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          Jerusalem, 587 B.C

        

      

    

    
      Chaos raged through the streets of the ancient walled city. Women ran with tear-filled faces through the dusty alleyways and thoroughfares, hauling screaming children with them. Able-bodied men were issued swords to help defend the walls, some lucky enough to also receive a shield. Supplies were limited, so many were only equipped with farm tools as weapons. Even some of the older men were ushered to the walls to defend the city, despite their confused and bewildered complaints.

      Their king, a noncommittal man by the name of Jehoiakim, had pledged allegiance to Babylon after the pagan king Nebuchadnezzar II had defeated Pharaoh Neco at the Battle of Carchemish several years before. When the Babylonian king failed in his attempt to invade Egypt, Jehoiakim had flip-flopped back to an alliance with Egypt once more.

      The high priest, an old man named Tovar, had warned against making an allegiance with any pagan kings, telling Jehoiakim that God had forbidden any such alliance.

      Now, their city and its people were paying the price for the king’s disobedience. Nebuchadnezzar had laid siege to Jerusalem, the last stronghold of the Jewish nation. Now, after several weeks of strangling the city, his armies were raining down on the walls from the surrounding hills.

      Tovar stared up into the late afternoon sky from his quarters at the temple. The blazing sun seemed to provide no warmth, even though the day itself was as hot as he could remember for that time of year. He knew the Babylonian tactics, perhaps better than Jehoiakim himself. This attack would be the first of several waves. They would withdraw to reinforce themselves, strengthen their numbers, and then return at first light when the Israelites were in a slumber of false security.

      He felt the presence of someone on the balcony with him, and he turned around. His two assistants stood in the doorway with pained looks on their faces. Both were in their early twenties and outstanding scholars of the Scriptures. If their nation were to live on, one of them would make an excellent high priest someday. Tovar knew, however, that day would never come.

      “Master,” the one on the left, a dark-haired man with thick eyebrows named Lamesh, spoke first. “The Babylonians are attacking. We must get you to safety at once.”

      The other one had slightly lighter hair. With his youthful face, he still looked to be in his teens. He went by the name Daniel, and he had shown great promise as an adviser to the high priest, and the king. He’d been taken as a hostage during Nebuchadnezzar’s first campaign against Israel, one that had ended much more peacefully than this one would. When he spoke, it was with a calm demeanor.

      “Master Tovar, Lamesh is right. You must get to safety. The Babylonian king will not be as kind as he was seven years ago when he came here.”

      Lamesh nodded in agreement.

      A woman screamed from down below. Tovar glanced over the balcony wall to the street and saw her spinning around in the mass hysteria, her dark-blue robes twirling in the dust. She was screaming a name, probably that of her child who had been lost in the madness.

      He returned his gaze to the two young men. “My days have been long. I have seen more sadness and grief come to our people than I ever cared to. I fear it will only grow worse after this night passes.”

      “Which is why we must get you safe passage into the mountains. There is talk of a stronghold where you will be protected from the sword of Nebuchadnezzar.” Lamesh meant well, but he was wrong. Any rebel outpost would soon be laid to waste, just like the capital.

      “I have a far more important mission for the two of you,” Tovar said, his eyes narrowing as he looked from one to the other. Their faces skewed with concern, but they listened respectfully. “Follow me.”

      With a quickness they’d never seen from their high priest, Tovar swooshed by the two of them, his white robes and ephod flowing dramatically behind him. The two followed, uncertain where he was taking them, but with the knowledge that they were not to question, merely obey, whatever his orders might be.

      He led the way through the white stone halls, past enormous marble columns and flaming sconces that kept the interior illuminated. High above the hall, cedar timbers blocked out the sun, providing a perpetually cool temperature within the temple walls. Guards were stationed at various points of entry to protect the sacred center of worship.

      They reached the end of the massive corridor and turned right, heading past the dormitories and behind the main courtyard toward Tovar’s personal quarters. Even as his pace quickened, the high priest gazed upon the majesty of the temple’s interior for fear that it might be the last time his eyes beheld it in this state. It had withstood hundreds of years of war, famine, pestilence, and political unrest. The work King Solomon had done would soon be gone. Nothing could stop that now.

      Inside, the sounds of pandemonium had quieted; only a few muffled prayers could be heard coming from the priestly cells as they passed by open doorways.

      At the end of the narrow passage, they reached a gilded door. Tovar twisted the circular latch and pushed it open. The two younger men stopped short of the threshold, daring not enter into the high priest's quarters. It was forbidden for anyone other than him to do so.

      He motioned for them to follow, but they hesitated.

      “We are not permitted, master,” Daniel said respectfully.

      Tovar, a few feet inside his suite, motioned again with his hand. His face expressed kindness but firm resolve. “Our laws will soon be at an end, young Daniel. Breaking them now will bring you no punishment from me, or our feeble king.”

      Lamesh and Daniel looked at each other, still uncertain whether or not they should obey their master’s order, then reluctantly stepped into the suite.

      The room was much larger than the other dormitory cells in the temple. Vibrant blue curtains hung next to the windows. A cedar bureau sat against the wall near a closet, the home to Tovar’s priestly vestments. A much smaller chest, made from pure gold, sat against the wall on the other side of the bed. Prayers were engraved on it in Hebrew. Atop the lid was a golden sculpture of an angel. Once again, the sounds of panic drifted to their ears from outside. In spite of the lavish apartment, the bed was simple: made from beech wood and covered with plain white sheets and pillows.

      Tovar moved swiftly over to the golden chest and removed the lid, carefully placing it on the floor next to two of the claw-shaped legs. The two younger men watched with wide eyes as Tovar removed an item they had seen many times on the chest of the priest’s ephod. He reverently set the object on the foot of the bed and returned to the chest, hurriedly grabbing a small goatskin bag cinched at the top with a leather strap. He set it down next to the other object and put the lid back on the chest.

      “Master, what are you doing? It isn’t time for you to go into the Holy Place?” His associate echoed Daniel’s look of concern.

      “I am not going there, Daniel.” He stood erect and faced his apprentices. “My friends, my loyal servants, I have a final request for you that is of the highest order.” The two listened closely, taking in every word as if each was the last drop of water in a drying desert oasis. “Tomorrow morning, Nebuchadnezzar will take this city. When he does, the first two places he will send his men will be the palace and the temple. They will steal and loot everything they perceive to be of value. Daniel, you have spent the last seven years in the service of the Babylonian king. You know this to be true.”

      Daniel nodded but said nothing. He had become a trusted adviser to Nebuchadnezzar, though his true loyalty would always be to the one true God of Israel. It was why he’d requested that the king allow him one last visit to the temple before the second attack came in the morning. He too knew that the first attack on the city walls was merely preliminary. The carnage that would come with the morning would be swift and merciless.

      Tovar looked down at the two objects on the bed. “We must not allow these to be taken by the Babylonians. If they were to fall into the hands of our enemies, I fear that Israel will never be able to rise from the ashes. Nebuchadnezzar would be unstoppable, from the far reaches of Asia all the way to the foreign lands to the west. No army could ever stand in his way.”

      His grim words hung in the air and reverberated off the marble walls.

      He turned his attention to the older apprentice. “Lamesh, you have served me since you were just a boy. You have always done as I asked and have been loyal to the one true God of our people. What I ask you to do now, both of you, could get you killed. But I must ask: Will you serve your high priest and your God one last time?”

      Lamesh nodded without reservation. Daniel did as well.

      Tovar swallowed hard. “I wish there was another way. I truly do. If I were younger…” His thought trailed off. “Lamesh, you must take the Hoshen with you. Wear it under your robe. Take it far from here to a place not yet touched by the empire of Babylon. I have the fastest horse from the royal stable ready for you. Go through the southern gate where Nebuchadnezzar’s presence is weakest. Ride hard through the night, keep to the tree lines, and you should be safe.”

      “Daniel, the king will be expecting you to return from your diplomatic mission. Carry this bag with you. It is imperative that Nebuchadnezzar never knows its contents. If the stones in that bag are ever reunited with the breastplate by the forces of evil, all will be lost.”

      Daniel’s gaze lowered to the pouch that the high priest had placed in his hand. There was barely any weight to it, but he knew that inside, the fate of the nation, perhaps the world, rested in the balance. He looked back up at Tovar, his eyes full of question. “Master, keeping it so close to the king could be very risky. Should I not ride far to the west and hide it there?”

      Tovar’s eyes filled with peaceful determination. His kind expression instantly relaxed the two younger men. “Nebuchadnezzar knows about the Hoshen, and the two stones. You both must understand something, something only the high priest knows.”

      They waited breathlessly to hear what their rabbi had to say.

      The old man took a breath and let his eyes wander around the room as if trying to find the right words. “These relics are not the first of their kind. The Babylonians have their own. They call them the Tablets of Destiny. Nebuchadnezzar’s tablets, however, are useless. His pagan priests tell him things as if the tablets are answering their questions, but the king is no fool. He knows that there is no power in those false relics. But he has heard of these.” Tovar pointed at the breastplate and then the pouch in Daniel’s hand. “Nebuchadnezzar knows that our relics are blessed by the one true God, and that with these there is very real power. After he sacks the temple and finds that these holy objects have been removed, he will search far and wide for them. So we must hide them in the only places he will never look. One of those places is right in front of him, in the pockets of someone he trusts.”

      It suddenly made sense to the two assistants. The plan was perfect, and Tovar was right. The king would never in a million years think to check the people in his own court.

      “What about me, master?” Lamesh asked. “Where should I go?”

      The old priest put his hand out and pressed his palm into the young man’s shoulder. He stared into his apprentice’s eyes with calm, blue orbs. Something about Tovar’s eyes was soothing, reassuring. “Your task is equally as dangerous, though should you succeed, your danger will come to an end as soon as you are relieved of the Hoshen.”

      “Relieved?”

      Tovar nodded. There was something in his expression that almost seemed mischievous. “There is a new religion in the lands to the east. Rather than serving gods and idols, they look to purify themselves through deep, inner reflection. By doing this, they believe they can attain heaven, or a place they call Nirvana. They are a peaceful religion, and their priests and monks believe in the preservation of life. You are to take the Hoshen to a monastery in the east. It stands where the impassible mountains meet a sacred valley.”

      He reached into his robes and withdrew a scroll. It was tiny, only six inches in length and maybe one in diameter.

      “This will tell you how to get there,” the high priest said as he placed it in Lamesh’s hand.

      The young man looked down at it and back up into Tovar’s face. “These priests to the east, they will protect it?”

      “Yes, my Son. They have a deep respect for all religions and the things those religions hold sacred. They will keep the Hoshen hidden, and safe. To the outside world, it will be lost for thousands of years.”

      Lamesh nodded. “Then I will ride swiftly.”

      Tovar grinned approvingly, but his satisfaction only lasted a few seconds. A new sound flooded in with the chaotic noises from the streets and wall. A low, heavy thud came every five or so seconds. All three of the men knew what it was. The Babylonians were hammering the gate with their battering ram.

      “It will not break today,” Tovar said, more hopeful than certain. “But you must hurry. When night falls, you both leave.”

      Two hours went by, and the high priest was proved correct. The gate did not break that day. As predicted, the Babylonians retired to their tents for the night. Sounds of jubilation rose up from the walled city like a plume of joyful smoke into the heavens. As darkness set in, one star after another appeared in the endless black sky until there were millions of them twinkling overhead. A few fires burned in their pots along the wall’s ramparts, the orange flames recklessly licking the night air in the occasional cool breeze.

      Outside the royal stables, Lamesh and Daniel readied the horses Tovar had arranged. The ponies were small and milk chocolate brown in color, likely a breed that came from the eastern lands. They slung saddles over the animals’ backs and fastened the buckles. They both knew it was highly unlikely that they would ever meet again. For the first few minutes, neither said anything. Finally, having packed his satchel and made sure the pouch in his pocket was secure, Daniel spoke up.

      “Ride safely,” he said, putting his hand out to the other.

      Lamesh turned around and clasped Daniel’s forearm. “You as well, Brother. I do not envy your task. You must always keep vigilant. In a few days, my burden will be lifted.”

      Daniel smiled and looked down at the ground. “I will survive it. The king has found favor in me and my friends. It can only be the will of God that makes it so and preserves us in the enemy’s house.”

      “I pray it is His will that we survive the night,” Lamesh grinned. His eyes drifted off to nowhere in particular.

      “Well,” Daniel said. “It’s time. Good luck.”

      He stepped into the strap on the horse’s left flank and swung his leg over the saddle.

      Lamesh copied the maneuver. “You as well.” He took off at a slow trot and picked up speed, staying just below a gallop as he weaved his way through the vacant streets. Daniel clicked his tongue, and the horse turned left and headed in the opposite direction.

      Thirty minutes later, Daniel left the walls of Jerusalem and let his mount run a little more freely as the animal sprinted into the valley and up to the ensuing hills. The wind smelled good as it washed over him, whipping his robes, belt, and headpiece. He wondered how Lamesh was faring. He’d already be beyond the city walls as well, streaking toward the east and whatever dangers it posed.

      He slowed his horse as he approached the Babylonian front lines. Even though he was an emissary of the king and one of his most trusted advisors, Daniel knew that he wasn’t a favorite among many. Some of the pagan king’s priests detested Daniel because he’d been able to interpret the king’s dreams when the others could not. For a Jew to rise to power so quickly in Babylon was something that caused quite a stir. That stir could easily spill to a well-bribed archer on the front lines. It would be easy to say that he fired his arrow because he thought an assassin was approaching.

      Daniel shook the thoughts from his head and raised his hand that held a circular golden disk, signaling he was friend and not foe. The disk was a pass from the king that would open doors all throughout Babylonian domains.

      “I return with a message for the great king,” he said as he stopped the horse next to a few of the perimeter guards.

      They motioned him through without a second thought. Daniel had seen them before, earlier in the day. Soon, they would be replaced by the night patrol.

      Daniel guided his mount through the rows of tents, fires, cooking areas, and horse ties until he arrived at a massive, circular tent. Two guards in glimmering armor stood on either side of the entrance. A thin finger of smoke wafted up from the vent shaft in the center of the roof and then instantly blew away. A trailing banner flapped in the breeze, occasionally hanging limp as the wind died.

      “Belteshazzar to see the king,” he said, dismounting. He held out the reins to a squire standing nearby. The boy took the leather straps and led the horse to the other side of the thoroughfare where a hitching post was sticking out of the ground.

      He announced himself by the Babylonian name the king had given him. No one in the courts knew him as Daniel, with the exception of his three friends.

      The guards parted and the one on the right pulled back the tent’s entrance. They both knew who Belteshazzar was. The introduction was merely a formality.

      When Daniel passed through the door, he halted at the sight of the king and bowed low, remaining on his feet.

      Nebuchadnezzar was seated on a lounge made of fur. Scantily clad women were on either side of him, ready to obey his command at a moment’s notice. He was eating a piece of bread and sipping wine from a golden chalice as Daniel entered. He stopped in the middle of chewing to motion for his adviser to enter.

      The king propped himself up straight to greet the young Hebrew. His thick beard ran down to the base of his neck. He was adorned in greenish/yellow robes, a purple sash that ran across his broad chest, and a ceremonial battlefield crown that his father had passed down. Every Babylonian king in the tents of war had worn it. While his face was stern, Nebuchadnezzar always felt comforted when Daniel was around. He’d never had a foreigner in his court that he trusted more than his young Hebrew captive.

      “What news have you, Belteshazzar? What does your priest believe the foolish king Jehoiakim will do?”

