loss for words.

If Brandt did miss their wedding, Rebecca felt way sadder for his mother than she did even for herself. The poor woman had been through a sham marriage, embarrassing annulment, and now a no-show groom. Mrs. Brandt’s social standing might never recover in this bastion of Southern traditions.

Then something sounded overhead. Rebecca craned to look up the tall bell tower. She could have sworn she heard something on the roof. There it was again. Rebecca would recognize a man repelling onto a roof any day.

She looked over to Bunny, who smiled back. They were here. Their men.

“Let’s get this wedding started,” Rebecca announced.

“Deary, what do you mean?” Mrs. Brandt asked, clearly flustered.

“Tell them to strike up the organ music,” Bunny ordered an usher. When he balked, she gave the young man a shove. “Now.”

Her voice had enough authority to override Mrs. Brandt’s shrill protests, and the guy was on his way. Guess surviving multiple RPG attacks could give a redhead some confidence.

“There’s no time to explain,” Rebecca said to Mrs. Brandt as she adjusted her bouquet. “Brandt’s here, so get those bridesmaids down the aisle.”

“But there’s no groomsmen to lead them,” Mrs. Brandt protested.

Rebecca squeezed her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s arm. “This is a new century. Girl power and all. I’m sure they can make it to the altar on their own.”

“Oh dear.” Mrs. Brandt sighed, clearly on the edge of tears. “This is not how things are supposed to go.”

“Just imagine if Vincent pulls this off,” Rebecca encouraged. “It will make the morning paper.”

A flicker of a smile crossed Mrs. Brandt’s lips as the bridal march began, resonating throughout the church. The woman turned to her daughters. “Girls, what are you waiting for? You know the drill.”

Brandt’s sisters, clearly accustomed to taking orders from their matriarch, lined up expertly, ready to go. Holly was the first. All those teenage nerves disappeared as she stepped onto the red carpet that lined the aisle between the pews. The others followed, with Bunny bringing up the rear. 

Next it was Brandt’s young cousins as the flower girl and ring bearer. Unfortunately, there still weren’t any men.

“They’re still not here,” Mrs. Brandt hissed.

“Just take your seat,” Rebecca encouraged, needing the woman to head down the side hallway and slip quietly into her seat up front. 

“Deary,” Mrs. Brandt said, overriding Rebecca, “you have to move your engagement ring to your other hand.”

“I hadn’t—” Rebecca said as the woman pulled the ring from her left hand.

“He’s got to have somewhere to put the wedding ring, doesn’t he?”

“I wouldn’t have thought of that,” Rebecca admitted as Mrs. Brandt put the ring onto her right finger.

“That’s what family is for,” Mrs. Brandt said with tears in her eyes, although Rebecca felt they were tears of joy this time. At least she hoped they were.

“Thank you,” Rebecca said, giving the woman a hug. There hadn’t been much said of Rebecca’s lack of relatives. She’d lost her parents in college, and they had been a small family to start with.

Finally, with Mrs. Brandt on her way, Rebecca looked to Mr. Brandt. The reedlike man in a dark-gray suit. How he got next to her, Rebecca had no idea. The man always seemed at the periphery of his wife’s entourage yet was there if you needed him. And Rebecca needed him now. The only other man that might have qualified to give her away, Dr. Archibald Lochum, had succumbed over a year ago. So Brandt’s father had agreed to do the honors, or at least Mrs. Brandt had offered his services.

“Ready?” Rebecca asked. 

He simply nodded.

If Rebecca thought his son was a man of few words, she clearly hadn’t met Brandt’s father. As a matter of fact, the guy could be mute for all she knew. But none of that mattered. Not as the wedding march played. She took Mr. Brandt’s arm and followed him from the shelter of the hallway and stepped out into the church proper.

Most brides would be greeted by the sight of their groom standing, waiting for their arrival. Instead, Rebecca had a church full of freaked-out guests. Anxiety, worry, and even a tinge of recrimination painted their faces. Rebecca’s belly started fluttering. Could she be wrong? Could this crowd be right? Would Brandt stand her up?

Then she remembered the look in his eye, his bloody eye, as Brandt proposed—for the second time. His fervent promise to her.

In that moment, Rebecca felt sorry for the doubting crowd. Clearly, they didn’t know the determination of her man.

* * *

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” Brandt cursed under his breath as he hung onto the church’s ledge with his fingernails. This was the fifth goddamned window they had tried to open, to no avail.

“Sarge,” Lopez suggested, “we’re going to have to smash one.”

Great. Now not only was he late for his own wedding, but he would have to destroy divine property.

“Wait!” Davidson yelled. “I’ve got it!”

As soon as the window popped open, the men poured through in various states of dress. Thinking ahead, Davidson had packed their tuxedoes. What they hadn’t counted on was having to get dressed on an extremely bumpy helicopter ride streaking over Charleston.

“Boss,” Lopez said, “that tie won’t do.”

Despite being the last one to be able to don his tux, Lopez was by far the most put together. Guess it wasn’t a surprise, though. It was Lopez.

The corporal trotted backward, fixing Brandt’s tie as they hurried down the hall.

“Enough,” Brandt announced as they reached the steps down to the altar. “She’s seen me far worse.”

Talli chuckled. “At least you don’t have a bullet in your belly.”

“Exactly,” Brandt agreed as he went to make his way down the steps, but Levont stopped him.

“No, Sarge, we go in reverse order,” the point man said.

“What in the hell difference does it—”

“For the video, man,” Levont insisted, nodding toward Lopez. Then the point man straightened his tux and headed down the steps. Talli followed close behind.

Lopez lingered at the landing. The first time Rebecca and Brandt had been engaged, it had been a no-brainer that Lopez would be the best man. After that stunt where the corporal didn’t bother to inform Brandt that he, too, had slept with his supposed baby momma? Lopez had kind of lost the whole best man gig.

Davidson shifted from foot to foot. “Sarge, I don’t mind, let Lopez—”

“No offense, Ricky, but you let me marry another woman,” Brandt said to his corporal.

“No offense taken,” Lopez stated, heading down the steps after the other groomsmen.

Which left Brandt and Davidson. At one time, he’d thought the younger man to be a brother. Not just in arms, but in his heart. Then, shortly thereafter, Brandt wanted to kill the son of a bitch. Yet here they were now. Despite all of that, they were standing here, ready to say his vows before his family, and God, he was glad for Davidson to be by his side.

“Thank you,” Brandt said, putting his hand out.

Davidson gulped, putting his scarred hand in Brandt’s. “No, sir. Thank you.”

Brandt turned away before they both got all emotional. Davidson led the way, hurrying down the steps. Brandt was certain he wasn’t the proper number of steps behind his best man, but seriously, he didn’t give a crap anymore. He just wanted to get to the damned altar before Rebecca walked. Nobody would blame her. 

The music was still playing, so that had to be good. He couldn’t tell how far along the procession she was, as all the guests were standing, blocking his view of the aisle. A smattering of clapping went up as Davidson took his place. Brandt made his way past the men and stepped onto what he thought his spot at the altar should be, when a cheer erupted from the entire crowd.

Guess they didn’t have much faith the groom was going to make it.

Then he looked down the aisle to the angel floating toward him. 

Rebecca. She’d had faith. She’d trusted he’d be there.

Breath caught in his throat as if he’d been punched in the solar plexus. She was a vision. An absolute vision. And she was his.

* * *

Rebecca felt tears spring to her eyes. Bunny would be so upset. 

The sight of Brandt in a rumpled tux, though a bleeding cut on his forehead and knuckles raw, was everything she had ever dreamed of. Who knew where the injuries came from? All she cared about was that he was here. Ready to marry her.

The rest of the walk up to the altar was a blur. Literally a blur as tears spilled down her cheek. Mr. Brandt made certain her hand was firmly in his son’s before the older man backed away.

Brandt helped her up the small step to the altar. She clutched it as tightly as she had in their mad race down the Alpine avalanche, needing his strength to stay upright. The improbability and perfection of the moment took her breath away.

No matter she didn’t like her dress or the fact that the bridesmaids looked like baby peaches or that she didn’t have any family to witness the event. The world shrunk down to just her and Brandt.

The priest began speaking as Brandt urged her to face the clergyman. Since they’d had to cancel the rehearsal last night because neither she nor Brandt was in the country, the protocol was all a mystery to Rebecca. Her future mother-in-law had tried to explain it to her, but anything that happened before Brandt burst onto the altar was gone. Just gone.

How could she think when the dreams she’d had since she was a child were suddenly coming true. Okay, fine, they had to go through a gauntlet of bombs, bullets, and ballistic missiles to get here, but here they were now.

Nothing could spoil this day.

Nothing except the sound of feet landing on the steeple of the church. Someone was repelling onto the cathedral’s roof.

Rebecca’s head swung around to her fiancé. “Did you invite anyone else?”

In answer, Brandt’s hand flew to his hip, only there wasn’t a gun there.

Then the vaulted ceiling above their heads exploded.

* * *

Brandt threw himself on top of Rebecca, shielding her from the debris. Why the fuck wasn’t he armed? And why the hell hadn’t he posted snipers outside? He had two right here, standing next to him. A lot of good that did.

Well, it did do a little good since the rest of his men did come armed. Davidson was firing up into the Charleston sky as he yelled for the civilians to evacuate, but who knew who heard him above the terrified screams?

No one needed much prodding, though, as the guests fled the kill zone. Tucking Rebecca’s head down tighter under him, Brandt looked to his sisters, who scattered from the altar and joined his parents in the front row.

“Go!” he yelled to his father. “Get them out!”

His father seemed hesitant, though. After serving two tours in the Gulf, you could see him want to help. But given who had blown that roof, there would be no help.

“Now!” Brandt bellowed, jolting his father out of his indecision. In a flurry of peach and gray, his family rushed off.

Gunfire erupted all around him as his men laid down heavy cover fire. Was it the bullets that kept the enemy from repelling through the breach? And was it just Brandt, or was the enemy not firing back? Had the Disciples not expected them to be armed? Whatever the reason, Brandt meant to take full advantage of it.

Brandt whispered in Rebecca’s ear. “On the count of three.”

She only nodded. He didn’t need to tell her what they were going to do. Rebecca reached a hand out and grasped Bunny’s. On three, they were getting the hell out of here. Backing themselves toward the other men and their cover fire. From there, they would find a place to make a stand.

But first they had to get to three.

“One,” he whispered when a sharp piece of debris hit him in the back. That fucking hurt.

“Two,” Brandt slurred as his body slumped against Rebecca’s. Hand flailing, he found the source of the problem. A dart. A tranquilizing dart.

What the fuck?

As the world spun and compressed down around him, he never did make it to three.

* * *

“Sarge!” Davidson yelled, but Brandt didn’t answer as Rebecca crawled out from under her groom. She checked his pulse and gave a thumbs-up. So Brandt was still alive, but why the hell had he collapsed?

They were only five seconds into the firefight, and already, things were going sideways. 

“Cover me!” Davidson shouted. Before he could even make it a step closer, a harness dropped down from the breach in the roof.

A blow horn announced from above, “He has sixty seconds to live. Get him in that harness or he dies.”

Davidson glanced over his shoulder to Lopez, who technically was in charge. However, even the corporal looked to Rebecca. She clung to Brandt. Her beautiful white dress now streaked in soot.

Davidson rushed to her side, but all Rebecca could do was shake her head. He felt Brandt’s pulse. It seemed to be weakening. The church had fallen eerily quiet as the parishioners fled into the street, taking their screams with them. Far away, the distant sound of police sirens wailed. But they would never get here in time. 

None of them could do anything for Brandt in time. Except for the enemy.

“They want him alive,” Davidson said to her, not knowing what else to say. They simply didn’t have time for anything else. “We’ve got to trust in that.”

Rebecca raised her face as black mascara tear tracks etched her features. “Give me the harness.”

Quickly, they hooked Brandt into the apparatus. Once done, Davidson tugged on the rope. Immediately, Brandt’s unconscious body was pulled off the ground. Rebecca hurled herself forward, catching Brandt. Davidson feared he was going to have to pull her off of him, but she kissed the sergeant hard on the lips.

“We are right behind you,” she whispered, then let Brandt go.

The unconscious sergeant sped upward as the Disciples wasted no time claiming their prize. The helicopter hovering over the church banked away the second Brandt was loaded into the chopper.

Davidson spun to the other men to find out their next orders, only to find Lopez gone.

“Where’d he go?”

Talli shrugged. “Where do you think?”

With a tight smile, Davidson turned back to Rebecca just in time to catch her as she slumped to her knees.

“Are you injured?” he asked.

Shaking her head, Rebecca wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “Why Brandt?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why not me?” she asked, choking back a sob.

Davidson pulled her into his arms, having absolutely no idea of how to comfort her. “I don’t know, Rebecca…I don’t know.” 

* * *

Brandt jerked his eyes open, then wished he hadn’t. The world swam in a sea of reds and oranges. Whatever the fuck they had given him as an antidote, he swore he could see the blood vessels in the back of his eyes. That couldn’t be good.

Despite the terror that spiked in his veins, Brandt couldn’t move. Not his arms or his legs. Nothing. Even his eyelids were beginning to drift down. It took every effort to keep them open.

A man with a shaved head lowered himself to the floor of the helicopter. His face pierced with steel and his skin riddled with tattoos. One especially prominent. The Star of David with a rod through the center. The sign of the Disciples of Moshe.

Fuckers.

“Where is she?” he asked almost reverently.

What she? 

Last Brandt had seen, Rebecca and Bunny were still in the church. Did these ass-bites screw up? Leaving the woman they wanted and taking him instead? But the Disciples were anything but stupid. The capture had been expertly done. 

Then what she?

“Do not worry,” the man said. “You will tell us.”

Brandt wanted to punch or kick at the guy—hell, he’d settle for biting him—but his muscles wouldn’t cooperate. It was like his whole body had been injected with Botox. Not a great feeling. Worse, it was keeping him from doing the one task he really needed to get done.

He tried to get his tongue to work, but there was no way he could even form a curse let alone pop the false crown off his tooth. Nope. He was going to have to get the Disciples to do it for him.

Brandt was going to have to count on their cruelty.

Summoning up every ounce of energy he had left, Brandt spit in the man’s face. 

For a moment, rage contorted the inked markings, but then his captor’s face smoothed back into the mask. 

“You cannot bait me. I walk the righteous path.”

Really? Brandt got the one Disciple slow to anger?

The man rose and sat back down, his eyes closing in what looked like prayer. Seriously, a guy couldn’t get kicked in the face around a Disciple?

Then one of the mercenaries hauled back a leg and kicked Brandt square in the jaw. 

Finally.

His molars slammed together so hard that the crown cracked in two. Brandt could feel his gum bleed, but that was of little consequence. His tracker was now primed. The only problem? He needed to activate the damned thing. 

The guys in R&D really needed to take field conditions into consideration. Brandt wasn’t complaining—fine, maybe he was—but they needed to seriously factor in curare poisoning into the equation.

Gathering the blood into his mouth, Brandt spit again, this time at the mercenaries’ feet.

The merc reared back, kicking Brandt right in Brandt’s solar plexus. His mind careened from the pain and lack of oxygen, but damn if his jaw didn’t clamp down.

Vision blackening, Brandt could only hope that it was enough. 

* * *

As Davidson released her, Rebecca imagined what Brandt would be doing right now if it were she who had been the one kidnapped. Well, besides saying, “Christ, stop crying,” because that was not going to happen any time soon. Her groom had just been kidnapped. She deserved a few tears.

His next admonishment would be to stop feeling sorry for herself—again, not going to happen—so instead, she did the next best thing and took stock of her assets.

Right now, standing in front of a demolished altar, she couldn’t think of any. Her groom was in the hands of the Disciples, the extreme religious organization who had nearly succeeded in killing them all earlier in the year. 

Except, unlike most disappointed brides, she did have a crack Special Forces team on her side. She sniffled, pulling back in the tears. They also had a getaway driver equal to none other. These brave men hunted where others feared to tread. They had the skills. They just needed something to give them the speed. 

And if the kidnappers were in fact the Disciples, they were going to have to move quickly. Because Brandt had to be alive. The religious fanatics had staged this kidnapping down to the smallest detail. They wanted Brandt for something. Even as the tears streamed down her cheeks, she couldn’t think of why.

It had been she and Bunny who had decoded the tablets that held the Ten Commandments and so much more. Why hadn’t the bastards taken either of them? Sure, the Disciples would want Brandt dead for the major blow he’d delivered them, but alive? His abduction made absolutely no sense.

Those thoughts could wait as the skies darkened above her.

A helicopter. Not the one with Brandt, but a helicopter nonetheless.

Davidson raised his gun, but Rebecca shoved the barrel down.

“It’s Lopez.”

The corporal must have tracked down the helicopter that had dropped the men off at the church in the first place. Or he stole one. Or a little elf delivered it to him. With Lopez, you were just never certain. 

Ropes being flung out the sides confirmed her suspicion, though.

Lopez had gotten them the speed. Now they just needed to take advantage of it.

As sirens sped toward them, Rebecca gathered her skirt. Davidson put a hand up.

“I’m going,” Rebecca stated, daring him with her look to argue. Nothing could stop her from getting on that helicopter.

* * *

“Duh,” Davidson answered. “I’m helping you attach to the line.”

“Oh,” Rebecca demurred and accepted his help. 

After he got the bride situated, he turned to Bunny, but she backed away.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her red curls loosening from the pins that tried to keep them contained. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

The other men secured their lines and zipped up toward the chopper. Davidson took Bunny’s hand.

“It’s all good,” Davidson said, cupping her face in his scarred palm. “I’m glad you are staying.”

Bunny cocked her head. “Don’t lie.”

She was right. His protective instincts should be taking over, wanting to keep her safe, but he couldn’t help himself. He was going to miss her.

“No one is going to blame you for staying behind.”

Snuffling back a tear, Bunny put her hand over his. “Like I said, don’t lie.”

Again, Bunny was correct. There was going to be some judgment about her bailing, but if Bunny’s heart wasn’t in it, there was no getting around that fact.

As police officers burst into the back of the church, Davidson kissed her gently on the lips. It was amazing how well the body could heal if given the right incentive. A few months ago, Davidson couldn’t feel the entire right side of his face. 

Now? He enjoyed every moment of their PDA.

He didn’t want to break off the kiss, but they did have an audience. “They are going to want some answers.”

Bunny gave him a peck on the cheek. “Which I can’t give them. Don’t worry,” she said, shooing him away. “Go.”

Davidson grabbed ahold of the rope, wrapping it around his good wrist as the zip line jerked him upward. He watched his peach-colored girl as long as he could. She rushed forward, informing the cops that the men fleeing were not terrorists. Just as Lopez angled the helicopter away, Bunny looked up. 

A sad smile on her face.

He would have smiled back if he hadn’t nearly been impaled on the huge cross that topped the church. The other men helped haul him up into the chopper as Lopez really lay on the throttle.

“Took you long enough,” Lopez grumbled.

Davidson ignored him and prepped his rifle. “Any luck?”

Lopez nodded. “Got a ping hauling ass north by northwest.”

“Wait,” Rebecca said over the roar of the rotors, “you mean we’ve got a location on Brandt?”

“Had,” Lopez corrected. “The ping was a few minutes ago.”

Rebecca looked from Lopez to Davidson. “What does that mean?”

Davidson encouraged Rebecca to sit down and strap in. “After our last mission, we all got fitted with intra-dental tracking devices.”

“That’s good,” Rebecca said, pushing her veil to the side. “That’s great, right? We can find him.”

He glanced to Lopez, though. It would be great if the signal were continuous. 

“Only, we haven’t gotten anything since that original ping,” Lopez stated.

Rebecca tugged on Davidson’s tuxedo cuffs. “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

“The tracker requires kinetic movement for energy…”

The woman had three PhDs. She could easily piece together the scenario.

“So if the tracker isn’t transmitting, it means that Brandt isn’t moving,” Rebecca said in a rush as the helicopter veered to miss a high rise. “He must be unconscious again.”

“Or…” Davidson couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“Or,” Rebecca finished his train of thought, “Brandt is dead.”


CHAPTER 3

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

5:57 p.m. (EST)

Frellan leisurely studied the soldier curled up on the floor of the helicopter. The Master had made this man out to be nearly a god. The man who had stolen Moses’s tablets and destroyed God’s twin cities. Bringing their most vaulted warrior, Aunush, his sister, to her knees.

Though, he did not think it took a god to bring Aunush down. Though they had bathed in the same womb, they could not be more divergent. Aunush, since her first squall, had wished the world to know of her might. She had flaunted her elevated position and taken pride in her accomplishments, indulging in her passions.

Including the man who sat across from Frellan. Her sniper, Mikhal. 

She had toyed with the sniper. Baiting him, thinking her sexual conquest would keep her safe. In the end, Mikhal had turned her into the Master. But how long had the sniper played both sides against one another? Had he truly brought Aunush to the Disciples out of duty or out of expedience? Had the sniper hedged his bets?

Whether or not Frellan trusted the sniper mattered not. Mikhal was a weapon. A very useful one if the reports from Aunush’s last operation were any indication. The only one to survive the encounter with Brandt and his team. 

Frellan’s eyes scanned farther down the row of mercenaries, who sat stoically through the long flight, until he paused on Monnie’s face. Beautiful auburn eyes shone from a blemish-free mocha complexion. So young and tender to be a watcher. 

However, after Nannan’s untimely death in Jordan, the young woman was the most studied of the watchers. Monnie was seeped in the Messiah’s prophecies. Not just the ones detailed in the Bible, but she was also well versed in the oral history from Moshe and Yoshua, carried down the line through the Disciples’ history.

Frellan had been reluctant to bring the young woman along, but the Master had overridden him. The Master was concerned that if this girl in the Congo truly was the Messiah, that she might be naive to her station, her power. Their savior might think herself just a scared little girl. It might be best to have someone on the team who wasn’t a mercenary forged by God’s will. A feminine touch.

Monnie must have felt his gaze upon her, as she looked up from the scroll she had been reading. He saw the flinch of fear in her eyes as she surveyed the many tattoos and body piercings that riddled his face. Frellan did not balk despite the disdain he found in her features.

While his sister’s life had been led in the light, Frellan’s had been spent in shadow. The only mark of his passing were those etched upon his skin. For every quest, every victory, every defeat was recorded in ink or steel.

Few had seen his face and lived to tell the tale. 

Her eyes flickered back to her precious scroll. That is right, child, Frellan thought. His piercings had another purpose. Intimidation. If he would do such to himself, what might he do to an enemy? Or an ally who had disappointed him?

Frellan looked back down the row of the mercenaries. They, too, had deep ritual scars, but even they gave him a wide berth. He found Unugo, his second-in-command. The man sported a new spiked rod through his cheek, after they failed to obtain the information they needed in the Congo.

The piercing was a work of art, really. 

It was not that Aunush and he did not share the same desires. That they did not both revel in creating, nurturing, and exploring pain. He’d just found a way to elevate his to beauty. Something God would smile down upon.

He wondered what he might do to this supposed god at his feet, Brandt. The man had been trained to withstand torture, but torture was not what Frellan employed. He made sure even if his subject survived his ministrations, they bore his mark for life. Would his woman want him then? Knowing what Frellan had done to him?

When his spleen poked out through his flank? Or a hooked bar pierced his member?

The thought of all that he could do to the paralyzed soldier aroused Frellan. He took a deep breath. His was to experience pleasure but to serve god. Especially with the Messiah’s appearance to be so close at hand.

This man-god’s gnats were in the air, searching for their lost leader. 

Little did they know that the tablets were but one of many secrets the Disciples held. In many ways, the tablets, while holding the fascination of the Master and Aunush, were of little consequence. They held only the announcement of the female Messiah. They did not hold where or how she would come into the world.

The tablets might be lost again, but the Disciples’ purpose was redoubled.

Since the moment Aunush had sent word that the tablets were in play, Frellan had listened for the whispers in the night of the Messiah. Was she already born, or had she yet to be conceived? The Disciples must be the first to find her, bring her into their fold, so that she might be raised amongst the true Word.

Even in this modern age of computers and the Internet, combing through a world filled with nearly seven billion people was a laborious task. Then a scout assigned to shadow Brandt and his men had stumbled out of the Congo jungle, telling of a girl who could heal even the most mortal blow. A girl who Brandt had saved. A girl who he had personally seen to it had been secreted off, deep into the forest.

Did the soldier know whom he had come upon? Or was he as blind as he was impotent?

Many within the fold were shocked that this soldier might have been in contact with the possible Messiah. To Frellan, there was a perfect symmetry to their meeting. God, in His great wisdom, did not unfold his plan for all to see.

He lived in the shadows as did Frellan. But now, in this glorious age, it was time for both of them to taste the sun on their skin.

* * *

“You must have heard wrong,” Rebecca said, shaking her head so hard her neck muscles complained. 

Still, Lopez lay off the throttle, banking them toward the north. “Nope,” the corporal said. “We have been ordered to stand down.”

“They want another team to take over the search?” Davidson asked, clearly as befuddled by the orders as Rebecca.

“Yep,” Lopez replied as they flew toward the Charleston Airport. They had stayed in the general vicinity of the abduction, awaiting another signal from Brandt. They needed to know in which direction to head, but nothing. Over an hour and nothing.

Rebecca really didn’t think that she had any more tears to shed, but moisture sprang to the ready. In disbelief, she watched as Lopez angled them toward the helipad of the airport, prepping them to land.

She looked to Davidson, but he just shrugged. “That’s brass for you.”

This couldn’t be happening. Brandt couldn’t be kidnapped. They couldn’t be losing control of the search. And what the hell was wrong with the men? Why weren’t they throwing a huge fit? Her own fists shook in quiet rage as her mind raced to find a way to convince the men to stay on the trail.

The only huge problem? That would require her to convince the men to disobey a direct order, not from Brandt, but from the Pentagon. At the least, that would be a court-martialed offense. At worst, it could be construed as treason punishable by death. 

Words caught in her throat as Lopez lowered them to the large red-and-white helipad. Could she really ask that of them?

Um, as she stepped on her wedding dress and tore it, again, hell yes she could.

Lopez brushed past her as he exited the chopper. Rebecca was right on his tail. He was in charge. She had to convince him. 

Rebecca placed an arm on his. “Ricky.”

The corporal seemed vaguely annoyed. Like her asking to save the man she loved to be a bother. “What?”

“We can’t just give up.”

Lopez cocked his head. “No kidding.” He turned to Davidson. “I’m guessing you are in.”

The younger man shrugged. “How much more trouble could I really get into?”

“Talli?” the corporal asked. After the sniper nodded, Lopez turned to the new point man, Levont. “You’ve only been with us a few months. No one will think you’re a bent helmet for waving this one off.”

“Are you kidding me?” Levont said with a broad smile. “I see this going down one of two ways.” The point man swung his assault rifle onto his shoulder. “One, you guys save the world, again. Or two, you go down in a flaming blaze of glory. Either way, I am so going to be there.”

Lopez put his hand over Rebecca’s. “So, little missy, if you aren’t too busy questioning our dedication, would you like to help me steal a plane?”

These men might not wear Brandt’s ring on their finger like she did, but they were equally bound to him. Having no other way to apologize, Rebecca just threw her sweaty, grimy, torn wedding-dressed self into Ricky’s arms.

He laughed, picking her up, swinging her around, so she was pointed in the direction of the private plane hangar. “That’s more like it.”

* * *

Brandt felt his body slosh over. Actually, not slosh. There was no water, yet that’s what it felt like. Had someone replaced his muscles with lumpy oatmeal? Or Jell-O, maybe Jell-O. Whatever the hell it was, it wasn’t responding to his mind’s repeated, urgent request to get up. Now.

The best Brandt could manage was to crack open his eyelids. He was on some kind of air cargo plane. Not US military. It felt Italian in manufacture. Although his brain was about a hundred times more functional than his muscles, he wasn’t about to ask it to come up with the exact make and model. Besides, it didn’t matter. The Disciples probably stole it from a maintenance yard or plane graveyard making the transport nearly impossible to trace.

His limited, ground level vision swept the area in front of him. Pairs upon pairs of combat boots were lined up. A tactical team. No great surprise there either. The Disciples were transporting him from South Carolina to somewhere not in South Carolina. 

Even if he had full, or even minimal use of his limbs, he probably couldn’t figure that out. Not without one hell of a fight ending in a huge body count. One of those probably being his.

No, instead, he needed to concentrate on his tooth.

Closing his eyes and marshaling every reserve he had left, which wasn’t much, Brandt tried to clench his jaw. The best he got was his incisors barely grazing each other. That was not going to do.

Brandt clearly remembered the briefing by the scientists. They were so giddy. “All you have to do is chew,” they said, nearly giggling.

It sounded so fucking simple. Chew or, more appropriate in Brandt’s case, grind your teeth, and the motion fueled the transmitter. So simple. 

So not happening.

“Just ten good chews and the activated transmitter will send out a burst with your coordinates.”

Ten good chews. Who couldn’t chew ten times? Apparently Brandt. Plus, come to think of it, what about if you had a ball gag in your mouth? How could you chew then?

Yeah, those were two scenarios the squints hadn’t thought of.

Knowing that his life depended on his ability to masticate, Brandt bit down harder. He nicked the side of his tongue, but who cared? Pain shot up from the broken shard of porcelain cap. Concentrating, Brandt bit down again and again and again. At least ten times, but nothing.

The first time he’d activated the tracker, the damn thing had given him a little jolt in the gum. Now nothing.

Ten chews his ass.

Clearly, that had been an optimistic number.

Taking in a slow, deep breath, Brandt prepared for another round of overriding a massive paralytic.

He could only hope someone was watching on the other end.

* * *

Davidson allowed the whine of the plane’s engines to soothe his jangled joints. The last few hours had not been kind to any of them. This was the fourth plane they had lifted, and Lopez was having a harder and harder time staying clear of any civilian or military’s radar. 

But they needed to stay close to Charleston. To strike out in any one direction could cost them hours later if Brandt had been taken in the opposite direction. So they had stayed as close to the church as they could. However, word had clearly gone out that their team was AWOL. The Pentagon was probably spending as much time tracking down them as they were Brandt.

No one was taking the waiting harder than Rebecca. She sat across the aisle from Davidson on the twin-engine prop plane, her stained and tattered wedding dress a visible accounting of the hell they had all been through.

Her veil, the anchor of it so firmly tangled in her hair that the best they could do was cut off the shiny fabric, no longer flew in front of her face. However, it looked like some sort of mutant white tulle creature growing from her head.

She had been such a beautiful bride, for all of about two minutes.

And this waiting wasn’t aging well on her. She bit at her manicure, ripping the polish off until she could chew at the nail itself. If she didn’t stop soon, she’d have nothing but bloody finger tips to show for it.

Finally, it appeared that she couldn’t wait any longer. She unlatched her safety belt and pushed herself between Lopez and his copilot, Talli.

“We’ve got to do something,” she implored.

Equally frustrated, Lopez answered. “Tell me what to do, Rebecca,” the corporal said, turning to her, “and I’ll do it. Anything.”

Rebecca threw herself back into her seat, knowing that Lopez was right. There was absolutely nothing else to do but wait. She must have known that flying around in circles simply wasn’t Lopez’s style, either.

“Wait,” Levont said, pushing the tracking monitor toward them, “I think it’s pinging.”

“What do you mean think?” Lopez asked.

Davidson looked at the monitor. Rapidly, the screen was realigning itself, squeezing the search grid down and down again. “Something definitely is happening…But it’s not showing Brandt’s location.”

Rebecca leaned over, her stubby veil brushing Talli’s back. “Why is the screen doing that?”

“Doing what?” Lopez asked, clearly agitated that, at such a critical juncture, he still had to fly the plane.

Davidson watched as the map pulled in tighter and tighter, expanding the area covered to far beyond their search area. Then the screen took an abrupt leap to the right.

“Oh my God,” Rebecca breathed out.

“What?” Lopez demanded.

“He’s gotta be…” Levont started, then stalled.

The little light flashed brightly against the blank blue background.

“Which way do I turn?” Lopez begged, glancing over his shoulder.

But given that the blip was coming from somewhere over the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, there would be no turning anywhere.

Davidson took the map from Levont, readjusted it so that Lopez could see the coordinates, then put the screen in front of the corporal.

His mouth opened, then closed as Rebecca sobbed quietly in her seat.

“Well,” Lopez announced, starting his descent, “guess we are just going to have to steal a bigger airplane.”

* * *

Bunny sighed and crossed her arms, forcing the pout of all pouts onto her lips. But the guy across from her seemed to care less. Weird. That usually worked on most guys. Perhaps Lt. Daniel Prenner didn’t bat for her side. After the repeal of “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” it was kind of hard to know.

“Brenda,” the man coaxed.

“It is Bunny,” she replied. “And I am telling you that you don’t have the clearance to hear my side of the story.”

“Corporal Lopez and the rest have gone AWOL after being ordered to stand down,” Prenner said as if that was going to surprise her. “You’ve got to know how much trouble they are in.”

Really? After Moscow, Slovenia, and Jordan, she should be worried about Rebecca and the rest? Please. Running around the American countryside avoiding MPs was like eating breakfast—in bed. Which is kind of why she didn’t grab that repelling line from the helicopter.

She’d grown to love Rebecca like a sister and Brandt like a brother-in-law, but chasing after the Disciples? That was sheer crazy talk. Whenever the Disciples were involved, you needed to run away—as quickly as you could.

Prenner hit a key on his laptop that started cell phone footage of her and Davidson’s kiss. “Clearly, you care for this man.”

Bunny shrugged. “He’s grown on me.”

Which wasn’t exactly true. There was something there, but between his aborted court martial, reinstatement, then five missions back-to-back, it had been a little hard for them to explore exactly the extent of that “something.”

She closed the laptop. “Just get me my CIA handler.”

Which was kind of weird to say. Her life had certainly taken a left turn since last year. During her graduate studies, the closest that she had come to interacting with the Central Intelligence Agency had been watching reruns of Covert Affairs.

Now she had her very own CIA handler.

“As I said,” Prenner stated very slowly, “Emily Jannus doesn’t exist.”

“Of course she doesn’t. Ugh.” This was going to be a very long night.

Then the door opened as a woman dressed in long black gown, her hair tucked into a sleek bun, strode in.

“This is a closed interrogation,” Prenner growled, but the woman put her hand out.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Emily Jannus.” The woman smiled, looking like she had just stepped into an elegant cocktail party. “And Bunny. So nice to see you again.”

Bunny scooted her chair over to make room for Emily, suddenly feeling underdressed for the occasion. Why did Mrs. Brandt have to go with peach?

“My understanding is that you have a few questions for Ms. Hollingford?” Emily pleasantly asked the lieutenant.

“My commander is not going to stand for this,” Prenner warned.

Emily chuckled. “Who do you think held the door open for me?”

An older man in full dress uniform stepped into the room, his chest bristling with medals. “I am afraid my hands are tied. We are to cooperate fully with Ms. Jannus, or whatever her name truly is.”

Bunny’s CIA handler just bent her head at a cute angle, demurring to the fact Emily wasn’t her real name but not giving any further details. Turning her attention from the men, Emily smiled at Bunny.

“Now, why don’t you catch me up?”

“Well”—Bunny looked to the officers, not sure how much she could say in front of them—”the wackos kidnapped Brandt.”

Emily pulled out a small tablet device and queued up the keyboard. “That much I know.”

“Then it got weird,” Bunny said, nodding to the army men. “Apparently, the military tried to pull Rebecca and Brandt’s team from the pursuit.”

“That I hadn’t heard,” Emily stated as she typed rapidly.

“Of course, they disobeyed those orders.”

Emily’s eyebrows went up. “Of course.” She turned to the general. “Why would you pull a highly decorated Special Ops team from the search for one of their own?”

“The order came from above.” Bunny noted that the general would not meet Emily’s eyes. “Directly from the DoD.”

“See?” Bunny asked. “Weird. It makes no sense unless…The wackos have someone pretty high up.”

“What are you insinuating?” Prenner asked.

It was Emily who answered, though. Her breezy manner evaporating. Replacing it with a cool confidence. “I’m sorry, but you don’t have high enough clearance for me to even approach that question.”

Prenner bristled as Bunny gave him a well-deserved “I told you so” look. The lieutenant looked ready to lash out, but the general intervened, indicating that Prenner should leave. “Regs are regs.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Emily continued. “I meant both of you.”

The general’s brow creased, but he seemed too much of a professional to sputter in front of the CIA agent. Before they could turn from the room, Prenner’s cell phone buzzed. He read the text, then flashed the message to the general.

For a moment, they didn’t look like they were going to share. 

“Gentlemen?” Emily asked. “Do I need to call my director?”

With a soul-deep sigh, the general’s shoulders sagged. “Brandt has been located.”

Bunny sat up straight in her chair. This was the best news since…well, ever.

“And?” Emily prompted.

“It looks like he is heading to the Congo.”

Emily turned to Bunny, but she shook her head. “I have no idea why the wackos would take him there.”

Prenner cleared his throat. “I think I might know.” All eyes turned to the lieutenant. “That was the location of Brandt’s last mission.”

Still, it made no sense. Bunny vaguely knew Brandt and Davidson had been on the African continent, but it had sounded like a routine mission. Nothing that ran afoul of the Disciples.

“I think I’ve heard enough,” Emily said, rising from her chair. “I’ll be taking care of Ms. Hollingford.”

The men didn’t argue, but neither did they part to let them leave.

“Prenner goes with you,” the general stated. Emily went to open her mouth, but he continued. “Otherwise, I will call your director. Then he will have to call a meeting at the White House with the Joint Chiefs. I take it you don’t want to wait that long?”

A frown crossed over Emily’s lips, then curved up into a smile. “Prenner it is.”

With that, the men parted, and Emily whisked Bunny out into the hallway, with the lieutenant close behind. Their heels clicking on the tile floor, Bunny asked, “Where are we going?”

Emily grinned. “The Pentagon, of course.”

Right. It involved Brandt and Rebecca, so of course it involved the Pentagon. 

Duh.


CHAPTER 4

══════════════════

Outside of Mbandaka, Democratic Republic of the Congo

May 27, 5:05 p.m. (CAT, Central African Time)

Brandt’s head banged against the Jeep’s window. Just add that to his collection of bruises. His body wanted to sink back into a drugged haze, but his mind had other plans. The next time the Jeep dipped into a huge hole in the dirt road and bounced out of it, Brandt braced, demanding that his muscles obey.

And they did. Well, at least a little bit. The paralytic must have been wearing off. Obviously, the Disciples were prepared for this fact since they had zip-tied Brandt’s hands and feet.

Squinting his eyes open, Brandt took in his surroundings. Actually, he took in the enemy number first and foremost. Besides the driver and the ever-so-pleasant Disciple, there were three other men in the Jeep. All black. Not just black, but with ritualistic face scars. These weren’t just any mercenaries. These men had been carrying a weapon since childhood. They had been boy soldiers who had grown up to be highly trained mercenaries.

He’d dealt with this brand of men before. Just last week, as a matter of fact. Taking in the passing scenery, Brandt realized he’d seen that too. Just last week as well. Lush jungle lay ahead as they drove through the misty, low-rolling hills of the Congo.

Why the hell would the Disciples bring him back here? Brandt’s last mission didn’t have anything to do with the Ten Commandments or even religion. A World Bank envoy had been kidnapped and needed extraction. 

Sure, the mission had gotten bloody. Any mission in this impoverished part of the world invariably did. But what did the Disciples care about that?

Apparently a lot.

There were at least three Jeeps in front of them, and as they made a curve around a large hill, it seemed at least three Jeeps behind them. The last carrying the young woman from the plane. The Disciples had come in force.

Again, for what, though?

A zap from his molar brought Brandt back to more practical matters. All of this backcountry driving, chattering his teeth, must have fueled his transmitter. He was pinging his location, for who knew how long.

The Jeep’s engine groaned as they began the steep climb up into the dense rain forest, heading toward, Brandt could only guess, the war-torn village where his last mission had culminated.

What the Disciples would do to him there was anyone’s guess.

With a drug-besotted mind, Brandt tried to calculate when he’d activated his transmitter and how long it would take for his team to catch up. With a sigh, he slumped back into his seat. Even if his team had left the States the moment he had pinged them, the Disciples were at least six to eight hours ahead. Add in the time it would take to arrange transportation into the mountains, and his team would be ten hours behind.

Ten hours that the Disciples could spend torturing him.

Not even Lopez and his need for speed could make up that difference.

* * *

“We are totally going to beat them there,” Lopez announced.

Rebecca raised an eyebrow. However, the other men seemed to believe the corporal. 

“Don’t believe me, chica, but we will,” Lopez insisted.

Of course, that made no mathematical sense whatsoever. Even without her laptop, Rebecca knew they were nearly half a day behind Brandt. Granted, Lopez had made up a ton of time over the Atlantic and it had turned out to be way faster to simply land and steal another plane in Lisbon rather than wait for a refuel, but still, that left a minimum of a four-hour gap, which Rebecca couldn’t see how they were going to make up.

Then she noticed the men getting parachutes out.

“No,” Rebecca hissed, suddenly understanding how Lopez planned to make up the difference.

“Yes,” Lopez teased, his eyes wide with anticipation. “We are coming in from the other side of the mountain and dropping directly into the village.”

The corporal raised his hand for a high five, which Rebecca did not return. Talli fulfilled the action for her. The sniper actually had a smile on his face. “All’s that stands between us and setting up an ambush is a little low-attitude jump. My fav.”

“I…I’ve never…skydived,” Rebecca admitted. Normally a paleo-archeologist whose specialty was genetic migration wouldn’t feel ashamed about such a thing, but most PhDs weren’t hanging out with Special Forces.

“Never?” Davidson asked behind her as he strapped himself into his parachute.

She shook her head.

“Dude,” Lopez snorted. “What the hell were you and Brandt doing all this time?”

Rebecca’s face reddened. Oh, they were doing lots of stuff, just not anything that could be mentioned in mixed company. Besides, having way too much action in their work lives, they liked their downtime to be…down.

Not up, jumping from planes.

No matter her hesitation, Davidson handed her a parachute. She studied the myriad of straps. 

“No worries,” he coaxed. “I’ll get you hooked up. Then we’ll tandem jump.”

“Yeah, right,” Lopez retorted as he rose from the pilot seat. Talli followed.

“Um,” Rebecca stammered. “Who is going to fly the plane?”

The corporal waved his hand at the controls. “The autopilot is set to fly past the mountain and crash in Uganda.”

Rebecca didn’t even have time to digest that news when Lopez grabbed for her parachute. “No, Ricky. I think I’d rather have Davidson.”

While just as insane as the rest, Davidson did have some concern for her personal safety. Lopez, on the other hand? His motto? Personal safety was for the dead. Which didn’t even make sense, but he certainly said it frequently enough.

Besides, she and the corporal had being staying at arm’s length since that unfortunate incident of mistaken identity in Russia.

Lopez was having none of it, though. “Please. Chica. Look at those hips of yours.”

She glanced down to her tattered gown. Rebecca liked to think of her figure as hourglass.

The corporal nodded to the lean Davidson.

“Do you really think that skinny-ass frame could handle your curves?”

“Hey,” both Rebecca and Davidson protested at the same time.

“I am team leader,” Lopez said, surprisingly serious. “Chica and I are doing the tandem tango.”

Davidson backed down with a shrug. However, Rebecca didn’t have the same deference to military chain of command. As Lopez started strapping her in, she complained, “Ricky, I really think—”

“Look at his hands,” Lopez whispered in Rebecca’s ear. At first, she had no idea what the corporal was taking about. Then she noticed Davidson shake out his arm. When they came to rest again, the sniper’s fingers, especially those on his severely scarred left hand, began to twitch. 

It was no wonder. They were all trashed. After twenty hours on the road, who wouldn’t be? And Davidson was under the most strain of all. Usually, after a mission, he would have to have several hot paraffin treatments to soothe the pain from his tortured hands. Davidson tried to shield it from the rest, but Rebecca had been there through the multiple surgeries to cut out the scar tissue. She knew the pain even routine movement brought on, let alone the strain of an operation. And he’d gone right from the conflict in South Carolina to this cross-continental plane hop. All of that strain showing in those twitching fingers.

“If anything happened during the jump…I’m not sure if he could hold you,” Lopez continued. “We need his hands for shooting.”

She looked to the corporal with a bit more appreciation for his leadership skills. Far better to tease her about her hips and Davidson about his slight frame than embarrass the sniper with his much more pronounced weakness.

“Besides,” the corporal followed up, “it’s been a while since I’ve held you.”

Typical Lopez. Profoundly insightful one moment, then Lopez the next.

“Let’s just make sure that weapon of yours is holstered,” she challenged back.

With a broad smile, Lopez settled the weight of the parachute on Rebecca’s back. “We shall see.”

Readjusting the straps onto her shoulders, Rebecca realized this was like wearing the world’s most uncomfortable bra. The straps already dug grooves into her skin. Nothing about this experience was going to be pleasant.

As the plane’s yoke inclined on its own, dropping altitude, Rebecca frowned. It just seemed wrong they trusted the computer to drop them off at the right place.

“Ricky, are you sure about this?”

Lopez finished adjusting his parachute before answering. “Oh, please. In these calm skies? The autopilot will be fine…”

“Unless?”

A boom sounded off to the left. The plane veered as fire filled the sky. Lopez grabbed hold of her, breaking her fall as the tip of the wing shuddered, then broke off.

“Unless we’re attacked,” Lopez answered, jumping up, springing for the pilot’s seat.

* * *

Davidson searched out the plane’s window. Scattered clouds blocked the view of the ground. Then bright-red flared.

“Incoming from the left!” he shouted.

Lopez banked to the right. Just in time. Still, the explosion rocked the plane, sending them careening.

“Another!” Levont yelled.

They avoided another direct hit, but that wasn’t going to last long.

“I’m opening the hatch!” Davidson announced, making sure Rebecca had tight hold of a seat. Bracing himself so he wasn’t sucked out, Davidson opened the door. Wind whipped around them. “Somebody get ready to hold my feet!” Davidson announced as he dropped to the floor. 

As Levont grabbed his dress shoes, Davidson swung his rifle to bear. Ignoring the fact he was only a few inches from falling from the plane, he yelled, “Turn into it!”

Lopez obliged, tilting the plane toward the left. Through the scope, Davidson scanned. Where are you? 

The attackers weren’t the Disciples. They were far too north for that. No, this attack was simply the cost of doing business in Africa. Some tribal lord thought that a nice expensive Learjet would bring in some good money. And the chief wouldn’t be wrong. Selling the jet scrap metal could probably feed the village for a year.

The only problem was that Davidson and the rest still needed the plane. Intact.

There it was. That flash as the RPG was fired.

“Into it!” Davidson shouted. Lopez, as always, was right on it, cutting under the RPG as it sailed over them. Davidson fired before the cloud cover obscured the launch site. They were impossible shots. He didn’t expect to hit anything or anyone. He just wanted to give the men on the ground something to ponder. Passenger planes usually didn’t shoot back.

Unfortunately, the attackers didn’t seem to care.

“Here!” Tallie said as he shoved an RPG launcher at Davidson. The metal object slid across the floor. Davidson snatched it before it went over the side.

Now this, this might give them something to seriously ponder.

Before he could get the launcher up onto his shoulder, Rebecca screamed, “Incoming!”

She was right. And this one was coming straight at them. Lopez tried to maneuver, but there was no way they could get out of range. The trajectory was all wrong, and Davidson was all about the trajectory.

There was only one thing to do.

* * *

Rebecca watched as the RPG seemed to swim out of the clouds and streak toward them. Despite Lopez’s best efforts, the RPG was still going to hit them. Maybe in the tail of the plane now instead of the nose, but they were going to get hit.

Then Davidson fired his RPG. The rocket shot out of the aircraft, scorching the chairs next to Davidson. She expected the RPG to sail downward, but instead, its path was nearly parallel to the plane. Right at the incoming missile.

In a fiery explosion, Davidson’s RPG slammed into the enemy’s. Close. Too close. The shock wave cracked metal, sheering off an entire wing. The plane tumbled onto its side as the seam that held the front and the back of the plane split open. 

“Go!” Lopez yelled from the cockpit. “Jump!”

Davidson scrambled to his feet, letting Talli and Levont follow orders and leap from the plane as he tried to make his way to Rebecca. Then the unthinkable happened. The plane cracked in two. Davidson lunged forward, trying to grasp her wrist, but their fingers barely brushed. She was on her own.

Without any thrust of its own, the back of the plane tilted nearly vertical and fell, with her inside.

Tears ripped from her eyes, Rebecca latched onto the edge of a seat, her feet dangling, useless. Then she passed Talli and Levont, their parachutes already open. She could see the men point at her, but what could they do?

Pull it together, Rebecca thought. You’re just falling at terminal velocity. Okay, that didn’t help. No, she needed to get out of the plane. She needed to climb to the top and jump, getting clear of the wreckage. Or pre-wreckage.

She tried to grab hold of the armrest in front of her, only to have her grip slip. Dangling by one hand, Rebecca tried to push the panic down. What would Brandt say?

“You’re still alive, so stop whining.”

God, she loved him, but his voice really wasn’t all that helpful in a crisis.

“Rebecca!”

She looked up to find Davidson curled into a ball, cutting his wind resistance, hurling toward her. He pantomimed for her to grab a cord on her parachute and pull. 

Not even thinking about it and all the things that could go so horribly wrong, Rebecca jerked the cord. Or at least the cord she thought she should pull. But nothing happened. Rebecca looked up to find Davidson nearly on her.

“The orange one!” he yelled.

Fishing around, she found the orange one and pulled it.

* * *

Davidson waited until the parachute flung open. It hit the side of the plane, but the wind caught in its canopy and jerked Rebecca up and out of the tail. As he pulled his own cord, Rebecca shot up past him. 

That was okay. He’d rather have her up above him than hurling to her death. His own parachute popped open, sucking in air, snapping his risers, just as the tail of the plane crashed into the mountainside. Guess the tribal lord was going to get his cash, after all. Then Davidson was whisked upward as the skirt caught air. He sailed up and slightly past Rebecca. Guess Lopez was right. He must be little lighter than her. Not that he would ever tell Rebecca.

Sheer terror masked her normally pretty features. He guided the braking lines, slowing his ascent to match hers, pulling them almost even. His intent was to grab hold of her rigging and help control her descent, but Rebecca’s eyes stared over his head.

He looked over his shoulder to find the plane’s front half plummeting out of the sky—with Lopez standing on the nose of the plane.

“Quick!” he yelled. “Somebody get this for Ricky Junior!”

Davidson ignored the corporal. At some point, Lopez was going to have to pull the cord. Picture or not. Davidson’s priority was getting Rebecca down safely. Carefully positioning his canopy over hers, he inched into position. They were close enough he could see Rebecca’s terror returning to her eyes.

“See?” he tried to coax. “It’s not so bad.”

Rebecca scowled, but at least she didn’t look ready to hurl.

Maneuvering around her lines, Davidson brought them nearly nose to nose.

“I’m just going to tether us, then cut your shoot. Okay?”

Gulping, Rebecca nodded, seeming more than willing to hand over the landing to him.

“On the count of—”

A shot split the difference between them. More bullets came as men ran through the forest, tracking them. Guess the tribal lord wasn’t just satisfied with the plane wreckage.

“Why are they shooting?”

The better question was why hadn’t they hit them yet. They were sitting ducks up here. Then Davidson realized their strategy. They weren’t trying to hit them. They were trying to hit their parachutes. They were forcing them down onto the tribal lands.

“They want us for ransom,” Davidson said quietly, trying to keep to the task at hand. Getting Rebecca and him tethered. 

“Ransom?” she repeated, clearly trying to wrap her head around the idea. 

He didn’t have time to explain that a major part of rural African economy was ransom. And people falling out of an expensive Learjet? Even better. Given the fact that Rebecca was in a wedding dress and all the men were in tuxes. The best.

Little did the tribesmen know they’d downed a Special Forces team. Davidson would let them figure it out once they were on the ground and could marshal some defenses.

His fingers fumbled as he tried to latch on the carabiner. Then another shot, one that sliced through Rebecca’s canopy, ripped her out of his grip. He tried to hold on to her as Rebecca’s fingers dug into the flesh of his palm, but his scars spasmed and she was gone.

The tear in the skirt spread like wildfire as she flailed to get control of the damaged parachute. She didn’t have the experience to do it, though, evidenced by her rapid, haphazard descent.

There was only one thing left to do.

* * *

Rebecca’s body was jerked to the left as the wind caught the intact portion of her parachute. She picked up speed as the gust carried her past a peak. Davidson, however, was drifting down like a good skydiver would. Then he pulled out his gun.

Too late, she realized what he was planning on doing.

“No!” she screamed.

Davidson pulled the trigger anyway, shooting at his own parachute. Dear God, she loved military men, but they were freaking crazy. The newly damaged parachute bucked and fought him. However, Davidson had far more control than she did. As a matter of fact, he rapidly gained speed and accuracy, coming right for her.

Unfortunately, the tear in his chute angled to the left, ripping a huge hole in the fabric, dragging the chute away from her. Davidson had to follow. With a desperate cry of “Rebecca,” the private disappeared behind the peak.

She would cry too, except that green jungle was coming up fast. Unable to guide the chute, Rebecca let go of the handles and covered her face. Her body slammed sideways into the thick vegetation. Through her arms, she could see leaves flapping and branches snapping. Her leg hit a tree trunk and bounced off of it.

The parachute got caught in the foliage, threatening to nearly tear her in half. Then she was falling again as the fabric tore away. Birds burst all around her, startled by her falling form. Monkeys hooted in the distance, and still, she fell. Something snagged her cheek. Her dress ripped. A bone-white shoe dropped off, and still, she fell.

Then her harness caught on a branch, jerking her to a sudden stop. The slightly stretchy material sprang her up, then down, bouncing her like a baby in a swing.

The sole problem? She was a good twenty meters from the forest floor.

But you know what? She’d take it.

* * *

Davidson ran through the dense underbrush, heading toward the sound of the shots. It was about ten degrees off the path he’d calculated for Rebecca, but if he could gather a few more men, all the better.

Raising his weapon, he jumped a moss-covered log and burst into a small clearing. Four guns turned toward him. Luckily, they were his team. Half a dozen bodies littered the ground. Guess the tribesmen had gotten in a little over their heads.

“Where’s Rebecca?” Lopez asked.

Gulping air, shame burnt Davidson’s face. “Her chute…she got…I lost her.”

“They were shooting at all of us,” Levont said.

Davidson glared at the new point man. Having someone defend him made his failure sting all the worse.

“Whatever,” Lopez said, gathering ammunition and weapons from the dead men. “We’ll catch up with her.”

“Are you sure?” Talli asked. 

Both Davidson and Lopez glared at the supposed sniper.

“Whoa,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’m not saying someone shouldn’t go after her, but we have a narrow window of opportunity to get in ahead of Brandt. I’m just saying we put the majority of our manpower to laying the ambush.”

The man was correct, which bugged the crap out of Davidson. His shame had prevented him from seeing the whole picture.

“Talli’s right,” Davidson admitted. “I’ll head out and catch up with you at the rally point.”

Levont stepped in front of him, though. “You are kidding, right?”

Davidson looked to Lopez.

The corporal nodded. “Davidson did just fine last week.”

“That was with an entire team. With vehicles, sticking to the roads,” Levont pressed. “But out here? In the jungle? How much forest tracking experience do you have?”

Still bristling from the prickle of shame, Davidson was not in the mood to be questioned. “Enough.”

“Do you speak Lingala?” Levont asked bluntly. “Dude, you are a white guy in a tux who doesn’t even speak the official language of the country. How far exactly do you think you are getting?”

“He’s got a point,” Lopez stated.

“No.” Davidson had lost her. He had to get Rebecca back.

Lopez dug his shoe into the dirt. “We’ve got GPS coordinates to guide us back to the village. Finding Rebecca out here in this”—the corporal indicated to the dripping leaves that formed a green sky above their heads—”is going to take some mad skills.”

They shouldn’t even been having this discussion. If Brandt were here, they wouldn’t be. Brandt would already have struck out after Rebecca.

“We’ve got to give Rebecca and Brandt the best chance at survival,” Lopez concluded. 

“I’ll find her,” Levont added. “Or die trying, I swear.”

“We’re not soldiers,” Talli chimed in. “We are a team. We’ve got to work as one.”

Great. Talli being more logical than him. It didn’t get much worse than that.

Lopez must have read Davidson’s capitulation before Davidson even knew that he capitulated.

“Levont,” Lopez said, handing him several extra weapons, “go.”

“My last spotting marked her about eleven degrees north by northwest.”

With a nod, the tall black man took the guns and ammo, tucking them into his tux’s pocket as he turned and headed into the forest. Davidson watched Levont’s back until it disappeared amongst the foliage.

Talli struck out in the opposite direction. Still, Davidson stood rooted in place. Not sure which direction to head.

Lopez patted him on the back. “I am going to leave it up to you,” the corporal said, then turned, walking backward. He looked over his shoulder, apparently making sure Talli was out of earshot before whispering harshly. “But damn, I could use a real sniper on this rescue mission.”

Davidson sighed. Brandt’s chances did go down sharply if he didn’t join them. Whereas, Rebecca’s chances were best with Levont.

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Davidson said as he followed Lopez.

“That and taking the plane elevator,” Lopez frowned. “I need to get a better name for it, but you get what I mean.”

Unfortunately, Davidson did.

* * *

Brandt braced himself as the open-aired Jeep slid in the thick mud. If the driver didn’t correct, they were about to go off the side of a very steep cliff. Thankfully, the driver was probably born and raised amongst these treacherous, slick mountain “roads,” as he turned into the spin, hitting the gas, bumping them up and over the mudslide.

However, the Jeep in front of them did not fare so well. It couldn’t fight the force of gravity as the rear wheels went over the edge. The men tried to scramble from the vehicle as it hung from its front tires, but again, those laws of physics didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass. Which apparently neither did the men’s team. No one so much as reached a hand out as the Jeep slipped from its perch and plummeted down the side of the cliff, the men’s screams filling the misty mountain air.

Then quiet returned to the jungle.

“See what the problem is,” the lead mercanary barked at the driver.

Using his legs, Brandt lifted himself off the seat and looked ahead, finding the problem that had brought this little convey to a screeching halt. Ahead of the lead Jeep was a huge gouge in the road. More than likely the Congonese government’s countermeasure to rebel activities. It was a common ploy. Cutting gouges in the road stopped motorized vehicles from disappearing back into the jungle, which made it much harder for the rebels to make blinding strikes in the lowlands. It could take hours to build any kind of stopgap measure to get across.

Brandt had never been so glad for a ruthless, oppressive government in his life.

Until now, the Disciples had been well organized and executed a Special Forces–style snatch. Too bad their luck seemed to have run out. As everyone’s did eventually. Had the Disciples prepared for this contingency? They were now six men down. Which meant that Brandt was still facing twelve-to-one odds. Odds that were now doable. 

“Frellan, we will have to go by foot,” the merc leader stated as he grabbed his pack from the Jeep. The Disciple didn’t seem any too happy by the fact. Guess the guy didn’t do as much research on the African side of this mission as he should have.

Brandt and his team had met with a similar problem last week, approaching from the eastern slope. However, they had brought sturdy planking along. Lopez had gotten them underway within ten minutes. Clearly, Frellan didn’t have anyone of Lopez’s caliber, which meant if they wanted to get the Jeeps across, they would have to stop, cut down trees, craft planks out of them, and hope they held the Jeep’s weight.

And every hour they delayed here trying to build their bridge on a sliding slope of mud was an hour the army could spot them and send in troops.

Guess the Disciples were learning the hard way that Africa was a fickle mistress.

Worse, the group had only made it halfway up the mountain, and even the Jeep’s engines had strained at the grade. There was no way Brandt was going to make it in his current condition. And Frellan knew it.

The tattooed man drew in a deep breath. “Administer the antidote.”

Brandt kept his face placid, neutral, accepting.

But on the inside? Oh. On the inside, he was grinning ear to ear.


CHAPTER 5

══════════════════

Pentagon, Washington, DC

10:59 a.m. (EST)

Bunny sat in a room not all that unlike the one back in South Carolina. Painted gray, with no windows and a stark metal table. Guess the Pentagon wasn’t big on spending their budget on interior decor. She shifted in her chair, trying to get comfortable. Even in a borrowed pair of slacks and a blouse from Emily, Bunny still felt woefully underdressed. The few people they had met coming in through the south parking entrance were in full dress uniform.

She sipped on her can of Fresca. Emily remembered her well, even the exceedingly rare flavor of grapefruit mint. Setting the can down carefully so as not to spill anything on the dozens of files scattered on the table, Bunny reached for the report on Brandt’s last mission.

These after-action reports read about as easily as a freshman’s term paper. For all of Brandt’s virtues, engaging prose was not one of them. 

The door swung open as Emily and Prenner rushed in. Neither could hide the look on their faces. Bunny popped up from her chair.

“What happened? Is it Brandt?”

Bunny knew that he had activated his tracker and the Disciples had taken him back to Africa, but had his usefulness run its course? 

Emily gulped, nodding to the chair. Bunny didn’t sit down. The woman sighed. “No. Brandt is still en route to the African village. No…” Emily gulped again. “The plane we believe was carrying Corporal Lopez’s team and Dr. Monroe was shot down deep within the Congo basin.”

Bunny sat down. Hard. “Are you sure it was them?”

“Just before it was downed, it looked like someone was trying to break the sound barrier with a Learjet,” Prenner answered.

Okay, the lieutenant was right. That had to be Lopez, then. But if Lopez was at the helm, how the hell did they get shot down? 

“The Disciples?” she asked.

Her CIA handler shook her head. “The last satellite images we had showed a tribe on the move. I think this was simply a matter of opportunity for them.”

“Okay, then,” Bunny stated, shifting her mind out of freak-out mode and into figure-it-the-hell-out mode. “You guys have obviously scrambled some kind of rescue effort.”

By the shared pained expression on Emily and Prenner’s face, that was a big fat no.

She shouldn’t have been surprised, though. The men’s mission last week had been uber secret. A last ditch effort, as a matter of fact. The African country was on the brink of civil war at all times. Trying to negotiate even the most basic humanitarian aid was fraught with danger. Add in a major American military move? That spelled disaster.

“So they are on their own?” Bunny asked despite already knowing the answer.

“Which is why we need to figure out the Disciples’ angle. I have assets in the region, but I can’t engage them until we know the end game,” Emily said as she sat down across from Bunny. The CIA operative pushed the after-action reports toward Bunny. “There has got to be something in here that gives us a clue.”

Bunny shoved the papers back. “I’ve been over them a thousand times. There is nothing in there.”

“What about what isn’t in there?” Prenner suggested.

Bunny’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“All military units are known for let’s say ‘fudging’ their after-action reports. Special Forces, though? Theirs are nicknamed ‘time-savers’ since they save the redactors all that precious ink blacking out parts that will never see the light of day.”

“Can you give me an example?” she asked, still not quite understanding how any of this was going to help save Rebeca and the rest.

Prenner pulled out a specific file. The one that covered their time chasing after the Ten Commandments tablets. “Did Brandt describe everything that happened in this?”

Bunny snorted. Hell, no. The indoor helicopter incident? Where Lopez stole a Russian military helicopter? Not very likely. The lack of Talli’s sniper skills? Completely missing. The report was more a general gist kind of document rather than giving the actual blow-by-blow.

“It looks like you are getting where I’m headed,” the lieutenant stated.

She didn’t bother answering him. Instead, she dug through the pages, trying to find the ones that had bugged her. The ones that seemed incomplete.

* * *

Rebecca watched the snake’s forked tongue flicker. 

An African rock python. 

Genus: python. Species: sebae, if she weren’t mistaken. And mistaken she wished she could be. The rock python was the largest of all African snakes, and that damned tongue of its was forked to increase the surface area so that it could more easily detect tropotaxins. Chemical cues that prey was around.

Basically, if exhaustion had a smell, Rebecca was doused in it. The snake probably tasted an easy meal on the horizon. She had nearly been squeezed to death by a cousin of its in Ecuador and really did not want to relive the experience. However, as the metal clasps of the parachute’s harness refused to budge, Rebecca feared a repeat performance. Especially since she had been watching the damn snake for about five minutes and had yet to see its tail. It was really annoying that she knew the snake could be as long as twenty feet and could easily consume her, tattered wedding dress and all.

Even if she somehow got out of the tangled harness, there was still that nasty twenty-foot drop. Although, right about now, she would take a broken leg over suffocation via python.

Not a great Plan B, however.

As a branch snapped as the snake coiled itself around the parachute, working out its crushing muscles, Rebecca worked frantically on the latch. She understood that they didn’t want you falling out of the parachute at thousand feet up, but seriously, did they have to jungle-proof it?

The buzz of insects, so many insects, rang in her ears as if they were cheering the python on. Not that it needed much incentive. Side to side, it winded its way down the parachute, that tongue testing the air. Making sure she was still an easy mark.

One of the latches finally gave way, taking an acrylic nail with it. She slipped through one of the loops, dropping a good foot. The snake must have sensed its meal getting away, as it sprang open its jaws, striking toward her. Rebecca ducked as its head flew past her. Undeterred, the snake swung back, pulling itself back for another strike. It hadn’t spent the last half hour climbing this damned tree to let her go so easily.

Frantic, Rebecca worked at the other carbine, spinning the lock until it, too, released. Just as the python reared back for another, Rebecca threw herself forward. The scales of the snake’s head slide past her arm, leaving a trail of python saliva on her skin.

Caught by her leg, Rebecca dangled upside down, pointed toward the jungle floor. Tangled in the rigging, Rebecca really wished she’d done all that “core body” conditioning Bunny bragged so much about. But seriously, who would have thought she would need that kind of muscle strength to escape a python? Bunny probably could have folded herself over and pulled her body weight up to extract herself from the harness. 

The best Rebecca could do, however, was keep from puking as she swayed above the lush underbrush. Mr. Python wasn’t taking this development lying down, either. His body squeezed the rigging above her so tightly that even if she had Bunny’s abs, Rebecca probably couldn’t get her leg out now.

Then the insects silenced. Like all at once. The only sounds left were her pounding pulse and the crinkle of the parachute as it was crushed within the python’s coils. Maybe the insects didn’t have the stomach for what came next, after all.

Blood rushing to her head, Rebecca thought her vision was blurring when she saw movement to the right. But there it was again. Could the men have found her?

“Davidson!” she cried. Dear God, could the cavalry really be here?

Then a stick hit her in the head. What the hell?

The source of the projectile charged out of the dense brush directly beneath her. A chimpanzee. Not one, but a whole troupe of chimpanzees. And apparently really pissed-off chimpanzees.

Face heating up and her leg throbbing, Rebecca was really annoyed that she knew there were two species of chimps. One that warred and one that lived in communal harmony. Of course, man evolved from the war ones. And apparently these chimps were pretty ticked off at their descendant. They hooted and shook the underbrush.

But usually, even these chimps weren’t so aggressive. Rebecca guessed it was that earthquake last week. Between it and the aftershocks, the animals were on edge. Territorial. Deadly.

The snake’s head slid across her foot, its tongue flickering across her skin, apparently making sure that she tasted as good as she smelled.

Snake above. Mad apes below. 

This day really couldn’t get much better. Rebecca could only hope the men were faring better than she.

* * *

“We’re so screwed,” Lopez whispered.

Davidson couldn’t argue. Not as he watched through his sniper scope the trail of men tracking through the jungle. This was not how this was supposed to go down. The Disciples were supposed to be in open-air vehicles. They were supposed to pull up, en masse, to the center of the village. The kill zone that Davidson and Talli had set up. Then on Lopez’s order, the shooting was supposed to begin. 

Under the cover of that fire, Lopez was going to speed in with the beat-up Pajeros he’d “borrowed” and whisk Brandt out of there. They would then all meet at the rally point five clicks north.

That plan clearly had to be scraped. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any easy alternative. The Disciples’ mercenaries were spread out far and wide, many hidden deep within the thick foliage. Davidson had counted eight already, and who knew how many others were out there? He hadn’t even spotted Brandt yet.

And traveling on foot, the enemy was going to be far more vigilant than they would have been in a vehicle. Tracking through the jungle, they had to be.

Water dripped from the ridge of Davidson’s nose, onto his rifle, and down the long barrel. The cloud burst had been short but had dropped nearly half an inch of water. Puddles pocked the road through the village as mist clung to the mountainside. The Disciples must have lost their vehicle, then taken to the jungle to avoid the downpour.

Each event making their job of extracting Brandt all the harder.

A splash announced Talli’s arrival. “What are we going to do?”

Davidson looked to Lopez. The corporal’s lips turned down. Which was not their usual direction. As a matter of fact, it was weird to see Lopez with a frown on his face.

“We really need some thermal imaging,” Talli stated, nodding to the forest where the only way you knew men were out there was by the sway of the branches.

Lopez snorted. “Yeah, let’s call Command and say, ‘Hey, I know we went AWOL and all, but what the heck, since we are in Africa, how about you give us some tactical support?’”

Talli looked down and away, but Davidson saw the edge of Lopez’s lip turn upward.

“Why don’t we?” Davidson suggested.

“What do you mean?” Talli asked

Lopez, though, pulled his radio out of his pack. “He means we’ve gone AWOL. Why the hell don’t we ask for tactical help? The worst they could do is say no.”

“Or use the transcript against us at our court martial,” Talli added.

“Or that,” Lopez said as he shrugged, dialing the phone.

* * *

There was one thing that had bugged Bunny while reviewing the files. Two things, actually, but she had to find the first. Bunny couldn’t articulate the vague sense of unease she felt. But now that they were trying to prove a negative, Bunny knew she’d found something. Finally, she found the page. It detailed Brandt’s extraction from the Congo.

“Why didn’t they hit their first extraction window?” Bunny asked. She had noticed that fact before but really hadn’t cared about it. Why should she? Now, though? It was of paramount importance because the after-action report was completely silent about the cause.

Prenner shrugged as he searched through the files. “Looks like they just said they couldn’t make the window and requested a secondary pickup.”

“And nobody found that weird?” Bunny chuckled. “That delay cost them nearly thirty-six hours. Brandt missed his rehearsal dinner because of it.”

She didn’t even wait for Prenner’s response. Instead, she dug through the report to find the third page. Another fact had nagged at her. Bunny found the paragraph.

“A girl, along with her caregiver, provided intel on the location of the rebellion’s base.” When Bunny looked up, Emily and Prenner both frowned. They didn’t get it. At least not yet. She shuffled the pages until she came to the end of the report. “Fortunately, there was only one civilian death. Unfortunately, it was that of the girl’s caregiver.”

Again, the other two frowned. “You clearly do not know Brandt and Davidson.”

“Apparently not,” Prenner stated, although not with nearly the attitude he might have had a few hours ago.

“In that part of the world? What would happen to an orphaned girl?” Bunny asked, not expecting an answer. They all knew that human slavery, rape, and worse awaited an orphan in the jungle. “There is no way Brandt would have left that girl unprotected.”

Prenner squinted, reading the report over again. “You are saying that he took that thirty-six hours and found the girl a safe home?”

“Yes,” Bunny said, nodding vigorously. “I’m certain that is the aspect of the mission the Disciples are honing in on.”

“Certain?” Emily said as her eyebrow rose. “Why?”

Bunny immediately regretted her choice of words. She was certain. Only, she couldn’t tell them why she was certain. Another of those things that not only got left out of the after-action report, but hadn’t even been reported to Brandt. Rebecca and she had kept the information to themselves.

The knowledge that the tablets of the Ten Commandments spoke of the daughter of God. Not son. Not child, but daughter of God prophesized to rise to be the Messiah.

And now suddenly the Disciples were taking such interest in a girl deep in the African jungle. There had to be a connection. Not that she could tell Emily that.

“You are just going to have to trust me,” Bunny answered.

“My, my,” Prenner commented, nodding toward Emily, “I guess someone else doesn’t have the clearance they need.”

Bunny felt bad for holding back on Emily, but this was more than a pinky promise she’d made with Rebecca. This was a sacred vow.

