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Prologue

— Byzantine Empire—1230 AD —

Ride. Ride at all costs. Let not blade nor foe prevent success. Let not death stop you, lest all humanity pay for your failure.

The ominous words of the Grand Master tore at the courage of Thefarie of Tveria as painfully as the sharp winter wind. Bent toward his purpose, he raced his destrier down the Silk Road with eleven mighty men.

Fires roared and smoke choked the knights as they sped after Orxan the Turk, who had devastated village after village with the sickness he’d unleashed. Thousands had succumbed, and rotting corpses littered their path.

Stopping only to water their horses, they flew through day and night. Wind and rain. They would put a stop to this devastation. Thefarie yearned to relieve his agony, his unending penance of protecting the innocent.

He could sense the weight of darkness. Even the heavens seemed to acknowledge it, the sun blotting out as they rose up a knoll.

“Whoa!” Thefarie drew back on the leather reins and guided his destrier in a circle, pulling up to the edge of the rocky incline.

In the distance, a small mountain struggled to exert its presence against a range that spanned the horizon. Flames flickered and danced, sacrificially offering the village at the mountain’s base. Though a half league separated them, Thefarie studied the wood barrier, hastily constructed to contain the spread of the disease.

“The fires,” Giraude Roussel said, his deep voice booming. Angry.

The French knight rarely spoke, so his words forced Thefarie to look to the fires. Wood stacked—no, not wood. His stomach roiled—bodies! Stacked as high as his destrier’s flanks.

“He is here,” Thefarie said. Orxan was still reaping destruction and death. Still pouring blood into the earth.

Thefarie lifted his helm over the chain coif he wore, the stifling steel concealing his identity and protecting him from fatal blows. He jammed his heels into his destrier’s side, and the war-horse launched over the incline. Behind him came the responsive thunder of the knights who accompanied him.

Pounding across the rocky terrain, he hoisted his shield into one hand, his sword into the other. His destrier leapt into the air, effortlessly sailing over the barrier. Thefarie pushed his horse through the scorched town and galloped up the stone steps of a portico jutting out of the mountain’s face. A small courtyard spread out beneath the portico. On the ground next to a strangely calm pool lay a man, unmoving.

Thefarie slid off his mount, eyeing the opening cut into the earth behind the portico. He checked the fallen villager—dead—then approached the yawning chasm. Wariness crowded him. It seemed even torchlight dreaded what lurked beyond the mouth of the mountain. Tightening his grip on his hilt, he tucked his chin. “Orxan, you are called out in the name of the one true God!”

Fighters lunged from the cave and lashed at him with scimitars and sword. In a fluid move, Thefarie sidestepped, deflecting their efforts with ease, and the other knights arced in to silence the enemy. Ten strides carried Thefarie into the darkness. Behind him came the familiar shink of chain mail slinking through the stone passage.

Scant light crawled over the roughhewn rock. Crude steps led down into the heart of the mountain. He moved toward the light below that grew brighter until he and his brother-knights stepped into a cavernous chamber. A waterfall rushed down the rock wall, smoothing the stone to a slick surface. Several shapes shifted and coalesced from behind the curtain of water.

“Please,” a man called as he dragged an injured man into the open.

A boy of ten or twelve slunk along the edges of the cavern, his dirty hands gripping the strap of a satchel that stretched across his chest and knocked against his knee.

The man reached toward the older man on the ground. “He is hurt.”

Both wore local attire, but the older man was heavily bundled. Was the cold affecting his bones? The temperature did not affect the natives as harshly as it had Thefarie’s men. Odd to find a native in relative good health so thickly dressed.

“They came in,” the man said, motioning out of the mountain. “They burned and killed. My son—let him go. Please.”

Giraude grabbed the boy by the collar and pitched him through the knights, who ferreted him through their number to the safety of the passage that led out of the mountain.

The man gave a strangled cry of relief then motioned with both hands to the one on the ground. “They burned him. I don’t know what to do. We need a healer.”

The sickly man held his side. Blood squeezed between his fingers. His face was pocked and marred. Ameus de Aldigeriis moved forward and knelt to examine him.

The talkative man threw a furtive glance at the passage, and the pieces came together. Thefarie swept forward, his sword arcing as it sliced through the first man then stopped at the soft flesh beneath the supposedly injured man’s chin.

“My lord?” Ameus asked. Then a quick intake of breath. “Those aren’t burns. He’s infected.”

Wide brown eyes shone with fear, then glinted in defiance.

Thefarie slid the tip of his sword up, forcing the man to stretch his neck to avoid being pierced. “Where’s the mace?”

Orxan chuckled and grinned with bloody teeth. He coughed, then pushed up and sneered. “I will kill you, Thefarie of Tveria, or this plague will. You will die at my hand!”

“The mace!” Thefarie’s voice bounced back at him with a snap of finality. He signaled his brother-knights to search the cavern.

Orxan’s laughter became a choking, seizing cough. But something ricocheted through Thefarie’s mind. A memory. A fragment. His gaze slid to the Turk’s feet. The sandals.

“The boy!” Thefarie threw himself back toward the passage.

From behind came the unmistakable sound of Ameus’s blade freeing Orxan’s head from his body, sending a chill not related to the icy weather after Thefarie as he sprinted up the passage. He used the jagged walls to propel himself faster and tore around the corner. Straight ahead, the boy’s shadowed form broke out of the mountain.

“Stop!” Thefarie shouted as he vaulted the last ten steps and threw himself at the boy.

A startled cry snapped the night. Thefarie’s mail scraped the stone steps as they slid to a stop. He flipped the boy onto his back. Grabbed the strap of the satchel and used his dagger to free it.

A blade glinted from the side.

Thefarie jerked up an arm and blocked the boy from driving a knife into his neck. Hand clamped around the boy’s wrist, Thefarie felt a surge of the old anger, the old nature seizing his mind. Drive it through his heart; he does not deserve mercy.

“My lord, are you well?” Giraude’s shout carried from the passage.

The query stifled Thefarie’s swift anger, and he slammed the boy’s hand against the steps, sending the knife spinning across the stone. With a huff, he pushed to his feet. “Secure him.”

A form pushed closer, the white tunic and red cross a glaring reminder of all Thefarie fought for in the name of the Lord. Giraude glanced down at the brown bag in Thefarie’s hands. “Is that it?”

Swallowing hard, Thefarie opened the bag and reached in.

“Nay! Touch it not!” Giraude urged. “The plague!”

Inside lay the Mace of Subjugation. A strange spiraling heat wafted across Thefarie. He hesitated, remembering the caution and orders on how to wrap it. “Giraude, your mantle.”

His brother-knight stripped off his bloodied tunic and handed it over, pulling a clean one from his pack.

With care, Thefarie wrapped the mace in the cloth and returned it to the satchel.

Giraude stepped back. “Hurry, Thefarie. You must . . . you must finish this.”

With a nod, Thefarie strode to his destrier. He surged westward. The Lord went before him and prepared the way—another horse to carry him through yet one more day until he reached the cobbled road into Antiochia.

The gates to the Orthodox church swung open. Thefarie guided his mount inside, the hooves clapping loudly in the predawn hour. A blur of wool and holiness met him. Thefarie dismounted, went to a knee, and placed a hand to his chest. “Father—”

“We have been expecting you. Hurry.”

Thefarie stared. How could they have been expecting him? There would have been no messenger, no—

“God knows!” The priest turned toward a door, opened by another priest, and vanished into the darkness. “Hurry. Bring it.”

Surprise held Thefarie at his mount. He sensed no darkness, no deception. His gaze searched the shadows and alcoves. Convinced all was well, he freed the satchel.

A scream shot up behind him. “Saracens!”

In a fluid move, Thefarie freed his sword and spun around.

A glimmer of black slid toward him. “Surrender it!”

“You hold no authority here,” Thefarie said, his voice echoing as the wave of black slowed. “Return to the pit you climbed from!”

The Saracen sneered. Lunged. Thefarie lifted his sword up and over, blocking at his shoulder. A spark hissed as he hauled his blade against his attacker’s. He drew it up. Swung in an arc. Aimed for the neck.

A clang reverberated through the steel. A younger attacker had come from the left. Thefarie sidestepped and whipped around, now fighting two opponents, both with faces etched in fury. He’d stolen their power, destroyed their plans.

“I will gut you!” The younger’s blade glinted as it rose then drove downward.

Thefarie blocked with his own, the vibrations numbing his gloved hands. He maintained his grip and slid sideways, avoiding a strike by the other attacker. He could count on no help—save from God Himself, should He choose to intervene. Priests did not war and had fled into the safety of the church. The vermin had chosen their timing for the attack well.

He used his left arm to thrust the sword in yet another block. At the same time, he freed the dagger from his belt. Flicked it into a throat. With a gargling gasp, the younger attacker tumbled to the cobbled stones.

Arms aching, back sore from the two-day ride, Thefarie held his own. He placed both hands on the hilt and focused on the primary attacker. “Have you more than words to attack with, Ashmedai?”

Quick and fierce, Ashmedai lunged. Steel seared the air, slicing straight toward the strap of the satchel.

Thefarie felt the fire of steel rip through his arm. “Augh!” He shuffled back, gathering himself. Shutting off the pain. Ignoring the blood rushing down his arm. He clenched his jaw.

Ashmedai laughed. “Enjoying yourself?”

Thefarie hefted his sword as he walked a wide circle around the Saracen then threw himself at the man. Drove his blade forward.

Ashmedai, quicker than a spark and lighter than air, whirled away, closer to the lip of the well in the center of the courtyard. He wagged his eyebrows, laughing. “Not so fast, eh?”

Circling again, Thefarie measured the distance. Measured his breath. Measured the seconds. Hilt held firmly, he never took his eyes from the man. “You should have stayed in your den, Ashmedai.”

“To what end? I would have missed all this dancing,” Ashmedai taunted, clearly believing himself to have the upper hand. “I’ve wounded a knight. And soon, very soon”—glee sparked in his dark eyes—“I will rid this world and the heavens of one.”

Thefarie lunged. Ashmedai thrust himself backward. His heels met stone—his eyes went wide.

Thefarie saw the pale shock rip through him. The terror. The realization of his mistake. Arm aching, knees weak from the blood loss, Thefarie seized the victory. He lifted his sword and sent it hilt-over-blade into the chest of Ashmedai. The Saracen flipped backward over the low stone wall. And dropped.

Silence gaped for a few seconds. Then the heavy splash of a body hitting the bottom of the mostly empty well.

“Thefarie!”

Wobbling, the world canting, he dragged himself around. Saw the priest at the door. He stumbled toward him, legs feeling like anvils as he struggled onward. Through the door, he was enveloped in black. He focused on the cool stone against his palm, guiding him into the catacombs. He had not imagined there to be such depths beneath the Syriac Orthodox church. The wall curved to the right, and light blossomed over the pale stone.

“Hurry!” The priest he’d seen before rushed toward him. “It must be sealed and sent far away.” He motioned to an elaborate box made of a rich wood.

Thefarie strode toward what was much more than a simple box. “The cradle.” He reached into the satchel.

The priest caught his arm. “Is it covered?”

Thefarie gave a nod.

Relief washed over the father’s weathered features. “Good.”

Thefarie hoisted the mace from the bag. Felt the raw power thrumming through it. He let a breath through his cracked lips as the priest opened the cradle. Two supports waited. Thefarie lowered the mace into the box, allowing the tunic to fall away and the wood handle to rest against the wood supports.

The priest stepped in and quickly closed the box, a puzzle of wood slides and latches, keys and locks. He lifted a candle and dribbled the hot wax around the edges, then attempted to close the lid.

It would not surrender. Thefarie frowned.

The priest grunted, but the lid would not move.

Thefarie stepped in, too long a witness to the destruction of that weapon that dated back to Moses and Joshua. Unconcerned by the blood covering his hands, he planted both palms on the cradle and pushed down.

Crack! Plock! Resistance gave way. The cradle locked.

The priest gasped. Stepped back, his hands held above the cradle and his eyes wide. “What . . . what was that?”

Thefarie shook his head. “I care not. Only that this is done.” He held his arm, the wound pulsing with fire. “It must never see the light of day again.”
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— Abuja, Nigeria — “Operation Flush—”

“Don’t.” Staff Sergeant Cole “Tox” Russell kept his eyes closed while answering the “mouth” of his Operational Detachment Alpha team. Moods were foul and tempers worse after sitting like rhinos in mud in Nigeria. They’d spent the last month here, training locals in stronger combat tactics against Boko Haram. But tomorrow they would head home.

Sergeant Barclay “Cell” Purcell never gave it a rest. Even when it might save his life. Tox braced for the inevitable bad joke about the infamous covert mission known as Operation Flush. It’d been a strategic effort to rout high-ranking members of the terrorist group, hitting soft targets in Nigeria. Though a handful of masterminds had been rounded up, the fallout was ugly. Retaliation swift and fierce.

“They had to know that would go down the drain.”

Groans rolled through the dark room, the other members of his ODA team feeling the pain of the lame pun.

But the real pain was being here in the first place, pitched into the heart of a dark country. His men were farther away from their families. Specialist Tane Maangi probably felt it worst. Tox cracked an eyelid in Maangi’s direction and caught the pale blue hue of a laptop screen. Soft mumbling told him the Maori was still Skyping with his girlfriend.

Turning onto his side did nothing to block the guilt from Tox’s mind. The men were his responsibility, but when they had family and kids, there was more to consider.

On one hand, having a girl back home was good. The soldier’s focus and determination to get back alive were unrivaled. But on the other hand, if something happened to one of his guys, it meant Tox had failed. Not just one person but a whole family. And in that arena, the body count and guilt stacked high.

He hooked his arm over his head to shield his ears and closed his eyes again. While he loved being a soldier, he hated what it did to people. And by people, he was talking about his men. Not every wound was visible to the naked eye. It was the wounds hidden behind intense eyes or the barrel of an M4A1 that began to fray at morale.

“But what about—”

Thump!

“Hey!” Cell shouted. “Who threw that?”

“A flashbang would be less painful than listening to you,” Sergeant Ram Khalon muttered from his cot across the bunk room. “Grab some rack time, Cell.”

Through the teasing, soft good-byes drifted from the corner. “See you soon. Love you, baby.”

Kissing noises squeaked from the team, taunting Maangi.

“Ignore them,” Maangi said to his girlfriend. “They’re just jealous.”

“More like feel sorry for her,” said the twangy voice of Specialist Roger Palchinski, the whitest, blondest cowboy anyone had ever met. “Stuck with you for the rest of her life.”

“They aren’t married,” Cell pointed out.

“Not yet,” the girlfriend laughed.

“That’s right—make an honest man of him,” Palchinski said. “Lord knows we’ve tried!”

Cell laughed. “Tried and failed.”

Soft thuds outside the room reached Tox’s ears. Sounded like footsteps—quick, heavy footsteps pounding up the stairs of the building. Someone was coming, and in a hurry. “Shh.” His gaze flicked to the door, nerves buzzing. Nobody was supposed to know they were here.

“Shut up,” Maangi said, waving off their taunting.

A sliver of light erupted beneath the door. Hallway.

Tox shot up in a silent, fluid move, unholstering the weapon strapped to his thigh. He snapped it up, noting in his periphery that Ram had done the same, then rushed to the door, positioning himself to the left.

Shadows fractured the defiant beam of light.

Thud! Thud—thud!

Tox felt each pound on the door against his chest. Silence collapsed the lightheartedness in the room. In its place erupted the unmistakable, skilled response of the ODA team.

“Who is it?” Tox kept the question neutral, his voice edged in alarm—as would any citizen awakened at 2330 hours.

“John Latham.”

Assistant to Ambassador Auttenburg. At this hour? A dozen scenarios presented themselves in that instant. The obvious—something was wrong. Not-so-obvious—was Latham alone on the other side of the door? Had someone coerced him into bringing trouble to Tox and his men?

Unlikely. Only because Boko Haram would’ve bombed the crud out of this place—ambushing was a step up for them.

Let him in. Tox breathed out as he slid his gaze to where Ram stood wrapped in shadows, the thin light casting enough illumination on the Israeli-born soldier for their gazes to connect. Though only the vague outline of his team could be seen, Tox used hand signals to position them for kill shots.

Then he refocused himself. Kept his grip natural. Shoulders forward. After a steadying breath, he gave Ram and Maangi, who flanked the door, a deliberate nod.

The lock snicked. Ram yanked the door open.

A rotund shape shifted forward. “Why’s it so dark—”

Maangi grabbed the intruder by the collar. Pulled him forward. The door nearly collided with the hefty man as it slammed shut.

Ram swiped a leg and pushed the man down. Landed with his knee at the base of the guy’s neck. Sliding in behind the others, Cell flipped the locks.

“Augh!” Latham bellowed as Ram hooked his arm and drew it up behind him. “What the—”

“Nobody knows we’re here,” Tox said.

“Obviously I do,” Latham grunted. “The ambassador sent me over here to get you.”

“He could’ve called.”

“No.” Sweat beaded on Latham’s balding scalp and stubbly upper lip. He tried to peer up at Tox, but Ram applied more pressure until he yelped and stopped resisting. “Okay, okay!”

“Why can’t he call?”

“No record,” Latham managed. “Can’t have a record of this. He needs you. There are VIPs in country.”

Still squatting on the overweight intruder, Ram adjusted the knit beanie he wore in place of a ball cap. “UN building is less than a mile away.”

Tox nodded. “Lots of VIPs in country.”

“No.” Latham grunted a laugh. “Not like this.”

Tox considered him, the way he suddenly seemed to pale. They hadn’t been bombed or attacked since his intrusion. “Get him up.” He took a step back, weapon down and to the side. “On your feet, nice and easy, Latham.”

The man came to his knees, then pushed up with another meaty grunt. His gaze skidded around the room, eyes wide and almost frustrated. “I’m not the bad guy.”

“You’re keeping me from sleep,” Cell said. “That makes you the bad guy.”

With a huff, Latham shook his head and locked gazes with Tox again. “You’re Sergeant Russell?”

“Why does the ambassador want me?” Tox holstered his weapon.

“Like I was trying to say,” Latham squeaked, “VIPs went missing.”

“Define ‘missing,’” Ram demanded.

“They were in a village on a humanitarian visit when terrorists came in guns blazing and kidnapped them.”

“That’s normally what terrorists do.” Maangi moved to his cot and sat down.

Tox folded his arms. “You have reservists training nationals here for exactly this scenario.”

“No.”

“You keep using that word . . .” Cell muttered.

“These aren’t just normal VIPs.” Latham tugged a handkerchief from his back pocket and mopped his brow.

Cell snickered. “What, are they VIP VIPs?”

“Yes.” Earnest and forceful, Latham seared Cell with a foul look then shifted his attention back to Tox. “We’re wasting time, and their lives are on the line.”

“We rush this, our lives are on the line,” Ram said.

“You want us to move? Tell us what’s happening.” Tox thrust his chin toward the door. “We step out there, we could be walking into a trap.”

“Riddled with bullets,” Maangi agreed.

“You walk out any door or hut here and that can happen.” Latham’s lip curled. “I thought you were soldiers.”

“Soldiers.” Ram shook his head. “Not lackeys.”

“You were brought here for this—as a contingency.”

Palchinski joined the conversation. “Bull.”

Latham held up his hands. “I can’t say more. Not here.” His hazel eyes glanced around, as if someone might overhear. “If you’ll come with me, the ambassador and DCM will explain everything.”

Ram’s eyebrows rose, mirroring the thought pinging through Tox. The Deputy Chief of Mission acted as the primary crisis manager before, during, and after an emergency. So . . . what emergency had occurred? A VIP alone wouldn’t warrant such costly preventatives.

High-ranking VIPs snatched on a humanitarian mission.

A painful realization dawned on Tox. “How long were the VIPs in country before they went missing?”

Latham shrugged again. “If you’ll—”

“Who was snatched?”

“I can’t.” Latham looked as frustrated as Tox. “I can’t tell you. Not here. Please.” He motioned a thick arm toward the door, exposing a dark stain of sweat on his gray suit. “They’re waiting.”

Cold fingers of dread traced Tox’s spine. The pieces made too much sense now that they’d been splayed before him. “Gear up,” he said to his team. “Looks like we have a meeting with the ambassador.” As he maintained a lock on the assistant, Tox accepted his rucksack from Ram.

The Israeli leaned closer, head angled in. “You got an idea what’s going on?”

Not just an idea. Everything Latham said, plus all the stuff he hadn’t, added up to one logical conclusion. “Yeah.”

“And?”

As he stalked to the door, Tox growled, “Things just got really messed up.”
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“Sergeant Russell?”

Tox extended a hand as he approached Ambassador Todd Auttenburg. “Sir.”

The diplomat stood an impressive six three, his bearing an echo of his former military career. “Welcome.” He wore his fifty-something years with dignity, confidence, and a smattering of gray at his temples. “Good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, young man.”

Tox avoided the compliment and the ambassador’s gaze, focusing on his team filling the conference room.

“I’m sorry to have John rustle you out of bed at this hour, but it couldn’t wait.”

“What couldn’t wait, sir?” Ram tugged back a chair and lowered himself into it.

“Shouldn’t we be asking who couldn’t wait?” Cell grabbed the carafe of coffee on the table. When he tilted it toward a black ceramic mug and found it empty, he slammed it down in a huff.

“Indeed,” Auttenburg said with a laugh. “Handling times like this requires sensitivity and—” His gaze slid to the door. “Ah.”

As a woman in her early forties entered, Tox felt the tension of the team rise then fall. Hair in a tight bun that matched her stiff movements, she offered only a nod to his men. No smile. No pleasantries. No respect.

“This is Yelena Ibarra, our DCM.”

“Gentlemen,” she finally said, her accent thick. Spanish. “If you’ll have a seat, we can get this under way.”

Something about her movements, the raw emotional crack in her voice pushed Tox into a leather chair near the ambassador.

She motioned to Latham, who worked a small device that projected a map onto a bare wall. “At 1900, a team of five Americans and five Nigerians were in this village forty miles outside Abuja on a medical and educational initiative.”

That sounded right, fit with Tox’s unspoken theory.

“Initiative,” Ram repeated.

“Yes.” Ibarra offered no more explanation.

But Ram wasn’t letting it go. The Israeli adjusted his beanie. “Doctors? Nurses?”

She wet her lips. “Yes, two.”

“Two out of ten were medical.” Which meant eight weren’t.

She nodded.

“Teachers?” Shifting in his seat and stroking his jaw, Ram stared at the map, a red X marking the village.

For Tox, hope that this wasn’t what he dreaded slowly slid into a crevasse. He’d kept his thoughts, his questions to himself—only because Ram voiced the same ones. Except the main question. Tox would hold that close to his tactical vest for now.