      Daniel drew in a slow breath and after a few seconds of thought, shook his head. “The king will never surrender, your excellence. You will have to break through the gates first. When you do, he will crumble in your hands like a dry piece of dirt. Then you will have peace in the land of Israel.”

      The king nodded, appreciative of the information. He waved for the women to leave the room, as well as his interior guards. The latter glanced at each other questioningly, wondering if they should leave their king alone or not. “Go,” he ordered more firmly, wiping away any doubts they had.

      When the last person left the room, Daniel stood alone with the most powerful man in the world. Nebuchadnezzar stood up and towered over the younger man. In spite of his physical prowess, it was Daniel’s presence that dominated the tent.

      “Belteshazzar, were you able to see anything of interest in the temple?” The king put his hand on Daniel’s shoulder, staring through his eyes.

      “There are many treasures and holy items in the temple, my liege. As your friend, I advise you not to take things that have been consecrated by the one true God. However, I understand you feel that you should because of Jehoiakim’s betrayal.”

      Nebuchadnezzar considered the words carefully. “I am sorry, my young friend, but your people must be punished. If other people see I am weak with yours, there will be uprisings everywhere. My justice will be swiftly dealt.”

      Daniel could tell that wasn’t the only thing the king wanted to know. He waited for a moment, but the king obviously expected his adviser to give up the goods.

      “There is no sign of the objects you seek, sire. They have been removed from the temple. You will not find the stones or the breastplate in Jerusalem.” Daniel didn’t lie, but he didn’t exactly tell the whole truth.

      Nebuchadnezzar studied his eyes for what seemed like ten minutes. When he spoke, there was malice in his tone. It was sterile, lifeless.

      “We will keep looking. If your high priest tried to hide them, it will only be a matter of time. For now, return to your tent. We attack the city at dawn. You will watch the battle from the hill with me.”

      Daniel blinked rapidly and then nodded. The king had no idea that within a few inches, and behind a garb of linen, was half of the treasure he so desperately sought. “Yes, your majesty.”
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      Atlanta, Georgia

      Sean’s eyes wearily opened like slow, automatic window blinds; the room filled with blurry points of light. As his vision began to steady, he saw that he was lying on the tile of his kitchen floor. Most of the lights were out except for a row of three hanging bulbs in silver, conical casing over the kitchen island.

      The back of his head throbbed like a slow-pounding heartbeat. He winced as he reached for the back of his skull to check the source of the pain. Underneath his thick blond hair, his head was significantly swollen, but when he examined his fingers, he was relieved to find no blood.

      He tried to push himself up from the floor, but his body was overwhelmed with fatigue, and his muscles protested in response to his mind’s command. He slumped back down on the floor for a moment. It almost felt comfortable, if it weren’t for the cold surface against his strong cheek.

      His brain struggled in the fog. What happened? Why was he on the floor? Why was he so tired? And why did his head hurt?

      He directed his eyes to the nearby island. Two wooden stools, stained a dark brown, were tucked in under the countertop. The lights above it dangled like fireflies whose tails remained on. He must have passed out and hit his head. That had to be it. But what would have caused him to faint? And why would he feel so absolutely exhausted?

      Sean pushed his body up again and over onto his side. He stayed in good shape, working out several times a week. Most recently he’d taken up interval training and working out in short circuits in the weight room. Now, though, his body felt like it had a skyscraper strapped to it. The room spun around, but he grabbed ahold of one of the stool’s lower rungs and kept his balance. Somehow, he managed to struggle up to a sitting position and leaned against the side of the kitchen island. He drew in long, deep breaths as if he’d just sprinted a hundred yards. As he sucked in air through his lungs, he smelled something foreign. The years of training and work for the government took root again, as they’d done for him time and time again, instantly heightening his senses.

      He looked around and saw that the room had been splattered with an orange gelatinous substance. His eyes wandered across the space until they came to a stop on a little cardboard box sitting against the wall. It was smaller than a box for a pair of earrings, a tiny wire protruding from the top.

      His mind snapped to full alert. It was a bomb.

      He grabbed the lip of the island countertop and pulled himself up, his legs wobbling like a newborn foal. They quickly regained their balance and strength. Instinctively, he made a move toward the box, but a little red LED light on the top flashed once. In the next instant, the bomb erupted in a bright, yellow-and-orange flash. Sean jumped back, expecting a bigger concussion blast or some shrapnel. He quickly discovered that the device was not meant for that. It was an incendiary explosive designed to ignite combustibles.

      The bomb’s flames touched the orange goo, and fire ripped through the entire kitchen in mere seconds, encircling Sean and quickly spreading toward him. Black and gray smoke swirled around, rising into the air to gather at the ceiling before rapidly sinking downward; Sean’s kitchen was now more like an upside-down bathtub filling with dirty water.

      He was standing in the middle of an eight-foot circle of burning death. If he tried to jump through, he would land in the middle of the flames, the fire so intense that his clothes and skin would be fried instantly.

      He shielded his face from the searing heat for a second and thought hard. Suddenly, Sean remembered what he kept stored inside the kitchen island. Salvation was right behind him, but the doors were on the other side near the sink, and that area was already engulfed.

      The flames crept closer, encroaching into his circle of safety every second. He grabbed one of the stools and swung it back. He brought it forward, smashing the seat into the back of the island cabinet. The stool’s solid construction held, but the back of the island gave way a little. Sean repeated the move, this time almost completely removing the cabinet’s back panel. Another quick strike knocked it free, and he could see the object he needed just inside.

      He reached in, grabbed the red fire extinguisher with his right hand, and yanked it out.  That end of the kitchen opened up into a three-sided eating space, with a six-person dark wooden dining table. There was no way Sean could make it back through the house and out one of the doors. From his vantage point, he could see the fire had already spread into the next room and was probably on a rampage through his entire home.

      His only chance for escape was out one of the windows. Aiming the nozzle at the flames closest to the dining room windows, he pulled the safety pin and squeezed the clasp trigger.

      A cloudy white jet burst out of the extinguisher. Sean moved the nozzle side to side to clear a path wide enough for him to walk through without getting burned. He kept low to keep from inhaling the smoke and to make sure he smothered the flames close to the floor. The napalm-like substance sizzled as he muted the heat source, and he pressed to the back of the kitchen across the now-blackened tile. Behind him, the path he’d cleared started to reignite. He would have only seconds before he was standing in a lake of fire.

      A foot from the closest window, the extinguisher gave the last of its life-saving cloud. Sean took the metal cylinder and smashed through the window that was framed on both sides by white-hot flames. The wood and glass gave way, already weakened by the heat, and shattered outward into the tall junipers that surrounded the home. He leaped through the opening, still jagged with broken glass and splintered wood.

      A piece of stray glass cut the side of his forearm as he flew through, but he landed safely in the folds of the evergreen bush. His lungs flooded with the fresh evening air. The clean oxygen hit his lungs, and he coughed, his body realizing how much smoke he’d actually inhaled. He made himself get up again and move as quickly as possible away from the inferno. His legs started moving on their own, taking him down and around to the lower side of the house where the garage was located almost underground. He stopped at the far left of six garage doors where a keypad was imbedded in the wall. He keyed in four numbers and hit enter.

      He snatched a set of keys from a board containing more than twenty key chains, all with different keys attached. He grabbed a helmet from a workbench and strapped it on as he hurried over to his Triumph T1oo special edition cafe racer. He had faster bikes, but top-end speed wasn’t what he was looking for. The current situation required a little more maneuverability and agility on the tight streets of North Atlanta.

      Sean hopped on the bike and slid the key into the oddly placed ignition near the front forks. He turned the switch and hit the button that started up the throaty motor. His right hand twisted the throttle as he released the clutch, and the bike lurched forward, shooting out of the garage. He wound his way down the path in the back that led to the secret entrance to his property. In a side mirror, he saw the flames lashing out of his first- and second-story windows. The dark smoke looked paler against the hazy black backdrop of the sky.

      He reached the rear gate and hit the remote he’d affixed to the handlebars of all his bikes. The gate slowly rolled open, allowing him to keep rolling through it and out onto the street beyond. He stopped by the sidewalk as the gate automatically closed. Tall shrubs and hedges rolled on a track with the gate, effectively concealing it as an entryway and giving it the appearance of just another piece of the fence surrounding the property.

      Sean gazed up at the top of the hill. His home continued to billow smoke into the air. The familiar sound of sirens blared in the distance. His alarm would have gone off, alerting the local authorities of the blaze. By the time they arrived, there would be nothing left. Truthfully, he didn’t keep many sentimental things in his home except for his motorcycles. A small piece of him said a silent prayer that the bikes would be okay. But he didn’t linger on that thought.

      His mind shifted to the aching bump on the back of his head. Someone had drugged him. The memory started coming back to him. There’d been a knock at the door, which was strange because he hadn’t rung anyone through the main gate. When he looked through the window to see who was there, secretly hoping Adriana had surprised him with a visit, someone had wrapped their arms around him from behind and shoved a rag into his face.

      Chloroform was old school. It was rare to even see the stuff anymore, but sometimes the best techniques were the old ones. In the struggle, something or someone had hit him in the back of the head. He remembered trying to fight off the faceless arms and hands when everything suddenly went black.

      He wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed as if he’d heard voices speaking Arabic. Or was it Farsi?

      Sean winced as the pulsing pain continued through his skull.

      Arabic? Why would they be speaking Arabic?

      He processed the question and twisted the throttle again. Images of what had transpired in his house flooded Sean’s mind. His brain recalled one particular image from his fight against the unseen foe. On the inside of the attacker’s wrist was a tattoo, a triangle with a dot in the center. He’d never seen one like it before. If he ever saw it again, his plan was to make sure the person the wrist was attached to didn’t survive the second encounter.

      He steered the motorcycle around a row of cars and at the next stoplight made a left, driving away from his burning home. There was nothing he could do; it would be destroyed. Sean wasn’t concerned about that. He was more worried about what the men who’d come after him were going to do next. The bike cut around the protruding manhole covers and sped down the road toward Virginia Highlands.

      There could be only one explanation for the sudden attempt on his life. Someone knew about the project he and Tommy were about to undertake. And if whoever they were, were willing to kill him, there was no doubt in Sean’s mind that they would go after Tommy next. He hammered down on the accelerator and zoomed through a yellow light just as it turned red. The wind whooshed through the cracks of his full-face helmet, causing a whistling sound he’d grown accustomed to over the years.

      If he made most of the lights, his friend’s home was less than twenty minutes away. Sean wasn’t sure whether or not that would be enough time, but he had to try. Better to be wrong and early than right and late.

      

      2

      Virginia Highlands, Atlanta

      

      Sean’s Triumph screamed the last mile down the quiet borough street. He was fortunate most of the bar hoppers had settled on a location, leaving the roads relatively vacant of pedestrian traffic. The last thing he wanted was to run over someone crossing the road. Fortunately, he’d not had any close encounters and had been free to speed around the slower vehicular traffic as needed. The one police officer he’d seen had been at a stoplight, which luckily Sean had been forced to obey due to the line of three cars in front of him.

      He whipped the black British motorcycle into Tommy’s driveway just as he saw a familiar yellowish flash from the living room. Keeping his helmet on, he rushed to the front door and tried the doorknob. The door swung open easily. Sean glanced at the doorframe where it had been splintered from forced entry. He’d run out of his house so quickly to get to his motorcycle, Sean hadn’t even considered grabbing one of his spare firearms from the garage. He kept a small arsenal of weapons in a locker there. Now, as he stepped into Tommy’s house, he wished he’d thought of it.

      No time for regrets now. The tiny incendiary device ignited the putrid gel, and Tommy’s living room sparked into flames in an instant. His eyes scanned the room, trying to find his friend. He was nowhere to be seen. Quickly, Sean moved into the hallway that joined with the kitchen and a small breakfast nook in the back. Tommy wasn’t there either. He turned and hurried down the hall to the master bedroom as the flames ran after him along walls, doused in the orange substance.

      He kicked open the door and slammed it behind to cut off the fire. That would only keep the blaze at bay for so long. Sean looked around the room and found his friend lying prostrate on the bed off to the side near a window.

      “Tommy!” Sean shouted at his friend as he stepped closer to the bed. He could see the same handiwork on the back of his skull that he’d been dealt. A little patch of dried blood mixed with his friend’s curly, dark hair.

      Sean reached down and shook his friend. “Tommy. Wake up. We gotta get out of here.”

      Tommy grumbled something incoherent, still clearly unconscious from the drugs and the blow to the head. Picture frames cracked in the hall just outside the door, and Sean knew he only had seconds to get the two of them out.

      His eyes surveyed the room, and he saw that the walls and hardwood floor had been doused in the flammable gel.

      “Not good,” he said to himself.

      He couldn’t wait any longer. Sean moved back over to the bed and kneeled down. Grabbing one of Tommy’s arms and the back of his corresponding leg, he hefted his friend’s limp, two-hundred-pound frame over his shoulders. Then he remembered the hallway would be a tunnel of flaming doom.

      “Man, you are going to need to drop a few pounds,” Sean grunted, knowing his friend couldn’t hear him.

      He set Tommy back down for a second and grabbed a baseball bat that was sitting on the floor, propped up against the side of a chestnut dresser. Sean gripped it with both hands and moved to the backyard-facing window. He bashed the glass, shattering it into hundreds of pieces and sending it flying outward. He continued to chop away at the window frame until there was nothing left that resembled what it had once been. Thankfully, the window sill was only two feet from the floor, so heaving his friend through the opening wouldn’t be as bad as if it were a four-foot-high window.

      Something exploded in another part of the house, shaking the entire structure violently. Sean figured it was a gas line, but he had no intention of investigating or sticking around. He grabbed Tommy again and hefted him over his shoulders. His friend was bigger than he was, but he managed. All those nights he spent at the gym were worth their weight in gold at the moment. He staggered over to the window and lowered his friend out, feet first. Holding Tommy around the neck and pinning him to the exterior wall so he wouldn’t fall down, Sean straddled the window sill and climbed down.

      Once his feet touched the thick pine mulch below the window, he grabbed Tommy under the armpits and dragged him out into the yard, all the way to the back fence to get as far from the house as possible.

      As he backed away, Sean could see the scope of the damage being done to the home. Enormous flames roiled out of the windows. The outer edges of the roof were entirely consumed. Black smoke, like he’d seen at his own home, poured into the night air. Even two hundred feet away, Sean could still feel the searing heat of the flames.

      There was another explosion, and the bedroom they’d just escaped erupted in flames. The door must have given way. Once it did, the free oxygen inside was sucked into the fire and gave it an extra breath of life. In a matter of seconds, the blaze flared out of the window Sean had broken.

      Once again, the sound of sirens in the distance filled the air. Twice in one night. Any doubts that lingered in Sean’s mind about what was going on were completely eradicated. Someone was trying to kill them. But why?

      His thoughts raced as he smacked his friend gently on the cheek. Tommy started to rouse and jerked at the sudden contact to his face. His eyelids lifted like upward flowing molasses, and he rolled around uncontrollably for a few seconds. The words coming out of his mouth were incoherent at first.

      “Sean?” The name came out loud and blubbery, like a drunk who’d fallen off a barstool and smashed his lip.

      “I’m here, buddy. Everything’s okay.” He held his friend still for a minute until Tommy’s eyes started to focus.

      “What’s going on? Is that my house?”

      Sean hesitated to answer, but he was going to find out eventually. “Yeah.”

      “What the…?” Tommy grabbed the back of his head, reminding Sean of the thumping pain still pounding away at his own skull.