The secret of the female Messiah was safe with her.

Turning to Emily, Bunny tried to get them refocused. “Now all we have to do is figure out where Brandt took the girl.”

“Oh, is that all?” Emily shot back.

Prenner’s phone buzzed. He read the text aloud. “Contact made with Corporal Lopez. Eyes on Brandt approaching the village. Requesting thermal imaging of area.”

Bunny caught herself on the edge of the table. Davidson was safe. They made it out of the crash and sounded like they were moments from rescuing him. They might really be able to pull it off.

However, even in the euphoria of the moment, Bunny still wondered, Where is the girl?

* * *

Rebecca squelched a scream as the python’s coils tightened around her legs. Knees knocking together, she tried not to panic. However, she was finding it more and more difficult to keep perspective. Hanging upside down was certainly not helping. 

Hooting and hollering, the chimps were throwing what she could only hope was mud at her as the snake made its slow, painful advance. Rebecca had tried to remain still, allowing the python to think her subdued. She didn’t need those long fangs sunk into her. When the moment came to make her move, she needed to be able to…well, move.

She blocked out the chimps’ war cries. In her right hand, she held the metal comb from her veil. The removal of which had been made at great cost to her scalp. Even now, she held a chunk of hair in her palm. Her only hope was to let the snake get close enough, then use the sharp comb as a weapon. Although, the closer the python got, the more her desperate plan seemed even more desperate and unrealistic.

What else did she have?

Just as she gripped the comb, readying the blow, a figure burst from the forest. Tall, lean, and shirtless, the older man’s dark skin melted with the shadows. Then he opened his eyes. One obsidian black, the other a milky white. Waving a thick cane over his head, he yelled fiercely.

Rebecca wasn’t sure if it even contained any words or if it was just a visceral utterance, but the chimps took note. Many fled, while others became even more agitated, jumping into the trees, rattling the branches.

Mr. Python stopped his slow descent, lifting his head, flickering his tongue at the newest arrival. Rebecca could feel the snake tense. Apparently, he did not want to share his meal. Opening his jaw wide, the snake made ready to strike.

Hand shaking, Rebecca clutched her comb. However, no matter how sharp, it seemed a meager defense against those teeth.

Then the largest chimp launched itself from a neighboring tree. Its body slammed into Rebecca. Not the face, please not the face was all Rebecca could think. Its fingernails dug into her dress. Then the python struck, nailing the chimp in the shoulder. The ape howled its pain, then bore its own rather impressive set of fangs and dug them into the snake.

The python apparently forgetting all about its human prey, released Rebecca. Instead, the snake reared, trying to slither back up to the high shelter of the canopy. The chimp climbed over Rebecca like she was a jungle gym, racing after the snake. Hissing, the python flung itself from the parachute to another tree.

The motion ripped the fabric. 

Dropping, Rebecca closed her eyes. This was not going to be pretty. 

But the harness caught, jerking her to a stop. More panicked than with purpose, Rebecca thrashed her legs. Finally, the strap gave, freeing her foot.

Nothing but the ground stopped her this time. 

Stars, literal white stars, danced in her vision as her head struck a log. Blurry images filtered into her mind. The strangest being a little girl dressed in a bright-orange traditional kaftan with matching gelee headscarf.

“Hello,” the girl stated with a thick Congolese accent.

Not sure if the child was real or simply a consequence of her concussion, Rebecca passed out.


CHAPTER 6

══════════════════

Outside of Bomongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo

8:12 p.m. (CAT)

Brandt pretended to stumble on a thick vine. Frellan had the men cut the zip ties on Brandt’s legs but had insisted his hands stay bound. Which was fine by Brandt. It allowed the other men to relax around him. Especially after Brandt had been such a good boy the whole trek up the mountain. 

Was his presumed compliance enough to give him a window of opportunity? Things had gone his way as they ventured into the jungle. The men had been forced to spread out, leaving only four men in his immediate vicinity. Others were in the nearby forest, but with only four nearby, Brandt might just be able to dispatch before the others could assist.

Wiping his brow with his arm, Brandt prepared to go from zero to sixty. This might be his last chance for escape. As the men chattered, Brandt picked up enough from their excitement to know that they were nearing the village. If he allowed them to secure him in the village, he was screwed. They would probably dope him again or begin the torture brigade. Either way, getting away would be next to impossible.

Taking a moment to center himself, Brandt breathed in. This could go badly. Like seriously badly. He was only one man against a dozen. Not just any dozen, but a dozen of highly trained mercenaries who knew this mountainside like he knew each and every one of Rebecca’s curves.

Rebecca.

Stuff it down, Brandt. Don’t get all maudlin. You are going to see her again.

Well, if luck swung his way.

A leaf fluttered next to him. Funny, a hole was blown through it. He glanced behind him, to see the rear guard slump to the ground. 

What the fuck?

His head snapped forward. Beyond the forward guards, there was just more forest. Absolutely no window for someone to get a shot through. Unless your name was Davidson. Brandt’s heart soared, like literally beat a hundred times stronger. His men were here. He stumbled again, this time not faking it. His limbs simply couldn’t believe how fortunate they were.

What had gone from an insane gamble was now a fucking doable plan.

Brandt stared at the back of the closest guard’s head.

Game on.

* * *

“What are we looking at?” Bunny asked, sitting down in an extremely comfortable computer chair.

Prenner had led them out of the dismally gray room, down several corridors and several security levels until they arrived in this distinctly colorful room. The room itself was nearly a cavern divided off into smaller sections by glass walls.

“We’ve got the thermal imaging Lopez requested,” Emily answered, then off a frown from Prenner, bowed her head, sat down, and made the motion of zipping her lips closed and throwing away the key.

“At least for right now,” Prenner stated. “The satellite had already been retasked for Nigeria, but we are catching a slice of the Congo for the next six minutes.”

“What would you need to see in Nigeria?” Bunny asked.

By the set of Prenner’s lips, she was not going to find out.

“Remember, Bunny,” Emily reminded her, “everything you see is classified.”

No kidding. Just a glance through the glass separators and Bunny could make out at least ten other military missions being monitored. Exactly how many missions did the Pentagon run a day?

“There is Brandt,” Prenner announced, pointing to a throbbing blue glob overlaying a red glob on the screen. That certainly didn’t even look human, let alone Brandt shaped. “That blue signal is his intra-dental transmitter.”

“So they are transporting him through the jungle, then?” Emily asked. 

Prenner gave a sharp nod.

Brandt was flanked by three men. Bunny could only assume those were his Disciple guards. There were many other orange globs scattered throughout the forest. Many, many other globs. That was a lot of men.

“What are those?” Bunny asked, pointing to several light-yellow figures that stayed stationary.

“Dead bodies,” Prenner answered.

Bunny’s hand flew to her mouth. Was one of them Davidson?

Emily patted her arm. “Watch there.”

Not knowing why her handler was pointing to a speck so far away from Brandt, Bunny watched what appeared to be a villager. Then a bright-red flash. She followed Emily’s finger to another orange glob that slumped over, rapidly turning yellow. 

“Davidson is using our scans to pinpoint the enemy’s location,” Emily explained.

Prenner nodded. “He is thinning the herd.”

“So the Disciples are just going to let themselves get picked off and let Brandt walk out of there?”

Emily looked to Prenner, clearly wanting the lieutenant to give Bunny the bad news.

“Not exactly. You can only cull so much until someone notices.”

“And then what?” Bunny asked, almost afraid to voice the question.

“Then the hell storm begins.”

* * *

Brandt felt his respiratory rate increase despite his explicit instructions to his lungs to keep anticipation on the down low. It wouldn’t be good to have his escape discovered before it had even begun.

With every passing moment and no further activity, or at least none that he could see, it was becoming harder and harder to wait it out. Had something happened? Was it back to him to make the move? They couldn’t be more than a few hundred yards from the tree line. Once exposed, his luck would be up.

Then one of the men ahead of Brandt tripped and nearly fell. The others laughed cruelly at the man’s awkward flailing to stay upright. He pointed down to his leg. It was caught in a game snare. Or at least it had been made to look like a game snare. Brandt noticed that the wire seemed a bit shiny for an old snare. He worried the guards would notice, but they were too busy berating the man for his oafishness.

Brandt kept his head down, plodding along, hopefully playing the part of the disheartened prisoner to perfection.

Despite the man’s protests, the other two moved forward, waving him off. Even though Brandt didn’t understand the native tongue, he knew body language. The other guards’ bodies said, Take care of it yourself, very, very loudly. They traipsed off ahead, moving more quickly to the village.

Even hardened mercenaries missed their beds and home-cooked meals. If Brandt weren’t mistaken, the scent of roasted goat drifted on the air. Both men seemed eager for dinner. Even Brandt’s stomach rumbled, and he was not all that fond of goat.

As Brandt approached the snared man’s position, he tensed. Was this a sign? Was he to incapacitate the man, take his weapon, and shoot his way out? They really needed to get better backup plans for a wedding-abduction scenario.

Just as Brandt brought his hands back, getting ready to thrust at the man’s windpipe, the guy jerked upright, bright-red blood squirting from a slice across his neck. He gurgled once, then slumped into his attacker’s arms. 

Talli.

He put his finger to his lips as he propped the dead guard against a tree. Talli spread out two fingers, indicating to the remaining guards. Then he tapped a finger to his wrist and brought up one finger. Sweeping that finger out, he pointed in the direction of the village.

Brandt gave a curt nod. Got it. Talli melted back into the forest.

Then Brandt continued onward before his guards suspected anything. 

In one minute, Davidson was going to take out the two remaining guards.

In sixty seconds, the shit was going to hit the fan.

* * *

Davidson checked his watch. Forty-eight more seconds to go. 

He watched Brandt’s slow forest march through his glasses’ translucent lenses. The glasses were picking up the feed from the Pentagon’s satellite imagery. It was as if he could see their body heat. Pretty dang cool.

However, it wasn’t perfect. There was the subtlest of time delays, which made hitting men trekking through the jungle, going under and over obstacles, a tad difficult. Unfortunately, accuracy was kind of the name of the game for snipers. They were grossly outnumbered, and Brandt was in the thick of it. If they didn’t execute a clean extraction, the Disciples might easily decide to kill Brandt on the spot rather than let him get away with any information they believed he had.

This had to be quick, or it was going to get ugly.

He took the few moments he had left to scan the jungle around Brandt. Talli had retreated north, deeper into the jungle, securing Brandt’s exit. Other men were scattered amongst the huge old forest trees, creating a fan pattern.

It looked like they still had surprise on their side.

Not too bad for a plan put together while running up a mountain.

Davidson brought his attention back to Brandt. The thermal feed was flattening out, distorting distances. It couldn’t be helped, though, as the satellite was passing out of range soon, and the farther along the horizon it sank, the more distorted the image. Not ideal, but better than nothing. They only had about four minutes left of coverage, but they should only need a fraction of that. 

Otherwise, they were in big trouble.

Well, bigger trouble than Brandt being kidnapped and Rebecca lost in the forest.

He had to trust Levont, though, just as Brandt was trusting him.

Settling back into his shooting form, Davidson adjusted his chin, relaxed his jaw, and steadied his breathing. He didn’t need to look at his watch any longer. He knew the countdown as well as if he had a metronome inside his skull.

Targeting the guard who lagged a few feet behind the front man, Davidson prepared his shot. Five more seconds. 

They each ticked off in his head.

The man suddenly jerked Brandt forward, nearly level with him. Only inches separated the two.

Steady, Davidson admonished himself, you can see which is which.

Then his glasses went blank.

Nothing but static.

Davidson did the only thing he could.

Shoot and pray he hit his target.

* * *

The bullet zinged past Brandt, hitting the guard in the ear. The man howled, grabbing at the wound, not understanding what had just happened.

Davidson had missed. 

Christ All Mighty, Davidson had missed.

A cry went up behind them. One of the bodies must have been discovered. The guard brought up his weapon. Brandt had nothing but his own body as a weapon. Make that his forehead. 

Brandt slammed his head into the guards, dazing them both. It was enough of a window for Brandt to throw his foot out, landing it squarely on the guard’s knee. The guy dropped to the ground. That wasn’t enough. Brandt grabbed the chain, wrapped it around the man’s neck, and jerked him up just in time for the guy to take several bullets meant for Brandt.

Bullets ripped through the foliage, although none hit their mark. What the fuck was wrong with Davidson?

And now the others were honing in on his position. Still constrained by the zip ties on his wrists, Brandt grabbed hold of the now dead guard’s gun. He didn’t have time to aim. He only had time to squeeze the trigger, sending a spray of lead from the automatic weapon. Lady Luck must have forgiven Brandt, because one of those bullets hit the guy square in the belly.

Then Talli was there, charging forward, laying down cover fire.

Brandt pulled the chain off the guard’s neck, taking his leash back. 

Sprinting, Talli and he dove into the thick of the forest. Bullets chased them, digging into the mossy ground on all sides.

“What’s wrong with Davidson?” Brandt growled as a shot tore through his tuxedo pant leg.

“We lost satellite feed,” Talli answered, puffing as he ran. “He’s shooting blind.”

Well, that would explain it. Brandt could also assume that losing the feed had not been a part of the plan. Which might mean they were screwed. Especially as Talli and he hit a part of the mountainside that was nearly vertical. The mercenaries would catch up in no time.

Then an SUV burst from the trees, sailing over several lichen-encrusted logs, landing hard on the soft forest floor. 

Doors flew open as Lopez yelled, “Elephant!”

Not understanding the code word, Brandt hauled ass to the car, throwing himself into the backseat as the corporal hit the gas, spinning the rear wheels in the mud. He ground the gears, getting them into four-wheel drive, but still, they spun, useless.

They were as much sitting ducks as if they were climbing that steep incline.

“I don’t mean to complain…” Brandt said as Talli cut the zip ties from his wrists.

“I got one word for you,” Lopez said between clenched teeth. “Elephant.”

“What the—” Brandt didn’t finish the question, as an elephant, an actual elephant, burst from the trees, straight for the SUV.

“Hang on!”

The long, straight tusks lowered as the elephant charged, an angry trumpet warning them of what was to come. Before Brandt could bring his weapon up, the beast slammed into the SUV. Using those tusks, it lifted the rear of the car. Then, with a heave, sent it flying end over end.

In the tumble, Brandt’s shoulder hit the roof of the car just before he was slammed against a seat. Rinse and repeat. Finally, they came to a stop, wheels down. Lopez gunned the engine, skidding them out since the elephant did not seem quite done with them.

Granted, the car was moving. However, they were going backward down the steep slope. Lopez steered like crazy, avoiding the huge trees and equally dangerous saplings. And now it seemed the rest of the elephant herd was joining in. You know, just for fun.

“Why are there elephants?” Lopez yelled.

“Yes,” Brandt responded, prepping his weapon for a shot, “why are there elephants chasing us?”

Lopez shrugged that shrug of his as he narrowly avoided them ramming into a huge stump. “I might have challenged them to a race. Maybe getting a little too close to the herd.”

That’s what Brandt thought. He did not know much about elephants, but buzzing their family was probably not a good idea. Brandt raised his gun to shoot, but Talli forced the barrel up.

“The forest elephant is endangered,” Talli said, then hurried on as Brandt glared. “Besides, we don’t have anything large enough caliber to penetrate its skull. You’d just piss it off with that.”

As the elephant trumpeted again, gaining ground, Brandt found it hard to believe it could really get much angrier.

“Is somebody taking video of this?” Lopez asked, his head craned over his shoulder as he tried to steer. Even so, he must have felt Brandt’s ire. “What? For Ricky Junior!”

* * *

Davidson ran across the thin tin roof, hurling himself across the open space between buildings. He’d run out of village, though. Davidson hated losing the high ground, but sometimes the high ground was simply lost. He jumped the eight feet from the shantytown roof to the ground. 

He landed with a gun in his face. The gunman’s dark face split by the flash of a white smile. There was no way Davidson could get his gun up in time to shoot.

That didn’t mean it was useless, though. Pretending to surrender his weapon, Davidson bowed over. In a single motion, he swung the gun hard, nailing the guy in the crotch with it. 

A shot went wide overhead as the gunman stumbled. With his good hand, Davidson pulled his knife from its sheath. Wielding it backhanded, Davidson slammed the blade into the man’s belly. He removed it and stabbed again and again. The gunman slumped against Davidson.

You could see the surprise in the man’s eyes. He had thought he was capturing a sniper. Well, just because he was a perimeter specialist didn’t mean Davidson wasn’t highly trained in hand-to-hand combat. Not Brandt level, of course, but he could get the job done.

Still, Davidson took no pleasure from the man’s death. He could only be glad to have come out still breathing. Although, that was not guaranteed to last, as shouts rose all around the village. 

Gunfire spat at his feet as he released the deceased and sprinted for the tree line.

Lopez and the others should have been here by now. The plan had been to drive by Davidson’s roof so that he could provide cover fire until the last second. Then he was supposed to jump onto the roof of the SUV and be gone.

Given the shouts and strange trumpeting from the jungle, that was not going to happen. 

Time to improvise.

Without thermal imaging, Davidson just had go by his gut.

And his gut told him to take to the trees.

* * *

“I thought elephants were sprinters?” Lopez demanded as the elephant lowered his head and butted the SUV. 

“Watch out!” Talli yelled, but it was too late. Lopez hit the gunman head-on. The wheels thumping over his body. 

Bullets pinged off the SUV as other gunmen burst from the jungle. But equally quickly, they threw themselves back into the bush as the elephant swung its huge tusks side to side, knocking one man off his feet and ten feet into the air.

“Hey, maybe there’s an upside to this!” Lopez, ever the silver lining kind of guy, shouted. 

Then, of course, the elephant lowered its head again, but this time, instead of butting the SUV, aimed its tusks and shoved through the grating. And given the steam spraying, the bull elephant had also punctured their radiator.

Lopez gunned it, hurling them down the slope, disengaging them from the tusks. 

The elephant shook its massive head, seeming rattled by the exchange. Good. Maybe he’d given up.

“Stop!” Talli screamed.

“Stop?” Lopez retorted. “But I’m—”

“Stop!” Brandt ordered, now seeing what Talli had. He could see clear sky past the trees. Unfortunately, that was a hundred-foot drop on the other side.

Lopez slammed on the brakes. The SUV skid side to side, tires laying down rubber, trying to find traction on the slick jungle floor. Luck, if you could call it that, put a tree right in their path. Lopez turned into the trunk, slamming the SUV to a stop.

Jarred by the impact and more than a little shaky from his near-daylong drugging, Brandt tried to pull it together. However, he doubted it even if he was at the top of his game he could come up a better plan as the elephant stood, ears out, flapping them in agitation. Tail swishing across its haunches. The bull seemed to be very aware he had them cornered.

“I’ll provide cover while you two jump out.” There was no saving all of them. They had to split up to increase their odds that any of them would survive. “Head in opposite directions and—”

“No way,” Lopez said as he whipped out his gun. “I can—”

Then a shot rang out, accompanied by a high-pitch shriek. Far to the back of the herd, a baby elephant explored a long wound along its flank with its trunk. Another shot forced the baby to step away from its mother. The entire herd vocalized their distress. 

Davidson.

Maybe they couldn’t hurt the bull elephant, but clearly the little one was not nearly as invulnerable to gunfire. For now, the sniper had only grazed the little guy. Brandt was loathe to do anything more, but that really was up to the elephants. Brandt was sorry for trespassing, but work was work.

The bull searched the trees, finding Davidson perched in the basket made up of the canopy’s intertwining branches. Was the animal intelligent enough to know its choices? Could it see past its rage to the danger of its offspring?

Apparently not, as it turned back toward the SUV, its enormous ribs heaving, drawing in breath for a final attack. 

“Don’t worry,” Lopez said. “I am totally getting this on film.”

Brandt shoved the corporal toward his door. “On my mark.”

Before he could give the order, several gunmen burst from the brush. In a panic at the site of an entire herd of elephants, they sprayed the animals with bullets. Talli had been correct. The gunfire barely scratched the adults. But now they had a new focus to vent their anger upon.

The herd charged in unison, stampeding toward the gunmen. The bull took one last look at the SUV, then turned as quickly as a two-ton elephant could and charged after the herd.

“Classic, man!” Lopez yelled, turning his digital camera back to himself. “Can’t wait until you’re old enough to get chased by elephants, RJ.”

Brandt wasn’t so sure Maria was going to be quite as up for “take your son to work” day.

Lopez lowered the camera and revved the engine, getting them the hell away from the cliff as Davidson scrambled down from the tree. He waved the SUV over, then leaped onto the roof then squeezed this lean frame through the damaged window frame.

Once settled, Davidson turned to the rest. “Does it seem like that was way too easy?”

Brandt couldn’t agree more. That wasn’t an escape. That was a release back to nature. It should have been impossible, but the Disciples must have had the frequency for his intra-dental tracker.

“All right,” Brandt said with a grunt. This was not going to be pleasant. “Who is up for removing my tooth?”

When no one replied, Lopez’s hand shot up. “Not me, but I’ll film it!”

Great.

* * *

“What’s wrong?” Bunny demanded.

Emily held up a hand as she listened on the phone. Prenner stood over the technician at the keyboard, his stiff body language asking the same thing.

Still, static filled the screen. It had been like that for nearly ten minutes. Davidson had been ready to take out Brandt’s two remaining escorts and then poof. The feed was gone.

“The feed was overwritten,” the technician finally announced.

“We’ve been hacked?” Prenner demanded.

That couldn’t be, could it? They were in the Pentagon. They should be hack-proof, right?

“No,” the tech reassured them. “Someone within this building overrode my commands and turned the feed off from the satellite itself.”

“Who would do that?” Bunny asked.

Emily hung up the phone. “That is something my boss would like to know.”

“It is something everyone wants to know,” Prenner shot back.

“Yes,” Bunny agreed. “However, that isn’t going to help Brandt and the rest in real time. What are we doing to help them right now?”

Prenner shrugged. He actually shrugged. “Like I said earlier, they are on their own.”

“On their own?” Bunny couldn’t keep the exasperation from her voice.

“The men went AWOL.”

“To save a decorated hero!”

Prenner pulled up to his full height. “Black ops men know the risk.”

Bunny was about to launch into the tirade to end all tirades when Emily stepped between them. 

“Now, now,” she cooed. “I’ve asked the Brits for a spot of help.”

Bunny’s mood brightened. “Vanderwalt?” she asked. He had been super helpful during the whole Jordan debacle. And his crooked smile was kind of sexy.

Emily nodded. “We should have a feed on the area within the hour, and they have some ‘aid’ workers even closer than I do.”

Bunny sank into her chair, not realizing tears were at the edge of her eyelids. She wasn’t built for this. She always read the last page of a book so that she didn’t have to stress about the characters the whole time. And if the heroes didn’t win in the end? She just didn’t read the book.

Her CIA handler squeezed her shoulder. “It is going to be over forty-five minutes before we can even get a glimpse of the area. Why don’t you go lay down?”

Wiping the tears away, Bunny shook her head. “No. I want to be here. I have to be here.”

“Very well,” Emily stated. “Then I think it is best we all get some food—some real food—in our bellies.” She turned to Prenner. “Is the Moulin Rogues still in the Pentagon Row?”

The technician shook his head. “Nope. Closed down last summer, but Panda Express is just around the corner and has a drive-through.”

“Well then, Panda Express it is.” Emily turned to Prenner. “I’ll write our order down.”

“What the hell?” Prenner countered. “I’m not your dinner bitch.”

Emily cocked her head in that really cute way. “Really? Because I am pretty sure that the department that has a big fat mole that ruined a black ops mission, putting all of our assets in the region in danger, gets to go get the food.” She looked to Bunny. “Right?”

Bunny might just have a new hero. “Right.”

“It’s a rule.” Emily turned back to Prenner. “Maybe not written, but a rule nonetheless.”

To Bunny’s surprise, Prenner sighed. “Give me the list,” he said, “and I’ll get a private to do it.”

Bunny could taste the egg rolls now. Although, even the best soy sauce wasn’t going to make the next forty-five minutes go by any faster. She could only prey the men were safe until then.

Safe. Not dead. Safe.

Maybe if she repeated that frequently enough, she could make it come true.


CHAPTER 7

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

9:47 p.m. (CAT)

Rebecca awoke facedown on a cool earthen floor. She felt like she’d fallen out of a plane, through a rain forest, then squeezed by a python.

Oh, wait, she had.

A little worried about where she had ended up, Rebecca was loath to open her eyes. The Disciples were in the area and had already snatched Brandt. Had they found her too? Would she be staring at a room filled with torture instruments?

Squeezing her eyes shut against the horror wouldn’t make it go away. At the least she needed to get her bearings.

Cracking her eyelids open, Rebecca found a typical African hut. The curved walls were made of braided vines. Although, these had some adornment. Scattered throughout the walls were brightly colored strands. The contrast created a random yet beautiful pattern.

Tied to these walls were a line of gourds, primitive storage vessels. The roof above was made of wide green fronds. Unlike the round huts of the African planes, tribes in the moist Congo region could not use dried thatch. Otherwise, they’d have mildewed walls within days.

No, the rain forest tribes had adopted nature’s own waterproofing, using the waxy plants of the forest to construct their homes. Which would have all been great fodder for a scientific paper on aboriginal African hut building. Unfortunately, she was not on an academic assignment.

Rising up on one elbow, her eyes explored more of the hut.

There was a small central fire pit that spit sparks at a chunk of meat being grilled on a skewer. Her fingers felt the soft ground beneath her until she realized it wasn’t ground at all. It was a loosely woven rug of moss. 

Again, ingenious use of natural resources, but not exactly information she could use to formulate her escape.

Soft footsteps carried from outside the hut. Rebecca lay back down, closing her eyes.

“Jambo,” a sweet voice called out. 

So Rebecca hadn’t been hallucinating. She opened her eyes to find the same little girl sitting on her haunches next to her. The girl opened her small hand to reveal half a dozen burgundy berries. Strangely, they smelled of rose petals.

“Kola,” the girl urged.

Tentatively, Rebecca took one from her palm. The girl urged her to bring it to her mouth. However, when Rebecca bit down, she found it wasn’t a berry. Instead, it was brightly colored nut. A nut with a rather tough exterior.

The little girl giggled, shaking her head as she sat down cross-legged. Tucking her skirt over her knees, she used the orange fabric as a bowl. Picking out a seed, the girl used her fingernail to crack open the burgundy exterior to reveal a smooth white shell. This, too, she opened. Inside the shell were four small seeds.

Rebecca accepted one from the girl, sniffing at it. This seed certainly didn’t smell like roses. Actually, it smelled like her face wash. But the girl pantomimed that Rebecca should put the seed in her mouth.

With that bright smile, how could Rebecca refuse?

Popping the seed into her mouth, she realized that not only did the seed smell like her face wash, it tasted like her face wash, with a bit of astringent mixed in for good measure. But the girl, even though wincing herself at the bitter taste, kept chewing, giving Rebecca the universal thumbs-up. So Rebecca kept chewing. And the bitter became sweet.

It was weird. The more she chewed, the sweeter it got. Plus, the pounding in her head receded and she felt stronger. Rebecca looked down at the seeds with more appreciation. 

The kola nut. The basis for the original cola soft drinks. That was caffeine racing through her veins. Usually, she tried to avoid stimulants of any kind, but after the day she’d had? Rebecca grabbed the other two seeds and started chewing.

A grunt came from the other side of the hut. Rebecca cringed as the tall man with skin the color of night stood to his full height. That one milky eye staring straight ahead.

Instead of moving toward her, though, he moved to the spit, rotating the meat above the fire. Again, Rebecca normally tried to stay away from charbroiled game meat, but she couldn’t help it as her mouth started to water.

The little girl pointed to a coiled carcass.

The python.

Rebecca’s stomach turned as she realized the meat on the spick was the snake that had tried to eat her. In the jungle, the real jungle, it truly was eat or be eaten.

And damn if Rebecca wasn’t really, really hungry.

* * *

Brandt’s jaw throbbed as the SUV’s engine smoked. Lopez cut the engine.

“I think we’ve ridden this pony as far as she is going to go,” the corporal admitted.

He couldn’t disagree with Lopez. It was just that Brandt had been hoping for a few more minutes of sitting. Not hiking. Not climbing up a huge-ass mountain. As always, fate didn’t seem to give a crap what he wanted.

As Talli opened the passenger door, Brandt asked, “What is our extraction point?”

When no one answered him, let alone looked at him, he knew something was wrong. Really wrong. 

“We do have an extraction plan?”

Lopez snorted as he climbed out of the vehicle. “Well, yeah, duh, we had a plan.”

“Had?” Brandt asked, touching his swollen cheek, then regretting it. Davidson might be a phenomenal sniper. A dentist, not so much.

Lopez glanced to Talli, who looked to Davidson. Okay, this must be bad if they wanted Davidson to deliver the news.

“Yeah, um…” the younger man said, digging his toe into the moist rain forest soil. “We kind of have to make a detour.”

Brandt’s eyelids narrowed. “Detour?”

“And…” Davidson said, then licked his damaged lips. “We’re not quite sure where.”

This was going to take an extremely long time if Brandt incredulously repeated the last asinine statement the men made. 

“Out with it.”

“Well, you’ve probably noticed that we don’t have Rebecca,” Davidson said.

“Rebecca?” Brandt spat out. As much as he swore he wouldn’t just repeat things, he couldn’t help himself. “What the fuck would Rebecca be doing here?”

“Sarge,” Lopez interjected, stepping between Brandt and Davidson, “she was like Bridezilla on steroids. There was no keeping her off the plane.”

Brandt’s fury rose, threatening to blind him. He wanted to lash out, but all that came to the tip of his tongue was swear words. Lots and lots of swear words. A litany of them. Yet they stalled there, unable to pass his lips.

He could still hear her words as he was lifted into the Disciples’ helicopter. “We are right behind you.” Not “The men are right behind you.” Or “They are right behind you,” but “We are right behind you.” He should have known Rebecca would find a way to tag along. Not even his Death Star gaze could have stopped her. And on her wedding day? 

Maybe he did need to cut his men some slack. Just a little.

“Fine,” Brandt snapped. “Where is she, then?”

Again, Davidson became obsessed with a patch of moss on the ground.

“Davidson…”

“Look,” Lopez said, “there was a plane crash, and then some crazy tribesmen—”

“Where?”

“We don’t know,” Davidson finally admitted. “I couldn’t hold on…And she went down somewhere in the forest.”

Brandt wanted to strangle the sniper, but something about the way his voice hitched with shame kept Brandt from fulfilling his desire. As a matter of fact, all the men seemed equally upset that Rebecca was missing.

Which didn’t fucking change the fact she was missing.

“But hey, we sent our best tracker, Levont, out for her before we hoofed it here,” Lopez explained.

“And?”

Lopez frowned. “Um, we haven’t heard from him.”

Brandt didn’t bother repeating that. No point. 

“And what exactly is Command doing to locate both of them?”

The moss kicking again. Talli actually turned to look deeper into the forest as if keeping sentry. Yeah, right.

“What the fuck are they doing?” Brandt demanded.

Davidson sighed. “They tried to reassign us, so we kind of went AWOL.”

Brandt tried to keep his temper in check. Unfortunately, that usually meant grinding his teeth, and well, one of them was fucking missing at the moment.

“Please specify what ‘kind of’ AWOL means?”

“Hey,” Lopez jumped in, “they weren’t sending anyone after you. We had to come.”

“Which would simply make you AWOL,” Brandt added.

“Right, and they cut us off,” Davidson said. “But once we were here, they hooked us up with thermal imaging of the village.”

“Which would then make you on active duty.”

“Yeah.” Lopez sighed. “Then they cut us off. Not sure why.”

Brandt glared at each of his men in turn. Including the back of Talli’s head. 

“Let me get this straight,” Brandt said as calmly and cautiously as he could. “You brought my bride to Africa, lost her in the jungle, and now have no way to find her?”

“True, all,” Lopez said, nodding. “But I’ve got great video.” The corporal must have felt the wave of rage coming his way as he raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry, sorry.” When Brandt backed off a step, Lopez continued. “Too soon?”

A glare shut him up.

“Silver lining here,” Davidson added. “Levont was supposed to gather Rebecca and take her to the spot we dropped the little girl. So we do have a secondary staging point.”

Brandt just picked up a pack—he didn’t even know who’s it was—and set off north. Lopez trotted to catch up with him.

“Come on, Sarge, I know you are worried, but this is Dr. Monroe we are talking about. Rebecca and the jungle are BFFs. Remember Ecuador?”

That was the problem. The first time Brandt had laid eyes on his bride-to-be was seared into his brain. At the time, she had gotten herself tied to a stake with an anaconda about to squeeze the life from her. 

So he would consider their relationship a little more on the frenemies side. Vicious, cold-blooded frenemies.

He hoped the jungle knew what it was doing when it messed with Rebecca.

* * *

Frellan breathed in through his nose and whistled the air through his teeth as he stared down at the blip on the screen, which was supposed to give him the exact location of Brandt. It was the only reason they had allowed the man to escape. The Master had thought that Frellan would take too long in his ministrations. She had put them on this path.

Of course, the Master had not counted on the rest of his team arriving so rudely unannounced. Why have someone placed so highly in the US government if they were not forewarned of such things?

Across the clearing, Mikhal glared that glare of his. The sniper was still angered that he had been taken out of the equation. But how exactly were they to allow Brandt to think he’d run off on his own if they had revealed they had the sniper with them? 

Had the sniper taken a single shot, Brandt would have known he survived only by the Master’s good graces. And another, more closely held reason burned in Frellan’s chest. He would not allow the sniper to share in the glory of finding their Savior. That alone was reserved for Frellan. He alone must atone for his family’s sins.

But now, now here he stood, staring down at a tooth. The white enamel glistened brightly against the deep-green ground. The words Fuck You dug into the loam.

Usugo kicked the thing deeper into the forest.

They were not without their resources, though. He turned as one of their trackers trotted up to him.

“There is a clear trail for the SUV heading due east.”

Even someone with half of Frellan’s experience would know that there was a clear trail east. It was not Brandt’s ultimate path. Frellan looked through the trees to the position of the moon. They would not have the British satellite feed for another half an hour. Brandt was in no shape to make a speedy escape from the region. This escape attempt reeked of desperation.

There was no reason to linger here. He gave the signal to return to the village.

Frellan let his body shift side to side as it navigated the treacherous road back to the village. Closing his eyes, he let the rhythm bring him closer to God. He did not resist the rough course that He had put him upon. As they made the last hairpin turn into the village, Frellan opened his eyes to find Monnie standing on the wooden stoop of a dilapidated hut. She bent her head in supplication as he exited the Jeep.

He ignored her. His only want was to find a quiet hut and a subject to express his desires upon. As he went to pass, she whispered, “Master Frellan.”

There was something beguiling in that soft tone. Beguiling enough for him to turn to her. “Yes, Monnie?”

“I believe I have found someone you should speak to.”

Frellan had not even noticed the older woman huddled at Monnie’s feet. You could smell the fear on the woman. Her dark eyes tried so hard not to stare at his piercings, yet they failed. He knelt beside the old woman, cupping her face. Ah, so many wrinkles to work with. Her sagging features a worthy canvas for him to work upon.

“She says she has information if we agree to not harm anyone in the village.”

“And you agreed to such terms?”

Monnie would not meet his eye. “Yes, I thought it better to—”

He held up his hand. Her arrogance would be dealt with later. Perhaps she was used to such latitude, given her new position as a watcher of the word. In the sanctuary, the title held great power. In the African forest? She would learn. What message would it send the Master if he marred that smooth skin of Monnie’s?

He let none of that show on his face, however. He simply nodded. The woman prattled on in a smattering of French and Lingala. Frellan, however, caught the salient points. The girl had been entrusted to a local witch doctor.

“There,” she said in English, pointing up the mountain.

Frellan turned to Ugudo. “The helicopter.” He turned to the next man. “Leave no witnesses.”

“No!” Monnie cried out. “You promised!” she said as she went to slap his face.

Frellan caught her hand in midair. “No, Monnie. You promised that which you could not honor.” Her hand shook as shots, then screams rang out across the village. His only regret that it would all be over so quickly. Frellan usually liked to take his time. Put true effort into the taking of someone’s life. They deserved as much.

“So you will never speak for me again?”

Auburn eyes swimming in tears looked up at him. She had never been more beautiful as she sobbed. “No.”

* * *

Rebecca chewed on the last of her portion, trying to suppress her gag reflex. How she wished that python tasted like chicken. It did not. Not at all. It tasted like…well, charbroiled snake. She would not recommend it.

But with some food, no matter how gross, in her belly, some fresh water, and a few more Kola seeds, Rebecca was feeling almost as good as new. And from the girl next to her’s beaming face, she was feeling pretty darn good as well.

“Do you speak English?” Rebecca asked.

“Un peu,” the girl responded. 

Which of course was French for “a little bit.”

And Lord knew Rebecca’s French was a bit atrocious. She looked over to the older man, who had taken to butchering the rest of the python. All twenty feet of him. While she was grateful for all that the man had done for her, Rebecca had to look away. Besides, he didn’t even seem eager to speak the native language, let alone English.

“Is that your grandfather? Grandpère?”

The girl shook her head. “Just lehrer.”

Teacher. Rebecca knew that term in German. Hell, she knew it in just about every language. 

“I am Rebecca,” she said, extending her hand. The girl took her hand, then cupped her own elbow. A sign of respect across Africa.

Even though the gesture was usually used to show reverence to elders, Rebecca mimicked the action, nodding in synch with the little girl, whose smile radiated nearly as brightly as the fire.

“Vakasa,” she answered. 

“Thank you, Vakasa,” Rebecca said, but when the girl looked confused, she added, “Merci beaucoup.”

Vakasa shook her head, though. “Non. Guro.”

“Thank you” in Filipino. “For what?”

The girl spoke quickly in like five languages. The words whizzed past so quickly that Rebecca wasn’t sure if she’d translated properly. For what is to come.

Rebecca had started to ask the girl what she meant when she heard the distinct sound of helicopter rotors. Since they were not squealing in complaint, Rebecca could only assume it was not Lopez.

That wasn’t good.

As the old man grabbed his spear, he seemed to agree. Their eyes met over the fire. Then his gaze slid from Rebecca to the girl. The message obvious. I will hold them off. You get the girl out of here.

Or at least that’s what she meant, because that was Rebecca’s plan.

* * *

Bunny watched as the screen bloomed to life. The green of the African jungle punctuated with orange blobs. A lot of them. 

“What’s going on?”

Prenner leaned against his fists on the desk. His eyes scanned the data. For a remote forest, there were a lot of blips. Some much smaller than a human. Some much, much bigger. The jungle seemed abuzz with activity. Given the aftershock of a few hours ago, it wasn’t surprising. Then there were the human-sized blips. But which of those were Brandt’s team, the Disciples, and which were just villagers going about their business?

In addition to the bright oranges, there were stark-yellow markers that slowly turned a light blue. The dead. So many of them too. 

“There,” he said, pointing northeast. “Those four blips. They are on the move. It’s got to be Brandt and his men.”

“You didn’t order any air support, did you?” Emily asked the lieutenant.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Everything we have is tied up in Somalia.”

Bunny was about to inquire why Emily had asked. Then she noticed two fairly large blobs moving at a very fast speed toward the peek of the mountains.

“No,” she groaned. They were helicopters. The damn Disciples were well outfitted. Too well outfitted. And here Brandt and the rest were traveling on foot.

“Looks like they are converging on these three figures,” the tech stated as he drew a bright-red circle around a small hut in the middle of the jungle. That had to be Rebecca and Levont. But who was the third small blip? Bunny watched as the helicopters quickly made up the distance. “And it looks like those choppers are going to win the race.”

Bunny gulped and turned to Emily. “And what are you going to do about it?”

Emily grabbed Bunny’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Pray.”

* * *

Davidson set up his shot with patience. He would not get another like this. Not only to take out the lead helicopter, but with any luck at all make sure the second chopper hit the debris.

He ignored the squeaks of the forest’s insects. He ignored the large frond that had draped over his leg. He ignored his own impatience.

Nothing mattered but the bull’s-eye on the Disciples’ helicopter’s rear rotor. He needed their crash to be messy. 

Davidson had squared his shoulder, ready for the impact of the recoil, when a bullet flew past his ear. He jerked his rifle to the left and fired in the same motion. He put a hole in the side of the second chopper, but it was cosmetic damage at best.

Through his scope, he could see the Disciples’ sniper haul himself back into his chopper. A broad smile on his face. Davidson almost cursed. Almost. He had been too shortsighted. Apparently, the sniper hadn’t died back in Jordan. Just because the man hadn’t let off a shot didn’t mean he wasn’t attached to the mission.

Snapping his gun up, Davidson made his way down the tree as the other men shot at the fleeing helicopters. It did no good. The choppers were too far away for the range of their guns. It had been Davidson’s duty to neutralize the helicopters. 

His.

Another failure atop of losing Rebecca.

He landed hard on the ground, right next to Brandt. The pain in the man’s eyes seared Davidson. Those choppers were headed only one place. Straight to Rebecca’s staging site. The Disciples might be after the girl—clearly, they had found out about her—but now they were on the trail of Rebecca as well.

“I am—”

“Save it,” Brandt grunted, rolling his neck from one side to the other.

“But the Disciples are—”

Brandt’s eyes narrowed. “I know what the Disciples are doing.”

Everyone stood silent as Brandt stretched out one arm, then the next.

“Um, Sarge?” Lopez asked. “What are we going to do?”

“Run.”

With that, the sergeant charged up the forest slope, heedless of the steep grade or the thick underbrush.

Lopez grinned. “Last one up writes the after-action report!”

Davidson strapped his rifle onto his back. This was one race he was not losing.


CHAPTER 8

══════════════════

Northeast Congo Jungle

10:42 p.m. (CAT)

Since Rebecca’s rescue from the python, the jungle had descended into darkness. The constant chatter of African gray parrots had transformed into the unnerving creaks and squeaks of unseen wildlife. The forest pressed down upon her as she held the girl close. They followed the old man wordlessly through the rain forest.

To the south, the helicopter had landed, and the men had already trashed the hut. Search parties had quickly been sent out. It would only be a matter of time before they were caught.

And when they were caught—there was no doubt they were going to be caught—the only weapon they had was the old man’s long, hollow stick.

The old man stopped, sniffed the air, then urged her deeper into the jungle. It seemed this was where he planned to make his stand. How this spot was different than the other hundred they had passed in their silent trek, Rebecca had no idea.

As she moved past him, Rebecca reached out and touched his ritually scarred arm. “Thank you.”

His response was an annoyed grunt and head jerk toward the path he had set them on.

Taking no offense—she was used to Brandt, after all—Rebecca went to oblige, but the girl wouldn’t budge. Taking her small hand from Rebecca’s, Vakasa hugged the old man. At first, the elder did not seem to know quite what to do. Then he put a hand on the girl’s back and gave it a pat.

The girl murmured something in Romanian, Ancient Greek, and Swahili.

As much as Rebecca could cobble together, it meant, “I’ll see you again.” Or Vakasa wanted a mocha latte.

The old man shook his head sharply, but the girl only hugged harder. “Promesse.”

Promise. Or at least that’s what Rebecca thought. Her French wasn’t exactly Grade A.

With one final, awkward pat, the man forced Vakasa away from him and put her hand in Rebecca’s.

“Go,” he whispered in heavily accented English.

Squeezing the girl’s hand, Rebecca headed out into the forest, still dripping from the latest downpour. Moonlight streaked through in thin slices, edging its way through the thick canopy.

Vakasa’s hand was warm in her palm. So little. So trusting. Rebecca was the one used to being protected. She wasn’t built to be the protector. Was she?

Shots sounded behind them. A war cry that resounded in Rebecca’s bones was the answer. The battle headed north. The warrior was drawing the men away from her and the girl. Not wanting to waste his efforts, Rebecca broke into a run. The sound of their flight masked by the fight to the north.

She had absolutely no idea where they were running. Rebecca only knew that she had to get as far away from the hut as possible, as quickly as possible. Then Vakasa stopped cold, nearly jerking Rebecca’s shoulder out. She tried to coax the girl forward, but the child’s lip trembled as she pointed ahead.

Three men stalked from the trees. 

Rebecca’s heart sank so hard that she was sure she heard it hit the ground. The Disciples had set up a perimeter. Bastards.

She pushed Vakasa behind her. The men wanted Rebecca. Perhaps if she gave up, they would let the girl melt into the forest.

“I’ll go quietly,” Rebecca said as she stepped toward them.

The nearest man backhanded her. The force snapped her head to the side as she fell to the ground. What the…?

He then lunged and grabbed the girl, jerked her toward him. He laughed harshly, speaking in broken English. “So much dollars for something so small.”

The men wanted Vakasa?

Seriously, Rebecca couldn’t get kidnapped to save her life today.

* * *

“They’ve got the girl,” Bunny whispered to no one in particular. 

“You were right,” Emily stated. 

Prenner just frowned, staring at the small dot surrounded by three much larger dots. A fifth dot lay off to the side. Rebecca? The dot held a steady orange, so she must be alive, but for how long?

Not far, but too far away, Brandt and the men surged ahead. Bright-red flashes marked their gunfire. The splashes of color made the forest look afire. This was another reason why Bunny didn’t get on that helicopter with Davidson. Yet her heart lurching at each burst and the smell of gunpowder in her nose, she might as well be there.

“At least they are able to hone in on the enemy,” Prenner said, indicating the live feed to the men’s devices.

Bunny glanced to the blobs that appeared to be Rebecca and the girl. How had the Disciples honed in on them so well? They were out in the middle of the jungle. Bunny presumed they had stayed quiet. Then how?

“Turn it off!” Bunny shouted, realizing that the Disciples were honing in on Rebecca the same exact way Brandt was honing in on the enemy. By the satellite feed.

“What are you—” Prenner tried to demand, but Bunny elbowed him out of the way and got up along side the technician.

“Cut it!”

“Are you kidding me? Do you know how hard it is just to keep the damn thing aligned and transmitting?”

Bunny slipped off her stiletto and smashed the heel into the keyboard. “I take it that might make it harder?” The screen warped and fuzzed, losing detail, but not enough. Bunny turned to take on the CPU, but Prenner caught her wrist. 

“Oh, no, you don’t.”

Well, Bunny had two shoes, didn’t she? Kicking backward, she plunged a heel into the CPU, which sparked and hissed. The screen went an icy blue.

“You just took away the slim advantage they had!” Prenner growled.

“Yes, I did,” Bunny responded, then glanced to Emily. “The Disciples’ advantage. We’ve got to shut down the British feed in case they are getting their intel from there.”

“On it,” Emily said, flipping open her phone.

Prenner looked from the CIA operative to Bunny. “You can’t really think they are live hacking us.”

“That’s exactly what I think,” Bunny said as she jerked her wrist out of his grip. She turned to the tech. “We’ve got to find the source of the hack.”

The guy indicated to his fried keyboard and CPU. “Kind of need a work station to accomplish that.”

Bunny nodded to the glass walls revealing dozens upon dozens of options. “I think we can find a replacement.”

The tech looked to Prenner, who gave a sharp nod.

“Sure.” The tech rolled his chair back from the desk, then stopped. “I just gotta say…”

“Yes?” Bunny urged.

“That was kind of hot.”

Bunny shoved the guy toward the door. What was he, nineteen? Still, it was nice to know she still had it.

Now to just figure out a way to give the advantage back to Rebecca and Brandt.

* * *

Fuck.

The damned feed was still down.

There was no fucking waiting around for Command to get their asses together. They knew Rebecca’s last known location. That was going to have to be enough.

“Now!” Brandt yelled, laying down cover fire.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Davidson sprinting east. They had to get ahead of the bulk of the forces. And damn it if Davidson wasn’t the fastest amongst them. Brandt wanted to be the one running to Rebecca right now, but this was a shit storm and seldom did one get what they wanted in the middle of a fucking shit storm. Lopez, ducking, running low, headed north. That left Brandt and Talli to not only keep these fuckers busy, but advance their position.

No biggie.

“Let’s do this,” Brandt ordered Talli, who dropped to one knee.

He fired broadly as Brandt scrambled forward, pushing aside underbrush. A thorny branch snapped back, slicing his cheek. Even the forest was against him. Brandt fought a few more feet, then dropped to his knee and began firing.

“Go!”

Talli made his way by, passing Brandt and establishing a forward position about ten feet in front. The corporal dropped to his knee. “Go!”

As leaves shredded all around him, Brandt took a bullet to the upper bicep. Great. Another stain on his tuxedo. They were so not getting their security deposit back. However, he made it a good twelve feet forward. Of course, they were nearly a quarter of a mile from Rebecca.

Did she know to hold on? He had to believe that she did.

That they were coming for her.

* * *

Rebecca tried to push the foot planted on her chest off, but the mercenary just chuckled, putting enough pressure so that she could barely breath. Vakasa was faring no better as the other two men tossed her back and forth between them, taunting her. Rebecca couldn’t follow the native language, but she could imagine what they threatened.

“Frellan wants her unmolested,” the man holding Rebecca down barked when one of the other mercenaries went to kiss the young girl.

“Who cares what the farang wants?” the other man spat.

She might not speak Lingala. However, she knew a racial slur when she heard one. Frellan must be white. And more than likely a Disciple. The master to these mercenaries.

The man holding Rebecca down brought his gun to bear against his own men. “The farang pays us, and I won’t lose my bonus.” Rebecca was momentarily relieved when the men released Vakasa, until it became clear why the mercenary was using English. “However, he said nothing about the enquncu ocha.”

White devil.

All eyes turned on Rebecca. She was a member of Amnesty International. She knew what these men were capable of. The war crimes they had already committed a hundred times over. She swore she could feel her spleen squeeze in terror. Even though the thought of their hands on her body nauseated her to the core, Rebecca couldn’t let them hurt the girl.

She had to place her trust in her men. They would get here. Brandt would get here before…before she became another statistic.

“Yes,” Rebecca blurted before she lost the courage. “Take me,” she added, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice. She failed.

The man removed his foot and jerked her to her feet. He pressed his body against hers. “Not a virgin, I see, but you will do.”

Rebecca couldn’t watch as he put his nostrils against her skin and inhaled up her neck. Instead, she found Vakasa’s eyes. “Look away,” she whispered desperately. But the girl did the oddest thing.

She winked.

Then she bit the hand of the man holding her. He howled in outrage, shaking the wounded appendage. The other man laughed at him. Even so, the mercenary holding Rebecca let his grip loosen just a bit. Using every bit of close-quarter training Brandt had ever showed her, Rebecca used her shoe and scraped it down his shin. Then as he bent over in pain, she brought her elbow straight up into his solar plexus. 

In a pained rush of air, he teetered, then slumped to the ground. The other men’s guns snapped up, aiming at her. Rebecca guessed she had about a second before they pulled the trigger.

As Vakasa rushed over to her, one of the men’s necks split open, gushing blood. Yet he strangely turned and shot his partner.

“Get down!” a vaguely familiar voice yelled. 

Not worrying about who it was that had come to their rescue, Rebecca dragged Vakasa down to the ground with her. Even as they hit the dirt, she watched the last mercenary stagger up. One hand on his sternum. The other on his gun. There was no way their rescuer was going to get him in time.

Then the man’s head snapped to the side. The mercenary lurched, trying to get his bearings, when that long, hollow stick hit him in the back of the knees. Legs knocked out from under him, the mercenary tumbled to the ground, his shots going wild. The stick came down flat onto his nose, crushing it.

Rebecca looked away, tucking Vakasa’s head away from the violence.

It wasn’t until a few seconds after the last moist thud that Rebecca glanced back up. Levont. Was that his name? Brandt’s new point man offered her his mud-covered hand.

“We’ve got to get moving.”

Once up, Rebecca looked around for the old man. He had melted into the night again.

“Thank you,” she said shakily to Brandt’s man.

“Appreciate it, ma’am, but my boss would be awfully disgruntled if I rescued you, only to have us captured again.”

Rebecca snorted despite herself. Levont was right. Brandt would be pissed.

“Where is he?”

Levont’s answer was a nod toward the literal storm of gunfire across the jungle. However, the man moved north instead of toward Brandt.

“Where are we going?”

“To get the hell out of here.”

Yeah, Rebecca couldn’t agree more.

* * *

“Can you do it?” Bunny demanded.

The technician’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “In a week, maybe.”

Bunny looked over at Emily. “I’ll get someone at Langley on it.”

The ploy worked, as one of the tech’s hands flew up. “Hang on.”

The screen in front of them—a new screen since shrapnel from Bunny’s CPU attack had damaged the last one—bloomed to life. Orange and yellow and red flared.

“You are sure you aren’t broadcasting to Brandt’s team?” Bunny asked.

The tech rolled his eyes. “Like I said, we are broadcasting to nowhere.”

“But it is live inside the system?”

“Jeez, yes. Now, which way do you want me to have them going?” the tech asked.

“South,” Bunny answered.

“Why south?” Prenner asked.

Bunny didn’t answer. Probably because south was just a hunch. But after everything that had happened over the last year, she’d learned to trust her gut. Bunny smacked the tech on the shoulder.

“South it is,” the tech said, moving one of the medium-sized orange globs, along with the smallest blip, down the screen. “And the others?”

“Have them converge on the last location of the main enemy’s force.”

It was a good thing the kid’s background was in video game development before the DoD recruited him. 

“Not so fast,” Prenner suggested. “Brandt would never move that cautiously. Lopez, the blip to the west might, but not Brandt.”

Bunny nodded. “Good point. Davidson would also set up in a tree somewhere, so keep him stable.”

“Seriously, people,” the tech complained, “I am doing like five people’s jobs right now, so let’s keep the personalized monograms to a minimum.”

She gave the tech a squeeze on the shoulder as a little motivator. Davidson wouldn’t mind, not if the gesture helped save his life.

“Fine,” the tech said, typing rapidly. The figures on the screen moved in a corresponding fashion.

Bunny pointed to the blip next to Brandt. “Talli isn’t that good a shot. Don’t have him be that Rambo.”

With a minimal of fussing, the tech did as asked.

The chess pieces were on the board. In hopefully the exact opposite direction of the actual soldiers.

Now to see if the Disciples would take the bait.

* * *

Brandt dropped to his knee and pulled the trigger. Only, nothing came out. He didn’t bother cursing. He simply pulled his sidearm out of his waistband and fired. This time squeezing off the rounds one by one. 

Talli pulled up beside him rather than leapfrogging.

“I’m almost out as well.”

What the hell were Lopez and Davidson doing? 

Brandt and Talli were in place. Actually, they had pushed past “the place,” just to keep up the charade of trying to reach Rebecca. Now, though, with limited ammunition? Something had to happen. Something big or they would be pinned down within minutes.

“Spare your rounds,” Brandt said, letting Talli provide the cover fire while he thought through the mess they were in.

What could have gone wrong with the plan? Besides about sixteen thousand things?

Brandt cocked his head. Talli wasn’t firing. “Run out?” he asked as he fired into the jungle.

“No,” Talli said, pushing Brandt’s gun arm down. He was about to complain, quite stringently, when Talli put his finger to his lips. “Listen,” he whispered.

And Brandt did. And people were still firing at them. Or were they? Sure, shots were being fired, but they seemed to be going east. At a clipped rate. What the hell was going on? It was like the enemy was chasing ghosts.

They stayed silent in the brush for a few more moments, letting the enemy charge in the wrong direction. Could he trust this bizarre golden opportunity? Could he trust that somehow an escape path had opened up?

Given how light his gun felt in his hand, Brandt figured he could.

“Ready?” he asked Talli.

After a deep breath, the corporal nodded.

This was it.

Brandt took a step to the west. Then another and another, gaining speed as he went.

After all of that, their plan might still work.


CHAPTER 9

══════════════════

Congo Jungle

11:18 p.m. (CAT)

Ahead of them, Levont skid to stop, putting his hand into a fist. Rebecca pulled Vakasa close as they hunkered down in the brush. There had been several other times men had run past their location. Strangely shooting in the wrong direction. It had forced them to take a far more circumventous route than Levont had proposed. 

Through the heavy leaves, Rebecca spotted their final destination. Awash in moonlight, two helicopters sat on an outcropping of rock.

Rebecca inched her way to the point man. “What is the plan?”

“Not sure,” he answered, sweeping night-vision goggles over the area.

“Um…” Levont was new to the team. Maybe he wasn’t used to sharing intel with her. “Can you give me any specifics? Brandt is totally candid with me.”

“Oh, it’s not that I’m withholding,” he said with a grin. “It’s because I don’t know.”

Rebecca rocked back onto her heels. That was not the answer she was looking for. “Then why did you have us haul our butts over here?”

Levont nodded to the helicopters. “Those are the only vehicles for twenty miles. You think Lopez could keep his hands off of them?”

Well, Levont may be new to the team, but he certainly had Lopez pegged.

“So what do we do?” Rebecca asked as Vakasa crawled onto her lap. The young girl leaned her head against Rebecca’s shoulder. Somehow the terror faded. At least a little.

“Wait.”

“For what?”

One of the helicopter’s blades slowly started spinning.

“For that…” Levont said with a broad grin. Guards, attracted by the sound, rushed the helicopter. Levont took aim, knocking each one either down or back. “I may not be Davidson, but I’ve got my uses.”

Apparently, the point man did.

“You know how cover fire works?” Levont asked.

“Yes, unfortunately,” she answered.

“All right, then,” he said, getting his shot lined up. “On my mark, you are going to get the girl to the helicopter. You are not going to worry about me. You are not going to look back. You are not going to wait for me to catch up. Got it?”

“Got it.”

Levont turned to look her straight in the eye. “I mean it.”

“So do I,” Rebecca answered. “You are on your own.”

The point man grinned. Then his face got grim. “Three…two…”

Ugh. Rebecca knew the rest as she gripped Vakasa’s hand.

* * *

“Stop!” Frellan yelled, yet his men charged forward. Had he heard something?

“Simama!” Ugudo yelled in Swahili. The group of mercenaries was so diverse that it was the only common language amongst them. The dark-skinned commander waved the men back. “Your orders?”

Frellan cocked his head, listening. Nothing. In the deep jungle, was his mind playing tricks on him? He looked to the video feed of the heat signatures, then to the jungle. Beyond where his men had just come, there was no movement. Not a single branch out of place. Brandt and his team were good, but not that good. No one was that good.

Then gunfire erupted. Behind them. 

“The helicopters,” Ugudo confirmed.

No. It could not be. Brandt and the rest were in front of them.

However, as more and more shots sounded, Frellan had to accept this new reality.

He studied his handheld receiver. The signal had been a decoy. A decoy. Someone dared bait him? Bait the Disciples?

Was this how Aunush failed? He had read her reports. He had shaken his head at her constant blaming of faulty intelligence. Yet here he stood, in the middle of the Congo, with a device that had betrayed him.

God truly was testing him.

Once he caught Brandt, Monroe, and the child, though? Ah, then he would have the time he craved. All the time in the world to etch betrayal into their very souls.

* * *

Rebecca turned the handle of the helicopter’s door and jerked it open as the rotors wound up. 

Lopez winked at her. “Long time no see.”

“Just fly, Ricky,” Rebecca urged, even though she couldn’t help but grin as she helped Vakasa into the helicopter.

“Why, how lucky can a guy get?” Lopez commented. “His two favorite girls loading into his helicopter?”

Vakasa had no trouble flashing a huge smile at the corporal, until a bullet bounced off one of the blades.

“Levont should be right behind us,” Rebecca said as she got Vakasa hooked into her seat, latching the restraints in place. What did it say about her life that she could do so without even looking?

“Doesn’t look like it,” Lopez commented as he lifted them a few feet off the ground. Rebecca looked to the tree line, to see Levont retreat back into the brush as bullets flew. “He’s going to need some cover,” Lopez added. “And I’m, well, a little busy.”

He eyed the gun sitting on the seat next to him. Rebecca shied away. Despite their rather desperate need, she was loath to pick up the gun. She hated guns. She hated everything they represented. She hated that her life and that of everyone else’s relied on them.

Then Vakasa was there. Her little fingers picked up the heavy weapon.

“No!” Rebecca shouted, pulling the gun from the girl’s hand. “No.”

The girl looked puzzled. Clearly, she’d grown up in the war-torn region. Vakasa probably had more shooting experience than Rebecca. Yet she could not allow the girl to be the one to shoot. She couldn’t let the girl be the one to carry the burden.

Opening the helicopter door, Rebecca braced herself and pulled the trigger. The recoil shot pain up her wrists to her elbow and all the way to her shoulder. She fired again in the general direction of the guards. Still, Levont couldn’t poke his head out of the leaves without bullets pushing him back.

“Fine. Lopez to the rescue,” the corporal stated, lifting the chopper up and tilting it toward the tree line. “Keep that door open!”

They skimmed the damp grass, speeding toward Levont’s position. The others must have realized what Lopez was attempting, as they moved to cut the chopper off. Rebecca raised the weapon and squeezed off another two joint-jarring shots. This time the men paid attention to her errant bullets, firing back.

Ducking, Rebecca kept the door open even as the jungle tried to push it closed. Levont scrambled out from the brush as the helicopter bucked and fought Lopez. They lurched up four feet. Levont tossed his weapon over his shoulder and leapt for it. His body hit the opening. 

Rebecca grabbed his hand, trying to help haul him up. One of Levont’s feet caught some purchase on the helicopter’s struts. He was about to push himself into the chopper when one of the mercenaries charged. Rebecca didn’t even think. She just shot.

Blood splattered across the man’s shoulder. Howling, he dropped his gun. Shaking, Rebecca dropped her gun as well. She’d shot someone. She could see the pain in his features. She could see the blood she’d freed from his body.

“A little help,” Levont groaned, hanging on with one hand to the door frame. The other arm was tucked up against his abdomen. Where his arm was hit or his belly, Rebecca couldn’t tell.

She reached over him, grabbed him by the belt, and pulled. He was nearly inside the chopper when he became twice as heavy. The mercenary had jumped up and grabbed Levont by the leg.

Seriously, give it up.

But the guy seemed intent on taking Levont down.

“Close the door!” Lopez yelled.

“He’s not in yet,” Rebecca responded, still tugging up with all her might.

“Do it!” Lopez shouted.

She had no idea what he had in mind, but it was probably incredibly stupid. And dangerous. So with one hand still on Levont’s belt, she used the other one to bring the door as closed as she could under the bizarre circumstances.

Lopez tilted the helicopter precariously thirty degrees to the right. The blades chewed up branches, sending wooden shrapnel everywhere, but especially at the mercenary. Levont grit his teeth as his own leg took some of the damage.

Still, the guy would not let go. As a matter of fact, he was climbing up Levont, trying to make it into the chopper. Rebecca gripped the chopper door, then threw her weight into it. The metal hit the guy in the head, knocking him back. He lost his traction on Levont’s tuxedo pant leg and slid down to his shoe.

With one good kick, Levont freed himself of the mercenary.

Now half as light, the point man easily made it into the helicopter. Once inside, Rebecca slammed the door shut.

Despite a bleeding arm and half a dozen scratches, Levont beamed. “Off. The. Hook.”

Then bullets flew as Lopez banked them away from the forest. The bulk of mercenaries had clearly returned.

“Thor!” Vakasa cried, pointing to two men approaching.

Thor?

Hell no, that was Brandt—and Talli—running across the clearing!

Only, Lopez had to climb higher and higher and push the chopper faster and faster to avoid the storm of shots coming from the forest.

* * *

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

They were too late. The helicopter had been forced to take off as the rest of the mercenaries arrived.

“Retreat,” Brandt ordered.

Talli obeyed, backing into the jungle, laying down what cover fire he could while clearly still trying to conserve ammo. The only lucky break they had gotten was that the Disciples were way too busy worrying about the helicopter getting away than chasing them down.

Lopez’s chopper, with a hail of bullets chasing it, sailed overhead. Pressed against the glass was Rebecca’s face. She was alive.

He wouldn’t be much longer if he stood there all doe-eyed. Heading back into the jungle, Brandt tried to think like Lopez. Which kind of made his head hurt. They didn’t have a third staging area. What were they thinking? From now on, they needed about five of them.

Retreating outside the range of the mercenaries’ guns, Brandt studied the enemy. There were still eight of them, not including their leader. So storming the second helicopter wasn’t an option. Besides, he wasn’t much of a chopper pilot, and he wasn’t about to risk it to Talli.

Most of the mercenaries loaded quickly into the chopper, leaving only a few on the ground to provide protection for their launch.

Which, it turned out, was going to be a while. The pilot had tried to start the helicopter when smoke plumed out the engine. Brandt took a moment to feel just a little satisfied. Lopez didn’t have any C4, so he did the next best thing to prevent the other chopper from taking off. 

Good old-fashioned sabotage.

The only problem? Now that the enemy didn’t have a quick pursuit to care about, they all turned their attention to the jungle.

Time to hightail it.

But where?

“Any thoughts on where Lopez is heading?” Brandt asked as he crept deeper into the jungle.

“You are asking me?” Talli asked.

True. The two men couldn’t be more diametrically opposed.

Great. Time to play “Where in the World is Lopez?”

Not his favorite game.

* * *

“We’ve got to circle back,” Rebecca demanded.

“Can’t, darlin’,” Lopez answered, swerving the chopper under the canopy, avoiding the tree trunks. Which was about as difficult as it sounded. Chunks of bark flew all around them. It was like flying through a wood chipper.

Rebecca hissed out a breath, trying to regain her composure. It was just a little hard to do after flying over your husband-to-be, abandoning him to the Disciples. But she knew, after everything Lopez had done, that he couldn’t possibly be leaving Brandt and Talli behind. 

She took another breath before asking, “So you have a plan?”

“Duh,” Lopez said, ducking his head as they mowed through a palm tree, its leaves smacking the windshield.

She counted to ten before speaking. “Do you care to share?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“No!” Rebecca just couldn’t help it.

Lopez only smiled, though. “If you’ve only got two staging areas and one is compromised, what do you do?”

“Go to the other,” Levont answered from behind her. 

Vakasa kneeled next to the large man as he prepped ropes and riggings. It seemed like he was getting ready to pull the men into the chopper from the ground. But what if the men weren’t there to pull?

“That’s great and all, but does Brandt know this?” she asked.

Lopez made a face. “Um, he better, or we are so screwed.”

* * *

Brandt glanced over his shoulder to Talli, who was having a hard time keeping up. He’d twisted his ankle or something. For a guy with not the best aim in the world, you would think he would keep the klutziness to a minimum. Clearly, Talli was a contrarian.

At full speed, were they even going in the right direction? Brandt was operating on gut instinct alone, returning to their last rally point. Would Lopez think to double back? The man did have a fairly linear—make that acceleration-oriented—mind.

Still, it was their best shot.

He broke through a particularly stalwart pair of branches and stumbled into the clearing around the hut. Although, it wasn’t exactly clear any longer. And the hut wasn’t exactly a hut, either. The Disciples had torn it down to nearly its last thatch. Leaves, pots, and snake parts littered the ground.

“Incoming!” Talli yelled, limping over to the right.

Sure enough, a speeding helicopter swooped and dodged trees, making its way to them. A most welcome sight. Only, one slight problem. They weren’t slowing down. Or landing.

“We better take this at a run,” Brandt suggested as the helicopter’s door opened. Talli tried, he really did, but he was never going to make it on his own. So as the chopper sped toward them, Brandt fell back, throwing Talli’s arm over his shoulder, urging him along.

The helicopter flew overhead, pausing only briefly to hover over them. 

Levont reached out a bloody arm to help Talli up.

“Why can’t you land?” Brandt yelled over the rotor wash.

“Giraffe!” Levont shouted back.

Giraffe? What the hell did—

Then Brandt saw them. Giraffes. Tall, lanky, and apparently pissed, coming right at them.

Giving Talli’s ass one good shove, Brandt got his sniper in the chopper, then running, keeping up with the now traveling helicopter, Brandt got a foot onto the strut. Hauling himself up, he dove into the chopper just as the door was slammed closed by a tree.

Then giraffes were all around them. Their long necks rocking back and forth as they ran. One took a swipe at the struts, nearly knocking the helicopter ten feet off course.

“I swear I didn’t challenge them to anything,” Lopez yelled from the front of the chopper.

Brandt was about to answer when Rebecca was suddenly in his arms. He hugged her fiercely, then pulled her away, enough to look into her eyes.

“Don’t you ever follow me again,” Brandt said, but joy danced in her eyes. Brandt would have kissed her, except for, you know, the giraffes.

* * *

Rebecca grabbed hold of a seat as the helicopter rocked when it was hit by another giraffe. 

“Why are there so many freaking animals?” Lopez demanded.

Nursing his ankle, Talli answered, “We are smack dab in the middle of a wildlife reserve.”

“Still…” Lopez exhaled. “And is somebody filming this?”

Rebecca plunked her forehead against Brandt’s extremely stained white shirt. For a moment, amongst all the chaos, she just let his chest lift her forehead, then lower it as he breathed in and out. His heartbeat pounded against his breastbone, creating a beautiful symphony. He put a hand on the back of her head, stroking her hair. She felt his lips brush the top of her head.

Brandt was not just alive, but safe too. Well, as safe as any of them as Lopez struggled to keep them somewhat aloft. Rebecca barely noticed. Instead, she took in the moment. Then the little girl threw herself at Brandt, wrapping her little arms around his leg.

“Thor!”

Yes, Vakasa’s dark-haired, green-eyed Thor was Brandt. There must be a story there, but they certainly didn’t have time to tell it, as Lopez yelled, “Hold on!”

When Lopez told you to secure yourself, you secured yourself.

Brandt grabbed Rebecca and Vakasa, lowering them to the floor as he grabbed hold of the base of a seat. Lopez hit the thrust, taking them up. Up through the thick jungle canopy. Huge fronds whacked the chopper, tousling its path. The rotors ground, screaming their complaint, but still, they ascended.

Until, finally, they popped out of the forest, streaking upward. It was like they’d escaped the earth’s atmosphere and hurled into space as stars twinkled in the sky. Then Lopez stabilized their speed and ascent. 

They hovered over the forest. The huge hole they’d cut in the canopy was already closing as branches unfolded, spreading a leaf bandage over the jungle.

“There!” Talli shouted, pointing to the other helicopter whose rotors began turning. 

She laid her cheek against Brandt’s chest.

His words rumbled against her ear. “I thought you sabotaged it?”

“Wait for it,” Lopez said, skimming them over the canopy, heading north.

* * *

Brandt waited, with Rebecca safely stowed in his embrace, as the mercenaries loaded into the chopper even as it lifted off. The chopper that was supposed to be inoperable. Like, not able to lift off.

“Lopez…”

As their own helicopter gained altitude, Lopez scoffed. “Kind of the point of ‘wait for it’ is to wait.”

Even after the other chopper had lifted off completely and swung around to give chase, Lopez still kept smiling. There was waiting, and then there was being stupid. Suddenly, the Disciples’ rotors lurched, spinning erratically. The chopper dipped and spun as the pilot tried to get the vehicle under control.

“I knew they would comb the helo looking for other sabotage points, so I taped some rocks deep within the gear box.”

“I don’t get it,” Rebecca said, tilting her chin up to look at Brandt. Her tear-streaked, mud-caked features should have been on the cover of Vogue.

Levont answered as Talli tended to his arm wound. “The heat and vibration of the liftoff loosened the tape, releasing the rocks into the gear box.”

“I figured, why just incapacitate the chopper when I might be able to take out the whole crew?” Lopez boasted, not inaccurately, as the Disciples’ helicopter limped its way over the forest. Clearly trying to find a place to land. 

If Brandt weren’t holding Rebecca so close, he might have hugged the corporal. Vakasa loosened her grip from his leg to look around. 

She asked in a mishmash of Russian, Hebrew, and possibly Incan. Brandt took her to mean, “Where is Scarecrow?” Davidson.

Good question.

“Lopez?”

Again, the corporal scoffed. “Why do think we’re not halfway to Rwanda?”

As the Disciples’ helicopter zigged and zagged its way west, losing altitude, then shooting up the next second, Lopez maneuvered his way back to the clearing. A hand waved from the trees. For once, they had a sniper in the perch and didn’t have to use him.