“Mm-hm,” Ibarra replied.

“So not university,” Ram deduced, “because you would’ve corrected me and said professors.”

Ibarra glanced at the ambassador but didn’t meet his eyes. She drew in a shaky breath. “Professions aren’t the matter here. That they were set upon by terrorists associated with Boko Haram is our concern. We’ve accounted for five of those attacked—two were killed, the other three are in hospital.”

Tox narrowed his eyes. The attacks by Boko Haram had climbed in the months since Operation Flush. But this . . . “You called in pros before this VIP envoy arrived.” He rapped his knuckles on the table.

Ram nodded. “Which tells us you knew trouble was coming.”

“Or had concerns about these particular VIPs,” Tox clarified.

Ibarra swallowed, her brown complexion blanching. “What you need to—”

“Stop.” Tox’s hope slid another dozen feet down that crevasse. He sat forward, an elbow on the table as he waved. “Just give it to us.”

Auttenburg let out a heavy sigh. “For reasons that are probably obvious, we can’t inform anyone of the identities of the—”

“So it’s Montrose.”

The ambassador’s defensive posturing told Tox he was right. He glanced at Ram.

“Gold seal package,” Ram muttered.

Tox nodded. “Looks like.” Politicians. He could smell their stench in the air.

“The president?” Cell said, eyes wide.

“Look, I know—”

“No.” Tox shook his head amid a disbelieving laugh. “No, you don’t know.” He took a steadying breath. “You don’t know me or my team. You don’t know what you’re up against.”

“But I do know you’re a soldier. One of the best, according to your record and your commanding officers. A veritable legend.” Auttenburg’s eyes narrowed. “General Coffino said you knew how to do the job without politics getting in the way.”

“Politics.” Ram nodded again. “Nice way to put it.”

Tox tried to bury his feelings, his hatred of politicians. His family had been involved in the Potomac two-step for as long as he could remember, his grandfather’s legacy in Virginia still opening doors and offices. Tox hated it. Hated the pat-my-back-I’ll-pat-yours maneuvering that consumed the air he breathed growing up. Now . . . now he had to save the president. He snorted. Dad would love this. So would Galen. His brother was running against Montrose. Which meant if Tox failed, he might be accused of helping Galen take the office.

“Kind of poetic,” Cell added.

Tox lifted a hand to silence the team who backed him up, understood his frustration. “I’d suggest you call in an MWD team,” he said, taking ownership of the mission despite his disgust of the objective. “Get a combat tracking team.”

Auttenburg smiled. “Touched down fifteen minutes ago. They’re waiting on us.”

Tox came to his feet. “Let’s get moving, then.”

Because even if he’d rather leave the president in some backwater hole, Tox wouldn’t abandon innocents to the hands of terrorists.

****

— Johns Hopkins University, Maryland — “Hālip namurrati . . . Kakkē lā mahri.” Tzivia Khalon slid her long, thin fingers along the image of the ancient text. Narrowing her eyes, she worked the transliteration, envying Dr. Cathey’s linguistic skills, his ability with Akkadian and Hebrew and a gazillion other ancient languages. Since she only spoke two, his abilities seemed endless. But she focused. Did her best, cross-referencing words with the online dictionary.

“ . . . enveloped in terrifying splendor . . .” That was right. Or at least a very close transliteration. The other part of the selection that snagged her attention could be loosely translated “irresistible weapon.”

A shudder pushed her away from the text. She leaned back in her chair, the joints squeaking in obnoxious protest.

“I think I need an irresistible weapon.”

She slid her gaze to her lab partner, Noel Garelli. Though three years younger than the thirty-one-year old, she had more drive than him. “You’d want a weapon that could lay waste to cities and villages, killing thousands? Maybe millions?”

“Name an Assyrian king who wasn’t powerful and renowned.”

As if that proved his point. In reality, it proved hers. “They were renowned because they were viciously violent. They accepted nothing but complete subjugation—or death. There was no such thing as compromise.” When he shrugged, she widened her eyes. “You need a padded room.”

“I need power like Ashurnasirpal II to dissolve continents and seas with mere words. Or Tiglath-Pileser I, whose weapon made the world quiver.” He shrugged again and tried to rake his fingers through his ratty knot of thick black hair. “Should’ve let me give that mace a go before you shipped it off to Dr. C.”

She scoffed. “As if I’d entrust any priceless piece of antiquity to your hands. Weapons like those belong relegated to history, vanished from existence. Men today would lose their minds.”

Why the good doctor approved the temporary loan of an ancient weapon purported to have belonged to Tiglath-Pileser III—who laid waste to one nation after another, decimated countries, and murdered millions—to a Syrian prince for a ceremony was beyond her. Well, except for the funding. When wads of cash were offered in exchange for a few hours with an artifact, no one could argue, since it meant they all kept their jobs.

And now that weapon, a mace, would be used as a ceremonial gesture in the swearing in of a Syrian president.

Power. In the hands of a man. Again.

But she’d done her job and shipped the crates off last week. Still, she remembered the heebies that thing piled on top of her jeebies. Tzivia wet her lips as she once more pulled up pictures of the mace. Seven barbed, steel flanges were brazed around a central core with a conical tip. Carved with inscriptions from Rezin, king of Damascus, the steel core screwed into a wood handle that bore bloodstains. The worn, smooth wood spoke of years of use by Rezin.

Weapon of my god, Ashur

Rained down fire and destruction “Royal propaganda,” Tzivia whispered and shook her head. “Still happening thousands of years later.”

There had to be a scientific justification for the mace’s presence in so many villages that suffered. Supernatural postulations propped up those with weak belief systems, contributed to those with mental illness. Weak minds, weak crutches.

Regardless of how it happened, the centuries-old Mace of Death—or Mace of Subjugation, or even sometimes called the Celestial Scepter—was symbolically tied to the deaths of millions. The annihilation of complete people groups.

Tzivia’s phone vibrated, dancing across her desk. Though she didn’t recognize the number, she answered, grateful—desperate?—for a distraction. “Hello?”

“Thank you for taking my call. I have important details about the mace and its travel to Nigeria.”

“Oh.” Tzivia glanced at her monitor. “I’m sorry, but Dr. Cathey isn’t—” She snapped her mouth closed. Then frowned. “Wait. No. It went to Syria, not Nigeria.” She froze. “How do you even know—”

“It is lost. And you must find it. Return it to the cradle.”

Lost? That wasn’t possible. She wagged her hand at Noel and mouthed manifest then pointed to her monitor. “I’m not sure who you are. But—”

“Tzivia Khalon, daughter of Eli Khalon, the task is yours.”

Dau— “Who are you? How do you know my father?” Alarm speared her. Why would this man use her father’s name—her name? “I’m sorry, I really think there’s a mistake. If you want to talk to Dr. Cathey—”

“Have you talked to him recently?”

The way he said that caused a splinter of doubt about the professor’s safety to form. “That’s not very nice.”

Noel was at her side, frowning. Tzivia hit the speakerphone button.

“War is rarely nice, young one.”

“Okay, I’m hanging up—”

“He will call. Go to Syria, Tzivia. You must help the warrior. They will need you.”

“Who? Dr. Cathey?” She laughed. The professor might have championed her career, hiring her to this position as she worked toward her PhD, but he wasn’t going to hand her the golden scepter of history when he’d worked for this his entire career.

“Dieu sait qui a tort et a péché. Il va bientot arriver malheur à ceux qui nous ont condamnés à mort.”

Noel stopped, soda bottle to his lips, staring at her.

Only then did she realize the caller had stopped speaking. Tzivia blinked at her smartphone, watching the symbol switch to CALL ENDED. “That was thirty seconds of craziness.” She shook her head and pocketed her phone, ignoring the fear drenching her system. She dug her fingers into the ponytail at the base of her neck.

Noel twisted his mouth to the side.

“What?” she asked.

He narrowed his eyes. “God knows . . .” He jogged over to his workstation.

“You and your religion. Sometimes—”

“Shh!” He snapped his fingers at her, severing her retort as he scribbled frantically.

Frowning, Tzivia closed the distance between them. “What?”

He jerked upright, holding a scrap of paper, scanning it and mumbling. “God knows what—no, no. That’d be . . .” He scratched out a word. Wrote more, muttering. “God knows who is wrong and has done wrong—” More scratching. “Sinned!”

“What?” Her nerves buzzed.

“‘God knows who is wrong and has sinned.’”

“You said that already.”

He continued, “‘Soon a calamity will occur to those who have condemned us to death.’”

A wave of heat swept over her, swirling nausea in her stomach. She hated this stuff. Loved archaeology and antiquity. Hated the religious-rooted superstitions that choked reason.

But this . . . this just felt wrong.

She met Noel’s gray eyes. She had to change the subject. Had to pull some normalcy back into the insanity. “Have you heard from Dr. C?”

“Not since he landed two days ago.”

Nodding, she turned to her computer. “See if you can find him.”

“What’re you doing?”

“Looking up the mace’s manifest. That man just said the mace was lost.”

“That would be some mighty bad luck.”

Tzivia grunted.

The lab phone rang, its noise needling her nerves. Frustration wrapped its hot fingers around her as she grabbed the phone. “Archaeologi—”

“It’s not here!”

She froze. “Dr. Cathey?” A strange chill wormed down her spine.

“What have you done to me? It’s not here, Tzivia!”

Swallowing hard did nothing to dispel the knot at the back of her throat. “What isn’t there?”

“What do you think, child? The mace!”

Hand on her forehead, she tried to push the ominous words of Mr. French from her thoughts. “You’re sure?” This had to be more of Dr. Cathey’s absentmindedness. “Noel and I packed the crate ourselves.”

“Of course I’m sure! I’ve gone through every box several times. The one that should have held the mace contained nothing but a dead roach!”

Tzivia shifted in her chair. Looked around, as if the ancient weapon would be sitting on a table nearby.

“We can’t lose the funding, not now.”

“I’m sure it’s there. Did you set it”—she groped for plausible scenarios—“in another box? Maybe you wrapped it in the tissue. Remember when Noel accidentally put the circlet—”

“Blast it all, Tzivia! The mace is not here. This is serious. Not only is it significant to the dedication ceremony for Prince Badi al Zaman, it’s deadly powerful if handled improperly.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose at his superstitious beliefs and the words she knew were coming next.

“I need you here, Tzivia.”

She closed her eyes. “You know I can’t do that.” The last time she’d traveled for the university, France had let her in but then refused to let her leave. Her brother had worked for weeks to sort things out.

“Tzi, if these men find out the mace is missing . . .” he whispered, as if crouching behind the fear he didn’t mention. “You read the inscriptions. You know what Syrian rulers did with this weapon. We must make sure that doesn’t happen now. Please, I need you here. We must find this—now. Before people start dying.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “They’re fables, Doctor—”

“No! No, I don’t think they are. I—”

“You must stop blurring your faith and theology with historical fact, Dr. Cathey. This is—”

“Must you patronize me? I can’t let this happen, Tzivia. I can’t.”

“We can do nothing but report this to the authorities.”

Quiet stretched through the connection.

“No . . . I—I have an idea.”

Tzivia shifted. She could sense his contemplation. Could almost see his gray eyes flickering beneath his bushy eyebrows. “Please don’t do something crazy.”

“Not crazy. Just imperative.”

She recalled the last time he had an imperative. The university had made a considerable donation to the German antiquities committee to smooth ruffled feathers. “Doctor, please—”

“I must. I must do this.”

The line went dead.
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— Near Abuja, Nigeria —

Discerning brown eyes locked onto Tox. The military working dog lay stretched across the ground, head up, ears erect. The dog’s mouth snapped closed as the team approached the handler, who stood with about twenty National Guardsmen in the dusty village where the president, his wife, and Secret Service agents had been taken.

“Sergeant Russell?” A man with a K-9 patch stepped forward. “Sergeant Drew Keogh.” The MWD came to a sitting position, his broad chest rippling with restraint, as the team met the handler. “This is VVolt N629—two Vs in his name because he was bred at Lackland Air Force Base.” The tan and black Belgian Malinois panted lazily once the initial introductions were made. “And before you ask, it’s not pronounced ‘vee-volt.’ It’s just VVolt.”

“Has he been deployed?” Tox asked.

Keogh nodded. “Three tours.”

“Here,” Auttenburg said. A dark-skinned man next to him handed off a T-shirt and a pink blouse. “These belonged to the missing VIPs.”

Keogh nodded and bent toward his MWD with the items of clothing.

Tox eyed the pieces. Annoyance hit him and twisted into something he didn’t recognize. Didn’t want to recognize. “Let’s do this.” He slid down his Oakleys, then swung his M4A1 around in front, eyeing the three OD-green Humvees across the road. This wasn’t Afghanistan or Iraq, but with Boko Haram brazenly snatching an American president in broad daylight, stakes were high. For Tox, that meant the gloves were off. “Round up the villagers. Search the huts.”

“Akoni will tell them to come out,” Auttenburg said.

A tall, skinny Nigerian moved ahead, hands cupped over his mouth, shouting to the villagers in the native language. Faces appeared, at first just lighter shades of the darkened huts, but then clearer, wary as they stepped into the open.

Ram, Cell, Palchinski, and Maangi worked seamlessly, guiding the villagers with respect and firmness. Tox trailed Keogh and VVolt, who zigzagged down the road, nose inhaling dust as he tracked the scents.

“Is it true?” Keogh asked, wagging the clothing items. “It’s President Montrose and his wife?”

Eyes on the road and the dog, Tox kept moving. It didn’t matter if it was Montrose or some tourist. If they were American, soldiers or innocents, they had a duty to protect and defend.

“What?” Keogh said with a laugh. “You didn’t vote for him?”

Tox gritted his teeth.

Keogh tucked away the scent pieces. “It’s okay, man. But we can’t let a slight like this stand. These people need to know a threat like this will get answered.” Keogh swung a hand out to the side, stopping Tox. “Whoa.”

Ahead, VVolt did a switchback. Then another. His rhythm of sniffing shifted, registering more like a sucking sound. The sleek MWD swerved left. Stopped. Raised his snout, his lower jaw bouncing as he pulled in air.

“He got something?” Tox asked, signaling Ram and Maangi.

“Looks like.” Keogh started toward his dog.

VVolt launched between two thatch-roofed huts. Tox and Keogh sprinted after him. Tox spoke into his communications device to ensure his team knew what was happening. “Delta, MWD has a positive hit. Tracking in blue two,” he said, referencing the crude map on which they’d designated different quadrants of the village for ease of reporting.

VVolt slowed. Stopped, his body almost invisible in the knee-high tan grass that swayed as he hunted the scent. Unlike a German shepherd, the Malinois had a shorter coat and leaner frame that made him more agile. He trotted back and forth, his nose on the ground. Up in the air. A few more paces hauling in air, his determination unflappable.

“What if he can’t find it?” Tox asked Keogh.

“He won’t stop unless I tell him to.”

Tox nodded, amazed, but his gaze bounced to the tree line. It wasn’t a dense wood, but it was enough to hide trouble and make finding missing objectives difficult. He keyed his mic. “Auttenburg.”

“Yeah. I’m here—go ahead.”

“Did your people check the woods?”

“Of course.”

“Copy.” Shades of green, some waxy and some not. Rustling leaves. But something . . . something about this place . . . Though he kept VVolt and Keogh in his periphery, Tox edged closer to the trees. Kept his weapon tight against his shoulder.

“Got something?” Ram asked, closing in on the left.

“I don’t kn—”

VVolt suddenly made a sharp turn and bolted into the woods.

At the same time, Tox saw a blur of red a half-dozen feet in. He snapped up a closed fist. Ram and Maangi did the same, one on each side of him. “Call back the dog.” They didn’t need their secret weapon getting killed.

Keogh clicked his tongue. Almost immediately, the grass swayed as VVolt emerged. He sidled up next to his handler and sat.

A shot cracked through the hot day.

Crouching, Tox peered through the foliage. Almost smiled. Thank you. Now he knew which direction to go. And that they were on the right track. His instincts had been correct. He hadn’t been sure until that shot. Whether the target was shooting at the dog or the team, Tox didn’t know. Didn’t care. They were shooting. That made them hostile. Made him focused.

“Was that a gunshot?” The grating voice of Auttenburg severed Tox’s focus.

“Copy.” He sent Ram right and Maangi left. “Stay close,” he ordered Keogh as he ran half-bent straight into the trees.

Like a soggy blanket, the oppressive humidity of the woods draped his shoulders and chest. Breathing became a little harder in the thick air, but the immediate relief of being out of the sun countered that.

Tox shouldered up to a tree. A double pat to his back signaled Keogh’s readiness behind him.

Tox rushed to another trunk and scanned the area. With Ram and Maangi flanking him, he swept his line of sight in a pie pattern, intersecting on the left with Maangi and on the right with Ram. Then back again. Back and forth. One breath and step at a time. Slinking deeper into the woods. Farther from the guardsmen.

Crack!

Tox dropped to a knee at the second shot, scanning. Probing the dimness that seemed allied with the rebels. Nothing but green vegetation stared back. He waited.

“Anyone got a twenty on that shooter?” Palchinski’s voice crackled through the comms.

“Negative,” Cell answered.

Tox trained his mind and ears to the silence. Because there wasn’t silence—there were clues everywhere in an environment like this. He just had to listen for it. The crunch of a leaf. The squish of muck. The shooter would move, whether a hand to rack another round or a foot to step farther from them. And when he did, Tox would hear him.

The steady pant of the Belgian Malinois blended with the normal wood noises. Casual, relaxed. But have that hostile show his face, and VVolt would be all over him. That gave Tox a measure of comfort. He scanned left, looking beyond the dog to the greenery.

VVolt tensed—his pink tongue vanished as his powerful jaws closed. Ears swiveled. Shoulders straightened. His neck craned as he homed in on something to Tox’s eleven o’clock.

Thanks, buddy. Tox aimed in that direction. A strange shift in the colors. Gotcha. He eased back the trigger. A short burst.

A man leapt from the shadows, running for all he was worth deeper into the woods.

“VVolt, attaque!” Keogh ordered.

The eighty-pound MWD that had been sitting casually at Tox’s side vaulted into the air as if ejected from a catapult. Tearing up the litter of the forest floor, VVolt shot forward. Tox and Keogh sprinted after the MWD, hopping over fallen trees and shrubs, dodging rocks.

A primal scream rent the woods.

“Attaboy,” Keogh huffed out.

Ten seconds later, they came upon the scene. Teeth clamped around the leg of the shooter, VVolt hunkered down, his back legs digging in as he thrashed his thick, corded neck back and forth. The man howled, reaching toward the dog and then withdrawing his hand. He threw himself back and screamed like a little girl.

“Hands, hands, hands,” Tox shouted as he took a bead on the shooter.

Tears carving deep rivulets in his dirty face, the man dropped back with a cry of agony.

“VVolt, out!” Keogh said.

But VVolt seemed as annoyed with the shooter as Tox was, giving one more strong thrash.

“Out, out!” Keogh repeated.

With an almost disgusted huff, the MWD disengaged his teeth from the man’s flesh and stepped back. Hackles still up, he stood poised to attack again. A hand signal brought VVolt back to his handler. He heeled, blood at the edges of his mouth, panting. Keen brown eyes practically begging the shooter to let him play tackle again.

With no pity, Maangi dropped on the wounded man, pinning him with a knee to the neck. It gave Tox a moment to survey the area. “Eyes out. He probably wasn’t alone.” He was a sentry. Guarding . . . what?

“Primary One,” Tox said into his mic to the ambassador. “We need that interpreter at our location.”

“You got the shooter? Great. Okay. Sending him in,” Auttenburg replied.

“Yo,” Cell said, “what’s with your dog?”

Tox glanced at VVolt, who was sniffing the ground, turning, twitching.

“I—”

VVolt trotted a half-dozen paces to Tox’s nine o’clock. Sniffed. Pressed his nose to the dirt, took a long draught of the scene, then reared back and jammed both paws into the dirt. He dug—hard. Scratch. Scratch. Scratch-scratch.

Scritch! Nails scratched cement.

“A bunker!”
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On a knee, Tox aimed his weapon and SureFire tactical flashlight at the black hole as Cell lifted the hatch. Light spilled over rudimentary steps, chasing the darkness into the depths of the earth. Tox bent so he could see farther into the shaft to be sure hostiles weren’t taking a bead on them. He gave a nod, and Keogh followed VVolt down into the pit.

It was crazy how Tox trusted a dog so resolutely, following the MWD into the darkness. Behind him came Ram. Cell, Pal, and Maangi would stay aboveground to guard against an ambush.

“Smells like a trap,” Cell muttered.

Tox couldn’t agree more. Getting buried alive wasn’t the way he wanted to die. Shadows mocked him, shifting and skittering, jacking with his adrenaline.

The sharp crack of VVolt’s bark pounded against Tox’s fear but also yanked him onward. No weapon report. No screams. He rushed forward and spotted the outline of— “A door!” With the handle missing. Tox searched for a way to pry open the barrier.

“Hello?” a faint voice called from the other side.

“Identify yourself!” Ram demanded.

“Walker Wallace,” a second, authoritative voice answered. “US Secret Service. Who are you?”

That was one of the names given to them in the dossier on the missing. “US Army. You alone?” Tox asked. As Keogh and VVolt returned topside, he trailed the bright beam of his SureFire along the steel doorframe then back to the locking mechanism.

“Negative. One civilian.”

Tox nodded to Ram, who lifted a small package from a pocket in his tactical vest. “Stand back. We have to blow the door.”

Ram applied the putty-like brick, rigged it with a charge, then gave the signal. They retreated a safe distance and knelt. Cell shifted aside, his back to the door as he monitored their six.

“Clear,” Wallace said.

“Clear!” Ram shouted.

Tox turned his face into the wall to shield himself.

Boom!

The concussion slammed into him. He pushed to his feet and turned. A man stood in the doorway, his guarded expression slowly fading as he took in the team.

Tox recognized him from the MIA photos. “Who’s with you?”

Behind him, a shadow took the form of a disheveled woman, brown hair mussed and hanging just below her shoulders.

“Natalie Montrose?” Tox called out.

“Y-yes.” Though the First Lady stood easily five nine, she had shrunk beneath the weight of the attack and circumstances.

“We’re here to get you home, ma’am.”

A hesitant smile hit her lips. “And Kevin?”

“Soon, ma’am. Let’s go!” Pivoting away, Tox keyed his mic. “Coming up plus two.”

“Copy that,” Maangi said.

Tox climbed the creaking steps up into the jungle.

The ambassador’s voice poured over the comms. “Excellent. Choppers are inbound for them. Who did you find? President Montrose?”

“Silence on the comms.” It wasn’t smart to reveal who they’d found on a radio frequency that could be intercepted. Tox kept moving. “We get anything out of that shooter?”