      First order of business would be locating some ibuprofen. Sean leaned back against the wooden fence and eased his head against it, taking in a few slow breaths.

      “Is my house on fire?” Tommy asked, staring in drug-fogged confusion.

      Sean moved his head up and down in an overly deliberate nodding motion.

      “Why is my house on fire?”

      “If it makes you feel better, so is mine.” He tilted his head and stared over his shoulder at his friend.

      “How did we end up in the backyard?”

      “I pulled you out of your house.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows lowered. That didn’t seem right. “I’m way bigger than you. How’d you get me out?”

      “Leverage.”

      He seemed to accept the answer and tried to stand up. The fire trucks were getting closer. Tommy wavered for a moment and then plopped back down onto the ground. Sean used the fence to help him get on his feet and then offered a hand to his friend, who still struggled to find his balance.

      Sean braced him and started walking around the side of house that had the most clearance between the burning walls and the fenced perimeter.

      “Where are we going?” Tommy asked. “I think I want to sit down again.”

      “Nope. We need to get out of here.”

      More bewilderment washed over Tommy’s face. “What do you mean? Shouldn’t we wait until the police arrive?”

      Ordinarily, that would be the correct thing to do. In this case, however, Sean had a bad feeling. Something in his gut said they needed to disappear, and fast. The two staggered into the front yard, and Sean was relieved to see his motorcycle virtually untouched by the blaze. He’d purposely left it far enough from the house just in case something like this happened.

      “I’m not riding on the back of that,” Tommy blurted out.

      “Well, you’re in no condition to drive it. It’s the only way right now.”

      Tommy’s head went back and forth in a dramatic, drunken motion. “Where are we going? And why not wait for the firemen and the cops?”

      “We need to get to the IAA building. I’m not sure, but I have a feeling that whoever just tried to kill us might come back. It would be better for us to not stick around.”

      Tommy seemed to accept the answer and swung his leg over the back of the bike. The only problem was he was facing the wrong direction.

      “Other way, buddy,” Sean said, still helping him.

      When he got his friend turned around, Sean hopped on and slid the helmet over his short, messy blond hair. The key was still in the ignition, so all he had to do was hit the button. The Triumph revved to life.

      “Do I get a helmet too?” Tommy asked, his speech still fairly slurry.

      “Not this time. But I’ll keep one around for you in the future. Just hold on tight.”

      Sean sped out of the driveway and down the street just as a giant red fire truck appeared over the hill. A few seconds later, they passed a police car on the same trajectory.

      Tommy and Sean had been the best of friends since early on in life. They attended the same high school and kept in contact through college. When Tommy’s parents died suddenly, the Wyatts took him in for a short time. While he appreciated their help, Tommy’s mind and heart were torn apart. He struggled with his emotions for years, even through college. Things changed when he disappeared for a year. He’d told Sean not to try and find him, that it was something he needed to do, something about finding his life’s purpose.

      One night, while sitting at a bar in Istanbul, Tommy realized what it was he needed to do. Two days later, he was back in the United States working on the idea that would become his legacy, an agency that served the world by recovering ancient artifacts.

      Somewhere in that year abroad, Tommy learned how to fight, though Sean never asked him about it. He’d become a brawler, able to defend himself in a pinch, though still clumsy at times. The two had found themselves back-to-back in more than a few situations. Now, awkwardly, they were back to front.

      Sean chuckled at the irony.

      The cool evening air sprayed over their skin as Sean steered the motorcycle down the tree-lined streets. One of the things he liked most about Atlanta was how there were still so many trees in spite of the massive city’s population. Tourists had commented on how different it was from cities in the West where all you could see were vast metropolitan areas filled with hundreds of miles of streetlights and homes stretching in all directions. Atlanta wasn’t like that because of the hilly terrain and the fact that the populace preferred to keep nature a more prominent feature.

      He thought about this as he twisted the accelerator and sped out of the highlands and into midtown. Posh coffee shops, boutiques, sushi bars, and trendy hangouts blurred by. Sean pointed the single headlight at downtown. His friend kept his arms around him, more tightly than Sean would have liked, but he’d rather Tommy be safe than sorry, especially given his condition.

      At the next intersection, the light went yellow and then red, forcing Sean to hit the brakes and bring the bike to a stop. The light was at a four-way stop. A late night cafe was open on the corner a few feet from them. Three gorgeous young women, probably in their midtwenties, stared at the awkward couple on the motorcycle. Tommy, without a helmet, looked especially uncomfortable.

      He smiled and nodded at the girls. “It’s not what it looks like,” he tried to explain. The few minutes of fresh air on the bike had seemingly sobered him up. That or being seen riding bitch on the back of a bike with another guy.

      Sean twisted his head to the girls, who were giggling in short summer dresses as they sipped their drinks. He flipped up his visor and said, “Yes, it is.” He patted Tommy on the leg to emphasize the statement.

      Just then the light turned green, and he hit the gas again before Tommy could try to defend himself.

      “Thanks, man!” he shouted over the swooshing wind and throaty engine. “Now they think I’m into dudes.”

      “So? You’re never going to see them again.”

      “You don’t know that! I could bump into them somewhere.”

      Sean laughed and spoke over his shoulder. “Yeah but now if you go back to that place you’ll look like a creep.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that. I love that cafe.”

      Sean yelled over the noise. “You’re too old for them anyway.”

      He weaved around a slow-moving minivan and into the left lane that had just opened up as the road widened on its way into downtown.

      “Too old? Those girls were, at most, ten years younger.”

      Sean thought about it for a second. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. My fault. If I see them again, I’ll be sure to tell them you and I are no longer an item.” He squeezed the throttle harder, increasing their speed, zooming past the Jimmy Carter Center.
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      Dubai, UAE

      A bluish-gray haze hung in the room. Through the fog of cigar smoke, the sandstone walls and columns appeared to be something out of a thousand-year-old palace. It may as well have been. To say that the mansion’s owner was wealthy would be a vast understatement, like saying the surface of the sun was warm. Mamoud Al Najaar puffed on his cigar as he watched the half-naked women dance in front of him. The doors to the balcony behind them were wide open, and the Persian Gulf beyond provided a unique and expensive backdrop to the view before him.

      Another scantily clad woman fanned him as he watched the show. He occasionally took a sip of tea from the silver cup on a table to the right of his Corinthian leather chair. Six feet away, his friend and bodyguard, Sharouf Al Nasir, watched with restrained pleasure.

      Mamoud smiled a toothy, perverse grin as the women moved in synchronized rhythm. Their hands flashed back and forth, gripping red silken scarves. The thin, lightweight fabric trailed around behind their bodies, occasionally grazing their bronzed skin.

      He’d grown up in the deserts of Syria, a child of privilege and high tastes. When his father sold their familial lands to the oil companies, the money ensured their lifestyle would be one the sheikhs of old would have envied, and without all the worries of drilling, refining, and exporting.

      When his father died, Mamoud inherited everything. He was one of two children, but his younger brother had died years before. Mamoud hadn’t understood why his brother joined the insurgency in Iraq, or why he had thought it a good idea to go head to head with an entire platoon of American soldiers.

      As children, their father had taught them that the only way to defeat the West was to learn everything they could about Western culture: its people, its way of life, and its weaknesses.

      He’d been trained to fight by some of the best martial arts teachers money could buy and still kept up an intense sparring regimen with his bodyguards to make sure he never got rusty. His expertise in Jujitsu and Isshin-Ryu was unrivaled throughout the Middle East.

      Mamoud went to school in Great Britain. Not just any school either. He attended the most expensive private prep schools and university. He was steeped in the ways of capitalism, freedom of thought and expression, and in their religious and atheistic learning. The more he learned about those things, the greater his hatred of the West grew. His father had encouraged him to bide his time, to be patient. When the moment was right, he would know what to do with the resources he’d been given.

      Know thine enemy. The quote went through his mind even as he watched the women entangle each other with the scarves, drawing each other seductively close before releasing and going to opposite corners of the room in their constant expand-and-contract dance.

      Life, Mamoud had learned, was a dance much like the one his girls were performing. It was a lesson, like so many others, that he’d learned from his father. There was a rhythm, a beat, a melody, a moment of intensity, and then a release.

      When the music stopped, he looked at the two girls as they panted for breath, their stomachs and chests heaving for air. They never stopped smiling in spite of the arduous workout. They knew better than to displease Mamoud. His reputation for being cruel and exacting had stretched across the sprawling city of Dubai. No one crossed him. And if there was such a foolish, ignorant soul, their mistake would be short lived, but their pain would not.

      He stood up from his throne-like chair and began clapping slowly, the cigar hanging from his lips just past the V-shaped soul patch of hair above his finely trimmed beard. Dark eyes underneath waves of thick black hair pierced through the girls as he stepped deliberately toward them.

      “Impressive, ladies,” he said, beckoning them closer to him with open arms.

      The girls obeyed and slid their hands around his back in a sultry fashion, snaking them under his armpits and around his waist.

      “I want you both to go wait for me in the master bedroom,” he said pointedly, taking out the cigar and pointing toward a lavishly decorated master bedroom through a set of ornately carved double doors. The bedroom was off to the right and featured a white marble balcony providing almost the exact same view as the sitting room. “Feel free to lose those clothes, but keep the scarves. We may need those.”

      While Mamoud had been indoctrinated in the conservative, fundamentalist ways of Islam, there were a few things he didn’t take to heart. One was the way that many believed women should remain covered. Another was the principle of chastity. Despite his hatred for the West, these two things seeped their way into his life without much protest on his part. The carnal temptations, he found, were the best. No one dared call him a hypocrite.

      The girls giggled, bowed, and hurried off to the bedroom.

      When they’d bounded beyond the threshold and started removing the few pieces of clothing they had left, Mamoud motioned for one of his guards to close the doors, apparently wanting secrecy.

      He called his right hand, Sharouf, over with a flick of four fingers.

      Sharouf obeyed and was by his boss’s side in an instant.

      Mamoud put his arm around the man’s shoulders and walked with him out to the balcony. When they reached the white stone, their eyes narrowed, trying to squint out the bright afternoon sun.

      Four stories below, several other members of Mamoud’s harem lay topless by the pool. It was what he required of them. His property was closely guarded by an array of palm trees and thick brush, all bounded by a high sandstone wall that stretched to the edge of the beach. The only way in or out of the white sands was through a gate that always remained locked.

      The two men stared out at the scene beyond the walls. Turquoise water was intermittently interrupted by the soft, rolling waves of white foam. To the right and to the left of the private property, tourists and Dubai’s elite frolicked in the sea while others lounged in mesh beach chairs.

      Mamoud wasn’t thinking about any of that, though. His mind was thousands of miles away. “Is it done?”

      “My men said that Wyatt and his friend are both dead.”

      “How?”

      Sharouf never turned to face his employer, even though Mamoud tilted his head slightly to look indirectly at him. “They were burned to death. My men used a substance that’s similar to napalm but far more difficult to put out. It also spreads twice as fast. The targets were drugged, and their homes set on fire around them. All that is left are charred, unrecognizable corpses.”

      Mamoud drew in a long breath and then put the cigar back between his lips. He took a few puffs, letting the smoke escape his mouth and drift away, disappearing instantly in the sea breeze.

      “You are certain?”

      “You doubt my methods?”

      Mamoud was taken aback by the insolence, but he quickly regained his composure, knowing his man meant nothing by it. He was right to say it. Sharouf’s methods were good. Better than good.

      “No, my old friend. I simply seek to remove all doubt.”

      Sharouf turned his head and peered through Mamoud’s soul. “They are dead. I am sure of it. But my men will linger in the area until the local authorities confirm the deaths. If that is what you wish.”

      Mamoud acknowledged it with a dramatic nod. “That will be fine, yes. And I do not doubt your methods.” He felt compelled to reiterate his previous statement. “You are the best at what you do, as are your men. That’s why I pay them.”

      He put his hands on the white stone rail and leaned forward, staring out at the scenery. A few miles away, the enormous sail-shaped Burj Al Arab sat precariously in the bay, a strange and miraculous structure that had been built on man-made land. The financial investment that went into creating the opulent hotel had been staggering. It was the first of its kind, a hotel built in the water where no land previously existed. Now, tourists and wealthy visitors flocked to the place. The cheapest room available cost thousands of dollars a night. At one point, the helicopter pad had been converted into a tennis court as a ridiculous publicity stunt. Roger Federer and Andre Agassi had been brought in to play a friendly little game atop the dangerously high area.

      Off toward the center of town, the massive Burj Khalifa building towered above all the other tall skyscrapers in the city. It loomed against the skyline like a giant, making all others bow before it.

      “Is there anyone else who might know about the artifact?” Mamoud returned his attention to the conversation.

      “From what we can tell, Wyatt and his friend were the only other two who knew about it. We haven’t seen any correspondence relating to information on your operation.”

      “Good.” He pulled in another puff of smoke from the cigar and released it between his lips. “Has he made any progress?”

      Mamoud didn’t need to mention the man by name. Sharouf knew exactly whom he was talking about. The man was the reason all of this had been set in motion, and was why they were talking on the balcony overlooking the Persian Gulf right now.

      “He is working day and night to decipher the tablet. He claims that it could take weeks to unlock the meaning of the symbols.”

      “Weeks?”

      For the first time in their conversation, Sharouf appeared apologetic. “It is a very complex code. The man says it could take a few weeks, but the truth is that he may never be able to solve it. Whoever designed that tablet didn’t want anyone solving it.”

      “If they didn’t want anyone to solve it, why leave it there to begin with?” Mamoud shot down the theory immediately. He shook his head as he spoke. “No, this tablet is the key to victory for us. It is the lone clue to finding the Jews’ secret. Once we have it in our possession, no one will be able to stop us.”

      Sharouf considered his employer’s words. In his heart, he hoped the man was right. Doubts lingered, though. “He believes it is what you think it is?”

      “He is one of the foremost experts on the subject. His life has been dedicated to research and study in hopes of finding those two artifacts. It is what led him to the grave he was excavating when he discovered the tablet. He has set things in motion. Now we must coerce him to continue for our benefit.”

      “And if he delays or outright refuses?”

      “He won’t. He’s too afraid of death.”

      “But what if he does?”

      “Then convince him.”

      Sharouf gazed into Mamoud’s eyes, studying the cold, merciless orbs. He knew what his boss meant. He’d done his fair share of convincing in the few years he’d been in Mamoud’s employ. For all of his money and life of ease, Mamoud was ruthless. Sharouf had seen him do his own dirty work many times in the past. He was unafraid of being the trigger man when the time called for it. A specific instance from eight months ago popped into his head. He’d watched Mamoud butcher one of his guards for fraternizing with one of the girls from his harem.

      No one was to touch his possessions. The only one even allowed to look and halfway enjoy the stable full of women was Sharouf, and he remained cautious about it.

      When Sharouf spoke again, it was with clinical certainty. “I will make sure he cooperates.”
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      Atlanta

      Sean peered through the huge window’s blinds. He surveyed the parking lot, making sure no one was coming or going.

      It was late at night, technically early morning, and the only cars in the lot belonged to Tommy’s research team he affectionately referred to as the kids. Tara Watson and Alex Simms spent more time at the IAA labs than they did at home; at least that was the joke around the offices of the International Archaeological Agency. The two twentysomethings loved their work, and when Tommy had called them after the fire at his home to see if they were still around the lab, he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find they were still busily working the night away.