Brandt moved Rebecca and the girl over to make room to open the chopper’s door.

One team member left to rescue and they were the hell out of Africa. 

Davidson emerged from the canopy as Lopez brought them alongside the tree line. Winds buffeted them a bit, but the sniper would only have a few feet to jump and be home free.

Brandt reached out his hand. “Nice to see you, Private.”

A smile flashed as Davidson secured his rifle. He took in a few breaths, then launched himself. Everything was going great—the helicopter’s stability, Davdison’s trajectory, everything. 

Until it wasn’t.

* * *

Pain lanced Davidson’s neck as warm blood gushed from a bullet wound. The force knocked him back and down. His fingers desperately sought the helicopter’s struts, but his hand instinctively pulled back to clutch the bleeding wound. And his weak hand couldn’t support his weight. 

Brandt clutched at his sleeve, but he could never pull him up in time and, all the while he tried, gave the Disciples’ sniper all the time in the world to deliver a fatal blow to the chopper.

“Take two,” Davidson said before he let go.

The sergeant refused to release his sleeve until bullets pinged off the chopper. 

“Fuck,” Brandt blurted, then let gravity do the rest.

Davidson crashed into the canopy, the leaves and thick stems breaking his fall. He only fell through three layers of trees before a he caught a branch under one arm. One hand staunching the bleeding, Davidson’s other hand helped him climb up onto the branch. 

When would he learn that the Disciples’ sniper had the patience of literally a saint? And worse, he was smart. Why show your hand until you could go for the checkmate shot? The other sniper knew he couldn’t take out the team until he took out Davidson. So he had laid in wait. Tempering his urgency with his desire to eliminate his competition. Patiently staying his hand until the kill shot.

And another half inch and it would have been a fatal injury.

Davidson pulled his palm away from his neck and gently probed the wound. The bullet had taken a small chunk out of his flesh but missed the jugular. Which didn’t mean it wasn’t bleeding like a mother.

Ripping the hem from his jacket, he packed the wound and tied a band as tight as he could without cutting off blood flow to his brain.

Now to figure out a way to get back on that helicopter without getting them all shot.

* * *

Frellan leaned in as the helicopter veered left, as if blown by a fierce wind. Instead, they were undone by child’s play. Pebbles in the gear box had brought them low. Not just low. It had nearly crashed them.

He looked to the empty seat across from him. Mikhal’s seat. The sniper had refused to board. He had refused to chase after the heat signatures. He had gone up a tree and refused to come down.

What report would he write to the Master? How Frellan not only lost the Messiah, but killed his entire team in the attempt? Mikhal prized stillness. Who knew sitting out the fight could actually make you the victor. Well, Frellan had combed the world for near on a decade for the Messiah.

And now, after seeing her? Frellan wasn’t about to yield his duty or his honor.

“We must jump,” he ordered Ugudo as the helicopter bucked again, nearly falling into the trees.

The man shook his head sharply, his words rattled by the unstable rotors. “Can’t chance landing in the river.”

Frellan looked out past the tree line to the Congo River. It snaked past, slow and sluggish. “The water will break our fall.”

All the men around Frellan snorted. “We will take our chances here,” one said.

“Mamba,” Ugudo said. “Bad mamba here.”

Frellan studied the smooth waters as best he could as the helicopter jumped and bounced in the air. He knew of the crocodile danger. Anyone who dared travel in Africa knew of the mamba. It was one thing to snatch a kayaker from his boat. Quite another to take on an entire armed team.

He went to argue with Ugudo, but the man leaned his head against the hull. “You jump? You jump alone.” Even with that barbed bar in his cheek, the man still defied Frellan. He did not take that lightly.

Frellan nodded his concession. Seldom did he allow subordinates to dictate terms, but if Ugudo was willing to risk another session with Frellan, he must have his convictions.

“Then we land,” Frellan instructed.

“The pilot is trying to get us back to the—”

“Now,” Frellan ordered. “If he must crash us, he crashes us.”

The African’s eyes dilated. It was one of the mercenaries who spoke. “That is quite the risk.”

Frellen raised a pierced eyebrow to Ugudo. “You wished to take your chances, did you not?”

* * *

“That’s right, sucker!” Lopez yelled through the windshield. That was until a shot bounced off a rotor. The corporal backed them away several hundred yards. “How about now, huh?”

“Lopez,” Brandt admonished, “let’s stop antagonizing the guy with the sniper rifle…” Then Brandt remembered the elephants and the giraffes. “On second thought, let’s not antagonize anyone or thing.”

“I gotta tell ya,” Lopez said, “I don’t have a whole lot of fuel left…”

For so many reasons, they were running out of options. But they couldn’t leave Davidson in the jungle, either. However, to go in close enough to the forest’s edge to retrieve the private would be nearly suicide for both Davidson and everyone on the chopper.

“What are we going to do?” Rebecca asked, slipping her hand in his.

Jesus, he wished he had an answer for her.

“Get us close enough, and I can try to take a shot,” Talli suggested.

Brandt shook his head. “Your gun doesn’t have enough range. Nothing we have does.” Plus, it is you on the trigger, he thought but did not say aloud. 

“I say we take the fight to the sniper,” Levont announced from the back of the helicopter.

“Great plan, only how do you plan to avoid a massacre?” Brandt said as he turned to his point man. 

Levont didn’t have to answer as he hefted an RPG launcher from a metal bin.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Brandt said as he squeezed Rebecca’s hand. “Let’s get everyone strapped in.”

God, he had never loved Rebecca more than when she simply nodded and went to get Vakasa secured. No argument. No questioning the logic. No fussing.

If they survived the next few minutes, she was definitely a keeper.


CHAPTER 10

══════════════════

Skies Above the Congo

11:29 p.m. (CAT)

Rebecca urged Vakasa to cover her ears, but the little girl just stared wide-eyed at Levont as he prepped the rocket launcher.

“Lopez, move us in,” Brandt said, then turned to everyone else. “Remember, we are going to have to take some fire until we are in position.”

Of course, they would have to take some fire. When didn’t they? At least this was for a good cause. Getting Davidson back. She’d take some fire for that. Apparently Vakasa would as well, as she gave a thumbs-up. Such a remarkable little girl. It seemed she spoke over half a dozen languages and knew her way around American idioms.

“Ready?” Lopez asked, then didn’t bother to wait for an answer.

Instead, he tilted the chopper forward, running straight at the sniper’s position. Bullets cracked the windshield, but still, they streaked forward.

“Now!” Brandt shouted, and on a dime, Lopez turned the helicopter ninety degrees so the door was facing the sniper.

Rebecca covered her ears, wincing as the rocket ignited, flying from the launcher toward the western jungle. Just as quickly, Lopez spun the helicopter away and hauled ass across the clearing. She looked over her shoulder to watch the rocket hit the trees and burst into flame. They had no chance of actually killing the sniper. They just needed him running for his life from the explosion.

And sure enough, not a single shot sounded in the night as they raced to Davidson’s position. Somehow, even though injured, he had climbed back to the top of the canopy, deeper in the forest so they couldn’t pick him up at the tree line, but Levont had the ropes and harness ready.

They were prepared.

Except, of course, for the helicopter to start sputtering.

* * *

Davidson watched the helicopter’s speed cut in half. Fuel streaming out of a bullet hole explained a lot.

Crap.

There would be no second chances this time. Ignoring the stabbing pain from his neck and just about every other body part, Davidson knew he had to make up the distance. No time to make sure the branches could carry his weight.

He just had to have faith. With a prayer on his lips, Davidson ran across the canopy. Never landing long enough to sink into the jungle. His momentum would not last long, though.

The helicopter veered toward him, then dropped a good twenty feet down the riverside cliff. Davidson was almost there. Minor details, but now that the helicopter was lower than him, the spinning rotors were in the way.

It was clear, however, that as the helicopter staggered and sputtered, it was never going to make up the altitude.

Davidson could only pray that Lopez knew what he was about to do.

Gritting his teeth, Davidson launched himself out of the jungle and toward those spinning rotors. 

Just in time, the helicopter tilted left, angling the rotors away.

Davidson hit the fuselage hard. His finger scrambled to find a hold on the fuel-slickened metal. His feet flailed, trying to find purchase on…well, anything.

Then there was a hand on his collar.

“I’ve got you,” Brandt said. Standing on the struts, braced against the door, the sergeant was a sight for sore eyes. “Let’s get you inside.”

Davidson certainly didn’t argue there. He let himself slip the rest of the way down the body of the helicopter as he was guided to the safety of the struts. As the helicopter righted itself, Davidson was pulled into the cabin.

“Thanks.”

Brandt frowned, though. “I wouldn’t thank me yet.”

The sergeant nodded toward the Congo River. The surface of which was fast approaching as Brandt secured the door.

“What are you talking about?” Lopez scoffed. “We are totally going to make it.”

The far shore seemed, well, pretty far off, given how quickly the helicopter was losing thrust.

“Okay. I lied,” Lopez admitted. “We aren’t going to make it.”

No kidding.

* * *

Rebecca watched as, for one glorious moment, it looked like Lopez would prove himself wrong. The bank wasn’t forty feet away. You could see the individual trees on the other side. You could make out the ripples in the mud.

Then the helicopter’s engine gave one last sputter. The rotors ground to a halt, and the chopper just fell out of the air. Straight down into the Congo River. They hit the water hard, but not all that hard because, well, they just weren’t that high in the sky.

“Evac,” Brandt barked, flinging off his restraints. 

Water lapped at the front windshield as they sank into the river. Rebecca unbuckled herself, then Vakasa. The girl climbed into her arms, clutching her neck. Rebecca didn’t blame the girl. If she could have sought shelter in Brandt’s arms, she would have done it. Unfortunately, Brandt was busy gathering as much gear as they could salvage. He trusted her to buck up. To be brave. Or at least fake it.

Talli went to grab the chopper’s door, but Brandt shook his head. “Grab anything you can.”

“But the higher the water gets, the harder it will be to—”

Lopez nodded to the bullet hole–ridden windshield. “Dude, we are not going to create a vacuum in here.”

Rebecca nearly lost her balance as the helicopter slid down the muddy riverbed, deeper into the Congo. The water level was over halfway up the windows.

“Got mine,” Davidson announced as he threw a fifth bag over his shoulders. 

Surprisingly, Brandt didn’t have anything on his. Instead, he handed out the equipment to the other men. “All right. Levont you are going out first. Then I will escort Rebecca and Vakasa. Talli—”

“What the hell is—”

Out of nowhere, a mass of flesh with a glistening row of teeth surged in the water, hitting the windshield head-on. The glass cracked, sending a spiderweb of flaws through the windshield. 

In the glow of headlights, the giant crocodile shook its head and several front teeth fell out. Clearly, the ancient predator was not used to the concept of glass. However, those dark eyes did not seem deterred in the least. A meal was to be had. 

“Watch out!” Lopez yelled as another crocodile, a good four feet longer than the first, slammed into the window next to her. The sliding door rattled violently. Then another slammed into the other side of the helicopter.

Talk about shooting fish in a barrel. Only, they were the fish, and the crocodiles planned to latch onto them and drag them to the bottom and drown them.

Vakasa shook in Rebecca’s arms. The girl hadn’t flinched at the sight of guns, but crocs? Crocs she was clearly terrified of.

The sliding door buckled as a crocodile rammed it again.

“This bird’s taken too much damage,” Lopez said.

“And the water we’re taking on,” Talli added as the river filled the chopper. It was up to their knees now.

Brandt looked to her, grief detailing his features. They would have to make a run for it. And clearly not all would make it. And the chick in the wedding dress and young girl? Vegas bookies would not be betting on them.

Then the door came off a hinge as the persistent reptile crashed into it again. Rebecca clutched Vakasa to her, throwing them both back as the croc used its wide snout to push open the door and its powerful tail to thrust itself halfway into the chopper. 

Mouth wide open, it charged. The only thing that stopped it from grabbing them both was Davidson slamming the door closed on its neck. The croc thrashed against the restraint, hissing its fury. 

For a moment, a vision of Rebecca’s guide in the Amazon filled her vision. One second, he had been there. The next, a set of teeth had grabbed hold of his shoulder and her guide was gone. She remembered watching helplessly as the alligator shook Yerato as he pulled him into the murky water. 

This croc meant to do the same.

Brandt pulled his gun, but Levont pushed it down. “We can’t have blood.”

“What the fuck—”

“We only have three to deal with,” Levont pleaded. “You get blood in the water, we’ll have a hundred.”

As if the crocodile were listening, it stopped its thrashing and simply floated at the water level, doing its best to convince them it was only a log. A nice big log that wanted to eat them.

“Stealthy mothers, aren’t they?” Lopez observed.

Then the broken-toothed croc slammed into the windshield again. Creating cracks so deep that Rebecca doubted the glass would hold up to another ramming. As the croc repositioned itself for another strike, they were about to find out.

* * *

“Any fucking suggestions, then?” Brandt asked Levont.

“We just have to tie its mouth closed.”

“Oh, just that.”

Levont, though, grabbed some rope and quickly made a lasso out of it. “Talli, you are going to have to poke it.”

“What?”

Brandt shoved Talli over, snatching a rifle. “Don’t worry,” Brandt assured Levont. “I’m not going to shoot it.”

“Vincent…” Rebecca called out. It must have been bad if she was using his first name.

The other crocodile—you know, the one that was trying to break in through the windshield—slowly paddled just at the edge of the headlights. Keeping himself steady and ready to attack.

Since he couldn’t do much about that one, he turned to the croc actually inside the damned helicopter. 

“Ready?”

Levont just nodded. 

Brandt held the rifle at its butt and shoved it hard right under the croc’s eye. He was ready for a lot, but not the explosive power of the predator. The thing had his rifle, crunching it between its jaws, faster than Brandt could blink. The croc spit the mangled gun back at him.

Brandt stumbled back a step, his hands shaking from the assault.

Levont, though, was at the ready, flinging the noose around the croc’s snout. The thing shook its head side to side violently, but the point man had a grip of steel. Too bad the rope wasn’t as strong as he was. 

They all saw the fraying. It must have got snagged by a tooth on the way in. 

Hell no.

Brandt reached for his belt, unbuckling it and whipping it loose. As he rethreaded it, the irony that it was croc leather did not escape him. This time prepared for the ferocity, Brandt grabbed the rifle, poking the giant reptile. The croc swiveled impossibly quickly, knocking the gun away. But Brandt was there, slipping his belt around the nose.

Riding the damn thing like a bucking bronco, Brandt wrapped the leather twice around the snout, then secured it with the buckle.

“Davidson!” he shouted to the man on the door. “On my signal!”

The sniper nodded, still leaning his body weight against the metal to keep the croc pinned.

Brandt braced his hands against the croc’s shoulder, avoiding the flailing head and surging river water.

“Now!”

Once the door was released, Brandt shoved hard against the nobby skin, pushing the beast back into the river. Davidson wasted no time shutting the door. The last thing Brandt saw of the beast was the croc spinning and thrashing, trying to slip its restraint.

“Vin!”

Brandt turned to find Rebecca pointing at not just a pair of red glowing eyes, but three, no, four sets made it five.

Guess they didn’t even need blood in the water to attract the crocs’ relatives.

Looks like they had gotten rid of one crocodile, only to invite in a whole group of them.

Fuck didn’t even begin to cover it.

* * *

Even though Brandt tried to turn her away from the charging crocodile, Rebecca wouldn’t let him. It was a sight to behold. Even in the murky water, she could make out the forty-eight teeth capable of delivering up to five thousand pounds per square inch. She could even see the pink of its tongue and upper palate. Many a tribesman and even a pharaoh or two had witnessed this as their last sight.

Brandt nearly crushed her with his embrace as the croc’s tail surged side to side, powering the reptile right at the cracked glass.

Then a blur from the right knocked the crocodile from its trajectory. A brownish, blobbish streak had saved them.

“Hippo!” Lopez yelled, swinging his camera around.

“The dolphins of the Congo?” Talli asked, staring out the windshield. “Did it just save us?”

“No, no, no,” Rebecca said, shoving Brandt toward the door.

Levont was right with her, sloshing through the now thigh-high water. “Hippos are extremely territorial. They will—”

The helicopter shuddered as it was hit on the side. On the second attack, the chopper didn’t just shake, it physically rolled over. Rebecca put her hands out to brace her, slamming into the roof of the chopper. Her fingers fished around for Vakasa, but could barely keep her head from smashing up against the metal.

And the hippopotamus didn’t stop. Using his wide head as a battering ram, he rolled the chopper down the steep riverbank until the entire vehicle was underwater. Rotors and all. Metal squealed and glass groaned until the windshield couldn’t take any more stress.

Shattering inward, the Congo came to claim them.

Rebecca was thrown backward by the rush of water, stripped from Brandt’s hold. Then the door’s frame bent, leaving just enough room for Rebecca to get sucked out into the river.

“Rebecca!” Brandt cried, but the water had him plastered against the back hull.

She fought the current to get back inside the chopper, but the hippo hit it again, tumbling it farther down the bank.

Something knocked against her leg.

Log, crocodile, or another hippo were only a few of the possibilities.

The best thing she could do for Brandt was to save herself, giving Brandt the leeway to save himself.

She kicked hard in the direction she prayed was the surface.

* * *

Davidson got churned under the rolling helicopter. A twisted rotor knocked him upside the head. Dazed, he drifted to the right just as the chopper flipped again. Its headlights creating a kaleidoscope of light and dark. 

He wasn’t sure where he was. Heading toward the shore or deeper into the river? Was his head pointing to the surface, or was he just striking for the riverbed? His lungs begged him to gasp. From the pain and for the oxygen. But there was nothing but murky water all around him. 

Stay calm, he tried to remind himself. Let your natural buoyancy guide you. He’d had plenty of water-survival training. However, none of the course covered a hippo attack. The water was cut by so many currents even it didn’t seem to know which way was up.

Darkness crept into the edge of his vision. The lack of air and blow to the head conspiring to black him out.

Then there was orange. Bright, playful orange. 

A small hand reached out to him.

Davidson took it.

The girl struck upward and to the left. Davidson didn’t hesitate to follow her course. He was running out of oxygen, though. Like, aneurism out. Then they broke the surface. Davidson gulped the precious moist air as his limbs tried to right his course.

“Kusimama,” the girl urged. 

Levont had been right. Davidson’s African dialects could use some work.

“Kusimama,” Vakasa repeated, jerking on his arm.

Her actions were bringing him nearly vertical. And then he felt it. The riverbed. Feeling incredibly stupid, Davidson planted his feet and stood up. He was only knee high in the water.

Yep, he’d nearly drowned in kiddie pool–deep water. Still, they were way too deep to feel safe from the crocs or the hippo. 

Grabbing the girl’s hand, he splashed his way to the bank. Talli, Lopez, and Levont repeated the process up and down the bank. Once on dry land, Davidson spun around, trying to find the others.

Rebecca’s head popped up, water spraying from her mouth. She was alive.

However, she was not alone. And that figure next to her in the water wasn’t Brandt.

* * *

Above the ringing in her ears, Rebecca couldn’t make out what Davidson was screaming. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the large “log” floating not ten feet from her. Funny, though, logs usually didn’t blink.

She stopped struggling in the water. She let the river buoy her. The log didn’t seem fooled, however. Not as it drifted against the current. Rebecca’s eyes slid toward the shore. There was no way she could outrun the croc. No way. And how they were situated in the river, the men had no shot. Besides, if Levont was right about crocodilian anatomy, it wouldn’t matter, anyway.

Maybe if she didn’t move, the log wouldn’t move.

Yeah. Right.

She noted a glint of silver caught in one of the log’s teeth. The remains of Brandt’s belt buckle. If the croc had gotten out of that, he certainly wasn’t going to let an easy meal escape his grasp twice.

There was only a ripple in the water to warn her he was coming. Rebecca threw herself back, knowing it was useless, but her body insisted.

Teeth surged from beneath the surface, shining brightly in the moonlight.

Then Brandt was there, leaping from the side. He landed atop the croc’s jaws, wrestling them closed.

“I’ve got him!” Brandt yelled. But Rebecca wasn’t so sure about that as the crocodile rolled, taking Brandt with him. Once they popped back up, Brandt shouted, “Go!”

God, she didn’t want to, but given the other ripples in the water, if she didn’t get herself to shore, Brandt would have two of them to worry about. And if anything, Brandt seemed to be winning.

Until the crocodile surged up on its back feet, which were once used to walk upright eons ago. Brandt dangled from the croc’s jaw, holding on for dear life. It wouldn’t be enough, though, as the reptile, so adapt at surviving, tipped backward, crashing them into much deeper water.

“Come on!” Davidson yelled from the shore. 

Never taking her eyes off the spot where Brandt had disappeared, she made her way up the bank. The churning water quieted to smooth as glass. As if Brandt had never existed.

* * *

This was a fucking losing battle. The croc had the upper hand. Brandt was no reptile expert, but he did know the fucker could hold its breath for like two hours. And the death roll? Even on the outside of it, Brandt was getting knocked the fuck around. He simply couldn’t gut it out. The croc would win.

And that was simply unacceptable.

Even with Levont’s warning ringing in his ears, Brandt pulled a knife from its sheath on his calf. Now, where the hell did the point man say to hit?

The ear. Straight in the croc’s ear to hit the golf ball–sized brain.

Except, um, where the fuck was the crocodile’s ear?

Still gripping the beast’s jaw shut with one arm, Brandt arced the blade up and stabbed where an ear ought to be. Luke-warm blood squirted out of the wound. But the fucker kept rolling. Brandt brought the knife up again, and this time sunk it into the hilt. The croc’s body spasmed, convulsing.

Not taking any fucking chances, Brandt ground the blade, twisting it on its axis. Take that, golf ball.

The croc’s head arced back. Its eyes rolling like a china doll’s. Not until its body went slack, totally slack, did Brandt tentatively let go. No opened jaws. No attack. The fucker was dead. 

But blood spread all around him. There would be more. Like, quickly.

Pushing off the croc’s body, Brandt struck for the sky, knife still in hand. He surged out of the water, shaking his head, trying to get his bearings. The shore wasn’t that far off. It was doable. He could make it there before the rest of the croc brigade showed up.

Then why exactly were the men waving their arms, screaming?

“Hippo!”

Of course there was a fucking hippo behind him. 

Brandt let his adrenaline do the work. Running to meet him, the men fired at the three-ton hippopotamus, but the thing had a hard-on for Brandt. Slipping in the mud, Brandt scrambled up the bank. He grabbed a vine and hauled himself up the slope, swearing that he could hear the jiggle of the hippo’s fat.

The loud sound of splashing told Brandt he was running out of time. Grasping another branch, he lurched upward, every muscle fiber complaining of the abuse. He chanced a glance back. The fucker was fast. How the fuck could something so fat move so fucking fast?

And now that it was on land, it was smoking.

“Stop!” Levont yelled. “Stop running.”

That was the stupidest damned advice Brandt had ever been given.

Then Rebecca chimed in. “They are only territorial in the water!”

Did he trust Encyclopedia and Brittanica over there or his own gut?

Given the fact that his legs were giving out, he came to a stop. The hippo’s charge stalled, but its jaw was still wide open. Brandt could smell its retched breath. He could make out the grooves in those ivory teeth that could crush his spine.

The thing took a few more steps forward, then closed its mouth, its wide nose sniffing the wind. Then, as if it had nothing better to do, started grazing on the grass.

What the hell?

“Just slowly back away,” Rebecca advised. “As long as you aren’t making fast movements, it doesn’t care about you on land.”

Easy to say when you were forty feet away.

He was a little limited on options, though, so he did as instructed.

The first step felt like a leap of faith. The second felt more like a prayer. The third was actually almost normal.

But it wasn’t far enough. Not when another crocodile flew out of the water, aiming right for Brandt.

A spear came out of nowhere, skewering the crocodile in the vulnerable underbelly. Just as quickly, the dark-skinned medicine man shoved the crocodile back into the river. Its body, grabbed by its breathren, pulled underwater.

The hippo gave a glance over its shoulder, blinked twice, then went back to grazing. Just another day in Africa.

Brandt stepped back carefully, making for the tree line as quickly as he could without angering the hippo. He wanted to make it into the jungle, but his adrenaline high gave out like a balloon let free. Stumbling a few steps, his butt hit the ground.

Rebecca rushed to his side as the men fanned out, keeping a close eye on the grazing hippo.

“Are you okay?”

“Honestly,” Brandt asked as he lay back onto the cool ground, “hell if I know.”

* * *

Rebecca ripped open Brandt’s bloody shirt. So far, the red stains had been from other creatures’ blood. Not Brandt’s. He had a lump on the side of his head the size of a goose egg. A literal Canadian goose–sized egg. He had bruises up and down his side, but she could see the color coming back into his lips as he breathed in and out.

The hippo, apparently not liking this much company for its foraging, slipped back into the water. Once submerged, the Congo looked as peaceful as a church. Forget the fourteen ways you could die in an instant. And they had weapons. And training. Rebecca tucked Vakasa tight under her arm. This jungle was no place for a little girl.

“Thor,” Vakasa said, patting her forehead, then bowing deeply.

Brandt smiled weakly. “Hey, kid.” He glanced around. “Where’s the medicine man?”

“He disappeared back into the forest,” Rebecca answered, glad that Brandt seemed well oriented.

He smiled again. “He has a habit of doing that.”

She smoothed his sopping-wet hair down and kissed his forehead. “Yes, he does.”

“Everyone else okay?” Brandt asked, although his eyelids had slid back down.

“Yeah, babe,” Rebecca answered. “We’re knocked around, but good.”

Brandt smiled faintly.

“I mean, I don’t mean to be the downer here,” Talli said as the consummate downer, “but some of the Disciples must have survived on the other side. They aren’t going to wait around forever.”

Levont grunted his approval. “Do we have an evac plan?”

No one answered as the crickets sang their little hearts out.

“But hey, on the bright side,” Lopez said, raising his camera, “I got it all on film!”


CHAPTER 11

══════════════════

Pentagon

7:22 p.m. (EST)

“The hack is on the inside,” the tech announced. Finally. “I mean, I hate to admit it, but Bunny is right.”

Bunny knew she was right. It was the only thing that made sense. “Thanks…Tech.”

“Stark,” the kid corrected. “And not Tony.”

She snorted. “Of course not. I can only assume you take after the Farscape character. Season one. Episode nineteen.”

The kid’s eyes dilated. Oh, he definitely batted for her team, and after that sci-fi geekery? Batted for her.

Emily didn’t seem nearly as impressed, as she asked, “Which means the Disciples probably know that we know the hack is within the Pentagon’s servers?”

The tech just nodded, pulling his fingers back from his keyboard as if the keys had suddenly become distasteful.

“So even if we were able to get another satellite in position, we would be letting the Disciples know exactly where Brandt and the rest were?” Prenner asked.

“Exactly where they were, yes,” Stark answered.

“Okay, then,” Bunny said. “Plan B.”

“Huh?” the tech said as only a teenager could. “Maybe you don’t get it. We are effectively neutered. Anything I do, the Disciples know.”

Bunny grabbed her purse. “Exactly. Which is why we need to get out of here.”

She turned on her heel-less shoe and walked out of the supposedly most secure place in the world. For all their shiny toys and high-tech gear, they could be breached just as easily as Troy had been by a wooden horse. No wonder Brandt went off the book so frequently.

“Wait,” Prenner called out, trotting to catch up with her, “where do you think we are going?”

“To go on a little shopping spree.”

Prenner stepped in front of her, blocking her exit. “Not without a little more explanation.”

Bunny studied the lieutenant’s features. He was handsome if you liked that chiseled-jaw “I was a star quarterback” kind of look. Which Bunny didn’t. His arrogant bluster had mellowed, though, into a more subtle “I hate losing power” kind of vibe.

“How many years have you spent under the radar?” she asked him. “One? Two years?”

Prenner’s lips formed a hard line.

“I spent two and a half with Coti and another six months in Russia. I know a thing or two about laying low but getting the job done.”

Emily caught up with them. “That she does.”

Stark, who had his arms full of equipment, ran up, panting. 

Bunny shook her head. “You gotta let it go, dude.”

“But—”

“Anything that has even seen this building has got to go.”

Both Emily and Prenner nodded.

With tears at the edge of his eyelashes, Stark laid the components on a desk. “Good-bye, Lady Bug.” He patted his customized mouse good-bye.

And people thought she loved her Prada a bit too much.

“Where are we going?” Emily asked, with her trusty phone at the ready.

“You’ll see,” Bunny said as she walked through the pressurized doors. The fewer people who knew what she was up to, the better.

* * *

Frellan favored his left ankle. A bit of shrapnel had dug its way next to the bone. Ugudo, perhaps relishing the chance, had been none too gentle in removing it. To think the girl had been just a short river crossing away. But he had seen the crocodile attacks. He had seen what happened to anyone foolhardy enough to enter the Congo River, especially at night.

And given that what remained of his team was bloodied to their core, getting in that water was not an option. The only exception to their injured list was, of course, Mikhal. Besides his blond hair being a bit singed at the tips, the man looked like he had just walked out of their beloved sanctuary.

There were rumors Mikhal was kissed by God’s graces. Frellan was unfortunately starting to believe such gossip.

The burning village came into view as they reached the rutted, muddy road. Their transportation should be here within three hours. They could begin the hunt again. As they approached the huts, Frellan made out a lone figure standing vigil. 

Monnie.

The watcher must have observed their descent toward the village, as she ran to meet them. Her eyes scanned the men, finding no Messiah with them.

“Where is She?” Monnie asked, her tone tinged with recrimination.

Frellan moved her hand, and she flinched. Clearly, she did not know him well enough. A slap would be juvenile. No, what he planned for her took far more maturity and especially patience.

Instead, he took her hand, stroking the smooth skin. Such smooth skin. “She is just a river’s width away.” Imagining how easily it would be to drill through the finger joint. Her hand trembled in his. Tears streaking down her face. Monnie must have heard the rumors about him then. Frellan followed a vein as it crossed over the bone. “We shall retrieve her in the morning.”

Monnie snatched back her hand. “There is something you might want to see.”

Wiping away her tears, Monnie turned and headed toward the heart of the village, which was nothing much more than a gathering of burned-out shacks.

She ducked into one of the few structures still partially intact. The rough mud walls sloped inward due to the heat of the fire. Monnie pointed to the far wall. At first, Frellan did not understand why. It looked just like the other walls. Pocked and flawed by the villagers’ crude construction methods. Walls of mud. 

“Look more closely,” Monnie suggested, then took a quick step backward as he swung his frown toward her. She best learn not to order him about.

Taking another step forward, Frellan realized there was tiny writing etched into the mottled surface. Some were scrawled in Aramaic. Some in French. Other letters were of Congonese origin. The sliding mud had mixed it all together until it was jibberish. He reached out a finger and traced the garbled words. 

This was the first documented writings of their Messiah. 

He looked back at Monnie. She dared not give voice to it, but he could hear her thoughts as clearly in his head as if she had spoken them.

And you have destroyed them.

Frellan would pay a price for such an act. But not yet. Not before he delivered the Messiah to the Master.

* * *

“Block the camera, would you?” Bunny asked Prenner. The man obliged by sliding in front of the ATM machine, his back to the lens. 

Bunny pulled out a bank card and pushed it into the slot. She rapidly cycled through the prompts to get cash.

“They can easily trace that, you know,” Prenner said while scanning the street.

“Back to Tori Rinklehouse?” Bunny countered. “I say go for it.”

She could feel Prenner study her face. That was fine by her. Let him figure out she wasn’t some bubblegum-popping sorority girl. Well, at least not anymore. The last few years had changed her. And in moments like this, it felt like for the better.

Bunny accepted the five hundred dollars the ATM spit out. She got out another card and repeated the process. Then again.

Prenner frowned. “That’s a lot of stashed cash.”

“Let’s just say I made a few ‘specialty films’ back in college.”

The lieutenant’s eyebrow went up. Wouldn’t he like to know the exact nature of those. But alas, that was a story for another time.

Grabbing the last of the cash, Bunny turned toward the car. Well, not actually a car, but a beat-up Gremlin. While there was no way to electronically follow that old of a car, it did kind of stand out in a crowd. Kind of like how Stark wanted it to. Thumbing his nose at the man, the whole while desperately wanting the man to notice him.

An older model, neutral-colored Toyota pulled up to the curb. Emily. Now, this was a car that could blend in with traffic. And all without a backfire every quarter of a mile.

“Oh man,” Stark pouted.

Avoiding the ATM’s camera range, they climbed into the Toyota. 

Emily turned to Bunny. “Where to?”

“Make a right, then two blocks later a left.”

Within moments, they arrived at the rather sketchy-looking “used” electronics store. Every town had one. And DC? They were usually next to the bail bonds offices. The best part about them? While they had cameras and signs posted that they had video surveillance, they didn’t record a single second. Their patronage was not hot on being caught on camera.

Which was fine by Bunny. Her foursome exited the car and entered the store.

“I can’t use any of this,” Stark said with a sneer, not touching any of the merchandise it appeared for fear of catching a virus.

Bunny ignored him and walked up to the unshaven clerk at the desk. “I am sure they have something a little more your speed.”

The clerk picked something from his teeth. “No idea what you and the suits want, but you won’t find it here.”

“We don’t want any trouble,” Bunny said as she pulled a wad of one hundred bills out. “We just need a few toys.”

The clerk looked to Prenner, then Emily, then Bunny.

“Come on, any arrest would be entrapment at this point,” Bunny encouraged.

Finally, the guy looked down at the cash. Gotcha.

He took out a huge ring of keys and unlocked a door behind him to reveal a room filled with gutted high-end electronics. “We’ve got just about everything, but you’ve got to rebuild it yourself.”

Stark stared at the glut of electronica, his jaw slack. “There is a god.” The tech was so easy to please. 

She turned her attention back to the clerk. “I am going to need some disposable phones.”

“How many?”

“Twenty should do.”

“Twenty?”

Bunny nodded. “With international minutes, please.”

As the clerk moved off, Prenner asked, “And what are you going to do with those?”

She looked to Emily. “Are the rumors true?”

Emily just gave that sly smile of hers. 

Bunny turned back to Prenner. “It looks like I’m going to call a friend.”

* * *

Brandt had stopped counting the injuries as he leaned heavily against a moss-laden tree. They were hiking north, striking for the border of the other Congo nation. More than likely, the Disciples had paid off this republic’s government generously. Another country all together? They could hope not.

The going was slow, though. Everyone was banged up, and adrenaline only got you so far.

A buzzing stopped the group in their tracks.

“What the hell was that?” Lopez asked, looking around to the group.

“What the hell is right,” Brandt rumbled. All electronics should have had their batteries pulled. For Christ’s sake, they were using a compass to guide them. Nobody better have a cell phone on them.

Davidson pulled his pack off his shoulder. “It is the sat phone.”

Brandt counted to ten. Seriously, on a mission of this sensitivity, the kid didn’t remember to pull the fucking battery out of their sat phone?

“I gutted it, I swear,” Davidson said as he pulled the phone out. And sure enough, the battery backing was off and the battery was out. Still, somehow the phone was still vibrating in the sniper’s hand.

“Look,” Talli said. “There’s a screw.”

Davidson had the thing out within seconds. And there it was. A tiny crystal set into the body of the phone. 

“Damn, is that what I think it is?” Lopez asked.

Levont nodded. “A photonic crystalline battery, yep.” The point man turned to Brandt. “Command really does love you guys. Those things are supposedly just theoretical.”

Yet there it was, powering the most basic of the phone’s functions.

“Would have been nice for them to tell us,” Brandt grumbled as he pushed off the tree.

“What should we do?” Davidson asked.

“I guess put the damned full battery back in and find out who is calling.”

Davidson obliged and read the caller ID. “Looks like a burner phone.”

“Might as well take it,” Brandt ordered.

“Hello?” Davidson asked, then frowned as he pulled the phone from his ear to speak to the group. “It’s Bunny.”

“Bunny?” Rebecca repeated, sounding as surprised as the rest of the group. She then said, “Sorry, just really? Bunny on the secret sat phone?” Louder, she added, “No offense, Bunny.”

Davidson held out the phone. Brandt reached to take it, but the sniper shook his head. “No, she wanted to talk to Rebecca.”

* * *

“Me?” Rebecca repeated. Ugh, she hated it when she sounded like a parrot. But why in the world, with the seven of them stuck out in the jungle, would Bunny want to talk to her?

Still, she accepted the phone from Davidson. “Hi?”

“Is it her?” the tinny, statical voice asked.

“Her who?” Rebecca asked back. Was it just she was so damned tired, or was none of this making sense? It didn’t help that all the men were staring at her. 

There was a delay. Had they lost the connection? 

Then Bunny’s scratchy voice asked, “You know…the daughter. The one Moses was so worried about.”

Rebecca’s brain shifted focus, away from the rain forest and back to the caves under the Dead Sea. The tablets that contained the Ten Commandments held so much more than references to civil behavior. Including a reference to a female Messiah. 

Now she understood why Bunny was being so cagey. She must have people on the other side listening in, just as Rebecca had her own audience. Bunny and she had resolved to never tell anyone of those passages.

Still, Rebecca was clueless. “I have no idea.”

“Have you even asked her?” Bunny demanded.

“Asked who?” Rebecca answered, the exasperation of the last two days coming out in her tone.

“The girl with you,” Bunny implored.

Wait. What? Rebecca nearly dropped the phone. She sought out Vakasa, who was snuggled up against Brandt’s leg. Bunny couldn’t possibly be suggesting…

No.

That couldn’t be.

“Rebecca?” Bunny asked, sounding farther away than the seven thousand miles that separated them.

“Yeah,” she answered absently. The majority of her brain was working on the fact that Vakasa could be…well, the Messiah foretold all those millennia ago.

“Think about it,” Bunny rushed on. “Why else would the Disciples be hot on your heels?”

Vakasa being God’s daughter certainly did resolve several questions. However, it brought up like a million. Rebecca couldn’t even look Brandt in the eye as she talked.

“I will have to get back to you on that,” Rebecca said.

“Can I?” Brandt asked, holding his hand out for the phone.

* * *

Bunny listened as Rebecca and Brandt exchanged words. She couldn’t tell what they were, but it was pretty damned clear Brandt was none too happy. So Bunny wasn’t surprised when the sergeant’s voice came over the line.

“I don’t know what is going on, which makes me just a little grumpy.”

Just a little?

“We are trying to determine the Disciples’ angle here.”

“And?” Brandt demanded.

Bunny walked a few steps down the trash-strewn alley, away from Prenner and Emily. “Our theories are…evolving.”

“Look, if I wanted that evasive crap, I would talk to the CIA.” Brandt was definitely grumpy. “I want answers. Now.”

Perhaps he couldn’t boss his fiancée around, but that didn’t mean he could shove Bunny any harder. She also knew the sergeant, though. He wouldn’t let go of one bone unless you gave him another.

“How about I know where you need to go next?”

A pause told her Brandt’s pit bull–like jaws were trying to decide if he liked this new bone well enough to let go of the other.

“And are you going to tell me, or do I have to figure out the Sphinx riddle.”

Bunny chuckled. “Funny you should say that. It is looking like you need to head to Egypt.”

Brandt exclaimed something. If Bunny was a betting woman, she could guess it was his favorite four-letter expletive.

“Yeah, well, we will be there in…I don’t know…five and half years at this rate.”

Bunny noticed Emily snap her phone closed. Holding her hand over the mouthpiece, Bunny asked, “ETA?”

“If they head due, north the choppers should be there in under two hours.”

“Brandt?” Bunny said into the phone. “Continue on your current course. Turn your phone back on in two hours and your evac should be there.”

Silence greeted her. She would have worried the call dropped, except she could hear insects buzzing in the background.

“Bunny?” Davidson asked.

Her heart soared. She hadn’t let herself doubt for a moment that the sniper had come through the ordeal alive.

“Yep,” she said through tears.

“Sounds like we owe you a great big thank-you.”

Wiping a single drop streaking down her cheek, Bunny answered, “You can deliver it when you get home.”

Davidson’s voice was about five times huskier than normal. “You know it.”

The phone beeped, signaling her money was about to run out. Shocking how fast you could burn through a hundred bucks calling the Congo.

“Gotta go,” she said. Bunny would never know what he said back, as that annoying “You have been disconnected” beep sounded in her ear. She closed the phone, stepped on it with her heel, then dropped the plastic carcass into the dumpster.

“Are you going to share why you are sending them to Egypt?” Prenner asked.

Putting a knuckle to the corner of her eye to draw away the tears before her makeup was totally ruined, Bunny shrugged. “I’d prefer not to.”

By the look on both Prenner and Emily’s faces, that wasn’t going to fly.

“Fine,” Bunny conceded. “But we are going to need some coffee first.”

No one disagreed there as they made their way back to the Toyota.

Which was good, because what she had to share, no one was going to like.


CHAPTER 12

══════════════════

Skies over Africa

8:29 p.m. (CAT)

Rebecca’s head lolled to the side, rousing her. She cracked open her eyes, taking in the luxury jet. Their fourth plane since hopping the British aid helicopter back in the Congo.

Looking out the plane’s window over the dark desert, it was hard to imagine the press of the jungle. Not that Rebecca was trying very hard, of course.

Oranges sparked along the horizon. The sun must be setting. Which meant she had slept far longer than the three hours she had allotted herself. Nestled in the crook of Brandt’s arm, she would not be complaining any time soon. Under his other arm was Vakasa.

A little girl who held such big secrets. Or was she just a child like any other? The Disciples were on a hair trigger after the destruction of the tablets. Had they jumped to conclusions? Or was Rebecca looking at the Messiah? Even asking a question such as that sounded absurd. And to have to explain it to Brandt? That seemed downright impossible.

Vakasa rubbed her eyes, looking around.

“Where are we?” Rebecca asked for the girl.

Brandt moved, stretching his arm. Rebecca was loath to leave his embrace, but she lifted her head up to give him room to work out the kinks.

“Chad? Sudan? Libya?” Brandt answered. “I can’t remember what Levont said.”

Levont? Rebecca was surprised to find Lopez crashed in the overstuffed chair across from them. The corporal must have been truly exhausted if he let someone else fly the plane. Must have been all that filming.

Davidson stood up from the other side of the couch and leaned to the right, then left. “O for three,” he said, indicating the eastern window. “Check it out.”

Rebecca was confused, until she noticed a glistening ribbon of blue flanked by a greenbelt in the distance. The Nile. They were already in Egypt.

“Levont is giving Lopez a run for his money.”

“I heard that,” Lopez said, unfurrowing himself from the pretzel-like position.

“Yet it is strangely so much easier to sleep with Levont at the helm,” Davidson teased the corporal. “Far less structural shaking.”

Rebecca knew Lopez would never take that lying down. He hopped to his feet, yawning. “Easier to do when you aren’t being shot at.”

So true. To imagine they had made it an entire flight without an RPG strike? They truly had hit the jackpot. Rebecca noticed that no one said a thing, though. For how brave the men were, they were pretty damned superstitious. No one was about to jinx their luck.

As Davidson and Lopez stretched, Brandt leaned in close.

His presence was intoxicating. His words were not.

“Are we going to talk about it?”

Before she had to answer, Davidson turned around. Either he hadn’t heard Brandt’s question or was coming to her rescue. “Like the selection?”

Rebecca found a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt on the seat next to her. She picked up the items and brought them to her nose. Clothes. Real, actual clothes. No more torn and stained wedding dress.

“Not sure if they are the right size,” Davidson added. “Found them in a closet in the back…You gotta love private jets.”

Yes, Rebecca loved them, all right.

“They have even got a shower back there.”

“Do not be teasing me about that,” Rebecca stated.

Davidson laughed. “Dead serious. Hot water and everything.”

Rebecca felt herself almost melt at the thought.

Grabbing the clothes, Rebecca rose.

“Don’t take too long,” Davidson added. “We should be landing in forty minutes.”

Lopez scoffed as he headed to the cockpit. “Make it thirty-six minutes.”

Rebecca would take anything at this point. As she headed toward the back, Brandt caught her hand.

“I’ve been exceedingly patient.”

And that he had been. 

“Then can I beg you for another thirty-six minutes?” she asked.

The corner of his lip twitched up. “How about thirty-one minutes and you give me five minutes to get cleaned up?”

“You got it.”

He released her hand, sliding their palms against one another. If there wasn’t a little girl in the room, she might have suggested they share that shower, but there was a little girl in the room. One who might be…

No. Rebecca wasn’t going to think about that. She was going to enjoy possibly the most decadent shower in her life.

Then she would have to explain to Brandt…well, everything. And she’d thought the information she had learned in that Roman cave last year was bad.

The gold cross around Brandt’s neck caught the light and glistened.

Could his faith survive the news she carried?

Sighing, Rebecca continued toward the shower. That was a question for thirty-six minutes from now.

* * *

Bunny rubbed her eyes. She could only look at the computer screen for so long. How Stark did his bug-eyed stare for hours upon hours was beyond her. The activity of the all-night Internet café had settled down, but not died. It was pretty amazing how many people wanted an anonymous Internet connection at midnight.

Emily walked up to their table. “My sources confirm Bunny’s calculations.”

She looked over to Prenner and gave the lieutenant her best “I told you so” look. Because, well, she had told him so.

“I still don’t understand how you went from a few runes in Iceland to deducing the one man in all the world Brandt and the others need to talk to is living in Cairo,” Prenner grumbled.

Probably because you don’t think a civilian, a chick, might know something you don’t. But Bunny took in a big breath. She had held off explaining the entire thing until they had confirmation from Emily that she was on the right track. And given that it had been super early in the morning over in Egypt, that confirmation was a while in coming.

Bunny brought up several pictures that Rebecca and she had taken in Iceland. Crap, had it only been four days ago? Bunny could have sworn that little adventure was four months ago.

Ah, sleep deprivation. How it skewed your perceptions.

She pointed to a row of symbols. “The Vikings were all about their runes. And documenting their conquests.” Bunny flipped through the pictures. “This set recounts their arrival on Iceland and beginning a settlement there.”

“Not exactly earth-shattering information,” Prenner interjected.

“Perhaps,” Bunny said, then scrolled down to the last picture. “Except, they happen to mention the Disciples and thank them for all their help.”

“What?” Prenner said, now glaring at the symbols like he could read them.

“Bunny,” Emily chided, “they don’t exactly talk about the Disciples.”

“They might as well,” Bunny defended, then translated the runes from Old Norse to English. “We hailed from the east. We conquered sea and beast to find our home. But we could not have done so without the help of those that do not wish to walk the halls of Vallahalla. Those of one God. Those of Moshe hold great secrets. Oden has blessed us with their companionship. To might. For might. Forever.”

Bunny looked up. “Tell me that isn’t about the Disciples.”

“And the Egyptian connection?” Prenner asked, still looking a bit skeptical.

Bunny flipped through several pages on the laptop that Stark had jury-rigged for her. Wires poked out from the frame and she had gotten more than one shock from using the trackpad, but hey, it was untraceable.

“Rebecca and I were not the only ones making the Viking connection,” Bunny explained. “As a matter of fact, we followed this article—The Found Tribe of Dann: Did the Scales of Justice Migrate as Far as Newfoundland?”

From the blank look on both of their faces, Bunny was pretty sure neither Prenner nor Emily was well schooled in ancient Jewish studies.

“Dann is one of the ‘lost tribes.’ As a matter of fact, it was the northernmost tribe of Israel until they got booted out of the Holy Land by the Canaans.” Off of their blank expressions, Bunny asked, “Ring a bell?”

“Vaguely,” Emily answered.

Great. They wanted quick answers, but it was going to take Bunny a semester to get them up to speed.

Prenner leaned back in his chair. “I think we get the whole lost tribe thing. Those Jewish tribes disappeared from the historical record after the Canaans invaded. But why the focus on the Dann tribe? Isn’t it as lost as the others?”

“All right, this is a bit more obscure but all the more important for it,” Bunny said as she brought up the passage Rebecca had found. “The legions of Dann…” Bunny stopped to explain. “Dann was the second-largest tribe.” She restarted. “The legions of Dann will leap from Bashan to become those prophesized.”

Bunny looked up. “So you can see why we were so interested.”

“No,” Prenner said with a chuckle. Maybe the guy was human. “Not at all.”

“Bashan is to the east,” Bunny emphasized. Still, they didn’t seem to get it. And people called her an airhead. She brought up a map of ancient Israel. “The Danns settled to the far north. That passage makes absolutely no sense. The Danns had never been granted or settled land to the east. And not a single scholar knows why the passage clearly says they would come from the east.”

“Okay…” Emily said. “I am sure that just gets religious scholars’ panties in a bunch. However, I am with Prenner in that I still don’t care.”

“Well, Nyura Massari would certainly disagree,” Bunny said as she brought up the Viking article again. “He has brought together a huge amount of research on the Jewish tribes and where their genetic markers have spread across the globe. He has spent his whole life trying to track down the Dann tribe.”

“I am sure Rebecca is fascinated by this stuff—”

Bunny cut off Emily. “It is more than academic minutia. You really don’t see it?”

The woman cocked her head, squinting her eyes. The CIA operative clearly did not like being behind the curve. You could see her mind trying to unwind the mystery. Finally, Bunny put her out of her misery and pointed to the author of the article’s name.

“Massari? It means ‘Egyptian’ in Arabic,” Bunny explained. “It is the equivalent of saying you are Mr. Smith.”

“So he is using a false last name?” Prenner clarified.

“Oh yeah,” Bunny said as she brought up the letters and shuffled them. “But when you shake them just a bit, you get…Saramias.”

Emily sucked in a breath and stepped back from the laptop.

“What?” Prenner said. “What am I missing?”

Bunny smiled, then looked to Emily. “Should I tell him, or will you?”

Emily just waved her off as she opened her phone and walked toward the corner of the café.

Bunny turned her attention to the lieutenant. “Saramias is Aunush’s last name. I believe the author of that article is Aunush’s father—apparently the only person to ever get away from the Disciples. Of course, until us.”

Stark looked over his shoulder. “Why do you think he isn’t with the Disciples?”

“You do not publish work on the genetics of ancient Jewish genes showing up in current populations if you are with the Disciples.”

“Why not?” he asked.

Bunny sat down, pointing at the screen. “He is obviously trolling for their new Messiah. He is scientifically trying to find…” Bunny had to stop herself before she blurted out one of the most tightly held secrets in the world. “He is trying to find an individual of high value to them.”

“But why publish if he is in hiding?”

Rebecca and she had asked the same question before heading to Iceland. “I don’t think Saramias can travel freely, so he has been publishing to try and induce others to follow up on his research. We call it ‘leapfrogging.’ You take someone’s conclusions and go out and prove or disprove them, moving the research forward.”

“So you are sending Brandt to Egypt to interrogate this Mr. Saramias regarding the Disciples’ interest in the African girl?” the lieutenant clarified.

“I gotta give it to you, Prenner,” Bunny said, glad that he hadn’t asked why the girl was such a priority for them, “you do catch on quickly.

* * *

Brandt tried to dry off. Except, that meant he had to apply pressure to his bruised and scraped skin. The deep purple of his most recent shoulder scar stood out against his skin. His finger followed an older, lighter scar that ran ragged along his side and down his groin. He looked like a patchwork doll, sewn by someone not all that skilled with a needle. Brandt knew he was lucky. Damned lucky. 

The shower had proved a great wake-up, though. Now to get some thick Egyptian coffee, basically a hit of straight-up caffeine, and he might actually be ready for the day.

As he dressed, the only sign that the plane had landed was by the slightest rattle of the gilded faucet. These luxury jets certainly were worth every penny. Now, if he could only convince Command to put a couple hundred million into one for his team, he’d be a happy man.

Pulling on a bulletproof vest over his shirt, Brandt walked out into the plane’s “great room.” A crystal chandelier hung in the center of the “room.” Gold-veined mirrors lined the “walls.” A huge sectional couch wrapped around in a “U,” creating a conversation “circle.”

Like he said. Luxury.

Last night, when they’d boarded, all Brandt had cared about was the fact that the plane was dry and had no wildlife. Now, though? The place was insane. Like they’d walked into an oil billionaire’s mansion.

Rebecca turned, unconsciously smoothing back her hair. She hated those strands that framed her face when they got all wavy and unruly. She called them her “little seditious streaks.” Brandt, though, liked the way they went their own way. Smiling, Rebecca walked toward him.

So you know what? Strike that whole two-hundred-million-dollar luxury plane. He was already a happy man.

Vakasa spotted him and jumped off the stool that was cozied up to the old-fashioned ice cream parlor counter, on a plane. That was the super rich. Gilded mirrors and strawberry malts. As a matter of fact, Vakasa’s lips were rimmed in bright pink from her shake.

It had killed him to leave the little girl back in Africa. Even with a medicine man who swore to protect her. But Brandt hadn’t even bothered to ask the brass to extract her from the Congo. He knew the policy regarding noncombatant civilians, even orphans. They just couldn’t take home every kid. Besides, if he had asked, then Command had declined, someone might have asked what the hell they were doing that day and a half it took to stash her deep in the jungle.

Now, though? Now that the Disciples were interested in her? Now she got her own luxury jet, at least for the next little while. 

Vakasa ran to him, arms up, so when she was close enough, despite all his injuries, Brandt swooped her up in his arms and spun her so fast that her feet flew out behind her. She giggled as only a child could. All the horror she must have witnessed erased, at least for a moment, by a good spin.

Unfortunately, his body could remember all too well the abuse he’d put it through. Not that he would admit it to anyone, but he’d gotten a tad dizzy. Easing into a stop, Brandt propped Vakasa up onto a hip. The girl’s arms draped around his neck as she leaned her cheek against his chest.

“Thor…” She sighed.

Rebecca’s eyebrow went up.

Brandt patted his sidearm. “Lopez told her my gun’s name was Thor’s Hammer.”

“Ah,” Rebecca said. She headed over. “So anyone wielding his hammer must be Thor.”

“Apparently,” Brandt responded, soaking in this moment of quiet. Soon, too soon, they would be out again, outwitting and most likely outrunning the Disciples.

“Want one, Boss?” Davidson asked, holding up a stainless steel cup, pouring a spoonful of malt powder into a vanilla shake.

“No, thanks,” he answered. He was about to ask where the rest of the men were when they strolled from the forward compartment.

Lopez held up his hand. “My fault we are one minute and twelve seconds behind schedule, Sarge. We’ll make it up, I promise.”

Of that, Brandt had no question. “A low-profile car, Lopez. Low. Profile.”

The corporal was tasked with getting them a car. Unfortunately, his taste in automobiles ran nearly as rich as his taste in aircraft.

“This is Egypt. I get it,” Lopez stated, waving him off as he headed toward the hatch.

Talli and Levont followed behind. They had their own shopping list. 

“Sarge…” Davidson asked with a frown.

Normally, the private was their procurement guy, but his blond hair and blue eyes were not going to charm the Egyptian merchants. Especially with all those scars. His most recent round of surgeries had helped tremendously. However, in Egypt, his flawed Midwestern good looks were going to rouse suspicion. In this part of the world, Talli and Levont blended in perfectly. Even Lopez’s darker complexion helped.

As the other men left and closed the hatch, Brandt looked to Davidson. “Sorry. You are going to have to sit this one out.”

The private frowned but didn’t complain. Rebecca, on the other hand, suddenly got very busy straightening the couch’s elaborate cushions. 

“Davidson, could you give us the room for a few minutes?” he asked.

At first, the sniper stiffened, probably thinking Brandt asked him to leave as a reprimand. Then the kid looked to Rebecca, who looked abundantly guilty. After seeing that look, Davidson couldn’t get out of the room fast enough.

“Absolutely,” he said, coming over and taking Vakasa out of Brandt’s arms. “Let’s get you cleaned up, kiddo.”

Brandt locked eyes with Rebecca as Davidson left the room.

“Time’s up,” Brandt said. “I need the truth. Now.”

* * *

Rebecca had been dreading this moment. She hated hurting Brandt’s feelings. She could still remember the pain in his eyes when they thought they were hunting after Christ’s bones. She still hadn’t shared with him what she’d found in that Roman cave.

Here, though? She couldn’t hide what she knew any longer.

“Sit down,” she urged.

Brandt tilted his head to the side. The gesture he did when he wasn’t quite sure where she was going with a conversation.

“Trust me,” she said. “You are going to want to be sitting when you hear this.”

With a sigh, Brandt crossed to the couch and sat down. Rebecca joined him.

“Now, take a deep breath.”

“Rebecca…”

She put a hand on his knee. “Seriously, Vincent. Take a deep breath.”

Brandt’s eyes scanned her face. He should know she didn’t ask for any of this lightly. Finally, he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, only flinching in pain at the end. Then he opened his eyes. “Any other delay tactics you would like to try?”

Rebecca wished they were just delay tactics. She needed to be sure Brandt didn’t throw a blood clot when he heard what she had to say.

“As you know, the tablets that contained the Ten Commandments—”

“Supposedly contained the Ten Commandments,” Brandt interjected.

“Yes, well, let’s just for the moment assume they were the real ones,” Rebecca answered. “They contained a great deal more information than just the ten laws.”

Brandt nodded for her to continue. She moved her hand from his knee to his palm and gave it a squeeze. He returned the affection even though his lips wore a frown.

“It stated in pretty specific detail the story of the Messiah.”

“And?” he asked with that edge back in his voice. He really didn’t like his Scripture messed with. Which only made this all the harder.

“And it also made it clear that the Savior would be the daughter of God.”

Blinking twice before he spoke, Brandt’s expression darkened. “Daughter? As in female? As in a woman as Messiah?”

Rebecca looked in the direction Davidson had taken Vakasa. “Or a girl.” She squeezed his hand. This time he did not return the gesture.

“So you want me to believe that not only is God’s son actually a daughter, but that it is the little girl we just scooped up from Africa?”

Wincing, waiting for the scathing rebuttal, Rebecca nodded.

Instead, Brandt gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Well, if that’s all.” He patted her knee as he rose. “Want a malt?”

“What?” Rebecca blurted. Where was the argument? The wrestling to the ground to prove her wrong? “No. What?”

He offered his hand to her. Still stunned, she took it, and he pulled her up into an embrace. “I don’t believe it,” Brandt said softly. “Sorry. I know you are entertaining at least the idea,” he said, smoothing her hair back. “And clearly the Disciples believe wholeheartedly, but I don’t. I know my savior. I’m good.”

Brandt kissed her on the forehead, then went over to the shake machine. Rebecca followed slowly as he opened the small refrigerator. “Can you believe this?” he asked, peering into the cooler. “Look, they’ve even got sliced fruit. Want some fresh strawberries in your chocolate shake?”

“No, thank you,” Rebecca answered automatically. “Are you really okay?” She also wanted to ask, Or did you have mini-stroke? but thought it more prudent not to ask.

* * *

Brandt kind of liked seeing Rebecca this way. A little unbalanced. Surprised. At a loss for words. It happened so seldom he decided to enjoy it.

“Yep,” he said as he put a third scoop of ice cream into the cup. “I’m hungry but great.”

He knew what she’d expected. She’d seen it before back in France, Budapest, and Rome. More recently in Russia, Slovenia, and Jordan. His shock, horror, and revulsion of what he considered a sacrilege. Then he’d had an epiphany. 

“Faith is faith,” he said with a shrug.

Rebecca’s eyes narrowed. “Faith can be shaken.”

“That it can be,” Brandt answered. “That’s why I’m going with the whole God works in mysterious ways thing.”

His fiancée watched as he mixed in the fruit, then loaded the cup into the mixer. She stayed silent as the machine whirled the ice cream, chocolate syrup, malt powder, and strawberry slices together. How had he gotten along all this time without a shake machine at his fingertips?

“You don’t even want me to go over the passages from the Ten Commandments tablets and how they relate to other religious works? How across history there is precedence for a female Messiah? Why we need to go to Egypt to try and prove if she is or isn’t the Messiah?”

“Nope,” Brandt said, taking a long draft of the shake. He licked his lips once he was done. Damn that was good. “I’m at peace with my god.”

How could he not be? Here he stood, against all odds, drinking a shake with the love of his life, not forty-eight hours after being drugged and kidnapped. If that didn’t prove God was pretty awesome, he didn’t know what would.

After draining the cup of its contents, Brandt set it down on the counter and pulled Rebecca into a hug. “Come here.”

She laid her hands on his chest. “You are freaking me out a little here.”

“In a good or bad way?” he asked, pressing their hips together.

Her cheeks flushed “Well, I’d thought the bad way, but now…”

“But now, what?” He asked as his palm caressed her cheek, his thumb stroking the soft skin. 

Rebecca’s one hand snaked up his neck, pulling him down toward her. Her other hand made its way down his belly, tugging his shirt up until she touched flesh. His skin rippled under her touch.

“Now?” she murmured. “I’m pretty sure there is a king-sized bed upstairs.”

He loved how she thought.

Their lips met. Hers warm and inviting. Despite all the trauma it had been through, his body responded the way it always did. Roused, he pulled her even tighter to him. His hands coursed over her back, tugging up her shirt. Their tongues intertwined, foreshadowing what their bodies would be doing very, very soon.

If it weren’t for the fact that Vakasa could stray out at any moment, Brandt would have taken Rebecca right there and then.

“Whoa!” Lopez shouted as he entered, throwing a hand over his eyes. “Put a sock on the door or something.”

They broke off the kiss, but did not break their embrace.

“Having difficulty finding us a suitable getaway car?” Brandt asked, hoping that his tone backed off Lopez.

“Difficulty?” Lopez snorted, entering the room. “Finding a beater car in Egypt is about as hard as finding a corn on the cob at a state fair.”

Of course the corporal had found a car in under five minutes. It was Lopez. Brandt knew he should get back to work, but damn if Rebecca didn’t feel so right in his arms.

He couldn’t exactly order the corporal out of the room so he could make out with his fiancée. He’d have to find a more creative way. “Perhaps you would like to—”

Then Lopez spied the parlor. “Shakes? Are you kidding me?” 

Rebecca loosened her embrace as the corporal ran over to the counter.

“If they’ve got peanut butter, I can make it into ribbons for a Reese’s-style shake!”

Sighing, Brandt let Rebecca back away from him. Maybe having a shake machine around all the time wasn’t such a great idea.


CHAPTER 13

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

1:18 p.m. (EST)

“We’ve got a problem,” Stark said, stirring Bunny out of her semi-sleep.

“What?” Prenner asked, his tone as starched as his uniform. How the guy could go all night and not wrinkle his jacket went against all that was right.

Stark pointed to the screen. “Mr. Saramais has been receiving numerous payments—from numerous countries and agencies.”

Bunny scanned the bank account list. Several names popped up. The Bahamas Commonwealth Bank. Probably one of the most famous CIA front companies out there. She turned to Emily.

The woman gritted her teeth, flipping open her phone. “On it.”

Another account that stood out was the New Hong Kong Import Company. Bunny had seen the name before. Like how they had traced funds from that Chinese front company to the team that had attacked them in Russia.

Another line item was from the Iranian government—directly. No cover or front there. Just the Islamic Republic of Iran Treasury.

“What are all these payments for?” Bunny asked, a question that she felt was rhetorical, except Stark answered it. 

“Research,” he stated. “Or at least that’s what the grants say.”

“On what?” Bunny thought out loud. The Viking study probably cost a grand total of a couple hundred thousand dollars. The totals on this ledge added up into the millions, tens of millions.

Stark stretched out his fingers, cracking the knuckles. “That is going to take me a while. Saramias has got his own shell companies, plus a Swiss and Cayman Island account.”

“I guess if you are trying to hide from the Disciples, you would need a ton of capital,” Prenner suggested.

But what if Saramias wasn’t hiding from the Disciples? What if Saramias was out there as bait? A lure that she had just advised Rebecca to take?

“We’ve got to warn them,” Bunny stated.

Prenner shook his head. “We agreed to radio silence until they leave Egypt.”

Bunny bit the edge of her fingernail. It turned out it was just as hard to be on this side of the radio as it was in the field. As she rubbed the scar that came around her rib and ended at her sternum, she realized maybe not quite as hard as out in the field, but pretty damned close.

* * *

Rebecca adjusted her jibab so that it completely covered her clothes. The long, flowing black robe obscured any figure Rebecca might have liked to think she had.

Talli held out another garment. “This is your niqab.” 

“I thought it was a burka?” Davidson asked.

Rebecca shook her head, studying the hat-like garment that would cover her head and face. “No, a burka is a single garment. It isn’t worn nearly as common in Egypt as it is in Saudi Arabia.” Rebecca took the niqab. “This way, once inside, a women can easily take off the niqab yet still be modestly dressed from the neck down.”

“Modest?” Lopez snorted, sucking down his third shake. “More like get thee to a nunnery.”

“I think that is the point,” Rebecca stated. She knew dressing in the local fashion was important. It was important to blend in. To mask her very Western features. Still, she hesitated to put on the niqab. Many woman around the world voluntarily covered their hair and face as a matter of their religion. Many others didn’t do it voluntarily. In countries like Saudi Arabia and Iran, they could be beaten or whipped for showing their face to non-related males.

“You could stay with Lopez,” Brandt suggested.

Rebecca shot him a look. Like she’d pass up the chance to ask Saramias what the hell was going on? Yeah, right. Besides, she had just nearly gotten squeezed to death by a python. A veil shouldn’t be that big a deal. As Rebecca donned her niqab, the little girl next to her did as well. Even though the child was going to stay with Lopez in the getaway car, it was best to keep her identity under wraps.

“Don’t worry,” Rebecca murmured to Vakasa as she lowered the eye veil. The girl gave a thumbs-up as she adjusted the veil to fit properly. It appeared she’d worn one of these before.

Rebecca wasn’t quite so comfortable veiling up the only part of her body that the jibab and niqab didn’t cover. But her blue eyes were a stand out in this part of the world. They had to be concealed.

Dropping the veil over her eyes, Rebecca felt a wave of claustrophobia. And she wasn’t even claustrophobic. She had read somewhere that wearing the eye veil was like wearing a dark pair of sunglasses. Um…They were wrong. A pair of sunglasses made you feel sexy. To her, the veil blanked out her identity.

Brandt put his arm around her and kissed the fabric. “You’re still beautiful.”

She shoved him away. “You say that to all the black-robed, indistinguishable women you meet.”

“If it helps any, I’m wearing a hat too,” Brandt said as Talli finished with the head garment. The scarf was a bright red with a white-checkered pattern, carried down from the days of Mesopotamia.

“It’s called a keffiyah,” Rebecca chided. “And it has a function to keep the heat and sun from the top of your head.”

Talli indicated to the flap on the side of the scarf. “Use this to guard your mouth and nose if we get into any sandy areas.”

“With any luck, we should be going into a building, then right back out to the airport,” Brandt said before turning to the men. “All right. In light of recent events, this is a country in unrest. We have got to lie low…Lopez?”

The corporal adjusted his agal, the rope that kept the fabric secured to the head. “Army crawl, Sarge. That’s my goal.”

Brandt seemed satisfied, nodding for them to move out. He took Rebecca’s hand, helping her down the short staircase to the hangar floor. If she’d thought the jibab was bad on the plane? Try wearing a black all-consuming garment in ninety-five-degree-plus weather. Rebecca was already sweating.

And was it just the eye veil, or did the car they were walking toward seem a bit…beat up?

“Lopez?” Brandt asked in that tone of his.

“What?” The corporal asked, pointing to the derelict car. “It’s a Chana CM8. The single most popular car on the road in Egypt.”

“How is it going to fit all of us?” Davidson asked.

Besides having more dents than Rebecca could count, the thing was narrow. Like, little, tiny Smart car narrow. 

“It seats seven,” Lopez insisted. “Now get in.”

Brandt hesitated, though, which made everyone hesitate.

Finally, Lopez sighed. “Okay. Fine. It’s going to be a tight fit. But if we put Brandt up front. Davidson, Rebecca, and the girl in the next row. That leaves Talli and Levont in the backward-facing seat.” When everyone still hesitated, Lopez waved them on. “Now get.”

Surprisingly, Lopez was right. Once loaded in, they were rubbing elbows, but the doors shut and they were secure. Sort of. The engine rattled the entire car as it churned to life.

Brandt glared at his corporal, but Lopez just shrugged. “Army crawl, remember?”

Then the car pulled out onto the tarmac, passed through a gate to the road that led away from the Cairo airport. Lopez horned their way into the jam-packed traffic. It had been a while since Rebecca had been in Egypt. Lopez had been correct. Their beat-up, dusty, on-its-last-legs vehicle did fit right in. Cars in far worse shape flanked them.

“Told you,” Lopez said, giving her a wink. Too bad he couldn’t see the smile she flashed him, as it was hidden under the dark cloth of the jibab.

“How long?” Brandt asked.

The corporal indicted to the wall-to-wall cars. “We’re only twelve-point-four miles from Giza. However, in this traffic…” Lopez brightened. “Unless you want me to hop off this freeway and take the side streets.”

* * *

“That would be a definite no,” Brandt answered. Bad things happened to foreigners on the back streets of Cairo. Even armed ones. Under the current political climate? Perhaps even worse to the armed ones.

How Brandt wished he could have left the girl back at the plane. But going into a black-box situation like this? He needed all his men on deck. Which meant Vakasa and Rebecca had to come along. Like he could have really kept Rebecca away. She’d skydived into the Congo, for God’s sake. Trying to talk her out of going to a business suite was not going to happen.

As they eased their way out of the Cairo International Airport’s wake, the traffic let up a bit. Enough so Lopez had to lay on the horn and force his way between cars. Normally, Brandt would admonish him for such behavior, but in Cairo? That was the norm. Cairo drivers used the car horn like teenagers used their cell phones to text. Only, a hell of a lot louder.

Finally, they made their way west, turning left onto Ring Road. 

“This part never gets old,” Rebecca said as they went over the long bridge. Brandt looked down to find they were crossing where the Nile forked. Yes, the water was pretty. A shimmering green with reeds lining the shores. Unfortunately, he knew that Nile crocodiles, notoriously even more aggressive than the Congo version, lurked just under the surface. Brandt was kind of done with rivers for a while. Even the Nile.

Lopez took the second exit after they crossed the Nile onto Salah Salem. The traffic became more cluttered as they entered the business district of Giza—Mohandesin.

“Look!” Vakasa said as she pointed out the window. In the far distance, you could make out the Great Pyramid. Or at least one of the pyramids. Brandt wasn’t sure which one. And really didn’t want Rebecca to go into a half hour lecture on them.

Instead, Brandt nodded politely as Vakasa babbled away in half a dozen languages.

“Visit?” she asked in English. 

Brandt didn’t need her to take off her eye veil to know she was using her super-cute expression. He had three younger sisters, so he knew the look well. To think Rebecca suspected this typical little girl was the Messiah? He’d spent several days with her last week. Even out in the Congo, she knew who Justin Bieber was and could hum his songs.

He had worried that Rebecca would drop a true bombshell of information back at the plane, but this? This he had down cold.

“Maybe later,” Brandt half promised.

A few turns later, some of which Brandt wasn’t sure were entirely on purpose, Lopez pulled them into the underground parking lot of the German Industry & Commerce Tower. The structure looked pretty new. It didn’t have the same sand-etched surface as most of the other buildings they passed.

“Do we get to stop?” Rebecca asked from the backseat.

“Funny,” he replied. Although, thinking about it, he usually was asking her to exit vehicles at high speed. This time, though, he thought they could actually make a stop. Or at least a Hollywood stop.

Lopez tapped the breaks, rolling them to the curb. “Mysterious ex-Disciple exit.”

Brandt helped Rebecca out of the car as Talli and Levont unloaded the equipment. For their current urban surroundings, it looked like they’d brought out four large briefcases. Only, they weren’t exactly filled with papers.

As Lopez pulled them away from the curb, Vakasa flipped her eye veil up and waved good-bye to them with such enthusiasm that she wasn’t prepared when the corporal really hit the gas, sending her head over heel off the seat.

Brandt looked over to Rebecca. The question on his face pretty damned clear.

Her? The Messiah? Really?