Ram shook his head. “They said he’s not talking.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Tox focused on the Secret Service agent. “What do you know?”

“The men who hit us spoke Arabic. Said they were heading to Syria.”

“If they spoke Arabic, how do you know what they said?” Ram asked as they stalked back through the woods to the village and the ambassador’s team.

Without breaking pace or blinking, Wallace said, “Atakallam al-’arabiya.”

Annoyance plucked at Tox. The guy should be focused on protecting his charge, not trying to impress people.

Wallace kept pace. “They assumed we didn’t know Arabic and spoke openly in front of us. They’re headed to some big event in Syria.”

A glint in the shrubs gave Tox the split-second warning he needed. In his periphery he mentally lined up the two civvies then dove into the agent, who pitched backward and fell on top of the woman. They went down in a huddle just as a shot cracked the hot air.
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— Damascus, Syria —

Tzivia hovered inside the grand foyer of the palace, the marble floor clapping out her steps. Bug-eye cameras monitored her every move. She held her satchel in both hands, aware of the two guards with their fully automatic weapons trained on her.

The click of stiletto heels pulled her around. A woman in a business suit, sans hijab, came toward her, extending a hand. “Victoria Glahn,” she said, her accent British.

“Tzivia Khalon with the Joh—”

“They said you’re looking for Dr. Cathey.”

Taken aback by the woman’s sharp tone, Tzivia hesitated but finally nodded. “I am. He—”

“He’s not here.” Ms. Glahn’s blank expression matched the alabaster busts spread around in the gallery. “He rang my admin yesterday and said he couldn’t come in for a few days.”

Tzivia slumped, remembering the last words he’d spoken. Please tell me you didn’t do something crazy . . . “Really? He told me—”

“I must tell you, Miss Khalon, that his disregard for an event of such significance is not taken kindly.” Ms. Glahn’s complaint was as pointed as her nose. “He promised a valuable artifact, one specifically requested by the prince himself, and he has failed on all accounts.”

So the mace is missing.

“The prince is outraged.”

“I think there’s been a mistake.” Tzivia pushed the words out, ignoring her jamming pulse. “Dr. Cathey is fully committed to the presentation of the mace, and—”

“Really?” The woman lifted her chin. “Then where is it? Where is he?”

Tzivia might not be wealthy, but she also wasn’t a rug. “Do you seriously think Dr. Cathey, whose entire reputation and career are staked on this event and its subsequent funding, would leave the artifact here days ahead of schedule, at risk of theft or damage?” Tzivia would not allow this snooty woman to make assumptions about one of the kindest men she’d ever worked with. “Perhaps you are used to working with those who give little regard to the cultural history entrusted into their care, but I assure you that Dr. Cathey and Johns Hopkins University do not. And considering the recent thefts and destruction of relics from antiquity happening within this city, caution is demanded by Dr. Cathey.”

“If it is so important to him, then where is he?”

Tzivia arched an eyebrow. “Where is your prince?”

“Busy.”

“Mm, quite.” Tzivia glanced around, her heart racing. Schooling her expression, she brought her attention back to Ms. Glahn. “You’ve been a great help.”

“Help? You came here looking for your absentminded professor. And you found . . . ?”

“So much,” Tzivia said. “Thank you.”

It took everything in Tzivia to walk calmly and collectedly out of the palace and into the blazing heat. From her briefcase, she retrieved her phone, grateful for the international plan the university bought. She dialed.

“What’d you find?” Noel asked in one breath.

“Trouble.” Tzivia strode down the sidewalk and out to the street. “The mace is missing and so is the professor. I’m going to his hotel to see if I can find him.”

“Okay, you went from trouble to Lara Croft,” Noel said. “What’s going on?”

“The prince’s event coordinator just told me Dr. Cathey called and said he wasn’t coming in for a few days.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Exactly. I have no idea. I saw the displays—he did those. So I am not sure what’s going on.”

“Do you think he was . . .”

“You have too fertile of an imagination, Noel.” She waved at a cab. “I’ll call you when I get to the hotel.”

The taxi pitched toward the sidewalk, brakes screeching, and she climbed in. It took twenty minutes of feeling like a Ping-Pong ball in a blender before they reached the hotel. As she crossed the lobby, Tzivia scanned faces of those clustered about the marble columns and palm fronds, talking, and those waiting to enter the restaurant. She was hoping—begging—for one thing to go right. For him to be here.

“May I help you?” a woman sporting a silk, sparkling hijab asked from behind the counter.

Tzivia rested her forearms on the granite counter. “I’m looking for one of your guests. Cathey. Dr. Joseph Cathey.”

Bent over the monitor, the checkin attendant typed. Frowned. Typed some more. “Is that Cathy—C-A-T-H-Y?”

“No, E-Y.”

“Ah.” She smiled and started typing again. Then another frown.

“Maybe they misspelled it,” Tzivia offered.

“Of course.” More typing. More frowns. “I am sorry. There is no Dr. Cathey registered.”

Tzivia tugged out her phone, scanned her email, and verified the name of the hotel. She showed the screen to the clerk. “He sent me this information. He must be here. Room 213.”

“Could it be under another name?” The hue of the monitor reflected on her face as she looked closer and frowned. “Wait—he was here. He checked out two days ago.”

“Checked out?” Tzivia scratched her head and looked around the lobby once more, as if to verify the story. “That makes no sense.”

“I’m so sorry.” The woman motioned to another customer waiting behind her. “May I help you?”

Tzivia excused herself and moved to a bench by the window. She tugged out her phone and dialed Noel. “I can’t find him. They said he checked out already—two days ago. It’s like he’s . . . lost.”

“Seriously?” Noel’s question had more laugh than she could appreciate. “I’m used to him losing his glasses, but losing himself?”

Tzivia held her long, black hair away from her face. “What if he didn’t lose himself? What if someone . . . ?” She couldn’t say the words.

“So it’s legitimate when you ask it?” Noel mocked.

Tzivia rolled her eyes and moved on. “I need to contact the authorities.”

“Hey, hold up,” Noel said.

“What?”

“I’ve been checking his accounts while you were talking—”

“And you know how to do that how?”

“Long story. But listen—one of his credit cards had a charge—huh. Get this: in Paris.”

“Paris? What? When?”

“Uh . . . about two hours ago.”

A dozen possibilities hit her mind. “So I should just come home, if he’s only traveling across Europe?” Even she didn’t believe that, but it was a legitimate possibility until ruled out.

“Are you forgetting an ancient artifact with devastating abilities is also missing?”

“It does not have abilities. People and nature devastate.” She huffed. “And no, I’m not forgetting it.” I just want to get home.

“Regardless—you need to find out why he’s in Paris—”

“If it was him.”

“—and not setting things up for the presentation. Time’s ticking, Tzi.”

She groaned. “You should be here.”

“Don’t I wish! So . . . you going to Paris?”

“No,” Tzivia snapped. She stood and took a measured breath. Was there a choice? “Yes.”
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— Near Abuja, Nigeria — “Down! Down! Shooter at my two!” Tox scrambled with his rifle and aimed at the location where he’d seen the glint. He fired into the shadowy area. They had to neutralize the threat so choppers could land.

Ram and Cell rushed forward, tree to tree, advancing on the shooter while Tox took a knee and keyed his mic to communicate the threat to the ambassador and Command.

Gunfire peppered the brush, then silence dropped. Tox eyed the foliage, the swaying branches. Waiting for the threat to be dealt with. He believed in his team, in his men.

“Clear!” Ram called.

Tox grabbed the Secret Service agent’s shirt and tugged him up. “You hurt?”

“No.”

“And your charge?”

“I’m fine,” the First Lady said.

The comms crackled. “Delta, this is Command.”

Tox hesitated. “Go ahead.”

“Choppers en route. Load up and head out.”

“We’re missing half the package.”

“Understood. Clear out. Now.”

“Copy.” With a sigh, he glared at Ram, his own frustration reflected in the other man’s hazel eyes.

Through his comms, Tox heard Cell clearing the area and the choppers giving their two-minute ETA. Like the well-oiled machine they were, the team had the civvies and ambassador on choppers before another threat could present itself.

During the long flight to the American drone base in Niger, they relaxed. Cell slept. And if there weren’t so much rotor noise, everyone would probably have heard Palchinski snoring.

At wheels down, Tox hopped out with Ram and headed for the full bird waiting with some other brass. He saluted. “Colonel Rodriguez.”

“Sergeant. You did a good job.”

Tox nodded to the helo. “Only half the package, sir. There a reason we were directed out of the area with a failed objective?”

“There was.” The colonel turned and started toward a smaller building.

Tox glanced back to make sure the civvies were taken care of and his team following, then trailed Rodriguez into the clapboard building. Clicking dog’s nails preceded VVolt into the room. The big lug flopped onto the cool cement floor, panting hard, but his squinting eyes gave away his pleasure at a job well done.

“We’ve got a boatload of trouble,” Colonel Rod said as he flung his head cover on the desk, riffling papers.

“President Montrose?” Ram asked. “They found him?”

“No, that’d be too easy, wouldn’t it?” The colonel swabbed his hand over his shorn crop of hair. “Word came out of that village you were just in—people are dying.”

Tox frowned, confused. “Sir?”

“Dead and dying. Three down at last word. At least a dozen more sick.”

Tox angled closer. “From what?”

“Do I need a bleach bath?” Cell asked.

“Hanged if I know. But what I do know is that you and your team are on medical hold until it gets sorted.”

“Medi—” Tox took a step forward. “Sir—”

“Save it.” Rodriguez dropped into his chair. “This comes from higher than high. Moaning to me isn’t going to change anything.”

“With all due respect, sir, the president is missing.”

“And for all we know, he could be dead from whatever’s killing those villagers.”

The words rammed into Tox with perfect clarity.

Rodriguez’s chair squeaked as he stabbed a finger in the general direction of Abuja. “That was the third village to get hit.”

“Hit? What with?”

“We’re not sure yet. Some sort of virus or toxin.”

“We’re soldiers, sir,” Tox said. “There are no sick days in the field. We do our job. All day, every day.”

“Yeah? What about him?” Colonel Rod motioned to Palchinski. “Or are you going to tell me he’s been like that all day?”

“All week,” Cell muttered. “Can’t help those born ugly, sir.”

Tox eyed Palchinski. Pale. Sweaty. When Tox shot him a questioning glance, the soldier merely lifted his chin.

“Respectfully, sir,” Pal said, “don’t put this on me. If I’m going to go out, I’ll go down fighting.”

Just like a Special Forces soldier.

“This isn’t about you, son.” The colonel huffed his own frustration. “One—I don’t want to send you home in a body bag, and two—whatever they had in that village, I don’t want you spreading it to anyone else.”

“Assuming it’s contagious. And that he’s infected,” Maangi said.

“With what?” Cell looked spooked now.

“Who cares?” Tox said. Letting the team get hung up on something they couldn’t prove or disprove would only distract them. “We have a mission. A kidnapped American president.”

“We should interview that agent and the president’s wife,” Ram said.

Grateful to be getting back on track, Tox threw some more ammo at the target. “We have possible intel in that hangar that may give us a leg up.”

“Don’t have to convince me.” Expression tight and hard, the colonel gave a clipped nod. “Let me know what you find. They’re in medical now, next to the hangar. And if any of you starts feeling sick”—his eyebrows winged up as he nailed Pal with a look—“hightail it to medical. Understood?”

“Sir.” Irritation held a fist on Tox’s throat as he headed down the hall. He punched open the door and stepped into the balmy evening, heading toward the hangar, where floodlights subdued the night. Keogh and VVolt spun off to get the MWD fed and watered. Having crossed half the distance, Tox spotted the First Lady just outside the hangar.

He swung a hand into Ram’s gut. “I’ll talk to her.”

Ram’s left cheek twitched in a near-smile. “I’ll come with you.”

Tox started walking but turned back to Pal. “You feeling up to this?”

He swiped a hand across his sweaty forehead. “Yes, sir.”

Not convinced the guy was one hundred percent, but also unwilling to put him out of commission too early, Tox turned to the others. “Cell, Pal, talk to the agent. Maangi, when Keogh gets back, see what you can find out about the other villages that got hit with whatever this is.”

The men headed off.

“Let’s go meet the First Lady,” Ram said, humor in his voice.

Tox closed the distance between them and the president’s wife. “Mrs. Montrose.”

She turned, her arms crossed over her chest as if barely holding it together. “Sergeant Russell.” The way she said it gaped with relief. Her eyes watered. “Your brother is Galen.”

Tox stiffened.

She managed a weak, faltering smile. “I’m sure your brother’s campaign for my husband’s job will hold no bearing on how you conduct the mission to get Kevin back.” She looked at Ram. “In fact, I hear you’re the best.”

“I’ll do my best—as will my team.” He nodded to Ram, who smirked. “We need to know everything you can remember. Start with why you were even there.”

She bristled. “We were there because I’m working with several charities to bring educational reform to Africa. Nigeria is one of three main endeavors.”

“And of course, this was a political st—” He bit off the word and changed course. “A political opportunity, so Montrose could have this in the news.”

“It was good politically, yes. But it was no stunt.” Now her words seethed. “He is genuinely interested in bettering our world.”

“So he’s involved in the charity with you?”

The First Lady wet her lips. “No.” She tucked a rogue strand of hair behind her ear. “He came because—”

“Mrs. Montrose,” Ram interrupted, “who put you in that bunker?”

She bounced her attention from Tox to Ram with a long sigh. “I—I don’t know. We were at the pavilion that Covenant Education had built. It will serve as the primary class location for that village and three others.” She covered her hand with her mouth. “A truck came racing into the village, guns firing. Twenty or thirty men were on top of us before we could do anything. They tore Kevin away. Walker tried to stop them—”

“The Secret Service agent?”

“Yes. We had three with us. Along with some native bodyguards.” She shook her head. “But once the natives saw these men, they did nothing. Or almost nothing. They tried, but . . . I don’t know. Maybe they threatened families or villages. One hit me. Next thing I know, I woke up in that bunker.”

“Anything else?” Tox stood back, his instincts screaming in several different directions.

“Sorry. It happened so fast.”

“Did you see them take the president?”

She shook her head. “Other than to one of their trucks, no.”

He shared a look with Ram, who then asked, “Which way did the truck go when it left the village? That would help us target our efforts to retrieve your husband.”

She seemed as frustrated as they were with her answers. “I’m sorry, but once the truck drove between two huts, I couldn’t see anything.”

Her information wasn’t really useful. “Any reason why someone would want to attack the two of you?” Tox asked.

“Of course,” she bit out. “Kevin is the president of the United States. There are a lot of people who would jump at the chance to hit us.”

After a nod, Tox started backing up as Ram thanked her.

“Sergeant Russell,” she said, tilting her head.

Molars grinding, he stopped, aware Ram had stepped out of earshot.

“How can you be so cold?” she hissed at him.

“Cold?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not being cold. I have a job to do—getting your husband back. In order to do that, I need information. If you don’t have any, then I need to find some elsewhere.”

“Then . . .” Her brown eyes turned to pools of chocolate. “You’ll look for him, bring him back?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

She hunched her shoulders. “Your brother is running for president. He’s . . .” She lifted her chin. “He’s ahead in the polls right now. Some predict he’ll beat Kevin.” She straightened. “I didn’t know if you’d care enough to help.”

Her insinuation punched him in the gut. With no small amount of indignation, he slammed on his ball cap. “I’ll find him. It’s what I do.”
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— Paris, France —

She’d stepped into a Van Gogh painting. Tzivia paused on the cobbled path, appreciating the small café with its canvas awning that stretched over a cluster of tables. In the painting, however, the tables were empty. The setting peaceful.

Here, barely enough legroom existed to navigate the tangle of bodies. And rather than being set in a secluded but quaint alley, these tables were wedged into a U-shaped alcove between the café itself and a stationery shop.

Tzivia had to push around chairs and feet, offering apologies when she crushed a few toes, to get to the small stationery shop where, according to his credit card statement, Dr. Cathey had made a purchase, benignly listed as “seal” on the digital copy of the receipt Noel had obtained from the credit card company. She pushed open the glass-and-wood door, a small bell jingling at her arrival.

A man’s deep voice cut through the musty air. “Bonjour, mademoiselle. I will be with you in a moment.”

She stepped in, sniffing. And took a long breath. So like a bookstore with its moisture sucked out by the books. Only here, expensive paper, parchment, and stationery depleted the air, which was oddly fragranced with inks and fruity scents whose source she couldn’t ascertain.

Yet it was a strangely comforting aroma. Reminded her of her years spent studying old artifacts and crumbling parchments. She wove her way to the back, where another customer leaned on the counter, talking in low tones with the seller. Broad shouldered, the customer stooped over a receipt to sign it. Hair the color of a storm cloud, he laughed at something the owner had said.

Tzivia twitched, impatient and feeling a twinge of . . . anxiety? What was it?

One wall sported a dozen different journals bound in linen, their seams obviously stitched. Sticks of brightly colored wax were displayed in long rows. A tray along the entire stretch of the building held dozens of jars with dark liquid—inks! Blues, purples, reds. Light reached in through the front window, its beam striking the bottles and flicking an array of colors along the ceiling. Almost magical.

And yet something here . . .

“You work too hard, Ti,” the cashier said, laughing, his French accent thickly coating his English words.

The customer inclined his gray head. “Dieu sait.” He bent at the waist. “Until next time, friend.” A waft of soap and salty sea air swirled as he turned and shouldered past Tzivia to the front door.

He seemed . . . odd. Oddly familiar.

Insane. She didn’t know anyone here.

“Can I help you?” the cashier’s voice warned Tzivia he’d asked more than once.

“Oh. Sorry.” She moved closer and pulled out a photo of Dr. Cathey. “I’m looking for this man. He came in here three days ago.”

“Ah, yes! Joseph.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Yes, Joseph Cathey. You know him, then?”

The man shook an arthritically gnarled finger at her. “I remember him because of what he purchased.”

“What?”

He rounded the counter and walked to a tight corner, where he produced a set of keys then bent toward a locked cabinet. “I do not know how he knew we had these—few ever ask for them. And they cost much.” He drew out a tray of wax seal stamps and returned to the sales counter. “See here?” His thick, swollen finger probed an empty rectangular indention. “Only a serious connoisseur of wax and seals would be interested in this.”

“And Dr. Cathey was?”

“Oui! Very.” His chuckle rumbled through his chest. “He was very excited.”

“Why? What was it? How is it significant?”

“Ah, see?” He lifted a stick of wax, admiring it with the sincerity of someone eyeing a priceless gem. “In the Middle Ages, wax was made from beeswax and Venice turpentine, a yellowish resin.”

“And that’s what he bought?”

“Oui—all that I had.” He laughed, shaking his head. “He also purchased one of my more rare stamps, a Templar Knight seal.”

Tzivia scowled. “Templar?”

A boisterous laugh filled the shop as he returned the tray to the cabinet and locked it. He waddled back, the arthritis apparently not only in his hands but his hip or knee as well. “It is good to have what a customer wants, even more so when it’s a high-value item.”

Confusion choked her. Why would Dr. Cathey abandon the gallery and presentation to come here and buy a stamp? It made no sense! “Did he say why he wanted them?”

The man shrugged. “As my friend says, Dieu sait.”

Tzivia straightened, suddenly connecting dots—words—that had hung in the air around her, tangling her thoughts. “God knows,” she whispered, remembering when Noel had muttered the same phrase while translating the words from the caller, the man who’d told her to go to Syria. Who knew her name.

The same words spoken by—“That man!” She glanced at the door. Of course, he was already gone. She jerked around to the cashier. Her heart rammed against her ribs. “Who is he?”

A guarded expression sprang up on the shopkeeper’s ruddy face. He frowned.

“The man who was here,” she repeated. “The one who said those words—who is he? Where can I find him?”

He smirked. “Dieu sait.”

He was taunting her, throwing the words back at her. Augh!

Tzivia spun and sprinted through the narrow aisle to the front door. She yanked it open and hurried onto the busy sidewalk. On her tiptoes, she strained to see down the sidewalk to her right. Then left. Surely a tall, burly man with gray hair wouldn’t be too hard to spot. Where had he gone?

One phrase answered her: Dieu sait.

God knows.
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— Niamey, Niger —

“I cannot wait for another home-cooked meal.” Palchinski tossed a plastic tray onto the table with slop arranged in different variations and colors. He dropped on the bench and groaned.

“You and me both.” Cell banged a biscuit into the table. “This thing could double as a clay pigeon for target practice. Who’s going to cook for you? Your mom?”

Pal raised his hand as if he’d smack Cell.

“Wait—are you saying you have a girlfriend?”

“After the trouble you gave me about Marie, do you think anyone would answer that question?” Maangi said. “Besides, I could serve you up a tray of pain right now, dude.”

Tox eyed Pal, noting the sweat beading his forehead and upper lip. Was his face a little pale? More than normal?

Keogh and VVolt showed up, the Malinois giving big puppy eyes to his handler, as if telling him he’d earned a few treats.

“You going to give him some slop?” Cell asked.

“Only reward he gets is his Kong.” Keogh held up a red, irregular-shaped rubber toy.

“VVolt,” Cell said, the dog’s ears swiveling up and toward him, “you’re getting the short end of the stick, soldier.”

“Airman,” Keogh corrected.

“Another short stick.” Cell snickered.

Tox smiled, glad they could have some downtime. But it wouldn’t last. Not with what they were facing. He spotted Ram crossing the room.

“What’d you make of the info from the First Lady and that agent?” Ram slid on the bench toward Tox.

“Forget that,” Cell said. “What’s with the villagers dying?”

Pal plunked his fork down, apparently giving up on eating the slop. “It’s a Third World country, dude.”

“But they weren’t sick when this mission started.”

“Or maybe we just hadn’t heard about it.”

“What if Pal caught this thing?” Cell wondered aloud. “He could be infecting all of us.”

“Easy. Leave that to medical,” Tox said quietly, determined to refocus the conversation. Not borrow trouble regarding Pal. “Our mission is to find the president.”

“Heads-up!” Colonel Rodriguez appeared just inside the door to the chow hall. “Another village has reported deaths. Let’s go.”

Amid the scraping chairs, Tox headed toward the colonel. “How far from the one where we were?” He followed the colonel back to Command, a wash of fluorescents tugging at his corneas.

“Across the map.”

“Come again?” Ram held open the door to the briefing room as the others filtered in.

“We’ve had four villages hit in Nigeria, but the most recent is in Syria.”

Cell whistled.

“So the contagion, whatever, hopped borders. Spread. What, did someone get on a plane?” Maangi scratched the back of his head.

“Can you see those villagers buying plane tickets?” Cell snorted. “They barely had running water.”