      While the motorcycle ride to IAA headquarters had been awkward, it was at least fast, taking Sean and Tommy less than twenty minutes to reach the secure building. It wasn’t until they were inside, safely behind locked doors and a slew of security measures, that they began to relax. That respite was tempered by the fact that someone had tried to kill both of them earlier, and questions remained as to why.

      Sean backed away from the three-inch-thick glass and let go of the blinds. “Still no signs of anyone that might have followed us.” His report was barely acknowledged by Tommy, who was deep into a stack of papers he’d printed earlier.

      Tara and Alex were at separate computer stations nearby, working across from each other at an open table. They preferred to operate like that in case they needed to bounce ideas off each other.

      Both of them had been working on Tommy’s newest project for the entirety of the day, and for the last couple of days, which caused him concern for their safety. Fortunately, they each had an empty office that doubled as dorm rooms in case they ever wanted to stay at the labs overnight. That happened more than he’d anticipated. Tommy was lucky to have such dedicated researchers. Once they started on something, both Tara and Alex had trouble walking away from it until the job was done.

      Such was the research they were doing at the moment.

      Tommy had received an email from a friend in Israel by the name of Nehem Ben Asher. Nehem was a colleague, a student of ancient Israeli history by profession. He’d been working in the field of archaeology for nearly three decades and was considered one of the foremost experts on the late kingdoms of Judah and Israel. One of his preferred areas of study was the many prophets of the old kingdoms. His knowledge of the Biblical prophets was greater than most historians on the planet. Tommy had often wondered what his friend’s fascination was with that particular area of Israeli history. He attributed it to the man growing up in that culture, and likely to religious teachings as a boy. After all, a researcher had to pick a niche. Prophetic history was Nehem’s.

      The correspondence from Nehem had been somewhat of a surprise. Tommy hadn’t spoken to the man in almost a year, and even then it had been only a short phone call about a question Tommy had regarding a translation of Old Hebrew. There’d been few pleasantries exchanged between the two other than the usual chitchat. Both men’s time was highly valuable, especially Nehem’s, so when they talked, Tommy didn’t like to beat around the bush too much.

      Tommy sat at his computer station, off to the side at a different worktable from the kids. He was shuffling through the papers, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. They’d been at it for the better part of two hours now. Sean had been given a desk of his own but was still being brought up to speed with what the other three were trying to do.

      A few days ago, Nehem sent Tommy an email containing images of a peculiar object, the likes of which the latter had never come across. It was a stone tablet in the shape of a wide rectangle, almost a square. Cut into the surface were twelve smaller sections, each a rectangle as well. Above the grid were two additional sections, separate from the others. What was most perplexing, though, were the symbols at the bottom of the tablet. The symbols were the reason Nehem requested Tommy’s assistance. He claimed that he’d been unable to decipher them, and as he knew Tommy had software that Nehem did not have access to, he hoped his old friend could lend a hand and save him some time. The last words in Nehem’s email had been cryptic, though. “They’re coming.”

      The line had frozen Tommy and sent chills up his spine. When he tried to reach out by phone to clarify the task Nehem had requested of him, there’d been no answer. Tommy replied to the email, but still nothing. It was as if Nehem had disappeared as soon as he sent the message.

      The man’s lack of availability could have been attributed to him being in the field, working on another dig site. There were times when Tommy had been on a dig and didn’t have cell service other than his sat phone. If that was the case, he completely understood. Nonetheless, he found it odd that Nehem would make the request and then vanish like that. He should have expected Tommy to reach out with questions.

      That reasoning caused Tommy to worry. Coupled with the recent events surrounding his and Sean’s homes, there was little room left for doubt. Nehem might have been the victim of an abduction, or worse. The question was why. And that question was the reason the four of them were working to unravel the meaning of the symbols on the tablet.

      Maybe it was a huge conclusion to jump to, but given the circumstances, it was the only explanation they had.

      Sean sat back down at his temporary desk and flipped through the copies Tommy had given him. The symbols were different from any hieroglyphs he’d ever seen. Some of them were repetitive, which he and the others took to mean they stood for letters.

      The computer screen flashed quickly in front of Tara, bouncing light off her black-framed glasses as she took another sip of her second cup of coffee. Her blonde, curly hair looked almost yellowish in the dimly lit lab. Tommy suggested keeping the lights low to make it look like no one was there, just in case they’d been followed.

      Across from Tara, Alex clicked his computer mouse busily, letting the software do its thing by running an analysis of the different possibilities the symbols could represent. The computers had been running for the last couple of days, pretty much nonstop. Even with the incredible power and speed of the latest technology, deciphering something so vague and ancient could take a long time.

      Their two computers beeped simultaneously, and the screens froze in place. The noise caused both Tommy and Sean to peer up from having their noses in paperwork.

      Tara clicked the screen a few times, zooming in on something. “I think we’ve got it,” she exclaimed. She wasn’t typically the excitable type, not like Alex, but when it came to deciphering codes, it was her guilty pleasure.

      Tommy and Sean popped out of their seats and hurried over to the two wide computer screens. IAA had provided nothing but the best as far as technology went, and Tommy made sure that everything was updated on a yearly basis. Their processors were some of the fastest in the world, and the monitors were state of the art.

      The two stood over Tara’s shoulders and stared at the screen that proclaimed a match had been found.

      “I’m not sure what this means,” she said, clarifying her earlier statement. “The translation is either gibberish, incomplete, or is some kind of riddle.”

      Sean peered at the lines and read them silently to himself.

      “One to the north, into the belly of the beast. May it rest with him forever. One to the east, may it find safe harbor in the high tower of the seekers of light.”

      A pall fell across the room. The only sound came from the exposed air ducts near the ceiling, twenty feet above, as cool air poured from the vents.

      “One to the north and one to the east?” Alex asked. “What could that possibly mean? And what is the it it mentions?”

      History wasn’t necessarily his strong point, nor was figuring out the meaning of ancient texts. In translation and technology, there were few better than he and Tara. Riddles, it seemed, weren’t his strong suit.

      “Where was this tablet found?” Sean asked in response to the younger man’s question. He directed it at Tommy.

      Tommy pulled out his phone and scrolled down the screen until he came to the email from Nehem. He read through some sentences and then said, “Looks like he was working an excavation of some important person’s tomb; in the valley just outside of Jerusalem.”

      “Important person? Like a governor or a king?”

      “No,” Tommy shook his head. “Seems that Nehem believes he discovered the tomb of a Hebrew high priest. The tablet in these images was found with the priest’s remains.”

      “I don’t suppose he sent you any dating they might have done with the body.” Sean looked hopeful, but he was realistic. If Nehem had just discovered the grave, it was unlikely he’d had time to date it.

      “No. But according to the email, Nehem believes it to be the tomb of a high priest named Tovar.”

      Sean considered the new information while Tara sent the translation to a nearby printer. She stood up and walked over to it, grabbed the newly printed sheets, and brought them back to Sean and Tommy. “Just in case you need to take these with you.”

      She smiled and sat back in her seat and continued to analyze the tablet’s translation.

      “Tovar?” Sean wondered out loud.

      “Already on it, Mr. Wyatt,” Alex said. His fingers flew across the keyboard faster than anyone Sean had seen. The kid was easily typing a hundred words per minute.

      “Please, don’t call me that.”

      His comment didn’t slow Alex at all. “Sorry, force of habit, Sean. It’s how I was raised.”

      Sean smirked. Pushing forty years of age didn’t bother him, but he still had a few years of thirties left and was in no hurry to give that up for the title of Mr. Wyatt and a seat at a bar where 1980s music played all the time. Not yet anyway. Alex was a good kid. Sean cursed himself in his mind. The fact that he and Tommy referred to Alex and Tara as kids validated the fact that he was worthy of the title.

      The computers hummed as the internals worked at the speed of light. Less than ten seconds later, Alex motioned for the other two guys to come over to his side of the table.

      “I think this might be our high priest.”

      He pointed at the screen covered in images of ancient scrolls. In the right-hand sidebar, the text translations were displayed in plain English. In several places, the name Tovar was highlighted in yellow.

      “What are all these old scrolls and documents?” Sean asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Alex confessed.

      “I am.” Tommy leaned closer. “I’ve seen these scrolls before. They were found at the Hebrew monastery at Qumran.”

      Sean frowned. “Dead Sea Scrolls?”

      “Sort of,” Tommy shrugged. “These aren’t part of the collection of the actual Dead Sea Scrolls. These are something else. But I recognize the signs of aging and the way they’re written. The library that was discovered at Qumran was unique in many ways. It would surprise me if those scrolls weren’t part of that collection.”

      “Bet me a Coke?” Sean grinned wryly.

      “You’re on.”

      Alex’s fingers pounded away at the keyboard once more. Tara glanced around the side of her monitor to see how the faux drama would play out. Alex hit the return key and waited for a second before he pointed to the screen. “I’m impressed, Tommy. These were some of the historical records discovered at the monastery. It seems they weren’t included in the Dead Sea Scrolls because they were considered mundane, due to the records having more to do with the day-to-day operations of the temple and the lineage of the priests.

      Sean smiled over his shoulder at his friend. “I’ll hit up the vending machine on the way out.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not thirsty right now,” Tommy joked. With the next breath, he returned his attention to the matter of the tablet translation. “So, we think we know who the man was that Nehem was researching. Great. That still doesn’t explain to us what the riddle means on the stone they found in his tomb.

      He quoted the lines again, paraphrasing as he did so. “One to the east and one to the north. Belly of the beast? Seekers of light? Any of you have any thoughts as to who or what those might be?”

      Sean found a chair nearby and rolled it close. He plopped down into it and crossed his arms, thinking deeply about the issue. “The problem with these pesky ancient puzzles is that people have been trying to solve them for thousands of years, without success.”

      “Yeah,” Tara agreed, “but we can accelerate those thousands of years with the best software. It takes things we would have needed centuries to understand, and pieces them together.”

      She tapped a few keys on her computer and then clicked the mouse. “Most of the references for beasts in the Bible are related to prophecy. This says the term beast is used most frequently in the books of Daniel and Revelation.”

      Sean nodded. His knowledge of Jewish and Christian religions ran deep, way deeper than most people probably realized, with the exception being Tommy. “Yes. Both of those books talk a great deal about beasts that symbolize different countries.” Despite his extraordinary Biblical knowledge, Sean moved on to the other part of the riddle. “Did you search for the seekers of light term?”

      She pecked away again, and in a few minutes the screen changed once more. Her face twisted noticeably. Tara didn’t try to hide her disappointment. “I’m finding a few different results, but not much. There isn’t a group that goes by that name. It might have been an ancient society of some kind, but it will require more research before I can tell you definitively.”

      Sean looked over at his friend, and Tommy returned the questioning glance. “So,” Sean said, “what do you think?”

      Tommy studied the screen for several more seconds before speaking. When he did, his tone was low and secretive. “Whatever it is that Nehem is looking for was important enough to someone that they tried to kill us and burn our houses down.”

      “So we’re for sure operating from the theory that it was his research that got us in trouble?”

      Sean wasn’t opposed to the idea, but it was a conclusion they were jumping to, and that wasn’t always a good thing.

      “It’s the only theory that makes sense right now,” Tommy defended. “It can’t be a coincidence that I get an email from an archaeologist who disappears, and then a few days later someone is trying to kill us. No way that’s a coincidence.”

      “I agree. So, what’s our next play?”

      Tommy considered the question and then sent it back to Sean. “I know what I think we should do. What do you think?”

      Sean’s mouth parted slightly in a narrow grin. “You know exactly what I’m thinking. We fly to Israel. Sooner or later, we have to find the people that tried to kill us before they hurt anyone else. And maybe along the way we can pay them back for destroying our houses.”
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      Jerusalem, Israel

      Arranging the flights to Israel took a little more doing than usual, even for someone like Tommy who had full-time access to a private company jet. The on-call pilot wasn’t typically available twenty-four hours a day, though he did endeavor to be ready at a moment’s notice. On this occasion, he was already asleep, and by the time he received the messages, it was early the next morning. The man was efficient, though, and had filed the flight plan and made arrangements with Israeli air traffic control so that they would have as little trouble as possible coming in.

      The Gulfstream left Atlanta’s Hartsfield International airport in midmorning. When it landed several hours later in Israel, darkness had already fallen across the ancient, sacred land.

      Tommy had called his friend, Karem, who lived in the area, and asked if he could be their driver for a few days. Karem had been more than happy to oblige. The forty-two-year-old Israeli was the curator at one of the local antiquities museums. It was a small operation but one that saw tens of thousands of visitors visit every year. His museum contained several important items from Jewish history, including a few that were extremely rare.

      Karem also had unlimited access to nearly every high-security site in the land. During Tommy’s last visit, he’d taken the American to see the heavily guarded Isaiah Scroll, one of the most precious and sacred texts the nation of Israel possessed. The scroll had been written on an enormous sheet of thin copper. In the museum display, it was wrapped around a giant stone cylinder so that it could be read from beginning to end. The museum was basically bombproof, and in case of an attack, the scroll and its stone dropped several stories down into the ground, protected by hundreds of feet of concrete.

      It had been an impressive sight, and one that very few outsiders were afforded the privilege of seeing.

      Karem picked them up at the airport and drove them to the outskirts of Jerusalem where they’d arranged for a room at a hotel where Tommy had stayed once before. They were fortunate a room had been available, though it was one of the most expensive in the place. Luckily for the two Americans, money was no object. The finances Tommy had been left when his parents died years before were significant. Thanks to clever investments and shrewd dealings over the better part of the last decade, his substantial inheritance had grown to the hundreds of millions. With the money, his International Archaeological Agency had been lucky with countless opportunities to save hundreds of priceless treasures from around the world.

      After a night of restless and precarious sleep, the two Americans woke up, showered, and got dressed. On the elevator, heading down for a quick breakfast, Tommy glanced over at his friend and shook his head disapprovingly. “Always with the khaki pants.”

      Sean glanced down at his pants and then back to Tommy. “What? They’re comfortable. And the last thing I want to be wearing in this hot weather is jeans.”

      “You could wear cargo shorts like me.”

      “I prefer pants. So sue me.”

      Their banter ended as the elevator dinged. They walked through the lobby, a contemporary design with faded olive-green walls contrasted by dark-brown wood flooring. A beautiful young woman with chestnut hair stood behind the concierge desk, greeting people as they came in through the entrance or down from their rooms. Off to the left was a cafe where people were busily eating their breakfasts and talking about the things they looked forward to seeing.

      Holy Land tours were big business in the area. Christians, Muslims, and Jews from far and wide came to see the places their respective religions so revered. Tourists were more than happy to pay out thousands of dollars to see the Via Dolorosa, the supposed site of Golgotha, the Mount of Olives, the great mosques, and many other sacred locations.

      As the two Americans walked through the cafe and found a table, they couldn’t help but laugh at some of the attire worn by the tourists. They sat down at a table near the window and looked over the menu, deciding to eat light and order some fruit, bread, and cheese for breakfast.

      Tommy’s eyes wandered around the room and then returned to his friend. “You know what? I’m sorry I gave you crap about the khakis. These people are dressed way worse than you.”

      Sean laughed and pulled a water bottle out of the canvas messenger bag he’d brought along. He twisted the lid off and took a sip before replacing it. “Yeah,” he said, his eyes trailing around the cafe, “it’s like fanny pack central in here.”

      Tommy snorted a laugh and nodded.

      A minute later, a young man with a white button-up shirt and a black apron around his waist came by and took their order. He set a few glasses of water on the table and disappeared around the corner.