Rebecca shrugged, or at least that was all he could tell with her covered head to foot in black. 

“Davidson isn’t joining us?” Talli asked as he picked up one heavy-ass briefcase.

“No,” Brandt admitted. “He is setting up across the street to get our backs.” It was a good thing Talli had dark skin. Otherwise, it would be way too easy to notice his cheeks flush. Brandt threw him a bone. “Don’t worry. You are going up on the roof to guard our front.”

And hopefully you’ll be close enough you can actually hit something.

Talli crisply nodded, unaware of Brandt’s true feelings. Perhaps, after they ended this mission, it was time to send him back to sniper school or something. It wasn’t fair to him or the team to have one functional sniper and then Talli.

As their “sniper” headed to the freight elevator, Levont hit a button on a much more upscale keypad. Two other men joined them as they waited for the elevator. Both were dressed in Western-style business suites. Brandt was pretty sure they spoke Plattdeutsch, a lower-class version of German. Which made sense. The Germans had a vested interest in natural gas. Egypt was not blessed like some of its northern neighbors with huge oil reserves. No, Egypt’s main export was natural gas.

And since the Russians started jacking up the price of natural gas to Europe? Suddenly, Egypt had a whole new bargaining position.

The bell dinged. Brandt stepped out of the way for Rebecca, but Levont blocked him, indicating for the businessmen to enter.

Crap. You are in Egypt, Brandt. 

Woman, especially such traditionally dressed women, walked behind their men. A fundamentalist man would never allow a woman to enter first. Pull it together.

He nodded to Levont, thanking him for the etiquette save. He also kept his hand firmly planted at his side. The instinct to put his palm on Rebecca’s back really gnawed at him. His mother would be so disappointed he wasn’t being a gentleman. Instead, he followed Levont into the elevator. Rebecca waited, then entered and put her back to the wall, bowing her head. She clearly had been to Egypt before. She seemed to know the customs better than he.

The other two men got off on the sixth floor. Levont punched the button for the penthouse, which given they were in Giza was only five more floors up. As they were lifted upward, Levont opened his briefcase and handed Brandt his gun. Quickly, he tucked it into his waistband, then straightened his clothes just before the elevator door opened.

To his surprise, they were greeted by an elderly gentleman dressed in Armani.

“Ah, Dr. Rebecca Monroe, to finally meet!” he exclaimed in a thick Middle Eastern accent.

* * *

Rebecca really, really hated it when people knew who she was. Since he knew her to be American, it made no real point to continue to wear the niqab. She pulled off the garmet, shaking out her ponytail as the man guided them into the affluent office.

The desk was made of solid mahogany and the floor covered in a thick Oriental carpet. The view through the office windows was a full 360 degrees of Giza. To the west, you could make out the pyramids and Sphinx. To the east, Cairo sprawled out into the distant smoggy desert. The Nile lay between the two. To think this view had been enjoyed by businessmen and pharaohs. The ancient capital of Egypt was due south at Memphis. Civilization had called this region home for millennia. 

Brandt stepped in front of Rebecca. “You know who I am. Who we are.”

The man’s neatly trimmed beard parted in a smile. “Of course, we have been expecting you.”

Rebecca could feel Brandt’s muscles tense. This wasn’t at all how this was supposed to go.

“And you are Dr. Nyura Saramias?” Rebecca asked.

The man nodded vigorously, leading them over to a wet bar. “We do not frequently have guests that drink alcohol. However, I have brought in fine brandy and whiskey.”

Clearly, the guy was not exactly clear on what Americans really drank or when.

Levont broke away from the group, checking out the rest of the room. 

Nyura just smiled. “Ah, yes, please check. But be assured, after this long, we have our antibugging protocols down.”

We?

Then Rebecca noticed a figure standing behind the desk. Her burka seemed to blend in with the mural of the Middle East that covered the back wall.

“My wife,” Nyura stated as he urged them to sit. 

None of them did.

“How did you know we were coming?” Brandt demanded, apparently deciding small talk was not needed.

The man ignored his question. Instead, he looked to Rebecca. “What do you think of her? Is she the one we have sought for so long?”

“I don’t know,” Rebecca stated. At least being able to tell the truth.

“Please, sit,” Nyura insisted.

Awkwardly, Rebecca sat down and urged Brandt to do the same. Levont, however, seemed pretty intent on standing guard by the door.

“I know that you are worried,” he said, “but my only concern is for the girl. And to make sure that she does not fall into the Disciples’ hands. I will help in any way that I can.”

Rebecca could feel Brandt’s distrust wafting off of him. It beat against her skin. She could only imagine what Nyura felt. The sergeant was a lot of things. A delicate negotiator was not one of them.

“I assume that you would want something in return,” Rebecca stated.

Again, the man’s bright smile illuminated the room. “Of course, of course.”

“And that would be?” Brandt rumbled.

“A strand of hair,” he said. “That is all.”

Before Rebecca could answer, Nyura’s wife moved across the room, offering them tea in dainty porcelain cups.

“If you will not drink my whiskey, please, have some tea.”

Rebecca took the cup but had no intention of drinking it. Brandt waved off the woman.

“I asked,” Brandt pressed in that tone of his that threatened violence if he wasn’t answered, “how did you know we would come here?”

“You really do not know?” the man asked, looking to each one in turn. “The girl, she sent word two weeks ago.” Off their shocked looks, he chuckled. “I am only teasing. A little Messiah humor, sorry.”

This Nyura was definitely not what Rebecca had expected. For one thing, they were in a room filled with light. That right off the bat was weird. These conversations usually took place in caves or run-down tenement buildings. And certainly not with someone as forthcoming as Nyura appeared to be.

* * *

“If the stand-up routine is over,” Brandt stated, “would you like to answer my question?”

The man sombered, but not much. “The earthquakes were our first indication the Messiah may be ready to reveal herself.”

The older man, his hair more salt than pepper, smiled that smile of his. Perhaps it charmed some. Rebecca seemed to be buying into it at a least a little, but then again, everyone knew her soft spot for older gentlemen.

This guy hadn’t stayed alive this long without some serious ability to manipulate. The congenial yet affluent facade had probably served him well over the years. Not today, though. Brandt smelled a rat. Like, literally. There was something off about the office. The smell of fresh paint was one of them. Someone had gone to a lot of effort to make this space feel occupied, but Brandt doubted if it had been used for more than a week.

There was another smell. An odor that made him nauseous and hungry at the same time.

“Once Dr. Monroe found the Viking runes in Iceland,” Nyura explained, “I knew that it would only be a matter of time that you would come knocking on my door.” The man leaned back in his chair. “Then, of course, once the Disciples kidnapped you and sent men into the Congo after a little girl, well, we do understand our arithmetic. One plus one and all.”

“And if we refuse to give you the girl’s hair?” Brandt asked. With a man this skilled at spy craft, there was no reason to beat around the bush.

Nyura glanced to his wife, indicating he would like a refill on his tea. He took a nice long drink, then sighed. “Americans. Always the bottom line. Always testing the size of our relative reproductive organs. How big a stick am I wielding? That is what you wish to know?”

Okay, Brandt would have put it another way, but he could roll with it. “Yes.”

“As I said, I only have the girl’s welfare at heart.”

“Bullshit,” Brandt said, gaining the first frown for the day from Mr. Saramias. “I’m a decent, moral guy,” Brandt went on. “And even I don’t have only the girl’s welfare at heart. I’ve got to balance the safety of my team, my superior’s orders, and a whole crap load of regulations.”

Nyura leaned forward, far more intense. “Ah, that is where we differ, Sergeant. I have no superiors. No regulations. And no team. I have me and my life’s work, which is centered around this Messiah. She is my only concern.”

Brandt glanced to Rebecca. What harm would giving him a single hair cause? Nyura could have taken the girl in the parking lot if they had really wanted to. Yet something tugged at Brandt’s gut. If somebody wanted something this badly, it invariably was far bigger a deal than they let on.

So why hadn’t they taken Vakasa when they could have? Did they stay their hand, as Nyura had stated, due to safety concerns, or was this impressive office just a front? Were they incapable of pulling off the grab?

“You supplied Bunny with this address,” Rebecca stated breathlessly as if she had just had an epiphany. Brandt liked it when she had epiphanies. It meant his brain didn’t have to work overtime understanding what in the hell was going on.


CHAPTER 14
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Giza, Egypt
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Rebecca watched as Nyura’s expression went from affable to guarded. “Yes, yes, we did plant it for her to find.”

She had read Bunny’s e-mail. Rebecca had followed the logic tree that had gotten them here. But now that Rebecca was sitting in this luxurious office with a man offering to spill all of the Disciples’ secrets for a bit of Vakasa’s DNA, the trunk of that tree felt like it was branching off at a odd intervals.

Obviously, Brandt was worried about the man’s motives. That he would either take the DNA by force or not give them the knowledge he’d promised, even after they handed over the hair. Rebecca felt the deception went far deeper than that.

The dynamic between husband and wife, for one. If he truly was a Disciple, that meant he was Jewish—hardcore, super-traditional Jewish. Which his wife was. For Arab visitors, Rebecca could see why they would keep up the Muslim traditions. But in front of Brandt and her? Why? Why not take off the burka?

It felt as though she were in the middle of the play Hamlet. That this scene was staged for some benefit, only Rebecca couldn’t figure out for what purpose. In her mind, she traced back the lines of logic. 

The Viking article by Nyura that she and Bunny followed. The anagram name switch. The German building.

Wait. Only the last name was switched. The first name seemed intact. Her Arabic was seriously rusty, but wasn’t Nyura…?

“Nori,” Rebecca blurted. 

The woman couldn’t help but turn in her direction. The woman tried to cover the recognition of her name by spilling some tea, but Rebecca had no doubt what she had uncovered.

“What just happened?” Brandt asked, jumping to his feet.

Rebecca noticed that Nyura’s, or whatever his real name was, expression lost its joviality.

“Nyura is a unisex name,” Rebecca stated. “Like an American ‘Terry.’” She looked to Levont, who nodded his agreement. “Nori is the feminine nickname most women go by.”

“So,” Brandt said, his eyes flicking back and forth between the man and woman, “the real doctor is her?”

“I believe so,” Rebecca stated.

In response, Nori lifted the burka up and over her head to reveal a crisp business suit. Unlike her husband, with his more Arabic features, Nori’s nasal ridge was far more prominent, along with a higher forehead. A far more classic Jewish phenotype. Her dark-black straight hair was only lightly peppered with gray. Her eyes, though, showed her age. As a matter of fact, she looked perhaps a decade or two older than her husband. Lines etched the corner of her eyes. Wrinkles zigzagged her forehead.

Was this what Rebecca would look like if she continued to chase religious mysteries? A face filled with regret and purpose?

“What gave me away?” the older woman asked as she straightened her dark-navy-blue jacket.

Rebecca nodded to her feet. “Ultimately, your shoes.”

She had unconsciously noticed the click of heels when the woman walked around the room, offering the tea. Then Rebecca saw a blue leather top to a rather expensive set of shoes peak out from under the burka. Women in burkas just didn’t wear upscale heels.

“We were in such a rush…” Nori said with more than a twinge of sadness. 

* * *

“Does somebody want to explain what the hell is going on?” Brandt demanded.

The woman moved from behind her husband’s chair to stand next to him. “The first thing I must tell you—”

Then the woman grabbed her stomach, nearly doubling over. 

Brandt’s gun flew up. He scanned the windows. Not a single bullet hole. And looking closer at her white dress shirt, there was no blood. Another ruse? Rebecca rushed over to help hold up the woman.

“Well, perhaps the first thing I must tell you,” the woman said, “is that my dearest husband appears to still be loyal to the Disciples.”

Retraining his aim, Brandt focused on the husband. “I have no idea what she means, but it isn’t sounding very good for you.”

“He has been poisoning me for weeks,” the woman spat out. “And I believe he gave me the final, fatal dose this morning once we heard you would arrive.”

Brandt might have thought she was faking, except for the fact her skin went gray as she struggled to breath. You couldn’t fake that level of shock. “Rebecca, get away from her.”

“The good news, though?” the woman said, then coughed heavily. “I returned the favor.”

The man’s eyes dilated as his hand went to his stomach. “The tea?” he questioned, then spasmed. “You bitch.”

He rushed his wife before Brandt could intervene. He needn’t worry, though. The old woman buried a hidden knife up to the hilt into her husband’s chest.

“For Her,” she said as the knife slipped from her hand.

“Damn it,” Brandt rumbled. “I could have interrogated him.”

As the man slumped to the floor, his eyes already glazing over, Rebecca lowered the dying woman to the floor. Brandt signaled Levont to check the man. 

“He wouldn’t have told you anything,” the woman said, then spit out blood. “Besides,” she said, smiling to reveal red-streaked teeth, “I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time.”

Damn it. This meeting was so far sideways it was doing doughnuts.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” he said to Rebecca, urging her up.

“There’s no computer or files that I can see,” Levont informed him.

Of course there weren’t.

Brandt had Rebecca halfway up when the woman grabbed her hand. “Please, they are coming, but a moment only.”

* * *

Rebecca knew they needed to get the hell out of there, but she just couldn’t deny the woman’s dying request. Lowering herself back down to the floor, Rebecca cradled Nori’s head.

“Is she as glorious as prophesized?” the woman asked.

Picturing the laughing, giggling little girl, Rebecca was not necessarily lying. “Yes, she is.”

Nori squeezed her hand. “I have nothing else to share with you but my research.”

The woman coughed, moist and wet. It was a disturbing sound. A sound Rebecca had heard back under the caves of Rome. A sound that only ended in death.

“You will find it hidden with the people of the Eukaldunak.” Nori squeezed hard, although Rebecca wasn’t so sure she was conscious of it. “You know the place. You must study the monks—”

Rebecca held the woman as another coughing fit claimed her. When it was over, the woman sagged in Rebecca’s arms. 

“Nori?” There was no response.

“Here they come,” Levont reported from the door. Brandt helped the point man move a large bookcase in front of the door.

Rebecca wiped blood off the woman’s cheek as her breathing turned shallow and rapid. 

“Nori?” she whispered. 

It was hard to imagine this woman, ashen and weak, was once a Disciple. Aunush’s mother no less. Then again, she did just kill her husband.

“Nori,” Rebecca repeated. “You fought them your whole life. You fought for her. You’ve got to give me more so I can protect Vakasa.”

The woman roused enough to flutter open her eyelids. “Shekinah,” she uttered before blood trickled, then gushed from her lips. 

* * *

Brandt grabbed Rebecca by the elbow and propelled her up. She wouldn’t voluntarily leave the dead woman. 

“I don’t understand,” Rebecca said, holding out her hands, which were covered in the old woman’s blood.

Brandt grabbed the woman’s burka and wiped Rebacca’s palms. “I don’t, either, babe, but we’ve got to book it.”

Rebecca’s eyes lost that far-off stare and focused on him. “Yeah, right. Okay.”

“Levont,” Brandt called out, “you want to start our daring escape?”

“Damn right,” the point man said, walking to the western, centermost window. He picked up a chair and smashed it through the glass. A rope dangled down from the roof.

Brandt urged her over to the window. Rebecca looked to the rope, then back to Brandt. “You never thought Talli was going to have to shoot. He was our back up out of here, wasn’t he?” She was smart.

“Yeah.” Brandt chuckled. “Our meetings never go well.”

Levont was out the window, climbing up the rope to the roof. The plan, once he got up there, was to throw down a harness so the men could haul Rebecca up there while Brandt held down the fort.

So they had a few seconds. Brandt pulled Rebecca close.

“I love you more than life itself,” he stated. 

Rebecca’s eyes scanned his. “Ditto,” she said, seeming confused. Declarations were not exactly his thing. 

“But I want you to promise me before we get to that point,” Brandt said, indicating to the dead couple, “we’ll get a divorce.”

A smile flickered on her lips. “I so promise.”

* * *

Davidson watched Rebecca find her footing on the roof as Brandt slung his rifle over his shoulder and climbed up after her. They knew they would be attacked at the office. It was a no-brainer. 

The Disciples were just that. Disciplined. Smart. Fast. And well connected. A visit to a supposed ex-patriot of theirs would not go unnoticed. Equally certain Rebecca needed to get more information on Vakasa. The only way to get ahead of the Disciples was to figure out their end game. 

Why did they want the girl? Rebecca seemed to have some idea, but even she appeared unsure.

Even though the Disciples’ men broke through into the penthouse office, Davidson held his fire. Talli and Levont shot at any head that dared peak out of the window. The Disciples would mount an offense to the roof, but Talli had secured that door pretty damned well.

Besides, Lopez should be here with their helicopter at any moment. Long before the enemy could pin Brandt and the rest down on the roof.

Davidson scanned the other buildings. Yes, they had made excellent time from Africa. Such good time that there was no way that Frellan and the sniper could be here. Except, Davidson was pretty darned sure that they were here.

He was not going to underestimate the Disciples ever again.

Glare caught his lens. The last rays of a sun about to give up for the night. The air was blustery red and orange as the desert flowed yellow. The Nile sparkled in the dying light as streetlamps flickered on. He would have to switch to night vision soon. 

A flare of white caught his attention. 

He swung his rifle sixty degrees, surveying the windows in that direction. He scanned across the entire row of offices, then across one, then up a row, tracking that floor. Nothing. 

Was he being too hypervigilant? Was his mind interpreting minor input and creating a crisis out of it?

Then the flare shone from a window. Davidson honed in on the light source. His vision blurred for a moment as he adjusted his magnification. Then he wished he hadn’t. Snapping his rifle up, Davidson frowned.

Just a man’s watch reflecting the late-evening sun. A man who was having a rather inappropriate relationship with a coworker. It was situations like this that sniper school just didn’t prepare you for.

Shrugging off the image of something the Quran definitely did not condone, Davidson went back to his systematic survey of the area. Then he heard it. A distant buzzing that got closer and closer.

That did not sound like a helicopter.

He slid his rifle around to face the oncoming aircraft.

It was definitely not a helicopter.

The only thing definite about it was that Brandt was going to be pissed. 

* * *

“Is that what I think it is?” Levont asked.

Brandt jerked the binoculars away from his eyes. “If you think it is a crop duster, then, yes, it is.”

Rebecca glanced around the roof. “But how are we supposed to…?”

That did seem to be the question of the minute. Talli was doing a decent job of keeping the enemy pinned to the office. There was some noise at the roof door, but that was going to take them a few minutes to get past. Which should have been plenty of time for Lopez to land on the roof, scoop them up, then head over and pick up Davidson. It should have been with a helicopter, but no.

“What are we going to do?” Rebecca asked.

Time to think like Lopez again. Which meant he had to throw any concern for personal safety out the window. He also had to think about five times faster. Not necessarily better, just faster. However, the one thing about Lopez was, he was extremely goal oriented.

If the corporal stole a crop duster, he had a plan to get them off this roof with a crop duster. It was probably not a good plan or a practical plan, but it was a plan. 

Brandt turned to Levont. “Do we have any grappling hooks?”

The point man shook his head. “Sorry, Sarge.”

“Any repelling gear at all?” Brandt asked but already knew the answer.

“Not a speck.”

This is what happened when you got kidnapped from your wedding. You weren’t exactly packed for a major mission. The fact they had scraped up as much equipment as they had was pretty impressive. However, none of those weapons were going to help them get onto that crop duster, though. Unless, of course, you counted shooting Lopez out of the sky. Which Brandt wasn’t entirely discounting at the moment.

As the crop duster flew closer, he wasn’t even coming directly over the roof. What was he playing at? The small plane slowed, enough to sputter the twin engines a bit as it flew right past them.

Lopez had the pilot-side window open. He thrust his thumb to the rear of the plane. “Wire…” he yelled, but whatever else he said was snatched by the wind. “Next!”

Then Lopez was past. Only Vakasa’s smiling face in the rear window, waving wildly at them, kept Brandt from going on one hell of a cursing streak.

* * *

Rebecca spied the large hook on the back of the plane. “There!” she said, pointing at the metal device.

“There, what?” Brandt said as he squinted.

“I should have realized,” she said. “The Egyptians covet organic produce and cotton.” Off Brandt’s frustrated expression, she hurried on. “Sorry, it means that, about ten years ago, they banned crop dusting, so the pilots had to get creative on ways to use their planes. From the looks of it, this plane had been modified to pull those large advertising banners.”

Levont backed her up, handing Brandt the binoculars. “I think he brought the grappling hook to us.”

As Lopez banked the plane around for a second pass, Brandt studied the hook. He then scanned the roof. This being a third world country, there were no sleek satellite dishes or encased electronics. Rebecca realized that the roof was a veritable maze of antennas and wires. 

Brandt’s strong brow furrowed. “He really expects us to catch hold of that thing with one of these wires.” Then he smiled. “Lopez really is a genius.”

That is not exactly how Rebecca would have described it. That hook wasn’t all that big. And a lot of those wires didn’t seem all that sturdy. But hey, she was the one who’d insisted on coming along. There would be no whining.

“He wants us to do what?” Talli said.

Well, except for Talli.

“Levont?” Brandt asked his point man. “You up for this?”

The big man’s smile eclipsed the setting sun. “Really? I get to go first?”

Seriously, there was something wrong with these men. 

“That’s one of the privileges of being a point man,” Brandt confirmed. 

Levont didn’t waste a single moment. As he slung his rifle, he hacked off a long piece of stiff wire and wrapped it around either wrist, creating a loop to accept Lopez’s hook.

As the biplane sputtered again, slowing, saddling up to the roof, Levont rushed over, stepping up onto the side of the thirteen-story building as if he were hopping a curb in New York. He reared back as the plane got close. Once the plane slid by, Levont threw his loop forward and, consequently, his body weight off the roof. 

“Off the hook!” Levont yelled as the wire loop caught, jerking Levont out of thin air, pulling the point man forward. Actually, it turned out, on the hook.

The back of the plane lurched down from the sudden weight. Somehow Lopez not only righted it, but banked into a steep turn. In a feat of muscles over gravity, Levont curled his legs forward, gripping onto the tail of the plane. He unwound the wire, letting it tumble out of the sky as he climbed forward into the plane.

“See?” Brandt said. “Totally doable.”

Rebecca let Talli groan for the both of them.
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Frellan strode into the office building. His men were already breaking through the door to the roof. He would have been there, except he had heard whispers between the men. Ugudo would not confirm them.

The upscale office smelled of iron. Blood. He saw his mother first. Her eyes looked to the heavens, but he doubted she found the absolution she wanted. He cared nothing for her. She had birthed him. That was all. She was weak. She had let her own ambition cloud her judgment. Were they not Moshe’s descendants? Did they not have an obligation to fulfill his legacy?

He walked past her without another glance. Then he noted the other body.

His father.

Frellan sank to his knees, cradling his father’s head. “No,” he moaned. “No.”

How could God do this? Punish the righteous and let the likes of Brandt still walk this earth? His father had sacrificed everything for the Disciples. He had left with his wife. Not because he had lost his faith, but because it had been redoubled by her betrayal. His father had kept track of Nori to be sure she did not tread too close to the Messiah.

All of those years living with that witch to die in a foreign office building?

Movement caught his attention. Monnie picked up his mother’s burka. The revulsion on her face matched his own. In this, the watcher and he were united. The time for grief would be later. His father would understand.

His death must not be in vain.

His death must lead to the Messiah.

It was the path God had chosen.

“We must be sure they receive a proper burial,” Monnie said.

“For him,” Frellan nodded. “Not for her.”

“What do you want done, then?”

Frellan did not hesitate. “Feed her to the street dogs.” Rising, he turned to Ugudo. “I want on that roof.”

His second-in-command nodded curtly and rushed from the room.

His mother could be blamed for much, but one man, the man who had the Messiah, the man who had precipitated Frellan’s father’s death, was wholly to blame.

And Brandt would pay.

* * *

This is taking too long, Brandt thought.

Even though Lopez banked as hard and as sharp as he could, the turnaround time was killing them. That roof door just wasn’t going to hold much longer. Sure, they had Davidson in position, but the kid wouldn’t reveal himself until the absolute last second. 

His first priority, though, was Rebecca. He checked the wire around her wrists.

“It is going to hurt like a mother when you catch that hook.”

“If I catch that hook,” Rebecca responded. 

“So maybe somebody should stay stateside next time,” Brandt chided as he tightened the wire. He didn’t want her slender wrists slipping through.

Another explosion at the door made her frown waver despite her retort. “The next time you get snatched from the altar, I will seriously consider it.”

No matter her words, Brandt knew she’d do no such thing. Even knowing everything she’d have to go through, he felt pretty damned confident she’d come after him again. Even if she had to hook a plane to do it.

“I’ve got a safety line around your waist…in case…”

Rebecca nodded. “And that would hurt like a mother too.”

“Yes,” he chuckled. “I suggest you catch that hook.”

She nodded as he guided her up onto the side of the building.

“It’s just like at the carnival,” Brandt reassured her. Rebecca’s glare told him she really didn’t appreciate his analogy right about now.

As she stood above him, he stabilized her with his hands on her outer thighs. He could feel her muscles shaking under his touch. That’s what made him love her all the more. Not that she was all that brave. Don’t get him wrong, she was freaking brave. But the fact she would do anything to follow him to hell and back, even when she was scared out of her mind.

That was his Rebecca.

Making sure he had a tight hold of the safety line, Brandt murmured to her, “You can do this.” As the plane came in low and slow, Brandt patted her leg. “Just visualize your loop sliding over the hook.”

“Then the pain in my shoulders when it catches…” she finished. He knew Rebecca wasn’t complaining. She was truly visualizing a successful maneuver.

“That’s right,” Brandt encouraged, then realized Lopez was coming in really, really, closely. “Duck!”

Rebecca crouched down as the wings sailed overhead. It seemed Lopez didn’t want Rebecca to have to jump too far. The body of the plane slid by.

“Now!” Brandt yelled. 

Under his palms, her muscles bunched and propelled her up and out. But it wouldn’t be enough. She had too shallow an angle. Brandt wrapped another loop of wire around his wrist, ready to catch her. But Lopez was all over it, tilting the plane’s belly and therefore the hook toward Rebecca.

It wasn’t pretty, but the loop snagged the hook. The corporal nearly turned ninety degrees to make sure that loop stayed on. Levont scrambled out of the plane and down the fuselage to secure Rebecca.

Only then did Brandt release not only the safety line, but also a breath he’d held way too long. Whistling between his teeth, he refashioned the safety line into his own loop. 

Now it was just Talli and him.

Of course, that was right around the time the roof door exploded off its hinges.

Fuck.

Talli laid down gunfire while Brandt’s mind whirred.

He raised his hand, circling it overhead, then pointing to the other side of the roof. There was no way Lopez would have time to come all the way around. They were just going to have to catch him on the other side.

Lopez banked immediately, bringing the plan around.

“Go!” Brandt yelled to Talli.

As the man ran, Brandt fired to the door. So far, the Disciples hadn’t been quite brave enough to poke their heads out, but it wouldn’t be long. Talli didn’t even have time to set up properly. He just hauled ass, jumped on the ledge, and flung himself at the plane. Thank goodness he had better aim with his loop than he did with a rifle. He snagged the hook square on.

Brandt couldn’t watch any longer. He had about a dozen gunmen deciding right about now they were brave. Quickly, he scanned the horizon. It was pretty much getting to the absolutely last second. Why the hell wasn’t Davidson firing?

Um, probably because the sniper had already figured out that there was no way Brandt could hold them off until the plane came back around. It was now or never.

Why was it always now?

Gritting his teeth, firing behind him, Brandt sprinted for the ledge. Talli was still trying to get his sorry ass off the hook and onto the plane. Brandt tossed aside the wire. There would be no hook in his future.

Lopez must have realized what Brandt was about to do as he cut the engines. Completely. The plane slowed, dropping altitude. Which was a damned good thing since Brandt ran straight off the roof.

Hitting air, his legs still pumped as if they could get him those last few inches. Then he, too, fell. Chest first…right on top of the wings. 

Fuck…That hurt. He couldn’t even breathe, but his finger latched hold of the forward edge of the wings.

He was safe. Well, that was if Lopez could get the plane’s engines started again.

* * *

Davidson watched as the biplane’s engines finally caught and lifted his team out of their rapid descent. He hadn’t been too worried. He knew Lopez would get out and flap if he had to. As the night descended quickly, Talli finally, with Levont’s help, hauled himself onto the plane. It appeared that Brandt had decided the wings were just fine by him.

The Disciples were firing at will from the rooftop, but the plane quickly flew out of range. Turned out Davidson’s services weren’t needed. But that was the role of a perimeter specialist. Ninety-nine percent of the time you cooled your heels. Unless, of course, you were on Brandt’s team, then you were green-lit most of the time.

Davidson took one last survey of the area just to make sure that his egress was clear. His scope glided past the building where that couple had been…well…

Wait. He went back to the office. Not to be a perv or anything, but something was wrong. The couple was gone. Like, not there. The way those two had been going at it? There was no way they would have just closed up shop.

They had been a distraction. The watch. The sex. Everything had been meant to keep his attention diverted to the south.

Which meant something that really deserved his attention was happening not to the south. He brought his scope around to the north, checking those buildings. Most were dark this late at night. Only a few had lights flickering on.

If the sniper were here, he would not set up in the lighted offices.

He would be in the dark. Watching. Waiting for his shot.

And the best shot? Right at Brandt’s back.

Quelling panic, Davidson scoured the area for any sign of the sniper. If Davidson waited for the guy to take a shot to find out where he was, Brandt would be dead. 

There! The faintest-green reflection from a night scope. Davidson didn’t have time to set up a kill shot. He only had time to prevent one.

Davidson fired, shattering the window. He fired again and again in no particular pattern. He just needed the sniper unable to aim as the plane moved out of range, even for a sniper rifle.

Then a bullet whizzed past his head.

Good, Davidson thought as he rolled over onto his back, lying flat against the roof’s ledge. The sniper must have given up on the plane and decided to take out his frustration on another sniper. Fine by Davidson.

Now to get out of here and head to the rally point in Sudan, where they wouldn’t exactly need travel papers. Cash, American cash, would get them off the continent without a paper trail.

He was good to go, until he heard the rev of a jet engine. Not one jet engine, but two. 

Crap.

Davidson took a chance and brought his scope over the ledge. Sure enough, two F-16 fighters were streaking in their direction. They must have launched from the Abu Suwayr Air Force Base. Whether the Disciples had tipped the Egyptians off or the government assumed this assault on the German building was the result of political unrest, their plane was in trouble. 

Real trouble.

* * *

Rebecca ignored Vakasa as the little girl tugged on her jibab. She was too busy worrying about Brandt still up on the wings. Why the hell didn’t he just get into the plane like any other sane person?

“Damn, I wish I had access to the Internet,” Lopez grumbled next to her. Rebecca really didn’t want to know why. However, the corporal told her anyway. “I really, really, really need to know the world’s longest flight with a guy on your wings. Come on, somebody figure it out.”

“No matter what it is,” Talli stated, “we will not be able to challenge it.”

“What do you—”

Lopez’s protest was drowned out by two jets streaking overhead. Their turbulence rattled the plane down to its bolts.

“That is not good,” Lopez said with an actual straight face. He wasn’t kidding. Lopez was actually worried.

Rebecca’s stomach plummeted. They were being hunted by the Eygptian Air Force and Brandt was on the wings. There was not time to worry or throw a tantrum or anything. There was only time to plan.

“What are our options?” Rebecca asked.

None of the men answered. 

“Guys?” Rebecca urged. “There are always options. Right? I mean, that’s what you always say.”

“Oh, we’ve got an option,” Lopez said.

“What?”

Lopez didn’t answer, though. Levont did. “We land.”

“And?”

Talli was the one who finished the thought. “We surrender ourselves.”

“You have got to be kidding me?” Rebecca shook her head. After the shoot-out at the building? And what about Vakasa? After what happened to that reporter during the riots? Rebecca shuddered, she physically shuddered, pulling the girl tight next to her.

“No, sorry, that isn’t good enough.”

“Chica, give me some ideas here,” Lopez said as the jets made another pass, this time lower. They hadn’t shot yet, but the radio was squawking with orders. They were in Arabic, but it was pretty clear they were saying. “Land or get shot down.” The only reason they hadn’t fired already was to wait until they got out over the desert to avoid civilian casualties. However how rather callous to civilian deaths the government had become, Rebecca wasn’t sure how long they could count on that to protect them.

This was what Brandt was so damned good at. Seeing an impossible situation, then figuring out a way to thread the needle through it. Unfortunately, Brandt was on the wings.

Next to her, Vakasa clapped, pointing to the east. “Valo dango!”

“Light show? Is that what she said?” Levont asked. Rebecca wasn’t sure, since she was pretty certain Vakasa was speaking in Welsh and Finnish. 

Almost against her will, Rebecca followed the girl’s arm. In the distance, the Great Pyramid and Sphinx were illuminated in bright greens and reds. It was the nightly laser light show that played out against two of the greatest historic monuments ever built. However, it really didn’t help them.

Then Brandt’s face came over the front of the wing. His features upside down, he was shouting something, but who could tell what it was?

“Light show!” Lopez said as Vakasa clapped. “I think he’s agreeing with her.”

“You’re just imagining things,” Talli stated, but Rebecca wasn’t so sure.

“No,” she said, trying to read Brandt’s upside-down lips. “He is saying light show.”

She tried to follow his logic. Why go there? They would scatter the crowd.

That was it!

“Lopez, head there!”

Without even waiting for an explanation, Lopez course corrected, turning them due east toward the pyramid.

Levont’s hearty laugh filled the aircraft. “He wants us to land, get those people on their feet, then blend in with the crowd.”

Rebecca sighed, glad that someone else had come to the same conclusion. It was such a long shot that they shouldn’t even be trying it, yet the upside-down Brandt nodded vigorously, then disappeared. Apparently satisfied that they were headed in the right direction.

Vakasa clapped again. “Valo dango!”

“Yes, baby,” Rebecca said, pulling her into a hug, “we are going to the light show.”

Although, she seriously doubted if it was in the way Vakasa had hoped.

* * *

Brandt clung to the plane as it sped toward the pyramids. The jets buzzed again, this time so close Brandt was pretty damned sure he wouldn’t need a haircut for the next three weeks.

The light show played out starkly against the night sky. It truly was a spectacular sight. Somehow the pyramids looked even more majestic than they did during the day. The history of Egypt played out across their surface.

And thankfully, it was a tourist haven. There were hundreds of seats filled. Brandt hated endangering them, but he seriously doubted the F-16 would fire into that crowd. The international incident that would cause? Their plane making an emergency landing there was bad enough. The Egyptian government seriously didn’t want tourist deaths added on top of that.

He gripped even harder as the plane made its steep descent. Lopez, as always, was thinking ahead. If they had descended any earlier, the jet fighters may have shot them down just to keep them from reaching the event.

Even now, the jets came in low and hard, trying to force them down. 

Lopez held steady even though the tiny plane, never built to take the kind of punishment the corporal could deal, shook violently. Brandt had a bird’s-eye view of their landing. Not that even a bird would be stupid enough to try what they were trying.

Someone in the crowd must have heard their approach. The man turned and pointed.

Thank God. They were almost on top of the crowd. They needed them to disperse. A hue and cry went up as Lopez brought them just over the desert floor. A blur of people scattered, tipping over their chairs, as the plane touched down, bounced…hard, then went back up again. Brandt’s sweaty palms nearly gave out as his lower body slid back and forth across the wings. Those twin-engine prop blades only a few inches from his feet.

Brandt pulled himself as tightly to his belly as he could as they touched down again, bouncing again, landing again, bouncing again, until they crashed into the rows of white folding chairs. The blades chewed up the plastic, sending debris flying in all directions. A lot apparently into his back and arms.

Then they were on the ground, really on the ground this time, rolling forward. Lopez cut the engines and hit the brakes, hard. And there was just no way Brandt could hang on. As the plane came to a stop, Brandt flew forward, over the nose of the plane, and crashed into the front row of chairs.

His shoulder hit the sand, finally bringing him to a stop as well.

Brandt rolled over onto his back as the sound of rattling machinegun fire filled the air. Guess the Egyptians weren’t as worried about bad press as he’d hoped. The others fled the plane as bullet holes tore into the thin metal.

Grunting, brushing plastic off his back, Brandt rose.

No rest for the weary.

* * *

Rebecca kept a tight hold of Vakasa’s hand as they ran from the plane. The crowd wasn’t much farther ahead. They should have been able to blend in before the jets made their next pass. She tossed a glance over her shoulder, expecting Brandt to be hot on their heels. Instead, he was running in the opposite direction.

Why the hell would he go that way?

Then the high-pitched squeal of the other plane explained why.

Another fighter jet, new to the hunt, honed in on Brandt, firing at his heels. Dust kicked up, chewing up the sand.

“Brandt!” she screamed, but he kept running.

“Damn it! Change of plans!” Lopez shouted next to her. “Get the girl to safety!” he said, pushing her toward the crowd. “We’ll get him!”

Before the men could head out after Brandt, Vakasa squirmed out of Rebecca’s hold and ran across the desert.

“Thor!” she called out.

“No!” Rebecca yelled, but it did no good. 

The men fired up at the jets as they all raced across the desert. The pyramid was still blanketed in reds and greens as scenes of the building of the great monuments played on despite all the chaos.

Vakasa was fast. Like, crazy fast. She caught up to Brandt, then passed him, heading straight for the pyramid’s entrance. The little girl stopped at the tomb’s entrance, waving as if she expected Lopez to take a vacation photo. Rebecca was sure that he would want to. However, he was a little busy trying to keep the jets from mowing them down.

Brandt reached the entrance first, scooping Vakasa up into his arms. He made to head toward them, but Rebecca waved him forward. Using what little lung capacity she had left after the sprint, Rebecca shouted, “No! Go inside.”

There was no way they could make it back to the crowd. It had way too much of a head start, and the only cover was that pyramid. Brandt looked like he was going to fight her on it. After all, it would trap them inside. However, Vakasa wiggled out of his arms and fled into the darkness.

Brandt held out his hand, but not to Rebecca. “A gun!”

Levont supplied him with one. As bullets pelleted the stone, the point man led them into the pyramid. He swept his light from side to side.

“Where did she go?”

“Just go down,” Rebecca said. This shaft of limestone went down at about a thirty-degree angle until there was a juncture.

Half-sliding, half-running, they made their way to the T. One shaft went up into the king and queen’s burial chambers. The other continued downward to a subterranean chamber that was oddly incomplete. Scholars still debated the use of such a chamber.

“Which way?” Brandt asked, puffing air himself.

With the roar of the jets outside dampened by the walls, Rebecca cocked a head, trying to hear the patter of little feet. However, there was nothing. Just the sound of their harsh breathing.

Which way would Vakasa have choosen? Which way would a little girl have run? Or more aptly, which way would a supposed Messiah have choosen?

Either way, up would be the most obvious. 

Rebecca pointed down. “I think she went below surface.”

“Good enough for me,” Brandt announced as Levont made his way down the limestone passage.

“Shouldn’t we split up?” Talli asked. “Cover both options?”

Brandt shook his head. “If we go down…”

“We go down together,” Lopez agreed.

Rebecca wished just once that going down wasn’t the most likely option.

* * *

“Holy shit!” Stark announced, pointing to one of the many news channels he had on his screen.

Grainy cell phone footage showed a biplane landing near the pyramids, disrupting the popular light show. Oh, and did she mention that there was a man clinging to the wings? There was no doubt who was flying that plane or who was hanging on.

Bunny crossed her arms. “So does this qualify for the Disciples knowing where Brandt and the others are?”

“I do think this might qualify for an event that allows us to break radio silence,” Emily added.

Prenner still frowned. “I know what you two want, but my brass is never going to authorize us stepping in.”

“Just call Brandt,” Bunny suggested as she watched the group run inside the pyramid. Where the hell did they think they were going? Every passage within the tomb was a dead end. Of course, as jets apparently streaked overhead, looking for a target, a pyramid was as good a place to hide as any.

Finally, the lieutenant gave the nod. Stark keyed in the commands, pushing his earpiece farther into his ear. He tilted his head. “No joy. They aren’t responding to my ping.”

“Try Davidson,” she said, counting off the people who had entered the temple. Only six. And no skinny-assed white boy. 

Stark typed rapidly. “Nope.”

Bunny chewed on her lip. It made sense the others didn’t respond. She could remember the press of those tunnels. The limestone was probably blocking the signal. Davidson, though? If he were true to form, he should be set up somewhere along the periphery of the Giza pyramid complex. 

Unless he didn’t realize they were going to land near the light show. Come to think of it, that didn’t sound exactly like a pre-calculated rally point. So Davidson was in the wind. Or he was…

Nope, she wasn’t going down that road.

If he was alive, why wasn’t he answering?


CHAPTER 16

══════════════════

Giza, Egypt

9:42 p.m. (CAT)

“Il suo bene,” Davidson said. “It’s okay” in Italian. Yet the three sweaty men still advanced. He’d already tried Arabic, Farci, and even Armenian, yet the men didn’t seem to speak any of the most common languages in Egypt. 

His only solace was that he was pretty sure these men were not Disciples. Dressed in near rags and smeared with urban detritus, they seemed to be street thugs. Three street thugs with knives. Sure, Davidson could shoot, but that would advertise his location to not only the Egyptian police who were crawling all over the area, but the Disciples who must have descended upon the area since Lopez’s little circus landing.

The men looked like they came prepared to loot. A common occupation these days in Egypt. Some gangs were even accused of fomenting riots just so they could loot afterward.

Now, though, these men had a far more valuable prize in sight. An American. An armed American. How much would the government pay as a bounty? Or how much could they ask as ransom from the US? Either way, it wasn’t looking so good for Davidson. He needed to get out of this situation quietly and quickly.

Neither of which looked very likely at the moment.

Davidson secured his rifle onto his back and pulled a knife out of its sheath on his leg. The men brazenly smiled. Davidson pulled a second knife from his belt. Holding both weapons in the blade-back position, Davidson nodded to the men.

Funny, their smiles faded. They were used to ambushing tourists. Mugging them for their valuables, then running. Not a one of the three seemed any too happy about going up against a trained man. Yet the odds were still on their side, so they advanced.

Davidson danced back, waiting for one of them to commit.

The largest of the bunch grunted, shoving the smallest guy forward. The man stumbled, righting himself. He glared over his shoulder yet found no support there. Davidson flipped one of the knives, caught it, aiming it forward.

The guy must have decided to just dive in, as he charged at Davidson. He sidestepped, dragging the knife’s edge along the man’s arm. Davidson could have gutted him, easily, but the less mess the better. The man grasped at his bleeding arm, wavering to the left, then to the right.

Davidson grabbed him by the collar and shoved him back to his gang. Then he set up in attack position again.

The largest man glared, his jaw muscles working up and down. Finally, he must have decided that this little payday wasn’t worth the effort. With a guttural signal, he urged his gang back down the alley.

Not taking any chances, Davidson headed off in the opposite direction. This building would have made a nice perch, but now he would have to go find another one.

He could only hope he didn’t miss too much.

* * *

“I’ve got her!” Levont shouted from up ahead. 

Rebecca pushed past Talli. “Vakasa, stop!”

Brandt brought up the rear. “Catch our six,” he ordered Talli as he moved forward to see what all the fuss was about. Rebecca was struggling to pull the little girl from the end wall. Her fingers were bloody as she dug into the limestone.

“Honey, no,” Rebecca coaxed, but the girl just wouldn’t leave it.

The little girl’s resistance didn’t matter as Brandt picked Vakasa up by the waist. “Maybe we can get back—”

That had just been wishful thinking, as footsteps echoed down the tunnel. Getting chased into the pyramid by two jets kind of gave law enforcement a heads-up to their location.

Which meant they were trapped. Brandt set down the girl. She made a beeline to the wall. Her only stop? To grab a knife from Levont’s leg.

“Hey!” the point man protested.

She seemed deaf to his concern and used the point of the blade to dig into the thick wall. Brandt ignored her. As long as she wasn’t hurting herself or anyone else, Brandt said go for it.

“What is she doing?” Levont asked, although his tone didn’t hold out much hope for an answer.

Rebecca put her hand out. “Do you have another knife?”

“Yeah, but—”

Brandt studied Vakasa’s work. She was determined. “Give it to her,” he instructed the point man.

Levont turned over the knife, and Rebecca sank to her knees alongside the girl, chipping away at the wall.

“Want to share?” he asked his fiancée.

“Want to lend a hand?” Rebecca replied.

Since they were trapped and all, just waiting for the authorities to figure out they only needed a couple of flashbangs or a tear gas grenade, Brandt pulled his knife and dug into the limestone.

“How about now?” he asked.

Rebecca frowned. Sometimes she liked to let a theory run its course before discussing it. This was not the time he could indulge her.

“I either need to know,” Brandt stated, “or start prepping for an assault.”

“There have been rumors for years that there are tunnels that run beneath the pyramids,” Rebecca said. “That run all over this plateau.”

Levont knelt next to them, adding another blade to the mini-excavation. “Why haven’t I ever heard of that?”

She nodded next to Brandt. “Because the Egyptian government has not just vehemently denied it, but gone to great lengths to cover it up.”

“Which, in our experience, usually means that they do exist.” Brandt sighed. Why couldn’t ancient history stay fucking ancient?

Rebecca nudged him with her shoulder. “That’s what I was thinking. I mean, several well-respected scientists have done ground-penetrating radar studies and found results very consistent with an intricate and elaborate system of passages.”

Wiping dust away from his nose, Brandt dug harder. Even if it was only a rumor, that was better than a deadly shoot-out any day. And if anyone could find a secret entrance to a millennia-old hidden tunnel, it was the woman he was engaged to.

“Why hasn’t the History Channel picked it up, then?” Levont asked, then coughed. The tight passageway was not ideal for all the dust they were churning up. Brandt could begin to taste why the rock was called limestone.

“Because each of the scientists had their equipment and findings confiscated, then were systematically discredited,” Rebecca answered, using the side of her arm to brush back her unruly hair. 

Great info. Just not exactly helping right now with the thick limestone wall that blocked their escape.

Then his knife hit something even harder. As a matter of fact, it broke off the tip of the hardened-steel blade. “I think I’ve got something.

More carefully, he dug around the hold he’d made to expose a slab of black rock. Across the glassy surface were hieroglyphics. Brandt didn’t even bother to wait until Rebecca asked. He just got up and out of her way.

* * *

This slab of ancient Egyptian writing was possibly the most exquisite find of ancient hieroglyphics in more than a decade. Not that Rebecca voiced her fascination. They weren’t on an expedition. They were trying to formulate an escape.

Her fingers ran over the otherwise-smooth surface, reading the carved-out symbols like reverse braille. Well, “reading” might have been a bit generous. Hieroglyphics weren’t her thing. Where was Bunny when you needed her? She was much more adept at ancient languages. Why hadn’t the woman gotten on that chopper with her?

Oh, yeah, because then she’d be stuck far underground with the entire Egyptian police force after her. That’s why.

Vakasa put her tiny finger on the stone as well, smiling, tracing the ancient letters.

“Any clue?” Brandt said. “Any at all?”

Rebecca didn’t respond to him. She studied the little girl’s face. Was that comprehension? “Can you read this?” Rebecca asked.

The girl’s smile widened as she put her cheek against the cool slab.

“Was that a yes?” Brandt asked. “Is this some kind of door? Can we blow it open?”

“I’m not sure,” Rebecca answered.

“Rebecca, a little late for modesty.”

She shook her head as Vakasa went back to outlining the letters. “Trust me, I’m not. These aren’t just hieroglyphs. These are from the Early Dynastic Period.”

“What’s that?” Levont asked as he helped chip off more limestone to reveal exactly how wide the wall was. All the more letters to not understand.

“Exactly my point,” Rebecca said. “This is seriously ancient writing.”

Brandt rocked back onto his heels and up. “That’s it. We’re blowing the wall.”

“But—”

The look on Brandt’s face stopped Rebecca cold. She knew that look. The look that said, Our lives are on the line, so I am in absolutely no mood to have an academic debate about this. Unfortunately, Rebecca had seen it too many times before.

“On it, Sarge,” Levont said.

Rebecca tried to move Vakasa out of the way, but she refused. As Levont got out the C4, Rebecca took picture after picture of the letters with her phone, trying desperately to record at least some of this ancient find. Snapping the shots, she translated as best she could.

Okay, so hieroglyphs were read left to right. They didn’t really use vowels, so there was that. Unfortunately, the ancient Egyptian language was partly phonetic. Like English, you put the sounds together to make the words. Which would be great. However, they only did that about a third of the time. 

Sometimes the duck symbol meant “duck.” Other times it was the “st” sound. Still other times it meant “son.” 

Then another really awesome habit of the ancient scribes was to just throw in symbols for aesthetic purposes. Meaning, if they didn’t like the look of a sentence, they’d just drop in a seated god or add a scarab beetle to make the passage prettier. 

Oh, yeah, and their modifiers could be before the word, in the middle of the word, or after the word. No biggie when trying to speed-read ancient Egyptian.

Damn that Bunny. Rebecca hoped she was happy wherever she was, tucked safely away.

* * *

Bunny frowned as she pushed the earphone tighter to her ear. The audio feed was scratchy and mainly filled with police officers shouting in Egyptian. Stark was putting it through a filter and translation program, but even he didn’t look too hopeful.

So it was up to her to try and figure out what the hell was going on at Khufu’s Great Pyramid. It was chaos over on the other side of the world. And no wonder. It wasn’t too frequently a bunch of Americans landed during the complex’s light show, then escaped into possibly the world’s most treasured landmark.

The police had sent in search teams. However, they were having just as much trouble contacting their own people inside the pyramid as Bunny was trying to raise Rebecca or Brandt.

Then she heard it. “Elasepha.”

Down. Brandt and Rebecca had followed the lower passages.

“They headed down,” Bunny informed the group. “Bring it on screen,” she encouraged Stark, who brought up a map of the passages.

“It’s a dead end,” Prenner stated.

No duh. Everything in that pyramid was a dead end. Unless…

Was it by accident they went down, or did Rebecca remember the controversy of the 1996 documentary Sleeping Prophet, which suggested that there were a series of tunnels under the Pyramids and Sphinx, linking them all?

“Get me”—Bunny snapped her fingers, trying to remember the name of the quasi-scientist—”Dr. Schor. I think that’s his name. There should be a diagram in his most recent paper.”

Emily stepped forward. “Dr. Schor. Should I know who that is?”

Bunny didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure yet. The idea had been so crackpot at the time. As a matter of fact, Schor and a few other researchers who had joined their voices to the “There are tunnels under the pyramids” theory had flip-flopped so many times it was hard to keep track of them with a scorecard.

“Here we go…” Stark said as the elaborate tunnel system came up, overlaid on the map of the pyramids. 

Underground passages that were supposedly “documented” were in green. Others were yellow, orange, and red. The warmer the color, the more it was based on speculation. 

“What are we looking at?” Prenner asked.

Bunny pointed to the green tunnels, which were the fewest in number. “These were ‘discovered’ with ground-penetrating radar…These others were guessed at to complete the circuit.”

If these scientists were correct—and Bunny was nowhere close to saying that they were—it did give Brandt and the rest a chance. A slim one, but a chance.

“But how are they going to find it?” Emily asked. “After the hundreds of excavations of that pyramid, how are they going to find it?”

Bunny stared at the very-red tunnel that abutted the westernmost wall of the lower passage. Was the tunnel just a figment of the scientists’ imagination or a real structure the Egyptians had used to unite the pyramids? Either way, it was obscure. Super-obscure.

“Hell if I know.”

* * *

You had to give it to Rebecca. She was snapping pictures and trying to read the chicken scratch even as Levont was rigging the C4.

“Update,” Brandt asked Talli.

The man craned his head over his shoulder. “Best I can tell they haven’t attacked because they think they have us cornered and the tourist bureau doesn’t want any permanent damage to the tunnels.”

Yeah, they really wouldn’t appreciate what Brandt was about to do. But they couldn’t count on the cops to stay their hand just because their government told them to. All it took was one yahoo with a hero complex and boom.

It didn’t matter what country or what situation. There was always one of them in the bunch that had to make it go boom.

“Hold on,” his fiancée said. “Think…I think this wall may be booby-trapped.”

“Rebecca…”

“No, really,” she protested. “This here…Any trying to pass will meet, or visit, or run into, the wrath of Anubis.”

They really didn’t have time for this, but this was Rebecca. He couldn’t just order her to shut up. If only he could in situations like this.

“Any other bright ideas, then?” he asked. If you couldn’t beat her straight on, let her beat herself.

“I just need a few more minutes to translate…”

She stopped as Vakasa laughed merrily, then kissed the black stone. The little girl jabbered in at least five different languages. Brandt caught, at the least, German, Russian, Arabic, possibly Norwegian, and Swahili.

“Say it again,” Rebecca said. “But slowly. Lentement.”

“Katika,” the little girl said. 

Levont nodded. “That’s Swahili for ‘in the.’”

Vakasa smiled. “Oldhos de.”

“‘Eyes of,’” Lopez filled in. “It was Porteguese.”

Brandt encouraged the girl to continue. Rapidly, she spat out another sentence, which took the entire room to translate the translation.

Rebecca finally summarized. “In the eyes of Khepri, find the rise and fall.”

Frowning, Brandt gave the nod to Levont. “Put the detonator in.”

“Wait,” Rebecca begged.

“That makes about as much sense in English as it did in the fourteen other languages she used.”

Rebecca ignored him. Of course. Instead, she muttered to herself, “Eye of Khepri. Eye of Khepri.”

* * *

Brandt was right. The passage made no sense, but the way Vakasa beamed up at her, it had to mean something. And the ancient Egyptians were known for booby traps. Possibly even biological weapons. Just ask anyone on the Tutankhamen expedition. Oh, wait, most of them you couldn’t because they had died shortly after the opening of the tomb. Currently, the hypothesis was that the tomb was coated in a deadly strain of E. coli. 

But what in the hell did Khepri have to do with anything? Rebecca scoured her ancient religions memories. Khepri was the god of something. But wasn’t everybody a god in legend?

“Atum,” Vakasa said.

That was so not helpful. “Anybody?” Rebecca asked the group, but they all shook their heads. Between Brandt, Lopez, Levont, Talli, and her, they had every major language group covered.

“I don’t understand, Vakasa. Atum?” Rebecca asked.

The little girl’s smile only spread. “Ra.”

Now Ra, Ra Rebecca got. The Sun God. The head hauncho of the Egyptian Heliopolis. Rebecca nearly smacked herself on the forehead. Atum was a sun god as well. Only, Ra had a lot more charisma or something, because Atum was phased out for Ra as the cult spread in ancient Egypt.

Khepri! Now Rebecca got it. He was the god of the sunrise.

“Which way is east?” Rebecca asked. When Brandt looked confused, she grabbed his shoulder. “East!”

Lopez was the one to point to the wall to his right. “Thata way.”

Vakasa joined her as Rebecca dug into the wall.

Brandt was none to happy about it. “Rebecca, we’ve got to get a safe distance up the tunnel before—”

“No,” Rebecca protested as the limestone chipped away. “It’s here. If there is a tunnel, it is here.”

“Guys…” Talli said, backing up toward them. “There’s some guy up there rallying the troops to get this over with. He’s got a flash bang.”

“Damn it,” Brandt spat. “Rebecca, we don’t have time—”

Her knife hit something hard. “There!”

Rapidly, the crumbling wall revealed another black slab. Only, this didn’t have any hieroglyphics. Rebecca figured if you got this far, the ancient Egyptians assumed you knew what you were doing.

Wasn’t there a second half to that passage? Find the rise and the fall? 

What in the heck did that mean? Well, she’d better find out quickly, as Brandt’s thumb was over the detonator.

Then she heard it. The tinny sound of something bouncing. Not something. A grenade.

Vakasa put a palm on the slab and pushed up. Desperate, Rebecca helped her. With a groan, the stone gave way. Unfortunately, so did the ground they stood on.

* * *

Fuck. 

What was the rule? What was always the goddamned rule? Don’t fucking touch ancient artifacts.

Guess Rebecca forget, as she tumbled down a dark passage. 

“Do I shoot it?” Talli asked as he aimed at the grenade bounding its way to them.

“No!” Brandt barked. He didn’t have time to give any more orders than that. He just grabbed Lopez by the collar and chucked him down the stone slide. Levont seemed to get the general idea and dove headlong right behind the corporal. Good thing, because the trap door was beginning to close.

Talli jumped out of the way of the grenade. Brandt simply shoved him, sending him down the secret passage. He made it, but damn, that doorway was getting narrow, and Brandt was not a skinny guy. 

Hurling himself, Brandt went in headfirst, but twisted midair. He watched the grenade bounce past. Waiting one heartbeat, Brandt hit the detonator. The wall blew at the same time as the grenade. Chips of limestone flew through the closing door, peppering Brandt’s side.

But it was worth it. The grenade explosion should cover up their C4 explosives. Hopefully the Egyptians could never prove Special Forces were there.

Then he was slipping and sliding down the slick stone, gaining speed. Brandt only knew the ramp actually ended by the sound of groans as the others hit bottom.

“Incoming!” Brandt warned. He could hear the others scramble to get out of the way. He tried to slow his descent, but there was just nothing to grab hold of. Finally, he gave up as he rounded a curve and slammed into Talli. Bouncing off the sniper, he ran into Levont, who wasn’t a lightweight himself. The three of them crashed into the wall.

Shoving the men away, Brandt made it to his feet, a little wobbly but on his feet.

Lopez swept his light at their surroundings, which looked very similar to the tunnel upstairs. Chiseled limestone.

“You okay?” Brandt asked Rebecca, who stood to the side, guarding Vakasa in her arms.

Rebecca held up a hand. “I know, I know. Don’t touch the artifacts.” Then she smiled. “This one, though,” Rebecca said, indicating to Vakasa, “I think this one actually enjoyed it.”

The little girl’s bright smile took some of the sting out of the multiple bruises he’d just received. 

Talli and Levont rose more slowly, brushing off the debris.

They all stood silently for a moment. Craning their ears to see if anyone was going to follow them down the ramp. Sure, there was plenty of noise up there, but their escape seemed undetected.

Brandt swung around to face Rebecca. Her eyes darted to the rest of the men.

“What?” she asked. “Why is everyone looking at me?”


CHAPTER 17

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

2:44 p.m. (EST)

Bunny watched the live feed from the video screen. No, they didn’t have satellite feed, but they did have CNN. Reports were still sketchy. The only thing everyone could concur upon was that there had been an explosion. 

For now, they were blaming it on an overzealous officer, but after watching the base of the pyramid shake and the amount of dust that blew out the entrance, it looked as though it might have been something with a little more kick that was set off.

“It’s good they haven’t reported any remains,” Emily stated as she got her phone out.

Bunny had tried to block that sequella out of her mind. Rebecca had to have found that entrance to the underground passages. She just had to.

“Listen to this!” Stark said as he put the audio feed from the police radio on speaker. Everything was so garbled it was hard to make out anything specific.

“Where could they have gone?” an English-speaking voice called out. “Where?”

She hugged Stark, who blushed. Bunny didn’t think Davidson would mind, given the circumstances.

Even in an explosion of that magnitude, there would have been body parts, well, all over the place. If they were asking where Brandt and the others had gone, they must not have found any—at all.

Emily answered her phone and spoke quickly, relaying the information to her boss. She put a hand over the phone, indicating to the schematic of the underground tunnels, which it turned out were no longer theoretical. “Which way are they going to go?”

Bunny studied the map, trying to think like Rebecca. She tried to imagine herself suddenly in a millennia-old system of tunnels built by ancient engineers. Surprisingly, it wasn’t all that hard. Not after spending any time with Brandt and company.

The question was, how well did Rebecca remember the layout of the tunnels? After about two hundred yards, the tunnel from the Khufu pyramid split into three. One tunnel went out to the Cheops pyramid. The second tunnel emptied out into a near labyrinth of passages that crisscrossed between the other, more minor pyramids. The third main branch angled out to the Sphinx.

Breaking Bunny’s concentration was a strange beep. One. Then a pause, then a second one.

“What’s that?”

Stark’s eyebrows merged into a unibrow. “Not me.” Then his face opened up into a grin. “I left the channel open.”

It took a moment for Bunny to realize which channel he was talking about. Davidson’s channel. 

Bunny snatched the headset from Stark. “Sam, is that you?”

* * *

Davidson hit the sat phone button once. The faint click was far quieter than if he’d whispered.

“Oh, thank God.” Bunny sighed. He liked the sound of it. Living in isolation for most of his life, it was odd for someone to worry about him. And a girl? Davidson had written that concept off even before all the burns.

“Yeah, okay,” Bunny continued, clearly nudged on by someone else in the room with her. “Lieutenant Prenner thinks that you have probably set up across from the Great Pyramid. Is that correct?”

Looking through the scope at the sheer and utter chaos at the entrance to the monument, Davidson hit the button once.

“Great—well, not great,” Bunny corrected. “I think Rebecca found them a way out of there and they are heading away from the pyramid.”

Davidson let out air through his teeth. Since that explosion, he’d been worried he was protecting a perimeter that no longer needed protecting.

He clicked the button once.

“There is three ways they could go…” Bunny’s voice trailed off. She wasn’t the most decisive of women. Actually, she kind of hated making decisions, especially big decisions. The ones where your backside was on the line.

He clicked the button once to give her some reassurance.

“I think…Emily needs a direction to go to. She’s arranging an extraction team.”

Davidson clicked it again. He had so little information he couldn’t even begin to help Bunny decide. And it seemed like she had an army guy and a CIA operative. Neither of them was going to know Rebecca and her mind better than Bunny, though.

A rustling sounded when Bunny put her hand over the receiver. He could only make out mumbling until she came back on the line.

“Everyone else disagrees, but I think Rebecca is going to head to the Sphinx. The others think she’s going to head toward the smaller pyramids. They are closer to the city, but I think she’s going for the Sphinx.”

He gave another click. 

“I am assuming you are thinking, ‘Why?’” Bunny stated quickly. “Besides it being what I would choose, it is the only site that a door has been found. The Egyptian government has never allowed it to be open, but the Sphinx is the only one we know for sure that has an exit.”

That deserved another click.

Davidson could hear the relief in her voice. “Great. Okay, Prenner says that you should set up on the north since Emily’s extraction is coming from the south.” Off Davidson’s click, Bunny hurried on. “Be careful…” Then, much lower, “Come home.”

That almost got him to break his silence. But he couldn’t. 

Instead, Davidson broke the connection. He couldn’t even give her a click. He couldn’t guarantee he could fulfill a “yes” answer. 

Besides, he had another nest to set up.

* * *

Rebecca stood at the crossroads of three different tunnels. So once again, all eyes were on her. She glanced over to Brandt, who was carrying Vakasa on his hip. The little girl looked so right there that Rebecca almost lost her composure. Despite the heartbreak of him being married to another woman earlier this year, Rebecca knew how disappointing it had been when Maria’s baby turned out not to be his. She knew how much he wanted to be a dad. To think that the world might never see a child of Brandt’s. That by her screwing up which direction they went, they could all die.

“Which way?” Brandt asked. Not demanding. Not cajoling. Not even desperate, although Rebecca knew his heart must be pounding a thousand times per minute. “Don’t think about it, babe. Just choose. We’ll follow.”

Oh, great. No pressure there.

But he was right. Her gut told her to go east. 

“That one,” Rebecca answered, nodding to the third tunnel.

“All right,” Brandt said, setting Vakasa down. “Levont, east it is.”

As the point man moved out, with Lopez right behind him, Rebecca took Vakasa’s hand and fell into position. Still, she queried Brandt. “Are you sure you don’t want my reasons?”

In a surprising display of PDA, Brandt kissed her on the forehead. “Nope. I trust that big beautiful brain of yours.” Then, of course, the smile fell. “Now move out.”

Rebecca did as asked. Although, it was hard to keep up with Levont. He moved at a pretty clipped pace, and Rebecca was busy trying to take pictures of the walls as the men’s lights flared against them for a second, then went pitch-black again.

Whoever built these tunnels had taken great care to line them with incredibly detailed hieroglyphics. If she weren’t mistaken, the information was mainly about the history of the building of the pyramids. The inscriptions on these walls could solve about two millennia worth of speculation and academic argument.

And luckily, she had Vakasa with her. Apparently, not only did the little girl speak a dozen languages, she could also read ancient Egyptian.

Bunny’s question flared in Rebecca’s mind. Is it her?

The child was remarkable. There was no question of that. And delightful too. But was she a messiah? Rebecca looked down at the little hand in hers. It felt so vulnerable in her palm. How could someone so tiny hold all the world’s hope? 

It just didn’t seem possible.

That didn’t exactly matter to the Disciples, though.

“Hey, not to be a wet blanket or anything,” Talli said, which even Rebecca knew meant that he was about to be a wet blanket, “but let’s say best-case scenario we bust our way out of these tunnels, what then? Won’t we just be back where we were before we ran into the pyramid?”

Brandt didn’t miss a beat. “I guess we’re just going to have to count on the fact that Davidson has been very busy.”

“Wow, dude,” Lopez said, feigning shock, “don’t go all mushy on us.

The corporal was right. That was about as inspirational as Brandt got. Usually, he was all “Shut up and hoof it.”

And with them all being safe, for at least the moment, which was a high point, really, on this mission, Rebecca delighted in the feeling.

* * *

The trek wasn’t long. For which Brandt was grateful. That last stunt down the ramp had at the least bruised a rib, his abdominal scar ached, and if he turned quickly to the left, his vision blurred. Par for the course.

“We’ve got a turn up ahead,” Levont informed them, slowing to a stop.

Brandt looked to Rebecca, who frowned. “My best recollection of the tunnel system in this grid…” She sighed. “My best guess is that this leads to only one outlet.”

That was good enough for him.

“Take it at half speed,” he ordered.

The point man got back to what he did best. Muscles tensed, Levont ducked his head around the corner, then pulled back rapidly. That quick scan must have been negative for any company, as Levont stepped into the possible kill zone. Sweeping his light side to side, up and down, he checked his corners. He checked as far as he could see.

With a curt nod, Levont let them know it was okay to follow.

Rebecca was nearly as well trained as his men when it came to protocol. And little Vakasa? She was a trooper. Not a squeak of complaint. Not a moment of hesitation. Even though he resisted the idea of her divinity, Brandt knew the moment he laid eyes on her that she was special. Back at the village, she’d done what was right when all the adults had shrunk back in fear.

In this part of the world, bravery usually got you killed.

Had Vakasa just not learned that lesson yet, or was she truly that courageous?

“Dead end up ahead,” Levont reported.

Well, they were about to put his rather optimistic outlook to the test, weren’t they?

Again, the passage ended in a blank wall. Not exactly blank. The limestone was carved in elaborate hieroglyphics. Hundreds of them. No, on second count, probably thousands of them. And that wasn’t counting the rest that lined the walls.

So Brandt wasn’t surprised when Rebecca asked, “Can I have a few minutes to translate?”

Purposefully, Brandt yanked the Velcro off his watch face. “Five minutes.”

Rebecca’s lips formed a firm line, but she nodded.

Actually, in their current circumstance, Rebecca could probably have as much time as she needed. God love her, though, the woman performed better under pressure. If you gave her a day, she might never get it done. Second-guessing and cross-referencing took over. 

Give her five minutes, though?

The chick could perform miracles.

* * *

Rebecca tugged her lip between her teeth. None of this was making sense. She needed her laptop and about seventeen assistants. What in the hell could she accomplish in five minutes?

The line she was currently working on had a hawk, a squiggly water icon, and a farmer. Was the hawk an actual hawk, or was it the “a” sound? Or was it being modified by the little snake under it? Was that snake part of this sentence or the one beneath it?

Given the fact people were still arguing over the Rosetta Stone found by Napoleon troops in 1799, this task was hopeless. The Rosetta Stone’s black granite surface was etched with a decree from King Ptolemy V. It wasn’t the decree so much—as a matter of fact, Rebecca couldn’t remember what in the heck Ptolemy wanted so badly he had a huge block of granite dug up and put into a temple—but the fact that the words were written in three languages was the big deal for Egyptologists. Ancient Egyptian “priestly” (or higher-form) hieroglyphics, Demotic script (which was considered the “commoner” form of the language), and most important, Ancient Greek.

Despite researchers having over two hundred years to translate the stone, you could still find arguments in the journals. Rebecca slid her eyes over the thousands of lines of inscriptions. The debate about these passages would probably rage until the next millennium.

That was if they ever got out of here.

“Hey, do you mind if I film this?” Lopez asked.

“I’m just going to be sitting here reading,” Rebecca answered.

“I know,” Lopez acknowledged yet still pulled out his little flip camera. “I want to record something a little boring so that Ricki Junior can appreciate how exciting our escape on the other side is. You know, give him some perspective.”

Yes, Rebecca loved being the straight man for Lopez. But who could resist the corporal’s devil-may-care grin?

“Sure, why not?”

Having her useless intellectual flailing recorded for all eternity seemed fitting.

“Hey,” Levont said. “Brandt, what’s the English equivalent of the Russian word lew.”

Her fiancé turned to answer. “It’s not Russian. It is Polish, and it means ‘lion.’” Brandt turned back to Talli, then cocked his head. “Why?”

“Yeah, why?” Rebecca added.

Levont pointed to the ground. Rebecca almost couldn’t see what he meant, since Lopez was right there with his camera, panning the area in question. Between his sweeps, Rebecca made out words written in the dust on the floor. Apparently, Vakasa had been hard at work on her own.

Only, the little girl had actually produced results. Again, it was a translation that required translation, though.

The point man added.,”The African stuff says, ‘and here’”—he pointed halfway down another sentence—”‘Terrifying One,’ and ‘fear its wrath.’”

“I can’t speak to the ancient Aramaic,” Talli said. “However, the Farci says, ‘union’ and ‘ever.’” 

Lopez turned the camera on himself. “And the Latin-based languages—you know, the best ones—say, ‘have no,’ ‘grovel,’ and strangely, ‘panties.’” After Rebecca smacked him, he corrected himself. “My bad. It says, ‘lady coverings,’ but come on, if that isn’t panties, what is?”

Rebecca didn’t answer the corporal. She was too busy adding in her limited French and Swedish knowledge.

She read aloud as much as she could. “Quake before the Terrifying One.” Off the men’s questioning looks, Rebecca explained, “That was the Egyptian’s name for the Great Sphinx.” 

Could that really be? Could they actually be under the Great Sphinx? It seemed so improbable that the single-largest monolith sat over them. The thing had been carved out of a single limestone block. A feat of incredible engineering nowadays, let alone at the dawn of civilization.

Getting back to the passage Vakasa had translated, Rebecca continued. “Know this god, made of the union of the lion, and man shall live eternal. No veil shall cover him. No man can destroy, or damage, or harm him. Grovel before him and fear his wrath if you ever…I can only assume that the last word means ‘try.’”

Rebecca rocked back on her heels. It was a brilliant translation of the ancient hieroglyphics. However, it didn’t exactly get them out of here.

“That’s it?” Brandt asked, obviously figuring out the same thing. 

“Um,” Levont said, moving out of the way. “No…”

Vakasa had scrawled her writing all over the floor. Translating ten times faster than Rebecca could even do with her laptop. Getting over the sting to her ego, Rebecca stood up. 

“Okay, we can’t do this piecemeal,” she explained. “Everyone just chime in if it is a language you speak.”

* * *

Brandt listened to the others as he prepared to translate the Russian, Polish, and Turkish. So far, it had just been more Ancient Egyptian hyperbole about how incredibly awesome the Sphinx was. Like just looking at the thing didn’t tell you that already. Even just flying by it, hanging onto the wings, the Sphinx had impressed him.

Lopez stopped his interpretation. “What about the Riddle of the Sphinx? Shouldn’t we be looking for something about old men crawling or something?”

Rebecca shook her head. “No, that is actually a Greek fable. And the answer is the life cycle of man. First we crawl. Then we walk upright. Then we use a cane. Not exactly applicable here.”

“Are you sure?” Brandt asked. She seemed a little frazzled and really hated being interrupted.