“Maybe, but some of the Boko Haram thugs can—and Wallace did say the terrorists were headed to Syria.”

“So why would they leave the country?” Ram asked.

“To spread this sickness, whatever it is.”

“Medical is saying the initial results point to a toxin rather than a virus,” Colonel Rodriguez said.

“Yeah, well, whatever you call this thing, it’s killing people,” Cell grumbled.

Tox listened to the banter, studied the map, then got to his feet and moved to a computer. Pointing at it, he silently asked the colonel for permission to use it. Tox surfed around, Googling different phrases like TOXIN, DISEASE, SICKNESS, POISON, NIGERIAN VILLAGE, NIGERIANS SICK. He skipped web results and went to the video results. A dozen suggestions popped up. He scanned . . . scanned . . .

“Palchinski.” A voice boomed from the door. “Medical wants you back. Now.”

Pal glanced to Tox with a stricken expression. Tox gave a curt nod. They all knew it was likely. They just didn’t want to admit it. And watching Pal walk through that door ate at him. There’s a reason people call me Tox—I’m toxic. People die around me.

He refocused on the screen. He was getting nowhere. His gaze swept a page of results, his fists tightening. They needed—

Wait. He leaned in closer. The caption was in a different language, but the clothes on that man in the hut . . . he wasn’t native. Nicer clothes. Tox clicked on the video. Snorted.

“What’s up, Sarge?” Cell and the others gathered around.

Sickened, Tox rubbed his jaw and folded his arms over his tactical vest. “Terrorists love their own publicity.”

A poor quality video, no doubt from a cell phone, showed a convoy of vehicles pulling into a village. A sea of armed hostiles under the Boko Haram banner flooded out of trucks, through huts, and routed villagers from their homes. The manhandling of a small girl set Tox’s teeth on edge.

The camera panned back. A man stood atop one of the trucks, hand raised over his head, shouting in Arabic.

“Terrifying splendor,” someone behind Tox said softly.

He turned and found the Secret Service agent in the doorway with the First Lady.

Walker Wallace shook his head. “Sorry. It caught my attention.”

“What does it mean?”

“And what’s he holding?” Maangi said, leaning in. “I thought it was a rifle, but that . . .” He squinted. “That’s not a gun.”

Colonel Rodriquez was on the phone, calling in a tech. “Get this up and analyzed. I want to know who this is, what he’s holding, and a full transcript of what’s being said.”

“I can tell you what he says.” Wallace sidled in between Tox and Ram. “Play it again.”

Tox eyed him.

“Please.” Wallace nodded toward the computer.

Tox hit PLAY. The video refreshed and he advanced it to the speech.

Wallace listened, then started translating. “‘I am using this opportunity to send this message to the infidels in Nigeria and the infidels in the world. People should know that it is Allah we are serving. We are praying to die in this path and see heaven. We beg Allah to grant us the innermost part of heaven and may Allah shield us.

“‘You are now seating down with Badi al Zaman, who says you have reached a ceasefire. There is no ceasefire! Badi seats down with the Great Satan, but know this—we have their leader. We will slit his throat.’” Wallace’s gaze skidded to the First Lady, who covered her mouth. “‘Allah is the knower of everything. Because of this, there is no ceasefire. There is no talk with anyone. Instead it is a war with beatings and killings and guns.

“‘We are on course; our focus and determination is to see that only the Quran is being used in the world. With Allah, this is what we put ahead of us. You pledge to Nigeria, your country; I, Nizar bin Sultan, pledge to Allah my God. If you don’t know, today you will know. I pledge to Allah to be faithful. We will stop Badi al Zaman and cut off the head of the Great Satan with this, the—’” Wallace frowned, shook his head as the man in the video hoisted something over his head; he looked to Tox and shrugged. “Weapon? Weapon of death?”

“Mace of Death,” Ram corrected quietly. “He’s holding the Mace of Subjugation from Syrian antiquity.”

Wallace started.

Ram stared at the video. “He promises to unleash a terrifying splendor, as the Syrian kings did by the hand of their god Ashur.” He sighed. “Basically, he’s planning to wipe out all of al Zaman’s men and anyone who stands in his way.”

Wallace tucked his chin. “I didn’t know you speak Arabic.”

“Never asked.”

“So, what? He’s trying to make himself into a god?” Cell asked.

“He’s going to kill Kevin, isn’t he?” The First Lady’s voice was soft, vulnerable. It made Tox think of their people back home. Americans. Those he was tasked with representing.

“Not if we can stop him,” Maangi said.

“How do you know he hasn’t already killed him?” Wallace asked.

“Because if he had,” Tox said, “they’d be dangling his body for all the world to see.”

“They love their own publicity,” Ram repeated.

Cell stood straighter, ready. “So we get him back.”

Tox nodded, determination filling him.

“Where? How?” The First Lady seemed to burrow in on herself, her fear palpable. “They gave no clues—”

“Wrong,” Tox said, not meaning to sound confrontational. “He mentioned al Zaman.”

She frowned.

“He’s a Syrian prince and defense minister.” He pointed to Cell. “Get on a computer. The villages—find out if they have some connection to al Zaman.”

Ram met his gaze. “So he’s going after the crown prince?”

“Doesn’t make sense, does it?”

“Rod did say they hit a Syrian city. So . . . hit the city, wipe out the people? Why?”

“Your competitors?” Tox cocked his head. “I’d say he’s going after the crown itself.”

“Whoa, hold up.” Colonel Rodriguez lost his Latino coloring. “Are you saying he’s going to”—he looked at the video and shook his head—“whatever he does with that mace—he’s going to do it to Syria?” The colonel swiped a hand over his mouth, dread in every ounce of his posture. “This toxin is fast-acting. WHO hasn’t even nailed down what it is, let alone found an antidote.”

“Attack while everyone is still scrambling with their pants down, unaware and unprepared?” Tox nodded, staring into the wild eyes of Nizar bin Sultan on the monitor. “Yeah, he’ll do it. If he hasn’t already.”
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— Paris, France —

“What does he want with a Templar Knight seal?”

“Like I know.” Tzivia pressed her spine hard against the back of the chair. She lifted a cup of tea and sipped, savoring the warmth in aching muscles that had spent the last two-and-a-half days traversing the globe. She was annoyed with Dr. Cathey for this expedition but also that she didn’t have her mammoth copy of the Syrian text about the mace. “If I had the inscriptions, maybe this insanity would make sense.”

“Maybe,” Noel said. “But then again, this is Dr. C we’re talking about.”

She plucked a crumb from her raspberry tart, her gaze drifting around the café once again in the vain hope that she’d find the Stranger. “Hey. He might be absent-minded or distracted, but he’s never been irresponsible.”

“Define irresponsible.” She heard his keyboard clacking. “Did you see the news? Dozens are dead in Nigeria.”

“How?”

“They haven’t said yet.”

“Weird.” Tzivia let out a sigh. “Do me a favor? Scan the pages of the text and send them to me.”

“You think there’s something in there to explain the professor’s adventures?”

“I don’t know. But it seems too unlikely for him not to be pursuing something connected to the mace.” She broke off another crumb and was slipping it into her mouth when the gleam of a vehicle out on the street caught her attention. “I mean, he was very distraught.” She watched through the window as three sleek black sedans slid up along the sidewalk of the café. Two beefy men in suits popped out of the first and last cars. “Dr. Cathey wouldn’t just abandon something his entire career depended on.”

One suit opened a rear passenger door on the middle sedan. A third man emerged, buttoning his navy blazer as he did. He had the look of money and power and lots of both, with his slicked-back hair and gold watch covered in so many diamonds it could be a homing beacon to land a jetliner. As one of his men leaned toward him and said something, he tucked his chin. His gaze slid over the front of the café.

And for two icy seconds landed on Tzivia, who sat behind the protection of the glass window and a few rows of tables. Crazy. He probably couldn’t even see inside. But she followed him with her gaze as he headed for the open doors to the café. When the people outside got up and abandoned cups and sandwiches, Tzivia sat a little straighter. Swallowed harder.

Somehow, she knew he was coming for her, even if she didn’t know why or what made her believe that.

The suits were inside now, clearing a path for their boss. They stormed around tables, patrons diving out of the way, some gasping and others yelping. Whoever these men were, they put the fear of God into people. Including her.

“Noel, I . . . if I don’t call you back in ten minutes, contact the authorities.”

“Wha—”

She hung up as Mr. Slick’s gaze locked onto her. She felt an icy nausea swirling in the pit of her stomach, especially when he started toward her. To his right, one of his men angled around a crowded table, his jacket swinging open and revealing a sidearm.

“Miss Khalon,” Mr. Slick intoned, still a dozen steps away.

She drew in a thick breath. Placed her hands on the side of the table. If she stood, would they mistake her moves for aggression and shoot her?

When she looked at the man again, she frowned.

Mr. Slick had stopped.

Halfway to her feet, Tzivia paused. Why was he just staring at her? The crazy idea that she’d been sitting on a bomb flicked through her mind. But that couldn’t be—she would’ve set it off when she stood, right? And who would know to plant one at this table for this moment?

Weapons were drawn, the threat escalating.

“Wait,” she breathed, the word catching in her throat. “I—”

She squinted as it dawned on her that something beside her held his attention. Slowly, she pried her gaze from the gun-wielding suits. As she looked over her shoulder, another dart of dread shot through her.

The Stranger from the shop. He was no more than four feet behind her. Staring back at Mr. Slick with ferocity. His expression betrayed nothing. But she could feel it. A deadly ferocity.

Mr. Slick stood unmoving. Tzivia bounced her gaze between them, both frozen like statues. But their eyes—a silent duel was being waged between these two, her stranded in the middle.

Fury roiled through Mr. Slick’s expression.

The Stranger remained unflappable. His face was neither furious nor calm. And yet it was both, in some twisted, remarkable way.

Stumbling backward, Tzivia decided to take the road less watched. Get out while she was still alive. Another two retreating steps . . . but when she looked at the suits again, to her shock, she only saw their retreating backs.

What?

The Stranger stood tall, watching the men depart. It was then she felt the icy cuff of his fingers around her wrist. Eyes as gray and calm as a sea after a storm glided to hers. Held her fast. “Tzivia of Eli, you must fight a battle you do not want to fight.”

“You’re the one—the one who called me at the lab, told me I’d go to Syria. How do you know these things? Why—”

“Your friend is well, but only for a time. His fate will depend on you.” His slight British accent somehow made him more imposing.

“Dr. Cathey?” His name felt like cotton in her mouth. “What fate—where is he?” Her phone buzzed in her pocket, but she ignored it. “Who are you? What do you know about the professor?”

“You ask irrelevant questions.” The storm in his eyes shifted. “You must help the warrior.”

He’d said that the last time. “I’m sorry. I don’t know you or what game you’re playing, but I’m done.”

“The next person you talk to—that’s how you will know where to go.” His fathomless eyes sucked her deeper into his mystery. “You must go. The warrior needs you.”

She wanted to laugh—not because it was funny but because it strained credulity. The warrior? Could he be any more dramatic? This was like a scene from a bad movie. This man had played with her life too much already. “Go where? Who are you? Why—” Her phone belted out a rock song, snagging her attention. Silencing her arguments. She answered, unwilling to look away from the Stranger lest he vanish again. “Ram. What’s wrong?”

“Why aren’t you in the States?”

“I—” She scowled, hating that he knew—he always knew—but knowing it was futile to even ask how. “It’s a long story.” She shook her head, as if to dislodge the defensiveness she automatically felt at the sound of her big brother’s voice. “What’s wrong? Why are you calling?”

“What do you know about the Mace of Subjugation?”

She glanced away in shock. Her world powered down from a rapid-fire, mind-numbing speed to a slow-motion reel. She turned to the Stranger.

Gone.

Tzivia spun around, her heart racing. “Oh no, you don’t. Not again.” She sprinted out of the café, nearly toppling an older woman shuffling around the tables. Turning in quick circles did nothing to help her find the Stranger.

“Tzi? What’s wrong?”

“Everything.” She rubbed her forehead, resisting the urge to scream in frustration. “Never mind.”

“What’s wrong? Tell me.”

“I am.” She blinked, still searching the crowds and cars. “Why are you asking about the mace? How do you even know to ask about it?”

“Just tell me what you know, Tzi. It’s important.”

The next person you talk to—that’s how you will know where to go. A tight band wove around her head and heart, squeezing. The nightmare she’d stepped into was getting worse. She could feel it. “Where are you? What’s happened?”

“People are dying, Tzi. Just tell me about the mace.”

“Wait,” she said, finally assembling the pieces of this nightmare. “You . . . have you seen the mace? Is that why you’re asking about it? Did the mace come in contact with the people dying?”

“Seems that way. Why?”

“Because—” This couldn’t be real. Tzivia pressed a hand against her gurgling stomach. “That mace was supposed to be part of a ceremony for the swearing in of a new prince in Syria. But it was stolen from us.” She’d packed it. She and Noel inventoried it. It was stolen. Not just missing.

“So you think it’s causing the deaths?”

“Ram, it’s just a myth. It’s what the Assyrian kings used to make the people do their will, convincing them Ashur had given them power to force the subjugation of their enemies.”

“What else do you know about it?”

“Little,” she admitted, returning to the table where her tea and tart still waited. “Not enough, obviously. It was used as a symbol of power by many Assyrian kings. There are inscriptions that read like a Who’s Who list of slayers. One king after another used the mace to lay waste to villages, seizing power. Thousands died, dozens of villages eradicated. It wasn’t pretty.”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How were they killed?”

“I . . . I don’t know.” How did her brother always ask the questions that exposed gaping holes in what she presented? “The inscriptions are vague and few. There’s just not enough about the mace to answer that.”

“But you have thoughts.”

And again, he knew how to read what she said as much as what she didn’t. It was better to deflect at this point. “Dr. Cathey believed it was supernatural.”

“But you don’t?”

“I believe there’s a scientific explanation for what many have chalked up to supernatural powers. It could be a bacteria or poison connected to the mace, or something in the wood handle, or the head could be more like a censer or something. Who knows!” Why she felt defensive she didn’t know. They were logical theories. Sound. “I might be able to tell you more once I see the images of the inscriptions again.”

“Images won’t help me—I can’t read them. You can help me. I need you, Tzi.”

The warrior needs you. Ram. Had the stranger been talking about Ram?

“Wait. What are you saying?” Her brother never said those words. Maybe once in her life, when he wanted ten dollars to buy something for that soldier he had a thing for.

“We need answers to stop this thing. Maybe if you could come out here—”

A “no” barked through the background noise of his call.

“But that’s a bad idea,” Ram said, quieter.

That he admitted it wasn’t good piqued her curiosity. “Why? I mean—not that I’d come. I have to find the professor before I do anything else. But why don’t they want me there?”

“We’re on medical hold because of the deaths.”

Medical—“You were exposed?”

“Unknown.”

“Well, it’s not the mace—I mean, it can’t be.”

“Why not? Can you prove that?”

She flinched but couldn’t let go. “Think about what you’re asking—”

“Trust me, I’m thinking.” He sounded caustic now. “I’m thinking long and hard because one of our guys might be dying from whatever this thing does.”

“Just tell me where you are. I need to see the mace.”
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— Niamey, Niger —

“Are you insane?” Tox glowered as Ram ended the call. “You can’t bring a civvie into this, especially with villages under quarantine.”

Hands up, Ram cocked his head. “Tzivia knows her stuff. She’s working on her doctorate in Assyrian antiquities”—his gaze fell—“with a geo-something in Syria. Whatever it’s called. If someone knows about that weapon, it’s her.”

It wasn’t often that Ram Khalon spoke in someone’s defense, so Tox considered his words. But there was still one fact that remained. “But she didn’t know anything.”

Ram’s jaw muscle popped as he pried his gaze from Tox. “She has the resources and access to much more than you and I could ever touch.” He scratched his beard.

“She has expertise we could use,” Colonel Rodriguez said. “Let’s bring her in.”

It was simple. So simple finding Ram’s sister and roping her into this mess. Within an hour, Rodriguez had her airborne and before dawn, the helo landed and delivered her into this nightmare.

Rotor wash whipped at Tox as he waited at the tarmac with Ram. He didn’t particularly like having a civilian involved, especially when there were already two in danger, but what choice did he have now?

An airman jumped out of the helo and turned to assist someone. Another person hopped from the bird, turning to grab a satchel, and Tox waited for the sister to show.

“I’ll kill you if anything happens to her,” Ram said.

“You brought her into this.”

“All the same,” Ram shouted then jogged forward.

With a snort, Tox looked into the bird. Was she coming?

Ram wrapped someone in a hug. Only then did Tox realize it was the second person who’d emerged. The two turned and Tox felt his insides twist. Ram’s sister looked nothing like her scruffy brother. Jet-black hair framed large, dark eyes. Slight but athletic build. Dressed in black tactical pants and a long-sleeved blue shirt, she exuded femininity while simultaneously vying for the role of adventuress.

They bent away from the rotor wash and hustled toward Tox, who started backing up, then pivoted and aimed for the Command building. He held open the door for them.

Once the door snapped out the deafening noise of the choppers, Ram pointed his sister toward a room. Tox followed them.

She tossed her satchel on the table. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Right down to business, huh? He liked that. “The primary evidence—besides bodies stacking up—is a video I tracked down.”

She nodded to a computer. “Show me.”

Tox pulled up the video.

“This is the transcript,” Ram said as he slid her a piece of paper.

“I don’t care what he said. I want to see what he has.” Tzivia leaned in, her shoulder butting against Tox’s. It took everything Tox had to pay attention to the video, not the tiny package next to him that smelled of helo fuel and something spicy.

Tzivia dragged the wireless keyboard and mouse toward her. She made a few clicks, created a screen capture, then amplified the image. She squinted, her lips parting. Though her brother looked like a white boy, she had the coloring one might expect from an Israeli—darker complexion and full lips. How had Ram ended up so rough-looking?

“I can’t tell,” she muttered. “It seems like it might be the mace, but . . .” Her gaze hit Tox’s, and she stilled. He’d been caught admiring her. He didn’t look away. “Is there a way to clean this up?”

“Colonel’s working on it,” Ram said.

“I can show you what the mace looks like.” Tzivia moved around her brother and went to her satchel on the table. “Noel, my lab partner, is scanning the text that pertains to the mace. I should get that soon.”

Ram punched Tox’s chest and pointed a finger at him. “Back off.”

Hand up, Tox went to the table and took the images Tzivia offered. “You said you had this?” The artifact’s unique steel head promised pain to anyone unlucky enough to feel its barbed hooks.

“We shipped it to Syria for the induction of Badi al Zaman. It was supposed to be symbolic of his rule.”

Tox jerked at the name. “Al Zaman.” He looked to Ram, who nodded, affirming his recognition.

“You know him?” Tzivia asked.

He wasn’t sure what to say and what not to say at this point. Best to keep it close to the vest. “The mace—you shipped it, and then . . . it went missing?”

“Manifests show no deviation of course, but—” She shrugged. “Obviously someone intercepted it. The crate arrived with nothing in it but a cockroach.”

The team joined them, Cell giving Ram’s sister a toothy grin and introducing himself. She rolled her eyes and laughed as Maangi welcomed her and got back to business.

“Cell,” Tox said, nodding to Tzivia, “she mentioned a ceremony in Syria with a prince and that mace. It went missing. See what you can find out about that ceremony. It lines up with what Wallace said about the terrorists heading to some big event in Syria.”

Cell’s fingers flew over the keyboard.

“What about your professor?” Ram asked his sister, leaning back against the table. “He’s missing?”

Tzivia nodded. “He was supposed to be setting up the exhibit for the ceremony, then he called to say the mace was missing and I needed to come right away. When I showed up in Syria at the palace, the event coordinator said he’d vanished.”

“But he’d been there?”

She nodded. “Our artifacts were on display, and that’s only possible if Dr. Cathey did that. They don’t get removed from their crates unless he’s there because of the high theft rate among artifacts in Syria. So I checked his hotel—he’d left two days earlier. We tracked him to Paris, but that’s where the trail went cold.”

Intelligent. Quick thinking. She was determined and decisive. She smiled at Tox, and he felt it all the way to his toes.

“Got it.” Cell lifted a hand. “In two days, Prince Badi al Zaman, house of Adnan, will be presented with the Syrian artifact known as the Mace of Death.” He shrugged. “An ironic symbolic gesture of power and peace.”

“Power and peace?” Maangi snorted. “In the hands of that man?”

“This isn’t about peace,” Tox muttered.

Cell scanned whatever he was reading on the monitor, his mouth hanging open. “Dudes, get this—they’re half-brothers. Same father—King Sultan, but Nizar bin Sultan’s mom was a concubine.”

“Al Zaman and bin Sultan?” Tox leaned over Cell’s shoulder, dots mentally connecting at last, albeit slowly and painfully. “That’s how he knew the mace was being shipped over.”

“And decided to steal a little power and wealth for himself,” Ram said.

“So why hit villages in Nigeria when his brother is in Syria?” Maangi shrugged.

“Islam isn’t restricted to one continent,” Ram said.

“No, but his brother is.”

“Or is he?” Tox scrolled through some search results. “What is al Zaman known for?”

“Being a baddy,” Cell shot back, pronouncing baddy so it sounded like Badi.

Ram threw a crumpled soda can at Cell. “Badi al Zaman is known for having his hands in a dozen different pots—oil, opium, trafficking. You name it, he’s probably got a connection, including powerful allies even in the US.”

“So what could he have here?” Tox pushed. “Why would Nigeria be important to him?”

“Drugs, girls.”

Through a glass door, Colonel Rodriguez appeared, and Tox waved him over. “Sir, are the Syrians doing anything in the area—besides Nizar bin Sultan?”

“Rumors are heavy but unproven that they’re taking young girls—well, the ones they aren’t killing. But that’s mostly in the non-Muslim villages.”

“Are there a lot of those?”

Colonel Rodriquez shrugged. “The Igbo people in Nigeria are Catholics. There are also some Coptic Christians coming from Egypt. Here and there. Not heavily populated—and Boko Haram is making sure it stays that way.”

“So . . . trafficking?” Ram leaned back against a table as they worked through the possibility.

Thumbs hooked on his tactical vest, Cell gave a disbelieving scowl. “He’s killing the villagers so his brother won’t have fresh meat to serve up at his harem?”

“Show some respect,” Ram said. “It’s more than that. We just haven’t pieced it together yet.” He shot a glare toward the colonel. “And we can’t do that sitting around.”

Rodriguez raised his hands. “Once they clear you, the medical hold will be lifted.”

“Copy that,” Tox said. “And I’ll want to be on a plane to Syria.”

“I’ll get that in the works,” Rodriguez said.

“I want to go with you” came the soft but firm voice of Natalie Montrose.