      “Karem is meeting us here in twenty minutes?” Sean asked the question he’d already asked earlier regarding their rendezvous with the Israeli.

      “Yes. And he’ll be here. Karem is extremely prompt. When he says he will be somewhere, you can count on it.”

      Sean nodded and pulled out his phone. He checked a few messages in his email inbox, one of which was from Adriana. She was investigating a shipwreck off the coast of Ibiza, near Spain, and was trying to figure out where the ship had gone. She claimed that someone, a treasure hunter, had unrightfully taken the booty from the ship and had detonated underwater explosives to dispose of the evidence. From the sound of it, she was dealing with dangerous people, but he knew better than to tell her what to do or how to do it. Adriana was her own woman. If she needed his help, she’d ask. And he knew she probably wouldn’t ask.

      She was planning on coming to the United States to visit at the end of the month, so he hoped that whatever shenanigans she was up to would reach closure soon.

      “Email from Adriana?” Tommy asked.

      “Yeah,” Sean said and put the phone back in his pocket. He didn’t sound happy. Probably because he wasn’t. He wished they could spend more time together, but he understood. She was a little younger than him, and was a wild, free spirit.

      Tommy folded his hands on the table and tried to look sympathetic. “Everything okay with you two?”

      “Yeah, we’re good. She’s just hunting down another lead right now. Sounds like she’s dealing with some potentially dangerous people. But you know how she likes to roll.”

      “You worry about her, don’t you?”

      Sean’s eyebrows lowered, but he couldn’t deny it. “Of course I worry about her. I know she’s good at what she does. Other than you and me, I’ve never met anyone more capable of handling the kinds of dangers we deal with. At the same time, you know as well as I do that eventually luck can run out.”

      Tommy leaned forward. “She’ll be fine, man. Don’t stress yourself out. Right now, we’ve got our own problems to worry about.”

      He was right. Sean knew it, too. They were about to embark on a path that would almost certainly be fraught with danger. The only advantage they had at the moment was the hope that whoever had tried to kill them still believed they were dead. If the would-be killers found out that they were still alive, the targets would be on their backs once more, and usually villains in Sean’s line of work didn’t make the same mistake twice.

      A few minutes later, the waiter returned with their plates. The two quickly scarfed down the dates, grapes, raisins, and figs. The flattened bread reminded them of sourdough from back home, and the cheese was a mild, white variety that tasted remarkably similar to Havarti.

      The little meal was surprisingly filling, and no sooner had they finished than Karem walked in through the entrance.

      His face sported a full black beard that matched the thick hair on his head. He was diminutive, around five feet five inches tall, with dark creamy skin. His arms were hairy, and he wore a blue polo with khakis.

      “Your friend doesn’t seem to mind the khakis,” Sean pointed out as Karem approached.

      Tommy simply shook his head and smirked. “You still owe me a Coke, by the way.”

      He stood up, and Sean followed suit. The three shook hands and exchanged clichéd greetings before getting to it.

      “The car is just outside,” Karem said. “I figured you would want to see where Dr. Ben Asher was working first.” He directed his next comment to Tommy. “If what you say is true, and Nehem was abducted, I fear anything of value in his temporary housing would have been stolen. It will still be worth a look, but I would not get my hopes up.”

      Karem was also a personal friend of Nehem. When Tommy told him what happened, his demeanor instantly became grave. Tommy explained who Sean was and why he was there, which made Karem feel a little better. Still, his hope was tempered by a strong sense of realistic expectation.

      “We should be at the dig site in twenty minutes,” he informed the Americans. “From there, perhaps you can find a clue as to who might have taken our friend, and why.”

      The ride to the valley just outside the city of Jerusalem was a short one, though it was hampered by the crawling traffic. Buses, vans, cars, and mopeds were everywhere. Summer months were a busy time for the area, and the tourist industry was booming, in spite of the conflicts going on with Islamist militant groups.

      On the outskirts of town, the traffic thinned, and the three were able to reach the dig site without any trouble. There were ropes surrounding the area, protecting certain spots from a clumsy onlooker stumbling in and ruining the excavation. Around the perimeter, workers brushed away dirt and clay that had built up over the years as they meticulously continued their search for answers from the past. Some locals in large straw hats sifted dirt through screens and into a plastic bin.

      It was still early in the day, but the sun already felt like a June afternoon in Tennessee, beating down on their skin like a warm fire in the sky.

      They left the car in a gravel lot near the dig site and walked past the ropes to an area where the rolling earth steepened into a hill. Karem pointed to a particular section of the hillside where a dark cavity had been unearthed. It was the entrance to a tomb.

      Two light-brown stone columns, one on either side, supported the entryway. Another stone sat atop the other two over the threshold. Piles of dirt and rock cluttered the ground on either side of the entrance, clearly where the crews had peeled away the layers of time to reveal the ancient doorway.

      “This is what Nehem was working on,” he said as they reached the tomb. “You can see the name engraved in the stone. Tovar, high priest of Judah.”

      Moments like this were always reverent for Sean and Tommy. Standing in the presence of something that had recently been unearthed, not seen by human eyes for millennia, brought about feelings of humility and awe.

      “So this is what he found,” Tommy said quietly, almost to himself.

      Karem nodded. “Please, take a look inside. I have made arrangements with the authorities for you to have as much access as you need.”

      The Americans didn’t wait for a second invitation. Sean removed a pair of flashlights from his messenger bag, handing one to his friend and keeping the other. They switched on the lights and tiptoed through the doorway and into the cool darkness of the tomb.

      The interior walls were roughly hewn, chiseled away without precision, a result of the workmen just trying to get the job done rather than worry with aesthetics.

      Sean wondered about the interior tunnel. “I guess they didn’t treat the high priest like other high ranking officials back then.”

      “Yeah. I was thinking the same thing,” Tommy agreed. “Not the nicest tomb we’ve been in.”

      Karem was close behind the two Americans with his own flashlight. “Many of the priestly tombs were humble like this one. It was a precedent set early on in Jewish history that carried on until the temple fell for the last time.”

      The bright LED beams danced around the walls as the men proceeded deeper into the hillside tomb.

      The cramped tunnel came to an end and opened up into a much larger chamber, though still not as vast as they would have anticipated for someone held in such high esteem by the Jewish nation. The room was circular, around fifteen feet in diameter. A stone coffin sat on the floor in the center of the room, coming up to around knee high on the Americans. A skeleton stared up at the wall from within the sarcophagus’s confines, dressed in faded and tattered rags that once must have been priestly raiment.

      Sean and Tommy shined their beams into the stone box, staring at the remains of the long-dead priest of Judah.

      “So this is Tovar,” Sean said, examining the bones from a few feet away.

      “He’s remarkably preserved,” Karem said, pointing out the small amount of tissue still attached to the skull. “Nehem was greatly impressed by that. The stone tablet that he found on the chest of the body is gone. If we cannot find it at his quarters, then we must assume it was taken as well.”

      That would have been the same conclusion Tommy and Sean would come to as well.

      Tommy wandered over to the end of the chamber closest to the head. He examined the walls and noted the symbol that was carved into the stone, two interlocking triangles that many people called the Davidic Star. He pointed his light to the wall on the right and noticed another symbol. This one, however, was not Jewish. It was something he’d seen before but didn’t immediately realize from where.

      “A symbol from early Buddhism,” Sean said, answering his friend’s unasked question.

      “Yes,” he said, embarrassed. “That’s what I was trying to come up with. But why is it here?”

      “There is one more,” Karem interjected. He flashed his light past Sean’s shoulders and onto the wall behind him. “A symbol from the Zoroastrian religion, the sign of Ahura Mazda.”

      Sean turned around and looked at the circular light on the emblem. Karem was correct. It was a symbol he’d seen before in Babylonian culture, mostly in temples and other religious settings.

      He frowned as Tommy circled around the coffin and examined the carving. “It makes no sense,” he said, definitively. “Why would there be symbols of other religions in the tomb of a Jewish high priest?”

      Karem shrugged. “Perhaps he was a particularly tolerant priest.”

      Sean shook his head. “Maybe, but my gut is telling me it has more to do with that tablet. Did Nehem say anything about those symbols in the email — or to you in person, Karem?”

      Both Tommy and their Israeli guide shook their heads. “Nope,” Tommy answered.

      “I wonder why that is.” Sean took a step closer to the etched stone. “A Jewish priest who was buried, surrounded by a symbol from his own religion, an old one, and one that must have just been taking root.”

      Tommy agreed. “Yeah, Buddhism was in its infancy at that point. The first of their temples dates back to around the seventh century, perhaps a little earlier.”

      Sean looked around the room, still confused about the carvings. “Is there anything else in here, or is this it?”

      Karem shrugged. “If there was anything, Nehem would have taken it. And if he did not, the men who kidnapped him could have. This area was not very secure while he was working here. Since his disappearance, security measures have been increased. Too late, I’m afraid.” The last line carried the weight of regret.

      Tommy kneeled down and examined the inner walls of the sarcophagus. Inch by inch, his light ran along the stone until he had nearly scoured the entire object. He was about to give up when he found something odd cut into the stone near the right foot of the skeleton. He squinted and leaned in a little closer to get a better look.

      “You got something?” Sean asked, hovering over the spot where Tommy was looking.

      “Maybe,” he shook his head. “It’s so small I can barely see it. And the angle is awkward. It looks like ancient Hebrew, though.”

      Sean took out his phone and handed it to his friend after letting his thumbprint unlock the screen. “Take a picture of it.”

      Tommy nodded and accepted the device. He gently dipped his hand into the box and pressed the button. The flash seared their vision for a second, blasting a blinding cloud of bright white through the chamber. Tommy looked at the image on the screen. “Got it,” he said. “There’s something else near the other foot. I’m going to take a picture of that too.”

      As he leaned in, he realized that the writing had been placed in a similar fashion, but the symbols were different. He took another picture and then handed the device back to Sean.

      “What do you think?”

      Sean studied each image for a moment. “Not sure. It’s definitely some variation of ancient Hebrew or Aramaic. Karem?”

      He passed the phone to their driver, who took a quick look. He slowly shook his head. “I have seen this before, but I would need a little time to analyze it and come up with a translation.”

      “Maybe we should send it to the kids,” Sean suggested.

      Tommy nodded. “Good idea.”
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      Dubai

      Mamoud ran his fingers along the edge of the ancient tablet. He sat at the end of a long dining table. Made from English oak, it had been imported years ago by his father. When Mamoud moved into the coastal mansion, he’d brought it with him. The stone tablet rested safely on a satin towel so as not to scratch the expensive table’s surface. His finger moved from the outer edge of the stone to the inner lines and shapes. He had no idea what he was looking at, but he was quite sure of what it would lead him to.

      The man at the other end of the table seemed bent on not giving him the interpretations Mamoud required.

      “Are you familiar with some of the ancient torture methods of King Xerxes of Persia, Doctor?”

      The older man opposite him trembled in his seat. His long gray beard looked like it hadn’t been trimmed in over a year. The skin on his balding head was tanned both from weeks of being in the sun and a lifetime of work that kept him outdoors. His wireframe glasses rested atop a broad, almost droopy nose. Wrinkles above both cheeks also belied his age. The eyes, however, were keen and fierce. While his body trembled, the greenish-brown orbs told a different story. Two guards stood directly behind Nehem Ben Asher. One of them was Sharouf.

      “I am familiar with much in regards to history, Mamoud. Though I prefer not to study such barbaric traditions as that.” His voice was even and sharp.

      Mamoud reached out and picked up a small silver cup. He put it to his lips and took a long sip of the hot tea. “That’s a shame. They were truly quite adept at the art of inflicting pain on their prisoners. My ancestors come from a line that goes all the way back to Xerxes himself.”

      “All of our lines intersect at one point or another, Mamoud. What is your point?”

      The young Arab ignored the insolence, instead appreciating the man’s boldness. “I like how you are direct and to the point. That must be the scientist in you.”

      “I see no reason to be otherwise,” Nehem said defiantly.

      “Nor do I, Doctor, which is why I must ask you again why you won’t do as my man asks.”

      Nehem took in a deep breath and tilted his head back. “The relics you seek belong to the kingdom of Israel. No one else. Even in the hands of the Israeli government, those objects could be of great danger to the world. They can only be given to the most careful and trustworthy individuals whose hearts are as pure as snow.”

      Mamoud raised an eyebrow and flashed a cynical glare. “Hearts as pure as snow? I’m not here for a lesson in morals, Doctor. I need you to decipher the tablet code.”

      “Why?” Nehem raised his hands off the table, a move that caused Sharouf to put his hand on the doctor’s shoulder.

      Mamoud raised a hand, signaling for his guard to release the hostage. “It’s fine, Sharouf. He’s of no threat to us.”

      Sharouf obeyed and took a reluctant step back.

      “Why?” Mamoud repeated the question. “Because I am a lover of all things in history, and of all religions.” He almost laughed at his own lie as it came from his lips.

      Nehem snorted in derision. “What is the real reason you want the relics, Mamoud? You already have everything a man could want in this world. What would you need with those things?”

      “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me, old man. But I will tell you this: You will give me the translation to the tablet, or I will make sure that before you die you experience more pain than you have ever imagined.” He leaned forward, folding his hands and resting his elbows on the table. “Give us the translations to the tablet, and lead us to the relics, or I swear to you, you will wish you were dead.”

      The old archaeologist stared at him with an unwavering gaze. His nervous shaking had ceased, and he found new resolve in the threat. “You can do your worst to me, Mamoud. I will never give you the translations or the location of the Hoshen. They do not belong to you. I do not know what you want with them, but whatever the reason, I am most certain it is not for the cause of good.”

      Mamoud feigned disappointment. “Why, Doctor, you believe that I serve the forces of evil? You couldn’t be more wrong about that. Just as you couldn’t be wrong in your assumption that I can’t make you tell me what the tablet says. And the fact that you mentioned not telling me the location means you’ve already figured that part out.”

      Nehem’s demeanor shifted noticeably, to a much less comfortable affect.

      “It’s okay,” Mamoud reassured him. “You are understandably stubborn. But your beliefs are misplaced. You think that I aim to torture you into submission?”

      The doctor glanced over one shoulder and then the other at the guards behind him. “Why else would you ask me about ancient torture methods? I know your reputation. You are a cruel, evil man who will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

      Mamoud rolled his shoulders. “Perhaps that’s true, but I do it all for the right reasons.”

      “Greed is never a right reason.”

      “Greed? Oh, I’m not greedy. I have no want for anything, Nehem. Look around you. I live in a palace on the beach.” He put his hands out as if displaying the surroundings to his unwilling guest. “I have everything I could ever desire.”

      “Then what drives you, Mamoud? Power?”

      The young Arab stood up and walked deliberately to the other end of the table. His expensive Italian leather shoes clicked on the hard floor with every step. When he reached the chair where Nehem sat, he folded his hands in front of him, keeping them at waist level.

      “All men want power, Nehem. I have that as well. I could snap my fingers, and a hundred people would do my bidding, no matter what the order. The reason for my search will be revealed to you soon enough, when you provide me with the translations and, apparently, the location.”

      Nehem’s head went back and forth slowly. “I’ll never tell you. You can torture me all you want. You’ll not get your dirty fingers on those holy relics.”

      “I see.” Mamoud started to spin around and walk back to his seat, but he stopped, instead putting one hand on the table and bending over, putting his face only a foot away from the older man’s. The closeness made Nehem uncomfortable, but he forced himself to keep a straight face and not flinch.

      “You are mistaken, Doctor, when you assume I was going to torture you.” He stood erect once more and took a step back, turning to leave the room.