She sighed before answering. “That riddle was written about a completely different sphinx that guarded Thebes. The sphinx was a she, and the legend arose around six hundred BC. This sphinx, the one sitting on top of us, is speculated to have been carved before thirty-four hundred BC.”

Little did she know how glad Brandt was that Rebecca was slightly annoyed with him. It usually meant brilliance was on the horizon. So he pushed. “Speculated, but not known?”

You could see her hackles rise.

“I’m not sure you noticed the water lines that striate the statue?”

Brandt just shrugged. This wasn’t about what he knew or didn’t know. It was about Rebecca pushing herself past her rigid academic thinking. 

“Those were created by rains, heavy rains. Rains that predate three thousand BC.”

Oh yeah, she was getting up on her high horse.

“So there’s a little rain damage?” Brandt pressed.

Her pupils dilated slightly, and her breathing increased. This was like academic foreplay or something. Brandt had no idea why she’d get so worked up, but hey, if it worked for her, and by extension, then it worked for the entire team.

“First, it’s not a little. The water erosion is significant, indicating flooding. Second, this implies that the Sphinx was actually built before the heavy-rain period.”

As she went to take a breath, Lopez jumped in. “Because why would the Egyptians build such a huge monument on a floodplain? Right? That would just be stupid.” Off Rebecca’s nod, Lopez turned the camera to him. “Score one for Daddy-O!”

Brandt shook his head, feeling maybe a little worried for Ricki Junior.

Rebecca, however, was undaunted. If anything, she seemed to be gaining steam. “Thirdly, all of the causeways—the ramps used to slide the limestone blocks up to the pyramids—were built around the Sphinx.”

Levont was the one to jump in this time. “Which implies the Sphinx was there before the pyramids, not after or even at the same time.”

“Bingo,” Rebecca said, tapping her finger to her nose. Her smile faded quickly, though, as she spun on her heel, looking up at the stone ceiling. “Causeways. Causeways. Causeways.”

A casual observer might conclude that Rebecca had lost her mind. Brandt, though? Brandt repositioned his gun, getting ready. Because this phase usually lasted all of ten seconds. Then they’d be on the move. 

He’d bet his life on it.

Actually, he was counting on Rebecca. They all were.

* * *

Why hadn’t she thought of it before?

Rebecca might be a little fuzzy on the “theoretical” tunnels they traveled, but the causeways above surface she knew cold. They were an interconnecting series of ramps and stone-lined paths. Several were at odd angles because they had to avoid the Sphinx. But one in particular seemed to be strangely out of place. Scholars had spent decades trying to decide why the ancient Egyptian engineers had built a causeway so out of the way.

There were more plausible theories, such as the supposition that an ancient temple had stood on the area at the time of building the causeways to the less plausible suggestions that the ancient Egyptians were trying to replicate the stars of Orion’s Belt.

But what if the obstruction hadn’t been aboveground? What if there was something under the sand that the builders had been avoiding? Any large tomb would make the ground above unable to support the weight of the causeway and the enormous limestone bricks transported over them.

In her mind, she could see the causeways and the strange space left between them and the Sphinx. The tunnel she stood in was just to the south of it. She spun to her right to look at the north wall.

A laugh erupted out of her lips before she could stop it.

“Oh, this is going to be good!” Lopez exclaimed from the side, moving to get a good angle for his video.

It had been there the whole time. Of course, it had been buried in thousands of hieroglyphics. A simple cartouche of a lion stacked on top of a monkey stacked on top of an ibis.

This was some old-school Egyptian religion. Before Ra. Before Osiris. Before Isis. These were the animal gods worshipped before the dynasties. The Egyptians worshipped animals above all else. It wasn’t until thousands of years later that they morphed mankind into their pantheon. 

“This is it,” Rebecca said, reaching out to the symbol, but Brandt’s forearm stopped her.

“What’s the rule?”

Rebecca grinned. She just had gotten so caught up in that moment of discovery. “No touching the artifacts.”

Brandt nodded. “At least not until we are secured properly.” He turned to the men. “I want everyone tied to each other, with tighter bindings between pairs.”

The men complied, except Levont, who looked around them, seeming to take in the fact they were in a newly found ancient passage about to open another secret millennia-old hidden passage.

“Can I just say?” the point man said. “You guys rock.”

“Tie in, Levont,” Brandt ordered, but Rebecca noticed he had the tiniest grin at the edge of his lips.

Rebecca picked up Vakasa as Talli finished cinching them together.

Once they were all tied in, the men raised their guns. Well, not all of them. Lopez had his camera up.

Brandt looked to each man. Once he got a nod from them, Brandt put his palm on the cartouche and pressed. Nothing happened. He pressed again, with the same result. Rebecca only took a little step forward. “Maybe you need to—”

A loud grinding filled the tunnel. Brandt urged her back, his gun raised as the wall moved laterally, revealing a dark passage. Once the rumbling and dust had settled, it became apparent it wasn’t a passage, but a set of stone steps.

Brandt flashed his light down the steep tunnel. 

“How far does it go?” Rebecca asked as both she and Vakasa craned their necks to see. 

“Pretty damn far,” Brandt answered, not looking any too happy about it. Then resolve replaced concern. “But it’s our only way out, so…”

He indicated for Levont to take point. Without a word, everyone got into position and started down the steps. Lopez swept the camera side to side. Halfway down, the corporal began his narration.

“What will we find, RJ? What mysteries will we uncover? Will Daddy go in the record books? Along with, you know, all these other people?”

Brandt gave Lopez a three-out-of-five death stare.

The corporal just shrugged. “What? Who’s going to hear me? Mummies?”

To Rebecca’s surprise, Brandt didn’t bark for Lopez to shut up. The corporal’s soft whisper seemed to dull the edge of anxiety as they descended farther and farther into the ground. Would they find another dead end? After all of this, would they have to throw themselves on Egyptians’ mercy?

The girl in her arms didn’t seem to mind, either. She would brace against Rebecca’s body to lift her head above the men, constantly trying to see what was up ahead. Ah, children and their boundless curiosity. Someday Vakasa would learn that not everything up ahead was a wonder. Or maybe Rebecca hoped that the little girl wouldn’t learn such a harsh lesson. Maybe she could learn it was okay to poke your head above the crowd and expect good things to come of it.

“I’ve got a door,” Levont reported from the front. They all climbed down to join him on the landing.

Rebecca searched the surface for any hieroglyphics or cartouches, but found nothing. Just a hand-chiseled door. She shifted Vakasa’s weight to the other hip. Brandt didn’t even bother to ask her opinion. How could she have one with no writings?

Brandt gave the nod for the point man to open it. With a heave, the door slid across the uneven ground, grinding and protesting the whole way. Why wouldn’t it? It had been shut for how many generations?

Levont took a decisive step into the next room. “What the…?”

Lopez was next and gave a whoop. Talli walked in, his jaw dropping.

Rebecca followed closely behind. “Oh. My. God.”

However, it was Lopez who summarized it best.

“In your face, Geraldo!” he announced to the camera. “This is how you open up a chamber!”


CHAPTER 18
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Undisclosed Location

3:01 p.m. (EST)

Bunny nearly jumped out of her skin when the click came over the line.

“Yes?” she answered. Silence stretched. Hope faded. Davidson didn’t have any new information. He was checking in to see if they did. “Sorry. Nothing more.”

Her eyes scanned the dozens of newscasts that Stark pulled up. Sure, theories were rampant. However, not a one had identified Brandt and the others. Which was probably a good thing. However, not having word from them for nearly a half hour was not such a good thing.

The longer they dallied, the greater the chances the Egyptians discovered the hidden tunnel. Okay, so Rebecca and the others probably weren’t dallying, but still.

“Let him know the extraction team is nearly to the area,” Emily stated. “He should be looking for a large van. Blue. Windowless.”

Bunny nodded and repeated the information. She got a click in response.

It was a little hard to gauge Davidson’s mental status through a series of clicks, but still. Something felt off. Wrong.

“Are you okay?”

That click came back way too fast. 

“Something’s wrong,” Bunny said, glancing over the news feeds again. Everything seemed quiet on the eastern front. Then it had to be something with Davidson himself.

Prenner frowned. “But he just said he was fine.”

The lieutenant didn’t know Davidson like she did. Like the sniper would admit anything was wrong.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Bunny asked.

No response. So her hunch was right.

“Except, of course,” Bunny continued, “for us to pray.”

A click was her answer.

* * *

Davidson turned off the sat phone and shook out his right hand. That Bunny was a little too insightful for her own good.

He willed his fingers to loosen, but they had seized down into a knot. A minor wound like the one he’d taken in the alley never would have affected him, but the damaged nerves in his hand had something else to say about it.

A sniper kind of needed his fingers to work. It was one of those deal-breaker kinds of things.

Lying flat on his belly again, Davidson tried to relax. Maybe if he could convince his body that he was on a nice hot Bahamas beach rather than a grungy Giza rooftop. A grungy tin rooftop. He’d had to abandon all of the residential rooftops since, well, most of the occupants were out on them. With all the sirens and police activity, it had roused everyone from their apartments.

Not exactly ideal conditions for a stealthy extraction.

Trying to ignore the cramping of his fingers, Davidson did a perimeter sweep, again. Besides the constant influx of police and army vehicles, there was nothing to prove that Bunny had been correct in her assessment. He could be sitting on the wrong side of the pyramids for all he knew.

Or the others were all dead. 

Davidson shook his head, sending a spray of sweat off his forehead. He couldn’t let the nauseating pain get to him. An equally likely scenario had him placed within only minutes from Brandt’s reappearance.

Okay, maybe equally likely wasn’t correct, but even if there was the slimmest of chances, Davidson would wait out the week for them.

Not like this, though.

Pulling his hand away from his rifle, he had to admit he couldn’t shoot. At least not with his right hand.

Jerking the rifle’s butt up, Davidson positioned it against his other shoulder. He was trained to cross-shoot. However, being trained in it and actually doing it were two different things.

Yeah, their best-case scenario now required that Brandt and the rest had survived in a cave under a pyramid, somehow made their way to the Sphinx, broken out, then threaded the needle of hundreds of enemy forces, all with the support of their sniper, shooting left-handed.

Nope. Nothing to go wrong there.

* * *

Brandt tried hard not to be impressed or overwhelmed or shocked. He failed on all three accounts. 

The chamber alcoves lined the walls, filled with urns. Tables overflowed with artifacts.

Thank God there hadn’t been any threat in here since Levont had flat-out forgot to clear the room. Brandt had barely remembered to remind him. And Rebecca? Forget about it. The woman dragged her finger along objects circumventing the room. It was like her brain was trying to upload all the objects and categorize them. 

Lopez was filming the whole thing, of course. Along with commentating. The only sound in the room was his voice.

“This is like King Tut’s tomb on steroids, RJ…”

And the corporal wasn’t wrong. There was a statue of an ibis that must have stood seven feet tall. The top of its head brushed up against the ceiling. Vakasa picked up a cobra circlet and put it on over her head scarf.

She then mimicked the “Walk Like An Egyptian” dance, looking very unlike a messiah.

The only English Vakasa seemed to know was American idioms. It was pretty damn cute.

After nearly tripping on a jackal vase, Brandt stopped.

“What is this place?” he asked.

Rebecca turned to him, wonder softening her tired features. “Anything that would come out of my mouth would just be a guess.” She looked to Vakasa, who was trying to incorporate a moonwalk with her strutting. “Maybe she can help us translate some of the tablets…”

Ah, yes, the tablets. Brandt couldn’t even count how many tablets were scattered around the room. He was no Egyptologist, but he would bet this doubled the known amount of knowledge about ancient Egypt.

“Guys,” Levont breathed out, his eyes wide with delight. “I think…I think this is just the antechamber.”

“Get out of here!” Lopez exclaimed. Even Talli looked impressed.

Levont seemed spot-on, though, as they all made their way to the far end of the room.

“I think these panels slide apart.”

The point man was right. Those panels covered in hieroglyphics did look like they slid.

“Rebecca?”

She stepped up to the entrance, then put her hand out for Vakasa to come forward. The young girl cocked her head, studying the symbols. Then she reached out and opened them. Everyone scrambled back.

Okay, that was one way to do it.

“Levont, this time let’s try and clear the room by the book,” Brandt reminded the point man before they all got excited about the next discovery.

“You go it, Sarge.”

However, as they entered the new chamber, all thoughts of the enemy vanished.

* * *

Rebecca wanted to breathe. Her lungs wanted air. Her brain wanted oxygen. They would all have to wait.

The sight before her was…staggering. The cavern was predominated by a huge pedestal, which served as the base for possibly the largest sarcophagus she’d ever seen. Dark-blue lapis lazuli had been laid into the sides. The stone was considered a precious gem, given it’s swirled mineral pattern. Each piece completely unique. And there were hundreds, if not thousands, used to adorn the stone coffin.

It was the only adornment, though. This tomb was so ancient it predated Egypt’s fascination with gold.

“There’s more,” Levont shouted from up ahead.

How could there be more?

But there were more. Dozens, as a matter of fact. Dozens upon dozens of “smaller” sarcophagi. And by smaller, Rebecca meant they were only seven feet long and four feet across.

“Whose tomb is this?” Talli asked as they found the back of the cavern, then made their way back to the main sarcophagus.

That was a great question. Rebecca surveyed the hieroglyphics they passed. There was a lot of chatter about the upper and lower kingdoms. About the two becoming one. That event, the unification of Egypt, was perhaps one of the single most important joinings in history. After the two kingdoms merged, a true golden age of humanity began. But maybe all this hype about the unification wasn’t just talk. Rebecca put all of this into perspective, given the timeline they had built regarding the Sphinx.

Rebecca clasped her hands over her mouth.

“What?” Brandt asked.

Rebecca backed away from the tomb. It couldn’t be.

Yet there it was. She read the cartouche. There was no mistake.

“I think…” Rebecca had a hard time speaking. “I think we’ve found the first pharaoh’s tomb.”

Lopez whooped, although Rebecca wasn’t quite sure even he understood the magnitude of the find.

“Narmer?” Talli asked in a much more measured tone.

Rebecca shook her head. “No.” She pointed to the cartouche. “I think this is the Scorpion King.”

“The one the Rock played?” Lopez asked, looking very skeptical.

“No,” Rebecca hurried on. “The movie totally twisted history, but there was a rumored Scorpion King—Selk was his given name—but most historians dismissed the story out of hand.”

“Guess they didn’t see this,” Levont commented.

Again, Rebecca couldn’t help but laugh. “No, I guess they didn’t.”

To say this was the find of the century was an understatement of an understatement.

“This is the man that singlehandedly birthed nearly everything we know of Western civilization…”

“Which is great and all…” Brandt stated.

Rebecca tried to shake off her awe and turned to him. “But how does this get us out of here? I have no idea.” She pointed to the towering sarcophagus. “Come on, though, it is pretty cool.”

Brandt graced her with a rare in-combat smile. “I will give you that.”

“The Sphinx wasn’t just a random, catchall protector of Egypt,” Rebecca rushed on. “It was protecting this tomb. The tomb of Egypt’s first, unified ruler.”

Vakasa ran up to the coffin, putting her arms around a corner. “Babushka!”

* * *

“Grandmother,” Brandt translated, although he wasn’t sure if he really needed to.

Rebecca tried to get the girl away from the sarcophagus. “Honey, your body oils are going to stain the surface.”

However, Vakasa wouldn’t budge. No wonder, given that explanation.

“Babushka,” she murmured, resting her face against the cool stone.

“Wait…” Rebecca said, backing away from the girl, cocking her head, studying the hieroglyphics.

“What?” Brandt ribbed her. “You going to tell us this really is Vakasa’s grandmother. The virgin mother of the virgin mother?”

“No,” Rebecca said with a wave of her hand. “But I’m not so sure this is the man I was thinking.”

“Levont, Talli, find us a way out of here,” Brandt ordered. He didn’t bother asking Lopez, as the guy was too busy filming. He turned to Rebecca. They had maybe two minutes to indulge her history geek side.

“Want to share?”

Rebecca chuckled again. “We always assume it’s a guy, don’t we?”

Brandt frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Pharaoh is actually a unisex term,” Rebecca explained. “As is ‘king’ in ancient Egyptian.” Brandt still didn’t have any idea what she was driving at, but hey, she usually landed her point—in time. Rebecca pointed to the cartouche. “This is the Scorpion King, only I think there’s a chick buried in there.”

“Whoa!” Lopez exclaimed. “Did you hear that, RJ? Girl power, man. We’ve got some competition.”

Rebecca grinned at the corporal, then turned back to Brandt. “I think a woman united the two ancient kingdoms.”

Lopez snapped his fingers. “Hey, wasn’t there that other broad, Hapsi-put or something?”

“Hatshepsut, the female pharaoh,” Talli corrected. Brandt was pretty damn sure he’d tasked the sniper with another duty, but they were playing it pretty loose and fast today.

“Yes,” Rebecca confirmed, then went on. “But she wasn’t the only female pharaoh. She was the best known and considered not just a female pharaoh, but one of the most successful monarchs of Egypt. She expanded trade and the arts. As a matter of fact, if a museum has an Egyptian artifact, it is probably from Hatshepsut’s reign.”

Brandt gave her that look. The one that said, I’m feeling pretty generous, but move it along.

Rebecca seemed to get the message, as she hurried. “Anyway, there were at least five other recorded female pharaohs. Even one called the “Warrior Woman.” But this…This means the originator of Western civilization was a woman.”

Vakasa kissed the coffin. “Babushka.”

“Which, again, great footnote to a paper but—”

The ground beneath Brandt’s feet shook.

“What was that?”

Dust filtered down from the ceiling as dirt particles danced along the top of the sarcophagus.

Fuck.

“Cave-in!” Lopez shouted.

* * *

No, no, no, Davidson prayed.

But the sight in his scope confirmed the worst. The Egyptians’ attempt to clear the rubble underground had triggered a cave-in of the tunnel system that led away from the pyramid.

Sink holes—actually, sink troughs—were poking the desert floor. Radiating out from the Great Pyramid like a destructive spiderweb. Men ran from the monument, fleeing the catastrophe. The tanks they had brought in aimed to escape, but their treads did nothing but exacerbate the damage. One fell gun first into the sand.

Another tipped backward as the ground gave out from under them. Police cars swerved and dodged, trying to keep themselves on firm ground. The scattered chairs of the pyramid light show disappeared out of sight.

And the far-reaching tendrils were advancing rapidly. The crack of the earth filling the air.

At first, they confined themselves to the pyramid complex, but one leg aimed straight for the Sphinx. Straight for Rebecca and the others.

“Is this as bad on the ground as it looks on TV?” Bunny asked in his ear.

He gave a single click.

Actually, Davidson was certain that it was far worse than it looked. However, he didn’t have a code for that.

“If it gets much further…”

Yeah, Davidson got it, but he wasn’t sure what he could do about it.

It sounded like Bunny was holding back tears. “I don’t know how we are going to get the van to them.”

There was that problem. However, Davidson feared that Bunny wasn’t really allowing herself to go the worst-case scenario. That Sphinx had to be heavy. Even if the encroaching cracks didn’t collapse the tunnel where Brandt was hiding…Any damage to the bedrock around the Sphinx would bring it down, right on their heads.

* * *

Rebecca finally got Vakasa away from the sarcophagus as larger boulders began falling. She’d been in a cave-in before. Make that several. They never went well. And this time they didn’t have hyper-buoyant water to save them.

“Go back out?” Talli suggested.

Brandt shook his head sharply. “At least here we’ve got some maneuverability.”

To accentuate his words, the tunnel past the antechamber shook once, then collapsed.

“Can we get inside these?” Levont suggested.

“So we can get double-buried inside?” Brandt retorted. He was pissed. Not at his point man, but at the situation. Rebecca couldn’t find fault with that. She covered Vakasa’s head with her hand, trying to protect the girl’s fragile skull. Not that a hand would help if one of those boulders fell here.

“Look,” Lopez shouted over the increasing rumble. “That corner. There’s no cracking.”

Everyone followed his finger. The northwest corner did seem intact.

“Great.” Talli frowned. “We stand over there and pray?”

That was looking like a viable option, and Brandt seemed to agree, as he urged them over there.

“No, smart-ass,” Lopez retorted. “I say we get the lids and prop them up to act as a shelter and a bracing.”

“Do it,” Brandt ordered before his team could ask any more questions.

Rebecca huddled in the far corner with Vakasa as the men grabbed the nearest lid. They didn’t bother with the main sarcophagus. That thing would take a crane to lift. Lopez handed her the camera. 

“Film this, will ya?”

Rebecca obliged but feared she would catch Lopez’s death on tape. Not the thing that the corporal had in mind for his son. She watched on the screen as the men broke the seal on the first coffin. The stone fell to the side with a loud thud.

“We can’t carry it,” Brandt admitted. “So let’s walk it over!” He had to shout the last part as rubble tumbled from the ceiling.

Even before that slab of stone was firmly in place, tilting over Rebecca’s head, the men were on to the next one. Despite the fact the men were being pelted by debris, they brought the second lid over.

“Get in!” Rebecca urged as the front half of the chamber collapsed, crushing the Scorpion King’s tomb. But the men refused. They hauled the third slab over. Talli got knocked in the shoulder by a huge piece of ceiling. He stumbled into their meager shelter.

“Brandt!”

The men were trying to secure the last slab, but it refused to cooperate.

She grabbed Brandt by the sleeve and hauled him inside. Lopez and Levont followed. He wrapped his arms around her and Vakasa as the roof cracked and split. It sounded like the world was ending. As her joints shook, it felt like the world was ending.

Lopez took the camera. “Looks like this may be the end of the road…” The corporal gulped as a huge section of ceiling shattered. “Know I loved you, buddy.”

He turned off the camera and held it close to his chest as their world collapsed.


CHAPTER 19

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

3:14 p.m. (EST)

Bunny watched the screen, refusing to believe what she saw. The entire tunnel system had shattered, which was almost to be expected. What wasn’t expected and what never should have happened was the Sphinx cracking in half.

Clearly, the ground beneath the giant statue had become unstable. So right at the rib line of the beast, it split and sank a good twenty feet. One rear leg broke off, tumbling to the side. An ear flew off. 

The Sphinx’s serene face was marred by a network of cracks, making it seem like it was made of parchment rather than limestone.

Then it stopped. The destruction stopped.

Bunny held in a breath. Could they really get that lucky?

No. They could not.

With a resounding bang, the Sphinx’s head tilted to the left as if someone had taken an ax to its neck. The visage teetered there for a moment, then crashed to the ground, rolling between its legs.

Whatever had been holding up the weight of the Sphinx gave out. The body split into a dozen other chunks and tumbled into the sink hole. Only one foreleg, broken and ragged, stuck up from the sand.

As the dust settled, Bunny poked Stark in the arm. “Can we get another angle?”

Stark shook his head. “No one was set up over there.”

There was no movement. Nothing. The shattered Sphinx just sat there mocking them.

Where the hell were Rebecca and the others?

* * *

Davidson wiped his scope—again. The dust plume was still settling out over Giza. Blue-and-white strobe lights illuminated the grainy cloud with an almost-supernatural glow.

He didn’t care about any of that. Davidson blocked out the sirens, the screams, the wailing. He only cared about movement near the Sphinx.

The army was already cordoning off the area, keeping everyone away.

This wasn’t supposed to be the way this went. None of it was. He shouldn’t be out here. He should be in there, with them. Finding a way out.

Gritting his teeth, Davidson shoved down the doubt and recrimination. They had both been close friends to him after the fire. After his old life had been burned away. Rebecca, though, had found him in that Moroccan hospital, scarred and suicidal, yet she had given him hope. Like a present, gift-wrapped. He wouldn’t throw it away, just because…well, just because everything seemed hopeless.

Davidson swept the area again, searching for any sign of life. But there was none. Given the level of destruction, it could take days, if not weeks, to find any remains. If they even could. With a crushing collapse like this…

Wait. Davidson panned back to the paw that jutted up out of the hole. Was that a hand? A dark hand? He punched up the magnification.

It was! It was bloody and dirty as all get out, but it was a hand. Then Levont’s face came into view. It was a dusty mess, but Davidson could have kissed it.

Abandoning protocol—because who really was going to hear him over the sirens and yelling?—Davidson brought the sat phone to his ear. “Are you seeing this?”

“Yes,” Bunny said through tears.

“You’ve got to get that van over there.”

There was a delay. Why was there a delay?

“Bunny?”

“We’re not sure…” She paused. He could hear her lick her lips “With the army over there, guarding the perimeter…”

Davidson gritted his teeth and braced the rifle against his right shoulder. “Get them on the move.”

Then Davidson did what he did best.

Shoot.

* * *

Brandt held tight to the little girl, protecting her with his body. The mass of broken rock and debris was unstable at best. Levont had tested it with his weight, but everything was still shifting, trying to find its equilibrium.

Rebecca was right in front of him, trying to scale the uneven, rocky precipice. Her foot slipped, nearly kicking him in the jaw.

“One foot at a time,” he encouraged.

Then the bang of a gun sounded. Then another.

“Are they shooting at us?” Talli asked, a few feet above them.

Did it really matter at this point? It was only a matter of minutes before the whole Sphinx completely collapsed.

“Move it.”

Rebecca scrambled past Talli, still keeping her head low. The handholds were too damn far apart. Brandt was going to have to trust that the girl could hold her own.

“You’ve got to hang on, honey,” he cooed to her. Vakasa nodded her head, burrowing it against his shoulder, her little arms clutching around his neck, her legs wrapped around his chest.

Now able to use both hands, Brandt scaled the pile, arriving at the top with Rebecca and Talli.

“It looks like somebody’s shooting at the army perimeter,” Levont reported.

Brandt nearly stumbled a step. Davidson had come through. He had been very busy, indeed.

“Look!” Lopez exclaimed. “The van.”

From the south, a blue van careened through the dark desert. It punched through the perimeter where Davidson was scattering the men. Good thing too, because that fucking deep rumbling started under his feet.

“Get clear!”

Everyone climbed over the huge paw. There was no jumping straight off it, though. Levont must have figured that out, as he leapt down onto the Sphinx’s head, slid down its nose, and hit the dirt feetfirst. Lopez went next and caught Rebecca at the base.

Then it was just Talli, then him. 

“Smile for the camera,” Lopez said.

Brandt was about to rip him a new one, but he realized that the corporal was actually talking to Vakasa, who had raised her head and waved to Lopez. Anything to keep the child calm.

But what was going to keep him calm as the last of the Sphinx shook underfoot, the head of the statue rocking backward into the maw? It was no longer a slide, but a scramble, running up the nose now, trying desperately to stay one step ahead of gravity. Finally, he reached the tip of the nose and slid down the lips as the head tipped straight back and fell out from under him.

They landed hard next to Rebecca. Brandt pushed forward, making sure there was plenty of solid ground beneath them. 

“What’s wrong with them?” Talli asked, pointing to the van, which did look like it was driving around in circles.

Levont nodded to the fissures and cracks that scarred the desert. “I think they are avoiding fault lines.

Fuck.

Brandt realized there was no avoiding the fault lines. They were everywhere. And worse? There was a linear gouge in the ground that ran between them and the van. There was no way the van could make it over that earthen moat. 

“We’ve got to meet them halfway,” Brandt ordered.

They were going to have to rely on Davidson supplying cover as they dashed across the desert. The point man was the first one over. He cleared the deep fissure easily. Lopez sailed across as well. Talli, however? Talli’s boot caught the edge of the other side. If it hadn’t been for Levont grabbing his shirt, the sniper would have fallen down the thirty-foot gash in the ground.

As much as he would have liked to think himself a far better athlete than Talli, Brandt realized he could never make it over with the girl in tow. Rebecca, too had stopped on this side of the fissure.

He hugged Vakasa quickly. “Honey, I am going to have to toss you over.”

Brandt had no idea if the girl really understood him or not. She just clapped. However, that was her response to just about everything.

“Levont!”

“I’m ready!” the point man yelled back.

“One,” Brandt said, swinging the girl’s body back to get some momentum. “Two.” Another swing. “Three.”

Channeling every bit of high school javelin throwing, Brandt let Vakasa launch. The light girl was so light that he actually overthrew her. Levont had to jump up to catch her before she flew past.

Rebecca looked to him. “I’ll never make it.”

“I know.”

* * *

Tears threatened. Seriously, after surviving the Sphinx falling on her, she was going to die because she didn’t have thighs of steel? 

“And you can’t throw me. I weigh…” Well, even at death’s door, Rebecca wasn’t going to admit that. Maybe Brandt could throw Bunny, but not her.

Still, he took her hand in his. “That’s why we are going to run.”

“Run?” she asked, but he had already turned away, circling his arm over his head.

“Get in!” he yelled to the others.

The words were barely out of his mouth when he tugged her forward.

“Where are we going?”

“With any hope,” he answered, “to a part of this fissure that narrows.”

Rebecca ran, having to really press to keep up with Brandt as the men loaded into the unmarked van. Her fiancé was such an optimist. However, the gap only got larger and larger. And it began to send off side cracks. The van easily caught up to them, but had to veer off to avoid a four-foot dip in the desert.

She slowed, tugging his hand. “Just go, Brandt.”

“No.”

Rebecca pulled to a stop. “You’ve got to get over before it’s too far for even you.”

There was no time to argue. The Egyptian army was regrouping. Not even Davidson could keep that many away. And the longer the van lingered trying to pick them up, the more likely the entire team, including Vakasa, would be captured.

“Jump, damn it” Rebecca insisted. 

“Sarge!” Levont yelled as the van pulled to a stop as close as it could get to the edge. He waved a coil of rope. “We’ve got you.”

As the point man tossed the end of the rope over, Rebecca turned to Brandt. “What does he mean?”

Brandt caught the rope, wrapping it around his wrist over and over again. “I’m going to anchor this side, and you are going to climb the rope across.”

“What? No. Huh?”

As Davidson kept a halo of bullets around them, Brandt urged her to grab the rope with both hands. That disastrous time in Pushchino flashed.

“I don’t do well with heights.”

Brandt tugged on the rope, tightening it down even further. “It’s not a height. It’s a depth, so get moving.”

Yep, that was her inspirational honey, all right.

Taking a deep breath, Rebecca stepped off the edge, her weight suspended only by her grip on the rope. Kids did this kind of thing on the monkey bars, right? Usually without gunfire and an abyss beneath them, but still.

Hand over hand, she made her way across the gap.

Only, the gap was getting bigger. And bigger. The sides crumbling away. She couldn’t climb as fast as the edge disintegrated. The rope went slack, dropping Rebecca several feet, as Levont had to back away from the edge before he fell.

“Legs up!” Lopez shouted to her. 

She rationally didn’t know what he was saying, but her body, keen on survival, did as he said. With her weight more evenly distributed, she climbed faster, hauling it across the rope.

Talli grabbed her as she reached the edge, helping to pull her the rest of the way.

High on success, she turned to find the gap so much larger than she’d remembered it. Way wider than even Brandt could jump. 

Her excitement turned to fear as Brandt frowned.

* * *

Yeah, he was never going to make that.

Fuck it.

“Get ready!” Brandt yelled as he backed away, then charged the edge. It was a great feeling flying through the air. Until he started falling. As predicted, the other wall came up fast. 

Brandt turned his shoulder into it, hitting the limestone rather hard. He clung to the rope, falling another ten feet, until Levont caught up on his end. Then it was just a matter of climbing up the side.

Right.

But he made it. Cresting the edge and getting hustled into the van were a blur.

“Is everyone okay?” Brandt asked, trying to right himself. 

A murmuring of affirmatives came back at him. 

“Bloody hell,” a voice said as the sliding door slammed shut and someone hit the gas, rocking them all back. “Do you destroy everything you touch?”

He looked up to find Vanderwalt smiling that crooked-ass British smile of his.

“What the…?” 

They met in a bro hug. 

Vanderwalt chuckled. “Let Emily know she owes me.”

* * *

Bunny hugged Stark, who hugged Emily, who hugged Prenner, who didn’t exactly look thrilled about it, but also didn’t fit the expression of group affection.

That was the single most awesome extraction in the history of extractions.

“Davidson, get out of there,” Bunny exclaimed, so happy to give that directive.

Prenner took the phone. “The rally point is the British consulate. You’ll get whisked to Turkey from there.”

A single click answered them.

Then reverie was short-lived, however, as a beep came from one of the computers.

“What was that?” Bunny snapped. She didn’t like beeps. In her world, beeps were usually bad. And from Stark’s frown, she wasn’t wrong.

“Someone is trying to hack their way in.”

Prenner stepped forward. “I thought you said you were unhackable?”

Stark held up a finger. “Statistically speaking, I am.”

“However?” Emily asked.

The tech didn’t answer. He just started the counter-hack, or whatever you called two geeks going at it. Normally, Bunny would have found it all amusing. The only problem was Brandt and the others’ lives were still in jeopardy. 

“Should we move this to Langley?” Emily asked.

Stark just held up a hand, then waved it, whisking away her question.

“This is all going to be a moot point in a few hours, correct?” Prenner asked Emily. “Once they are in Turkey, I am assuming they will be coming straight home.”

The CIA operative looked to Bunny. She didn’t need to voice her question. Bunny had already been asking it in her own mind.

“Right?” Prenner pressed.

“Sure,” Bunny answered, but Prenner wouldn’t let it go.

“Why wouldn’t they come straight home?” Emily asked.

Bunny squirmed. She’d sworn she would never breath a word of what Rebecca and she had found on those stone tablets.

“I don’t think they’ll come home until they feel it is safe.”

“And why exactly wouldn’t it be safe?” Prenner pressed.

When Bunny didn’t answer, Emily squinted. “What do you know about the girl that we don’t?”

Bunny slapped her hands together. “Who else is hungry?”

* * *

From the German building’s rooftop, Frellan watched the van fleeing the pyramid plateau. The Egyptian army gave chase, but the desert was riddled with fissures and cracks. The escape vehicle made it into narrow streets lined by tenement buildings. It would soon be lost within the maze of alleys.

To his left, Mikhal stirred. So strange to see the man actually move. The sniper glared as he freed the rifle from his shoulder. Frellan had given strict orders to not engage in this little battle.

“Do not.”

Mikhal didn’t slow his motion. Instead, he lowered himself to the roof, setting up a shot.

“We cannot risk the girl,” Frellan urged.

Still, the sniper set up his shot. 

“Do not test me,” Frellan warned. That got a cocky grin from the sniper.

Frellan could call over one of the mercenaries. It was within his prerogative to end the sniper’s rebellion with a shot to the back of the head. But as Aunush found out, the sniper had friends in the inner circle. The Master’s pet. 

So he did nothing but watch as the sniper took his shot. The left rear brake light exploded as the van fishtailed, then punched the gas.

Had the sniper missed?

Pleasure dulled to realization. No. The sniper had simply marked the van, making it far easier to track. The sniper rose, swinging his rifle over his back, daring Frellan to criticize him. Also gloating, just a bit. 

Mikhal had made two points. One? He could have taken out the van if he had wanted to. Two? He could have taken out the van if he had wanted to. The first was based on his skill as a sniper. The second was based on the fact Frellan hadn’t dared intervene.

He tried to allow the fury to bleed from him. Impulsive action was his sister’s weakness, yet he feared his fist would fly of its own accord. Then Monnie put her hand in his. Drawing his finger along the veins, Frellan could feel tension bleed from him as he imagined dissecting one of the blood vessels out, putting a metal band around it, then sewing the vein back in. That way, he could squeeze it, close it off, then open it again at will. The body was meant for so much more than one could imagine.

“Where to?” Ugudo asked.

Anger rose again, but there was Monnie’s hand in his.

“Think,” she said. “The burka was bloodied. Someone was there when she died.”

The watcher was correct. It had to have been Dr. Monroe. 

“What would your mother have told her?”

Still, Frellan did not know. He had been estranged from her for years.

“I know of her research,” Monnie admitted.

Many knew of the watcher who wandered from her path. His mother’s defection had never been a secret. He had faced manhood under its shadow. The fact that she had gone out into the world, sampling DNA, trying to scientifically find the Messiah, was closely held knowledge.

Monnie was a watcher herself, though. She swam in the lives of the past watchers.

“Based on her research, here are five locations that are probable,” Monnie stated.

“And?” Frellan asked.

“I think one will be of specific interest to Dr. Monroe.”


CHAPTER 20

══════════════════

Ankara, Turkey

May 28, 5:14 a.m. (EEST, Eastern European Standard Time)

Rebecca stepped out onto the tarmac, her entire body aching. She really, really missed the billionaire’s luxury jet. Sure, they had taken a diplomatic plane from Egypt to Turkey, but it did not have a hot tub. She really missed having a hot tub on a plane.

However, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Vanderwalt had worked his butt off to get them out of Egypt, so she didn’t express just how much her lower back hurt as they crossed the tarmac and headed toward the private terminal. 

In the still-dark mist an ezan, a call to prayer, carried over the wind. It must have been the gunes, the pre-sunrise service. Had they really been fleeing Egypt all night? Could it really be a new day?

Vakasa squeezed Rebecca’s hand, almost as if answering her unasked question.

It indeed was a new day. A new country. A new sense of hope.

Not existential hope, but a more practical hope. The hope of a hot shower and fresh clothes. 

However, even that was dashed as Brandt stopped short of entering the terminal. Vanderwalt held open the door, cocking his head.

“I know you won’t tell me anything you are up to, mate, but at the least let me buy you all breakfast before you head out.”

Brandt held out his hand to shake. The two men had spent most of the travel time reliving past glories. What else could they talk about, though? Vakasa? The Disciples? Not very likely.

When Vanderwalt didn’t shake it, Brandt smiled. “Walt, you know how much I appreciate you pulling our asses out like that, but I gotta do what I gotta do.”

The thin Englishman finally shook Brandt’s hand. “Apparently right now.”

“I swear, when I can, I will tell you all about it.” Brandt pumped Vanderwalt’s hand. “Even over a warm damned beer.”

That got a grin from the affable British agent. “I’m going to hold you to that. Including why you are carting along a little girl rumored to have healed a fatal bullet wound of yours.”

What the…? Rebecca turned to Brandt. He’d never said anything about Vakasa healing him. Before she could say anything, Brandt shook his head sharply. 

She got it. Not in front of Vanderwalt.

The smile that had nearly flickered out on Brandt’s face returned. Only Rebecca knew it wasn’t a real smile. It was the smile Brandt used when he wanted to get out of a conversation, just like this one.

“You know how it is, Walt,” Brandt said. “Villagers aren’t quite used to bulletproof vests.”

Vanderwalt searched her fiancé’s face, then shrugged. “Just another story to add to the mythos of Brandt, then.”

“Damn straight,” Brandt answered, this time a true grin on his face. He then put his hand on Rebecca’s back, guiding her away from the main terminal door. The pressure he was using though felt like he wanted to get out of here ASAP.

She couldn’t just leave like that, though. Dropping Vakasa’s hand, Rebecca went over and hugged the MI-5 agent.

“Thanks, Walt,” Rebecca said, giving their Brit guardian angel a kiss on the cheek before heading back to Brandt. The other men may not have hugged Vanderwalt, but they all gave him a warm handshake on their way out. Especially Talli.

Following Brandt, she glanced over her shoulder as Vanderwalt gave a final wave good-bye. Vakasa nearly broke her elbow returning the gesture.

* * *

Brandt seldom felt bad about doing his job. He kept secrets for a living. He’d accepted that a long time ago. Still, walking away from a man who had not only saved his team’s life, but Rebecca and Vakasa’s as well? He wanted to tell Vanderwalt everything. Hell, the guy might even be able to help them, but Brandt couldn’t risk it.

Look at how the story of the gunshot wound in the Congo had spread all the way to Thames House. He couldn’t risk any kind of leak. The less Vanderwalt knew, the less he could unintentionally compromise their mission.

Once they were out of earshot, Levont trotted up to Brandt. “Sarge, I know we want to get out of here, but come on”—the point man threw a thumb to the glass window that looked down upon the Esenboga International Airport—”their food service was rated number one in Europe. Number one.”

Even Brandt had to admit the terminal that was a testament to modern architecture did look tempting. The thing was all steel and glass, with a huge open food court that reflected Turkey’s bi-continental culture. A European delicacy café stood next to a traditional Afghan restaurant. His stomach rumbled.

“A quick bite?” Talli asked, seeming far more excited than he did going into the field.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Lopez said before Brandt had to. “This is Turkey, guys.”

When Levont and Talli didn’t seem to understand, Davidson chuckled. “I think they might still be a little pissed about Istanbul.”

That was an understatement.

“If it helps,” Rebecca interjected, “in about five hours, we are going to be in Basque country, a foodie’s heaven.”

Levont rubbed his belly. “Why, yes, that does.”

Brandt turned away from the elegant airport. “Lopez, you need to secure us a craft.” The guy was nearly halfway down the long hallway when Brandt shouted, “Something nondescript.”

The corporal gave a head bob before he disappeared around a turn. Lopez would bring back what he brought back.

Brandt sighed, draping an arm over Rebecca’s shoulder. She leaned her head into the crook of his arm. It almost hurt to have to talk shop.

“You sure about Spain?”

Rebecca lifted her head, giving a shrug. “More sure than I was about the tunnels under the pyramids and less sure than I was that St. Basil’s held a clue to the Ten Commandments.”

“So,” Brandt responded, “not sure at all.”

She cuddled against him again. “Pretty much.”

“I am telling you, man,” Levont barked a laugh, “you’ve got to start charging—I mean, charging serious money—to be on your team.”

* * *

The air was fragrant with the smell of oranges, leather, olives, and sweat. The atmosphere was heavy with it, so much so that it almost became another personality to add to the eclectic mix of nationalities in this press of human flesh. Gypsy women bustled forward, trying to force flowers into his hand, or to read that same hand, the easier to then extract a “favor” of some spare change. 

“Master Frellan,” a voice called out amongst the bustle of the Madrid marketplace.

Frellan turned on his heel, making sure to keep his hoodie all the way forward. Who would call his name so freely? His mercenaries were out arranging transportation to the Basque region of the country. Monnie and Mikhal were the only ones by his side.

A black-robed priest hurried amongst the early-morning crowd at the Plaza Major, Spain’s largest open-air marketplace, weaving his way amongst the stalls and shoppers. He had the pasty-fleshed and squint-eyed look of a man who spent far too long reading books inside. While out here in the bright Spanish sun, it gave him an appearance of constant unpleasant surprise.

The chubby man finally caught up. An overexuberant smile upon his face.

“Do I know you?” Frellan asked. Seldom did he spend much time in the company of Roman Catholic priests.

“Yes, yes,” the man said, trying to catch his breath. “Well, no, not really. I am Father Benidicto.”

Frellan more sensed than saw Mikhal pull a knife from its sheath. Little did the priest before them know he was moments from death.

“We have a mutual friend,” the priest finally clarified. “Aunush.”

“In here,” Frellan hissed, urging the priest away from the linen-lined stalls and into a small sustantivo that operated at the edge of the marketplace. The scent of bitter coffee mixed with sweet milk pressed upon them. “How do you know that name?”

Benidicto’s pleasant smile was replaced by a sharp glare toward Mikhal. “You can put the knife away. Lest you wish to openly kill a priest in possibly the most devout Roman Catholic city short of Rome.”

Frellan glanced around to the patrons. Nearly three-quarters of the women—even the younger business woman getting ready for their day at the capital, or at an international conglomerate such as Telephonica, or even the Olympic planning committee—wore a cross around their necks.

The home court advantage did indeed go to the priest.

“We are no longer at cross purposes,” he explained.

An eyebrow shot up. The Disciples and Roman Catholic Church not at odds? That was like saying Massad and Hamas were suddenly allies.

Frellan switched to Latin. Even in this internationally diverse city, these espresso drinkers should not have been fluent in the ancient language. Although, he was certain the priest was. If he knew Frellan’s sister’s name, then he must.

“We wish to bring the true Messiah to the world,” Frellan said slowly and carefully.

The priest got into the long line leading up to the barista. Several people moved out of the way, allowing Benidicto to jump ahead of them. If only the masses respected the Disciples in such a way. Soon, though. Soon, Frellan reassured himself.

“I did not say we would always be aligned,” he explained in Ancient Greek. “But today, today we both seek the same thing.”

Monnie interjected. “And that would be?” she asked in Aramaic. 

“Come with me,” the priest said with a knowing smile, “and I shall show you.”

Frellan glanced about. “And your escort?”

Benidicto shrugged. “There is only I.”

Alone? Who was this priest? To walk freely amongst the Disciples? Once outside of the city, they could easily gut him and leave his carcass on the side of the road with no one the wiser.

However, the priest seemed decidedly unconcerned with his fate. “Latte anyone?”

* * *

Apparently, things weren’t going well. Stark’s fingers flew over not just one keyboard, but three. For hours. For hours, he had fought off the attack, deflecting the hack, but it looked like the defenses just wouldn’t be enough. Prenner had wanted to pull out hours ago, and Emily was telling Langley they would be there in fifteen minutes all night long.

The only reason they had stayed was that Stark was learning as much has he could about the hacker. His style. His moves. And hopefully, his identity.

However, Stark finally threw his hands up in the air. “That’s it.”

He reached over and pulled the plugs on the CPUs. Drives winded down as Stark turned off the screens.

“All right,” Emily said, getting her phone out again. “The car is waiting around the block. I can have it here in just a minute.”

“What do you mean?” Stark asked.

Emily looked to Prenner, then to Bunny. “We need to establish a new HQ.”

“Duh,” Stark said, standing up and stretching, probably the first time he had in six hours. Without another word, he led them out of the basement and into the kitchen, where they found his mother, who shook her head. 

“Burning the candle at both ends. Not good for the skin.”

Stark went over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Mom, how about some breakfast?”

“Animal pancakes or biscuits and gravy?”

Stark looked to the group. “Well?” When no one answered, he turned back to his mother. “How about both? Plus some hash browns. My brain needs a carb kick-starter.”

“Only because we have guests.”

Stark gave her another kiss on the cheek and led them upstairs.

“I am not going to remind you of the incredibly tight timetable we are on,” Prenner said as they climbed up to the second floor.

“Yeah, thanks for trusting me so much. You didn’t have to remind me of that.”

Stark grabbed a chair, stood on it, and pulled down the staircase to the attic. Obviously intrigued, no one asked where they were going. Once in the attic, Stark turned on a light to reveal a techno-geek’s wet dream. If the basement had been a command center, this was the mother of all command centers.

Computer after computer booted up.

“I don’t understand,” Bunny said, trying to count the number of screens lining the walls.

“It’s my doomsday room. I set this system up, routed it through Thailand, and have never used it since. This baby is virgin. No IP addresses. No browsing history. No cookies.”

You know what? If Davidson weren’t just so damned sweet, Bunny might have learned to love the geeks.

* * *

Even Davidson could hear the squawk of the air traffic controller through Lopez’s earphones. Although, to be perfectly honest, Davidson was pretty dang sure the corporal was enjoying the berating. How often did Lopez get to use his colorful Spanish language on someone who actually understood him?

“What’s happening?” Rebecca asked from the seat behind. Brandt still hadn’t popped an eye open, although Davidson knew the sergeant was wide-awake.

“It sounds like air traffic control is trying to wave us off because our plane is too big,” Lopez reported.

Rebecca looked back over her shoulder from the first-class section to the hundred-plus empty seats behind them. At the time, ditching their small prop plane and stealing a Boeing 747 that was scheduled for maintenance in Athens, Greece, seemed like a great idea. It hadn’t occurred to anyone that the closet airport to the northern region of Spain would be a small regional airport. 

Although, the more he thought on it, the more Davidson began to wonder if Lopez in fact did know this information. Because, come on, they weren’t being shot at. There was no bizarre weather disturbance, and Brandt had forced the corporal to fly at “regular” speed. Lopez had bellyached the whole way about the embarrassingly long flight time.

So the only way Lopez could make this one-on-a-scale-of-ten routine flight into an eight was to increase the difficulty of the landing.

And trying to set down a jumbo jet on a tiny airstrip might just do it.

With the cockpit door propped open, Davidson could hear Talli complain, “They’re saying if we try to land, we’re going to crack the pavement and go nose first into the ground.”

“Sure,” Lopez agreed, “if they were flying the plane.”

Lopez hit the mic and threw out a string of what Davidson could only imagine were choice Spanish curse words. For once, he was glad he wasn’t fluent in the language.

Vakasa pointed out the window as the Pyrenesse Mountains came into view. She clapped loudly, pointing and speaking in her catch-as-catch-can manner.

He didn’t think he needed to translate. She liked mountains, that was pretty clear.

“Aren’t we coming in a bit fast?” Rebecca asked. “And steep?”

“I think that’s part of the deal,” Levont said, grinning ear to ear.

Rebecca was right, though. Davidson rose and made his way to the cockpit.

“Lopez,” he tried to reason, “there’s having fun, and there is unnecessary risk.”

The corporal shrugged him off too. “Says the guy who was outside the Sphinx when it came down.”

There was no more time to argue, as wind screeched as the flaps went up, finally slowing them—some. 

“Come to Papa!”

Davidson braced himself as the plane leveled out for a split second, the ground rushing up at them. Then Lopez brought the plane’s nose up. He tugged hard on the yoke. Was he trying to land them on their tail?

Hysterics with rolled r’s and lispy s’s spewed from the radio. They were tilted so far up Davidson couldn’t even see the ground anymore. Then their back tires made contact with the ground, but Lopez kept enough thrust that they were literary wheeling down the road rather than landing. Slowly, the corporal lowered the front tire.

And that was it. They were out of the air and on the ground. They had barely felt it. Davdison looked back out of a window. Not even a scratch on the runway.

“Um, Lopez,” Talli said in his “I’m panicking but trying not to seem like I’m panicking” voice, “this isn’t a very long runway.”

Talli was right. Sure, they were on the ground. However, they were rolling down the runway at breakneck speeds. Literally break their necks if they hit the retaining wall at the end of the runway.

“No,” Lopez admitted as he put the flaps up farther and tapped the breaks. “No, it’s not.”

If the corporal tried any harder to stall their speed, he could end up putting them nose first into the runway, which, of course, was not ideal. Behind him, Davidson could hear Rebecca getting Vakasa into crash position.

Which was what Davidson should have been doing, only he had a fascination with watching Lopez work his magic. As the plane shimmied around them, Lopez worked the flaps, the brakes, and the radio all at once.

“Here’s for nothing!” Lopez said as he turned the plane. The craft careened for a moment, then fell into sharp left turn, which evolved into a full-on spin. They doughnuted down the short runway. The smell of burning rubber filled the air. Then they were out of rubber, as the metal axels screamed against the runway.

That wall was still coming up fast. Then Lopez put the flaps up full. Their last wide arc brought them around to the wall. With an almost gentle tap, the wing hit the wall, then they stopped.

For a moment, no one moved. Then Lopez whooped.

“That is how it is done!” The corporal turned to Levont. “Well? Did you get it?”

“Duh, man,” Levont answered as he lifted the camera for all to see.

Davidson sat back in his seat. That was quite the introduction to the Basque region.


CHAPTER 21

══════════════════

Basque Region

1:36 p.m. (CEST, Central European Standard Time)

As the SUV revved up the mountain, Rebecca settled in for the long drive. Even though they had landed in San Sebastian, they were still a good three and a half hours out from the Basque village of Lennore. Vakasa seemed to understand this was going to be a haul and snuggled up against her leg, folding her hands on Rebecca’s thigh to act as a pillow.

The scenery was magnificent, rich and lush and rocky and mountainous all at once. It was the variation that Rebecca had come to identify with Spain in general. So many different types of terrain, all existing in a space that you could fit inside of Texas and rattle around. It was astonishing, really. Those extremes could often be found right next to, or even right on top of, one another.

Rebecca put her hand on the little girl’s shoulder. As Vakasa drifted off to sleep, her lips formed a lazy smile. Rebecca glanced up to find Brandt equally ready to nap.

“Are you sure that you don’t want me to explain why Basque? Why this village?”

Her fiancé didn’t even crack his eyes open. “Nope.”

Still, Rebecca tried again. “Not any historical context of the region or how it impacts Vakasa?”

“Still nope,” Brandt stated, then turned his head to the side, resting it against the SUV’s door jam.

She should have seen it as a sign of trust and respect. Unfortunately, Rebecca wasn’t all that sure she had it right. Without a sounding board, talking it out, she was getting more and more anxious that she had missed something. And when you were talking about millennia-old mysteries, missing something pretty much meant you were screwed.

Hell, she’d even take Bunny right about now, but they were still under radio silence. After contacting Bunny and giving them the cursory details, all electronics had been abandoned and new ones bought at the airport.

“You guys are kidding me, right?” Levont asked from the backseat.

The rest of the men shook their heads. Talli even snorted. “Get some sleep while you can.”

“Sleep?” Levont questioned. “I don’t want to blink around you guys.” He glanced to Rebecca. “Ma’am, if you are game, I would love to know what’s going on.”

Rebecca smiled. It had been a long time since she’d been called ma’am. It felt kind of good. “All right, then. What do you know of the Basque region?”

“Wait,” Levont said, his easy grin fading, “is this going to be a quiz?”

“I am a professor first and foremost,” Rebecca confirmed. How she loved a fresh new mind to explore.

“Um, well…” Levont fumbled a bit, then found his intellectual footing. The guy looked like a brute linebacker, but she knew he could speak five different languages and had proven himself incredibly bright and flexible in the field. And how she wished she’d only known that from Brandt’s stories. Rebecca had experienced it firsthand. 

“All right,” Levont said, starting slowly, then gaining speed. “The Basque region is known for its hyper-patriotism. It is now an autonomous state within Spain after a pretty brutal road to independence. A lot of which would put the IRA to shame. But since the accord in the seventies, the violence has died down. The state department lifted a visitors’ advisory a decade ago. Now the danger in Spain is the economic crisis and the bands of bandits that have formed to steal from the tourists.”

Rebecca shook her head, laughing lightly. “That would be an awesome briefing for the team. However, what I am looking for is why the Basque people are so nationalistic? Why they wanted their own government? Why we are here?”

“Oh, crap…”

“Ha!” Lopez announced from the driver’s seat. “Even I know that one.”

Rebecca knew she looked skeptical, but come on, this was Lopez. He probably knew the driving time between each and every city, town, and village, but their history? That would be a first.

“Enlighten us, then,” Rebecca encouraged.

Lopez glanced to her in the rearview mirror. “I shall, little missy.” The corporal took in a deep breath before starting. “Okay, the Basque people have been settled in the region for like…ever. At least ten thousand years, which makes them the longest continuous European population. So they are kind of proud of that. Like, super proud of that. They have their own language that pre-dates any others in the region and is more like Arabic than Spanish. So they pretty much figured they should have their own government as well.”

“A-plus,” Rebecca commended. “And how did the Basques avoid being assimilated into all of the conquering nations that swept through Europe over the ages?”

Lopez nodded out the window at the steep cliffs rising up around them. “These mountains, darlin’. Geographical isolation. It was just too hard or expensive to mount a campaign up here.”

“Like I said, A-plus.” Rebecca smiled as Lopez beamed. “Now the bonus round. What does that have to do with Vakasa?”

At that, Lopez frowned. “No clue.”

Before Rebecca could answer, Talli stirred in his seat. “All right, let me give a stab at it.”

She was as surprised as the rest of the car that Talli was contributing. He’d been fairly withdrawn this mission, more than usual. 

“Christianity,” he stated. Off her nod, he continued. “Strangely, this region was the first to be evangelicized as early as the five hundreds yet resisted the new faith more than any other population.”

“Whoa there, chico.” Lopez chuckled. “This area is hardcore Catholic.”

“If you’d let me finish,” Talli retorted, “I was going to say, once they adopted Catholicism, however, they took to it like fish to water.”

“All right, then,” Lopez answered, seeming satisfied.

“And what does that have to do with Vakasa?” Rebecca asked Talli. The man squirmed a bit. Because he didn’t know the answer or didn’t want to speak it?”

* * *

Davidson spared Talli Rebecca’s expectant glare.

“The Black Madonna,” Davidson stated.

Rebecca grinned. “Exactly.”

Levont looked from Rebecca to the little girl curled up on her lap. “I don’t get it. I mean, I get it. She’s supposed to be the Messiah, and she’s black—and representing, I might add—but…”

Davidson’s eyes flicked over to Rebecca. She didn’t seem nearly as confident about this aspect as she had the rest. He stepped into the silence. “The Black Madonnas are revered by some and dismissed by others.”

Lopez shook his head. “They are just paintings for statues that have been stained black over time.”

“Case in point,” Davidson retorted.

“Prove it,” Lopez challenged.

Davidson sighed. While fallen, Lopez still held on to his Catholic roots. His Hispanic Catholic roots. They were some of the staunchest anti–Black Madonnas around.

“If the white skin of the statues were stained by age and soot, why are the golds in their gowns still gold? Or the blues, blue? Or the reds, red? Why is only the skin affected?” Davidson overrode the corporal. “And why are other paintings of white saints still white.”

Lopez sputtered, “But, but…Even though the skin is dark, the features of those Madonnas are European.”

“Only some,” Rebecca corrected. “The later ones. Many consider them knockoffs. Artists indulging in the fad. The first ones, though? Those created in the early AD years? Those show definitive negroid features.”

The corporal huffed and went back to driving. Which is just as well. He didn’t stand a chance against Rebecca.

“Okay, great,” Levont commented. “But what’s that got to do with a remote Basque village?”

Davidson looked to Rebecca, who gave him the nod to explain. “It is where the first Black Madonna was ever created.”

* * *

With half an ear, Brandt listened to the rise and fall of conversation. Rebecca was going into detail about the history of the Black Madonna. Its acceptance, then rejection, then acceptance by the Catholic Church. She was really getting her history geek on.

Brandt didn’t need to pay particular attention to her, since he pretty much already knew the story. There was a Black Madonna in the church across town. His friend had taken him to see it as a kid. He’d thought it would be dumb, as all kids thought religious artifacts were when they were kids, but even at ten years old, Brandt had been stirred by the beauty of the statue. 

He’d learned that the church had even tried to cover the color, but the congregation had complained so vehemently that they had to paint it back. When his priest couldn’t explain the phenomena, dismissing it out of hand, Brandt even talked his mother into letting him bicycle to the library to research it.

So when Rebecca mentioned the Basque region, he’d pretty much known where she was going with it. This area was ground zero for Black Madonnas.

“Turn left up ahead,” Rebecca broke off from the history lesson.

“You sure?” Lopez asked with a frown. “The GPS says left is going to take us off a cliff.”

Rebecca leveled her gaze. “Ricky. Left.”

“You’ve been here before?” Talli asked.

Brandt shifted to get a better listen. The conversation still wasn’t eyelid-raising worthy, at least not yet.

“Yeah…” Rebecca said, sounding far less excited. “Yes, I have.”

Levont’s smile was so bold that Brandt heard it. “Ah, come on. You can’t drop a hint like that and not follow it up with the story. ‘Cause we know there’s a story there.”

Brandt was pretty sure Levont got a smile out of Rebecca. She was a little bit of a sucker for flattery. Why she hung out with him, he wasn’t quite sure.

“I did some DNA research based on the Basques’ assertion that they had DNA unique to the European continent…”

“And?” Levont pressed.

“Well, unfortunately, beyond the fact they have a very high Rh-negative blood factor, they are pretty much a Pyrenees mountain mutt mix.”

Davidson turned in the seat next to Brandt to rejoin the conversation. “That wasn’t all, though, was it?”

Huh. The kid knew something about Rebecca that he didn’t. That wasn’t being a very good fiancé. However, after hearing about three dozen different research grants, his eyes kind of glazed over. 

“Well,” Rebecca answered, not sounding all that thrilled that Davidson had brought up the subject, “I also proved that they didn’t have the ‘smart gene’ that I’m looking for.”

“Ouch,” Levont exclaimed.

“Yes, I’m a little bit of person non grata around here.”

Brandt peeked open an eye, to find Rebecca blushing and suddenly becoming interested in the hem of her shirt.

She even looked pretty as an outcast.

* * *

Frellan peered at Benedicto, who sat across from him. They’d found a small table in the shade of an alley to talk. They were sheltered from view of the main street by a row of almond trees, their trunks short and squat, their branches and leaves wide and spread. The trees were in bloom, their perfume scenting the air with a sweetness that contained just a touch of raw almond to it.

His men stood guard at either end of the street, making sure no tourists decided to crash their awkward party. Monnie sipped a café con leche and munched on magdalenas that she occasionally dipped in her cup as Benedicto licked the thick, dark chocolate where it dripped down from his churros y chocolate.

This black-frocked man seemed little the holy man.

“My mon senoir is arranging for transportation to the village of Lennore.”

“We know where we need to head,” Frellan stated coolly, still trying to puzzle the man out. “We do not need your help.”

“Ah, but your master seems to feel differently.” 

Frellan looked to Ugudo. The priest only seemed amused. “Please. After the Congo and then Egypt?” He chuckled. “For such an ancient society, you aren’t exactly batting a thousand out in the field.”

Frellan’s fingers dug into his own skin. He had suffered much, sacrificed much, to lead the search for the Messiah. To have this priest speak to him in such a way?

“But I am not here to babysit,” Benedicto announced. “I am here to kill the girl.”

Monnie coughed out creamy coffee, patting her chest, trying to stop the near convulsion. Frellan was equally horrified yet kept his visceral reaction inside. Really, in retrospect, he shouldn’t have been even surprised. At least not the kill part. But admitting that the priest had planned to kill the girl, that was surprising.

“And you told the Master?”

“Of course,” the priest said with a shrug. “We could have spun a tale of wanting to study her ourselves, but why? We both know she is a danger to my church.”

“The pope knows of this?” Frellan asked.

Again, the priest shrugged. “As your master knows everything that you have done or plan to do in the field?”

So true.

Frellan picked up his black coffee and drank half the scalding-hot liquid. “If you know where we are going, then might I ask why you need us?”

Benedicto nodded to Monnie. “We do not have what is in her head.”

“Why?”

“She holds the key to proving the girl’s divinity.” The priest seemed delighted by Frellan’s ignorance. “You did not know, truly? Well, I guess your master also knows more than she is sharing.”

Frellan turned to the watcher. “What is he taking about?”

The petite woman looked down at her cup.

“What?”

Before he could press further, a set of SUVs drove up to the alleyway, squealing to a stop. There was no way the large vehicles—much more suited to the US than to Spain—could ever navigate the narrow stretch where they sat. Benedicto rose from his seat. 

“Please, does it not make more sense to kill me after I’ve helped you? It will feel far more satisfying, I assure you.”

Oh, the priest had no idea what Frellan had planned for him. Perhaps genital jewelry was too tame. Frellan had been itching for a subject to try dermal weaving. He’d seen the technique at a small, discreet body boutique in Singapore. The subject’s skin was flailed off the muscle, cut into strips, then woven as one might a basket. Of course, the man having the procedure had topical anesthetic and painkillers on board. How would Benedicto feel when Frellan put the knife to his cheek without the benefit of such numbing agents?

Satisfying only began to describe the feeling.

* * *

Rebecca exited the car with a bit of trepidation. Her last departure from the village had not gone well. There hadn’t been tar and feathers, but she was pretty sure that was only because the villagers didn’t have them handy.

Brandt put a hand on her back, ushering her toward the tiny church set off from the rest of the village. “You’ve got this.”

But looking toward the stone building, with a belfry topped by a cross poking out over the rest of the squat, whitewashed town, she wasn’t so sure. It was a small church, especially by Spanish standards, but it still demonstrated its dominance, the dominance of the Católico Apostólico Romano church. The afternoon sun beat on her back, practically pushing her into the shade of the church. Brandt opened the door. However, it wasn’t for her. It was for Levont. Their point man.

Even though it was a church in the middle of one of the most isolated regions in the world, they still observed protocol. And for that, Rebecca was thankful. There was a certain comfort in it. The men moved with military precision. Except for Lopez, of course. He stayed with the car, and Davidson had vanished as usual.

Although, the village offered very few spots for a nest. Her guess? The sniper was heading for the tree line. Well, their unofficial sniper was heading there. Talli was second into the church. Rebecca took Vakasa’s hand as Brandt brought up the rear.

The interior of the small church, unlike many of the great, sprawling houses of worship they had visited, was nearly spartan. Instead of gold chalices and thick red velvet, above the altar there was only a single wooden figure of Christ on the cross.

Brandt quickly dropped to one knee, crossing himself. Then he was up again, on the job.

A woman—who, from the look of her formless dress and cleaning rag, seemed to be the church’s caretaker—approached from the back of the church. Then her eyes narrowed as she spotted Rebecca. The woman turned on her heel and rushed back the way she had come.

Slowly, they made their way down the central aisle as the heat followed them in. Even the heavy stone walls could not keep the summer heat out.

A scrape of wood as the antique door opened announced the priest as he hurried to meet them. Clearly, he had hurried to don his formal robes. His biretta, a four-cornered hat, sat askew on his head. The black pom at the tip listed to the right side. He met them at the altar.

“Father Hernández,” Rebecca said as she held out her hand.

The man spit into her palm.

Okay, so that’s how this was going to go.

* * *

Brandt put his forearm between the priest and Rebecca. The guy was a man of the cloth, but no one—and Brandt meant no one—spit on his fiancée. 

“I’d back that up, Padre.”

Hernández, however, did not seem to understand or care. While he kept his spit in his mouth, he went on a verbal tirade. Brant heard something along the lines of me cago en tus muertos, whatever that meant.

“Um,” Levont said as the priest went on and on, “my European Spanish isn’t all that great, but I think he’s—”

“Yeah, I think we get it,” Brandt said, not wanting Rebecca to have to hear the curses in stereo.

He glanced over, but instead of finding Rebecca looking hurt, there was that steel glint in her eye. Brandt had seen it before. Many times when he suggested they go to the sports bar for dinner. But this time it was even more pronounced.

“Borgoña,” she said quietly. Brandt vaguely remembered the name from the plane ride lecture as the sculptor who had first created the Black Madonna.

At first, Hernández didn’t seem to notice that Rebecca had spoken. Then he suddenly sputtered, his face glowing an unseemly ruddy red.

She repeated the name, “Borgoña.” Only, this time she put her hands on Vakasa’s shoulders. The priest followed her gesture, appearing surprised the little girl was even in the church. Then his eyes dilated to the point they seemed pitch-black. He stumbled back a step.

“Shiva.”

Rebecca frowned. “Shiva is the Hindu god of—”

“Creation and destruction,” Brandt finished. Seriously, didn’t Rebecca know by now his interest in world religion?

By the look on her face, Rebecca’s mind was not focused on Brandt whatsoever. She had that “I wish I had my laptop” frown.

“It is also means the ‘Auspicious One,’” she explained.

The priest stepped forward, placing a hand on Vakasa’s cheek. “Mari.” 

The girl covered his hand with hers.

Rebecca raised an eyebrow to Brandt. “Well, Mr. Ancient Religions?”

He didn’t bother to answer. Basque pre-Christian beliefs were not part of his repertoire, and they both knew it. She flashed a grin at him before continuing. “Mari Urraca was the Basque goddess. The head of their pantheon. Their messiah.” 

The priest’s hand dropped away from Vakasa’s cheek as he sighed. He looked none to happy about it, but he bowed his head to their group. In a thickly accented English, he urged them out of the church and toward his cottage. “Will you join us for el almuerzo?”

Lunch.

While Brandt was hungry, he wanted to get the hell out of here ASAP. 

“We can talk here just fine.”

Rebecca nudged him. “We would love to, Father.”

Hernández, his hand on Vakasa’s shoulder, led them out the side door of the church.

Brandt hung back, gently catching Rebecca by the elbow. “What was that about?”

Rebecca kept her tone quiet. “These people are extremely traditional. If we don’t allow them to feed us…If we don’t break bread with them, they are not going to give us the information we need.”

Brandt did enough work in foreign countries to understand the need to observe and interact in local customs. It didn’t mean he had to like it, though. However, with the rumbling above his belt, his stomach was pretty keen on the idea.

* * *

Rebecca sat on the hard wood bench, watching as the villagers piled plates and more plates on the table. Competing for their attention were bacalao al pil pil, tortilla con chorizo, jamon ibérico de bellota, and pretty much every imaginable kind of tapas you might encounter on a traditional Spanish Basque bar crawl, or txikiteo. 

They had included both manchego and the more traditional Basque idiazabal cheeses, as well as black and green olives. The green ones were aceitunas rellenas de anchoa, or stuffed with anchovies. 

Included in the beverage department were the Basque cider sagardo, the Cava sparkling wine from Cataluña, and sherry from Jerez. The meal was fit for a king—or in this case, fit for a little girl whom they were all clearly fascinated by. 

And Vakasa returned the affection, taking nibbles of everything offered. Rebecca noted, though, that she was also hiding about half the food under her plate. Even supposed Messiahs didn’t like seso frito—fried pork brains. 

Though Brandt had objected to the lunch, he was plowing through his second plateful of paella. Levont might have been on his third yet took heaping servings of any new dish put in front of him. Talli was the only one who appeared to have a discerning palate. It seemed he wasn’t all that fond of olives, which was a slight problem since just about everything had olives in it.

“Lopez and Davidson are going to be so pissed,” Levont said, shoving another forkful of food into his mouth. Brandt just grunted his acknowledgment. “This food rocks.”

Rebecca couldn’t argue. The bacalao al pin pin was her favorite from the last time she had visited the village. It was a soup made of salted cod, olive oil, garlic, and pinch of chili. Didn’t sound like it would be much to write home about, but when made with skill, it was mouthwatering. And not nearly as salty as one might think. 

And was she just that hungry, or was the tortilla twice as delicious this time? She remembered the first time she had been served tortilla in Spain at a tapas bar. She had expected a round, flat cake made of corn or flour and had ended up with a savory omelet of egg, potato, onion, and heavenly chorizo—red sausage. What she had meant to be a side dish ended up being most of her meal after she had taken that first bite.

She noticed though that Hernández hadn’t touched his food. Instead, he stared at the little girl as if visual inspection would be enough to tell if she were divine or not.

“Has she performed any miracles?” he asked, obviously sensing her inspection.

Rebecca looked to Brandt, who blew a breath out through his nose as he lowered his fork. “The kid had a reputation as being an ajuogo, a female witch doctor.”

“But a miracle?” Hernández asked.

“Your gunshot wound?” Rebecca prompted Brandt.

Brandt leaned back on the bench. “I got shot. It hurt. It looked like it was bleeding a lot. She put pressure on it, and it stopped. No big deal.”

“That’s when the first earthquake hit,” Levont added, taking a huge bite of lentejas, a Spanish lentil stew. Brandt glared at his point man. Levont shrugged. “It was, Sarge.”

“A three-point one,” Brandt countered. “We barely felt it.”

Rebecca looked to her fiancé. This was her first time hearing about an earthquake. “Anything else you are holding back?”

“No,” Brandt stated, then leaned forward to take another bite. “Nothing at all.”

“Well…” Levont said, flinching as Brandt glared at him again. Still, he went on. “The witch doctor dude we left her with called her a mo-mo. That means ‘messiah’ in Swahili.”


CHAPTER 22

══════════════════

Lennore, Spain

5:48 p.m. (CEST)

Brandt was seriously going to have to give Levont a refresher course on which glares to stand up to and which to back down from. Like don’t tell everyone the witch doctor had called the kid sitting next to him a messiah. Although, in this discussion, Brandt had the upper hand. All he had to do was point toward Vakasa, who currently had olives on each of her fingertips after sucking out the anchovies. She was now eating each one off at a time.

“Look at her,” Brandt said, shaking his head. “She’s just a kid.”

“That she might be,” Hernández said, nodding to one of the women serving them. The villagers began clearing off the table. 

“Wait,” Levont said, scooping huge spoonfuls of guiso from one of the pots onto his plate. “Why are they taking away the food?”

Brandt wasn’t sure, but took a few scoops himself. Apparently, he’d pissed off the priest. Even though they had come here to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Vakasa was not in fact the Messiah so they could get the Disciples off their ass, Rebecca had warned them to keep the “This isn’t the Messiah” rhetoric to a minimum.