Tox spun toward the First Lady, who’d appeared in the doorway with Agent Wallace. “Sorry—”

The First Lady closed the distance between them. She stood nearly tennis shoe to combat boot with him. “I know you want nothing to do with me, and I understand—I’m a liability to you. But this is my husband. I’m not just going to sit around and wait for someone to bring me word about him.” She twisted toward Wallace. “And Walker can look out for me, so your team count isn’t reduced. Now, in my position, I have the influence and power to force this on you, but I’d prefer we work together.”

“Another Arabic speaker would be helpful,” Ram said, referring to Wallace.

Tox glared at his second. Then focused on the First Lady. “Together.” His left cheek twitched. “You pull rank and call that working together?”

Her brown eyes glittered with irritation. “I call it doing what’s necessary to find your commander-in-chief. I’d think that would be important to you as well.”

“Don’t,” Tox said. “Don’t work me. I know how to do my job. Besides, I’d be in a noose if anything happened to you.”

“It’s the same weapon.”

Tox turned to the petite Tzivia. He glanced at the papers she held side by side. Photos. Grateful for the distraction, he shifted closer. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” She traced a finger along the length of the handle on one image, then the other. “Well, not one hundred percent. The video makes the image grainy, but the head and flanges are nearly identical. I can’t see the inscriptions because of his hand, but the chances of it being a different mace when ours is missing? Pretty unlikely.”

Tox bobbed his head.

“Just be glad you don’t believe what Dr. Cathey believes about what that mace represents.”

“What?”

Her dark eyes hit his. “Death.”
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“‘ . . . devastated villages . . . burned with fire.’” Lying on the cement floor of the Command room, Tzivia pored over the printed copies of the ancient text. She scanned another inscription. “‘ . . . power of his weapon . . . rained fire and destruction.’”

She pushed into a sitting position, frustrated with the perpetuating violence of the Syrian kings, and glanced at her watch. Knowing the ceremony exhibit hung in limbo because Dr. Cathey and the mace were both missing embedded a deep fear in her that more would go terribly wrong. That the violence of antiquity had come to revisit its devastation on the modern world.

“Yeah,” she muttered to her phone, which was on speaker, “what worries me is this.” She tapped her pen against her lip, thinking that things hadn’t changed in two thousand years. “Seems this Nizar guy wants the same thing Syrian rulers have wanted since the dawn of time: ‘eternal law of obedience of the weak to the strong.’”

“You’re being a little harsh,” Noel said.

“Am I?”

“What do those soldiers say about the prince, about his goal?”

“They’re guessing as much as I am. But listen to this.” She flipped to the next article. “Shalmaneser III is said to have reduced the entire world to continual anguish in his quest for supremacy via war. That sounds exactly like Nizar bin Sultan, seizing power from Badi al Zaman, putting these villages in continual anguish.”

And Ram. What if he was poisoned too? What if that handsome sergeant of his was affected the way the enemies of Syria had been?

“Tzivia, those are neither here nor there. We need to find Dr. C and the mace.”

“I think these men can help.”

“Of all people, I never expected you to go to the military.”

“He’s my brother.” She turned to another page. “Besides, to find Dr. C and the mace, I have to figure out why he was buying rare wax and a Templar seal.” She puffed out a breath, blowing her bangs from her forehead. She lifted the inscriptions again. “So—wax. Why did he want that rare wax? There has to be something in one of these that . . .” What? She had no clue.

“There’s not a lot written about the mace.”

She rolled her eyes. “If you’re not with me, Noel . . .”

“I am not against you. I’m just saying—”

“Stop saying and help me find what I’m missing.” She laid out the inscriptions and started reading.

Inscription Thirty. “‘ . . . inscribed mighty deeds of Ashur . . . on iron . . .’” She sighed, her fingers sliding quickly over the text and transcriptions. “‘ . . . Celestial Light—Scepter of Celestial Light.’”

Her iPad rang, the tone indicating a FaceTime call. Dr. Cathey’s image appeared beside his name. Tzivia gasped. “That’s him!”

“Who?”

“Dr. Cathey. Gotta go.” She hung up on Noel and swiped her finger over the iPad, accepting the FaceTime call. “Dr. Cathey!”

He looked disheveled and unkempt. He squinted. “Are you alone?”

Tzivia glanced around, verifying that the others, who’d gone into a meeting, hadn’t returned. “Yes. Where are you?”

He laughed. “At the hotel, where I thought you were. Can you hurry? I must show you something. Fast.” He was distressed.

“I’m in Niger right now. I—”

“Why are you there? It’s foolish to be there.”

Surprise choked her earlier fear, replacing it with anger.

“I told you I needed you in Syria!”

“I went there,” she growled. “I went there and you weren’t to be found. I tracked you to Paris but didn’t find you there either.” Her mind immediately clung to the Stranger. To his duel with Mr. Slick.

He muttered something, looking around, then clutched his head, shaking it. “This isn’t good. Oh, what are you doing there, Tzivia? How could you risk everything?”

“Me?” she shrieked. “You’re the one who abandoned the exhibit. The prince is angry, and his assistant—besides being a complete witch—pretty much threw me out because you hadn’t shown up.” She wagged the papers at the screen. “And I’ve been poring over these for hours to—”

“Those copies—they’re inscriptions.” A deep scowl dug into his face, tugging at his beard. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to find out why you were looking for rare wax.”

“The answer isn’t there.” He tugged some folded pages from his suit jacket. Waved them. “I found the key in these.”

“What are they?”

“I’ll send you snapshots on my phone. Just a minute.” For the next few seconds, he snapped pictures—click—then sent them to her—whoosh.

Click. Whoosh.

Click. Whoosh.

Within seconds of the first whoosh, Tzivia had it. She opened it on her iPhone. “These’re Latin!”

“Of course. Thirteenth century.” His image jostled as he went down on his knees and turned his phone so the camera captured his hand hovering over the pages. He pointed to one. “This one. Here.” His finger traced the inscription. “‘ . . . in the day of terrifying splendor, the weak tried in vain to stop me, but my god Ashur rained down fire and destruction. Against the Celestial Scepter stood one victor: the Warrior’s Seal.’” The camera again blurred as he flipped it and sat back against the wall, his hazel eyes wild and large. “It’s the only way to stop him.”

“Stop who? How?”

“The prince!” His expression was ardent. “The mace must be returned to its cradle and sealed.” Again he angled the phone, this time to a paper bag. “With this!”

Tzivia stretched out on her belly again, staring at the bag. “Is that the wax and seal you bought in Paris?”

“Yes! We seal the cradle and stamp it.”

“And that stops the toxin?”

He stabbed the papers on the floor. “That’s what it says.”

“Sounds too easy.”

Dr. Cathey breathed a laugh. “That’s because it is—the hard part is getting the mace back,” he said quietly, his focus shifting back to the scatter of papers.

Crack! Thud!

At the explosion of noise, Tzivia jerked.

His eyes bulged. “They’ve found me. I must go.”

“No, Dr. Cathey—wait!”

The door behind him flung off its hinges. The connection died.

Hands flying to her mouth, Tzivia shoved back onto her rear end. She collided with something and whipped around. Shot to her feet in a fighting stance.

Tox stood there, eyebrows winging up into his hairline. Hands up. “Easy,” he said. “You okay?”

She deflated, swallowing hard. “I have to get back to Syria. Dr. Cathey—they found him—they’ll kill him—the mace isn’t—”

Tox gripped her shoulders. “Tzivia.” His voice was strong, firm. Reassuring.

She looked up into his blue eyes.

“Slow down.” He touched the side of her face, and she felt the electricity that zapped through them both. “Now—”

“What’s going on?” Ram’s voice stabbed the tension.

Tzivia stepped out of Tox’s grasp and turned to her brother. “I have to return to Syria. Dr. Cathey is in trouble.”

“I thought we already knew that,” Ram said, slowly coming closer and sliding a look of warning to his team leader.

“Before, he was missing because he was looking for something. Or hiding. I don’t know.” Tzivia brushed her bangs from her face. “But I was just FaceTiming with him, and men broke in.”

“If you go back there, they could be waiting.”

“I’m not going to sit here and wait.” This was why they’d taken different paths years ago. Ram wanted the safe option for her—sending her to live with their maternal grandmother. She’d hated it. Hated Brooklyn. “You said the mace is back in Syria. I need to go there.”

“Wait with us,” Tox said. “We’re headed there once the team is cleared.”

“The guys are gearing up now,” Ram added with a nod.

“When you’re cleared,” Tzivia repeated. “When is that?”

Tox looked down. “We’re not sure. Once medical gives the okay. But we’ll be wheels up as soon as that comes through.”

She nodded. Glanced at the transcriptions in her hands. Remembered the door flying off the hinges.

“Tox, Khalon,” someone shouted from the front door. “Medical wants you now.”

Tox hesitated, somehow reading her wariness. “We’ll go to Syria together. It’ll be safer.” He strode out, leaving her with Ram.

“I know you’re worried about him, but don’t bypass us, Tzi.”

He’d been able to read her since they were kids. “They blew up his door. Stormed in.” She shook her head.

“We’ll find him.”

Hesitation held her fast.

He kissed her forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

She lifted her papers one at time, stacking them, listening as her brother left the room. Waiting for the door to thud shut. Once that happened, Tzivia scooped the files into her arms and lifted them onto a table. A few taps against the surface sorted them into a manageable pile. She stuffed them in her satchel. She had to leave now.

Noise from behind made her turn. “Did you—”

A man strode toward her, grim determination scratched into his scruffy face. His stance, his expression, the squared shoulders—he was ready for a fight.

“Can I help you?” She moved her right foot back, aiming her shoulder at him.

As he silently closed the distance, another shape appeared near the door. She dared not look away from the first man—and good thing. He lifted a weapon from a holster at the small of his back. Held it to the side. The sleeve of his jacket hitched up on his arm and revealed a tattoo on the inside of his wrist—an arrow flying through fire.

“Time to take a ride,” he said, lifting the weapon.

Tzivia stared at the gun. “Where?” Using her faked fear to reposition herself, she raised her hands and readjusted her stance.

“Let’s go.” The last few feet between them vanished.

Tzivia grabbed the muzzle of the gun and jerked him forward. Caught him off balance. She stepped in with her right foot. Rammed her elbow into his face. He gave a gargled cry as blood spurted from his nose.

From the side, a fist flew at her.

Protecting her head and neck, she blocked it. Wrapped her arm over his, pinning it. Nailed him with a palm-heel strike, then followed through quickly with an elbow strike. Grabbed the back of his neck and jerked him forward. She drove her knee into his groin twice, then shoved him backward. He fell.

She turned—

A rifle butt caught her in the temple. The world blinked out.

****

Pain wracked Tzivia’s body as a steady drone drilled through her brain. She pried her eyelids apart. Light stabbed her corneas. She grimaced, but not before noting a black shape hovering over her.

Two smacks to her face forced her into the conscious world. Tzivia groaned and met beady eyes. Her thoughts sharpened, remembering the attack at the base. Being knocked out. And this man . . . he . . . he was the one who’d come for her at the café in Paris.

“Where would a little girl like you learn to fight like that?” His amusement bled across his face. She wanted to make more than that bleed. He jabbed a thumb at someone lurking over his shoulder. “Malachi says Krav Maga.”

“Where am I?” She twisted to search her surroundings, only then realizing she was on a plane. Something pinched her wrists—plastic cuffs. Her feet, too, were secured.

“Ah, yes. We had to make sure you couldn’t make minced meat of the rest of us.” Behind those dark eyes lurked an annoying smile. He was way too pleased with himself. “This is what happens when you meddle in things you do not understand.”

“Monsieur Beauchene.”

The man turned, still squatting over her. From this angle, she could see his tanned face. Meticulously trimmed hair. The suit seemed expensive as well.

And did he seriously think securing her hands and feet would stop her from retaliating if she knew Krav Maga? All she had to do— “Tzivia!”

Her hissed name drew her attention over her shoulder. Dr. Cathey, hands tied and face bloodied, sat in a chair. He shook his head frantically, apparently reading in her body language that she was willing to use her training.

“We’ll be landing outside Damascus in twenty minutes.”

“Merci, Malachi.” Beauchene twisted back to Tzivia, slanting a look at Dr. C. He nodded. “You will make lovely bait. Now we will find out what you are really made of when you don’t have your guardian watching your back.”

Guardian? What was he talking about? Ram?

“Ah. You don’t know then, do you?” He grunted, pursing his lips. “Having him back in action makes the game much more interesting. What will he do once he discovers I have you and the mace?”
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“Getting shot at is one thing—and I can deal with that,” Cell groused, “but getting a shot?” He shook his head. “Hate needles.”

“Then don’t get immunized and catch the toxin. Do us all a favor,” Maangi said.

“Ha ha. Very funny, Mangy. They don’t even know if this will work.”

“Just get it done.” Tox plucked the cotton ball from the crook of his inner arm and tossed it in the red medical waste receptacle. “We need to be wheels up within the hour.”

Ram rolled his sleeve back down and trailed Tox into the balmy night air of Niger. “What about the agent and the First Lady?”

“What about them?”

“You letting them come?”

“Don’t have a choice.”

“But you don’t want them to.”

“They don’t have training. They’re dead weight. And it could get ugly. Besides, what about your sister?”

“What about her? Besides the fact you were ogling her.”

They stepped into the Command building. Tox saw the door to the conference room open and the light off. He glanced at Ram, who trotted ahead.

Ram spun back. “She’s not here.”

Tox pivoted to the soldier on duty. “Where’d she go?”

“Tox!”

He turned, watching as the colonel and soldiers jogged toward them.

“This doesn’t look good,” Ram muttered. “I’ll kill him if he sent Tzi out there alone.”

“Command cleared everyone except Palchinski. His blood tests came back positive for the toxin.” Rodriguez stopped in front of Tox, his hands on his belt as he gave Ram a long look. “Khalon, Command also sent word that it seems your sister has been taken.”

Ram shifted forward, eyes blazing. “What do you mean?”

Rodriguez shook his head. “She was grabbed by two locals we were training. Their transponder blinked out as soon as they crossed into Syrian airspace.”

“Son of a—bin Sultan’s got them both now. The professor and her,” Ram said.

“Word came from the Pentagon: they have reason to believe the president’s there, too,” Colonel Rodriguez said. “They want your team en route to Syria.”

What did bin Sultan hope to accomplish by taking the president all the way to Syria except to infect him with the toxin? Which he could’ve done in Nigeria. “How are they funding all this?” Tox asked. “Why? It m—”

“Bin Sultan’s rebellion and uprising appear to be heavily funded by a Frenchman name Beauchene. Sources on the ground in Damascus reported one Corbin Beauchene landed about thirty minutes ago.”

“Should I know that name?” Tox folded his arms.

“He is one of the most influential men in France. Essentially made of money.”

“What does he want with the president and this mace? Why would he help a terrorist?”

“Intel points to Nizar bin Sultan trying to restructure power, seize his elder brother’s right to the throne, as it were.” Rod nodded. “I mean, it’s insane—a lot of work and a lot of lives are being lost to seize that power.”

“Insane is right,” Tox said. “And believing the mace has powers?”

“The mace is more symbolic than it is powerful,” Ram said.

Tox shook his head, hating what men did for power. Princes and politicians. He’d had enough of both.

“And this Beauchene took Tzivia?” Ram asked, his tone cold, calculating.

“Eyes on the ground saw her being offloaded from his plane.” Colonel Rodriguez nodded again. “Look, I don’t have all the answers. I just know the rich guy has them, the illegitimate prince plans to kill them, and you are ordered to stop this at all costs.”

“Who’s the source on this intel?” Answers had come too quickly and too easily. “No, no. I don’t like this. ”

Rodriguez’s gaze raked over Tox. “You disobeying a direct order, Sergeant?”

“I’m gathering intelligence on a situation that could prove lethal to me and my team.” Tox knew how to play the diplomacy game. And how not to play it.

“We wouldn’t need you if the potential for danger didn’t exist.” Rodriguez glowered. “Now gear up and get on that tarmac.”

“Permission to leave the civvies here, sir?”

“Denied.”

“Their safety, as you clearly stated, is in question, and I’m not convinced I can trust them out there.” Things had lined up too swiftly. Too perfectly.

“Negative. They go.”

“Sir—”

“Why are you still talking, Russell?” The colonel charged past him.

Tox closed his eyes.

“I’m going to get my gear,” Ram muttered as he left. “I’ll check on Palchinski.”

Tox nodded, his mind clogged with frustration over the mission and concern about his man down with this toxin.

“You really hate me, don’t you?” Mrs. Montrose asked, her voice pinched.

“Not you,” he said, barely containing his frustration. “Politicians. Can’t trust them do to the right thing, what’s necessary when the time comes.” He’d grown up in that environment. Failed those who wanted him to succumb to the infection of politics. “Wheels up in thirty. Be ready.”

She bristled. “What about you? Can we trust you do to the right thing?”

He almost grinned. “I’ve been doing that for the last decade while you were giving the royal wave, digging in pockets, and driving daggers in the backs of your opponents.” He shook his head again. “I do what I do, and I do it really well. It might kill me to do it—in more ways than one—but I’ll do it. I’ll bring the president home. Not because of you. Not because of him. But because it’s my duty to serve and defend my country.” Tox tugged on the brim of his hat. “Tarmac in twenty.” He went around her toward the barracks.

“Wait,” she called after him. “I know Corbin Beauchene.”

Tox stopped short. Angled toward her. “You what?”

“I know Beauchene. He made a donation to Kevin’s campaign.”

This smelled rotten. Like sewage in the heat of summer. “In exchange for what?”

“At the time, nothing.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “He attended our fundraiser. Look, when you enter the diplomatic dance, nothing comes free. Sure, we guessed he’d call in a favor eventually, but we’re not exactly enemies with the French.”

One question hung at the front of his mind. One he didn’t want to voice but knew had to be asked. His lungs burned with the effort it took to push the thinly veiled accusation into the gap between them. “Did you know anything about this effort with the mace and the toxin? Or about bin Sultan taking the president?”

Her eyes nearly shot from her skull. “No! Beauchene made a contribution. My husband called him and thanked him personally. A strange sort of friendship grew out of it.”

“Friendship.” He huffed a disbelieving breath. “The president of the United States is making friends with—”

“Your commander-in-chief is fighting to position himself to help America, to restore the pride that’s been lost.”

By sleeping with the enemy. He shook his head. “On the tarmac in nineteen. If you’re not there, I’m not waiting. Your problem.”





13

— Kafr al-Ayn, Syria —

As the massive C-130 rumbled down the tarmac six hours later, slowing to a stop, Tox shouldered into his rucksack. He lumbered to the back of the cargo plane outfitted for troop transport and adjusted his ear mic. The rear-loading door lowered, and Tox spied a team waiting with three vehicles. He strode toward the SEALs.

“Sergeant Russell? Cody Davis,” the commander shouted over the props of the Hercules.

Nearly shoulder-to-shoulder so he could hear, Tox shook his hand. “Appreciate you helping us.”

They herded his team into waiting vehicles. The commander guided the First Lady and the agent into a fourth, then climbed behind the wheel of the first.

Tox sat in the front passenger seat. The lack of rotor noise nearly hurt his ears. “What’s the latest?” he asked.

Davis whipped the Humvee away from the tarmac and into the darkness. “Got a squad tailing bin Sultan since his jet touched down. We had one on Beauchene as well, but we lost him. Bin Sultan is holed up in a village called Kafr al-Ayn, though, an hour outside Damascus. We’re headed there now.”

“They have eyes on bin Sultan? On the weapon?”

“On him, yes—coming and going. Negative on the weapon. Intel reports that he won’t let it out of his possession.”

“And Kevin Montrose?”

Davis shook his head. “No visual, but with the heightened security measures they’ve thrown up in the last twenty-four hours, it’s highly likely this is where they’ve got him.”

“There’s a professor and a young woman who’ve also gone missing.”

“Cathey and Khalon. No sign of them since they were removed from the plane.”

The SUV jounced up to a hut in an olive grove. The team hid their vehicles amid the gnarled tree trunks and headed into a musty stone house on the property. Tox realized they were down two individuals, the First Lady and Wallace.

“Where’s—”

“Safe house,” Davis said.

Perfect. The First Lady wouldn’t appreciate being shipped off to a secure location, but it was the most tactically sound decision.

For the next hour, Tox’s team huddled with the SEALs over a crude stone and stick layout of the village where the president and the rogue prince were holed up. Davis reported that a two-story building was purported to be a home. But there’d been too much in-and-out to the multilevel building for one family to live there. Through use of thermals and local intel, they’d counted roughly thirty non-coms.

They made a plan to infiltrate the thirteen-structure village, donned protective gas masks—no risks were worth their lives—then headed out as darkness consumed the land.

Leaving most of the SEALs on overwatch, Tox and his team, as well as Keogh and Davis, snaked down the small hill toward the village. Adrenaline was high, stakes higher—as high as the grass riffling in the hot air that seared their courage. Night stalked them, its shadows taunting. A million thoughts crowded Tox’s head. Not just tactical considerations—how many gunmen? How well trained?—but psychological ones—would they end up like Palchinski? Would they go home in body bags? He continued through the field, well aware enemy combatants could be hiding in the waist-high grass.

Thud.

“Oof!”

Tox snapped in the direction of the noise. Maangi picked himself off the ground. Then froze. Cursed. Scrambled backward, reaching for his mask.

“No.” Tox hurried forward, then saw what Maangi had tripped over—a body. The body of a dead villager. “Keep it on, keep it on!”

“It’s all crusty,” Cell whined.

Strange, leaving the dead out in the open. Muslims had strict rules about burial and doing it quick.

“Get moving,” Ram said.

Tox’s gaze struck the villager’s feet—shoes! “Hold up.” Something wasn’t right. With his breath pluming back at him on the mask as he crouched closer, Tox saw the body wasn’t wearing sandals but black standard dress shoes. His mind pinged to the Secret Service agent with Mrs. Montrose. Holding his breath, he toed the body onto its back. The face was distinctly not Syrian. More European, likely American. The tunic covering the body . . . He drew it back. Revealed a pair of slacks and belt. A badge. The White House seal glared up at him beneath the moonlight.

Another curse from behind him. “There’s another one.”

A half-dozen feet farther lay another body.

“They’re ours,” Tox said. “Secret Service.”

“Didn’t hide them very well.” Cell backed away.

Sobered by the hefty dose of reality, Tox looked at the village. “Weren’t trying to.” A renewed anger infused him. “It’s a warning.”

“They knew we were coming,” Cell said.

“They didn’t just know, they baited us.” Tox squinted toward the village where a few small dots of pale light blinked at them. Curtained windows. “If they died here, then . . .”