      Nehem’s mind raced. What was he insinuating? He thought fast, and one terrifying truth kept rearing its head in his eyes.

      “I have no family,” he said finally. “My wife died years ago. I am all alone now.”

      Mamoud stopped instantly and slammed his fist on the table. “Lies!” he yelled, his voice echoing through the high ceilings.

      A tear formed in Nehem’s left eye. His head kept moving back and forth in one last attempt to deny his captor. “Please. I beg of you.”

      “No more begging, Nehem.” Mamoud still faced the other direction, keeping his back to the older man. “I will torture your daughter until every last ounce of her will succumbs to me. I will give her over to my men first, before the old techniques are employed. They will have their way with her, at my insistence. And I have many, many men in my service. When they are done, Sharouf here will begin his work. And he is very, very good at what he does. Xerxes himself would have paid dearly for his services.”

      There was no holding back the tears now for Nehem. They flowed freely like two broken dams. “Please. She’s all I have in this world. Do whatever you want to me, but don’t hurt her. Please.” There was surrender in his voice. Mamoud had heard it before, many times. He always got what he wanted. That was the simple way of it. People could hold out sometimes, but in the end, everyone had a pressure point that could be used.

      “Tell me what the tablet says, and I will spare your daughter. Lie to me, and I will personally take her as part of my harem, for a while. After I’m done with her, all the other things I said will come to pass. Now,” he spun around and stared through his hostage, “are you going to tell me what the tablet says, or do I need to send Sharouf to the university where your daughter works?”

      Nehem swallowed hard, tears still streaming down his already wet face. They hung momentarily in the tangles of his beard before falling to his thighs. He nodded. “Yes. I will tell you. But I have your word? No harm will come to her?”

      “I swear it to Allah,” Mamoud answered.

      The old man paused. He didn’t care what they did to him, but he couldn’t risk any harm coming to the only family he had left on the planet, even at the cost of the rest of civilization. She would find a way to survive, somehow.

      “The translation is a riddle.”

      Mamoud took another step closer. Sharouf’s eyes widened behind Nehem’s back.

      “Go on,” the wealthy Arab said.

      Nehem’s eyes began to dry out, and he wiped his face clean of the tears with his sleeve. “I don’t know both locations with any certainty. But from what I understand about the translation, the objects you seek were taken to two places, far apart from each other.”

      “The first?”

      “Again, I honestly do not know for certain. I only discovered the tablet shortly before your men showed up. I’d been working on the translation day and night. I only unraveled it this morning.”

      “You’re sure you did the translation correctly?” The question left little room for doubt. If Nehem were trying to stall or fool Mamoud in any way, the consequences would be most dire.

      The prisoner swallowed again. “Yes. I am sure. But the riddle is vague. I can only offer a guess as to where it might lead us. I need more time to figure out the first location.”

      “More time?” Mamoud looked at Sharouf. “Find the girl. Bring her to me.”

      Nehem shot out of his chair. The second he did, Sharouf’s hand smacked down on his shoulder and forced him back into the seat with a thump. “I am not lying to you, Mamoud. I know what you would do to her. Please, the tablet translation is only part of the puzzle. The riddle lends a clue, but there is more.”

      “What do you mean, more?”

      Nehem’s breath came quickly in big heaves. “The tablet is a grid of twelve spaces. When you put the symbols into the different spaces, it produces a different result, a completely new combination of letters. The symbols alone can spell out the riddle once you unlock the cipher, but it could take weeks to get the correct sequence in the grid to spell out a name of any significance.”

      Mamoud considered what his hostage was telling him. He had no reason to lie at this point, unless he was stalling. He doubted Nehem would risk doing that, knowing what would happen if he suspected what the man was up to. The archaeologist was well aware of the actions Mamoud would take, and they would be severe. No, he was being honest. He could see it in the man’s swollen, reddened eyes. There were no lies in them. Still, a few weeks wasn’t good enough. He’d waited long enough for the war he was about to wage, and he couldn’t begin until he had the two relics.

      “You said there are twelve spaces on the grid, and that each one combined together will produce possible names of the places where the relics are hidden?”

      “Yes. I believe so. I swear. I can’t be sure. But I am confident.”

      A few weeks. He didn’t have that kind of time.

      “You have twenty-four hours.”

      A short, low vibration sound echoed like a rumble in the vacuous room. Sharouf stirred behind the prisoner, sliding his hand into his pocket. He pulled out his phone and stepped away from the table to an archway leading into the adjacent room.

      He answered the phone in Arabic. “What?”

      Mamoud’s eyes narrowed as he tried to hear what the person on the other end of the phone call was saying, but all he heard was mumbled gibberish.

      Sharouf nodded. “I see. Are you sure?”

      He listened again to the report coming from the earpiece. When the person was done talking, Sharouf thanked them and ended the call. He put the phone back in his pocket and looked up at his employer. Mamoud stared at him expectantly, giving away nothing. Sharouf likewise kept his demeanor calm. Clearly, he was trying to hide something from their captive. He motioned with his head to join him in the other room.

      Mamoud nodded and ordered the remaining guard to escort Nehem back to his room. “I would suggest you hurry, Doctor. The clock is ticking.”

      The guard stood the man up and ushered him out another entryway, into a foyer, and up a set of stairs. Once the sound of their footsteps had faded away, Mamoud followed Sharouf into the kitchen. They both cautiously looked around to make sure no one was within earshot.

      “What is this?” the head man asked.

      Sharouf kept cool, but a twitch in his eye belied that something was wrong. “That was my man in Atlanta. The targets managed to escape.”

      Mamoud’s expression remained stoic while rage boiled up inside him. “Where are they?”

      “My men have been working to find out where they went. They believe they may have stayed at a safe house or perhaps their IAA building over the evening.”

      “So you have no idea where they are right now?”

      Sharouf looked down at his shoes for a second before locking eyes with his boss once more. “On a hunch, they were able to track the IAA jet late this morning.”

      “And where did it go?”

      “Israel.”
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      Fury burned in Mamoud’s eyes as he stared through his most trusted bodyguard. He had a million questions, but only one remained at the forefront of his mind. It hung on his lips like rain drops on the leaves of a tree, begging to drop from the weight of its burden.

      “How did this happen?”

      For the first time since Mamoud had met him, Sharouf’s face expressed worry. It was slight, barely noticeable, but it was there nonetheless.

      He didn’t answer at first; instead, his eyes remained on the floor as he searched for answers. When he looked back up, his boss knew he had none. “I am not certain. But we know where they are headed.”

      “You only know they’re in Israel!” Mamoud roared, his voice bouncing off the walls like thunder in a raging storm.

      Sharouf took a deep breath. “There is only one reason they would have gone to Israel, sir. We know where they are headed. They will go to the tomb first, most likely. When they are done there, they will visit the archeologist’s apartment to search for clues.”

      “And how do you know for certain?”

      “It is the only thing that makes sense.”

      Mamoud’s temper eased a little as he considered what Sharouf was saying.

      The guard continued. “The only explanation is that, somehow, Nehem was able to contact them. We know that he sent an email to his American friend. Their escape and subsequent trip to Israel could only mean they are attempting to find Dr. Ben Asher.”

      Another thought occurred to Mamoud as his man was talking. “Is there any chance we could be implicated?”

      “None. And we made sure there was nothing left in the doctor’s apartment. I personally oversaw the search. All we could find was the tablet. Nothing else.”

      Mamoud nodded, but there was still a look of concern on his face. He stood still for a moment. A finger involuntarily scratched his beard on the right cheek. Then he ran both hands through his black hair, leaving them hanging on the back of his neck for a second as he sighed.

      He let his hands down and walked over to a window that was nearly the size of the entire wall. It looked out onto the blue waters of the Persian Gulf, where turquoise turned to deep navy, speckled with intermittent whitecaps. A single puffy cloud hung in the otherwise perfectly clear blue sky.

      Wyatt was like the cloud, lingering around, ruining what should have been a perfect plan. If the cloud was permitted to stick around, others could join it, and before he knew it, Mamoud would have a storm on his hands.

      He spun around and faced Sharouf, who had turned and watched his boss as he paced to the other side of the room.

      “Do you still have any operatives in Jerusalem?”

      Sharouf nodded. His lips barely parted in a knowing grin. “I have two stationed ten minutes away from Ben Asher’s apartment. They’re on standby.”

      “Call them. Have them pay the doctor’s residence a visit. Make sure Wyatt and his friend don’t get out alive this time.”

      Sharouf nodded and retrieved the phone from his pocket. He tapped the screen a few times and then put the device to his ear. After the second ring, he heard a voice on the other line. His orders were swift and direct. “Eliminate them both,” he said, finishing the details of the command.

      He ended the call and slid the phone back in his pocket. “They will take care of it. Both of them are highly trained. They used to work for Pakistani Special Forces. After today, you won’t have to worry about the two Americans anymore.”

      “Good.” Mamoud said and turned back to gaze out at the azure sea. While he had confidence in his right-hand man, that certainty was starting to wane. First, the mistake in Atlanta, and now he had two men Mamoud has never met carrying out orders in a faraway land.

      He’d read the dossier on Wyatt and Schultz. Wyatt was a highly decorated former government agent. He’d worked for the United States Department of Justice, but some of his exploits had been hard to uncover. With Wyatt, it seemed there was more than met the eye. The report claimed that he was retired from government operations, and had worked with his friend, Tommy Schultz, at the International Archaeological Agency as a transport and logistics security agent. The title sounded made up, but there were rumors that the man was extremely dangerous, and usually armed.

      Schultz, too, was no pushover. Information on him had been easier to come by but was somewhat disconcerting. While he was not as expertly trained in the deadly arts, several reports indicated he could handle his own if pushed into a fight. Schultz’s IAA organization was well known all over the world, and he had personally been responsible for the recovery of some of the most priceless artifacts in history.

      He stared out into the bright sunlight for a few more moments before spinning around and facing Sharouf. “Up the timeline for our preparations.”

      Sharouf seemed puzzled by the odd change of plans, and by the vagueness of the order. “How soon do you want them ready?”

      “The cells should be ready to begin operations when you give the command.”

      The bodyguard’s face contorted into a frown. “What if the archaeologist doesn’t produce what you’re looking for? Will we still move ahead according to plan?”

      Mamoud considered the question for a moment before he answered. “We have spent too much money and time planning this. The moment has come for the West to pay for its insolence. We were told by the great prophet that the infidels must convert or be destroyed. They have chosen the latter. And we will be the tip of the sword that brings their destruction.”
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      Karem and the two Americans left the tomb and made their way back to the car. Five minutes later, they arrived at an apartment Nehem had rented for the duration of his research, however long that was going to take. The exterior looked like every other building in the area. Sean was always surprised at the almost Communist appearance of many buildings in the Middle East. It was especially surprising in Israel, considering the enormous amount of money that flowed into the country from tech startups, as well as research and development companies.

      One app startup had recently been purchased by Internet giant Google for the hefty price tag of $1.3 billion dollars. Even after it was bought out, Google decided to leave the startup’s headquarters in Israel, which kept hundreds of people employed and the money still rolling in.

      The bland-gray sides of the building soaked in the warm rays of the morning sun as Sean and Tommy followed Karem through the parking lot and up a flight of stairs to the second floor. Once there, they continued forward until reaching a door on their left.

      Karem had visited Nehem at his temporary residence on several occasions. He took a keen interest in what was going on with his research, and when the archaeologist had uncovered the strange tablet, his interest had only grown stronger. Karem seemed somewhat despondent as they approached the apartment door. He’d become friends with Nehem years ago, and the two had worked on many projects together. Now, it was a friendship that Tommy and Sean were grateful for, and one that seemed to cause Karem a great deal of concern.

      When the three reached the door, they saw no evidence of a break-in. The doorknob was still intact, and there were no signs of forced entry. Sean put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. The metal twisted easily, and the door swung open.

      Inside, it was a disaster area. Papers were scattered about on the floor, and the sofa and chairs were sliced open, their cotton innards strewn about chaotically.

      “Someone has definitely been here,” Tommy stated the obvious.

      Karem and Sean both looked at him with a no crap expression.

      “What was your first clue?” Sean teased.

      “Hilarious,” Tommy said. He walked through the opening and into the trashed apartment.

      The refrigerator had been left open, and a puddle of water had collected at its base. The pantry door was open, too, as were several of the cabinets. A seat cushion was on its side next to a television that had been knocked onto the floor.

      “They really left no stone unturned,” Sean commented. “Whoever came through here was extremely thorough.”

      “Should we not call the police?” Karem asked with growing concern in his voice. “We should report this, yes?”

      “You might want to hold off on that for a minute,” Sean warned.

      “Why? Now we know that someone vandalized his apartment, things were probably stolen.”

      “Agreed. But we need a few minutes in here first to see if they missed anything.”

      “Missed anything?” Karem was adamant at this point. “Look around. They destroyed the whole place. How could they have missed anything?”

      Tommy had drifted over to a desk in the corner. It was void of anything. The paperwork, pens, stationery, and everything else that belonged to it had been cast onto the floor in the hurried search. The drawers had been pulled out and thrown into the pile too. The only drawer that remained was the center one over the chair space.

      He’d worked with Sean enough to know where to look when other people thought they’d searched everywhere. While the men who took Nehem might have scoured his research, torn through his furniture, and believed they found what they were looking for or not, Tommy and Sean knew that the cleverest people in the world always found a way to hide their most important information. Usually, it was right under the searcher’s nose.

      “Nehem knew I would come here,” Tommy said, interrupting the other two and their argument about calling the police. “He knew I would come to Israel, looking for him. He was afraid. I thought when I read his email that was maybe the case. His typing seemed hurried, his tone concerned. If he knew someone was coming for him, he wouldn’t have just sent the photos of the tablet to me. There was something else.”

      He scratched his head and sat down in the humble wooden chair near the desk. He pulled out the center drawer and felt underneath it, on the bottom of the workstation’s surface. His fingers ran along the smooth wood but found nothing. Tommy had hoped there would be something taped to the underside of the desktop. Unfortunately, his guess was wrong.

      He didn’t give up. He stood and stepped over to the back of the desk that was flush against the wall. Pressing his back against the wall, he leveraged his weight and moved the workstation back six inches so he could see the front panel. As the surface was exposed to more light, he saw that there was nothing there.

      Tommy sighed but tried to keep the disappointment from creeping into his thoughts. “Guys, flip over that sofa, and see if you can find anything underneath it.”

      Sean nodded and motioned for Karem to help. The Israeli was indignant at first but surrendered and bent down as Sean stepped around to the other side and lifted the heavy piece. The two men tipped it over, revealing the woven polyester underside. Otherwise, there was nothing helpful to be found.

      Tommy sat down in the desk chair and let out a long sigh. Whoever had come here before them had cleaned the place out. If there was a clue as to what it was Nehem was working on or who might have taken him, it was long gone by now.

      Sean scratched the back of his head as he surveyed their surroundings. “I’m going to check the bathroom and the bedroom. Come with me,” he said to Karem.

      Despite what he thought was best, Karem obeyed and followed Sean to the back of the apartment and into a bedroom that couldn’t have been more than twelve feet square. There was a small master bathroom attached to it with what looked like the cheapest faucet and sink the largest wholesaler had to offer.

      Sean scanned the wrecked bedroom for clues. The cotton had been ripped out of the pillows and tossed aside. The mattress was removed from the box spring and lay at an angle over the edge of the latter.