Quickly, though, it became apparent why they had removed the food. They needed the table for something else. On a large wooden platter, one of the women presented a burnt statue. Not any statue, but that of the Black Madonna. Even though half of her face was blasted away by flame, it was clear this was a treasured relic. And there was not doubt that the artist had meant for this Madonna to be dark skinned. From the striations, it was clear he’d used several different types of wood to complete the statue. Her features were also clearly African. 

“Borgoña,” the priest explained, “dying, covered her with his body, sparing the Madonna for generations to come.”

The villager set the platter down in front of Vakasa. The girl stroked the wood, then laid her face against the figure. “Momma.”

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Brandt said. 

Hernández actually agreed with him. “No, it does not.”

Rebecca put her hand on Vakasa’s arm. “We need your help to prove whether she is or is not the child of the Black Madonna.”

“Are we not all children of her blessed womb?” the priest asked, his accent thinning. The guy clearly spoke more English than he liked to let on.

“The Disciples commissioned this statue, didn’t they?” Rebecca asked.

Brandt watched the priest’s face as he clearly struggled with how much to share with them. In the end, he stood, smoothing his robes.

“There are some preparations to be made, but as much as we can answer, we shall.” His face softened as he looked to Vakasa and then the statue. “We owe her that much.”

Brandt wasn’t sure which “she” the priest was referring to, but he’d take it. The sooner they got out of Europe and back to the States, the better. The villagers left the room, taking the Black Madonna with them.

“So,” Talli asked. “are they really getting ready to help us or…?”

“Firebomb us?” Levont finished.

Brandt wasn’t sure which way that one was going to go, either. “Check the doors.”

The men set up on either side of the room, protecting the only two exits out of the room. Rebecca rose, keeping Vakasa close.

“If we do prove she isn’t the Messiah,” Rebecca asked quietly, “what happens to her once we get home?”

It was getting a little old not having any firm answers. “I don’t know.”

Rebecca crossed her arms over Vakasa. Like a mother would her child. “I was thinking…”

She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Brandt knew exactly what she was thinking.

* * *

Rebecca waited as Brandt studied her face. She knew what she asked was a lot. A whole lot. More than she thought she’d ever be ready for, but with Vakasa’s hands in hers, it felt right.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Brandt answered.

“Are you sure?” Rebecca asked, wanting to make sure he’d understood her unspoken question. “What about your family?”

To her surprise, Brandt chuckled. “Are you kidding me? Vakasa wouldn’t be stateside a week before Mom had her entered into a beauty pageant, and trust me, the family Christmas letter would announce, ‘Three generations of beauty queens.’”

Rebecca smiled back. Could something so good come out of such a horrible set of events?

Before she could ponder the notion any further, Hernández returned. “Follow me.”

Vakasa didn’t hesitate, skipping after the man. Rebecca had to grab her hand and keep her in proper formation as they made their way out of the cottage and toward an older, overgrown monastery. The wooden structure had fallen into disrepair. Tiles hung down from the roof, and it looked like squirrels had set up housekeeping in the eves. 

Ahead of her, Levont had to lower his head to make it into the broken doorway. Once inside the monastery, it seemed like they had stepped back several centuries. With no electricity and branches covering most of the windows, Levont and Talli turned on their flashlights, the beams cutting across stucco walls and leaf-covered floors. 

Was it just Rebecca, or did the wind rustling through the vines sound like a monk’s devotional chant? Nothing, however, adorned the hallway. Not a single cross or painting. Had the monks taken everything with them, or had the place been looted?

Hernádez led them through an ivy-choked chapel and back into the living quarters. Here there was more filtered light through the broken windows. The priest pushed aside a large swath of moss from the floor and moved a board to reveal a stash of artifacts.

Silently, he brought them out one by one, laying them on the lone moldy bed.

The first item was a halarii—actually, it was a small pendant shaped in the image of a halarii, or Basque gravestone. The top was a disc shape that connoted the rising or setting of the sun. This disc sat upon a triangular base. Several ancient Basque symbols filled both the disc and its base. 

Vakasa smiled as her finger traced the six-leafed rosette. The most ancient of iconry. Yes, primitive man drew bulls and horses, but those were meant to be literal. They were drawing animals. Many scholars tried to argue that these stylized flower petals were only meant to represent the plant and nothing more. Others argued that the sun-like disc and rosette were representational of the gods’ gifts to man. Sun and foliage. The two things man needed to survive. Included inside the base were several lines of ancient letters and a crude symbol for running water.

Rebecca had never really had an opinion one way or the other. In some ways, she felt it was splitting hairs, but seeing the ancient totem, it did feel like whoever had carved it was trying to send a message. 

Who knew what it was, though? Rebecca couldn’t translate the lettering. She turned to Hernández. “What does it say?”

“That is what I hoped the child would tell us.”

Vakasa, though, simply picked up the halarii pendant and tied the leather cord around her neck. She patted it as if to make sure it was going to stay there. Vakasa then moved on to the second item. An unusual cross lay on the tattered blanket. With a circle encompassing the top of the cross, used to represent Christ’s death and resurrection, Rebecca was certain it was a Coptic cross. Silver and apparently heavy, Vakasa picked it up.

“Hermano,” she whispered, touching her lips to the center of the cross.

Brother.

“Don’t start,” Brandt said from the corner of the room. “Are we learning anything of value here?”

Vakasa took the cross and whacked it against the wooden frame of the bed.

“No!” Rebecca cried out, trying to get the artifact from the child before the priest had an aneurism. “Honey, no.”

But the girl wiggled out of her grasp and hit the cross again. It cracked at the base of the circle, revealing a small compartment down the shaft of the cross. Vakasa pulled out a small piece of parchment. With a smile, she walked over to Brandt and handed it to him.

Rebecca looked over Brandt’s shoulder as he carefully unrolled the parchment. The drawings on it seemed to be a map. Only, a map of what?

* * *

Bunny paced behind Stark. “Well, is it going to work?”

“Everyone does realize I am hacking into the NSA’s central database, right?”

Prenner frowned. He’d voted against them, of course. Luckily, he was outvoted.

“I still think we should move to Langley,” Emily added for like the thousandth time.

Stark nodded toward the leftovers. Only the trunk of a pancake elephant and tiny shreds of crispy hash browns survived. “And exactly what are they going to serve us there?” Before Emily could retort, Stark overrode her. “And these computers are more secure than any CPU in any government building.”

To underscore his point, the computer dinged, indicating he had in fact just hacked his way into the NSA’s hub. Stark rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see what they’ve been up to since Vanderwalt dropped them off in Turkey.”

Bunny really hated this whole radio silence thing. But with the Disciples hot on Rebecca’s trail and half the US military wanting to pull in Lopez and the rest, it was the only way to keep them safe. Stark flipped through reams of data, apparently sorting it in his head. 

“Here we go,” Stark stated, bringing up a photo of a jumbo jet parked on a pretty small runway. “That’s gotta be Lopez.”

Yes, Bunny had to agree. Which meant they had headed to the Basque region. Which meant they were going back to Rebecca’s old stomping grounds. “Can you get us some satellite coverage of the northwest area of the Basque region?”

Emily shook her head. “There’s not a lot over that area. Not since the separatists agreed to the cease-fire.”

Bunny frowned.

“Sorry, darlin’, she’s right,” Stark said. “I can’t pull up footage that isn’t there.”

“What about the Disciples?” Prenner asked. “Can you pick up their trail from the Congo?”

“Well, I already knew that they followed Brandt to Egypt after chartering a plane out of Cameroon…” Stark stalled out as he brought up and rejected several maps. “Out of Egypt, though? That is a problem. After the Sphinx disaster, only three planes made it out before a complete lockdown of Egyptian airspace. One was the Turkish plane. The other two were headed nowhere near Spain. One went to India, and the other headed to South Africa. It doesn’t look like they followed Brandt at all.”

Stark was good. Extremely good at his job. However, the tech had never gone up against the Disciples. They didn’t give up. They didn’t know what giving up looked like. But how else could they have gotten out of Egypt?

“How long until they locked down the ports?” Prenner asked Stark. “Those are usually far more porous than airports or even train lines.”

“Good question,” Stark commented as his mouse flew across the multiple screens. “For major ships? They were pretty quick, but look at what we’ve got over here…”

He brought up a map of the long coastline of Egypt. A satellite feed showed numerous small crafts launching from non-port locations. Actually, it looked a little like rats fleeing a sinking ship. If anything, there were too many boats to track.

“This is going to take a while.”

Prenner shook his head, though. “There’s no way they were going to stay on the water. Too high a probability they could get stopped and searched.”

“And it would just be too slow,” Emily added. “The Disciples must have known Brandt was going to take to the skies.”

“All right. Let’s see if anybody’s flight path crossed a—” Before he even got the sentence out, he found a seaplane that had landed near a boat. Sure enough, from Brandt’s description, that was Frellan and his team.

Bunny watched in horror as he shot the crew and pitched their bodies over the side. Yes, that was the Disciples for sure.

“Looks like they headed to Italy, then took a charter to Madrid.”

“Madrid?” Emily clarified.

“Yep.”

Prenner frowned. “But look at the timeline. Lopez hasn’t even stolen that jumbo jet yet. How could they know Brandt was going to Spain?”

“Don’t know,” Stark admitted. “But let’s look at Flickr to find out what the Disciples did once they got to Madrid.”

“Flickr?” Bunny asked. “You’re joking.”

“Nope,” Stark said as he brought up the photo-sharing site and started grabbing photos from Madrid. The vast majority were from cell phone shots. Candid pictures taken by locals and tourists alike. It was weird looking at the Spanish city through the eyes of hundreds of lens. “Got ‘em.”

Rapidly, the tech brought up a series of photos that, cobbled together, formed a crude and jumpy video. They watched as Frellan was met by a…

“Is that a priest?” Prenner asked.

It certainly looked like it. Stark’s fingers flew again. “Let me backtrack and see where he came from.”

If watching the cobbled-together video was odd going forward, it was mind-bending going backward. Yet somehow Stark followed the priest all the way back to Iglesia de San Andres. A prominent Catholic cathedral. 

“Unless the guy thought he was being followed,” Stark announced, “it looks like he is a bona fide priest.”

“Where did they go from there?” Emily asked.

“Working on it,” Stark said, fast-forwarding through thousands of photos. Then the video came to a stop as Frellan and the others climbed into three SUVs. “Gonna have to switch to real-time cams and hope we’ve got an angle on them.”

Stark flipped through every traffic cam in Madrid, coming up empty.

“Check the official Spanish website,” Emily suggested.

Even though Stark looked about as confused as Bunny was, he did as ordered. “Now what?”

“Check out the scenic cams. They stream live video of rural Spain.”

Bunny nodded. “Look at highways heading toward the Basque region.”

No one spoke as a clear shot appeared of the three SUVs heading up into the mountains. Heading straight for Rebecca and Brandt.

* * *

Brandt studied the parchment. It looked like an old Crusader’s map, judging by the Jerusalem Cross in red along with the standard waving of an antique English flag.

“Does it show a location?” Rebecca asked.

“I’m pretty sure it is of the Holy Land, but this arrow is pointing off the map.”

“Is that a Star of David?” Levont asked, indicating to the last item on the bed.

Drawn to the artifact, Rebecca left Brandt’s side. Just as well. Half a map didn’t get them very far. Vakasa picked up the steel star and spun it on her hand. After playing with it for a few moments, she laid it back down.

Not exactly the actions of a prophesized messiah.

“I don’t get it,” Rebecca said, looking to each of the artifacts.

Which was not good news. If Rebecca didn’t get it, none of them could. Brandt was beginning to feel like it was time to pull the plug. Head home, face the consequences of their actions. Actually, Brandt would have done that several injuries ago. His instinct was to get stateside ASAP, hopefully ditching the Disciples. But there was that little girl and her radiant smile. If they went home now, without clear answers, Vakasa would be whisked away, taken to some DARPA research facility.

Rebecca leaned over to study the Hebrew symbol. “A halarii, a Coptic cross, and a Star of David—what made you collect them?” she asked the priest.

“It was not I, but the monks that originally settled here,” the friar stated. That didn’t seem to help Rebecca any, though, so he continued. “Look to the back of the star.”

Turning over the star, Rebecca read an inscription on the back. “Schechinah.”

Brandt frowned. He’d heard the word but couldn’t place its origin. Rebecca turned over the broken cross. The same inscription. Vakasa twirled her halarrii around her neck to reveal the same word.

He was about to ask Rebecca what it meant but realized she was “processing.” Not emotionally. Hell, Rebecca was worse than his men at dealing with her feelings. No, her mind spun, trying to tie everything together. Vakasa. The items. The inscription. Asking Rebecca anything at this point would only slow her coming to a conclusion.

Unfortunately, the friar didn’t seem to understand this concept. “The girl was born in Solomon’s mines, was she not?”

“What?” from all four of them echoed off the mossy walls.

“We don’t…” Rebecca stammered. “We’re not sure…What?”

The priest seemed nonplussed by their surprise. “In the Congo region. The child came from deep within East Africa.”

Normally, Brandt would find such a statement almost insulting and racially charged, yet the friar did not seem to be making any kind of political statement. He really wanted to know where Vakasa was born.

Rebecca cleared her throat. “We don’t know for certain where she was born, but we did find her in the Congo.”

The friar bowed his head, taking in a deep breath. “The monks that lived here were devoted to the Black Madonna, but when the Holy See discovered their endeavors to bring all the relics to this place, the monks were taken from this place and the monastery closed.” The priest pointed to the items. “They begged my ancestors to protect these artifacts. We were to watch for an earthquake in the Congo. Two sunsets later, we were to embrace any dark child that entered our church.”

The man put a hand on Vakasa’s shoulder, seeming to want to test that she was in fact tangible. Real. 

“For centuries, we have waited for—”

A window shattered behind them. Brandt pulled Rebecca and Vakasa to the floor. Although, to be honest, Rebecca was already on her way down. Talli shoved the friar down as he made his way over to the window. Levont checked the exits. They still seemed clear. 

As Brandt prepared to give the order to retreat to the car, another window blew out. There was no way in hell that was the Disciples’ sniper. He didn’t miss. And neither did Davidson. Which meant that the kid was trying to send them a message.

They weren’t alone.

* * *

Rebecca risked reaching out a hand and grabbing the cross and Star of David. Whatever was happening, their trip was being cut short. 

Another window shattered. Even though the shots didn’t seem aimed to kill, Rebecca still flinched. Vakasa plugged her ears with her fingers.

“Father, thank you,” Brandt stated, “but we’ve got to bug out.”

Hernández shook his head. “You must follow the map. It is the only way to know if she is the child of God.”

“Yeah,” Brandt countered. “We’ll catch that one on the flip side.”

“No,” the priest said, reaching over and grabbing Brandt’s arm. “The other half of the map is in a brother to that cross.”

“That’s great and all, but we need to leave.” Brandt looked to his point man. “Levont.”

Hernández seemed pretty desperate, though, physically blocking Levont. Not that he would last long if the muscle-bound point man decided to do something about it. “The cross is hidden at the El Salvador Church.” Off Brandt shaking his head, the friar hurried on. “It is just over the ridge.” Levont went to brush past the priest, but the man held his ground. “There is but one paved road out of the village.”

Brandt looked to Levont, who nodded his head. “Go on.”

“If you leave your vehicle here, making it seem you are still in the area, it will delay your pursuers, no?”

Rebecca watched Brandt’s frown deepen. “It could.”

“Then you hike out on foot through the forest. The church is along your path to town. You will know the place.”

Rebecca gulped. It was a risk. Actually, anything they did at this point was a risk. Which one would Brandt take?

He looked to her. “Well? I’m sure you’ve got an opinion.”

“It is on the way…”

Brandt grunted, then let off a single shot out the window. It must have been a signal to Davidson. He swooped up Vakasa as he rose, settling her on his hip.

“You better be right, Padre,” Brandt said through clenched teeth. “And you better have our backs.”

The priest pressed his palms together as if in prayer. “We shall.”

With that, they were out of the monastery. Lopez was there with the SUV, doors open and everything. 

“Change of plans,” Brandt announced. It was Lopez’s turn to frown. “We are hiking our way out of here.”

“Hiking?” Lopez said. “This thing is a V-ten with four-wheel drive. I can get us anywhere.”

“Park the car as if we are still at the church.”

The corporal was clearly confused but also seemed to know that now was not the time to ask any more questions. He knew Brandt as well as Rebecca, if not better. Quickly closing the doors, Lopez climbed in and followed orders, moving the car.

Brandt didn’t even wait for him or Davidson, who approached from the south. Instead, Brandt just started climbing the ridge. He turned to Rebecca. “Well?”

Rebecca hesitated for a moment. Over the southern ridge, she could see dust being stirred up by the Disciples’ advance. And they were hiking? Rebecca could now see Lopez’s point more clearly. She felt exposed. Vulnerable.

“Thor,” Vakasa said with a sigh, laying her head on his shoulder.

The little girl was right. Brandt would get them through this.

They were rapidly approaching a dense forest made up of maple, beech, birch, and ash trees, many of them pollarded. Pollarding was a pruning technique, used since the Middle Ages. It created what almost looked like a tabletop bunching in the trunk about four feet up, from which the rest of the branches would then climb. The trees ended up looking twisted and tortured, the effect more than a little bit creepy.

Climbing up beside him, they followed Levont up the hill, rapidly hidden by the forest. Each step taking them closer to Vakasa’s destiny.


CHAPTER 23
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Undisclosed Location

10:33 a.m. (EST)

Bunny picked at the last of the hash brown shreds and popped them into her mouth. She had to do something to keep distracted. Never mind those potatoes were soaked in saturated fat. Once the team was home safe, she’d have to do like a hundred crunches to burn off the calories.

With no more food around, Bunny was about to resort to biting her nails.

“Shouldn’t they have intersected by now?” Prenner asked.

Stark checked a dozen different calculations. “I am hooked into every Spanish police scanner, CB radio bandwidth, and cell phone tower. When the Disciples and Brandt meet on the road up to the village, we are going to know about it.”

Only, they didn’t know about it. The first window had been over two minutes ago. That was with the Disciples going seventy miles per hour and Lopez going a hundred, which was a pretty accurate speed. Bunny watched the numbers flicker. Even if the Disciples had been going fifty miles per hour and Lopez eighty, they should have met on the sole road out of the village.

“Maybe they are planning an ambush,” Emily suggested. “Stayed at the village and are lying in wait.”

Bunny couldn’t help it—her thumbnail found its way between her teeth. 

Prenner shook his head. “With Lopez’s speed and control? I think Brandt would have taken to the road. Setting up an ambush could backfire, leaving them trapped.”

They both looked at Bunny like she was some kind of Brandt expert. Okay, maybe she was as close as they could come.

“His priority is going to be protecting Vakasa and Rebecca.”

“Not exactly helpful,” Prenner commented—unnecessarily, in Bunny’s opinion.

Stark threw up his hands. “They would have to be crawling to have missed each other by now.”

“So Brandt did plan an ambush,” Emily stated, seeming a bit more pleased with herself than usual. 

“Without satellite feed, we’re blind…” Stark said even though his fingers still tapped away. “But maybe I can pick up some audio—”

Static burst from the speakers, nearly rupturing Bunny’s eardrums. Stark couldn’t dial the volume down fast enough, but then the sound abruptly stopped on its own. 

“What was that?” Bunny asked, rubbing her ears.

Stark didn’t answer her, though. He just kept typing, scanning the screens until the static returned, albeit at a quarter of the volume. Then he pushed back away from the keyboard like it had zapped him. 

“No,” he said, cocking his head at the screen.

“What?” Prenner asked, studying the same screen. However, he clearly had no idea what information it held.

“That was a high-frequency homing beacon.”

Emily frowned. “It couldn’t be.”

“Care to fill us in?” Bunny suggested.

“The frequency?” Prenner asked, somehow in the know.

“Twelve hundred ninety-eight.”

Prenner and Emily shared a look.

“Guys,” Bunny insisted, “tell me what is going on.”

Emily stepped back, clearly turning over the task of educating Bunny to Prenner. The lieutenant cleared his throat before explaining, “Someone from Brandt’s team is broadcasting their location intermittently.”

No, no, no. “It’s gotta be Talli or Levont.” Talli was lazy, and Levont was new.

“Twelve hundred ninety-eight HZ was Davidson’s signal when he was with the Knot.”

Bunny felt her knees shake. If Prenner hadn’t put a chair under her butt, she probably would have fallen to the floor. “It can’t be.”

Stark gave a sympathetic smile. “It is, though.”

She looked down to the phone still in her hand. The same phone she’d called Davidson with. The same phone she’d informed Davidson of the exact location and speed of the Disciples.

And now someone was using his beacon to draw the Disciples to them.

“So it’s not so much going to be an ambush as a massacre,” Bunny stated, putting the phone on Stark’s desk.

Surprisingly, Prenner was the one to put a hand on her back. “We’re just going to have to wait and see.”

Somehow that didn’t really comfort her.

* * *

Frellan got out of the SUV as his men swept the area around the church. One of the men put a hand on the only car parked in front of the chapel.

“Still warm.”

So Brandt was still here. An ambush on his mind? Funny, that was what Frellan had planned. Monnie joined him as Benedicto smoothed his robes. “Ah, how quaint,” he said as he studied the small church. Such an odd little man. 

“It looks like all of the villagers are inside the church,” Ugudo reported. “No sign of Brandt and the others.”

Good. So much easier than rounding them up for questioning. It was looking more and more like Brandt had simply gone to ground, hoping to hide his way out of a confrontation. Clearly, the sergeant did not understand exactly how efficient Frellan was at teasing information out of people.

His man held open the door to the church. Frellan stepped inside. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust from the stark sunshine outside to the murky light of the chapel. The men fanned out down the side aisles as Frellan walked up the main passage. He would have time to enjoy the villagers and their resistance.

For how many centuries had the residents of Lennore been lying to the Disciples? They had sworn they knew nothing of Borogoña’s work. Nothing of the Black Madonnas lost to history. Nothing of the blessed child to come.

Liars.

They would be his finest works of art.

One of his men’s faces twisted into a scowl. Frellan picked up his pace, arriving to the first set of pews. He grabbed the woman by the shoulder and turned her to him.

Blood splattered across his shoes as it gushed from her neck. The woman’s body knocked into the man next to her, sending him reeling into the next and then the next.

“They’re all…” Monnie stated, her hand to her mouth.

Benedicto had a bit more fortitude and checked the next row. “Yes, I believe they all committed suicide.”

“Rather than give up Brandt’s location.” Frellan had underestimated those of Lennore. They would rather die than see the Messiah in his hands. Frellan turned to Ugudo. “Search every millimeter of this village. Find them.”

“Don’t bother,” Benedicto stated, waving the men toward the car.

“You have no—”

The priest waved him off. “I know. I am not in charge. I have no authority. I am not the boss of you.” Frellan could feel his cheeks flush as Benedicto continued. “However, I think I might know where they headed.”

Frellan’s eyes narrowed. The man was insufferable. However, Frellan did not have time to be choosy regarding his source of information. They were so close on Brandt’s heels. They could not fall farther behind.

“And how would you know such a thing?” Monnie asked.

“Oh, I have a little birdie.” Benedicto shrugged. “We’re hitting the road, then?”

After only a moment of introspection, Frellan turned to Ugudo. “Do a quick sweep of the area. If nothing turns up, we will follow the priest’s direction.”

Benedicto took in a deep breath, patting his expanded girth. “I really should get out of the abbey more often.”

* * *

Brandt crested the ridge, joining Levont. The guy had set a hell of a pace, but they’d made it. Well, most of them. 

“That was a workout,” the point man said, stretching out his calves. No shit.

Brandt shifted Vakasa on his back and gave Rebecca a hand. Davidson had to help Talli up the last section. Through the break in the trees, they could look down upon the outskirts of the town, Cuellar.

“Well, at least the priest wasn’t exaggerating,” Rebecca said as she pointed to a small church at the foot of the hill. 

When the man had said, “You’ll know the place,” Brandt had had his doubts. Spain was riddled with old churches and chapels. You couldn’t throw a baseball without hitting one. However, it turned out this one truly was unique. And not necessarily in a good way.

This church had flying buttresses, except they were attached to the first-floor walls and the ground. Brandt wasn’t quite sure what a mildly rounded ground-level wall needed huge flying buttresses for, but hey, it made the El Salvador church easy to find.

“Notice anything weird?” Davidson asked as he pulled the rifle scope from his eye.

“Besides one well-secured church wall?”

“The people—or lack thereof.”

Levont lowered his binoculars. “He’s right. There’s no one around.”

Brandt took the binoculars and surveyed the streets. There weren’t people, cars, children, trucks. Not even a dog. He passed the binoculars to Rebecca.

“Any idea what’s going on?”

She shook her head. “Maybe it’s a Spain-specific holiday?”

Whatever it was, Brandt didn’t like it. He liked normal. He liked routine. This was anything but. However, they couldn’t stand here with their knees knocking together. They needed to get on with it.

“Just keep an eye out,” Brandt warned Levont as he moved them down the hill. This side was decidedly easier on the calves as they made their way to the town. He set Vakasa down but grabbed her by the back of the shirt as she went to run ahead to Levont.

Despite the down-turned lips when Rebecca held out her palm, Vakasa took it, swinging their locked hands up and down.

As they approached the tree line, Levont stopped and checked out the area again. “Still clear. Way clear.”

Great. Somehow they had stumbled into a ghost town.

“Lopez, find us a car.”

Unlike his usual bravado, Lopez hesitated, glancing up and down the empty street. “Yeah, um…This could take a while.”

“Just do it,” Brandt ordered. “Davidson, find a perch.”

“Will do,” Davidson said as he headed up a tree. Guess he was going native, finding an actual perch.

“Levont, take us in,” Brandt ordered, gripping his gun tight.

* * *

“There it is again!” Stark announced, pointing on the map to where the last high-frequency burst had originated.

“Cuellar,” Prenner read aloud. “What are they doing in Cuellar?”

“Hell if I know,” Bunny breathed out. Even with Stark hacking into the Stanford University database, they really didn’t have much more information regarding Rebecca’s stay in the Basque region. She was all about the blood samples and the genealogies. Not so big on giving details of where she had stayed or sites she had visited.

And now Cuellar? That didn’t even show up on her spreadsheet.

Worse, the Disciples were being tipped off by…Bunny couldn’t bring herself to say it. They were being tipped off by someone inside their team. Did Brandt suspect? Did they know that a traitor walked amongst them? Or was perched above them?

“We’ve got to mobilize the local police or something,” Bunny suggested. It might get them all arrested, but at this point, it was probably better than the alternative. They could sort out the mess later.

“That’s weird,” Emily said, hanging up a call, then redialing. Bunny could hear the phone ring through without being answered. “No one at the Cuellar police station is picking up.”

Bunny looked to the Google map that showed only static streets and points of interest. What in the hell was going on in Cuellar?

* * *

Rebecca kept tight hold of Vakasa’s hand as they crossed the street. It really was eerie. There wasn’t a soul to be found. 

“Ouch,” the little girl complained. Perhaps Rebecca had been holding on a bit too tight. She loosened her grip, only slightly, as they approached the church. The flying buttresses were unusual enough in such a small church. At ground level? They were rare. Abutting a mudejar aspe? Downright unique. Instead of just a semicircular stone wall, this church’s nave was covered in brick in such a way that it appeared the wall had many windows. It was only an illusion, though. The wall was solid brick. 

Such an odd fusion of Islamic and Christian architecture. But that was Spain for you. So many cultures had come through the region, even as far as the Basque region, and each had left its mark on the culture and the architecture.

Levont disappeared around the curved wall, only to return within seconds. “The church looks clear.”

Swiftly, they entered the shelter of the church. Even though it didn’t seem like there were any prying eyes on the street, with the Disciples, you just never knew. Inside, they found the church empty. It clearly no longer served worshippers and was maintained as a museum. Which was fine by Rebecca. Less furniture to move. 

“Where do you think the cross is hidden?” Brandt asked after Levont swept the area.

“I am guessing it will be in the rectory, similar to the monastery and—”

Before Rebecca could finish her sentence, the little girl slipped her grasp and was off, running through the doorway, ducking under Levont’s attempt to grab her. 

“No!” Rebecca yelled after her, but the kid didn’t even swivel her head as she streaked down the long hallway. They were all on her heels as she entered the rectory. Vakasa stopped abruptly, kneeling down onto the wooden floor. She patted a plank.

Brandt looked to Rebecca. “As good a place as any to start.”

Talli knelt down beside Vakasa and began tugging on the boards. Brandt leaned over to Rebecca. “We are going to have to get that kid a leash.”

She nudged him with her elbow but regretted the motion as he flinched. It was so easy to try to put the trauma of the last few days behind them. Unfortunately, their flesh wasn’t quite as over it.

* * *

Still nursing a rib, Brandt watched as Talli struggled with the floorboard. Seriously? When they got home, the guy was going on protein powder for his muscles and vitamin A for his aim. 

“Talli,” he finally said, “you keep Vakasa back.” As the supposed sniper urged the little girl away from the board, Brandt knelt to the floor. He would have landed on his good knee, except he really didn’t have a good knee at this point.

Brandt flipped open his service knife and used it to pry away at the seam between the boards. It took a little bit of leverage, but the wood plank popped up, revealing a dirt-lined space. And there glistened a silver cross.

Just as Brandt’s fingers closed around the crucifix, the sound of clapping filled the room.

“Jolly good show, mate.”

Brandt tossed the cross to Rebecca as he drew his sidearm, leveling it at the intruder. He knew who it was before the sandy-haired man entered the room.

“Vanderwalt, you do not want any part of this.”

The MI-5 agent walked in as casually as if he were joining Brandt at a pub. “Ah, but you see, I’ve been waiting for this for quite some while. I just need the girl and the artifacts, including the latest cross.”

Brandt didn’t even have time to figure out how Vanderwalt had found them or what his angle was here. He just needed to get into a better shooting position. 

“Chap, don’t bother,” Walt said, indicating to the three thugs that lined up behind him in the hallway. “I brought company. Now, hand over the girl and the items, and we will be on our way.”

“Her name is Vakasa,” Rebecca stated beside Brandt, hands shaking as tears glistened in her eyes.

“Ah, the always lovely Dr. Monroe. Do not worry. I plan to take good care of her.”

“Once she suits your purpose?” Brandt asked, pretty much knowing the answer.

Walt shrugged. “Promotions are hard to come by these days.”

“You fucking…” Brandt didn’t waste his breath. The guy had been as close to a friend as a covert operative could have outside his unit. To think that eating grubs together wouldn’t bond you for life. At least not when career trajectories got in the way. He should have known something was up when Vanderwalt showed up personally in Egypt. A little too-white-gloved service, even for MI-5.

A ping sounded from behind him.

Vanderwalt drew his weapon. “What are you playing at?”

Was that Davidson? Then another ping and a piece of brick flew across the room. A bullet chased after it, nearly catching Talli in the ear. The man danced away, lowering himself and the girl to the floor.

Not Davidson, then. 

“That is not us,” Brandt answered, ducking down.

No, it was the Disciples. More accurately, the Disciples’ sniper.

Walt smiled that crooked—actually crooked—smile of his. “As a kicker, I have a way out of here that avoids the sniper.” As another bullet whizzed into the room, shattering against the far wall. “I will allow you to follow us, but only if you give us the girl and the artifacts. Your call.”

Brandt was so busy calculating the odds of him being able to get to all three of Vanderwalt’s thugs before he got taken down that he had nearly missed the part where Rebecca tossed the two crosses to Walt, along with the Star of David. Walt frowned. “And the pieces of map.”

Rebecca complied. The die was cast. Brandt couldn’t do anything to stop her. What was her plan? She had one, right? She had to have one. One that was better than a shoot-out in an enclosed stone church.

“The girl,” Walt said, his hand out.

Talli, though, wouldn’t let go of the girl. “Talli…” Brandt warned. “Give her over.”

“No,” the man said, shaking his head vigorously.

Great. Perfect time for Talli to get all brave.

“I’m done,” the sniper said, still ducked down under the window.

“Just give me the girl,” Walt warned.

But Talli just kept shaking his head. “I want out.”

What the hell was he talking about? “Out of what?” Brandt asked.

Surprisingly, Talli turned to Walt. “I want out.” Talli pointed to Brandt and Rebecca. “They are insane. You said you would pull me whenever I asked.”

“Pull you?” Brandt growled, a bitter realization growing. One he didn’t want to admit, but one that made a whole lot of sense. “Talli, you fucking traitor.”

Walt sighed. “If it is any consolation, that is not Talli.”

Brandt nearly got clipped by a bullet as he just stood there. Rebecca tugged Brandt back, jarring him out of his shock.

“Then who the fuck is he?” Brandt demanded.

“It is a long story, chap, told over a warm beer.”

“Try me, now,” Brandt said, clutching his gun as the Disciples’ bullets began chipping away at another window. Damn, how he wanted to take Talli down right about now. Consequences be damned. You would think after being betrayed so often it would take the sting out of it. Think again.

Walt sighed. “Ibel here was SRR on a joint mission with Talli’s unit in Dakuh.”

“SRR?” Brandt repeated. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. They are surveillance personnel. You sent me out into the field with a fake sniper?”

“Honestly, chap, I didn’t mean to. Ibel was just there. Talli and the rest were killed. Talli had no family.” The Brit sounded almost remorseful. Almost. “We had the perfect opportunity to insert one of ours into the American Special Forces. You would have done the same.”

Brandt snorted. “Send you out without perimeter support? Have you fucking lost your mind?” And here he thought he knew Vanderwalt.

“Now, wait,” Walt retorted. “We were going to have him fake an injury to get him off sniper duty, but you requested him.”

“Because he was graded an A-one sniper, you jackass.”

“Yes, well…” Walt conceded. “That was unfortunate.”

All of the various scenarios played out in Brandt’s mind. How fucking frequently Talli’s lack of skills had endangered their lives. Rebecca’s life. Vakasa’s life. Walt had played Russian roulette with them all.

“But now we must be off,” Vanderwalt announced, waving Talli and Vakasa over to him. “My men will have shoot-on-sight orders, so give us a two minute head start. Then you can blend in with the crowd.”

What crowd?

Before Brandt could ask, Levont chimed in. “But wait. I don’t get it.” The beefy point man turned to Talli. “Why do you want to leave the team?”

“Levont…”

“What? I mean, really, why?”

Walt waved the question away and ushered Talli and Vakasa down the hallway. Rebecca took a step forward. Brandt grabbed her by the wrist, but it turned out he didn’t need to.

“Vakasa,” she said, “we are right behind you.”

The girl smiled, holding Talli’s hand. “Ta-ta.”

She then skipped on after Vanderwalt, heedless of the danger she was in.

This was going to be the longest 120 seconds of his fucking life.

* * *

Rebecca ducked her head as the sniper punched through another window. He peppered the wall with shots. Although, none seemed necessarily aimed at them. Weird. 

“One hundred fifteen,” Levont counted down. 

You could tell each second was eating at the point man. He itched to move out. But not more than Brandt. He wouldn’t look at her. Wouldn’t hold her hand. Wouldn’t talk about it. He’d gone full-on caveman mode. There was his job, and then there was “making things right.” She didn’t care about any of that. She only cared about that little girl she’d made a promise to.

“One hundred twenty,” Levont announced as he burst through the door and headed down the hallway Vanderwalt had taken. Three of the team, now down from five. It didn’t feel right, yet they rapidly found what must have been a storage room. A trapdoor was propped open. At the least, Vanderwalt hadn’t been lying about that.

Levont shone his light down the rickety staircase. “Looks a little sketchy.”

Rebecca shook her head, urging him down. “It was built during World War Two,” she explained, but Brandt still frowned. “While Spain was essentially neutral, it became a massive underground for Jews escaping from Eastern Europe.” When neither man seemed to get it, she continued. “And while the Vatican was also supposedly neutral, Catholic churches were a major sanctuary and transfer stations. Now, can we go?”

Brandt gave the nod, and Levont headed down. “Clear, at least as far as I can see.”

Rebecca hurried down the rickety stairs, with Brandt on her heels. The tunnel stretched out into the distance. Levont started at a quick walk, then picked it up to a trot. Rebecca breathed in the stale air through her nose and out through her mouth. It seemed like they were running into oblivion, as the tunnel just kept stretching out farther and farther away from the church. Exactly how far was the exit? Then as light could be seen farther down, Levont kicked them up into an all-out run, only slowing as they reached a door, cracked open an inch.

Even though the men barely seemed taxed, Rebecca was winded, trying to catch her breath as Levont tested the door. A strange roar came from the other side. The point man jerked open the door, revealing…well, the crowd that Vanderwalt had promised them.

All of the missing people were here, at the center of the town. They were shouting and waving Spanish flags in the air. Like she had guessed. It must have been some Spanish holiday. Which clearly everyone and his brother were attending.

“Time to get lost in the crowd,” Brandt stated, urging her toward the revelers. He then whispered in her ear. “Tell me you know where they are taking her.”

Rebecca just nodded. There was no time to explain. Just to escape.


CHAPTER 24

══════════════════

Cuellar, Spain

6:41 p.m. (CEST)

Davidson watched through his scope as the sniper took shot after shot at the rounded church. Sure, the guy was good, but he certainly wasn’t the only thing keeping Brandt and the others inside. Davidson would have bet money, even if they couldn’t find the matching cross with the map, that Brandt wouldn’t have stayed inside the church for more than a few minutes. 

Something was wrong. Unfortunately, Davidson had no idea what it was or how to help. Instead, he had concentrated on the conundrum in front of him. The Disciples’ sniper hadn’t bothered with Davidson at all. Of course, Davidson hadn’t fired at him, either. Mainly because it seemed that the other sniper wanted him to, almost baiting him to take a shot.

And there it was. Davidson found the tiniest glint of metal in a tree across the way. That wasn’t a sniper up there. A sniper’s scope had antireflective gel and the rifle itself a black matte coating. Nope, that was just a plain old mercenary out in those woods. Probably more than one. Probably more like four or five. 

If Davidson had taken a shot, they would have honed in on him, leaving him no room for escape, until the sniper himself took the kill shot.

Davidson brought his rifle up and prepared for the move. There was no point in staying here. He could give no tactical support, at least not for long. Besides, the chances that Brandt would come out into the hot zone were nil. 

Straddling a branch, Davidson pulled out his sat phone. Perhaps Bunny and the others had an idea of what in the hell was going on in the church. He popped the battery back in and dialed the number Bunny had provided him. 

It rang and rang. No one picked up.

Davidson checked the battery level, the number he’d dialed, and the connectivity. All showed ready to rock and roll. He dialed again. Still, no answer.

Fantastic. They were in a ghost town. Brandt and the others were AWOL, and now Bunny wasn’t answering.

No wonder Levont loved working with this team.

* * *

Bunny stared at the phone as the light blinked out.

“You couldn’t answer it,” Emily comforted. “Not until we know more.”

Still, it killed Bunny to ignore Davidson. The man she knew and the man who would betray everyone just didn’t jibe. She knew he’d done it before, to tragic consequences, but that was before. Not now. Now he took responsibility for his actions and was making amends.

“Yeah, um…new problem,” Stark said as another alarm went off.

“Do we really need auditory prompts?” Prenner asked, wincing at the sound.

Stark ignored him. “Whether it is Davidson or not, someone has given our hacker some serious intel. They must have been watching Madrid and back-traced my patch into the cameras.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Bunny asked, knowing without the word exactly in her question the tech would meander off into computer speak for five minutes before returning to his point.

“My first firewall has been breached,” Stark hurried on, “but I’ve got nine others. We’ve got to figure out the leak, though, or I give us half a day max before they worm their way in.”

No one spoke. If the enemy could compromise this pristine computer system so quickly, what chance did they have anywhere else?

A loud buzz filled the attic. 

“Another breach?” Prenner asked, tilting his head to the side while plugging his ears.

“No, duh,” Stark answered. “That’s facial recognition.”

Quickly, he scanned the screens, pulling up a series of photos showing Brandt, Rebecca, and Levont pushing their way through a large crowd.

“Where is everyone else?” Emily asked to no one in particular.

Bunny’s heart fluttered thinking what could have happened in that stone church. What could still be happening?

“Wait,” Stark announced, “I’ve got Lopez.”

He showed the corporal nearly flying down the road in a stolen car, speeding back toward the church, only to slam on his brakes and do a U-turn in the middle of the intersection.

“That was two and a half minutes ago.”

None of this made any sense. How had Brandt and the others gotten all the way to the heart of Cuellar from the church? Where was Talli? Where was Davidson?

They watched the flickering, disjointed footage of Brandt play across the screen. Suddenly, he stopped and it looked like asked to borrow someone’s phone. Almost immediately, another buzz emanated from the speakers.

“He’s using the text drop box,” Stark stated. “They must really be in trouble.”

Bunny looked to Emily, whose frown echoed Stark’s statement. “It is a dummy text account we have set up for emergency contact. It is only supposed to be used in the most exigent of circumstances since it leaves both them and us open to exposure.”

Well, given everything that had happened, it was no wonder Brandt was willing to risk it. 

Stark read aloud as the text showed up on the screen. “Vanderwalt has Vakasa and not in the good way. Disciples on tail. Talli traitor.”

Not Davidson. Davidson hadn’t betrayed them or anyone. Bunny’s pulse pounded against her ears. “Yes!” she shouted. “In your face!” she said, pointing to Prenner, who seemed almost disappointed it wasn’t the sniper. “I told you it wasn’t Davidson.”

“Vanderwalt?” Emily said, her voice sounding distracted and tinged in pain.

Bunny calmed herself. Davidson might be free and clear, but some serious stuff had gone down. 

“Talli must be the one feeding the Disciples information.”

“Guys,” Stark announced, “we’ve got a bigger problem than that.”

Really? Because Talli and Vanderwalt teaming up together to kidnap Vakasa seemed like a pretty big problem.

Then Bunny looked up at the mosaic of snapshots tracking Brandt. 

“Is that Frellan?” she asked.

“Yep,” Stark confirmed, then scanned to the left. “And there’s Monnie and Benedicto.”

The trio was making their way through the crowd in the direction of Brandt. Stark split the screen, showing Vanderwalt, Talli, and Vakasa moving toward the east side of town, away from Brandt. The Disciples, though, they were heading straight for the remnants of Brandt’s team.

“Except, that isn’t the problem I was talking about,” Stark corrected, bringing up a completely new screen.

Bunny took a step back. No. No, that couldn’t be.

But as Stark opened up the search criteria, giving them a panorama of Cuellar’s town center, not only could it be. It was and it was happening right now.

“Text him back,” Bunny urged. They had to warn Brandt.

“He’s moved on,” Stark said, bringing up the latest images.

Everyone sucked in a breath as Brandt helped Rebecca over the boards that lined the street.

“They’re never going to make it,” Prenner said.

* * *

The crowd booed as Brandt hopped the barricade. The Spanish took their celebrations a bit too seriously. Even Lopez, though, in the car across the alley, was waving his hands in the air, yelling something.

Then Levont swiveled sharply. “Bull, he’s saying bull.”

Fuck. Brandt didn’t wait for clarification. If Lopez said bull, he meant bull. Then a cheer went up from around the corner and the sound of stampeding hoofbeats followed. They couldn’t get over the other side or back over their side in time. Not as a bull, with three-foot long horns, came charging at them.

Levont must have figured out the same thing, as he sprinted down the street, away from the enraged bull. Rebecca and Brandt followed, but there was no way they could outrun a pissed-off bull. Then Levont, moving way too agilely for such a big man, parkoured his way against the barricade, got enough momentum to hit the side of a store’s facade, and then launched himself onto a fabric awning.

He lay flat against the material, shoving his hand down. “To me!”

Running at full speed, Brandt urged Rebecca to the side. “Jump!”

And Rebecca did, hitting the barricade with her feet, giving her enough height for Levont to catch her by one hand. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the point man use Rebecca’s momentum to swing her up onto the awning. The fabric ripped from their weight, but she was safely out of the bull’s path.

Unfortunately, Brandt could not say the same thing for himself.

He could feel the damn bull’s hot breath on his back. The beast was way too close for Brandt to try Levont’s stunt. And he hated to admit but he was too old to try it. And too injured. Instead, he just hauled ass down the street, trying to keep at least a few inches between himself and the bull.

Brandt had seen too many news clips of people trying to escape by running to the side. That was how you got gored. Of course, trying to outrun a bull was the way you got trampled. 

But wait. What if he…?

Without giving it any more thought, Brandt veered to the side. The bull took the bait and lunged toward the wall. Only, Brandt wasn’t there. Brandt had tossed himself to the center of the road. The tip of the bull’s horns narrowly missed Brandt’s shoulder and he got one good hoof to the hip, but then the bull was off, running his two tons of weight down the road, scraping the barricade with his horns.

Brandt rolled up, intending to get the hell out of the road, when a cry from the crowd warned him. Three bulls, side-by-fucking-side, charged toward him.

Without even bothering to curse, Brandt just ran for it.

* * *

Davidson crept along the game trail, scanning for trip wires. The sniper’s perch was nearby, and he would never leave it unprotected. There. The slightest bend to a leaf and Davidson found the wire. The sniper was good, but Davidson wasn’t new to the game.

Lifting one foot over the wire, Davidson felt the sat phone vibrate against his hip. He forgot to take the damned backup battery out. Fumbling for the phone, he nearly stepped on a secondary trip wire. No, not just a secondary, but a third and even a fourth. The entire trail was crisscrossed with them.

Shifting his weight, Davidson startled a bird, who squawked, fluttering up, barely skimming past his head. If the sniper hadn’t heard the sat phone, he definitely heard that. So it was no great shock as Davidson felt a bullet tear through his sleeve. His only recourse was to throw himself backward, past the trip wires, then scramble for cover.

Swinging his gun up, Davidson let off a few shots. High up in the tree, he got a fleeting glimpse of the sniper jumping from one tree to the next. Davidson would have loved to track him on the ground, except for the honeycomb of trip wires.

Finally, he lowered his gun and answered the phone. “Not exactly the best timing, Bunny.”

He didn’t even have time to process her words. He just secured his gun and set off at a run, in the opposite direction of the sniper. In the direction of the town center.

* * *

“Brandt!” Rebecca screamed as he disappeared around a corner, but Levont pulled her toward the alleyway. “No,” she protested.

“We’ve got to get to the car,” Levont said. “It’s his only chance.”

Yes, the car. Lopez. He could outrun a bull. And the car was right there in the alley. Perfect. Levont helped her slide down the wall until her toes touched the roof of the car. She landed there, slid down the windshield, onto the hood of the engine, onto the pavement, and then into the backseat. Levont was right on her tail, loading into the passenger’s seat.

Lopez didn’t even wait for the point man to close the door as he hit the gas, speeding them backward down the alley.

“Leave you guys alone for five minutes and look what happens,” Lopez joked as he slammed on the emergency brake, spinning them into a tight ninety-degree turn. He then released the brake and hit the gas, nearly slingshotting them down the street.

“So is Talli taking care of Vakasa?” Lopez asked.

Levont went to answer, but Rebecca overrode him. “Something like that.”

They needed Lopez’s attention focused on one thing and one thing only. 

Catching up to Brandt.

* * *

Frellan gave a rare smile as the sergeant hurled himself down the street, desperately trying to stay ahead of the bull. Perhaps it was time to put the man out of his misery. Prove this soldier was no god.

He gave the nod, and Ugudo raised his gun, setting his sight on Brandt’s chest, when a loud honking interrupted him. The crowd on the other side of the street dove to get out of the way as a car careened toward them. It broke through the wooden barricade just ahead of Brandt. The sergeant flung himself up onto the hood of the car as it accelerated in front of the bulls.

No, this could not be happening. God could not be so cruel. Ugudo fired, his shot ricocheted off the hood, slicing Brandt’s temple. The car swerved as it pulled around the next corner.

“The car,” Frellan barked to the men standing next to him. They turned and ran down the side street. The doors were already opened by Monnie. Once loaded, Frellan ordered, “Go!”

Everyone gripped their seat as the car leapt forward. Well, everyone but Benedicto, who smiled congenially. “Spain. Such a rich cultural history.”

The hardware on Frellan’s face jingled as his facial muscles twitched. “You could have warned us.”

“And miss the look on your face?” Benedicto responded. “I think not.”

* * *

Brandt clung to the front of the hood as his legs swung back and forth behind him. It wasn’t helping his grip to have Lopez squirting down the windshield, trying to wash his blood off of it.

But they were good. They had pulled away from the bulls, dodged the Disciples. All they needed to do was get far enough ahead and he could get into the car and they would be on Vanderwalt’s six.

Then, through the windshield, he saw Lopez’s eyes dilate. Anything that caused the corporal’s eyes to dilate was something serious. Brandt risked a glance over his shoulder, to find the lone bull standing in the middle of the street, facing them. Apparently, he wasn’t done with Brandt.

With a pawing motion, the bull prepared to charge. 

Lopez, of course, didn’t slow. Instead, he started honking, angling toward the next barricade. Townspeople leapt for safety as the corporal gunned the car through the wood. Splinters flew up, adding to the debris already lodged in Brandt’s hair.

They had nearly made the sharp turn when the bull hit their rear end. Brandt was nearly thrown clear as the car swerved to the left. Then Lopez course corrected, pushing Brandt’s body back onto the car.

That had been too fucking close. 

Lopez accelerated again, putting some serious distance between them and the bulls that charged behind them.

Brandt looked up to find Rebecca smiling at him. He grinned in response. They were home free.

That’s about when the other car hit them.

* * *

Rebecca’s head hit the windshield as the other car slammed into their side. The two cars were locked as they raced down the alleyway. Metal screeched as Lopez tried to get them untangled.

“Gun!” Levont shouted as he raised his own, aiming at the other car. Lopez leaned back as Levont fired past him. 

Rebecca ignored the gunfire and looked to Brandt, whose left hand was slipping off the hood. He was falling. And that wasn’t the worst of it. A huge dumpster, heaping full, blocked their side of the alley.

“Roll down your window!” Lopez yelled.

Rebecca didn’t even question the order. Not as Lopez slammed onto the brakes. She hand-cranked the window, even as everyone was tossed forward. The brakes screaming in protest. Brandt flew up the windshield, then onto the roof and down the back window. His hand lashed out, catching the rear doorjam. 

The two cars separated as Rebecca reached out and grabbed Brandt’s hand. Levont leaned over the front seat, helping her haul Brandt inside the car. Lopez cornered around the dumpster, hitting the gas. 

“Now let’s see how you like it,” Lopez growled as he steered toward the car ahead of them. Only, they didn’t move forward. In fact, they started tilting forward.

“That bull really wants a piece of me,” Brandt groaned. Then Rebecca saw what he meant. The bull had used its horns to pick up the back of the car. Their wheels spun useless in the air.

“Four-wheel drive!” Levont shouted.

Lopez ground the gears as bulls surged around them. The smell of burning rubber filled the air. Finally, the front wheels found traction, grinding into the cobblestone. Brandt used the butt of his gun to break open the back window. He fired, but the bull didn’t seem to mind in the least.

* * *

“Let it go!” Brandt yelled at the beast.

Whether it was his appeal, the multiple gunshots, or the fact that the front wheels finally got some purchase, the bull dropped the car and the rear wheels hit the ground spinning. The car popped up, racing forward amongst the other bulls. One slammed the side of its horn into their side, denting the car.

“I know this is tense and all,” Levont said, “but oh my gawd, this is awesome. Talli does not know what he is missing.”

Unfortunately, he did not.

“Take the next right,” Brandt urged.

“I’ve got a side of beef in the way,” Lopez informed him.

“Exactly,” Brandt answered.

Lopez’s hand went to the emergency brake, preparing for a hairpin turn. Slamming on the brakes, they turned to the right. The closest bull continued ahead, getting knocked in the hindquarters by a car nearly its own weight. The bull spun out, falling to the ground in a tangle of limbs. 

The car streaked to the right, ducking into a side alley. The rest of the bulls tried to follow, but the cobblestone was too slick and they ended up in a nice big steak pile.

“Get us—”

Brandt didn’t finish his sentence, as the Disciples’ car had tagged them in the rear, sending them spinning.

Gunfire filled the air.

This was not how his honeymoon was supposed to go.

* * *

Davidson shot. He didn’t have time to actually set it up, but by God, he shot. The bullet went wide, disappearing into the alley. Correcting, Davidson shot again, this time shattering the back window of the Disciples’ SUV.

That gave the driver pause. Enough to allow Lopez to control the spin of their car and head down the alley, in the opposite direction. That didn’t mean Davidson had lain off. If anything, it gave him more motivation to keep the Disciples right where they were.

With each shot, Davidson increased his precision. Taking out the rearview mirror. Hitting the steering wheel.

It was only a bonus when the bulls caught up with the Disciples’ SUV. They seemed pretty dang determined to vent their frustration on something. Davidson was glad that it was the Disciples.

Figuring the bulls could pin down the SUV as well as he could, Davidson slung his rifle and took off over the rooftop. Leaping, he made the jump and landed on the next tile roof. 

Time to head to the rally point.

* * *

Rebecca cried, laughed, and sighed, all at the same time. They had done it. And she supposed that Lopez had footage of their narrow escape. They were halfway across town and not a single bull. That had to be some kind of record.

Brandt looked in front of them, behind them, to each side. Finally satisfied they were safe, he reached over and hugged her.

Then Levont screamed, a chunk of his shoulder flying off and out of the car. Brandt pulled her down as Levont’s hand clutched at the wound, blood pouring between his fingers.

No one asked what had happened. Everyone knew. The Disciples’ sniper.

Lopez made a hard left turn, getting them out of the sniper’s line of sight as he reached over and put pressure on Levont’s wound.

“Dude, it’s a flesh wound, buck up.”

Levont gave a weak smile as he dug his finger into his skin, trying to staunch the flow. Rebecca, a little too familiar with gunshot care, ripped a sleeve off and, keeping her head low, packed the wound.

Then a bullet caught her forearm, taking a piece of seat upholstery on the ricochet. Lopez took the next right.

“How’s he hitting us?” she asked, clutching the wound.

Brandt searched the skies above them. “The steeple.”

The spire of the San Francisco Cloister stood high above the small town. The sniper had direct aim of wherever he wanted.

“In there!” Brandt yelled, pointing to a vacant shop. Lopez didn’t hesitate as he crashed them through the glass window of the store.

He braked hard, stopping them short of the back wall.

Everyone listened as the motor rumbled, waiting on their next orders.

Levont gulped, finally getting the bleeding under control. “Now what?”

“Now?” Brandt responded, helping Rebecca tighten the packing. “We wait for Davidson to do his job.”

* * *

How the hell did the sniper get positioned so quickly? Did it matter, though? He had, and now Davidson had to get him out of the steeple.

With Brandt and the others safely stowed, at least until the town police found them, Davidson took in a deep breath and let the tension course out of his muscles. His hands were tired. His fingers were nearly numb. And he was up against one of the best snipers he’d ever seen. Worsening his slim odds, he was on the wrong side of the cloister to take a kill shot.

Again, none of that mattered. Only the shot mattered. He may have just one. At maximum, two shots. There was no time to find adequate cover. Once Davidson shot, he would be a target. He had to make it good.

Not just good, but perfect.

Davidson blocked out the shouts from the streets. He ignored the revelers fleeing the town center. He ignored everything but the light breeze playing in his hair and that steeple.

Of course, he couldn’t see the sniper. The man was too well hidden beneath the retaining wall. And Davidson noted that the sniper had secured his rifle’s muzzle so there wouldn’t be any shooting the barrel out of the way.

Once again, he was going to have to get inventive. Davidson let the world slip away as he aimed. His heartbeat became his guide. His breath a rhythm to mark time. Then he let loose the shot.

It hit the rope of the bell precisely midway. The cord frayed but did not give. Davidson ejected the shell casing, jerking the bolt to load the chamber, as the Disciples’ sniper turned the muzzle of his rifle toward Davidson. Too bad the sniper had secured it so tightly to the ledge.

Davidson fired again, hitting the rope in exactly the same spot, snapping it in half. The huge bell fell from its assembly, clanging loudly. So loudly Davidson cringed. Imagine how the sniper felt.

Disoriented, the man nearly fell off the ledge. Davidson fired, but the shot went wide as the wind kicked up. Before he could recover, the sniper jerked his rifle from its mooring, sliding down the roof and out of sight.

It wasn’t a kill, but it did get the sniper out of play. Davidson swung his scope around to see Lopez peel the car out from the shop and toward their third rally point.

Time to get out of Cuellar.


CHAPTER 25

══════════════════

Cuellar, Spain

8:29 p.m. (CEST)

Frellan sat on the balcony of their hotel room as he watched the townsmen repair the damage along the bulls’ path. His team waited until sundown so they might slip into the dark and meld together with the forest. Their heads held in shame. There was no need to rush their exit. The girl was gone, with no way to track her.

Centuries of contacts now useless. Yet somewhere in his heart, Frellan still held hope. Their enemies could not keep the Messiah’s location a secret for long. God’s will would force her from hiding. It was Her time. It was his time to find her. He felt it in each scar. Each tattoo. Each branding. Even in defeat, he cut a symbol into his flesh. That of a bull to remind him always of his mission in God’s name and grace.

It was hard to concentrate on the sweep of the bull’s back, however, as Benedicto chatted casually with Monnie. The two acted as if the Messiah had not been snatched from their grasp, headed into the unknown.

Instead, the two spoke of ancient religion. Monnie shared such secrets with the priest. Words that had only been spoken within the walls of the sanctuary for millennia. He might have protested if Benedicto’s execution was not hours, if not minutes, off.

Mikhal stood in the shadows of the hotel room. He looked his same stoic self, except for a rather large bruise across his forehead. For all of Frellan’s failings, Mikhal’s were twice that. Yet the Master still seemed to favor him. He had let the Ten Commandments slip through his fingers and now the Messiah. How long could the man hope to stay within the Master’s good graces?

A rattling brought Frellan back to the table where the priest’s cellphone bounced on vibrate. Benedicto picked it up and read the text, then laid it back down.

“Now, where were we? Rehoboam?” he asked Monnie.

“The text?” Frellan prompted, tiring of having to bend to this small man’s whims.

Benedicto shrugged. “My contacts believe they will head to Morocco.”

Frellan squinted against the late-afternoon sun. “Why not to Rota? It is the closest military installation with American jurisdiction.” Morocco was many hours farther.

“Non-extradiction,” the priest explained. “We don’t believe they will head back to the States. Brandt—God bless his Catholic soul—wishes to protect the girl.”

Protect her? To stay within the cobra’s reach? The sergeant was either full of hubris or truly deluded if he thought he could stay ahead of the Disciples in their own backyard.

After his phone danced a bit more, Benedicto reported, “We will have a helicopter at Bilbao. Once we have firm word of Brandt’s destination, we will give pursuit.”

The priest then smiled at Monnie. “Seriously. I must know more of Bathsheba’s son.”

Frellan went back to his carving, letting the blood flow freely. 

He wished God to know his unwavering faith.

* * *

Rebecca let the soft clattering of the rail train lull her into relaxation. Out the window, Lourdes streaked by. Vakasa was curled up next to her, playing quietly with a string of bull’s tail. Wonder where she got that.

“Just a few more hours,” Brandt said, hugging her.

To what, though? Rebecca almost asked but stopped short. It was bad enough Brandt was running from his own government. That they were taking refuge in a non-extradition country until they could figure out how to protect Vakasa long-term. 

For now, she enjoyed their almost leisurely trip as they crossed from Spain into France. Davidson and Levont also took the opportunity to stretch their legs across the seats, getting some well-deserved rest. The only one not relishing his downtime was Lopez. He was still sulking. Over Talli’s defection or the fact Brandt wouldn’t let him steal a plane, Rebecca wasn’t sure.

Talli’s defection. Actually, it wasn’t a defection at all. They’d never known Talli or Imel or whatever his name was. She could remember him stepping next to Vanderwalt—with Vakasa at his side, a wide smile on her face.

Vakasa.

Rebecca started awake, disoriented and near panic. She reached for the girl in her arms, but it was just a backpack. She’d been clutching a backpack. Trying to get her bearings, Rebecca glanced around the private compartment. They were on a train, but the men weren’t relaxing. Instead, they were assessing, checking, and loading their weapons.

“You okay, babe?” Brandt asked as he stuffed another gun into his bag.

“Yeah,” she answered automatically, even though she was pretty sure he knew it was a lie. Instead, she felt like her right arm had been ripped off. She’d only known Vakasa for a few hours, yet Rebecca could swear she’d given birth to the girl. It ached to not have her by her side.

“We’ll get her,” Brandt reassured, slapping a clip into his sidearm.

Rebecca gave a wane smile as the train slowed. She looked out the window. Instead of Lourdes, they were pulling into Barcelona. A major metropolitan city. A city that would have the goods they needed to mount a mission to follow Vanderwalt and Vakasa. 

They had given their tickets to Morocco to a young Portuguese couple in exchange for this private compartment headed to the coast. Once again, they were totally off the grid.

“Everyone’s got their orders straight?” Brandt asked.

The men nodded in unison.

“Lopez, get us something fast, and by fast, I mean fast.”

The corporal’s eyes dilated. “Commercial fast or experimental fast?”

“I mean fast fast.”

This was one of the reasons Brandt had chosen Barcelona. He’d explained that the city had one of the few aviation research facilities in Europe.

Lopez raised his hand to Levont. “It is on.”

The point man slapped Lopez’s palm. “You know it.”

Brandt turned to her. “You are sure about Jerusalem?”

“I only got a brief glance at the second half of the map,” Rebecca explained “but yeah, it did look like Jerusalem.”

As the train pulled to a full stop, the men stowed the rest of the gear. When finished, Brandt took Rebecca’s hand. “Remember, until we rendezvous at the airport, we’re just a vacationing couple. Keep your head down, though, to avoid the cameras.”

Yeah, Rebecca wasn’t going to have any trouble with that. Not with worry for Vakasa so heavy on her heart, but stepping out into the train’s aisleway with Brandt, Rebecca smiled brightly. Whatever it took to get to Jerusalem as quickly as possible.

* * *

Another alarm went off. If Bunny hadn’t lost count, that was number five. Stark’s ten firewalls weren’t looking all that many now a day.

“Why aren’t they on the train in Lourdes?” Prenner demanded. He then turned to Emily. “And where the hell did Vanderwalt take the girl?” When neither of them had adequate answers, the lieutenant turned on Bunny. “Well?”

Bunny threw her hands up in exasperation. “You tell me.” First the Brit’s betrayal. Then Brandt going radio silent again. Why could nothing ever go linear with those men?

“If someone would shut up for a second,” Stark said, then had to break off as he worked on the latest breach, “I think I know where the girl is.”

“What?” the three said in unison, leaning over the tech.

“Back it up,” Stark complained. “Except, of course, for you, Bunny.”

The kid did like the occasional side boob action. And if he’d found Vakasa, Bunny would give it to him. “The girl?”

“Yeah,” Stark said, bringing up a map of Europe and Africa. There were a bunch of dots. Like, a bunch of dots. None of which seemed to make any sense. 

“Not seeing it, Stark,” Prenner complained.

The tech then highlighted the area of the Congo. “Let’s look back seven years…” Most of the dots vanished, leaving a large square marker over the Congo. “That is the Kalemie earthquake. A six-point-eight.”

“So?” Emily pressed. Vanderwalt’s actions had hit her the hardest. Whatever casual elegance the woman had retained over the past days had vanished. The CIA operative was cranky and not afraid to show it.

“So?” Stark said. “I think that is the moment of Vakasa’s birth.”

Bunny sank into the seat next to Stark. Prenner and Emily still seemed confused.

“You might as well tell them,” Stark prompted Bunny. 

She looked to him with a new appreciation. “How did you know?”

“Please, Cuellar?” the tech chided. “A Congonese girl going to the heart of Black Madonna country? Come on. I’m a Googling god.”

Bunny turned to Emily and Prenner. It was time to come clean. She would need their help, and to help, they needed to know the full truth. “Stark is right. We—Rebecca and I, and apparently the Disciples—believe Vakasa is the female Messiah prophesized by the tablets of the Ten Commandments.”

Emily, then Prenner, sat down. 

“Whether you believe it or not, Frellan and now apparently Vanderwalt do.”

“What’s this got to do with earthquakes?” Emily asked, seeming slightly less shaken than the lieutenant.

Stark picked up the strand of logic. “Philosophically, who cares? Geologically? That girl tends to make the ground shake—a lot.” Bunny watched as Stark brought back up the hundreds of dots. “These are all of the three-point-zero earthquakes in the Congo region over the last seven years. Anybody see a pattern?”

Bunny shook her head. She hadn’t realized Africa experienced so many earthquakes. It was like LA out there. 

Stark pealed away dot after dot to reveal a set of quakes that seemed to unfold in a linear pattern. “If, for theoretical purposes, we mark the six-point-eight as Vakasa’s birth, we have got this set of quakes that occur well off the major fault lines and continental rifts.”

“You can’t be saying that earthquakes follow the girl?” Prenned asked.

The tech looked to Bunny, who answered for him. “No. He is saying that Vakasa creates them.”

“Whoa,” Emily said, “I’m a little used to how you guys roll, but this—”

“This is only the tip of iceberg,” Stark said. “Let’s fast-forward to last week.” He pointed out a 3.3 quake. “That one is within minutes of Brandt getting shot.” Without waiting for anyone’s response, Stark went to another point. “That one is approximately the time Rebecca and Vakasa were captured by Frellan’s men.” He whisked to screen to the next point. “And that one is when the crocs attacked.”

“The Congo is a very geologically active area,” Prenner tried to explain. “Those could all just be aftershocks.”

Stark shrugged. “Okay, then how about Egypt? You are seriously going to tell me that an aftershock reached several thousand miles away?”

“This is all speculation and—”

“Then speculate about this…”

The tech brought up a new screen. It showed small quakes across the Mediterranean. In a line across the Mediterranean. “These microquakes are exactly in line with his plane’s flight path. Stark then overlaid this map with that of a plane’s trajectory. They were a direct match.

“I think Vakasa is leaving us bread crumbs,” Stark finished.

Bunny was glad she was already sitting down.

* * *

Davidson trotted up to the private hangar, his new gear in tow. It looked like the rest were already loaded onto the plane, with the exception of Levont, who was packing their gear into the hold. Davidson tossed him a bag.

“Got a couple more for you.”

“Don’t know how much more it can hold,” Levont said. “This plane is lean.”

Lopez came out of nowhere and took the bag from Levont. “No, this ‘plane,’ this Marchetti SF Five Hundred, is not just the fastest, most sophisticated plane to ever grace the world, it is the Porsche of planes, it is a true work of art, and I won’t have you scratching her.”

Levont put his hands up in defeat. “Sorry, man. I’ll take care of your girl.”

“That’s better,” Lopez said, then headed to the steps that led up to the plane.

Davidson helped Levont load the rest of the gear, then joined Brandt and Rebecca in the tight cockpit. The thing was built for four, but they were going to have to make do for six. Make that five. Talli wasn’t with them. Not that Davidson was grieving all that much over the loss of their “sniper.” The other men seemed to have barely blinked at the loss, either. Was this how they had felt after his betrayal? Had they just moved on like this?

Brandt rose and went to get into a jury-rigged jump seat. Apparently, the sergeant thought he was going to cram his large frame into that tiny chair.

“Sarge, I got it,” he said, shaking off his concern. They had a mission to complete.

Brandt looked to argue, but Davidson held up the video camera. “Lopez has already asked me to tape his beating the airspeed record for a four-seater.”

“No way we can beat that,” Levont said, settling into his copilot seat. “We’ve got five people, plus all the gear.”

“You doubt me?” Lopez asked.

The point man laughed. “Hell no.”

“All right. Let’s go make history.”

Brandt shook his head but rose, taking the seat next to Rebecca.

As they rolled out of the hangar and onto the tarmac, Davidson pointed the camera toward the front window. “Guinness Book, here we come.”

* * *

Frellan walked down the gangway. The spices of Morocco filled his nostrils. Despite the late hour, the airport was still filled with gamblers trying their hand at slot machines, desperate to win back some of what Morocco had taken.

Benedicto stopped mid-stride, though, looking to his phone. “The child is not with Brandt.” Frelland waited as the priest read the rest of the text. “She was taken by a British agent.”

Another turn of luck. Brandt was the bane of the Disciples. This British agent did not know what hurt he had invited upon himself. “Then they head north?”

Shaking his head, Benedicto reread the text. “They head east. Their flight path appears to be directed straight at Jerusalem.”

The Holy Land? Could God truly smile down upon them?

Then a man trotted up to Frellan and handed him a slip of paper. His joy dashed by the note. “Brandt is not on the train to Lourdes.”

Monnie’s smooth skin creased at the brows. “They must have found something in Cuellar that indicated where the British would take her.”

“We must hurry,” Benedicto stated, heading back to the plane.

Frellan, though, simply sat down in one of the chairs, opening his phone.

“What are you doing?” the priest asked. “We are hours behind.”

“You are not the only one with contacts,” Frellan reported, dialing his Russian brethren.

* * *

Bunny had given up trying to keep track of the alarms. A cacophony rang around them. Some were breaches, others were earthquake alerts, while still others were based off facial-recognition programs at every major airport, train station, or port in Europe. Hence the variety of buzzes.

“Can we turn some of these down?” Prenner asked.

Stark just waved him away. “This high-speed plane must be Brandt’s team,” the tech said, showing a flight path nearly identical to Vanderwalt’s British jet. Better yet, they were catching up with Vakasa.

“Where are the Disciples?” Emily asked.

“I picked them up in Morocco, but they fell off the map after that.”

Another alarm rang. 

Bunny tensed. “Is that another breach?”

“Nah,” Stark answered. “The eighth wall is holding strong.” He flicked through several different screens until he finally found the one sounding the alarm. “It is the earthquakes…”

“What’s wrong?” Prenner asked.

Stark shook his head. “They’ve diverted from a straight path to Jerusalem, heading ten degrees north.”

“Why?” Bunny asked.

The tech shrugged, sorting through a variety of screens, finally settling on an air traffic control feed. “Yep, the plane is heading north. They informed Atarot Airport that they are not landing there but haven’t registered a new flight plane.”

Bunny picked up the sat phone. “We’ve got to warn Brandt.” Even as she dialed, she knew it was futile. Davidson must have removed the small crystalline battery from the sat phone. It rang and rang with no answer.

“We’ve got to figure out another way,” Bunny said, slamming down the phone.

Before Stark could answer, the room filled with the sound of klaxons as the lights blinked out and red flashing strobes replaced them.

“That,” Stark stated, “was the eighth firewall coming down…” He fussed for a few more moments, then threw up his hands. “All right. That’s it.” He turned to Bunny. “Go get Mom.”

“I’m sorry?” Bunny said.

“Oatmeal-and-raisin cookies,” Prenner stated, “no matter how good, are not going to get you out of this mess. We need to move on.”

Emily nodded. “Agreed.”

Stark ignored the other two and addressed Bunny directly. “Get. My. Mom.”

Not knowing exactly what else to do, Bunny obeyed.

* * *

Rebecca held on to the armrest as her seat shook from the airspeed that Lopez was attempting to achieve.

“Sorry, dude,” Levont reported. “Only two hundred and fifteen knots.”

Only 215 knots? That meant they were traveling around four hundred miles per hour. No wonder the seat was shaking. Rebecca would put up with the annoyance. They were less than an hour out of Israel. They would start descending as they passed the coast and head inland. At that point, Lopez would have to cut speed, but clearly he was not willing to give up the record just yet.

“The wind is against you,” Davidson stated beside her. “With our weight and that headwind, you just aren’t going to be able to overcome the air resistance.”

While Lopez didn’t argue, he certainly did frown.

Rebecca let the men’s discussion flow over her. She knew that they really didn’t care about their airspeed—well, Lopez might. No, the others, even Brandt, had taken part in this race to keep their minds off of Vakasa. Rebecca wished she were as adept at blocking out the fear and pain.