At his right, Ram let out a grunt. “Everyone here was exposed.”

“Sure hope these masks work,” Davis added.

Tox gritted his teeth. “Let’s get this done and get out of here.”

“Sarge.” Cell trudged down through the grass. “Before our next mission, think you can choose a new nickname?”

Tox eyed him.

“Because I sure like living, and ‘Toxic’ don’t exactly bode well for those following you.”

Crack! Tink!

The distinct sound of a bullet grazing something metal pushed Tox to a knee. “Taking fire!”
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“Augh!”

“Down, down.” Tox lunged for cover in the knee-high grass. Belly pressed to the ground, he listened, his own staccato breaths echoing around the face mask. “Who got hit?” He scanned the field and high places, searching for the shooter.

“Just a graze,” Ram bit out.

“Tape it up!” He didn’t need Ram ending up poisoned. A bullet blazed past Tox’s ear. He hugged his M4 tighter. The dampness of the early hour bled through his clothes. “My one o’clock,” he bit out. “Maybe two.”

“Copy that,” Maangi said from behind the scope of his sniper rifle.

Almost evenly settled between Tox’s one and two o’clock positions, a tiny burst of light exploded. “Structure red four.”

“Target acquired.” Maangi had gone deathly calm in his voice and his practiced moves as the team’s sniper.

Crack! By the time the sonic boom reached the other shooter’s ears, it’d be too late.

“Target down,” Maangi said.

Low-crawling, Tox tested to see if they were in the clear. After a half-dozen feet, he went to a crouch.

“How did those SEALs not see that?” Cell hustled up beside him, cheek to the stock of his weapon.

“Quiet.” Tox sighted the first building on the outer perimeter of the village—less than two yards out. He sprinted to it, pressing his shoulder against the plaster. As the others mimicked him, he waited. Monitored the now-empty road and the guards posted at the home. The double pat to his shoulder told him the team was in place.

With a hand signal, he sent Ram to the next structure, the team snaking along the back of the huts to minimize the risk of discovery. Bound and cover. From one place to another.

A strange smell wafted on the breeze that felt like the hot breath of Syria herself objecting to their presence. As he took up position behind Ram, Tox used the muzzle of his weapon to nudge aside the curtain in the window. Moonlight darted in, anxious to expose them.

Flies buzzed angrily. And he saw it—what he’d expected. He jerked back, the image seared into his mind of a family in an eternal embrace. Dead. Were all the villagers dead?

Why would bin Sultan stay in a toxic village?

To kill me and my guys.

Another notch in the belt of this crazed prince.

He rushed on. Moving farther in. It was too easy, but hesitation killed. At the two-story dwelling, they split into two teams. Tox, Maangi, Keogh turned first, while Ram, Cell, and Davis wrapped around the other side.

“Red One in position,” Tox subvocalized into his mic.

“Blue One in position,” Ram announced.

KA-BAR knife in hand, Tox slid up to the first guard and neutralized him. He dragged the guy to the side and let Maangi tuck the body in the alley. When he turned, Ram had taken care of the other. Stun grenade in hand, Tox pulled the pin. Tossed it through the doorway. Turned from the door, shielding his ears.

Light and sound exploded through the night.

He whipped around. Weapon up, he rushed into the building, sweeping left to right. A wall slid into a flight of stairs, and Ram’s voice carried through the mic that they were heading up. Tox and his two would clear the main level.

He pivoted left, his mind clogged—why wasn’t anyone screaming? Thirty villagers and they weren’t running like goats? He shimmied up to the first door. Looked to Maangi, who gripped the knob. Nodded. Maangi threw open the door.

Tox slid inside—and stopped short. Dirty faces stared back. Vacant eyes. Propped against a wall, a half-dozen young girls sat in silence, blood crusted around their noses and eyes.

“They’re . . .”

“Dead.” Tox backed out and pulled the door closed. He swallowed as he approached the next door. Repeated the breaching technique. The rupture of darkness stirred bodies.

His heart hiccupped—they were alive! A couple of girls whimpered, arms slowly lifted to shield their eyes from the glare of his SureFire. He scanned them. Out of ten, maybe four were alive.

“Sarge?” Maangi asked, hesitant.

The girls’ slow, uncoordinated movements warned that death already crouched in the shadows of this room, too. “Next,” he said, backing out.

“Nothing but sick or dead girls” came Ram’s report. “They’re not going to make it.”

Tox and Maangi cleared the last three rooms with the same results. “One more, then we clear out ASAP.” He drove his heel against the final knob.

A woman in the middle of the room screamed and spun toward them.

Recognition hit Tox. “Tzivia!”

She stumbled forward.

An older man shifted into the light. Tox aimed. “Hands! Show me your hands!”

The older man complied. “I am not your enemy, young man.”

Hesitation gripped Tox at the clear English. “Who are you?”

“Joseph Cathey from Johns Hopkins.”

“Ram,” Tox said, keying his mic. “Tzivia’s here. So’s her professor.” He glanced at the two. “What about Kevin Montrose?”

Dr. Cathey shrugged and shook his head. “I’m sorry—we were put with the girls.”

At the shout, Tox turned. Crowding past the others, Ram reached for his sister. Only then did Tox see her pasty face. Gray circles beneath her eyes.

“Wait!”

But Ram had already pulled her into his arms. She clung to him tightly. Ram glanced at Tox, who stepped back.

Were they all contaminated now? Would any of them survive this night?
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“Son of a blister!”

Back at the perimeter of the village with the SEALS, Tox glanced over his shoulder.

Face mask off, Cell craned his neck forward, hand to his upper lip to stop the blood flowing from his nose. Their gazes struck just as understanding did. Cell slammed the mask on the ground.

In the two hours since their insertion, Tox and the team had hovered just outside the perimeter of the village Kafr al-Ayn until triage could be set up by field medics. Bodies were bagged. Those mostly gone were separated from those with early signs of the toxin.

Like Cell.

“Sir.” A medic in a hazmat suit came toward Cell. “I need you to come this way.”

Fury rippled through Cell’s expression.

“He’s ticked,” Ram said, the gunshot graze on his arm getting stitched.

“He’s not the only one,” Tox said. “We did that—went in there—for what? Montrose wasn’t there.”

“But Tzivia was.” Ram’s thick brows knotted. “My sister—”

“Has been exposed to the toxin.” Tox looked down and sighed. “I’m sorry. But—”

“Don’t say it.” Ram scratched his beard. “I know . . . I know her chances, but don’t say it. I need the hope.”

Understandable. Just like Tox needed the hope that the president was still alive. Still not infected.

Davis strode toward him, a fierce look gouged into his face. With him were another SEAL and Dr. Cathey. How had the professor not been infected when his intern had been?

“You’re cleared?” Tox asked.

Dr. Cathey shrugged. “Apparently. God watched over me, I guess.”

Tox pointed to the triage tent, which also had a containment area to seal off the infected until the UN could arrange safe transport. “Two of my men are down and they both were religious. Telling me God plays favorites?”

“Russell,” Davis said, stepping between them. “We need to talk.” He angled toward the professor. “He has a theory.”

Stowing his anger was a skill Tox had perfected over the last decade. “Go on.”

“The mace dates back to—well, in all honesty,” Dr. Cathey said, his demeanor shifting as he fell into easy dialogue about the weapon, “nobody is sure when the mace came about, and there is not a lot known about it, but there are a number of royal inscriptions from Assyrian kings. Some spoke of terrifying splendor, devastating villages. Tiglath Pileser III said—”

Davis tapped Cathey’s shoulder. “Digest version, doc. We’re short on time.”

“Right.” His gaze darted to Tox’s before he lifted a black leather satchel and opened it. He retrieved a brown paper bag. “The mace is said to be the weapon of the god Ashur. The twentieth inscription of Rezin, King of Damas—”

“Doc. Time.”

Dr. Cathey held up a hand. “I’m taking the short route, Commander. Be patient.”

“People are dying.”

“And they will continue until the warrior’s seal stops the mace.”

Tox rolled his eyes. Turned away, sighing heavily.

“What have you to lose, Sergeant Russell?”

“Time!” Tox snapped.

“But you must capture Nizar bin Sultan regardless of whatever you believe is behind the mace’s power.”

“Dating back to antiquity . . .” came a firm, soft voice.

When Tox turned, his stomach clenched. He resisted the urge to shove away from Tzivia Khalon.

“Hey!” Maangi shouted. “You should be in the med tent!”

“No,” she said. “I’m not infected. I was dehydrated and exhausted, but my blood work is clear.” She met Tox’s gaze, sorrow caught in her irises.

The dark circles were gone. Her olive complexion seemed normal now. “I saw you.” His mind flipped. “You were as sick as the others.”

“No, they thought so—as did I. But severe dehydration made me appear exposed.” She bobbed her head to Dr. Cathey. “He has a theory on stopping it.”

Something slithered through Tox’s gut. He didn’t like this. “I’m listening.”

“Dating back to antiquity,” Tzivia continued, “they believed the terror of the mace to be no more than royal propaganda. Psychological warfare. It is speculated that a foreign toxin introduced to the water supply was actually behind the devastation.”

“Yes,” Dr. Cathey said. “Assyrian kings used it to their advantage, wielding the mace and saying it was given them by Ashur to rule and subjugate the world.”

“While others—scientists who are well-known today,” Tzivia said, “speculated the wooden handle is merely laced with some trace of the toxin.”

“Which doesn’t explain how the wielder didn’t get affected,” Dr. Cathey added.

Tzivia shrugged.

“That is where Tzivia and I diverge on theories. I believe it to be supernatural. She prefers to explain things away, no matter how stretched the idea, with science.” He stroked his chin. “The wielder was protected by Ashur from infection.”

“I really don’t care how the toxin is spreading,” Tox said. “I want the president found—alive—and bin Sultan stopped.”

Dr. Cathey homed in on Tox. “When you capture Nizar bin Sultan, I would ask that you use these.” He held out the brown paper bag. “There should be a jeweled box, a cradle. I would wager that bin Sultan kept the box because he understands the significance of it being properly stored and would not want himself exposed. This box, called a cradle, bears the mark of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon.”

“Come again?” Ram said—but he didn’t sound confused. He sounded annoyed. Disbelieving.

“Templar Knights,” Tzivia said softly.

Dr. Cathey drew out a stamp from the bag. “The mark depicts two knights riding a single mount.” An austere smile twitched his sandy-blond and gray beard. “This seal was used by several Grand Masters over the Templars’ two-hundred-year history. I believe sealing the jeweled box with this wax will contain the toxin.”

Behind Cathey, Lt. Commander Davis shifted, his expression thoughtful, grave.

Ram reached for the bag and seal. “I’ve seen more bizarre things in my life.”

Tox shrugged. “It’s worth a try.”

“You must do it, Ram,” Tzivia said.

Hesitating, Tox frowned. “Why him?”

Again, though silent, Davis twitched his lips to the side. What was that about? Tox stepped forward to talk with the SEAL.

Ram’s sister blushed in the predawn hour drenched with powerful search lights. “A man I met . . .” She licked her lips. “This will sound crazy.”

With a laugh, Tox said, “We’re way past crazy. Go on—tell us.”

She focused on her brother. “Before I came to you, I met this man. He told me that I would know where I had to go with the next phone call.” She nodded to Ram. “You called me, so I came to you. But he also said I must help the warrior.”

Ram frowned as he turned the bag in his hand.

Snorting, Tox moved past them to Davis. He lifted his chin. “Can we talk?” Once they were away from the others, Tox turned. “Everything okay?”

Hands on his belt, Davis looked at the huddled group, then to the village. “JSOC’s getting jittery.” Joint Special Operations Command had a duty to be jittery, to protect their men and locals. “The toxin is spreading too fast, and WHO can’t figure out how to stop it.” Again, that graveness pervaded the SEAL’s green eyes. It held concern. Grief. Warning.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

This time, only his eyes bounced to Tox. “B-52s are en route.”

The air left Tox’s lungs. “An airstrike?”

“Toxin’s taken too many lives.” Davis rubbed his beard. “Once we clear out the sick, they’ll drop their payloads.”

“But we—the president could still be in there!”

Davis’s nodding morphed into sagged defeat. “Sorry. We have to stop this.”

“We saw bin Sultan go in, but he didn’t come out.” Tox paced, thinking. His adrenaline jacked. “I need to go back in. There’s gotta be a tunnel or passage or something. If we—”

“Negative,” Davis said.

“Just one hour—”

“Already tried. Command denied more engagements. We head out with the medical teams.” There was no pleasure for Davis in the news he delivered. “Sorry, man.” He made his way to his SEALs.

Rage and helpless defeat coursed through Tox. Two of his men were down with this toxin. Another had been shot, increasing risk of contamination. Hundreds were dead. Many more were exposed.

The president . . .

Tox sidestepped and slammed his fist into the truck door. Hands on the hood, he stood there, heaving breaths.

“Tox?” Ram called. “You o—”

“Fine.” Tox had to work this off.

No, he had to figure out how to finish this. Before the bombers dropped their payload. He would not let this mission be a black mark on his record, even though it was for a politician.

And I’ve never walked away from a fight.
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“You have the inscription about the seal?” Tzivia asked the professor as they waited under the bright lights.

“Yes, yes.” He rifled through his satchel. “Ah, here.” He spread a printed page over the hood of a Humvee. “See here?” Sliding as naturally into ancient Akkadian as he did into English, Dr. Cathey mumbled and muttered. “It talks of King Rezin of Aram—that’s Damascus. In Isaiah 7, God tells the Israelites not to worry about Rezin and his fierce anger.”

“But that’s ancient Israel—Bronze Age, right?” Ram’s shaggy brown hair hung over his eyebrows and dipped into his hazel eyes. “You said the seal was from the Templars. That’s thirteenth century.”

“Yes, yes! You know your history.” Pleasure soaked Dr. Cathey’s words, and Tzivia smiled. Though her brother chose to make war, he had a way with history and prophecies that had inspired her career in archaeology.

“So how does the seal tie into the Syrians?” Ram asked.

“The mace was recorded for hundreds of years in the royal inscriptions, used as a symbol of the Syrians’ might and power and authority. The transcription states the mace was found after the fall of Assyria in 605 BC. Hundreds of years later, it was encased in a jeweled box by Thefarie of Tveria.”

“Who?”

“The knight.” With a fervent nod, Dr. Cathey grew animated. “Much of Thefarie’s journal is missing, but this inscription was discovered in a crypt where the Aleppo Codex was believed to be hidden for—”

“The what?” Maangi asked.

Waving his hand, Dr. Cathey shook his head. “Forget I mentioned that. This inscription by Thefarie warns that the mace, once released, can only be contained by the warrior’s seal.”

“Why only by the warrior’s seal? I mean”—Ram waved his hand in a circle—“assuming you buy into the supernatural. Why can only the warrior’s seal end it?”

“Dieu sait,” Tzivia mumbled.

Dr. Cathey’s eyes widened. “What did—where did you hear that?”

His reaction surprised her. Tzivia lifted her shoulders slightly. “The man who called me, the Stranger—he said it.”

“Said what, exactly?” Dr. Cathey’s voice took on an aura of wonder and amazement.

“Something about God knowing who sinned and that a calamity—”

“‘ . . . will occur to those who have condemned us to death.’” Dr. Cathey scratched his beard, mouth agape.

“What?” Ram and Tzivia asked at the same time.

Confusion and concern creased Dr. Cathey’s forehead. “It . . .” He blinked and shook his head. “Templar Grand Master Jacques de Molay spoke those words as he was burned at the stake. The words were meant as a warning to King Philip and Pope Clement for what they’d done to the Templars. De Molay prophesied that both the king and the pope would soon stand before God with de Molay—and they did. The pope died a month later and the king before the end of the year, though both were in relatively good health.” Again, his attention transferred from history to Tzivia. “This stranger . . . he was the same one from the café?”

“I believe so.”

“Can we refocus on this seal?” Ram asked. “I mean—you’re sure this translates as a wax seal? That we can stop this thing with that wax and seal?”

“Well, there could be many meanings,” Dr. Cathey admitted, still visibly shaken. “But the most plausible, considering the cradle, the mace . . .” He nodded heartily. “Yes, yes! I am confident the wax seal is the key!”

Commander Davis motioned everyone toward waiting armored vehicles. “Pack up and get ready to move out.”

Tzivia frowned. “Move out?” She glanced at her brother, alarm digging into her heart. “But you have to seal the mace!”

“Hang on.” Ram turned, stretching his neck as he looked around. He turned a little more hurriedly. “Maangi. Where’s Tox?”

“Haven’t seen him since he got into it with the SEAL commander.”

Ram scowled. “When was that?”

Maangi’s terse expression shifted. Slid away. “’Bout an hour ago.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“Beats me,” Maangi said.

Tzivia hurried to stay with her brother’s quick pace as he approached the SEALs.

“Commander, a word?”

The tall blond SEAL turned. Eyed them.

“You exchanged words with the sarge,” Ram said.

Davis considered them again. “I did.”

“May I ask what about?”

“Ask him yourself.”

“I would, but he seems to be missing.”

Davis spun, the glare of lights from the village splashing across his face. His curse seared the air. “He wanted to go back to the building and search for a tunnel and the president.”

Ram grabbed binoculars and scanned the area.

“You see him?” Tzivia couldn’t imagine anyone entering that poison-infested village on purpose.

Ram didn’t answer, and that was answer enough.

Her stomach squirmed, imagining what Tox would go through if he came in contact with the poison. She’d overheard the medics saying time from onset of symptoms to fatality was now only a few hours.

She noted more and more soldiers and SEALs searching for sign of Tox. Even she, hand to her throat, searched those walking between her position and the village—and there weren’t many.

A shadow shifted behind one of the medical workers. Black gave way to the briefest glimpse of orange.

“There!” she said, her hand thrusting out.

“Where?”

“I . . .” Jerking, she wished she could take back the exultant cry when she saw nothing but darkness again. “I thought I saw something by the—”

“Got him,” Maangi said. “Entering the building now.”

Ram threw down the binoculars. “Suit up.”

“No,” Commander Davis said. “Nobody’s going in there.”

“You can’t be serious—”

“Airstrike in ten mikes.”

A chill darted through Tzivia’s veins. The team sergeant was on his own.

****

Standing in a hazmat suit, knowing any confrontation with bin Sultan and his goons could decimate his chance of coming out alive, Tox felt more alone than he ever had before. Yet that solitude afforded him the presence of mind to step onto this dangerous path. He couldn’t stand by and do nothing with so many lives, including the president’s, hanging in the balance. The mace had to be stopped.

Reminding himself to remain calm, the sound of his breathing loud in the self-contained suit, Tox followed the beam of his SureFire into the darkness of the two-story structure. Night vision goggles would’ve been preferable, but the hassle with the suit made it impractical. He moved from room to room, stomping in the vain hope of revealing a hidden trap door. Even though he glided farther into the building, the industrial lights set up by the medics bled through the curtains and every crack and crevice, creating a creepy constellation.

Logic guided him to the right, thinking that since he had seen bodies in the rooms to the left, bin Sultan wouldn’t stay near the stench or risk exposing himself. A man trying to rout power wouldn’t put his life in danger.

Might be loose logic. But it was all he had right now. That and a hefty dose of desperation. He set the timer on his watch, which he’d strapped to the outside of his suit. Six minutes.

Stomp. Stomp. He itched to wipe the sweat from his brow. To stop the trickle racing down his spine.

He sniffed. Stilled. What was that metallic taste?

He glanced down. Red and slick, blood hit his face mask. From inside!

Crap. Nosebleed was the first sign of the toxin. He blew a breath through his mouth.

Focus, Russell. Time was short. Find Montrose. Get out. Die later.

He moved forward, his mind thrumming. Heat roiling through the hazmat suit. He sniffled again, tasting the bitter tinge of blood gliding down his sinus passage.

Ignore it.

Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. He turned, his steps quick, time racing. Stomp-stomp. Stomp. One more right turn, and he’d only have two rooms remaining.

Stomp. Stomp.

He hadn’t been much of the praying kind—more a man of action—but if it helped, he’d do it. Stomp. Stomp. “God . . . sure could use some help . . .” Stomp.

Thud!

The sound crashed against his pulse. Tox froze. Lowered his gaze to the ground. He swept his boot across the surface. Dirt plumed away, revealing a trap door. His boot thumped against a steel handle. “Bingo.”

On his knees, he dug his gloved fingers into the dirt, tracing the outline until he found a catch. Tox lifted the door, angling away from the line of sight someone below could take on him. No need to get his head shot off so close to the goal. He swung his M4A1 in front of him and cradled it with both hands, the butt nestled against his shoulder. He listened for several long seconds, waiting for a shot to ring out. For pain to tear through him.

Expelling a breath, he readied himself. Aimed the beam into the tunnel below. Using the ladder would just make him a climbing duck. Straightening, he gauged the distance to the ground. Four, maybe four-and-a-half-feet.

“Nothin’ to lose.” He stepped over the gaping hole. Dropped. Landed with a jarring thud against the hard-packed dirt. Cooler, damp air captured him. He went to a knee, sweeping his weapon and beam around.

A long, dark tunnel rushed away from him, banking to the right.

He smirked. Right. Just as he’d guessed. A glance at his timepiece told him he had five minutes. He wouldn’t hear the bombers unleashing their payload. He hustled down the tunnel.

Tox cleared the corner and continued down, eyeballing for hidden doors or— Thwat!

He pitched forward. Fire seared the back of his left shoulder. Though he stumbled, he swung around and fired. The shooter crumpled.

Steadying himself, Tox shook off the adrenaline. “All doubt has left the building,” he muttered, knowing the shot to the shoulder left him fully exposed to the toxin.

He wanted to check the wound. Stop and breathe. No time.

He pushed on. Encountering guards meant he was on the right track. Another right turn. Dead-end at a steel door. He plucked the gray clay brick from his pack and pressed it against the steel, then slid the charges in. Thirty wasted seconds later, he jogged back around the corner and pressed the button.

Boom!

Dirt and rocks rained down.

Tox covered his head, expecting the ceiling to collapse. When it didn’t, he went to a knee and angled his M4A1 around the corner.

Gunfire peppered the dust-clouded passage.

Temptation to fire into the darkness choked him, but he wouldn’t put it past bin Sultan to use Montrose as a shield.

“You idiot” came a seething voice. “You’ve killed us!”

“That was your doing, bin Sultan,” Tox said, guessing at the disembodied voice. “You brought the mace and toxin.”

“We were safe down here.”

“Safe? From the toxin? How?”

“He who holds it is immune.” There was a grin in bin Sultan’s voice.

Tox snorted. “Listen, in about five minutes nothing will be left of this place. Bombers are going to level it.” He had to keep the guy talking in order to gauge his position. “Didn’t quite think this one through, did you?”