      The nightstand’s drawers were pulled out and emptied onto the floor. A few notepads, pens, and some prescription pill bottles were all that the act had produced. Sean looked over at a nearly empty closet. The clothes had been searched and dropped on the floor. He could almost see the invaders going through the process in his imagination.

      “Well?” Karem asked. “See anything?”

      Sean shook his head, perplexed. “No. They’ve been through all of this.”

      Back in the other room, Tommy sat in the chair, with his head in his hands. To the untrained eye, he would have appeared distraught. The fact of the matter was that he was thinking hard about the situation. Nehem would have left a clue in a place that no one else would have considered.

      Tommy closed his eyes and imagined the day of the abduction. Nehem would have been sitting here at his desk, working on a translation for the tablet. The abduction would have happened here because the kidnappers wouldn’t be so foolish as to try to take him with so many people in view at the dig site. It had to be here.

      He watched through his mind’s eye as the men came in and started trashing the place while Nehem just sat in his chair, patiently waiting until they snatched him up and took him away.

      At that moment, the solution struck Tommy as he felt the hard surface of the chair underneath him. He stood up and flipped it over. Stuck to the bottom of the seat was a sheet of paper held by a few strips of Scotch tape.

      He pulled on the paper’s edge, careful not to let the tape tear any of it. He stood up and looked at the image drawn on the paper. It was a drawing of the tablet, but it had some significant additions. Arrows had been drawn from the symbols at the bottom of the page, connecting them to certain spaces within the grid.

      Tommy’s mind raced. Nehem hadn’t left him with the translation of the riddle. Why? That would have made more sense. Instead, the man had left directions for something else, another way of figuring out the translation perhaps.

      His eyes probed the page for answers. The gears in his brain turned faster and faster. Then the realization hit him. Nehem wasn’t trying to give him the translation to the tablet’s code. He knew that Tommy would have already been able to figure that out with technology. Not only that, but if he’d left the translation under the chair and the kidnappers had found it, they would be that much closer to whatever it was Nehem was trying to keep hidden.

      Tommy’s eyes grew wide as the solution came to him in an instant. The tablet wasn’t just one code. It was two. The riddle was only half of the solution. Without deciphering the grid, finding whatever the tablet was linked to would be impossible. The symbols, the lines, the code, the grid, all of it became suddenly clear.

      “Sean,” he shouted, trying to contain his excitement, “I think I have something!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Dubai

      Cameras in two corners watched Nehem’s every move. He stared up at the one nearest him from the meager desk chair he’d been given. The workstation was little more than a rickety folding card table. The chair looked and felt like it was thirty years old, a relic from a rundown office that had long since closed down. The rest of the room was sparsely decorated, which was a major contrast to the opulence the rest of the mansion displayed. Nehem figured it must have been used for storage most of the time. It was one of the few rooms in the palatial residence that didn’t have a window. A narrow cot with a thin brown blanket and white pillow sat in one of the other corners.

      The only expensive item in the room was the laptop he’d been afforded for his research.

      Now, Nehem lowered his eyes and gazed at the vibrant, bright computer monitor. The glow of the screen illuminated his face and part of the wall, almost more than the solitary light fixture in the center of the ceiling. He’d bought himself another day. More importantly, he’d been able to make sure his daughter was safe. They could do whatever they wanted to him, but Nehem had to make sure she would be okay. Nothing else mattered now.

      His hope, his only hope, was that his friend in America got the email and was able to solve the code on the tablet. He knew that Tommy had the most sophisticated software on the planet, capable of deciphering nearly any complex sequence. If he was able to solve the riddle, there was a chance he would head to Israel. That all hinged on the assumption that he caught the last part of the email.

      There hadn’t been time to elaborate on what Nehem meant by his warning. The men were outside his apartment and on their way up. With only seconds to spare, he was able to get the email away to his friend in the United States. At least Mamoud’s men had possessed the decency to knock. They gave him the chance to give himself up or they would break down the door. He chose to go easily, thinking that it would be better for him in the long run if he didn’t resist.

      When Mamoud’s men entered the apartment, led by the one he called Sharouf, the group of mercenaries ripped through everything in the apartment while Nehem sat idly by in his desk chair, watching helplessly. They’d taken the tablet, which he knew there was no possible chance he could hide. The three-thousand-year-old piece of stone was taken from his tiny breakfast table where he’d placed it on a towel. Part of his plan was to keep it in plain sight, knowing that the only people who could translate it were his friend in America and himself. Had he claimed to not know the whereabouts of the tablet, the men might have simply killed him right then and there.

      “Is there anything else?” the one called Sharouf had asked.

      Nehem had slowly shaken his head and watched as the other men finished tearing apart his belongings.

      When they were satisfied they had what they needed, they’d put a pillowcase over Nehem’s head and taken him down to their van. The next day, he’d woken up in this cramped little storage room.

      Over the days that he’d been held hostage, Nehem knew what Mamoud Al Najaar wanted. He knew that the wealthy young Arab wanted the symbols to be interpreted, and he knew why. Nehem may have just been an archaeologist, but he was no fool. The reasons why someone would want the relics he searched for could be many in number. If anyone who’d studied the Bible or the Torah took note of the relics, they could easily wonder what possibilities awaited if the two were found and reunited.

      Of course, neither Scripture discussed what happened to the Hoshen and the Urim and Thummim when the Babylonians came. Both sacred texts seem to just cease mentioning the items, much like the Ark of the Covenant.

      Nehem knew exactly what Mamoud wanted to hear. Unfortunately, he didn’t know enough about the man to come to a logical conclusion. All he could do was hope that Tommy could figure everything out before it was too late.

      Nehem tapped on the keyboard and moved the mouse around, pretending to examine the grid on the screen. Next to the monitor, the stone tablet sat like a heavy, priceless paperweight on the desk’s surface.

      He was pretending because everything he’d done up until now was part of a plan to stall. Nehem didn’t tell Mamoud that he had already figured out the riddle in the symbols. He’d discovered the translation shortly before sending Tommy the email. He didn’t actually need his friend’s help. He had all the same technology. But Nehem didn’t entirely trust the Internet, either. If he sent an email out with specific locations and with the translation of the riddle on the stone, it could be hacked and spread around the world within an hour.

      There were going to be enough hurdles. Worrying about a thousand treasure hunters didn’t need to be one of them.

      So instead of including the key to the symbols on the tablet, and the way in which they could be used with the grid, Nehem played it safe and sent copies to Tommy, knowing that the American would be one of the few people in the world with the software powerful enough to break down the extensively complicated cipher. Along with that, he’d left another clue that Sharouf and his men had missed.

      Nehem suppressed the laughter that tried to escape from his lips, aware that the cameras were always watching for any unusual behavior. Even in a dire situation like the one in which he presently found himself, he could see humor in some things.

      He moved the mouse around again and picked up a pencil, pretending to write down something important. They were meaningless symbols, but the men behind the cameras didn’t know that. Nehem already had the solution to the code, and to the grid. He knew exactly where to look for the first of the two relics, though where it was hidden once they got there could prove to be tricky. At the moment, that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Mamoud believed he was working on a solution, and that he would be able to provide it within the next twenty-four hours.

      Nehem wrote down another phrase in Old Hebrew and set the pen down again. The newest lettering spelled out an insulting line, directed at his captors. They would never know what it meant anyway.

      When his twenty-four hours were up, he would present the solution to the first part of the riddle to Mamoud, and not a minute sooner. All Nehem could do was hope that he’d bought his friend enough time to catch up, if Tommy was even on the trail at all.

      He wondered where the American might be and whom he had with him. Nehem put his hands over his head and stretched. A yawn escaped from his gaping mouth. His eyes wandered over to the clock on the computer monitor.

      His deadline was hours away. He said a silent prayer that his friend would hurry.
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      Tommy’s finger traced the arrows on the sheet of paper. He’d put it down on the desk and waited for Karem and Sean to return from the bedroom so he could show them what he had found.

      “These symbols fit into the grid to spell out different possibilities. The riddle was only half of the solution.” He relayed his theory to his friend and waited to hear what Sean had to say.

      Sean examined the paper and nodded slowly. “Finally,” he said, relieved. “That makes perfect sense. The riddle, though revealing, was vague about actual locations. You think this spells out where to go next?”

      “It has to,” Tommy said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. The riddle gives a clue, but the grid will tell us exactly where to look. That’s why it was so hard to figure out. We only had half the information.”

      Karem had been standing by, listening to the two. “Does this mean you know where Nehem is?”

      “No,” Sean said. “But it gives us some insight as to where we should look next. If someone who wants what he was looking for took him, they will force him to lead them to it. Nehem left us this clue so we can track them down.” He hoped he was right. The truth was, Nehem and the people who took him could be anywhere at that moment. He wasn’t about to tell Karem that, though.

      Sean turned his attention back to his friend before the Israeli could say anything else. “You think you can figure that thing out?”

      Tommy stared at the paper. “I think so. It’s almost like a three-thousand-year-old word jumble.” He found a blank piece of paper and set it next to the drawing.

      “Based on the key that Tara and Alex discovered, if we apply the letter sequence to the symbols on this sheet, we should be able to get several different combinations of words in Old Hebrew. Once we have those, we can take a picture and send it to the lab for the kids to analyze.”

      Karem stepped forward. “You mean you two don’t read Old Hebrew?”

      Sean and Tommy stopped what they were doing and turned back to their guide. They simultaneously shook their heads.

      “No,” Sean said. “Do you?”

      “Sean, I am the director of antiquities and head curator of one of the most prized museums here in Israel. I have access to rooms and galleries that even high members of state don’t have.” He grinned at the other two. “In short, of course I can read it.”

      Tommy smiled and motioned him to come closer. “Perfect. Get over here.”

      He spent the next fifteen minutes drawing out a grid of his own to mirror the one Nehem had left, inserting the corresponding Hebrew letters into different areas and substituting them for the odd symbols.

      As he followed the directions left by the Israeli archaeologist, Sean watched intently. An eerie silence hung in the room, and every time a sound came from outside, whether it was a door slamming shut or a neighbor yelling, all three men started and looked toward the entrance. At one point, Sean walked over and secured the door, locking the deadbolt and the lock on the doorknob. He knew that these measures wouldn’t hold up to someone who wanted to get in badly enough. Still, it was enough to slow them down by a few seconds. In a fight, a few seconds could mean the difference between life and death.

      He patted the ankle holster carrying his weapon of choice, a compact Springfield XD .40-caliber. It was a habit he’d adopted years ago. Even though he could feel the gun there, it always reassured him to feel it with his hand. Normally, he’d rather have a full-sized weapon, as they were more accurate and just felt better in his hand, especially when fired. This particular situation called for concealment, though. Since he was officially a government agent again, he would likely have no trouble with the Israelis for carrying a firearm, but if he had his choice, Sean would prefer not to have to use it.

      Satisfied he’d done what he could with the door, he returned to the workstation where Tommy worked diligently with the code. Karem stood directly over him now, looking over his shoulder like a little kid watching a magic trick.

      “If you want, you can start speeding this up by translating these to English,” Tommy said to their guide. He never looked up from his work but slid a nearby pen over to the left side of the desk.

      Karem nodded. “Good idea.”

      He grabbed the pen and a piece of paper off the floor and shifted to Tommy’s left. Karem started working on the translation, putting the word clusters in the order they found them on the grid. Rather than a direct substitute of letter for letter, the symbols produced different word groupings, which were more representative of the original language. Some of the letters were dummy letters, sounds that would have been included in the primary language but now would be left out, especially when changing to English.

      As he jotted down the meanings, he crossed out letters he deemed irrelevant and connected letters he thought might go together. After five minutes of working, though, things still didn’t seem to coalesce.

      “I don’t understand,” Karem said, frustrated. “This just looks like nonsense.”

      Tommy was almost finished with his part of the task and glanced over at the work Karem had done so far.

      Sean looked over it as well, standing behind the other two. His eyes narrowed to slits. “You’ve got it,” he said evenly, trying not to sound too excited.

      Tommy and Karem looked back at him over their shoulders. “What are you talking about?” the Israeli asked. “It’s just a bunch of gibberish.”

      “No,” Sean shook his head and pointed at a particular section. “Take the top line, go across, and then down. Tommy, if I’m not mistaken, it looks like that’s forming the name of the oldest Buddhist temple in the world.”

      Tommy cocked his head and stared at the sheet. Sure enough, it was plain as day. “I don’t know why I didn’t see that.”

      “Well, it’s a strange name,” Sean said in an attempt to make his friend feel better about not seeing what appeared obvious to him.

      “Yeah, but it’s one I know. Heck, I’ve been there before.”

      Karem still seemed lost. “Are you certain that is the name you’re looking for?”

      “It makes perfect sense,” Sean said. “Think about it. The riddle suggests a place to the east with the seekers of light.”

      Tommy’s eyes widened at the epiphany. “Of course. Buddhists are seekers of enlightenment.”

      “Bingo.”

      “And this place,” he tapped the paper, “has a high tower.”

      “Lots of towers, actually.”

      “Right.”

      Karem interrupted again. “So you’re saying that what Nehem was looking for is at the Buddhist Temple of Borobudur?”

      “It would appear so, professor,” Sean answered.

      “But why there?”

      Silence soaked the apartment again as the three men pondered the question. Karem had a good point. Why would a relic of Jewish history be hidden there?

      “Maybe the answer lies in figuring out what it is he was looking for,” Tommy said, breaking the dead silence once more.

      “Fine,” Karem agreed. “How are you going to do that?”

      “Easy,” Sean said, staring at the floor to the right of the desk. “It’s been right in front of us the entire time we’ve been here.”

      The other two followed his eyes down to where a print of a painting lay among the debris. It was a picture similar to some Sean had seen when he was a boy in church. The artist had painted the image of the Israelite high priest in full regalia as he offered a sacrifice. His arms were extended high to the heavens, his head tilted back, and his eyes gazing into the sky. On his head was a fluffy white hat with a golden crown around the base. Sean immediately recognized the white linen ephod, or robes, that the priests of the time wore. In the background, thousands of people kneeled reverently. But none of that was what drew the attention of the three men in the apartment. They all stared at what the priest wore over the ephod.

      The shining golden breastplate hung over the priest’s chest, supported by golden chains that went over his shoulders. Additional chains secured it around his waist to keep it stable as he performed the rituals required of his position. Sean knew he’d recognized the pattern of the stone tablet before. It looked almost identical to the breastplate, except that the one the priest wore featured twelve stones, each of unique color and clarity. Two additional stones in the priest’s hands caught Sean and Tommy’s attention.

      In the right, a stone as black as onyx; in the left, a stone that looked like white quartz, smoothed down into an oval shape. The artist’s rendering displayed an odd glow hovering around the hand holding the darker of the two stones.

      “The Hoshen,” Sean said in a hushed tone, breaking the silence that once more pervaded the room.

      “And the Urim and Thummim,” Tommy added, referring to the stones in the priest’s hands.

      The two looked back at the sheet Nehem had drawn and then down again at the print.

      Karem looked perplexed. “Why would Nehem be looking for those things? They are sacred, hidden thousands of years ago by the priesthood.”

      Sean and Tommy turned to him with questioning eyes. “How do you know that?”

      He shrugged. “It’s the only explanation. When the Babylonians invaded the Holy City, they took everything of value. The temple was ravaged and looted of most of its treasures. The priesthood had set security measures in place in case of an invasion. The Ark of the Covenant was the first priority. They built a contraption into the temple that would allow the Ark to drop down below ground. It worked with counterweights made from heavy bags of sand.”

      “Stay on track, Karem. What else do you know about these things?” Sean pointed at the print again.