She’d replayed the scene in the Cuellar cloister over and over again. Should she have let Vanderwalt take the girl? Should she have let Brandt try to shoot it out? Or would they have had a high body count and still no Vakasa?

“Whoa!” Levont yelled, pointing ahead.

Lopez squinted. “What the…?”

Rebecca looked out the window, to find the Mediterranean water roiling, bubbling, churning. It was pretty far down there, but something massive was happening to the usually calm Mediterranean waters. Then a plume shot up from the sea, creating a wall of water in front of them. An undersea volcano.

“Crap!” Lopez yelled, diving them nose down. 

They streaked away from the plume, the plane shaking violently. Rebecca looked over her shoulder. The water turned to steam as ash sailed high above them. Volcanoes could shoot debris twenty-five kilometers into the air. They weren’t safe until they were outside of the plume radius.

“Another one!” Levont shouted, pointing ahead.

Only, this one wasn’t just shooting water and ash. Lava burst from the cone, nearly taking out their wing.

“Turn south!” Rebecca yelled. “Due south.”

Lopez banked the plane hard as wind screamed around them.

“We aren’t going to make it,” Rebecca moaned. Lopez was good, but he wasn’t that good.

“Make a—” Brandt started to say, then stopped as a third volcano erupted in front of them. It was twice the size of the others. The blast slammed into the wings, sending them reeling to the right as if they were nothing more than a paper plane.

They were flying straight over the Aegean Arc. A set of four ancient volcanoes. The increased seismic activity must have destabilized the mantle cap. As the fourth exploded directly under them, lava splattered against their underside as the rest of the molten-hot spray coursed around them. 

“Hang on!” Lopez shouted as he laid them over ninety degrees, cutting through the eruption.

They cleared the lava, then the smoke, then the steam, exiting out into the clear evening sky. 

“Just like dodgeball!” Lopez announced. “Only, with lava.”

Rebecca looked over to Brandt, who wore the deepest frown she’d seen yet. She reached her hand out. He didn’t take it. 

“The end of days.”

For a moment, Rebecca didn’t know what he meant, but then realized he was putting together the earthquakes and now the volcanic eruptions. If Vakasa truly was the Messiah, would she fulfill other prophecies? Prophecies like the apocalypse?

Apparently, Brandt’s faith that Vakasa was not the Messiah seemed to be wearing a little thin.

“We’re looking pretty good,” Lopez said, easing them down in altitude, getting ready to make the approach toward Israel.

“Um, except we are kind of on fire,” Davidson noted.

“Well, yeah, there’s that.”

“And we’ve got incoming!” Levont yelled over the sound of the inferno behind them.

“Incoming?” Lopez asked. “Who in the hell—”

* * *

Brandt felt the sonic boom all the way down to his marrow, and it didn’t let up. They must have been in the jet’s sonic carpet, feeling every last molecule displaced by the other plane. Then the tail boom, which nearly jarred him out of his seat, restraints and all. 

Lopez banked them to the left. “How did the Disciples get a supersonic jet?” When no one answered him since they were too busy holding on for their lives, Lopez continued. “Seriously? How? I want one.”

Finally, they came out of the sharp bank, but the supersonic jet wasn’t idle. They were making a tight turn to come back around for another pass. If the jet got close enough, the force could shake the bolts holding their little plane together.

His concern nearly made Brandt miss the minor detail that Lopez was heading back toward the volcanoes. “Lopez…”

“What?” the corporal asked, never wavering from his course. “Nobody is stupid enough to follow me in.”

“That is kind of what I am worried about.”

Lopez rolled his eyes. “Please.”

And then they were back into the smoke plume. The world contracted down around them as ash and airborne lava shot past them.

“Levont, find me one ready to blow.”

“Lopez…” Brandt growled. There was courageous, and there was suicidal.

The corporal leaned forward as he took them low enough to get out of the plume. The four fiery volcanoes each looked prepared to erupt again. Their molten core bubbled and spewed. 

“Last time I wasn’t ready. This time—”

“There!” Levont didn’t get the word out before Lopez slid them over to the second volcano, just in time for a huge steam plume to shoot out of the cone.

The plane shimmied but rode the column of superheated air. The metal around them became hot to the touch, but still, they climbed in the sky. Finally, the eruption ended, and they flew out of the blast zone, far above where they had entered.

The jet had slowed considerably to circle the volcanoes. And now their plane was above the Disciples. Lopez angled them downward.

“Now let’s see how you like it!”

Brandt wasn’t quite sure what Lopez had in mind, but it wasn’t going to be pretty. They approached fast and hard on the jet. Someone on board must have spotted them as they tried to accelerate, but not even with a supersonic jet could they outrun Lopez, at least not in time.

The corporal aimed them straight at the jet. It wasn’t until the last moment that Lopez had no intention at all of waving off.

“No!”

* * *

Brandt’s order was too late. Rebecca braced for impact, but she couldn’t be prepared for the actual impact. Lopez slammed their landing gear on top of the jet’s back. Both planes lurched. Their vehicle bouncing up. Lopez wasn’t done, though, as he hammered the plane back down. Then again.

“Lopez!” Brandt barked. “They’ve got way thicker steel.”

“But a way higher stall speed!” the corporal countered, pounding down again.

It took one more time, with each of the planes falling out of the sky. Then it suddenly got a whole lot quieter as the Disciples’ engines cut out. Lopez still wasn’t satisfied, though. He brought their landing gear down again, shoving the jet’s nose downward to the Mediterranean Sea. Only then, as the supersonic jet hurled toward a crash landing, did Lopez pull them up. But not quite as far as she had hoped. Then she saw why. Their left wing was engulfed in flame. Make that both wings. Make that the tail too.

“Lopez!” Brandt shouted.

“Jeez,” Lopez said, working the controls. “Calm down.”

Calm down? They were on fire. Fire. Oh yeah, and about to crash land.

Then the plane jerked, and it sounded like a rip cord was running out directly above her. They were suddenly pulled up. The draft was so quick it brushed the lava flames off the wings.

Rebecca craned her neck to see out the window. Above them, a huge plane-sized parachute had opened. Lopez cut the engines and let the plane drift down toward the water.

“There,” the corporal said. “Happy now?”

* * *

As the plane gently landed on the water, Davidson popped off his restraint and made for the hatch. There were still smoldering fires all over the hull of the airplane. The lava had tagged them nearly everywhere.

Davidson opened a storage compartment, grabbed a fire extinguisher, then undid the hatch. They were lucky the winds had shifted. The parachute, still filled with air, tugged them along toward Israel. Even without his scope, Davidson could make out the coastline.

All in all? Not too shabby, he thought as he climbed out of the cabin and onto the back of the plane. He hit a few flames with the extinguisher, dousing them, as Brandt and the rest joined him. Then the wind shifted and the parachute collapsed. Brandt and Levont rushed over, grabbing the sagging material before it hit any of the flames. The last thing they needed was the thick material catching fire. 

Lopez detached the chute from its anchor, and they threw the material over the side.

Dousing another bit of lava that was about to cut into a fuel line, Davidson scanned the horizon. The Disciples’ jet seemed to have sunk completely. Just as well.

“Um,” Rebecca said, scooting her way toward the nose of the plane, “are we sinking?”

Levont nodded. “It’s all the gear in the hatch. It is dragging the tail down.”

“Shark!” Lopez announced. Davidson looked over as a dorsal fin cut the surface.

“Of course there’s a fucking shark,” Brandt rumbled. “But somebody’s got to dump the gear out of the hold.” The sergeant began stripping, but Davidson stepped forward.

“I’ll do it.”

Levont also stepped forward. “I’m an excellent diver.”

Lopez, though, shooed them all back. “Maybe but each of you is like a bloody Come Eat Me sign to the sharks.”

No one could argue with that as Lopez pulled his shirt up over his head. Davidson’s neck bandage was oozing as they spoke. Levont’s shirt was saturated in bright red and Brandt…Well, he had a litany of cuts and scrapes.

“Be careful,” Brandt ordered as Lopez took a knife from his leg holster. “I mean my kind of careful, not your kind.”

“Come on,” Lopez scoffed. “I’ve pearl-dived off of Sri Lanka.” He waved his hand over the water as a shark came in close, then darted away. Not just any shark, but a bull shark. “This is nothing.”

“Just film it!” Then Lopez gripped the knife in his teeth and dove off the side.

* * *

Brandt rushed to the side, but the plane tipped with his weight. Rebecca screamed behind him as one of the sharks got a little impatient waiting for them to sink and all. It threw itself halfway up the side of the plane, snapping and thrashing. Brandt only had time to grab Rebecca by the waist and swing her around, out of danger. 

Levont leveled his weapon, but no one fired. With Lopez down there, they couldn’t risk a feeding frenzy. Actually, once the bags were out of the hold, Brandt wasn’t sure they could stay afloat. No need to get the natives too agitated.

The bull shark clamped his jaw one last time, then thrashed its tail, sliding back down into the water. His eyes, though, his eyes said, We’ll meet again.

Fucking bull sharks. Great whites usually accidently bit you. They wanted seals. Once they took a bite and figured out you tasted bad, they were more than likely to spit you back out, giving you a chance to survive.

The bull shark? No such luck. They bit and held on—tight. If they did happen to let you go, it was only for a moment. They latched right back on. They were ferocious and committed to eating whatever they had caught.

Not a good combination.

“It’s working!” Levont announced, and sure enough, the back of the plane wasn’t quite as underwater as a moment before. 

But then the water churned as several dorsal fins cut the water. Rebecca clung to Brandt as Lopez’s head popped above the waves. Just as a shark lunged for him, Lopez hit the shark square in the nose with a pack. The beast reeled away as Lopez tossed the bag onto the plane.

Brandt rushed over to help Levont haul the corporal out of the water, while Davidson filmed it all, of course.

Lopez pulled a string of life vests after him as well. “I’ve got four vests that—”Another shark jumped out of the water, snagging the last vest, cutting the line, taking his prize with him. “Make that three vests.”

“Ricky!” Rebecca chided him, helping him climb farther up the plane. 

Lopez shook off all the help. Instead, he dropped to his knees and opened the gear that he’d salvaged. It was a pack of two rather large lifeboats. He pulled the cord and they began to fill with air.

“What the…?” Levont said, dancing back from the inflating rafts.

Lopez shook his head, spraying water on all of them. “Please, these experimental planes crash as often as they land. They’ve got the most sophisticated emergency rescue equipment on the planet.”

“You are expecting us to take those out…in those waters?”

It wouldn’t be long before sharks realized that rubber was not tooth-proof.

“Nah,” Lopez stated. “Levont, let’s put those muscles to work.”

Actually, it took Levont, Rebecca, and himself to maneuver the first life raft under the wing and secure it. The second was easier to position. Suddenly, their sinking plane was now floating peacefully on the sea.

Lopez grabbed two paddles and held them up. “Who wants to row?”

* * *

Frellan breathed in the stale oxygen of his face mask. The pilot and copilot were both dead, along with two of their men. The rest braced themselves against the back of the chairs, keeping their heads above water.

The water was surprisingly warm, almost soothing. God’s small gift to them.

“We’ve got to find a way out,” Monnie complained, as was her want.

He indicated out the window where a shark tail glided past. “Feel free.” Because beyond the sharks were bright flashes of red and orange. As a matter of fact, their jet had gone down nose first into a lava flow. Slowly, they drifted down the molten slope.

So perhaps he should not have characterized the pilot and copilot as dead. They were more dissolved down to their elemental components than simply deceased.

“I do have to say,” Benedicto said, pulling his mask away for a moment, “the Disciples know how to treat a guest.”

“How long will the oxygen last?” Monnie asked.

Frellan did not bother to answer her. Their SOS had gone out. They were only a few miles off the coast of Israel. If there was anywhere to crash-land into a volcano surrounded by sharks, it was here.

He looked over to Mikhal, who stood stoically as always. Without even a mask on. Frellan would never speak it aloud, but standing here, waiting while sharks circled, he began to understand the sniper perhaps a bit more.

“We can’t have more than a half an hour of oxygen,” Monnie informed the group.

Ah, dear sweet innocent Monnie. Now she had stirred fear. Fear he would now need to extinguish. He gave the slightest nod to Mikhal. Three muted pops sounded and half of their mercenaries slumped forward, abandoning their now useless oxygen masks. 

Monnie sucked hard on her mask, those pretty green eyes of hers dilating. She did, however, quiet. 

Sometimes stillness did win the game.


CHAPTER 26
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Undisclosed Location

3:27 p.m. (EST)

Bunny burst in to find the attic in just as much disarray as she had left it. Stark’s mom was right behind her.

“Oh, honey,” she chided, “how many times have I told you to bring your dishes downstairs?”

“Mom!” Stark exclaimed, pointing to the all the red flashing lights.

The woman gave out a heavy sigh as she sat down at a workstation. “All’s I am saying is a messy desk leads to a messy mind.”

“I’m sorry,” Prenner said, shaking his head as the woman logged in. “But we can’t have a someone without the proper—”

Stark stood up. “Look. My mom might or might not have been on the FBI’s most wanted cyber crimes list during the nineties. She may or may not be in the Witness Protection Program. She may or may not be foreign royalty.” He put his hands on his mom’s shoulders. “What I can say for sure is that she is the best damn hacker I know. If we want to save Brandt and the rest, we’ve got to let her help.”

Finally, Prenner nodded. 

Stark’s mom patted her son’s hand. “That was so sweet, dear. However, it isn’t going to get you out of trouble for laying down such sloppy code. Your reliance on spaghetti code is really not doing you any good.”

“Mom,” Stark complained as he sat down at the desk again.

Bunny looked up as footage of a volcano played out. “What’s that?”

“Oh,” Emily chimed in, “there are now four volcanoes in the Mediterranean, Rebecca’s plane crashed, and Vakasa’s micro-tremors have stopped.”

“Oh, is that all?” Bunny groaned. She just went downstairs and maybe grabbed a Tab cola, but that was it.

Stark’s mom nodded to the screen. “Hon, you worry about where that little girl got off to. I’ll handle this hacker punk.”

Immediately, the red flashing lights faded out as the normal lights came back on, and then there was silence. No alarms. No buzzers. No klaxons.

For the first time in two days, Bunny felt like they might actually be in control.

* * *

Brandt sloshed through the shoreline waters of Palmahim, a small Israeli beachside resort. He carried Rebecca in his arms. Not that she was injured, they just needed her to look injured. 

The other men followed along, abandoning their floating plane. They’d hit the shore just in time, as the hold had taken on too much water for even the lifeboats to hold up. A crowd met them at the water’s edge.

Davidson explained in Hebrew that their plane had been downed by the volcano and that Rebecca needed immediate medical help. For once, it was a good thing there wasn’t a doctor in the house.

One of the older men pointed to his old beat-up Hyundai pickup truck. He handed the keys off to Davidson. That was the kid for you. Even scarred up, he could charm the coat off an Eskimo.

Brandt loaded his fiancée into the back as the other men piled into the cab. He hugged Rebecca close as Lopez pulled them out of the seaside parking lot and onto the road. Not until they turned the corner, heading east toward Jerusalem, did Brandt let her up.

“Great job.”

“I didn’t have to dig all that deep to play injured.”

They both watched the new volcanoes sputter and spew. They were throwing up more ash than lava now. The sky becoming a dark-gray smudge. The sun barely peeked out from the horizon, flaring its last rays. If these explosions were anything like the Icelandic Eyjafjöll eruption, they wouldn’t be seeing the sun for a few days, if not weeks. More than likely, air travel all over Europe and the Middle East would grind to a halt. Perhaps as far as Western Asia and Northern Africa.

Even if command wanted to send them support, they were shit out of luck now.

As the sun set on the glowing volcanoes, Rebecca looked toward the east. “Do you think Vanderwalt would really hurt her?”

Frowning, Brandt sighed. “A few hours ago, I would have said no way, no how. Of course, at that point, I thought Talli was a sniper too.”

Rebecca lightly punched his leg. “No, you didn’t.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “I guess that one didn’t come as a complete shocker.”

She snuggled up against him as they finished their most unusual pilgrimage.

* * *

“Where are they going?” Emily asked, pointing to the map of Israel. The last-known trajectory of Vanderwalt’s plane showed them heading northeast of Jerusalem.

No matter how long Bunny stared at the screen, it made no sense. Unless, of course, they were shooting for Syria. Which made even less sense.

Jerusalem, now Jerusalem had made sense. Where else do you go if you’ve got the next Messiah? The city was rich in religious history. That is what made it such a political hot potato. The Jews, Christians, and Muslims all claimed the ancient city for their own.

In addition, the area under the Temple Mount had never been excavated due to political tension between the three religious groups. Who knew what was under there? So Vanderwalt should be heading to Jerusalem. He could visit the site of Christ’s crucifixion. He could visit the Wailing Wall. He could visit half a dozen historic sites, yet he had flown past them all. 

Why?

Unfortunately, she was the one tasked with the question. Bunny laid aside the “shoulds” and “wouldn’t it make more senses.” She went back to her roots. Ancient civilization for a thousand.

Jerusalem had been the capital of Israel for millennia.

Wait.

It wasn’t the first capital.

“Bring up an ancient map,” Bunny asked Stark. The tech complied, even though he looked confused. “Now overlay the flight path.”

“I’m not sure what—”

“Do it.”

There it was—Shiloh. Israel’s first capital. Now it was just a small village out in the middle of nowhere.

“That’s it,” Bunny stated. “That is where they are headed.”

“Why?” Prenner asked.

“I don’t know why,” Bunny admitted. “I just know that Shiloh is the only place they could be going.”

“Damn, she’s right,” Stark added. “Vanderwalt is making their descent.”

Bunny looked to Prenner. “So how about we figure out how to tell Rebecca and the others before they get all the way to Jerusalem?”

They all looked to the sat phone that perched on the desk. Bunny snatched it up and dialed, but got the same response she’d gotten all evening. Nothing.

Stark’s mother sighed. “Think outside the box, son. Think big. Think wide.”

The tech smiled and gave his mother a high five. “You know it.”

“Going to share?” Prenner asked.

“Nope.”

* * *

Yet again, Lopez hit a pothole in the road a tad too fast and nearly popped Rebecca and Brandt out of the back of the truck. Seriously, this truck ride was more traumatic than the last few rides, and that included volcanic eruptions, a sideways bump of the airport wall, and a crash landing into the Congo. Her kidneys were never going to forgive her.

They were passing through the town of Ramia, heading due east for Jerusalem. Less than an hour out, Rebecca tried to rest but couldn’t. Too much was at stake. And Jerusalem was a large city. She could only assume Vanderwalt would head for the old city, but she couldn’t take any chances. She had to turn the history of the biblical city over and over again.

Finally, Lopez slowed as they reached the heart of Ramia. For so late in the evening, there were a lot of people out. Mainly gawking at the sky and the fiery display off in the Mediterranean. Stores were still open, accommodating the crowd, she supposed.

She had gone back to her contemplations when Davidson banged the side of his fist against the truck’s back window. He was saying something, gesticulating to the people on the sidewalk, but Rebecca had no idea what he meant.

“They are all checking their phones,” Brandt said next to her.

He was right. Every single person was looking to his or her cell phone. But why?

Then they passed an electronics store. Each and every television, computer screen, and tablet flashed one word. “Shiloh.”

Shiloh?

Lopez picked up speed as they headed out of the town center. He was about to get onto the 1-Freeway headed east to Jerusalem. Rebecca pounded on the window.

“No! Go north!” she shouted. “Take the Six-Interchange.”

Apparently, they were having as much trouble hearing her as she had hearing them.

Brandt rose up, leaned through the driver’s side window into the cab of the truck, and pulled the wheel to the left.

Well, that did the trick, as they cut across two lanes of traffic and hit the on-ramp at an angle. 

Lopez corrected their skid and off to Shiloh they were.

* * *

The shark thrashed away from the plane as Frellan’s diver sent an electric shock through its snout. Bull sharks were determined, but not that determined. The diver waved the survivors away from the side emergency door, then used a handheld hydraulic expander to pop open the hatch. 

Taking a deep breath from the waning oxygen mask, Frellan pushed off the seat and was helped out by the diver. As sharks circled, swishing their strong tails in frustration, his small group made their way to the surface. 

Breaking water, Frellan could not help but gasp. The world was redone. Molten lava shown brightly in the night as four new volcanoes rose proudly from the sea. The sky was completely obscured by the ashen clouds roiling overhead.

Hooked up to a harness, Frellan and the others were brought aboard a marine helicopter, which was having a bit of trouble staying in the air as winds ripped across the open sea. Once aboard, he reached out a hand to Monnie.

“Ye of little faith.”

She did not retort. She simply bowed her head as she made her way to her seat.

Benedicto, though, clapped Frellan on the shoulder. “It does all seem a bit Biblical, does it not?” When Frellan didn’t answer, the priest chuckled. “Quite the time to be a religious zealot!”

Frellan did not grace the man with a response. He only looked across to Mikhal. They seemed to have reached an understanding on the plane. With a single flicker of his eyes, Frellan marked the priest for death.

Once the girl was found, Frellan would be rid of them all.

* * *

“Got ‘em!” Stark cried out, bringing into focus a satellite image of the truck. He then brought up another five shots of Brandt’s team heading north.

“Where did you get those?” Emily asked.

“Um? In this part of the world? We’ve got enough satellites tasked to the region to have a sat-link smorgasbord.” 

To prove his point, Stark brought up another half dozen images of Brandt and the others take the turn away from Jerusalem to Shiloh. So Stark taking over the airwaves had worked.

“So what is Vanderwalt’s end game?” Prenner asked.

“No idea,” Stark said. “But they landed in a small regional airport just ten miles outside of Shiloh.”

“Again,” Emily stated, “why Shiloh?”

Bunny had been sorting through that as well. “Well, Shiloh was the first capital of ancient Israel.”

“I thought Jerusalem was?” Prenner asked.

She shook her head. “Nope, it was Shiloh for three hundred years before King Solomon built the First Temple in Jerusalem.”

“Even so, I don’t get it,” Emily stated. “Why take Vakasa to the old capital? Why not Jerusalem? There is just so much more history there.”

As Bunny geared up, Stark flipped through several stills of Vanderwalt. The group got into several cars and headed out. “You want history? Did you know that there were over one hundred and forty-seven legends about King Solomon?”

Clearly, this group did not.

“Lost ‘em,” Stark said, working the multiple satellite feeds.

While he tried to pick up Vanderwalt again, Bunny continued. “I think the single most incredible thing about King Solomon is in how high a regard we hold him,” Bunny hurried on. “Sure, he seemed wise—the whole ‘cut the baby in half’ thing and he built the temple—but he had over seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, and let’s face it, some of the exploits are pretty weird.”

“Bunny,” Emily said, unconsciously touching the cross around her neck. Amazing how open-minded people could be until you brought your point too close to home.

“Besides being able to fly and control demons,” Bunny explained, “the part that affects us is the fact that, later in life, he seemed to have a crisis of faith. He began building temples for his many, many, many wives. Foreign gods. Pagan gods.”

“Got them!” Stark announced bringing up a live feed of Vanderwalt’s groups pulling up to the one and only site of interest of the present-day Shiloh.

“Should we try to contact Brandt?” Stark asked. Alarms blared as red lights flashed again. Firewall number nine had just gone down. “Mom?”

The woman furiously typed. “This isn’t a hacker. This is a team of hackers. We’ve got a full-on daisy-chained siege going on.”

Bunny wasn’t quite sure what that meant, only that it was bad. Super bad. She patted Stark on the back. “Don’t worry about Rebecca. She’ll figure out where she needs to go. Help shore up our last firewall.”

Bunny glanced up to the screen showing Brandt and the others entering Shiloh. They’d made great time—Lopez was driving, after all. But Vanderwalt had over an hour lead time.

Could they catch up to Vakasa in time? 

* * *

Brandt helped lift Rebecca from the back of the truck and to the ground outside of what looked like a tabernacle, a Jewish holy place once used to worship in the open desert. Only, it wasn’t created as a tent, but fashioned out of wood. While it seemed to be a fairly accurate replica of the biblical Tabernacle of Moses, it didn’t exactly look like the site to unveil a messiah.

“You sure about this?” Brandt asked.

“You’re the one that didn’t want to hear about my reasoning,” Rebecca chided.

Okay, at the time, getting bounced around in the back of truck, all he wanted to do was meditate on materializing a thick steak and a cold beer. And not Bud Light, either. No, he wanted a dark lager. A beer you had to chew. He wanted to imagine their life after this mess. When the only thing they had to worry about was who was going to take out the garbage and how he was going to keep his sisters from giving Vakasa a makeover.

Now, though? His eyes flickered over to the other cars parked in the dirt lot next to the synagogue. Vanderwalt certainly seemed to think this was the right spot as well. For what, Brandt had no idea. He gave the nod for the men to do a sweep around the building. It seemed dark and deserted, but they knew better. 

What the hell was Vanderwalt up to? He doubted, even with Rebecca’s extensive knowledge, that she would know. Otherwise, she would have volunteered that information. Normally, he would have let the situation play itself out. Only, there was nothing normal about this situation. And there was a little girl who thought he was Thor. He couldn’t disappoint her.

As the men assembled in front of the Tabernacle, Brandt realized they didn’t have time for show-and-tell. They were going in blind, then.

“Boss?” Davidson asked, the question clear. There was no cover. None. The synagogue was perched on a hillside. It was the highest point for miles. And given this was eastern Israel, there were no trees. Not even a tall shrub.

And they were a man down. Granted, it was Talli, but still a man down.

“We all go in,” Brandt decided. 

Lopez pocketed the truck keys and raised his rifle.

Brandt gave the nod. 

Time to find a little girl and kick Vanderwalt’s pasty-white ass.

* * *

Rebecca fell into line with the men. At the head was Levont. The men’s flashlights crisscrossed the synagogue. While it looked like a tabernacle from the outside, the inside was just a small house of worship not unlike any other synagogue. The pews, the alcoves, the bema where the Torah was read during ceremonies.

Then the ark, which held the sacred scrolls.

The synagogue was one large open room. With no one in it.

It took the men a few more seconds to clear the space, but empty it was.

Brandt looked to her. “Well?”

She didn’t have a clear answer for him. This was the place, Rebecca was sure of it. This synagogue had been built in exactly the site of the first Jewish Tabernacle. It had served as the sacred gathering place for Jews for centuries. Excavations around the area had confirmed religious activity in the region for millennia.

This had been the first Shekinah. The term that Nori had spoken as her last word on earth and the word etched into the back of the monk’s artifacts. Shekinah translated as the place or the dwelling of God. It could be used in just about any synagogue or temple. However, it was normally used to refer to the First Temple.

The one that Solomon had built, moving his people’s capital from Shiloh to Jerusalem. Exploring under the Temple Mount would bring all the threads of this mystery together. Unfortunately, all she was left with was a handful of frayed ends.

One of them being that Shekinah was the feminine version of the word. Many scholars argued that the ancient Hebrews chose the word to reflect the duality of God. To bring the feminine element into their religion. That the temple was the womb, so to speak, for their faith. 

What if it was for an entirely different reason? What if it had always been meant to bring forth a woman savior?

“Rebecca?” Brandt urged.

She brought her mind to the present puzzle to solve. 

Where had Vanderwalt and the others vanished?

* * *

Davidson checked out the door as Rebecca answered.

“Solomon had an affair with the queen of Sheba,” she announced.

Not even Davidson knew where she was going with that one.

“And that’s important because?” Brandt asked.

Rebecca walked up to the bema, checking up and down the length of the wooden pedestal. “They had a son,” she said as she moved onto the ark. “And legend has it, Solomon gave him the Ark of the Covenant.”

“What?” Brandt said.

She nodded vigorously. “I know, right? Solomon supposedly gave away the Jews’ most precious artifact. Just that fact alone helped keep the Ethiopian royalty in power until the nineteen seventies.” Opening the side of the ark, Rebecca sorted through the scrolls. “Anyway, right about that time is when he turned his back on the priests and started building a whole swath of temples. Many in Shiloh.”

“Great history lesson, babe, but I need—”

“I think…” Rebecca blurted out, then stalled. Davidson had seen it before. It was when her analytical brain worked faster than her interpretive brain. She was on to something. To prove his theory, Rebecca stroked the side of a papyrus roll, a smile slowly spreading. “I think those other temples were just to keep his wives happy. But I think he built in Shiloh to cover his true ambition.”

They all waited as she sat cross-legged on the floor, reading through the scroll she had picked. But she just kept reading. Her eyes sliding across the ancient Hebrew words. Davidson didn’t think she was actually comprehending the information. He guessed that she was just letting the language roll over her, allowing her to sink into the mind of Solomon. She could probably feel the dust in her throat. The feel of coarse cotton upon her skin.

Davidson had been raised amongst antiquity. So much so that he felt that he’d almost walked alongside Mary and Peter. But never had he felt as close as Rebecca seemed to be to Solomon right now. He did not envy her. Davidson’s scars were a constant reminder of the price one paid for getting too close to the past.

“Babe?” Brandt prompted.

Rebecca’s eyes were still unfocused as she set the scroll down beside her. Rising, she laid a hand upon the top of the ark. On top of the winged angels.

“I think Sheba convinced Solomon to open the covenant,” she said, sounding miles off. “I think he read what I read.” She paused, letting her finger run down the course of the gilded wing. “I think he decided to build a new temple. A temple to the new Messiah.”

“Great.” Brandt announced. “Where?”

Rebecca seemed startled by the question as she shook off the trance she’d been under.

“Oh, I have no idea.”


CHAPTER 27
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2:26 a.m. (EST)

“What is taking them so long?” Bunny asked as she stared at the screen that showed the Tabernacle. The boring, nothing happening Tabernacle. Just a few lights shown through the windows and that was it. For over half an hour.

She didn’t expect Stark or his mom to answer. They were hella hard at work trying to keep the hackers out. Bunny turned to Prenner. “Well?”

The man’s chiseled jaw worked up and down as he studied the screens. “Vanderwalt clearly went in but didn’t come out. Brandt is betting on Rebecca following in his footsteps.”

Bunny had already figured that out, but how long would Brandt stay? When would you finally give up? When would Rebecca’s skill and Lopez’s luck run out? And they couldn’t give any aid. With the violent eruptions and aftershocks from the Mediterranean, even if Vakasa produced micro-tremors again, they wouldn’t be able to see them amongst the jittering needle of the seismograph.

She knew what it felt like to be out in the field. To have no idea what you were doing, yet having the fate of the world on your shoulders. Rebecca must have been going out of her mind right about now.

A screen off to the far left flashed briefly. Out of the dozen or so alarms blaring, this one barely seemed worth mentioning. Only, it was perhaps the most important one, as Frellan’s face filled the screen.

The Disciples had not only survived the crash, but were in route to Shiloh.

“What can we do?” Bunny asked Emily, knowing she wouldn’t have any better answer.

The CIA operative shook her head. “The area is a disaster. An internationally declared natural disaster. Even if I could raise Israeli forces, and even if they could mobilize anything, I doubt after Jordan they would be any kinder than the Disciples.”

Bunny turned to Prenner.

“The United States military has no knowledge or hand in the events occurring in Shiloh, Israel.”

She could have punched him, but the lieutenant was right. 

Rebecca and the rest were on their own.

* * *

Brandt lifted a Star of David from the wall. Nothing happened. Just like nothing happened the last five times he had lifted this particular item. The synagogue was not all that big and not all that elaborately decorated. They had tested each and every piece of iconry in the place and come up with squat.

Rebecca had wandered back to the ark. He joined her. “Any inspiration?” 

She shook her head. “I must be losing my mojo.” Then she cocked her head. “The ark is never supposed to touch the ground.”

“Okay…” Brandt said, backing up as Rebecca searched around the replica. “It also isn’t supposed to have doors on the side, either…”

“And this is way too big,” she said, hurrying on. “It should only be two and a half cubits in length.”

“Again,” Brandt stated, “also not supposed to have doors in the front.”

Rebecca’s hand ran over the back wall.

“We’ve already moved everything on—”

“And where are the gold rings to hold the shittim wood rods?” She was really getting amped up, shoving on the ark. Apparently single-handedly trying to tip the thing over. “I mean, this is one of the ancient resting places of the ark. You’d think they would get it right.”

Yes, you would, but he didn’t quite see what bullying the ark was going to get them. “Rebecca, let’s take this slow and—”

“The parachot,” she said, spinning on her heel. “Where is the veil?”

Rebecca began tugging at the other wall hangings. 

“Honey, you’ve got to tell me what you are—”

“God ordered Moses to always have the ark covered by a veil.” Rebecca climbed up on the ark, searching up high for something. She found a curtain rod. A bare curtain rod. “Vanderwalt took it.” 

“And that means?” Lopez asked.

Rebecca smiled fiercely. “Vanderwalt doesn’t know ancient religions as well as he thinks he does.”

“We’re talking about Solomon, aren’t we?” Davidson asked.

Brandt looked from his sniper to Rebecca.

“Why, yes, we are,” she said, walking back and forth atop the ark. “And one of his most famous legends? The conundrum of two women who claimed the same babe. What was Solomon’s advice? Split the child in two.” Rebecca looked down at the ark. “And what does this ark represent?” she asked.

He hoped she was asking Davidson, because Brandt had no idea.

“The moment that Moses stood before God,” Davidson filled in the gaps, “he stood between two cherubims.”

Before he could stop her, Rebecca raised her foot and slammed it down on the ark. Wood split as grinding filled the room. And then she tipped over backward, disappearing into a dark passage. 

Brandt charged the ark, leaping up onto it as the wall behind her closed. He punched the wall to no avail. It was as solid as it could get. The top of the ark, though? Not so much. He kicked the remaining wood, hitting some sort of metal rod. Then he, too, felt the world tip as the other men rushed forward.

Slipping and sliding down the long, slick shaft, Brandt didn’t bother trying to find purchase, as there never was any. Instead, he spun around, feetfirst, prepping his weapon. Light shone up ahead—the ramp was about to dump into a chamber. He’d done this dance enough to know that Vanderwalt would have a guard posted at the bottom. If he didn’t, the Brit was a way bigger idiot than Brandt had thought.

Ready for the end of the line, Brandt hit the floor at a run, using the momentum of the slide to carry him into the chamber.

Unfortunately, Vanderwalt was just a douche, not a stupid one. He had posted not just one, but four guards. The rightmost of whom had Rebecca by the neck with a gun pointed at her temple.

“Drop your weapons,” the second guard said in crisp British, “or she dies.”

Brandt didn’t even bother to argue as Rebecca mouthed, Sorry.

He ditched his rifle, kicking it over to the nearest guard. Then he pulled his sidearm out of its holster and slid it across the stone floor. Next came his knives, two grenades, and a pack of C4. What could he say? He was prepared this time.

“Follow us,” the guard stated, shoving Rebecca toward him.

“Super sorry,” Rebecca apologized.

“New rule,” Brandt said. “No kicking artifacts until you are secured on a line.”

A smile flickered on her lips. “You got it.”

Then they walked out of the simple rock-hewn chamber and into…well, into King Solomon’s temple.

* * *

Rebecca sucked in a breath. The vestibule wasn’t very wide, but it was stunning. Every surface—the walls, ceiling, floor—was gilded. So much gold that it glowed a ruddy yellow under the light of the burning torches. Many scholars argued that King Solomon could not possibly have been as rich as the Bible implied. That there was no way for an ancient king to have collected 666 talents of gold per year. 

By the sheer square footage of the gold lining the walls, Rebecca guessed the number was way, way, way higher than that.

They passed through the vestibule into the Greater House—and greater it was. Columns soared to the ceiling a good twenty feet above their heads. Again, everything was covered in gold. Well, not just gold. This gold was etched with drawings, passages, and pagan gods. Each of which were adorned with gems. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds. Especially the ancient goddess Astarte. 

Many had guessed that Solomon had begun worshipping this deity after his affair with Sheba. None, however, knew the extent. But it all made a type of logic, though. If Solomon had read of the female Messiah, why wouldn’t he look to the strongest female god to grace his world?

Later, Astarte had been adapted by the Greeks as Aphrodite, relegating her to the goddess of love. But in ancient times, Astarte was so much more. She was the goddess of the evening star, the goddess of virility, and the goddess of war. To hear the Phoenicians tell it, she had birthed mankind.

However, Solomon did not build this temple to Astarte exclusively. As a matter of fact, if you looked hard enough, you could find every major god upon these walls. And the inscriptions? They might as well have been made by Vakasa. They were written in every conceivable language. Was it a jumble of foreign words meant for one specific little girl to understand?

“Thor!” a familiar voice yelled.

Rebecca had been so fascinated by the columns she didn’t even see Vakasa at the front of the temple. The little girl ran hard across the marble floor and leapt into Brandt’s arms.

The rest of Vanderwalt’s party stood on the steps, which climbed up to the Holy of Holiest’s door. The innermost temple. The chamber where the ark was normally kept. Although, looking around her at the plethora of pagan gods, Rebecca was pretty damned sure they would find something altogether different inside.

“Brandt,” Talli—or whatever his name was—said, nodding to his old sergeant.

“Liar,” Brandt retorted as menacingly as he could, with Vakasa showering him with kisses.

“She won’t tell us how to get inside,” Vanderwalt stated.

“And what makes you think she’ll tell us?” Rebecca asked, but then again, Vakasa was still planting kisses on Brandt’s cheek.

“Ask her,” Vanderwalt demanded, his disheveled hair no longer cute. Even his crooked teeth took on a menace. The ground trembled beneath their feet. Not even the glittering surroundings could take away Rebecca’s sense of dread.

* * *

Davidson kicked at the ark again, to no avail.

“Hang on,” Levont suggested, shining his light into the broken wood. “There was a rod, but it’s bent.” He tugged on the cherabim’s wing. “I think we just had to crank one of these bad boys down, but now…”

Yes, but now Brandt and Rebecca were under the Tabernacle and they were stuck up here.

“Um, new problem,” Lopez announced, cracking open the door. “Looks like the Disciples want to join the party.”

Davidson jumped down from the ark and made his way to the door. Sure enough, two SUVs snaked their way up the road to the hilltop.

“Blow it?” Levont suggested, indicating to the ark.

“No,” Davidson stated. He turned to Lopez. “I’ve got an idea, but it is a little risky.”

Lopez cocked his head. “You had me at idea, but now that I know it’s risky?”

Davidson could only hope all of Lopez’s enthusiasm was justified.

* * *

Brandt tried to extract Vakasa from his embrace, but she wouldn’t let her clutch hold of his neck go until he gave her raspberries against her neck. She giggled so loudly that the laughter echoed off the walls. 

“The ark,” Vanderwalt said, pointing to the door.

Finally, Vakasa let Brandt lower her to the ground. “And if I get her to open it? What do we get in exchange?”

Vanderwalt grimaced. Not a good look on him. The affable boy-man worked a lot better. “First, you aren’t Davidson, so don’t try and charm me. Secondly, I’ve got your woman and the kid.” The ground shook, hard. Golden dust rained down upon them. “Thirdly, I think the world might be coming to an end, so how about you just open the bloody door?” 

The last part was more of a maniacal shout.

Brandt glanced to Rebecca. Vanderwalt might be losing it, especially keeping Talli back for close protection—had the Brit not read any of Brandt’s after-action reports?—but he wasn’t all that far off from the world ending part.

He gave the nod to Rebecca. His fiancée kneeled next to the girl.

“Vakasa, do you know how to get into the Holy of Holies?”

The girl reached out and touched the thick carpet that hung behind her. The central image was that of a huge lotus blossom.

Vakasa went to open her mouth, but a loud boom filled the chamber. Followed shortly thereafter by gunfire. Someone had breached the temple. Vanderwalt snatched Vakasa away from Rebecca.

“Tell your men to stand down!”

Before Brandt could answer, one of the British soldiers hauled ass out of the vestibule. “He can’t! It’s the Disciples.” The guy fired back into the antechamber. “And they are seriously packing.”

Brandt turned to Vanderwalt, his hand out. “Give me a weapon.”

The MI-5’s eyes flickered to Brandt, then Talli. 

“Phhh, I say give him a gun.” Well, at least he could count on Talli for something.

Vanderwalt lowered his weapon and turned the grip to Brandt. “We are not done.”

Hell no. But right now, they needed to survive the next few minutes. Checking the chamber, he urged Rebecca and Vakasa behind the nearest column. Setting his sights on the arch that led to the vestibule, Brandt had only one question.

Where the fuck were his men? 

* * *

Sitting tight was tough, Davidson thought. Especially when you could hear gunfire and corresponding screams. He could only pray they weren’t Brandt or Rebecca’s. But they had to stay hidden until it was clear.

Which hopefully would come soon, as the three of them were crammed down within a space under the floorboards. This was Israel, after all. This region had been occupied or exchanged hands a dozen times over. They knew the use of a good hiding place. Unfortunately, this one clearly was meant for small children, not three grown men.

“Get down here!” a shout seeped in through the boards overhead.

It was what they had been waiting for. Davidson had gambled that the Disciples would find the damaged ark and decide to just blast their way through the wall. Which they did, promptly heading down the same shaft as Brandt and Rebecca. They had left two guards up top, which made attacking from the rear a little complicated.

Levont lifted the board with the tip of his rifle. “There they go.”

Cautiously, in case the Disciples had left any traps, the three of them made it across the room. And there they caught their first break. The Disciples had secured ropes to the ark that led down the shaft. They could make a controlled descent.

Levont went to go down first, but Davidson stopped him.

“I have another idea.”

The point man nodded. “Risky, I hope.”

Oh yeah.

* * *

Rebecca tucked down, trying to keep the girl shielded, but Vakasa squirmed against the protection. Bursting from Rebecca’s grip, Vakasa ran the short distance across the temple and, on all fours, climbed up the steps to the veil.

“Vakasa!” Brandt shouted, but the little girl paid no heed. Instead, she ducked under the tapestry and disappeared behind the thick material. Brandt tried to lash out to catch Rebecca too, but she bolted.

His curses filled the air as Rebecca ran. He probably would have been right behind her if gunfire hadn’t split the air between them. As Brandt returned fire, Rebecca scrambled up the steps and dove under the tapestry.

The woven material cut down the sound of rattling gunfire to the point it seemed not any louder than a pachinko machine. Vakasa pressed her palm against the gilded door. Which was oddly Jewish. Not that the door to the Holy of Holies shouldn’t be Jewish, it was just, in this place, with its foreign gods, the strict Hebrew seemed, well, odd.

“How do we open it?” Rebecca asked.

Vakasa answered by picking up Rebecca’s hand and placing it against the cool gold. The ground beneath them quaked, giving a sharp jerk, then settling down again.

“Say the words,” Vakasa said in plain English.

“Which words?”

Then the earth shook and didn’t stop.

* * *

So much for a controlled descent, Davidson thought as he braced his legs against the side of the tunnel. He waited, taking deep breaths, preparing to be discovered. Luckily, the swaying of his rope must have been chalked up to the earthquakes, or they hadn’t even noticed, given the all the trembling.

Heading down the rope facefirst, Davidson let up a little on the rope and slid down enough to get an angle on the rock chamber. Sure enough, the Disciples had left two men to guard the entrance. And their backs were turned to Davidson.

Even so, taking them both out before either could fire? 

He would only get one chance.

Gripping the rifle to his shoulder, Davidson set his sight on the first man. He swiveled without firing to aim at the second. He imagined the pop of the gun. He imagined the kick of the recoil. He imagined the other man turning to the sight of his fallen comrade. 

Taking a deep breath, Davidson was ready.

He saved the easier shot for the second shot and prepped for the farther man. He tugged the rope once. Once the shots were off, the other men would repel down. First, he had to get the shots off.

His fingers ached. He promised them a nice hot paraffin wax bath when all this was over. Exhaling, he bottomed out his diaphragm and took the first shot. He didn’t have time to see if he had hit him square. By the time he got his rifle around, the other man had turned his upper body, making the second shot almost easier.

Letting go of the rope, Davidson slid down the rest of the tunnel, landing palms first. He launched up, pushing to his feet. He got his rifle up just as two guards came to investigate. 

There was nothing tight or sophisticated about this shooting. Davidson just needed a spray of bullets to force the men back. Lopez hit the ground next to him, firing as he came out of the hole. Levont was only a step behind. They broke formation and headed to the cover of the wall as the guards shot into their little chamber.

“Perfect,” Lopez congratulated Davidson. “Now what?”

That was a very good question.

* * *

Finally, Brandt thought. His men must have joined the party, since the Disciples’ force was now split. The forward half were still firing toward Brandt and Vanderwalt’s men. However, the back guards were now occupied with their rear.

What do you do when you are grossly outmanned? Force them to fight on two fronts. Hitler hadn’t understood that, and look how World War II had gone for him. The Disciples might have invested as much time studying their military history as they did their religious history.

Using the brief respite, Brandt glanced over his shoulder. The tapestry didn’t move. The only bright spot was no blood running out from under the veil, so there was that. He didn’t like being out of the line of sight, though. He didn’t like it at all.

Testing the waters, he flashed his sleeve out from behind the column. A bullet hole ripped through it. Okay, so the Disciples weren’t that distracted.

Brandt could not believe he was saying this. “Talli, cover me.”

“Oh, no,” Vanderwalt said from the other side of the column. “Cover us.”

“Then exactly who is going to cover me?” Talli asked.

At least the fake sniper was an equal opportunity coward.

Great. Brandt was stuck with Vanderwalt, who had minimal field experience, and the ex-sniper, whom he had absolutely no faith in.

“Fine,” Brandt said, firing in the direction of the Disciples.

Rebecca had better come up with something quickly, as the enemy had regrouped, firing with gusto.

* * *

Vakasa sat next to Rebecca, beaming that smile of hers. Clearly, the girl expected the “words” to come tumbling out of Rebecca’s mouth at any moment. Sure, lots of words had come out of her mouth. 

She’d tried the Shemoneh Esreh, the standing prayer, the first prayer listed in the Siddur. She’d tried it in Hebrew, Yiddish, Ancient Greek, and English, to no avail. Then she tried Psalm 146 and even Exodus, but the door didn’t budge. Hell, she’d even recited the Christian Lord’s Prayer, with equal luck. 

The floor nearly dancing didn’t help her concentration any.

Vakasa cocked her head and spoke. At first, Rebecca didn’t understand even what language she was using. Then it hit her. Coptic. Rebecca translated quickly. “What shall I give you?”

Rebecca’s eyes narrowed. Was the girl quoting I Kings 3:5? The question that God asked Solomon?

Vakasa took Rebecca’s hand and put it to the door as the tapestry ripped from the ceiling. The sound of gunfire came in a rush as Rebecca spoke the words.

“Therefore give to Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people, that I may discern between good and evil.”

A rumbling, deep beneath their feet, shook the marble underfoot. The shock wave came up and through the floor, cracking the great gilded door down the exact middle. Parting the opening, sending out a great sigh as if woken from a long sleep.

Suddenly, the gunfire waned.

Rebecca knew that was never a good sign. Not when it was the enemy who had stopped shooting. From down the long temple, she watched a grenade fly through the air.

“Brandt! In here!”


CHAPTER 28

══════════════════

Solomon’s Temple, Shiloh, Israel

10:32 p.m. (IST, Israeli Standard Time)

Rebecca did not need to tell him twice. Not with two—no, make that five—grenades heading their way. Brandt turned on his heel, firing behind him, making for the door. The grenades bounced on the floor, skipping happily toward the altar.

Brandt heard footsteps behind him as he leapt up the stairs. Someone knocked him to the side, sprinting through the open doors in front of him. Vanderwalt. Son of a bitch. But the Brit was only a few steps ahead of him. Brandt made it through the door into another gilded room. He didn’t have time to assess it much more than that as he turned to close the damned doors.

Talli raced toward him, with the grenades dancing behind him. “I tried the best I could!” he yelled as he streaked toward Brandt.

Despite the plea Brandt kept right on closing those doors. Only at the last second did he slow enough to let Talli slip through.

“Get the bar!” Brandt shouted as he pushed the two sides of the door closed. Together, Talli and Rebecca shoved the bracing bar down. The damned thing had barely sealed the doors when explosion after explosion rocked the Holy of Holies. 

Brandt grabbed his girls and got them into the corner to ride out the worst of it. 

Finally, the booms died and the world stopped shaking. Thank God for thick stone walls. The ancients really knew how to build them.

“Bloody hell,” Vanderwalt cursed behind them. Brandt turned to get a look at the Holy of Holies. To be honest, beyond the gilded walls and jewel-encrusted etchings, it wasn’t much to look at. There were two smaller doors on the other side of the room

“Where is the ark?” The MI-5 agent asked.

Rebecca helped Vakasa get up. “Most likely? Ethiopia.”

“Then what are we doing here?” Vanderwalt demanded.

Brandt sighed. “Welcome to my world.”

The Brit didn’t seem to appreciate the joke, however, as he raised his gun. Brandt did him one better. He raised two. One pointed at Vanderwalt, the other at Talli.

“Yes, Walt, I know you could kill Rebecca or Vakasa before I could kill the both of you. However, let’s face it, neither of you have the stomach for playing chicken.”

Proof positive of his statement, Talli handed his gun over to Rebecca. “I just want out. I didn’t even want to get on the plane in Madrid.”

Vanderwalt’s eyes flicked between Brandt and Talli and the gun in Rebecca’s hand.

“Just go, Walt,” Brandt said, indicating to the doors. “We take one door. You take the other.” Still, the Brit wavered, so Brandt pressed. Vanderwalt was a douche spy, but he had proved he wasn’t an idiot. “It isn’t going to take the Disciples long to get through that door. I would prefer to be as far away as humanly possible when that happens.”

“Which door are you taking?” Vanderwalt asked, his voice cracking.

Rebecca nodded to the left door. “That one should represent “good,” she said, then indicated to the right door. “That one evil.”

“Funny,” Vanderwalt spat out. “I will take the left, then.” Keeping his gun pointed at Vakasa, he backed his way to the door. With a light push, it swung open. That old grin appeared as if the last twenty-four hours hadn’t just happened. “I’m still looking forward to that warm beer, mate.”

“Just go,” Brandt urged, then turned to Talli. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going with you,” Talli said.

“Oh, no, you aren’t,” Brandt countered, cocking the gun pointed at his old sniper. “You picked your bed.”

Talli reluctantly followed Vanderwalt through the left door. Brandt waited a few heartbeats, then went to the door, cracked it open, and made sure the men followed the path rather than doubling back again.

He turned to Rebecca. “You did tell them the wrong door?”

“Duh.”

* * *

Rebecca pointed to the rightmost door. “This one faces east. The direction of Jerusalem.”

Brandt nodded. She knew that he was fluent enough in Jewish religion to know that Jerusalem was considered sacred, even by Solomon, at least before he took a gander at the Ten Commandments tablets and all the secrets they held.

“Good enough for me,” Brandt said, checking the other door quickly before doing a sweep of the eastern door. Rebecca took Vakasa’s hand and followed Brandt down the new hallway. It was adorned in the same manner as the main temple. 

She wished she had time to translate the myriad of inscriptions that lined the walls. The insight into ancient times they held…Well, it was priceless. At the least, she would have loved to take photos, but Brandt set such a pace that, even if Rebecca had had a camera, it would be nothing more than a blur.

They reached another set of doors, side-by-side.

“Do we go east?” Brandt asked, going to open the rightmost door.

“I think it’s more complicated than that.”

“Great.” Brandt sighed. “Another maze or labyrinth or whatever the ancients called a screwed-up mess?”

Rebecca studied the figures on each door. “No. I think these doors represent a series of choices we must make.”

“And the difference?” Brandt asked, clearly not in spirit of debate.

“I think we have to prove that we are the Messiah, or at least with the Messiah.”

“So?”

To the left was a beautifully rendered etching of Moses. He looked younger, though, than most of the descriptions. Certainly long before the tablets were found. Perhaps at the beginning of their long trek across the desert. To the right was another stunning depiction of the goddess Astarte. She seemed so human yet divine.

“Still looking like we take the right door.”

Rebecca wasn’t so sure about that. Astarte was simply an imaging of what the Messiah might be in the future. Moses, however, was real. And just beginning his journey, just like Vakasa.

“I say we go left.”

Brandt studied her features for a moment, then shrugged. “My motto?” he said, entering the left tunnel. “Never argue with a woman in the middle of a global religious crisis.”

* * *

Frellan strode across the gilded temple’s marble floors. The click of his boot heel ringing out in this place of God. Not a place of God, but truly God’s place. This temple had been built by David’s son, Solomon, for Frellan’s messiah. In a world that he simply slipped from shadow to shadow, this felt like home.

His men came down the steps. “It is locked, sir.”

Brandt yet again was ahead, but only for the moment. “Rig it,” Frellan ordered.

“No,” Monnie protested. Frellan turned to the watcher. How he dreamt of putting a bar through one of those pretty green eyes. She cringed at his stare but continued. “You cannot defile this place any more than you already have.”

“Oh, I can,” he promised her. “And I shall.”

She took a step closer. “No. You won’t.”

“And who is going to stop me, little one?”

Frellan felt a sharp sting in his gut. He reached down to find a blade buried up to its hilt. A delicate, pale hand held the knife. He searched Monnie’s eyes, finding the timid watcher gone as her lips curled into a fierce smile.

“Finally,” Benedicto said, nodding to Monnie.

Her glare shut up even the verbose priest.

Monnie turned her attention back to Frellan, turning the knife sideways, twisting his bowel. “You and your sister. I should have known twins born to a treacherous mother would come of no good.”

Frellan looked to his men, his mercenaries, yet not a one raised a gun against her.

“Fool,” Monnie mocked. “I pay them.”

As blood rushed from his brain into his belly and then out onto the white floor, Frellan still did not understand, or refused to understand.

Monnie, however, made it abundantly clear. 

“I am your master.”

* * *

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lopez hissed next to Davidson. “When did the religious hottie go all psycho ninja?”

“Shh!” Davidson responded. “I can’t hear.”

The Disciples’ master was so young. However, that wasn’t unprecedented in bloodline-based societies. It didn’t matter their age, but the blood that ran through their veins. More than likely, the young woman currently shoving Frellan to the ground was a direct descendant of Moses. That heritage trumped any age issue.

Davidson watched as Monnie turned to the priest. “Do we have a problem?”

“If you hadn’t done it,” the priest answered, “I was about to.”

The two moved farther away, toward the Holy of Holies’ door. Davidson strained but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then Monnie turned and pointed an arm straight at them.

“Guys…”

“Yeah,” Lopez agreed. “Time to boogey.”

Levont fired into the vestibule as Davidson and Lopez hit the ropes.

“Come on!” Davidson yelled, but the point man wouldn’t leave the archway.

“You’re going to need cover,” Levont protested.

Lopez was already halfway up the tunnel. 

“Next they are coming with—”

A grenade rolled into the room. But didn’t go off. They weren’t going to get another chance like that. Levont hustled over to the ropes, climbing hand over hand, nearly overtaking Davidson.

The bounce of another grenade echoed up the tunnel. This one was not a dud.

The concussive force pushed them up and out of the shaft. Davidson and Levont flew over the ark as a fireball whooshed over their heads. The flames licked at the curtains and wood, setting the entire synagogue on fire.

Davidson and Levont were hot on Lopez’s heels as he burst through the door into the already-smoky night.

“How the hell are we getting back through that?” Lopez asked as the building’s roof caught on fire, the blaze now raging.

“Wait until it goes out?” Levont suggested.

Davidson looked to the ground, though. “This hill isn’t cylindrical.”

Lopez shot him a glance. “Um, no.”

Ignoring the corporal, Davidson walked off the distance he thought the temple below occupied. There was still a lot of hill left—to the east.

“You think there’s more down there?” Levont asked.

“Yeah,” Davidson answered. “That temple down there isn’t a replica of the First Temple. It is a homage to the Jewish place of worship. I think King Solomon built a whole new shrine to his messiah.”

“That’s great and all,” Lopez agreed. “But what is our next move?”

Davidson looked to the surrounding area. “There are a number of fables involving King Solomon, any of which—”

Lopez held up a hand. “Hold on. We barely tolerate it when Rebecca does it, and she is way crazy better looking than you.”

“Fine,” Davidson replied. “Then how about I have a plan?”

“Like the rest have gone so well,” Lopez said. Then when Davidson didn’t continue, he finished. “No, I was serious. Love your plans. Let’s do it.”

Davidson pulled out his sat phone and replaced the battery. Bunny and her crew might come in handy. He dialed the number, but it went to voice mail. Really? An emergency field line going to voice mail? He couldn’t worry much about it, though. He had an insanely flawed plan to execute.

* * *

Bunny dove for the sat phone, but the line was dead by the time she answered it. She tried to dial back as the entire room went dark. No lights. No sounds. No sat phone uplink.

“The last wall. It’s been breached,” Prenner whispered into the dark.

No, this couldn’t be happening. Not with three of the men outside the temple and Rebecca and the rest missing.

Then the lights came back on.

“Oh, please,” Stark said as he rebooted the system.

“I stopped them at the sixth wall,” his mother continued, “while I was making your toast.”

“Then why?” Emily said, indicating to all the equipment.

Stark shrugged. “Because we had to make someone believe we were knocked back on our heels so they would get bold and go for the kill shot.”

“Your spaghetti code really was a delight, dear,” his mother offered. “A true Gordian’s knot.”

“Wait,” Bunny announced, her brain catching up with the current events. It turned out she was way better at keeping track of ancient ones. “All these alarms and outages were faked?”

Stark’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “Those hackers weren’t nearly as smarty-pants as they thought they were.” He brought up a line of code, which made no sense to Bunny. “Off of this little gem, Mom backtracked them to the Pentagon.”

Emily pulled a gun out of Bunny didn’t want to know where and trained it on Prenner.

“What?” Prenner said, backing away, going for his own sidearm.

“Don’t,” Emily warned. “Not until we know more. Stark?”

“Once we identified the hack was coming from the E-ring, we did a little digging into Prenner’s files…”

A page came up on the big screen. Bunny skimmed it, then found a passage that begged to be read aloud. “In my opinion, Brandt’s command has been riddled with unjustified off-the-book missions, questionable judgment, and near-negligent homicide risks.”

“That is a sealed document,” Prenner growled.

“Yeah, right. From me?” Stark said. Then his mother cleared her throat. “And my mom?” The tech held up a hand. “Plus, it turns out that Prenner didn’t just happen to stumble upon this mission.”

“Please,” Prenner said, his tone losing its dangerous edge, “don’t.”

“Sorry, dude, the time for don’t ask, don’t tell is way over.” Stark brought up a picture of Brandt’s deceased point man, Svengurd. Bunny barely recognized him. She’d known him for about twelve and a half minutes. His height and stark-blond hair were kind of memorable, though. The photo morphed into a candid photo of Svengurd and Prenner in an embrace. “Prenner here was Svengurd’s boyfriend.”

Bunny turned on the lieutenant. “I knew it.” When everyone looked to her, she clarified. “About him batting for the other team—I knew that part.”

“Yes, Svengurd and I were engaged,” Prenner admitted. “And yes, I did and still do blame Brandt for his death, but I would never betray my country or put Brandt’s men at risk—certainly not a little girl.”

Prenner searched the eyes of everyone in the room but came up with no takers. Not Bunny, either. 

“Get his gun,” Emily ordered.

Bunny approached Prenner as he put his arms out to the side. “I’d say I’m sorry,” she said, “but you know, I’m not.”

Prenner leaned in. “You think I’m a tight ass.” She didn’t answer that clearly rhetorical question. “So think about it. Would I break the rules like this?”

She grabbed his gun and backed away. “I’ve given up wondering why sick creeps like you do anything.”

Handing the gun to Emily, Bunny accepted a ball of wire.

“Tie him up,” the CIA operative instructed.

As Bunny obeyed, Stark clapped his hands together. “All right, now that we don’t have to worry about any interruptions…”

He called up the Tabernacle, now on fire. The three men had been busy, though. Strangely, not putting out the fire, but carving letters into the hillside.

GPR.

Bunny racked her brain for some ancient meaning to those letters. “It isn’t Ancient Greek or Mesopotamian.”

Stark’s mother chuckled. “No. It is ground-penetrating radar.”

“Yes,” Stark answered. “I think we’ve got a satellite nearby equipped to identify underground bunkers.”

“So they must think Rebecca and the others are alive.”

Emily nodded. “Alive, but trapped underground.”

As Stark retasked the satellite, Bunny was going to concentrate on the alive part.

* * *

Brandt kept an eye on their tail as they approached yet another set of doors. How many had they passed through by now? He simply deferred to Rebecca each time. They had tried to consult Vakasa, but she was too busy either rebraiding her hair or playing with her necklace. For a supposed Messiah, she wasn’t exactly the type to take the lead.

“Um…” Rebecca said, indicating to the doors. Brandt wasn’t sure why until he realized that neither of them had any symbols. They were simple stone doors. This couldn’t be good.

“What do you think it means?”

Rebecca wouldn’t meet his eye. Instead, she looked down to who was playing a phantom game of hopscotch. The kid never stopped surprising him.

Well, they had to pick one of the passages. Brandt went over and pushed open the door on the left. Its floor sloped upward. 

“That could lead to the surface,” he said, trying to pack as much hopeful optimism as he could into the statement.

“Or to a dead end,” Rebecca countered.

The other door showed a passage that went down. Steeply.

Brandt didn’t even bother to argue.

They were going down.

As they passed through the door, the ground jolted to the right, then the left, then undulated underfoot. His and  Rebecca’s eyes met. At least they seemed to have chosen correctly.

The passage was steep and had become uneven. What had once been gilded surfaces now descended into hand-chiseled stone walls. Rocks cluttered underfoot, making the going slow.

Vakasa tripped, so Rebecca picked her up as they ventured deeper and deeper under the temple. A stone tumbled down from above. Brandt swung around, flashing his light, trying to see if they were being followed. Did an errant footstep dislodge the rock or was it simply the nearly nonstop trembling of the earth?

He waited, holding his breath. No one emerged. No shots were fired. No grenades tossed.

Brandt did pick up the pace, though. If the Disciples didn’t get to them, these tunnels were apt to collapse if shaken much more. Finally, they arrived at a door. A single door with only a lotus blossom etched into its surface.

Rebecca moved out of the way so he could enter first. Even if they were entering the Holy of Holies, they still needed protocol. This door was heavier than the rest. He had to put his arm into it. Then it budged, opening into a large chamber.

Shining his light, they were nearly blinded by the reflection.

Brandt thought he’d been impressed back at the temple. He had been wrong.


CHAPTER 29

══════════════════

Temple of the Her Holiness

10:45 p.m. (IST)

Rebecca spun in a slow circle, trying to take it all in. Resplendent didn’t even come close to this most Holy of Holies. Forget gold. Solomon had brought out the big guns here. The walls were lined with every precious gem you could think of. Gold filigree wove around the dazzling jewels.

And the statues? The entire chamber was filled with rows upon rows of them. Every ancient god was represented. Anubus, their old friend Moloch, Diana, and so many more. Each faced east. Each knelt down on one knee. Each faced a carving that seemed fashioned out of one enormous piece of onyx. They all bowed before the Black Madonna.

Only, she didn’t seem a Madonna at all. The statue before them appeared to be just a beautiful African woman with a babe in her arms. Not just any babe, though, but one with rows of braids just like Vakasa.

“Don’t let her—” Brandt yelled. 

However, it was too late, as Vakasa had rushed forward and hugged one leg of the statue. It was the only thing her tiny arms could encircle.

“Momma.”

Rebecca braced for whatever happened next. The roof to split open. The floor to cave in. Anything. Seconds ticked by, nothing happened. If anything, the earth beneath their feet seemed to quiet. The constant quaking died down to silence.

“Maybe it’s because she is home,” Rebecca suggested.

“Or she isn’t the Messiah, after all,” Brandt countered, although his features didn’t seem as hardened as they usually did. If anything, he seemed simply relieved. As did Rebecca. If Vakasa really wasn’t the Messiah, then her chances of having a normal life exponentially increased.

“Of more practical concern,” Brandt stated, “I don’t see another exit.”

Unfortunately, neither did Rebecca.

* * *

As the Tabernacle burned to the ground, Levont held up the C4 block. “Well?”

Davidson paced it off again. But without blueprints for the temple, how could he know for sure? He turned around and counted his steps again, trying to get a more thorough understanding of the underground temple.

“Things have quieted down,” Lopez remarked. “We could just wait.”

Davidson glanced over his shoulder with a look that, even with his damaged lips, should have said, Really?

“If we place it wrong…” Levont didn’t seem to want to finish the statement. Who did? They could only begin to imagine how unstable the ground beneath them was. An inaccurately placed charge could bring the whole hillside down on Brandt’s head.

They had to gamble, though. They had to think proactively. Maybe if the Disciples weren’t down there with them, they could wait. But with that she-cat down there, along with the priest? They had to make a move.

Davidson indicated to the easternmost slope. “At the least, let’s set the charges so we are ready.”

“For what?” Lopez asked.

“Who the hell knows?”

* * *

“They are on the wrong side,” Stark said, pointing to the screen. “They are going to blow the wrong spot.”

Bunny tried the sat phone again. Nothing. She checked the ground-penetrating radar readout. The largest, most elaborate chamber was due west of them. Worse, if they took out that corner of the temple…Bunny was no architect, but a house of cards was more stable.

“Think,” she said aloud as if everyone in the room, with the exception of Prenner, wasn’t already. “We’ve got to get them a signal.”

“Out in the middle of nowhere,” Stark complained, cracking his knuckles. The nearly forty-eight hours straight hacking was beginning to take its toll on the young man.

“Hold on,” Bunny said, her mind racing. “What if we dumped the satellite? I mean, dropped that puppy out of the sky.”

Stark’s brow creased with confusion. “I mean, sure we could, but why…?”

His mother, though, smiled. “I like the way this girl thinks. You need to find a girl like her.”

As Stark blushed a thousand shades of crimson, Bunny asked, “The satellite is in ultra-low orbit, right?” Stark nodded. “So it is right over their heads, and if we force it into the atmosphere…”

Clearly, Stark began to get it. “It would light up even that ash-filled sky.”

“They will have to know something was up.”

Stark nodded. “I’m on it.”

“No,” a voice said from behind them. “I don’t think you are.”

The CIA operative still pointed one gun at Prenner but the other at Stark. “God will decide what happens.”

“Emily?”

“I am not thinking of just our lives,” the woman said. “I am thinking of the global clu-taster-fuck that will happen if that child emerges from the temple.” Emily nodded to Bunny. “You of all should understand. You know of her potential, yet you said nothing, why?”

Bunny shook her head. “All’s I did was keep my mouth shut. I didn’t actively endanger my friends. A little girl, Emily. Doesn’t that cross around your neck mean anything to you?”

“It means everything,” she said, fingering the crucifix. “Which is why we are going to simply watch and see what happens.”

How Bunny wanted to just strike out and pimp-slap the CIA operative, but Prenner gave the slightest shake to his head.

Didn’t the lieutenant know? Patience was not Bunny’s virtue.

* * *

Brandt cocked his head. “Did you hear that?” he asked Rebecca as she and Vakasa made their way around the statue.

“Did you feel that?” Rebecca countered as she rejoined him. 

She was right. A distant rumbling vibrated through his boots. It felt like thunder that began on the horizon, then powered toward you. That was not the immediate concern, though. The immediate concern was the door to the chamber opening and a grenade sailing through the air.

That was the concern.

“Get down!” Brandt shouted, knowing that it probably wouldn’t make a difference. When the thing landed, it just spewed smoke, though. The Disciples must have been trying to keep the structural damage to a minimum. Good for them.

“Get Vakasa behind the statue,” Brandt whispered, urging Rebecca away from the center of the room. Pulling up his shirt to protect his lungs, Brandt slunk forward, keeping a statue of Anubis between him and the door. 

Through the chamber’s haze, Brandt saw the flash of a muzzle as a gunman braved the smoke. He held his fire, though. The Disciples had too many men with them. Brandt had to wait to make his stand count. More than one must have made their way through the series of doors. Sure enough, another stepped into the chamber. 

Behind him was the girl, Monnie, Brandt thought her name was. She appeared unarmed. Before the group got much farther, Brandt braced his bad shoulder against Anubis and fired, hitting the first gunman in the gut. He winged the second gunman. Monnie darted deeper into the temple as another figure entered. Brandt had the bead on him but pulled up short.

A priest. Why did it have to be a priest?

* * *

The chamber shook as smoke churned. Gunfire pinged off a statue. Rebecca held Vakasa tight to her. The air cleared as a form approached. It was too short to be Brandt. Should she call out for him, or would that only draw the danger closer?

Instead of the monstrous Frellan, a lithe, young woman emerged. With her smooth skin and emerald eyes, she should have seemed nonthreatening. That was not the case.

“You know who I am?” the woman asked.

Rebecca had no clue, except for the fact that religious megalomaniacs usually gave themselves away. They wanted you to know who they were. Rebecca could piece together the rest. A female Disciple. The only one to find the Holy of Holies. Rebecca could venture a pretty damned good guess.

“The Master?” 

The woman’s lips spread into a smile. “So you know that you must give the child over to me.”

Rebecca knew no such thing. However, she did note that the Master had a knife and Rebecca was weaponless. Underfoot, the floor gave out as steam rose from the earth. Scrambling back, Rebecca avoided falling into a huge crack in the ground. Would it be enough to keep the Master back?

Unfortunately, the Master had that wild look in her eye. The one that religious zealots got just before they did something really crazy.

“God shall guide me,” the woman said, rushing toward the gap, easily clearing it.

Perfect time for him to take sides, Rebecca thought.

The woman slashed with a knife, narrowly missing her arm. Rebecca pushed Vakasa out of the way. The Master cut upward. Rebecca barely danced out of the way in time. She’d gotten lucky. 

But how many more of those could she evade?

* * *

Brandt finally took down the guy he’d winged, but the priest was in the wind. Or more accurately, in the smoke. A scream rang through the chamber. Turning, Brandt was too worried about Rebecca and ran smack into the rod that the priest wielded. Reeling backward, blood coursing down his forehead, Brandt brought up his gun.

Again, that damned black robe and white collar made him hesitate just a split second too long as the staff arced up again, coming down on Brandt’s shoulder. That was completely unnecessary.

Brandt brought his gun around to bear, but the damned priest used the butt of the stick to hammer his obliques.

As he doubled over, the priest smiled. “I didn’t think that wound had completely healed.”

Oh, game on.

Brandt didn’t bother rising from his position, he just ran at the guy like a linebacker. The priest apparently didn’t play many sports in seminary school. He tried to dart to the left, but Brandt was all over that. Tackling the priest around the waist, Brandt slammed the man into a statue of Moloch. 

He might not be able to shoot a man of the cloth. But knock the wind out of him? That Brandt could do.

* * *

Rebecca dodged to the side. God love Brandt. He’d tried to teach her hand-to-hand combat. Every time they practiced, though, they usually ended up in bed. It was not a very productive teaching environment. As the knife swept sideways, nearly slicing her open, Rebecca really, really, really wished she’d paid more attention.

Watch the attacker’s shoulder, she could hear Brandt demand.

It was a little hard when that shoulder moved all over the place, smoke blocked her vision, and steam from the earth’s interior made it hard to breathe. There it was, though. Before the woman even made the swipe, Rebecca jumped to the side, avoiding the sharp end of the blade. She was sure Brandt could have maneuvered a way to disarm the Master, but hey, Rebecca would take not being gutted as a win.

Distract your opponent, her memory of Brandt reminded her.

She had never quite gotten that one down. How could you distract your opponent without distracting yourself. But she had to try, as another blow had nearly landed.

“Is this what your God wants?” Rebecca asked.

“My God has wiped out many nations. Devastating their fortress walls and towers.”

“Zephaniah Three:Six,” Rebecca said, identifying the passage.

A flicker passed over the Master’s face. Surprise? Doubt that another could know the Bible as well as she? Whatever it was, it transformed into anger pretty damned quickly. 

The woman charged, a war cry on her lips. But it was a ruse. Her shoulder wasn’t committed. Rebecca held her ground, ready to leap in the opposite direction once that shoulder told her which way to go. 