The man fell silent, but shuffling feet and riffling fabric warned Tox they were moving around.

“Let us out!” bin Sultan demanded.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because you want your president alive.”

“Do I?” Tox slid along the wall, using the shadows and darkness to conceal his movements. “He’s a politician. They’re barely worth the suits they wear.”

“Yet you come for him.”

Tox wished for the thousandth time for his thermals. He couldn’t see how many hostiles waited for him.

Two soft thuds sounded from within.

Tox had to see into that den of darkness. The stiffness of the air told him there probably wasn’t much space beyond the blown door. Close-quarters combat.

Again, two soft thuds.

Recognition lit through him. Montrose—he was telling Tox how many unfriendlies.

Tox let his M4 dangle and unholstered his Glock 22.

Shadows shifted. Tox squinted, hating the silence that dropped over the tunnel. More dirt and rocks dribbled from the ceiling. Medical trucks leaving.

“We’ve got less than three minutes, bin Sultan. Then you won’t have to worry about disease or me ever again.”

Quick crunching reached Tox. He firmed his grip on the handgun.

A form ripped itself from the shadows. Not Montrose. A man in a Syrian uniform.

Backing up, Tox fired. Once. Twice. Three times.

The man tripped, his feet tangling as he went down. But Tox was already sighting into the darkness.

A gunshot rang out. The bullet pierced Tox’s thigh. Tensed against the eruption of pain, he fired back at the spot he’d seen the tiny explosion. Fired again.

Silence screamed. Warmth slid down his leg, his muscle tightening. “Bin Sultan?”

Only a muffled shout, straining . . . as if behind a gag. Tox eased forward. Switched on his shoulder lamp. Pied into the room, waiting for the next bullet to rip through his skull. A man lay sprawled exactly where Tox had anticipated.

Tox turned, searching the room—there! In the corner. The president sat against a wall, hands and legs bound, mouth gagged. Hobbling over to him, Tox grabbed his KA-BAR. Sliced through the bindings.

“We have to hurry. Bomber’s coming.” He hauled Montrose to his feet, dragging him out. “Go! Go! Go!” He pitched the president through the blown door.

His leg seized. Tox grabbed it, squeezing hard. Blood spurted between his fingers. The pain buckled his knees. He went down.

“Soldier!”

“Go,” Tox growled as he pushed to his feet. “I’m right behind you.”

Montrose spun around and ran.

Tox took a step and tripped over something. A heavy thunk resounded through the tunnel. Something rolled unevenly into the open. Spikes on a round orb clunked in a circle.

The mace.

Head spinning, air hard to come by, Tox threw himself forward, snatching the weapon from the ground. Where was the jeweled box? He fell against the wall, his shoulder taking the brunt of his weight. It wasn’t anywhere in sight. He kept moving. Stumbling. Dizziness spun his vision in circles.

Warmth slipped over his lip. His ears rang. The toxin!

He trudged and stumbled, his shoulder jarring against the wall. He growled against the pain but refused to stop. At the other end of the tunnel, his lamp caught Montrose’s shoes disappearing aboveground.

Good. He’d make it.

The relief intoxicated him. Tox’s limbs felt like anchors. Air like water. But he ran. Or tried.

His feet cooperated as well as wet noodles. Tangling. Tripping him. Holding his shoulder with one hand and the mace with the other, he shuffled toward the ladder. Hooked an arm over the third rung. Pulled up. His mind knotted, trying to figure out how to haul himself up to the next rung.

His boot slipped.

Tox caught himself, breathing hard. Arms trembling. Boot slickened by the blood sliding down his leg. Should’ve tied off the wound.

Too late now.

He gave another push.

His foot shot through the rung. He fell backward. The only thought screaming through his mind: Don’t lose the mace!

His watched beeped. Time’s up.

Inverted, foot caught in the ladder, Tox crossed his arms, the mace pressed against his chest, and rolled away from the blast—a foolish notion.

The concussion felt like two massive punches. One against his ears, the other to his chest, dislodging all air.

A fireball torpedoed toward him.
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Shock rippled through Tzivia as the bombs struck the village. Her heart leapt into her throat when the two-story structure Ram’s sergeant had vanished into collapsed in humiliated defeat. Catastrophic destruction. Nothing could be alive in there.

Her brother tore his arm from around her and sprinted down the hillside. Shouts from the SEALs for him to stop went unheeded.

Stunned, Tzivia could not gather her wits. Or her courage. A half-dozen men took off after Ram, and Tox’s team raced toward the burning village. The SEAL commander rent the air with curses, calling in to command that the Green Berets had gone into the village.

Tzivia resisted following them. She’d been rescued from that place and there was a large piece of her glad to see it burning.

Dr. Cathey joined her. “Ram needs the wax and seal.”

It was as good a reason as any to quit her fears. Tzivia caught his wrist. “C’mon!” She jogged down the hillside with the professor.

Dense smoke wafted across the road, snaking from one rubble pile to another. Ram and his teammates tossed large pieces of cement blocks and plaster aside like they were foam.

“Here,” President Montrose said, pointing to a spot near the middle of the structure. “The tunnel hatch was almost dead center.”

“Get him out of here,” Ram ordered the SEALs. “Last thing we need is the president dying.”

“He saved my life!” Kevin Montrose barked. “I’m not leaving until we dig him out alive.”

The team focused where he’d indicated. They shifted aside rubble and cots.

Tzivia frowned, thinking of the fast-acting toxin. “Why aren’t any of us sick, or getting sick?”

“The fires?” someone suggested.

“No, they are not hot enough to burn the pathogens from the air,” Dr. Cathey said. “Something . . . something happened. Did you find the mace? Seal it with the wax?”

“Negative,” Ram said. “Shut up and dig!”

The crackling of burning buildings, the roar of fire and smoke, and the grunts of the team working filled the void of silence.

“Get out! Get out!” Lt. Commander Davis ran toward them, waving his arms. “Second bomber is inbound! Get out!”

Scrambling off the rubble, Tzivia somehow heard—above the shouts and burning buildings—the droning of the bomber. But maybe that was her imagination. It would be too high to hear, wouldn’t it?

A screaming whistle pierced her ears.

She cleared the rubble, pushing Dr. Cathey ahead as she caught traction.

The second bomb hit. A dead weight crashed into her. Pitched her forward. Her feet lifted. She twisted, flipped. Searing air gusted, tossing her hair into her face as the ground rushed up at her.

She landed hard, as if someone took a sledgehammer to her back. The world blinked out. Dirt and rock rained down as her vision cleared once more.

Her brother was there, lifting her. Dragging her to safety. “You okay?” he shouted, his voice warbling because of her plugged ears.

Shaking off the disorientation, she nodded.

Ram immediately spun toward the SEAL commander. “You call them off!” he shouted. “Call them off right now before someone else dies!”

“The president!” Maangi shouted. “He’s dead!”

****

Fire bled through every cell and pore of Tox’s body. The pain pulled at him, drowning him in an agony he could never have imagined. Darkness crept in, deeper and heavier than the blackest of nights. Tempting him to let go. Taunting him over the mockery of his life, his worthless life.

And yet, somehow through the thickness of pain and despair, a figure appeared. Brightened against an ebony sea above him. Took shape. Grew larger, stronger.

Dead. I’m dead!

A white tunic emblazoned with a red cross swam across Tox’s vision as the man reached for him. Angel of mercy or angel of death?

Death.

There was no mercy for men like him, who failed so miserably at life.

The fingers, aged yet strong, coiled around his tactical vest as if it were nothing more than a T-shirt. It pulled, severing the thin cord of Tox’s life.

“No! I don’t want to die!”

Somehow, even in the darkness and with the man a silhouette of light, Tox saw him smile.

Light shattered the dark void.

Voices warbled in the distance. Shadows above danced and twisted. One at first. Then two . . . and another. Until there were so many they crowded out the light altogether.

A shadow squawked. The noise felt like a spike driven through his ears.

Tox was lifted from the clutches of death.

“Tox! Tox, you with us?”

He grunted and clenched his eyes.

“Get him up, get him up! Easy!”

“He has the mace!”

The words made Tox tighten his grip on the handle of the weapon. He wasn’t letting go . . .

“Where’s the box?”

“It’s too late for that—we’ve been exposed.”

“It’s covered in his blood.”

“That’s it!” a strange voice said. “His blood—the seal of the warrior. That’s why the toxin is gone.”





Epilogue

— Fort Leavenworth —

There were things a man saw when his life flashed before him, as death swooped down to steal his last breath. Things that made him reevaluate his life, his decisions. Because of those preternatural moments, Tox now took things a little more seriously.

Like freedom.

Traumatic brain injury. That was what they’d diagnosed him with when he came to after the bombing. But there wasn’t anything wrong with him. He just wasn’t willing to talk about what he’d seen in that tunnel. Not unless he wanted to end up with an insanity discharge. They’d chalked it up to physical trauma, but he’d seen the look in their eyes. The wariness. He took it as a warning.

But a psych eval would’ve been the least of his troubles. Maybe he should’ve talked. Because he’d spent the first month in the hospital under guard, deemed a threat because he’d disobeyed a direct order. His men had followed him into the flames—literally.

So had the president. And he’d been killed by the bomb sent in to neutralize the area. JSOC and the US needed a scapegoat, someone to blame for the president’s death. A goat named Tox Russell.

Now serving life in prison at Fort Leavenworth, thanks to the charges they’d thrown at him: Disobeying lawful orders, Dereliction of Duty under Article 134, and Involuntary Manslaughter under article 199 for his negligent actions leading to the death of the president. The last charge could’ve gotten him the death penalty.

Tox hated himself. Hated that men of honor had died because of him.

Secure in a cement coffin with a steel door and no bars, he did his own physical therapy to regain full use of his shoulder and leg.

“Shirt on, then hands on the wall, Russell.”

Tox looked over his shoulder. The slot in his prison door revealed his favorite prison guard—an officer the inmates had nicknamed Helo. Tox toweled off, threaded his hands through his shirt and moved to the wall. He placed his palms against the cool cement and waited.

The door clanked open. Four guards entered, chaining Tox up as if he was the worst of criminals. But with a federal rap sheet that now included four lives—one of them the president of the United States—Tox didn’t blame them.

“Walk in the park?” Tox asked Helo.

“Visitor.”

Tox scowled. Since being released from the hospital, his brother hadn’t even visited. Helo escorted Tox to a small conference room. Once he was unchained, another door opened.

In walked a suit. It took a moment for his face to register. The years had been hard on the man who’d been his brother’s campaign administrator and had held the office of Chief of Staff since Galen won the election. Barry Attaway. He stood about five inches shorter than Tox, had a receding hairline, and muddy brown eyes.

Tox frowned. “What are you doing here?” Only one thing made sense—“Something happen to Ga—”

“He’s fine.”

And by default, Tox would assume his sister-in-law Brooke was fine as well. “What can I do for you?”

“Your team—their trials are coming up.”

Grief and guilt chugged through his veins. Pushed Tox’s gaze down. Palchinski had died from the Mace Toxin, as it’d come to be called. Cell recovered in time to be incarcerated with Maangi, Ram, and Keogh—all facing court martials for disobeying a direct order that caused the death of President Montrose.

“Would you do it again, Cole?”

Without hesitation, he lifted his gaze. “Absolutely.” He’d found the president. The toxin had mysteriously disappeared—though he didn’t buy the supernatural theory Dr. Cathey had thrown out about Tox’s blood sealing the mace. “Had to be done.”

Sliding his hands into his pockets, Attaway nodded. “I have a proposition for you, Russell. One that, should you succeed, could be a Get Out of Jail Free card for your team.”

Tox straightened. “Get out of—they’ll be cleared?”

“Their records will be marked ‘honorable,’ but they’ll never again be allowed to serve. Charges will be expunged. Records sealed.”

“I’ll do it.”

Attaway snickered. “You don’t know what it is.”

“My actions ended their careers. I’ll do whatever I can to clear them.”

“What about yourself?”

Tox shrugged. “I’m in a cement coffin. What could be worse?”

Attaway smirked. “Russell, if you do this, you will cease to exist.”

“I’m already dead, Attaway.”

****
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— Ten Days Ago —
Jebel al-Lawz, Tabuk Province, Saudi Arabia

Vindication tasted like sweat. Backbreaking, limb-aching sweat. Tzivia Khalon pushed onto her knees and used the back of her gloved hand to wipe away the perspiration plastering her hair to her face and neck. She needed a break. In the logbook, she recorded her progress, sketched what the B23 grid site resembled, then stood and started for the sorting tent.

Noel Garelli, her assistant, looked up from B20. “Giving up?”

Tzivia snorted. “Not in your dreams.” Though they’d all thought about it. Two weeks onsite, and they’d uncovered nothing of significance, nothing directly connected to the Bronze Age or the Israelites. But there was no way she’d walk away so soon. Dig sites could go from mundane to extraordinary in the space of an inch.

Just an inch. I just need an inch. Just 25.4 millimeters to clear her résumé of the Kafr al-Ayn disaster three years ago, when a toxin from an artifact stolen from her mentor, Dr. Joseph Cathey, nearly wiped out a village. The president of the United States had been killed in the aftermath. Despite being cleared of negligence and wrongdoing, Tzivia bore the dent in her reputation from that incident. It had endangered grants. Stalled donations.

Jebel al-Lawz was her chance to expunge that humiliating experience from her life. One amazing find, and she would be sought after. Respected. She wouldn’t let anything or anyone ruin this chance. Not even her nosy brother in the States. Or his brooding, handsome friend, Tox Russell.

Tzivia huffed. Tox had died three years ago. It still stung. Not to mention the way he’d shut her out when they arrested him. Told her to move on. “It’s for your own good.”

She had moved on—she was now Doctor Tzivia Khalon. Had it not been for the weight Dr. Cathey’s name carried, Kafr al-Ayn could’ve destroyed her career and life. But being an authority on Ancient Near Eastern studies, he pulled a few strings and had them cleared of any misconduct. When she compared her resume against his, she might as well be in kindergarten. Her focus had strictly been Ancient Near East, but Dr. Cathey had degrees in Hebrew Bible and semitic epigraphy as well as Ancient Near Eastern Studies. With two doctorates, he now served as an adjunct professor with Oxford’s Oriel College.

She scanned the archaeological dig site. Her site. With the help of Dr. Cathey, they’d won the grant to search for answers about Jebel al-Lawz, the land purported to be where the Israelites had encamped. Gaining the permission of the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage to work this site wasn’t easy, but the promise of cooperation and sharing all artifacts got her team onsite. Having Dr. Cathey backing the dig gave her clearance to even be here, gave the dig credibility, and provided her with an authority who could review any recovered artifacts.

Years ago, the Saudis had erected a fence and guard hut around this area to keep out looters and vandals. They believed something significant happened here, and she shared that belief, though she wouldn’t fall prey again to Dr. Cathey’s religious ideals—that was his one detraction. Or should she call it “distraction”? He believed the Bible to be more than a piece of literature. He believed Moses had been here. That the blackened mountain in the distance was where the Hebrew patriarch received the Ten Commandments.

Many scholars refuted the site. Some had outright called her desperate for coming here. Supernaturally carved tablets or not, she and her team would attempt to answer whether this site truly was the biblical Mount Sinai.

“Just one inch,” Tzivia whispered as she pivoted.

Earth gave way beneath her feet. Rocks scraped and clawed her legs, yanking her downward. With a scream, she shielded her face. Terror grabbed her by the throat. Dirt and rocks smothered her face.

Then didn’t. She felt the world fall away. Coldness wrapped her tight in the split-second before she landed.

Pain slammed into her back. She landed, staring up at the hole. It seemed impossibly small for her to have fallen through. Dirt dribbled into her eyes. She jerked away, peeling off the ground. Her hand suctioned against mud. Mud? This arid region wasn’t exactly fertile terrain. She squinted around. To the left, a short, two-foot-high stone circle. Worn, broken boards straddled the stones.

Plop! Plunk!

Water rippled. Water! The stones encircled the lip of a well.

Wiping muddy hands on her tactical pants, she climbed to her feet. Before her—she froze. Mud bricks laid out in a consistent pattern. A wall? She bent, her fingers tracing the mortar that had formed through the years between the bricks. No, not years—centuries!

“Tzivia!”

“Here,” she called, waving a hand behind her but unable to take her eyes off the wall. Something protruded from the ground at the base. Gloves back on, she gently brushed aside the silt. “Noel, c’mere!”

“Sending a rope down.”

Tzivia traced the lower edge of the wall with her gloved finger. How far did it go back? Bricks crumbled at her touch. Her heart climbed into her throat as years of history were reduced to rubble and dirt. “No no no.” She drew back her hand, afraid to create any more damage before it could be logged. Afraid she’d undo the miracle just discovered.

The wall stood about six feet tall. What was this place? A dwelling? It didn’t look right for Bronze Age. Her hope dimmed. She shifted and checked right and left. It stretched the entire length of the underground cave.

But there was a well here. So . . . Tzivia stepped back a few paces. Took in the wall. What’s behind you? She went to her knees. Shoulder to the wet ground, she peered into the new hole. Darkness. She yanked the torch from her hip holster and flashed it into the darkness.

Light stabbed the ebony blanket beyond. Dust particles danced on the beam. A room!

Whoosh!

As another section of the wall gave way, Tzivia shoved back and turned away. Coughing, she blinked quickly to clear her eyes.

“Tzi!”

“I’m okay,” she said around another cough. “We need to stabilize this. It’s all damp and collapsing. My cave-in must’ve weakened the supports or something.” A sweet, pungent odor filled the tunnel, nauseating her. “Ugh.”

“Look out below,” Noel called.

With a hefty thump, a rope ladder dangled behind Tzivia. Darkness cowered as Noel’s frame filled the hole topside. Once down, he screwed up his face. “What is that smell? It reeks!” He steadied the ladder as Basil, one of the interns, clambered down, too.

Flashlight in hand, she wiped her face. Something caught her eye in the darkened room. She froze. Something had moved. A dark shape. Shadow? Tilting her head, she bent over the partially destroyed wall and sucked in a breath at what she saw. Dust caught in her throat and made her cough. Basil started coughing, too.

“Should we go back up?” Noel asked, his lanky frame towering over her.

“The air’s stale, but we’ll be okay for a few more minutes.” Tzivia pointed. “Look.” Shoved up against the far side of the earthen room sat a chest, maybe two feet by two feet. Frayed rope handles didn’t look like they’d support its weight. “Come on.” They climbed over the wall, causing more of it to collapse. She cringed at the damage but allowed the lure of discovery to lead her on.

“I’m not feeling so great,” Basil muttered as they squatted.

“There’s something stamped in the lid.” She wasn’t ready to admit it looked like a Templar cross. “Let’s get it to the sorting tent.”

Noel nodded, grabbing the sides of the chest. He lifted it.

Crack! Pop!

“No!” Tzivia cried as the bottom fell away. Three objects hit the ground.

Sucking in a disbelieving breath, she lifted one of the items in her gloved hand. “Noel!” Exhilaration spiraled through her veins as Basil aimed his flashlight at it. “I think . . . this is a Hebrew miktereth.” Though most censers were made of pottery, these were bronze and roughly six inches in length, with a handle supporting a small cup-like space for the burning incense. She traced the markings. A giddy laugh surged as she looked down at the other two censers on the ground. “I can’t be sure of the date down here—it’s too dark and we need to test scrapings—but they look Bronze Age.”

“Did we find it?” Noel’s voice was but a whisper. “Please, tell me we found it—this is where the Israelites camped, isn’t it?”

She laughed, looking up at him with history in her hand. “I believe we did.”

****

— Two Days Ago —
Okomu Forest Reserve, Edo State, Nigeria

“If you do this thing, do not think I will come save you.”

Slinking through the humid jungle, Cole “Tox” Russell almost grinned at the words of his “conscience” vibrating in his comms piece. “If you’re right,” he subvocalized, leaning against a tree and scanning the dense vegetation through his thermal binoculars, “there won’t be anything to save.”

“It is a bad idea.” His own personal Jiminy Cricket came in the form of a six-foot-five Nigerian named Chijioke Okorie.

“It’d be boring if it wasn’t. Remember, three minutes.” Their self-imposed assurance that no tangos came out of there alive.

Ambush. They’d agreed the probability was high. As in more likely than not. Enough to tell anyone with half a brain not to engage. But Tox was missing that half of his brain. This other half had him stalking through the jungle because of a twelve-year-old girl. No way could he sit back on the savannah, watching cheetahs outrun gazelle, knowing his niece, Evie Russell, was in the hands of sadistic guerillas.

Not after the promise he’d made in a pool of blood.

So here he was, shirt soaked to his chest and boots rubbing blisters into his ankles and toes, working his way north to the camp. Wiping away the sweat, he scanned the dense vegetation, alert. Nerves thrumming.

“It is not safe, Ndidi,” Chiji huffed.

Tox nodded to no one but himself. His friend had it right—this wasn’t safe. In fact, it could end his life. But securing the objective would fulfill that promise.

He glanced up at the canopy, where fading sunlight poked through defiantly. Sweat slipped across his temple, traced his jaw, and raced down his neck. This had to be done. And even with the calloused warning of no help from his friend, Tox knew Chiji would come. Tox had made the mistake once of thinking Chiji only warred with Bible verses. He could still feel the thwack of the stick across his back, unprepared for the skilled kali strike that face-planted him in the West African desert.

Skulking, Tox made his way around the tree trunks. The guerillas had made it too easy and too obvious. Yep, a trap. Within a few hours of the hovel he called home—where he’d managed to stay hidden for the last three years—and Evie just happens to end up held hostage by some rogue outfit with connections to DC?

Right.

Despite the infinitesimal possibility that Evie was actually here, Tox couldn’t ignore it. Could not risk the potential threat against her life.

“Two targets, twenty yards north of your position,” Chiji said from his position in one of the treehouses overlooking this narrow swath of forest. Bet the national parks didn’t imagine their perches for bird watching and appreciating the unique environment would become the vantage point for a mission.

Tox moved eastward to flank the targets. This was stupid. Really stupid. Anyone setting him up would also know it was stupid to try. He wanted to believe nobody was asinine enough to play chicken with the life of a child. Especially not with him involved. He’d more than earned his “Toxic” moniker.

Snap!

The sound of snapping branches sent Tox into the buttresses of a nearby kapok, its gnarled roots looking like the foot of a monstrous dog, nails digging into the soil. Shoulder pressed to the trunk, he peered around, keeping his movements slow and fluid like the palmate branches swaying above. Nothing sudden to draw attention. Using his legs, he pushed up.

A shadow moved.

He dropped, locked onto the target. Was there only one? Prostrate, he keyed his mic. “Count?”

“One.”