Rebecca should have gotten away cleanly, except for the condensation on the floor. Her foot gave out, and she fell into the attack. The stabbing didn’t hurt as much as Rebecca would have imagined.

Still, she couldn’t help but scream.

* * *

A pained cry filled the air. Brandt pushed the priest back, but the guy just would not give up. And Brandt really needed him to get over it. Rebecca needed him.

“You will have to kill me.” The priest sneered.

Could he? Could he kill a priest, even if he was one evil son of a bitch? Brandt raised his gun, a prayer on his lips, when a plume of lava jetted through one of the fissures on the floor, dousing the priest in molten flame. 

The man flailed, spraying himself further with liquid heat.

Brandt backed away as the priest lunged for him. Blinded, the father must not have seen the growing gap. He fell headfirst into the churning orange lava, boiling the priest as he hit the surface.

Crossing himself, Brandt backed away as the floor split in two.

Throwing caution to the wind—since how much had it really helped him in the past?—he charged forward, to find Rebecca crumpled beneath the Black Madonna. Even injured, she tried to keep Monnie away from Vakasa. The little girl tried to cling to Rebecca but Monnie, jerked her to her feet, put a knife to the child’s neck.

“Drop the weapon,” she demanded.

“You won’t kill her…” Brandt said, advancing slowly, trying to find a window. 

Monnie’s eyebrow went up. “Clearly, you don’t know exactly how nice it is to be the Master.” The woman brought the knife even closer to Vakasa’s jugular. “It would have been far better to bring her to the sanctuary to prove my devotion than have the girl die a tragic accident, but I am sure I can wing something.”

Brandt wanted to believe Monnie was bluffing, but the cold look in her eyes didn’t melt as the room steamed up. He was going to have to take a shot, any shot. Then the entire chamber shook, cracking like it was a snow globe. Only, it wasn’t snow that welled up from the floor, but lava.

Monnie lost her balance, Vakasa rushed away from the woman. Unbalanced, as the marble underfoot had tilted forty-five degrees, Brandt tried to shoot, but Monnie launched at him. His shot would have tagged her if the slab hadn’t shifted another twenty degrees. Now he couldn’t worry about firing, Brandt had to worry about not falling in the bubbling, gurgling lava.

Everything the liquid magma touched. And given that everything in the shrine was gilded, the gold melted off, dripping into the lava, giving it a golden sheen.

The chick threw a kick, knocking Brandt’s gun from his hands. It slid into the maw, sinking beneath the molten surface.

“Will you fight a woman?”

“I just killed a priest, bitch.”

She spun, bringing the knife around. Brandt blocked it with his left hand as his right hand jabbed her in the solar plexus. He had to give the chick credit. She didn’t double over or even stop. The only concession to the injury was her arm tucked against her side. She kicked again. Brandt blocked again.

The blade sliced through the air. Too bad Monnie had a tell as obvious as Rebecca’s. Brandt caught her wrist, bending it backward. She tried a knee to the groin. Monnie found out that was what knees were for. To block a move like that. 

Brandt was two moves away from not only disarming her but subduing her.

Too bad the floor lurched up three feet.

* * *

“That was not me!” Levont yelled.

Davidson believed him, but then what was that…?

Wait. It wasn’t over. The ground beneath their feet split, sending chunks of hillside tumbling down the ravine. They all scrambled to get to higher ground as the outline of the temple broke through the surface. Hold on.

“What the—” Lopez said, focusing his camera on the next hill over. It was getting lower. Or were they getting higher?

Lava burst through the dirt, flowing in a swift river. Yet still they climbed.

“Is this…?” Levont didn’t seem able to finish the sentence.

“The birth of a volcano?” Davidson obliged. “Yes.”

“With us on top of it?” Lopez added.

“And them inside of it,” Davidson concluded.

* * *

Rebecca clutched her belly. Blood still oozed through her fingers, but adrenaline must have kicked in, as she rose to her elbow, trying to find Brandt amongst the chaos. Huge slabs of wall and roof fell all around, smashing through the floor, bringing more lava to the surface. 

The heat was unbearable. It was like standing in the Sahara in the noonday sun. Her face felt baked through and through. How did Brandt feel standing out on a precipice only inches from falling into the abyss?

Monnie parried and stabbed, knowing that he had no way to maneuver. Brandt was so skilled, but none of that mattered when you couldn’t back up a step.

Another violent jerk of the ground and the onyx statue cracked at its base as the ceiling shattered. Debris reigned down, making Brandt’s position even more dangerous.

“Help me,” Rebecca urged Vakasa as she dragged herself over to the Black Madonna. “Push, baby, push,” she urged.

The statue teetered on its broken legs. Rebecca forced herself to her feet, putting all of her weight into the onyx. For once, being a size eight was actually beneficial. The Black Madonna leaned, then fell to the side.

“Left!” Rebecca screamed. 

* * *

Brandt didn’t have time to have his brain register, process, and decide what the hell Rebecca meant. Instead, he just flung himself to the left. Monnie backed away from the precipice.

“You can’t run forever.”

No. No, he certainly couldn’t. Luckily, he didn’t need forever, as the huge black statue fell. At the last moment, Monnie must have sensed the rush of air above her. She turned, but too late.

The statue creamed her. Smashing her body against the marble. Her knife falling useless beside her. 

He did not have time to gloat, however, as the entire section of floor quavered, then broke, chunk by chunk, into the lava. Just like he used to play “hot lava” when he was a kid, jumping from chair to couch to chair again pretending the floor was on fire until his mother scolded him, Brandt leapt from foothold to foothold—only, in this scenario, it really was lava.

Landing on the only stable piece of floor, Brandt rushed over to Rebecca. Her midriff was a bloody mess. She tried to smile but only managed to grimace. Vakasa smoothed Rebecca’s forehead as Brandt pulled up her shirt.

“Let’s see how bad it is.”

“Pretty bad,” Rebecca groaned.

But what he found was a minor gash. Sure, it was bleeding, but it was a gash, after all. “You’re good. Let’s get you up.”

“No,” Rebecca said, looking down, fingering the wound. “That went in my abdomen.” Brandt helped her up. “I felt the knife bounce off my spine, Brandt.”

He draped her arm over his shoulder. “You know that little fat pooch on your belly you hate so much?” Off her nod, he continued. “It saved your life, so can we take this as a win and get the fuck out of here?”

Feeling stronger, Rebecca was more than happy to, only how? And where? They were standing in the middle of a boiling cauldron of lava.

* * *

Bunny gripped Prenner’s sleeve. She didn’t know why she did, but she had to have something to hold on to as the hill shattered. Davidson and the other men desperately sought stable ground, only there wasn’t any.

From five different satellites, they watched the dome of the hillside bulge. Then, from deep belowground, lava burst forth, pushing up with it an island of marble. Standing atop of it where Rebecca, Brandt, and Vakasa! Her joy was short-lived, as the lava churned and overturned their stone raft. The three seemed prepared for that, though, as they jumped in unison—onto a huge onyx slab. 

No, not a slab, a statue turned on its side. A statue of the Black Madonna.

As the volcano erupted around them, they rode the statue down the lava flow.

What about Davidson and the others?

* * *

Rebecca clung to a fold in the statue’s dress, practically covering little Vakasa with her body. Brandt’s arm was over both of them, trying to keep them on their extremely slick raft.

Then, from above, a slab of marble angled toward them, carrying Davidson. He tossed a rope to Brandt. “It should stabilize us!”

She wasn’t so sure about that but was so glad to see the sniper. Before she could ask about the others, another slab jettisoned from above them. Lopez rode the marble like a board.

“Lava surfing!” he cried out as he worked that molten wave.

A last slab tried to make it past the crest, but just couldn’t. It carried Levont. As the stone raft angled back, their point man waved.

“Tell my parents. Off. The—”

Then he was gone.

“Levont!”

But no one answered as they coursed down the magma. Rebecca could feel the stone’s heat beneath her feet. Would they make it to the bottom before their own raft burned them alive?

Then their speed slowed. They were reaching the bottom of the hill, where the ground sloped more gently. Brandt got them to their knees.

“As soon as we get close enough to some real ground, we’ve got to jump.”

Rebecca nodded, more than happy to oblige. She gripped Vakasa’s hand, making sure the girl understood the plan. “We’re going home,” she reassured her.

Vakasa smiled that bright smile of hers, leaning her head into Rebecca’s shoulder.

Then a shot split the night. Vakasa jumped up, leaning in front of Rebecca. She felt the bullet’s impact through the little girl’s palm. Hot blood splattered on Rebecca as Vakasa fell into her, blood coursing down her dress.

The little girl patted Rebecca’s cheek. “Momma,” then her hand fell away.

“No!” Rebecca screamed, gathering Vakasa in her arms.

* * *

Davidson tore his eyes away from Vakasa and found a helicopter rising from behind the volcano. The Disciples’ sniper hanging out the side, training for another shot.

Go to hell.

He brought up his rifle. He barely aimed. He let his instinct carry him. Let this one prayer be answered in full.

Davidson let loose the shot. It coursed upward, hitting the sniper’s scope, shattering the tempered glass, then sliced through the sniper’s eye. The bastard fell from the helicopter, dangling from his safety line. The chopper dragged him along the lava, then cut the line before it, too, was pulled into the magma.

The Disciples’ sniper was finally dead.

That did not bring back Vakasa, though.

* * *

Brandt grabbed hold of the nearest shrub and pulled the statue they were riding on toward solid ground. Rebecca was putting pressure on the wound. It was bad. He had no doubt it was bad. But it had to be fixable. 

He scooped them both up in his arms, lifting them from the onyx, taking them to higher ground. As soon as he set Rebecca down, she put her ear to Vakasa’s chest.

“Start compressions,” she said, breathing into the little girl’s mouth.

Brandt did as he was told, giving five quick compressions, then pausing for Rebecca to give a breath. But in the next five compressions, he noticed that Vakasa wasn’t breathing anymore. The blood was simply pooling by her. He felt for a pulse. None. He moved the fabric aside to find a mortal, a way-mortal, wound in her belly.

“Compress!” Rebecca demanded.

What would he say? No amount of CPR was going to bring Vakasa back. That had been a “shatter” round. The bullet had exploded inside of the girl.

“Babe, she’s…”

His fiancée ignored him. Instead, she started doing the compressions herself, then breathing again for Vakasa. He tried to gently urge her away, but she shoved his hands aside. Davidson rushed over, but Brandt shook his head. The private sank to his knees, his head in his hands.

“Rebecca…”

* * *

“No!” Rebecca answered, shoving Brandt away. Why couldn’t he see it? “She can heal herself.”

Rebecca started more compressions. They just needed to keep her heart beating until they could get her to medical care. Then Vakasa would take over from there.

“Babe, no, she can’t,” Brandt whispered, holding his hands over hers.

Screw that. She kept up the compressions.

“She healed me,” Rebecca stated, only stopping to give a breath. “She healed you.”

Vakasa couldn’t be dead. She just couldn’t. But when Rebecca put her lips to Vakasa’s, she could feel how slack they were. How the girl’s body moved like a ragdoll’s when Rebecca did compressions.

Tears burned hot down her skin. She couldn’t give up. She couldn’t lose Vakasa.

“You’ve got to let it go,” Brandt urged, trying to pull her hands back from the girl. “You’ve got to let her go.”

“No.”

No. Rebecca couldn’t and she wouldn’t.

* * *

They all watched the monitors in stunned silence as Rebecca continued chest compressions and Brandt continued to coax her away from the girl. Thermal imaging showed Vakasa’s bright-red heat signature cool to orange, then to yellow.

Bunny turned abruptly, trying to get a gun from Prenner’s hand.

“I can’t let you.”

Fine. Bunny abandoned the quest for a gun and lunged at Emily. She grabbed the CIA operative around the throat. “How could you?”

The woman, though, only smiled sadly. “It was God’s wish.”

“God’s wish?” Bunny repeated, clamping her fingers around Emily’s windpipe. “If you hadn’t—”

Prenner tugged on Bunny, trying to get her away from the traitor. “Can’t let you do that, either.”

Bunny stopped struggling against the lieutenant and allowed him to pull her back. “Guantanamo won’t be good enough for you.”

“Trust me,” Prenner said, “she’ll pay.”

What exactly could Emily pay that would bring back Vakasa? Bunny spun around and faced the monitor.

“Stark, make arrangements to fly me there ASAP.”

“With the eruptions and ash, it could be weeks before—”

“Get me there.”

“Ya,” Stark said, typing rapidly. “On it.

Bunny reached out and touched the screen. How could she care so much for a little girl she’d never even met? 

* * *

God, how he wished circumstances were different, but they weren’t. Brandt had been in the field way too long. He’d seen this type of injury way too often. He put a hand on Rebecca’s back as she sobbed even as she continued CPR.

Lopez trotted up to them, a broad grin on his face, pointing over his shoulder. “Did you see that?”

Brandt gave a sharp shake to his head. The corporal’s smile fell. “Oh shit.”

“You two go find Levont.”

“Levont?” Lopez said, his head swiveling. “Where’s Levont?”

“Find out,” Brandt growled. Davidson pulled Lopez up the hill. Although, Brandt didn’t have much hope that the men’s search would end any better than Rebecca’s attempt at resuscitation.

“Hon,” he said, putting his hand over hers again.

“She can do this,” Rebecca choked out. “She’s got it in her.”

Brandt squeezed his fingers around his fiancée’s. “She was just a little girl.”

“Don’t you dare use the past tense,” Rebecca hissed.

“A brave, remarkable little girl, but a just a little girl.”

Rebecca shook her head, but when she went to compress her arms, she gave out and crumpled against Vakasa. He pulled them both into his embrace. Rebecca’s sobbing racked the both of them.

He leaned his forehead against Rebecca’s and gave up the fight against his own tears, letting them flow down his cheek. They joined Rebecca’s and, together, splashed down upon the girl they’d come to love.


CHAPTER 30

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location, Israel

Three Days Hence

Davidson held Bunny’s hand as their turn came to view Vakasa’s coffin. It was a simple ceremony. A simple grave deep in the desert. Only they would ever know where the unmarked grave lay. Bunny had made sure that Stark blanked out all satellite feed of the area.

Lying in the wooden coffin, the little girl looked like she was just sleeping. That if he reached out, he could rouse her. That he could wipe the guilt away for not saving her. For not seeing the sniper. For not being fast enough.

Bunny must have read his scowl and squeezed Davidson’s hand as she put a lily inside the coffin. Davidson put his own hibiscus next to Vakasa. It was the only thing he could remember about his own mother. How she smelled of the pink flower. It seemed a fitting tribute to the little girl who had saved them all.

Lopez followed. There really should have been two ceremonies today. One for Vakasa and one for Levont, but Lopez refused to declare the point man dead. “We need our drummer” was the only thing Lopez would say on the subject of Levont. So, for now, the point man was only MIA.

The corporal placed a carnation in the coffin. He leaned over and whispered, “Don’t worry, RJ will know all about you.”

It shouldn’t have been like this. It shouldn’t have been just them here. There should have been heads of states and a sea of people to grieve Vakasa. But that was kind of the point, wasn’t it? Her secret needed to be buried with her. The world would never know the spark of her smile.

Then a bright light flashed in the sky. Davidson shielded his eyes against the glare. Was that a satellite falling from space? As the fiery object streaked overhead, commemorating Vakasa, Bunny nudged him.

“I think you’re really going to like Stark.”

* * *

Brandt wrapped his arm around Rebecca’s waist as they approached the coffin. She seemed strong and all, but his fiancée had sat shivah for the past seventy-two hours. Rebecca hadn’t left Vakasa’s side for three days. Although, Brandt wasn’t so sure she was actually mourning rather than she was hoping. Hoping against hope that a miracle really could happen and Vakasa would awake.

This morning, though, Rebecca seemed clear-eyed, not arguing or fussing when he reminded her that if they wanted to honor Jewish tradition, they would need to bury their little girl today. She’d just nodded and headed off for a well-deserved shower.

Now, though? To see Vakasa in that coffin? Brandt wasn’t sure how Rebecca was going to hold up. He guided her forward, but she sidestepped him.

“Let me go last,” she requested.

He didn’t argue as he stepped up to the pine box. He wished he had something more to give the child than a yellow jessamine, the official flower of South Carolina. He wished he could have shown her his hometown. Brought her into his family. He’d had so many wishes for her, but this flower would have to do.

Brandt was about to move on, but the rabbi stepped forward and handed him a red rose along with a note. Without another word, the rabbi turned and walked back toward the waiting cars.

Opening the note, Brandt almost dropped the card. It was signed by Vanderwalt. The bastard hadn’t even bothered to show his face after the girl’s death. Probably just as well since Brandt would have shot him on sight. He was about to crumple the damned thing and kick it across the desert, until he read the man’s words.

I would do everything differently.

Why the hell did tears spring to Brandt’s eyes? Vanderwalt didn’t deserve his forgiveness, but Vakasa would have wanted it that way. She’d already forgiven the MI-5 agent with her “aloha.” So alongside his jessamine, Brandt put the rose and the note.

He moved aside as Rebecca approached. She seemed to want a moment alone, so he turned to look at the others as they grouped to the side. Bunny seemed five years older than the last time he’d seen her. Lopez was telling a story about Vakasa, making both Bunny and Davidson smile. Leave it to Lopez to lighten the mood.

A rustling behind him drew Brandt’s attention. What was Rebecca putting in the coffin?

“I thought you said the flowers would be enough?”

Rebecca shrugged. “Just a few tokens,” she said as she reached down and gave Vakasa a kiss on the forehead, then laid a lotus blossom on her bright-orange dress.

Brandt guided her away. There was no need for her to see the coffin lid nailed down. It was time to move on.

* * *

Rebecca leaned her head against the SUV’s window as they bounced their way out of the desert. Rebecca kept her eyes glued on the fresh burial mound until she could not longer make it out in the distance.

Her eyes were dry for the first time in days. Maybe her tear ducts had just given out? Or maybe she was ready to say good-bye.

“Lopez, where are you taking us?”

“I know we are bummed and all, but you’ve got to see this.” He drove them up a low hill, then parked the car. “Come on,” he said, getting out.

They followed him the rest of the way to the plateau. Rebecca’s feet stalled. The volcano that had erupted in Shiloh stood starkly against the dawn. Over the past few days, a weather front had moved in, bringing with it rain and cold air. The volcano’s sides had cooled rapidly, transforming the orange magma into slick black volcanic glass. Not just that, but gold etched its surface. The veins running throughout the slope, glistening in the early morning light. Most remarkable of all, the Black Madonna statue, half-buried in volcanic glass, stood almost as a sentinel.

“They’re calling it a miracle,” Lopez said, nodding to the growing crowd at the volcano’s base.

Brandt pulled Rebecca close, kissing her on the top of her head. 

“That it is,” Davidson remarked.

The others moved to get a closer look, but Rebecca stayed in Brandt’s embrace. He turned her toward him, tilting her chin to him.

“Marry me.”

Rebecca sniffled, grinning. “Of course.”

“No,” he said. “Right now.” He tossed his head toward the volcano. “I don’t want to wait. I don’t want to go another minute without us…”

* * *

His throat squeezed off, betrayed him. How many ways could they have died in the past week? What would next week bring? Brandt went to explain, but Rebecca seemed to get it.

“What about your family?” she asked. “A big church wedding?”

Brandt stroked her hair back. “We’ll put on a dog and pony show from them, but I want us…I want to be your husband. Today.”

She searched his eyes a moment as if testing to see how serious he was. She must have liked what she found, as her lips curled up into a grin. “All right, then,” Rebecca said, turning to the rest of the group. “Looks like we need to find ourselves a rabbi or priest or—”

“Look for?” Lopez scoffed. “You’ve got me.”

Brandt frowned at his corporal. “Lopez…”

“What?” he said. “I’m ordained in eight countries, Israel being one of them.”

“I don’t think—”

Lopez overrode him. “We can do this right here. Right now. ‘Not another minute’ and all that, right?”

Good to know Lopez was also as proficient at eavesdropping as he was at driving. 

“You’ve got your maid of honor and best man…” Bunny added.

“I appreciate the thought, but—”

Rebecca took his hand, though. “I think we should.”

He looked to her. She looked tired, drained, yet strangely happy. “This is your wedding day, Rebecca. We should at least go into town. Get a dress and—”

“Brandt,” she said softly, “we aren’t shiny, happy people.” She indicated to the rough countryside around them. “For better or worse, this is who you and I are.” She gestured to the others. “Who we are.”

“If you are good to go,” Brandt said, raising his hands in mock defeat, “I’m good.”

And he was. Despite everything that had happened, with Rebecca in his arms, he was good.

* * *

Rebecca held Brandt’s hand as Lopez continued on with the wedding ceremony. The moment was surreal with the volcano simmering in the background. Still, her hand shook. This was certainly not the wedding of her dreams. The pictures were going to be a bit…odd, but unique.

She wouldn’t have it any other way.

“All right,” Lopez said. “Let’s get to the good part.” He looked to Brandt. “Sergeant Vincent Paul Brandt, do you take this incredibly hot paleo-DNA-archeologist for your wife?”

Even Brandt cracked a smile at that. “I do.”

Lopez turned to her. “Chica, I am not sure what he’s got that I don’t.”

“Ricky,” Rebecca warned.

“What? I’m just saying you’ve got options.”

She just glared at him. 

He smiled broadly. “All right, all right. Rebecca Elaine Monroe, do you take Mr. Pecs over here for your husband?”

“I most certainly do.”

“Cool,” Lopez said. “You many now kiss the bride.”

Their lips met tenderly at first. So much had happened that they both seemed hesitant. Could one grieve and still love? Apparently, they could, as the kiss warmed. Brandt put his arm around her back, pulling them close. Her hands found his chest, gripping at his shirt, narrowing the space between them ever further.

“Yeah,” Lopez announced, “it’s like thirty-five miles to a find a room for you two, so why don’t you dial it back a notch?”

They broke off the kiss, chuckling. They should have known what they were getting when they agreed for the corporal to officiate.

Bunny embraced her. “Congratulations.” 

Davidson went to shake Brandt’s hand, but he pulled the younger man into a bear hug, clapping him on the back. Behind them, the volcano bellowed and lava danced in the air, then slowly streaked down the side, cooling as it went, turning into black glass before their eyes. 

She hugged Brandt. No, she hugged her husband.

As the rest watched the sight, Rebecca’s eyes slid to the east. To Vakasa. She hoped that the little girl was looking down upon them. Rebecca knew that she’d sworn off religious controversy before, but this time she was serious.

Now she had too much to lose. Too much to live for.


Epilogue

══════════════════

Undisclosed Location

Undisclosed Time

Vakasa awoke slowly. She did not force her eyes open. Did the stars rush to shine at night? Did the sun hurry to rise? She let her senses drift, assessing her new abode. The smell of dirt was strong. Vakasa didn’t mind. She liked the scent. It reminded her of home. Her tongue, though, was thick in her mouth, dry and tasteless. She cracked her eyes open, to find complete darkness.

It did not scare her. She was born in darkness so was not surprised to awaken in darkness.

Her fingertips felt rough wood beneath her. They moved to her dress, a tightly woven cotton fabric. She hoped it was orange. Wouldn’t that be something? She smiled at the thought of an orange dress.

Taking another deep breath, Vakasa relished several other scents. Flowers, she thought.

She was reminded of God’s grace. She had always felt His touch. Even as she was birthed, she’d felt it. Even as her mother gave up her life to bring Vakasa into the world, she had felt it. God’s love was in each leaf of a tree. Each breath of air.

The love of mankind, though, had not been so clear. The cruelty she had witnessed? The needless pain that man dealt to himself? She had always tried to see past it, to see through to their hearts. She had not been successful.

Until the man with the strong arms and the woman with the kind smile. 

She did not have to search hard to see their compassion.

Their love, though? Ah, their caring was tangible as her fingers moved to her side. The presents the woman had given proved that mankind’s love could be as precious as God’s.

Vakasa clicked on the first gift from Rebecca. A flashlight.

The second?

A shovel.

# # #
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CHAPTER 1

══════════════════

Brandt dangled off the end of his line, the only thing stopping him from plummeting a good thousand feet from the cliff. Lightning flashed in the distance as thunder rumbled. A heavy, steady rain had been falling all day.

“Sorry, boss,” Lopez said.

It had been the corporal who had slipped, nearly plummeting to his death. It had been Brandt to catch him before they slammed into the rock face. Only then had Brandt lost his grip on his carabiner.

“Just glad it wasn’t me,” Rebecca, his wife, said. So weird to think of her as his wife. They’d only been married a few weeks and the notion was still trying to sink in.

“This had better be the place,” Brandt grumbled as he righted himself and climbed back up into formation.

“The Disciple you caught was pretty chatty,” Rebecca said.

“It’s the place,” Lopez said. “He’s being kept here.”

Lopez had never accepted that Levont had died. No body, no funeral had been the mantra. There had been a Disciple helicopter in the area. It was conceivable that Levont had been taken by the religious fanatics. Then, when they captured a Disciple outside of Prague who had suggested the point man was alive? Lopez hadn’t shut up since.

Unfortunately, hoping that Levont was alive and Levont actually being alive were two different things. They had already raided three different safe houses only to come up empty.

Brandt wanted to get his point man back or, more likely, to give Levont’s parents some closure. However, if this location didn’t pan out, he was going to have to pull the plug on this wild goose chase until they had some hard intel.

A Disciple trying to get out from under a death sentence clearly wasn’t enough.

Brandt caught Rebecca’s eye. “You really think we’re going to find a Disciple stronghold in a Buddhist temple in Thailand?”

Rebecca shrugged. “There is a strong Jewish tradition in the area.”

He put up a hand to stop her from going on. She would list the number of temples and synagogues in the area, and Brandt had already given the green light for the mission. He did not need to hear it again. Hence why they were climbing up the back of the mountain.

Of course, there were steps that rose up the other side of the mountain, but those would be guarded. The backside, however, climbing up and out of the jungle? Not so much. Or, at least, that is what they hoped.

A huge gilded Buddha looked down upon them, as if frowning at their intrusion. Brandt however didn’t feel like the real Buddha would be any too thrilled that one of his temples was being used as a cover for the Disciples, though. Brandt didn’t know much about Buddhism, but he doubted the guy would have appreciated the Disciples’ brutal methods.

“Slow and steady, Lopez,” Brandt reminded his corporal as they climbed back into position.

“Yes, I want you around when I screw myself out of a job,” Prenner, their new point man, said. He wasn’t wrong. Not that Brandt thought that Prenner would mind all that much. He’d only taken the job because he had the clearance and the training. Prenner was on a career track up the chain of command, and probably only viewed this time in the field as a favor.

“If, of course, you survive,” Lopez said. Their team did have a bit of a bad reputation and life expectancy for point men. Hopefully, that streak ended today.

“Let’s be optimistic,” Brandt said as Lopez took his place, “and move out again.”

Before resuming his ascent, Brandt glanced over his shoulder to the thick jungle that surrounded the mountain. Davidson was out there somewhere, waiting for the signal to provide sniper support. Brandt hoped they wouldn’t need it. However, he was usually disappointed each time.

“Great honeymoon,” Rebecca said, as she wiped her brow of sweat.

“I know how to treat a lady,” Brandt replied.

That was the best part about Rebecca. Not only did she not complain that he had to go to Thailand, but she had insisted on coming. Knowing his team, while chasing the Disciples, they would find some ancient text that needed ASAP translating.

And that was his girl.

She beamed back at him. “It’ll be good to have the band back together.”

“Yes, it will,” Brandt agreed, noticing that climbing up behind Rebecca had some extra bonuses. Maybe they could make a stop off at the Krabi peninsula for some actual R&R. “But this Buddhist temple isn’t going to get climbed on its own.”

“Technically, it is a Taoist temple,” a voice in his ear reminded him. Bunny. She and Stark, their new technical support team, were back in DC, monitoring the area from a satellite in geo-synchronized orbit.

“Whichever, it is a damned hard climb,” Lopez complained from above.

“Move it, Talli,” Rebecca teased.

“Ouch, that hurt,” Lopez said, clutching his heart. “Am I really complaining that much?”

“Yes,” both she and Brandt said at the same time.

Prenner moved them out, setting quite the pace up the slick vertical surface. Even Brandt was a bit winded after that climb. Stepping out onto the ledge, Brandt was brought face to face with a golden Buddha, his belly sticking out into Brandt’s face. There was a small ledge around the statue, where everyone waited for him to bring up the rear.

“Bunny, you’re sure this is the wall?”

“All I can say is behind that wall is a heat signature that hasn’t moved from the room in the last forty-eight hours,” Bunny replied.

“Do it,” Brandt instructed Prenner. The man rapidly smeared the wall behind the Buddha with C-4. “Secure yourselves,” he ordered the rest of them.

While directional, the blast would still rock this little alcove, and he didn’t want any of them flinging off the side of the cliff. Especially not his bride.

* * *

Rebecca placed the rivet gun against the wall and braced herself for the recoil. Pulling the trigger, the climbing mechanism shot a ring into the wall. Brandt tugged on it to make sure it was well secured. He reached around and grabbed the loop on her belt and snapped it on.

Some guys bought roses. Brandt made sure she stayed alive. Flowers really were overrated.

As the other men prepared for the blast, Rebecca took a picture of the wall. It was lined with passages of ancient Buddhist writing.

“Bunny, are you getting this?”

“I’ll have the Sanskrit translated in a few moments.”

They were still looking for ties between the Buddhists in the area and the Disciples.

“Ear protection in,” Brandt reminded her.

Popping the ear plugs in, Rebecca nodded that she was prepared.

Prenner secured himself beside her. “Ready.”

“Bunny, where is the heat signature?”

“Toward the front of the cell.”

This was the dicey part of the operation. They were going to blow into the room through the back wall, however they couldn’t exactly warn Levont of that fact.

“Detonate,” Brandt ordered.

Prenner hit the button and the mountain shook with the blast. The Buddha tipped forward, falling out of his ancient home. The statue bounced on his head, then rear, then head, hurling toward the jungle below.

Then a loud crack sounded above Rebecca. The rock face began to split, heading right for her piston. Once the fissure reached her, the metal loop fell out of the mountain.

She did not want to follow the Buddha down. Luckily, Brandt’s arms wrapped around her waist.

“I’ve got you.”

That he did.

* * *

Making sure that Rebecca had her footing, Brandt moved to the hole they had blasted in the wall. Prenner was right there, ready to burst into the room. Brandt gave the signal to move in.

With swift efficiency, the point man checked the cell.

“Clear,” Prenner reported.

Lopez and Brandt were in right behind, to find a man, an Asian man, looking very worried. Definitely not Levont.

“Bunny, what the fuck?”

“Double-checking the footage from the last few days.”

Prenner rapidly flipped through a variety of dialects until he found one the man understood. The two talked rapidly, then Prenner turned to Brandt.

“He is hiding out here from the Chinese. The Buddhists gave him sanctuary.”

“God damn it,” Brandt cursed, trying to figure out what had gone wrong.

The Disciple captive that had given them this information was so getting executed.

Brandt nodded toward the door. “We might as well go out the front door, then.”

Prenner cracked the door open, checking the hallway, then slipped out of the room. Lopez was about to follow when a gunshot rang out.

“Gun!” Prenner yelled, quite unnecessarily.

Everyone retreated back into the room as they returned fire.

“That’s got to be the Disciples,” Lopez noted.

“Which means Levont might be here,” Brandt finished for him. He seriously doubted that the Buddhists had suddenly decided automatic weapons were cool.

“Bunny?”

* * *

Brandt did realize that you couldn’t pull intelligence out of your butt, right?

“Bunny!”

Apparently not.

“Stark,” Bunny snapped, passing on Brandt’s agitation.

“Three doors to the left, a person has been taken out of the room in the morning and returned in the evening.”

“Brandt, it looks like we may have a secondary target. Three doors to your left.”

“Copy that,” he responded. “We will go lateral.”

They watched on the screen as the point man prepped the left wall and blew it. Once through, he repeated the process again.

Prenner pointed to the screen. “They can’t just blow that one.”

“Brandt, the subject is right on the other side of the wall.”

“Copy that,” was his brusque answer.

Bunny wished there was more to do than just watch as the team gathered in the center of the room as gunfire flashed a bright red on the screen. The Disciples were closing in.

* * *

“We are going to have to go into the hallway,” Brandt stated, even though the men had probably figured that out already. Not that staying in the room was much safer. Lopez was laying down cover fire behind them, keeping the Disciples at bay.

“On the count of three,” Brandt stated.

Prenner grabbed the doorknob.

“Bunny, how many in the hall?” Brandt asked.

“Four.”

“You okay with this?” Brandt asked his new point man.

“Yes, sir.”

He might be new, but he seemed to have the guts to take this on.

Counting down with his fingers, Brandt finally clenched his fist and Prenner burst into the hallway, firing as he went.

Lopez, creeping low, went out behind him. This wasn’t their first dance. Brandt kept Rebecca tucked under him as they made their way into the hallway. Lopez opened the door and they all rushed in behind him.

Brandt really should have been more worried about the Disciples in the hallway, but all eyes were on the dark-skinned man in the bed.

“Levont!” Lopez yelled, rushing over to the man.

It was hard to be sure. The man’s face had been worked over pretty badly.

Fucking Disciples.

“I held out for twenty-four hours, Sarge,” the man croaked.

“I know you did,” Brandt reassured him. One of the reasons they were pretty sure Levont was still alive was the fact that someone had tried to access their private files with Levont’s personal codes. No harm done, though, since after a member of the team went AWOL, all codes were changed. All Special Forces were trained to hold out that first day so that the codes could be changed. Once that day went by, though, you were free to give over any operational information necessary to keep yourself alive.

“Can you walk?” Brandt asked.

“I wish,” Levont said, the flash of a bright smile dividing his dark face. Even tortured for weeks, the guy still beamed hope.

“We’ve got a broken tibia,” Lopez noted. “But I think the fibula is intact.”

“Splint it, and we’ll get him out.”

Brandt nodded to Prenner. “Guess we go lateral again.”

* * *

Bunny shook her head, even though Brandt couldn’t see her. “No, I think you should go down.”

“Down?”

“Yeah, there is another level of rooms below you.”

“Tell him it looks like a food storage room,” Stark stated. “People only go in there around meal time.”

Bunny relayed the info. She didn’t get anything other than another “Copy that” from Brandt. Which was about what she would expect from the man of few words. On screen, someone kneeled down, most likely smearing the C-4 they were going to need.

Then everyone backed away from the center of the room. The room went red at the detonation, then everyone was jumping down into the room below.

“Get them the quickest way out,” Bunny instructed Stark.

“I’ve already got it,” Stark’s mother announced. “Out the door and to the right, then their first left. Take the hallway all the way down and that will take them to the main temple area. Through the courtyard and they will be on the steps.”

“They are going to be sitting ducks, though,” Stark noted.

“That’s what Davidson is for,” Bunny stated, worried about the same thing.

“One man against all the Disciples in there?”

“Well, if it were any man, it would be Davidson,” Bunny stated, even if she was more than a little biased.

* * *

Rebecca watched as Lopez pulled the pin on a grenade. “A little present for the bastards who did this.”

He tossed it through the hole in the ceiling just as the men rushed in from the hallway.

Rebecca turned away as it went off. She’d seen too often what a grenade could do.

“Let’s move,” Brandt ordered.

Lopez put one of Levont’s arms around his shoulder. Rebecca took the other. They didn’t make great time. Even with his leg splinted, Levont was weak and heavy. It was hard to see the vibrant man brought so low. Although he didn’t seem to notice.

“I knew you’d miss me,” Levont teased Lopez.

“You’re the only one who gets my jokes,” Lopez shot back, even as he tried to hurry the injured man along.

“That’s absolutely true,” Brandt said. “However, let’s move this along.”

They followed Bunny’s instructions and made it out into the temple proper. Rebecca would love to linger to soak in the beauty of the place—except for, you know, the Disciples hot on their trail. As they rushed along, Rebecca snapped as many pictures with her phone as possible.

The ceilings were inlaid with red and gold, whereas the floors were a glossy hardwood. Of course, a giant gold Buddha sat at the front of the temple, atop a dais. Dozens of orange-robed monks were kneeling before it in morning meditation. Despite the fact that there had been several explosions and a group of Westerners were hurrying through, very few of the men even raised their heads, let alone rose.

Which was fine by Rebecca. The less they had to explain, the better.

Footsteps sounded behind them. The Disciples had figured out their route and were hot on their tails, catching up with every step. It probably was only Lopez’s grenade lob that had slowed them down. The enemy did not want to walk into another trap like that.

Prenner hit the wide stone doors of the temple and rushed through them.

Brandt closed the doors behind, although Rebecca wasn’t quite sure what good they would do. Prenner was headed down the slick, wide stone steps already.

“I hope Davidson is as good as Bunny thinks he is,” the point man said.

Levont smiled. “Oh, he is.”

* * *

Davidson hauled ass up the tree as fast as he could, but with leaves in his face and branches whacking him in the back of his head, that was a little difficult.

“The Disciples are almost to the front door. The entire team will be exposed,” Bunny said in his ear.

Yeah, he got it. Once he knew Brandt was heading to the front, Davidson had abandoned his perfect perch and flat out run across the valley floor. He had no roost. No time to set up. No time to even climb to the highest branches.

“They’re opening the doors!” Bunny exclaimed in his ear.

Davidson straddled the nearest branch and swung his rifle up to bear. Through his scope he could see the large gray doors swinging open. He didn’t bother to align the shot properly. They didn’t need to know how good a sniper he was, they just needed to know that there was one in the vicinity.

Pulling the trigger, he shot at the stone just in front of the door. The bullet kicked up broken stone. That stopped the Disciples in their tracks. They pulled the door closed again, giving Davidson time to properly set up, belly against the branch, rifle tight against his shoulder.

When the Disciples decided to give it another try, Davidson was ready. He let the next bullet fly. This time, if the guy hadn’t ducked back behind the door, he would have lost a nose.

Davidson waited a few breaths. The door stayed closed.

“I think I’ve got them contained,” Davidson reported.

They would try again, though. There was no doubt. They weren’t going to let Brandt walk out with their prisoner without an epic battle. Davidson took a moment to swing his rifle down to make sure the others were making it down the steps. They were about a quarter of the way down. That was a lot of real estate before they could reach the safety of the trees.

Davidson refocused on the door, waiting, watching for the slightest movement. But after several seconds ticked by, nothing. What was going on? The Disciples hadn’t just given up, had they?

As much as Davidson wanted the Disciples to just let Brandt get away, it felt wrong. Like the other shoe hadn’t dropped yet.

To confirm his suspicion, Bunny cursed. “Oh shit.”


CHAPTER 2

══════════════════

“Oh shit, what?” Brandt asked.

“We’ve got two Royal Thai Air Force jets coming at you.”

“Why the fuck is the Thai government coming after us?” Brandt demanded, although did it matter? If they were coming, they were coming.

“They’ve been told that you are narco-terrorists attacking the temple.”

“Could you clear that up for us?” Brandt suggested.

“Stark’s mom is on the phone with the State Department right now.”

Why did he not feel all that much better that Stark’s mom was in charge of saving their lives? Then the air filled with the sound of approaching jets. At first they were two specks on the horizon, then, way too fast, they became way too real.

“Hunker down!” Brandt yelled as the first plane broke formation to come in for the attack.

He didn’t expect any of them to live through the next few moments, but at the last moment, a shot rang out from the trees and the jet veered, just enough so that the missiles it shot flew past the mountain and exploded deeper in the valley.

Just when he thought Davidson couldn’t get any better, the kid pulled off a Hail Mary shot like that. In that moment, Brandt forgave Davidson for all of his previous transgressions.

Unfortunately, the other jet was speeding toward them. Davidson shot and shot, but the plane just wouldn’t back down. It let loose two missiles at them. Both struck the side of the mountain.

While none of them were hit directly, it had been too fucking close. Especially when half the steps cracked and fell away. Brandt dug his finger into the stone, grinding rock under his nails trying to keep himself and Rebecca from falling. It wasn’t going to be enough, though, as the steps beneath his feet crumbled.

His last act was to shove Rebecca back to safety as he slid down the mountain face.

“Gotcha,” Rebecca said, as she grabbed his wrist. Although, by the strain in her arms and her blotchy face, it wouldn’t be for long.

“Let me go,” Brandt begged. He didn’t want them both to die in this wretched jungle.

“Never,” Rebecca insisted.

Her foot slipped on the wet rock. Both would have plunged to their deaths if someone hadn’t grabbed her around the waist. Lopez. And then Prenner was there, helping haul both of them back from the precipice.

Which would have been great, except the first plane had circled back around, and it looked ready to prove itself this time.

Brandt tucked Rebecca’s head against his chest. Davidson was firing, but they couldn’t expect another miracle from the sniper. Then, at the last minute the jet pulled up short, not firing.

“Stark’s mom did it!” Bunny yelled in his ears.

Yes, Stark’s mom had done it, as the two jets arched away from them, heading back to Bangkok.

“There’re ground forces in the way, though,” Bunny stated. “And I doubt they are Thai.”

“Copy that,” Brandt responded, then turned to his team. “You heard the lady—double time.”

* * *

Rebecca climbed into the back of the four-wheel drive SUV, then turned to help Levont get settled in.

“What took you guys so long?” he asked Lopez.

“Yeah, like a Buddhist temple in Thai was our first choice,” Lopez answered.

“Lopez never gave up,” Rebecca interjected. “He wouldn’t rest until you were found.”

“Don’t make it sound so gay,” Lopez said, then turned to Prenner. “No offense, man.”

“None taken,” their new point man said. “I was going to ask if you two needed a few moments alone.”

Rebecca tensed. This whole gays served openly in the military was kind of new, and Prenner’s sexual orientation hadn’t been a problem so far. However, it hadn’t really been addressed, either. The guy was Svengurd’s boyfriend, so it seemed that if Svengurd loved him, the team would, too. And it turned out he wasn’t a half bad point man. How did she know? Brandt wasn’t constantly complaining about him, as he had done with Harvish.

Lopez smiled broadly. “Nah, man. We just have a little bromance going on.”

Brandt loaded into the front seat, eyeing the men. “Anything I should know about?”

“Absolutely not,” Lopez answered back.

Rebecca smiled as she sank into her seat. All was right with the world again. The team was back together, and they were headed for their flight in Bangkok. Of course, that meant a no-holds-barred flight through the jungle.

And it was going to be a doozy. Lopez revved the engine.

“Do I have some direction, Bunny, or should I just wing it?” Lopez asked.

* * *

“No!” both Bunny and Brandt exclaimed at the same time. She glanced up to the screen that showed the Thai valley. “Head south by southwest, and we’ll update as we go.”

“If you insist,” Lopez answered, the growl of the engine behind him.

“We do,” Brandt countered.

Bunny had been in the back of many of vehicle that Lopez drove. It was bad enough even if he wasn’t “winging it” with directions.

Stark muted his microphone and spoke directly to her. “Isn’t that taking them into the path of the oncoming vehicles?”

“They’ve got to pick up a package before heading out,” Bunny reminded the hacker, pointing to the speck that was Davidson.

“Still, that is going to be close,” Stark said, turning back to his keyboard.

Clearly, the man had never ridden with Lopez.

The car on the screen practically flew down the dirt road, despite the ground being half flooded from the storm.

“They are turning to adjust,” Stark noted, and he wasn’t wrong. The enemy must have had some satellite feed, as well, or they had placed a tracker on Levont. Either way, it gave the Disciples an advantage.

“Brandt, they are watching, as well,” Bunny warned the team. “It’s going to be extremely close.”

“They will have line of sight,” Stark confirmed.

“Knock it out for five minutes,” Brandt responded.

“What do you mean?” Bunny said, even though she was pretty sure of what he meant.

“Block all signals. Satellite, radio, everything.”

“But—”

“Do it,” Brandt barked as only Brandt could do.

Bunny nodded to Stark, who typed in a few commands, and the screen went to static. She watched a small digital display that Stark had put up counting down the five minutes. Until then, they were blind, deaf and mute.

* * *

Brandt clutched the dashboard as Lopez bounced them over another branch in the “road.” It was more like a poorly maintained game trail than an official kind of street. That didn’t stop Lopez from having some fun.

The corporal slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel to the right as a tree appeared right in the middle of the roadway. The vehicle was slapped by fronds and branches as they raced through the jungle, the actual jungle. Then Lopez took them right back onto the “road.”

“Davidson better be on it,” Lopez said as he drove.

A loud thunk shook the SUV. “If you mean on the roof, then I think he is,” Rebecca said.

They broke out of the jungle into a clearing, with the Disciples coming straight at them. Somehow, riding on the roof, bouncing like a rubber ball, Davidson still managed to take out the lead vehicle’s tire. The car careened as the driver lost control. The second vehicle, unable to slow in time, slammed into the rear of the first car.

Two vehicles down with one shot.

Brandt was having a bit of a bromance with Davidson at the moment. If he weren’t straight and married, Brandt would have been the first one in line to lay a lip-lock on the kid. As they turned sharply to the left, Brandt and Prenner added their weapons to the fray, firing at the last remaining pursuit vehicle.

Somehow, through it all, Davidson managed to climb in the side window.

“Sorry,” he said.

“For what?” Rebecca asked.

“Not taking out the third car,” he responded, completely straight faced.

“Yeah, you’re such a slacker,” Lopez said, gunning the engine.

“Take a sharp right, “ Bunny said. The five minutes must have been up. Lopez complied, streaking them through the green foliage. “There is going to be a slight decline…”

Slight? They were going practically straight downhill. “You do have topography, right?” Brandt asked as they hurled down the mountainside.

They would be lucky if they didn’t pitch over end over end.

Then they were at the bottom of the mountain, to find an actual paved road. Brandt looked through the back window. The pursuit car was still at the top of the hill. Either they were too smart, or they valued their life too much to follow Lopez’s performance.

“Well, that was invigorating,” Lopez said, putting the pedal to the metal, racing them off to the Bangkok airport.


CHAPTER 3

══════════════════

Rebecca sat in the back of the SUV as it made its way through the clogged streets of Bangkok. The storm had finally let up. However, evidence of its passing was everywhere. The streets were still slick with rain, and the water flowed down the drains like tiny waterfalls.

The denizens took it all in stride, though. These were a people used to monsoons and such. A little storm didn’t stop them from living their lives. The streets were lined with small stalls selling everything imaginable. From sweet meats to handcrafted baskets, you could get anything you wanted. Mothers swatted at sons who played behind them. The children had a stick and a ball—although it appeared they used the stick to hit their siblings more than the ball.

Boys.

Then there was a woman weaving a scarf right in front of them. While the city burst with life, there was also a pall, a sense of desperation. Just glancing down any of the dark alleys confirmed the city’s underbelly.

Rebecca looked to her phone. She’d just spoken with Bunny at length about the Disciples’ connection to Bangkok. The question was, did Brandt want to hear about it?

Lopez stopped at an intersection. “To the airport, right?”

“Well…” Rebecca said, before Brandt could give the order.

“No wells,” Brandt said, shaking his head. “We’ve got Levont. We’re not going to any church, synagogue or temple. No museum or art gallery. We are getting out of Thailand. Period.”

Brandt was so cute when he was laying down the law. Rebecca shrugged. “I just thought you might want to break up a human trafficking ring. My bad.”

Her husband turned around in his seat. “What are you talking about?”

“Bunny, why don’t you do the honors?”

“Actually, it was Stark and his mom who figured this out.”

“Figured what out?” Davidson asked.

* * *

“First off, they followed the money, so to speak,” Bunny answered, and patted Stark on the shoulder. “The Disciples have such an elaborate organization—how are they paying for it? The Knot had ancient wealth, but the Disciples don’t seem to be funded that way.”

Stark took over. “We think they make their money a much more modern way, in human trafficking. It is lucrative, if you don’t mind the whole business of buying and selling other people, but given their morals, it doesn’t feel like a stretch.”

“So Bangkok was already on our radar,” Bunny stated. “Since it is the Asian hub of modern-day slavery.”

“Then we monitored communications in and out of the temple during the rescue operation, and voilà, the calls traced back to a downtown Bangkok building,” Stark finished.

“You have an address for the Disciples?” Brandt pressed.

“Yes, in fact, we do,” Bunny stated. “Whether it is their central operation or just an outpost, this is the best intel we’ve had on them… ever.”

Silence came from the other end. Then Lopez asked, “Well?”

“Take the left,” Brandt said. “But we are stashing Levont and Rebecca before we head out.”

* * *

“You are going to do what?” Rebecca asked. His wife held up her hand to stop him from interrupting. “What? It’s okay for me to get nearly blasted off a mountain, impaled on a tree, but I can’t do a simple recon at an office building?”

Brandt sighed. This is not how he wanted the conversation to go. He took in a deep breath. “The temple was different. We needed you to interpret symbols if we found any. And there is nothing ever simple about Bangkok.”

He knew from experience. They all knew from experience. He wanted to get out of this city as quickly as possible, but he couldn’t ignore their best chance to discover something tangible about the Disciples. Still that didn’t mean it was okay to put Rebecca in harm’s way.

“Rebecca…”

“Don’t Rebecca me,” she shot back. “And don’t give me that, ‘I’m not ready for combat,’ or that ‘I endanger the team because you have to protect me’ crap. I will refer you to… oh, Turkey, Jordan, or I don’t know, Israel.”

“She does have a point,” Lopez interjected.

No, the real problem was that she didn’t answer to the chain of command, and, therefore, could argue like this. He turned to Levont.

“I am not going to have to argue with you, too?”

“Whatever Lopez gave me made it all good. Stay? Go? Either way, I am good.”

“Bunny, do we have a plan of attack?” Brandt asked, realizing that arguing with Rebecca was going nowhere.

“It looks like they own and operate the entire building.”

“So we just look for the Disciples of Moshe placard and follow the signs to their liar?” Lopez asked with a snort.

“No, we were thinking to go in as repairmen and head to the basement, where their servers are stored,” Bunny snapped back.

“Same diff,” Lopez retorted.

“You will send the specifics?” Brandt asked to stop the snipe-fest going on.

“Absolutely.”

“Happy now?” he asked Rebecca.

She shrugged “Pretty much.”

* * *

Rebecca remembered that she really should think through what she wished for as Brandt’s elbow dug into her ribs. They were crammed in a maintenance cart being rolled up to the Disciples building.

“Not a word,” Brandt whispered as he elbowed her again.

After the scene she had made? No way, no how could she complain about the cramped quarters. Then he wrapped his arms around her, and the cart didn’t seem all that cramped. She could hear Prenner speaking in fluent Thai to the guards. Good thing most of his career had been in Asia. Lopez had been sent off to secure their next vehicle and Davidson was somewhere high up in an adjoining building to secure their exit.

Hopefully, this should be straightforward, though. Go down into the computer room, download all of the Disciples’ financials, and get the heck out of Dodge before someone noticed them.

Which all sounded great in theory. She was certain that was not how it was going to go down, though. Not with their track record.

The wheels clattered underneath them as they were wheeled across the lobby to the elevators. A chime indicated their car had arrived. After a thunk over the threshold, they were in the elevator. However, they still did not get out of the cart. Stark was pretty sure they had cameras in the elevators. While he could have tried to hack his way in to take over the feed, they all decided that was too risky. Stealth was their friend. Better to just stay hidden until they were in the server room.

They landed in the basement and Prenner rolled them out into the hallway. The wheels bumped over the grooves in the concrete. Gone were the smooth tiles of the lobby. This was an old-school basement. No refinements.

Prenner stopped them and used the keycard the guard had given him. Only once they were inside the server room and the door closed did the point man open the compartment so that they could unfold themselves from the cart.

Rebecca stretched out the kink in her neck as Prenner went over to the main server and plugged in the flash drive. She tuned out Stark’s technical directions to him. Instead, she looked around the room.

It was dank, illuminated only by the flashing lights of the servers. Pipes ran overhead, and the whole room felt damp.

“Not exactly a cold room,” Rebecca noted.

“Get used it,” Brandt said. “It’s Bangkok.”

Still, you would think someone storing expensive servers would have thought this through a little bit better. The vents were rusted, with paint peeling back from the brick walls.

“I’m in,” Prenner stated. “Download started.”

Good. It would only be a few more minutes, and then they would be out again. Barely a pit stop to gather more info than they’d had on the Disciples’ organization in months. Then the lock on the door clunked shut and a hiss filled he room. Rebecca coughed as the air turned bitter.

“Well, at least we know we’re in a Disciple building,” Brandt noted as he went over to the door and started popping the hinges. Rapidly, he got the door open, only to be shot at. “Double confirmation,” he said as he put his shirt over his mouth. “How much longer?” he asked Prenner.

“Three more minutes.”

Brandt looked to Rebecca. They weren’t going to last three minutes. Not as their eyes stung and their lungs complained. Then she had an idea.

“Prenner, cover the server,” she instructed.

The man looked at her funny, but did as he was told.

“Brandt, put a light to the fire sprinkler.” Yes, the building was so old and so poorly equipped that they didn’t have halogen fire suppression in their server room. “The water will knock the gas out of the air.”

“Like smog on a rainy day,” Brandt agreed, and flicked on his lighter, holding it next to the sensor. Within moments, water sputtered, then rained down upon them. The other computers sparked and shorted out, but the gas suddenly wasn’t as pungent or thick. Seconds later, the air tasted as clean and pure as it had before. With maybe just a tinge of mold, but hey, it was Bangkok.

“Good call,” Brandt said. “Extraction plan, Bunny.”

“Lopez said he has a ‘flying apparatus’ ready, so the roof.”

“He does realize that we are in the basement, right?”

“Yes, but the Thai police are surrounding the building, so walking or shooting your way out the front door isn’t going to work.”

“Can’t Stark’s mom take care of that?” Brandt asked.

* * *

Bunny looked over to Stark’s mom, who shook her head. “It’s Thailand, Brandt. Even if we could contact the higher-ups, that doesn’t mean the police on the street aren’t taking bribes.

Prenner’s voice came over the speakers. “She’s right. If we get into any of those police cars, we will never be seen again.”

“Alright, it looks like the roof it is,” Brandt agreed.

Even after all this time, Special Forces’ ability to just change on a dime amazed Bunny. They could shrug off just about anything. Knowing her, she’d still be throwing a tantrum because she couldn’t go out the front door.

“The fire alarm has triggered an evac, so you’ll have plenty of cover,” Stark added.

“Can you shut down the power?” Brandt asked.

“Of course, but that will show our hand,” Stark said.

“Yeah, I think our cover is pretty blown, and I’d rather have them at a disadvantage if I’ve got to run up ten stories.”

“Done,” Stark said.

Onscreen, the building went dark.

“And did you say Lopez had a ‘flying apparatus’?” Brandt asked.

Yeah, Bunny was hoping he didn’t ask about that. “Yes, he didn’t specify much more.”

“Much more?”

“He said, and I quote, ‘It will be Legen—wait for it—dary.’”

“Oh God,” Rebecca groaned in her ear.

“So your guess is as good as mine.”

* * *

Brandt didn’t like having to guess what their escape vehicle might be like. But Lopez hadn’t let them down, so he wasn’t going to sweat it. He was sure it was some kind of prototype helicopter. Maybe a chopper-turned-boat or something.

“Done,” Prenner said, pulling out the jump drive. He hurried over to the door. “Shock and awe?” the point man asked.

Brandt nodded and turned to Rebecca, who was already putting her earplugs in.

“I know, and don’t open my eyes until you tell me,” she said. An old pro at this already. They really should give her an honorary rank.

Prenner cracked open the door and tossed out both a flashbang and a smoke grenade. Bullets zipped into the room, but hit the wall. Prenner was just too fast.

Once the explosions died down, Prenner opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, firing away. Brandt followed, lending his gun to the fray. Rebecca held onto his belt, trailing behind.

The sprinklers were knocking the smoke down, much as they did the knockout gas, but it was enough to disorient the gunmen. By the time they got to the end of the hallway, three attackers were down, and the rest had fled the area. These clearly were not hardcore Disciples. The Disciples always stood and fought. These men must have been hired guns who were not all that fond of giving up their lives so lightly.

All the better.

They made it to the stairwell to find it empty.

“I thought there was an evacuation?” Brandt said, concerned that he’d misheard.

“Mom locked the west stairwell doors to give you free passage,” Stark said.

Brandt was beginning to like Stark’s mom more and more.

“Thanks.”

They took to the stairs, double-timing it. The sooner they got to the roof, the better. He moved Rebecca to between himself and Prenner. Although the gunmen had scattered, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t regroup and follow. Which, as the basement level door opened, was exactly what they had done.

“Stay to the wall,” Brandt instructed Rebecca, then put his rifle over the guard rail and fired. That should keep them a bay for a few minutes.

They only had eight more floors to climb. Make that seven, as they passed the third floor landing. Prenner was a climber, that was for sure. He could see why Svengurd was smitten.

Rebecca, bless her heart, was keeping up. She was flushed and practically panting, but not complaining a bit. They had passed by the fourth floor landing when the sound of a door being broken open came from above them. Those were no evacuees.

Especially not as a grenade came tumbling down the steps. Prenner shot it, exploding the small bomb before it could get much closer. Another grenade came at them, faster this time. Prenner turned his rifle and hit the thing like a baseball, knocking it into the open space of the stairwell, where if fell several flights, exploding at the level of their pursuers.

How convenient.

The men above must have realized that grenades weren’t a whole lot of use. That’s when the firefight started.

Brandt groaned. This was going to be a stair-by-stair fight, gutting it out for every step until they could take the landing above them.

“May I take radical action?” Prenner asked, above the shout of gunshots.

“If it gets us out of this, yes,” Brandt agreed.

Prenner took a wad of C-4, balled it up, stuck a detonator in it, and then reared back like a major league pitcher and threw the thing up the stairs to the landing above. The guy must have played baseball, because it landed and stuck to the wall right in the strike zone. The point man put his finger over the red button and pushed it.

The wall exploded above them, knocking the enemy down. One fell over the railing, screaming all the way down until he hit the floor, silencing him completely.

If that didn’t say to the enemy “don’t fuck with us,” nothing else would. The door on the level above opened and footsteps ran from the landing. Glad the hired guns got the message loud and clear.

They made their way up to the next floor. Brandt jerked open the door to find the gunmen fleeing. He didn’t take the shot. They were probably just ordinary guys looking for security work at an office building. They hadn’t signed on for the religious war the Disciples had started.

* * *

Rebecca’s lungs screamed their complaint, but she didn’t slow. They were so close to being out of here. They were on the ninth floor, and they just had one more floor to go. Then the building groaned in a way that a building should never groan. It felt pained, as if the building was injured.

“Oh shit,” Stark said in her ear.

“Oh shit, what?” Brandt demanded.

Bunny jumped in, “It looks like they have a self-destruct fail-safe. They just blew the four corners of the building’s foundation.”

Rebecca put her hand on the railing as the building listed to the right. She would have gone over it if it hadn’t been for Brandt’s hold on her. Then they were going down.

“Climb!” Brandt yelled.

The walls swayed in front of them as the guardrail snapped in half. They raced up the stairwell while it was still a stairwell.

“Lopez better be there,” Brandt rumbled.

“Oh, he’s there alright,” Bunny said, although Rebecca wasn’t quite sure what she meant.

They made it to the roof’s landing when an entire wall tumbled down. Brandt shoved Rebecca out of the way as it crashed against the steps. Rebar stuck out like the Disciples’ daggers. He was helping her climb over them when a section of roof collapsed right on top of him.

Brandt screamed. Brandt screamed. She’d seen him shot, stabbed, and he’d never let out a peep. What the hell had happened that he screamed?

His lower half was covered in rubble.

“Go on,” he said.

“Yeah, right,” Rebecca said. “Prenner!”

The point man hurried back, helping her lift the rubble as the building shook and swayed around them. They could see sky above them. Screw the roof, they were the roof now.

Finally, they got a slab of wall off of Brandt’s legs. One foot was pointed in the wrong direction. No wonder he’d cried out.

He tried to rise, but his right knee buckled under him. Rebecca threw his arm over her shoulder. Prenner did the same, pulling Brandt up to his feet.

The door seemed a long way off, though. Then she heard something above her.

“Get in!” Lopez yelled.

He was in some kind of man-powered, well, “flight apparatus” was the closest thing she could call it. Lopez was pedaling like mad as the wings flapped up and down.

“What the fuck?” Brandt said.

“It’s Bangkok,” Lopez reminded them. “Roll with it.”

Rebecca tried to help Brandt into the seat next to Lopez.

“What’s wrong?” Lopez asked.

“His knee is blown.”

“Well, we need someone who can pedal,” Lopez informed her.

Prenner hopped in beside him and started pedaling.

“Grab hold!” Lopez yelled as the building beneath them collapsed inward.

* * *

Nearly blinded in pain, Brandt grabbed a hold of the strut, as the floor was no longer the floor. The building was gone. Just gone. Rebecca was dangling next to him. He really needed to take her on a real honeymoon.

Despite both Lopez and Prenner pedaling a hundred miles a minute, they were losing altitude. Then the plume of smoke hit, giving them a little air under their wings. They sailed out over Bangkok. They sailed over the police at the front door. They tried to shoot, but Davidson backed them off. When the police got into their cars to give chase, they found that Davidson had shot out their tires.

On their own, they flew over the streets of Bangkok. And no one noticed. Really? A two-man, bike-propelled flying apparatus with two people dangling from the struts, and barely anyone looked up, and if they did, they simply looked back down. No craning of necks or pointing of fingers.

This really was Bangkok.

Losing altitude, they coasted toward the airport. Brandt seriously doubted they had clearance, but given their “apparatus,” he doubted they needed it.

Soon, their feet were barely above the tarmac.

“I’m going to try to land us,” Lopez said. “But you might want to be ready to run.”

Brandt didn’t think he could run, even if he tried. After all the missions, he was taken down by a knee injury. It was just dumb.

Rebecca dropped off first. Bracing for the pain, Brandt let go, as well. His knee, which had always behaved before, just couldn’t hold him up. Crumpling to the tarmac, Brandt cringed. Rebecca rushed over.

“Don’t move it,” she insisted, dropping down beside him.

They watched the “flying apparatus” bounce once on its wheels, then roll onto the tarmac. Still peddling, Lopez brought the “apparatus” around to them.

“Was that so steampunk, or what?” he said, grinning ear to ear.

Brandt wasn’t even sure what that was, but he nodded. It had worked, and that was all Brandt cared about.

Lopez hopped out. “Okay, I am going to find something that isn’t leg powered and get us out of Thailand.”

Brandt liked that idea best. Stark shoved the flash drive they had collected into the small tablet he was carrying. “Sending now.”

“Got it,” Bunny said. “And yes, these are the Disciples’ records. We should be able to track down their safe houses with this information.”

Gingerly trying to rise, that news made the injury worth it. If Rebecca and he ever hoped to have a “normal” life, the Disciples had to be taken down.

Forever.


EPILOGUE

══════════════════

Rebecca walked down the tidy hallway of the Camp Zama US Army hospital in Japan. Lopez had flown them here from Thailand, since it was the closest military hospital in the area. Levont was already in surgery for his broken leg, and Brandt should have the results back soon from the MRI of his knee.

In her hands, she carried a gift for him. Not stupid balloons, or even candy. Nope, she brought him beef jerky. And not that wimpy, sweet Teriyaki jerky, either. Nope, this was heavily peppered. Nice and hot jerky, just like he liked it.

She knew how worried he was about the injury. And if peppered jerky couldn’t cheer him up, nothing else could, except possibly her news.

Rebecca walked into Brandt’s room to find him lying back, with his swollen knee propped up. Between the brace, you could see the damage. Black and blue didn’t even begin to describe it. There were purples and yellows and greens. The entire color spectrum was represented in his flesh. She had known it was bad given how ginger he was on that leg, but she hadn’t known it was that bad. No wonder he was so worried about when he could return to the team.

“Here ya go,” she said, tossing the jerky to him.

He caught it mid-air with a grin. “Peppered, right?”

“Yes, He-Man, peppered,” Rebecca said, then turned to a more serious topic. “Get the results back?”

Brandt shrugged, which was never good. It was like his shoulders were trying to shuffle away the bad news. “Blown ACL with a meniscal tear. A few surgeries and physical therapy and I should be as good as new.”

She doubted that. Football players seldom recovered from an injury that severe, and they weren’t throwing around grenades and such.

“Stupid, isn’t it?” Brandt asked.

“What?”

“Levont is tortured for two weeks and will be out in the field in 6 weeks. I’ll be lucky to be back in 6 months.”

She walked up to his bedside and took his hand. “About that.”

“Oh, I don’t like this already.”

“Bunny says that there is a position open with Homeland Security in San Francisco.” Brandt went to speak, but she put a finger over his lips. “Before you say ‘no,’ feel this.” She put his hand over her abdomen.

“Is it that weird gas thing you’ve been having?”

“No!” Rebecca smacked him in the arm. “I know that I’m not showing as much as Maria, but…”

Brandt’s hand slid over her belly. “You mean… you mean you’re pregnant?”

Looking into his eyes, she nodded. “Yes.”

He wrapped his arms around her, lifting her from the floor. Then he tried to spin her around, but his knee wasn’t quite up to the task, and they fell back onto the bed. “San Francisco it is!”

They kissed until the door burst open and Lopez, Davidson, and Prenner walked in.

“Did I hear ‘pregnant’?” Lopez asked.

“Yes, you did,” Rebecca replied.

“I thought you had a certain glow,” Davidson said, giving her a hug.

“Congratulations,” Prenner offered, as well.

“And we’re sure it’s Brandt’s this time, right?” Lopez joked.

Rebecca punched him in the arm. “Yes!”

“Too soon?” Lopez asked with a broad grin.

“Forever plus a day would be too soon,” Rebecca countered, given the fact that Lopez had allowed Brandt to marry another woman when the baby had, in fact, been the corporal’s.

But all of that angst and torment was over. She and Brandt were married and about to start their family. The only slight twinge of regret was Vakasa, the little girl who had sacrificed herself to save Rebecca. She knew that Vakasa would have loved to have had a little brother or sister.

Rebecca put her hand to her belly, thinking of the life growing inside. No matter a boy or a girl, the child would be named Vakasa.

“Hey, is that beef jerky?” Lopez asked.

The magical moment was shattered by the men tearing open the bag and digging in like a bunch of Neanderthals.

Over the men, her eyes met Brandt’s. With a smile, he laughed. “At least we’re ready for kids.”

As Lopez elbowed Davidson for some jerky, Rebecca knew he was right. They were ready for the next chapter in their lives. One that didn’t involve the Disciples and RPGs.

# # #


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading the entire Betrayed collection! Hopefully you were as thrilled to read it as I was to write it.

If you did enjoy the collection I would ask a favor of you and have you go back to Amazon and leave a review. Indie authors live and die by their reivews!

Do you love Davidson, Bunny and Lopez? Well, then you 'll be thriller to know that the second cycle of the Betrayed series will star them in Caught which should be out later this year. In the meanwhile, check out the next section for more great thrillers!
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The Robin Hood Hacker Series – Carolyn’s action packed techno-thriller series
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Praise for the Robin Hook Hacker Series…

“Encrypted by Carolyn McCray is a fast paced, hair-raising thriller with a cast of fascinating characters. The heroine, Ronnie, has Laura Croft's moves, Sherlock Holmes' intellect and Indiana Jones' charm.”

Charlotte

Amazon Reviewer

“From the moment I started reading this book, I was in awe. Encrypted is action packed from the first sentence. I couldn't turn the pages fast enough. From hackers, special agents, to the plague, you won't be able to put this one down until the end!”

The Book Goddess

Amazon Reviewer

“I thoroughly enjoyed this book. I couldn't put it down. The author definitely told a unique story that left me sitting on the edge of my seat waiting for what's coming next.”

E. Smith

Amazon Reviewer

“Could not put it down, Kept me up until 4:00 AM once. Just when you think you have it figured out as to what happens next you discover you are wrong. Cannot wait for book 2 in the trilogy, Cipher, due out late this year.”

J. Benson

Amazon Reviewer

* * *

Moonrush – Carolyn’s pulse-pounding space thriller
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It's 2049 and it's not gold the prospectors are looking for, it's “Star Diamonds.” And these precious gems aren't in California but up on the moon!

Join Jarod and his team of treasure hunters, Rogues Incorporated, as they dodge a nefarious competitor, crazed moon-panning prospectors, and even their own government for the ultimate “motherlode.”

Praise for MoonRush…

“Reading this book after taking finals at school was like taking a much needed vacation…to Outer Space! All the characters are so developed and unique and the plot twists and turns make this book rank so high on my list that I'm writing a review about it. Something that I don't normally do. So buy this book and get ready for some quality entertainment from some witty innovative writers! “

Lisa Thurman

Amazon Reviewer

“This was a fast-paced adventure with entertaining characters and an engrossing plot. Reading Moonrush was like watching a great blockbuster summer movie except that I could enjoy it while on the beach. Won't disappoint.”

BookLover1960

Amazon Reviewer

“This book played out like an action packed adventure movie in my head. You know, an action packed adventure movie with a plot, and characters that you can really relate to, and care about. It's filled with everything from science fiction to teenage angst, and nerd humor. All of the elements of a great story are there, and that's what makes it so much fun.”

DudeMcMan

Amazon Reviewer

To purchase Moonrush on Amazon, click here.

* * *

Fated – #1 Historical Romance set in ancient Rome
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Torn Apart by History

Bound for Eternity

If you enjoyed the historical aspects of 30 Pieces of Silver, I might suggest you try my latest historical paranormal romance, Fated. And yes, I know I just said historical paranormal romance and most of the guys out there cringed and went to scroll past. However, just like 30 Pieces of Silver, Fated defies classification and has equally glowing reviews from men and women alike.

Set in ancient Rome, Fated is told from the perspective of Brutus in the months leading up to Caesar’s assassination. Fated has the feel HBO’s Rome—only with a unique McCray twist.

But don’t believe me. Here are just a few of the early reviews for Fated…

Praise for Fated…

“From Carolyn McCray comes a historical romance that will leave you hoping that for once, fate will be kind. You will be gripped from the first page to the last, caught in a love that spans eons and an ancient political intrigue whose consequence still reverberates today. This is truly a masterpiece that stays with you long after you’ve turned the last page.”

Emma Gilbertson

Reviewer

The Writer Bites Back

“I was enthralled by this book—enthralled by the time period, the romance, the characters, and the historical events unfolding… Kudos, Ms. McCray!”

Tessa Blue

@TessaBlue

Author of Children of the Lost Moon

“Fated is full of suspense. It does not let go… As usual, Ms. McCray’s style and writing are brilliant.”

M. Koleva

To purchase or sample Fated on Amazon, simply click here.

* * *

Plain Jane – A Patterson–style thriller with a dash of Hannibal

If you enjoyed the twists and turns of 30 Pieces of Silver, you might want to try Harbinger’s first novel the #1 Bestselling (Police Procedurals and Hard–Boiled Mysteries)…
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In the words of New York Times best–selling author, James Rollins (Altar of Eden and Bloodline)…

“Wickedly macabre and blisteringly paced, Plain Jane marks the debut of a thriller for the new millennium. Brash, funny, terrifying, and shocking, here is a story best enjoyed with all the lights on. Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

More praise for Plain Jane: Brunettes Beware.

“This book is so creepy. I made the mistake of starting in one night before bed. Not only did the story line keep me turning pages, it freaked me out to the point that I didn’t want to turn off my light.”

The Book Goddess

Book Reviewer

“This one had me flipping pages until 2 in the morning. I knew when I saw the quote from James Rollins (one of my favorites) that I would get at least my money’s worth out of the book, but I had NO idea what laid in store for me.”

Mimi – Novel Ideas

The purchase or sample Plain Jane: Brunettes Beware simply click here.
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Which of course was great practice for writing such blockbusters as Plain Jane: A Patterson-style thriller with a dash of Hannibal and 30 Pieces of Silver: An Extremely Controversial Historical Thriller.

With over 250,000 books sold, Carolyn now lives on a beautiful lake in the Pacific Northwest where the fog rolls in over the water, snuffing out all signs of life around her. Yep, she still loves the creepy!
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