Only one? Tox stared through the heavy forestation at the shape. Why weren’t there more? He could take this tango out and nobody would know. He was almost insulted.

Regardless—no need to waste a life. Tox slid around the south of the kapok buttresses. Swiftly darted westward, directly into the path of the perimeter guards.

The ten-meter base of the trees and their root system made navigating the area tricky. But also assisted him. Trip alarms would be more visible. The placement more obvious. Tox hiked up on the thick buttress of another kapok. From the larger limbs hung bulbous seed pods surrounded by a fluffy, yellowish fiber much like cotton. Resistant to water but highly flammable. He skirted from one buttress to another, using the roots to protect himself from trip sensors, and watched the thick trunks for higher-placed sensors.

Crack!

Bark spat at him.

Tox dropped to the ground, unholstering his Glock 22.

“You’ve been spotted.”

Understatement of the year. Since the enemy knew he was here, no need for skulking. Tox hunch-ran along the perimeter. After several switchbacks, he was hopeful he’d lost the guard who’d spotted him earlier.

A dozen yards ahead, the outer rim of the camp they’d reconned with the long-range scope Chiji now used finally came into view. Beyond it, a hastily-assembled, thatched-roof squat sat beneath a massive kapok, ripe with fruit. Good protection and cover. But within it—cement. At least two feet thick. Too formidable to get thermals and heat signatures. Security had been tight. He’d have preferred bribing a local to get eyes on the target, but time didn’t allow that. Their timeline had been way too short.

“Moving in,” he whispered, switching his gun for his KA-BAR Kraton-handled Mark I with a serrated edge. He rushed up behind the first sentry, who was armed with an M16 and a handgun. Hooked an arm around his neck and severed his carotid. Tox lowered the guard. A boot knife glinted.

Tox disarmed the man, slinging the assault rifle and pistol into the dense foliage. He tucked the knife in his boot. The crunching of twigs pushed him into a low crouch. The thick stench of cigarettes polluted the air. Didn’t these two know smoking got them executed by Boko Haram? By Tox Russell, too.

He slipped behind a tree and took aim, knowing that even silenced shots could be heard. No choice. He eased back the trigger. Fired two shots at the first man, taking him down. He acquired the second and took him out before he could figure out what was happening and call for help.

“Two more en route,” Chiji warned.

Tox scurried forward, ready to silence them. When their forest camo uniforms came into view, he launched himself at the first soldier. Slammed a hard right into his nose. Heard the bone crack, ramming into gray matter. He spun to the second—

A weapon muzzle stared back. Tox stilled for a half second, then hooked the man’s leg and swept him off his feet.

Crack!

The bullet went wide as the man’s head hit a kapok buttress with a meaty thud. His neck lay at an awkward angle. Tangos neutralized, Tox sprinted toward the structure. Inside, he’d be on his own. Chiji couldn’t guide him.

He stared at the door that hung awkwardly to the side. It’s a trap. But if it wasn’t . . .

“Going in.” Tox slid his M4A1 around to his front and took in a quick, measuring breath. Blew it out. Shimmied around the wall. Then lifted a flashbang from his belt and tossed it through the space where the flimsy door gaped.

He jerked back. Waited.

Shouts preceded the concussive boom by two seconds.

Tox rushed in. Went right. Scanned the scene as he moved to the corner for protection. The interior served one function—to conceal the cement shelter. A small table with knocked-over tin cups was the only barrier between him and two disoriented guards. Hands over their ears, they writhed. Tox put them out of their misery.

“Two tangos down,” he muttered, swinging around so his back wasn’t to anyone entering the hut. His gaze hit a steel door. Moment of truth. Who was behind Door #1? He slid along the wall and palmed the handle.

Locked.

Tox pivoted. Drove the heel of his boot against the door. It bucked but held. He kicked again. This time the lock surrendered. He shouldered the door open.

Tox threw himself across the threshold. Darkness devoured him. He flicked on his night vision goggles as he pushed to the corner. As the wash of green draped the area, Tox bit back a curse.

Empty. “Trap!”

He snapped to the right as a shadow moved.

White light exploded across his vision.

Grunting, he ripped off the NVGs, knowing the attacker was coming at him. Temporarily blinded, he silenced himself. His pain. His panic. And listened.

To his right a subtle shift of wind. Tox hesitated. Pain exploded across his temple. He flipped backward. His head cracked against the cement wall.

Singular focus was all that would keep him alive right now. He rolled and slid the boot knife free. He came up, his vision clearing, his ears ringing, and sighted the attacker. On his right. A flurry of kicks.

With lightning-fast reflexes, he drove the knife into the man’s leg.

“Augh!” The man twitched but came unyielding, determination gouged into his distinctly Caucasian face. And he hadn’t shot Tox. Which proved this was a trap meant to capture him. Just like they’d suspected.

The idea lit fire down Tox’s spine. He drew out his KA-BAR.

His attacker produced one of his own. Matched determination and weapons. But Tox had been fighting for his life for the last three years.

The man lunged with a stab.

Tox deflected. Grabbed the man’s wrist. Pulled him forward and rammed his elbow into the guy’s face. At the same time, the attacker jammed a knife-hand into Tox’s back—his kidney.

They both stumbled. Tox twisted around just in time to deflect a knife from his throat. He leapt backward, his abdomen exposed. The blade sliced his stomach. With a strike, the man nailed Tox’s wrist. Tox dropped his knife. Searing pain from the stomach wound nearly disabled his thinking. He thrust the fleshy part of his hand against the man’s carotid.

The man dropped, gasping for air.

The pain vied for Tox’s attention. He flung around, searching for his knife. Found it—in the man’s hand. The man grinned around bloody teeth. Tox spotted a stick and lifted it.

“Shouldn’t have come,” he growled, sounding one hundred percent American.

“Yeah,” Tox gritted out. “You shouldn’t have.”

The man lunged with the KA-BAR. Tox slapped his arm away, cracked the stick against his wrist. Then drew back and snapped it at the right side of his neck. At the last minute, Tox diverted. Struck his head.

The man tumbled forward as a massive whoosh ignited the air. Chiji had held up his promise to send an RPG into the shelter if Tox hadn’t emerged in three minutes.

Tox cringed as superheated air burst through the shelter. The oxygen sucked out. With the kapok around them, the forest would quickly become an inferno. Not good.

He considered his attacker. No doubt a brother in arms. Doing his job. Like a loyal dog returning to his vomit.

Tox grabbed his attacker’s ankles and dragged him out of the hut. Dropped him at the entrance then limped into the dense foliage with only one thought: They’d pay for this.
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— Day 1 —
Washington, DC

President Galen Russell strode to the dais in the White House briefing room. He gripped the lectern and peered out at the bay of reporters and journalists. “It is with the deepest regret that I confirm the death of former vice president and current ambassador to the United Kingdom, Howard Lammers. He died tonight from wounds sustained in an attack three days ago as he and his wife, Lorraine, attended the National Theatre in London. My condolences and prayers, as well as those of all Americans, are with the family and loved ones devastated by this horrific act.”

The president stared into the cameras, clearly affected by the incident. “At this hour, we have few details, but we are working closely with the British authorities to locate those responsible and deliver justice. Thank you.”

As the press secretary took the podium to field questions, Barry Attaway fell into step beside the president, who headed out of the congested room. The entourage trailing him, which included the DoD, CIA, and other three-letters, made its way down the hall to the Oval Office.

Out of sight of the reporters, Galen looked to Barry. “Anything new?”

Barry shook his head.

“Keep on it. I want to know who did this, and I want them to face the fullest measure of our justice.”

As he’d said a dozen times in earlier meetings. “Of course, sir.”

Galen turned to his administrative assistant. “I’d like to talk to Lorraine Lammers.”

The fifty-something woman nodded, lifting a phone. “I’ll try again.”

“You said you were going to handle this,” a voice hissed near Barry’s ear. He tensed and turned, staring into the gray eyes of Rick Hamer, director of the CIA’s Special Activities Division.

After a quick glance at the president making his way back to the office, Barry whispered, “Relax.”

Hamer stopped, his eyebrows rising to his hairline. “Relax?” He’d been a Force Recon Marine and wasn’t used to being rebuffed. “We have another dead American. How many people do they have to hit before—”

“First,” Barry said, making sure the president didn’t hear, “it’s still fresh. We don’t have proof—”

“Seriously?” Hamer growled. “You’re going there? And where is this guy you said could handle it?”

Barry tried to shake off the nerves tightening his gut. “En route.”

The fire in Hamer’s eyes warned he didn’t believe Barry. He pursed his lips again and gave a terse nod. “He’d better be. We need this stopped. The president—”

“Cannot be implicated.” Barry felt the thunder in his chest louder than the bombs in Iraq. “He and the United States must be kept clean—”

“Which is why we gave you a week. You promised it’d be taken care of. It’s not.”

“Two days. My man is bringing him in.”

“Wait—does this guy even know what he’s after?” When there wasn’t an answer, Hamer muttered something under his breath. “You should’ve left this to the big dogs, Attaway.”

“Why? So more can end up like Lammers?” Attaway saw he’d overstepped, saw the anger that pushed past the director’s tough persona. He needed to soothe him. “We’ll get this assassin.”

“We need results, not talk.” Hamer’s gaze raked Barry over live coals. “Where are you getting this guy anyway? How does a chief of staff have connections big enough to do this?”

“Don’t worry about that.”

“I am worried.” Hamer cuffed Barry’s arm, angling in. “I let you have this. My men were ready, but you said you had a way to keep the president clean. You may want him for a second term, but with screw-ups like this—”

“Barry.” The president stood at the end of the hall, his dark brow knotted as he looked between the two of them. “Ready?”

Saved by the bell. “Sir.” Barry unhooked his arm and moved to the president without another word to the SAD director.

They turned the corner and Galen glanced at him. “Hamer looked ticked.”

“He always looks ticked, sir.” At his own office, Barry slowed. “I have to get some things taken care of before the next briefing.”

“Keep me posted.”

Barry nodded.

“You will, won’t you?”

He stopped short this time. “Sir?”

With a sigh, Galen turned to him. “That conversation back there . . . it feels like you’re not telling me something.” He patted Barry on the chest with the back of his hand. “Always trying to protect me, eh?”

“Of course, sir.” With that, Barry turned into his office. He slid behind his desk and eased into the chair. The engraved crystal clock on his desk showed 1300. What was taking MacIver so long?

Muddled in conspiracies and threats by every three-letter agency that existed, as well as committees and subcommittees of the House and Congress, Barry was exhausted by the alphabet soup and the pressure. He was standing on a catwalk that straddled two very large, boiling cauldrons. One wrong step, one more failure . . .

The US needed this assassin dealt with, yet they couldn’t touch this. Everyone on the Hill wanted answers about who had killed the kindly former vice president. So Barry had taken a risk. One he felt certain would pay for itself a hundred times over.

His phone rang. Barry snatched it from the cradle, spotting the caller ID. “Where have you been? They’re breathing fire down my neck! And you’re a day late.”

“And one rogue short.”

Barry fell against the desk. So Vaughn MacIver hadn’t secured the target. The former SEAL commander had a pristine record, a fierce one. He succeeded where few did. That was why Barry handpicked him. That was why Barry went forward with this desperate mission. “What went wrong?”

“He smelled us coming.”

“How did you let that happen?”

“He’s good, sir. And I expected that, but . . .”

“But what?”

“It’s just that I know this guy—not personally, but this type of soldier. Their instincts are razor-sharp. They get the job done no matter the cost or length of time it takes to complete the mission.”

“Yes, I thought you were that type of man, MacIver. That’s why I tapped you!”

“Tox Russell is in a league all his own. I can’t explain how he knew we were there. Most of the villagers didn’t know. He walked into the trap and shouldn’t have walked out, but the instant he entered, things changed.”

Barry cursed under his breath. When he had to come clean with all this, Hamer would eat him for lunch—and Galen would have the leftovers for dinner.

“I knew coming down here . . . that if he beat me,” MacI continued, “I’d come home in a box. Probably in pieces.”

Barry closed his eyes, willed the torrent of anger churning in his chest to stay behind the dam. He had to think. Had to plan.

“But I’m alive.”

“I’m not seeing this as a benefit.”

“It’s not,” MacI said. “It’s a warning.”

Hackles raised, Barry tilted his head. “Come again?”

“It’s a warning, sir. From him.”

Barry stilled, his mind racing.

“Next time, it’ll be on his terms. His game.”

Barry peered out his window overlooking the Mall.

“Tox Russell is coming, sir. He’s coming for you.”
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— Day 2 —
Washington, DC

The view from the Truman balcony inspired Galen Russell, who sat facing the Washington Monument. Splendor and power were his. But they felt empty without his wife Brooke. She’d been at his side since his first run for Congress and his swift rise on the political tide that swept him right into the Oval Office. But then she’d died—murdered the month before the inauguration.

Voices pushed aside his solitude and thrust him into another busy working day. He glanced at his watch. “Ever punctual, Barry.” He lifted his coffee cup. “You can be late, you know. I won’t fire you.”

Hands in his pockets, Barry nodded and stood at the rail. “Sir, we need to talk.” The forty-three-year-old had grayed early, even though Barry had weathered the DC storm like a pro. In fact if it hadn’t been for his chief of staff, Galen probably wouldn’t have survived the insanity. Yet here he was—shaken.

“Barry.” Galen joined his chief of staff at the rail, bracing himself. “What’s wrong?”

Barry hung his head. “I’ve tried a million ways in my head to come at this, but I”—he huffed and tightened his lips—“I’m just going to come clean and tell you the truth.”

Galen tried to laugh, but it came out more air than laugh. “Good. I’d hope you’re always honest with me.”

“He’s alive.”

“Who’s alive? Lammers?”

“Tox.”

As if struck with a baseball bat, Galen jerked back. Images of a face, one not unlike his own but younger and more intense—raw and edged in fury—crowded his vision. “Cole? Wh–what do you mean?” Legs rubbery, he dropped into the chair. “How can he be alive?”

“What I need you to understand,” Barry began, his tone placating, “is that things were complicated. Messy.”

“Things were—” Another revelation whacked Galen over the head. “Wait a minute. You knew he was alive?”

Frustration or guilt, maybe both, pushed Barry’s hazel eyes down. “You were running for president. What happened, you had to be protected from it. You were told what you needed to know.”

Galen stiffened. “What I needed to know? I’m the president! I need to know everything.”

“No.” Chin tucked, Barry held his gaze resolutely through terse brows. “Not everything. Plausible denia—”

“Don’t. Don’t handle me.” His thoughts jammed with a million different scenarios, with the unbelievable, jarring truth that his brother hadn’t died in prison. Galen couldn’t think past it. Couldn’t process information. He wandered back inside, through the Yellow Oval Room to his private sitting room, seeking shelter. From what, he didn’t know. But he felt naked. Exposed. Everything he knew to be true suddenly became fluid and false. The man he’d trusted as his closest ally had kept a major truth from him. “Tell me. Everything.”

Hesitation thickened the air.

“My anger’s rising fast.”

With a sigh, Barry nodded. “Tox had an agreement. Do a job, leave the country, and nobody would bother him again.”

“An agreement with whom?”

“Department of Defense.”

Galen couldn’t shake the shock. “You told me he was dead.” The funeral. The memorial with—“My parents . . .” He’d never forget his mother’s raw, palpable grief that had infected the family for the last three years.

“That’s what everyone needed to believe. He did a mission, and—”

“What mission?” Galen turned to Barry. “What did you have him do?”

Long silences had become Barry’s trademark in the recent days.

“Barry,” he said in warning.

“Al-Homsi.”

Galen leaned forward. “Amir al-Homsi?” He recalled the news footage of the massacre . . . the roar that disturbed American-Syrian peace talks. His gut churned, imagining his brother— “Tox killed him?”

Why was he so surprised? His brother was an elite operator. Nausea roiled through Galen. If someone found out his own brother had killed al-Homsi . . . The DC machine had pegged al-Homsi as the rising star, catapulting him into the senate and priming him for a vicious run against Galen in the next election. “You realize what they’ll say when the media finds out?”

“Nobody will find out.”

“They will!”

“They won’t because Tox is dead as far as they know. And we’re keeping it that way.”

“They always find out, Barry. Look at my life!” He lifted a signed baseball from a credenza and fingered it. “They always do. Somehow.”

“He was a US soldier neutralizing a terrorist.”

“On US soil!” Galen threw the ball at the wall. His wicked curve made it narrowly miss Barry’s ear. “My brother killed a senator on American soil.” It didn’t matter that the citizenship of that particular American citizen was invalid, that his father was the head of a massive extremist cell in the Middle East. Al-Homsi had been a plant, groomed to take power and cripple America.

“Intel made it irrefutable that al-Homsi was a danger to our country.” Barry sighed. “It wasn’t an easy decision.”

“Which one? The one to kill an American citizen—”

“A phony American citizen.”

“To the people, he’s American. That’s how they’ll see it.” Galen bit back a curse and retrieved the ball from the hole it’d created in the wall. “What a disaster.” He wiped his face, suddenly exhausted. All this time Barry had known. Had kept that secret. Had . . . “Did you put him on that mission?”

“I was your campaign—”

“No.” Galen flung around, pointed the ball straddled between two fingers at Barry. “No more lies. You knew about that mission, knew what Tox would do and that he’d disappear.”

Barry, a slick negotiator and skilled politician, held his gaze firmly. “Sir, I think we have more important things to worry about.”

So Barry had put Tox on the mission. Galen scoffed. “Like what? My re-election campaign—which is flagging—will collapse when this comes out.” He threw his arms wide, his pulse pounding against his temples. “What could be more important than me going down as a thug who murders potential opponents?”

“Killing al-Homsi wasn’t about you. It was about this country. Al-Homsi had plans—”

“I represent this country,” Galen snapped. “It was my—”

“Would you shut up and listen?” Eyes that normally remained placid stared back with a startling wildness.

Galen jerked straight. A hyper-focused beam suddenly seemed to shine on the man before him, slicing open weaknesses and flaws Galen had overlooked for too long. Alarms clanged against his already stoked panic. Why was he telling Galen this now? “Wait. What’s wrong?”

“I stirred a nest.”

“What nest? What do you mean?”

“We set a trap.” Barry pinched his mouth tight. “Laid fodder for Tox to believe Evie was kidnapped.”

“Evie?” The only light left in Galen’s world after Brooke’s death. Disbelief choked him. “You used my daughter?”

“It was the only way. We both know his triggers are family—”

“How? How did you use her?” Rage surged.

“We made him believe she was in danger.” He quickly shot up a staying hand. “She never was.”

“I would kill you myself if any harm came to her.” A thousand thoughts swirled through Galen’s mind, trying to slog through the quagmire his chief of staff had dumped on him. But it was a smart way to get to Tox. He didn’t give a rat’s behind about Galen or their father, but dangle Evie out there . . .

Mom. She would be beside herself to know her hot-headed son was alive. “So . . . you have him?” Temptation to look around the room, straining for voices in the hall, tugged at him.

“No.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We set the trap.” Barry shrugged. “He came. Just like we knew he would.”

“But he got away.” The possibilities of what happened in that engagement with his brother seemed infinite.

Nodding, Barry scowled, his knotted brow hovering protectively over a dark secret. “I think we ticked him off.”

“You’ve ticked me off.” But there was something . . . something his chief of staff wasn’t saying. “I can’t believe my brother agreed to kill al-Homsi, leave the country.” Galen shook his head. “That violates every code of conduct and moral—” He stopped. Locked gazes with Barry. “What did you promise him?”

“His freedom.”

Galen snorted. “Cole? No way. He had his head so far up his backside with that stupid military code of honor of his, he wouldn’t care what happened to him.”

Barry shifted. “It was for his team.”

That Galen could believe.

“We wiped the slates clean for the men with him at Kafr al-Ayn, declared Tox dead, and he would never be heard from again.”

Galen felt sick. “He was a legend, Barry. You knew that.”

“He’s been out of commission for the last three years.”

“No.” Galen snickered. “That would be true if he had really been dead. But he’s been hiding, and I’d wager honing those skills.” He returned the signed baseball to the credenza and stood behind his desk. “You can take the dog out of the fight, but you’ll never take combat out of Tox’s veins.” Rubbing his jaw, he slumped into his leather chair. “Your trap blew up in your face. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”

Barry again broke eye contact.

“You idiot.” Galen huffed, shaking his head. “Tox has that name for a reason—he’s toxic. To everyone around him.”

“As you said—a legend. And we need that legend.”

“What was it this time? The news conference—”

“To respond to Ambassador Lammers’s murder.”

Revelation coursed through Galen. He eyed his friend for a long time, still angry that he’d kept such a colossal secret. He’d read the intel report on the ambassador. “Tox is the man you were bringing in for the black bag.”

Barry nodded. “Word came down that the US could not be implicated—as you know—so in an effort to protect you and this administration, it seemed best to use someone already dead, someone familiar with the terrain of assassins. Lammers was a warning. A warning to anyone thinking about working with you, sir. Against our allies.” Barry’s chest heaved and he let out a long breath. “We needed Tox’s skills to stop this. We needed him.”

“And you tried to trap a wild animal, and that animal outfoxed you.” Thoughts swirled and coalesced into one sharp dagger. “You used Evie and now you think he’s coming here.”

Barry nodded.

Galen turned away, trying to put distance between himself and Barry. Between himself and this nightmare. Tox. Alive. Why couldn’t it be Brooke who was really alive? Evie would—

“Evie.” A crazed panic stabbed him. He lifted his phone and dialed. The call went to voicemail. His gaze sprang to Barry’s as he hit redial. Same thing. “She’s not answering.” What if something really had happened to her? “If my daughter is in danger because of this—”

“He wouldn’t. Tox may be deadly, but his core values won’t allow him to hurt you—”

“You just admitted he acted as your assassin once already. Obviously his core values can be compromised when the triggers are right.”

Down the hall, a door clicked open.

Galen rushed into the long, narrow corridor of the second-floor residence. Evie trouped toward him with two Secret Service agents. Relief and anger collided, exploding through his veins. “Why didn’t you answer my call?”

Evie scowled. “Because I was two minutes from seeing your face?”

“When I call, you answer.” Calm down. Calm down.

She grunted. “I will be so glad when I’m on that plane headed to London in five days and”—she checked her oversized watch—“four hours, thirty-three—two minutes.” Her phone chirruped. She frowned as she looked at the screen. Then frowned deeper. “What the . . . ?”

“Language,” Galen warned.

But her face had gone pale. Her eyes confused, tormented. “I got a text.”

“You get hundreds every day.”

She looked at him, her lips parting, quivering. “But not from a dead uncle.”

Galen snatched the phone. Bile shot up his throat at the words: SEE YOU SOON.—UNCLE COLE

****
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