      “Honestly, not that much. There are only legends, myths really, that surround the whereabouts of the Hoshen and the two sacred stones.”

      Sean crossed his arms and waited. Tommy mimicked him, coercing Karem to keep talking.

      When he did, he stuttered at first but gained clarity as he went on. “From…from what I have learned about those objects, they were a form of divination the high priest used to gain insights into important matters of state.”

      “Divination?” Sean asked. “You mean, like, they would use it to get answers from a supernatural source?”

      Karem nodded. “Again, this is what the Scriptures say, though we never spent a great deal of time and energy on the subject. Most of our teachers and rabbis brush over those parts of the texts, claiming they are unimportant.”

      Tommy listened carefully before interjecting. “Wait a minute. I thought that using divination was forbidden in Jewish and Christian religions. Aren’t there several texts that talk about that?”

      “Yes,” Karem gave another nod. “We do not condone divination, necromancy, cleromancy, or astrology. Those things are forbidden. But to the ancient Hebrews, divination was the way they sought answers from Yahweh. They occasionally used cleromancy, or lot casting, as well. Only the high priest was permitted to engage those kinds of techniques, and they typically were done prior to a sacrifice, like in the image you see here.” He pointed a finger at the print.

      Sean spoke up again. “You said that they used these objects to seek answers from Yahweh. What kind of answers? I mean, how did it work?”

      Karem took a deep breath and sighed then shrugged. “No one knows for certain. There are many accounts of using the Hoshen with the sacred stones to seek answers to questions. Some histories indicate that the stones were placed on top of the breastplate. When they were positioned correctly, the priest could ask questions, and the Urim or the Thummim would move to a specific jewel.”

      “Wait,” Tommy stopped him. “You mean, like on a Ouija board?”

      “Most certainly not,” Karem sounded defensive for a second. “Those things are strictly forbidden, and related to contacting the forces of darkness. It would be considered necromancy.”

      “I meant no offense,” Tommy sounded apologetic, “but what I meant was, on a Ouija board, people say the thing moves on its own. You’re saying these stones move by themselves?”

      “That was one account, yes. However, the priest did not have to be touching them for the stones to move.”

      Sean had another question. “You said the stones moved to a specific jewel. From what I understand, each jewel represented a tribe of Israel. That would make me think that the questions typically revolved around answers they sought for the tribes? And I thought the priest had to be wearing the thing. If that is the case, how did they move without him holding them?”

      “Typically yes, that would have been the case. In most instances, the high priest needed to know who a scapegoat was, who had done something wrong, or who should receive what reward after a battle. Of course, the moving stones is only one method that was recorded. The priest would have to put the breastplate down on a table to perform the ritual in that manner. The details, however, are extremely sketchy.”

      The two Americans gave a look that urged him to continue.

      “Fine. The other method they used caused the stones to light up. That’s why this artist’s rendering shows a halo of light around the hand holding the darker stone. According to the records, the light effect was more frequently referred to when the priest was asking yes or no questions. If the answer was no, one stone would light up. If it was yes, the other would illuminate. There were also instances where it was said that the other stones on the Hoshen would light up during certain inquisitions. Other than that, there is nothing else I know about the relics.”

      A quiet calm fell over the room once more. Sean and Tommy mulled over the information Karem had given them. It seemed like he was talking about some kind of magic, though the two Americans knew better than to insinuate that. Growing up in a Christian church, both of them had heard all kinds of stories from the Bible. Miracles and unexplainable events were commonplace. Now, the possibility of finding two of the objects that seemed to revolve around something miraculous sent goose bumps across their skin.

      Two more questions still needed answering, though.

      “So,” Sean spoke first, “the question is, who wants these things badly enough that they would kidnap an archaeologist to find them? And second, what do they want with the relics?”

      Karem answered him. “Nehem must have been looking for these artifacts to preserve their historical value. I do not see why he would do otherwise. However, in the wrong hands, the Hoshen and the sacred stones could be a powerful force.”

      Sean and Tommy paid close attention to what he was saying, both minds racing with horrific scenarios even as Karem explained. “If someone, say a terrorist organization or insurgent group, were able to get their hands on those objects, assuming they do what the Scriptures say, it could spell doom for millions of people. They could find the answers to questions about military positions, stock market information, technology, and who knows what else. Use your imaginations. They would be able to effectively shut down global commerce. Armies would be rendered ineffective. Computer viruses would run rampant through the web. It would be worldwide chaos.”

      Those were some of the scenarios Sean was considering, even as Karem was speaking. “That’s assuming these things actually do what the texts say they do. Right?”

      “Correct.” Karem answered quickly, but something in his voice told the other two that he wasn’t confident in his response.

      “We’ve dealt with future-telling devices before,” Tommy attempted to lighten the mood. “It didn’t work out so well for the bad guys.” In his head, he recalled the events in Greece.

      “Look, we’re missing the point,” Sean tried to guide them back on track. “Whether the Hoshen and those two rocks actually do what the Bible says they do doesn’t matter at this point. We need to find whoever took Nehem and get him safely home. If we happen to recover a couple of priceless Israeli treasures along the way, great. But we need to focus on finding Nehem.”

      Karem and Tommy nodded their agreement. “Where do we start?” Tommy asked. “We don’t exactly have a lot of leads.”

      “Sure we do,” Sean corrected. “We know where to look for the breastplate.” He leaned down and picked up the print. “Call the pilot, and tell him to make a flight plan for Indonesia.”

      Tommy didn’t wait to be told twice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. A few seconds later, he was conversing with their pilot who was waiting around in Tel Aviv, probably at an Internet cafe. It only took a minute to relay the information. When he was done, Tommy looked at the other two. “We’re good to go. Need to get back to the airport. He said the plane will be ready within the next two hours.”

      Sean folded the print and put it in his back pocket. Tommy took the two sheets of paper with the symbols and the translations and folded them carefully, putting them inside one of his cargo pockets.

      The men turned to leave, but a noise stopped them in their tracks. Across the room, the doorknob was jiggling. It was slight, barely noticeable, but it was definitely moving back and forth.

      Someone was trying to get in. And they were trapped.
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      Jerusalem

      For one second, all three men inside the apartment froze. They turned their heads, looking to one another for an answer. Tommy shrugged as Sean glanced at him. Sean, however, wasn’t a man of indecision. He acted quickly, his thoughts in perfect sync with his actions.

      He motioned for Tommy to come to the door with him. His friend shook his head and mouthed the word No. Sean pointed at the side of the door closest to the hinges, instructing him to stay behind the opening once the intruders came through. That way, he could attack from behind.

      With a clearer understanding of his role, Tommy nodded and tiptoed over to the other side of the entrance. Sean pulled the gun out of his ankle holster and pressed his back against the wall. Karem still stood by the desk, uncertain of what he was supposed to do.

      Sean urgently motioned with his hand for the man to go hide in the bedroom in the back. Reluctantly, Karem obeyed. He knew his strengths, and he realized that he would be of little assistance in a fight.

      The door jiggled more violently. Karem hurried to the back of the apartment and disappeared into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

      A sudden jarring thud came from the door, and a man’s shoe and leg followed through as the portal gave way to the heavy kick. Sean pointed his weapon but didn’t fire. If he were to miss, Tommy was now behind the door, and even though it could potentially stop the bullet, he didn’t want to chance shooting his friend. Sean’s thought was to use the gun as a way to get whoever came through the doorway to stop and surrender.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t go down that way.

      A man with a scarf over his face came through the door and only lost his balance for a split second, recovered quickly, and jabbed his own handgun at Sean’s chest. The long barrel of the silencer made the weapon awkward and unbalanced, a fact that played to Sean’s advantage in the moment it took the man to aim. Sean dropped his right hand and reached out with the other, grabbing the elongated barrel and yanking it to the right just as the intruder fired. The muffled pop sent a round harmlessly into the drywall. Before he could squeeze off another shot, Sean jerked the man toward him. Using his momentum, he planted his forearm squarely in the attacker’s nose.

      Behind the mask, the man grunted. He stumbled backward, dizzied by the shattered nose and the pain shooting through his skull. His eyes instantly watered, and he instinctively put his hands to his face. Sean took a step forward and was about to send his boot into the intruder’s gut when another man came through the door. Tommy had been waiting in his hiding spot, anticipating the right moment. Seeing the second attacker coming through, he took that as his cue and shoved the door hard as the next man tried to aim his weapon at Sean.

      The door crashed into the man’s side, jarring the arm that held the gun. The barrel puffed a thin cloud of smoke, and the bullet zipped through the wall on the other side of the room by the desk. Tommy yanked the door back and moved quickly around it. Using the element of surprise, and the attacker’s imbalance, Tommy punched him in the jaw with a right hook. The blow sent the man stumbling back through the door, but he kept his weapon in hand and regained his composure a moment later. Tommy’s stocky frame wasn’t the most agile, but he managed to duck to the side as the gun fired again. He sidestepped and then quickly slammed his elbow into the man’s forearm. Reaching over his elbow, Tommy grabbed the gun’s lengthy barrel and twisted it hard, using his momentum to wrench it from the intruder. As he did, the masked man spun his body and brought his leg up, snapping the top of his foot into the target. His boot struck Tommy in the face and sent him reeling backward until his back struck the wall in the corridor, outside the apartment.

      Inside the apartment, Sean lashed out at the crippled attacker while the man’s hands were still grasping at a bleeding and broken nose. He jumped forward and kicked out, aiming for the man’s ribs, but somehow the intruder was aware enough to step back and grab Sean’s shoe before it reached the target. In the same quick motion, the man twisted the foot to the left and pulled hard. The move caught Sean in midair and sent him in a spin, crashing to the floor. A sharp pain shot through his shoulder as it struck the hard surface. Sean didn’t have time to hurt, though. The intruder had regained his vision and stomped hard with his boot, intent on crushing Sean’s face.

      He rolled out of the way, put his hands on the floor, and swept his right leg out as the attacker tried the move again. Sean’s leg clipped the man’s ankle, and combined with his weight, sent him toppling backward onto the floor, landing hard on his shoulder blades.

      Sean spun to a crouching position as his opponent lifted his legs and, pressing his hands against the floor, leaped acrobatically back onto his feet. Sean’s shoulder ached. He had to keep focused, though. The other man was hurting too, blood oozing from his crushed nose down into the black scarf.

      The man put his hands up in a position Sean recognized. The intruder was evidently trained in the martial arts of hand-to-hand combat. Sean waited for the attack he knew would come. There was a momentary pause, a second of nervous anticipation. Sean’s heart pounded in his chest, and his lungs heaved rhythmically. Then the man launched his attack.

      He lunged forward with a kick. Sean raised his right knee and blocked the strike with his shin, sending a fresh pain through his entire leg. He stayed focused though as his opponent lashed out with a fury of blinding fast punches. One after the other came at Sean like lightning. His hands were just as fast, though, and he parried and blocked each one. A quick knee aimed at Sean’s midsection followed the blizzard of jabs, but the man overcommitted and stepped right into a counterpunch. Sean’s fist came to a snapping stop three inches behind the target as the man’s head cracked back. The blow caused him to waiver for a moment. Sean didn’t hesitate. Like a shark with blood in the water, he attacked mercilessly, first with a foot to the abdomen, then a knee kick to the face. The bloodied man staggered backward, miraculously still on his feet. Sean pounced, pressing the attack further, and grabbed the back of the man’s head while in the same motion jumping hard and bringing his knee up. The hard kneecap struck the man’s chin with such force that Sean could hear teeth chipping and bone breaking. The attacker fell onto his back. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and his body went still.

      Outside on the second floor landing, Tommy grappled with the second attacker. The man had jumped at him, attempting to kick him in the throat, but Tommy had grabbed him out of the air and now was desperately trying to get the guy into a submission hold.

      The intruder was slippery, though, and every time Tommy thought he was about to close the deal, the man escaped his grip. Tommy spun the attacker around and wrapped his forearm around the guy’s throat in a chokehold. The victory was only temporary, though, and the man jerked his elbow into Tommy’s ribs three, four, five times before the knife-like pain weakened him enough to let go.

      Tommy instinctively grabbed at his midsection. The other man took a step away, grasping at his throat and heaving for fresh air. He started to spin around and renew his attack; however, Tommy recovered first and charged. He lowered his shoulder and plowed into the target like an all-pro NFL linebacker at full speed. The man’s eyes widened as Tommy’s shoulder dug hard into his abdomen. The momentum drove the two precipitously toward a railing near the stairwell. Tommy kept driving his legs hard, in spite of the burning in his thighs. The other man’s feet shuffled backward, helpless against the larger American’s power. He tried to beat Tommy’s upper back with his elbow, but it was too late. The man’s tailbone struck the top of the railing, and in one continuous motion, Tommy forklifted him up and over.

      The intruder shrieked for a second until his body clumped onto the concrete below. Tommy put his hands on the railing and looked down. His lungs screamed for air, and he drew in huge breaths. Below, the man’s right leg was bent at an awkward angle, clearly broken. The man didn't move, but Tommy doubted he was dead. The fall was less than fifteen feet. If he didn’t land on his head, he would likely still be alive.

      Back in the apartment, Sean reached down and felt his opponent’s neck. There was a faint pulse, barely detectable and extremely slow.

      Sean hurried to the door to check on his friend and saw Tommy leaning over the railing, still gasping for air. Sean noticed the other attacker was gone and realized where he must be. Tommy heard the movement at the door and twisted around quickly, ready for another fight. When he saw it was Sean, he visibly relaxed. His friend joined him at the rail and looked down at the body.

      “He dead?” Sean asked.

      “Not sure,” Tommy said between breaths. “Doubtful, unless he landed on his head.”

      “That leg is definitely broken.” He motioned with a nod at the black pants bent to the side.

      “If he’s not dead, he’s going to wish he was when he wakes up. That’s probably a compound fracture.”

      Sean nodded, taking a moment to catch his breath as well.

      They heard a commotion back in the doorway and spun around with fists in the air, ready for another round. Karem stood on the threshold with eyes wide and mouth agape. He looked back into the apartment at the body on the floor and then again at the two Americans.

      “Is he dead?” Karem asked in a trembling voice as he jerked his thumb at the man on the inside.

      In the ruckus, the two friends had forgotten he was still inside the apartment.

      “No, not yet,” Sean answered. “But he’ll be out for a while.”

      Karem walked onto the landing like a zombie. When he reached the railing, he looked down and saw the second man. He put his hand over his mouth as if to prevent himself from vomiting. “Is he…?”

      “We don’t think so,” Sean answered. “But we’ll go check in a minute.”

      “His leg…”

      “Oh it’s broken, guaranteed,” Tommy said. His breathing had finally slowed from the struggle.

      Karem stared blankly at the two friends, then down at the man below, and back at the Americans again. His lips trembled as he spoke. “Who are you two?”

      Sean glanced at Tommy and then back at Karem. “It’s a long story.”
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      Tel Aviv, Israel

      A shell-shocked Karem dropped Sean and Tommy at their hotel on the edge of the city. The drive back had been relatively quick. Karem, it seemed, had no desire to spend any more time with the two Americans.

      They didn’t blame him. After all, they tended to be bullet magnets on occasion. The sooner Karem could be done with them, the safer he would be.

      The drive from Jerusalem back to the thriving coastal metropolis of Tel Aviv took just over an hour. Sean had been to the city several times during his first go-around with Axis. Even in the last decade, he’d been shocked at how quickly it had grown. The surrounding metropolitan area boasted around half a million people. New buildings were being constructed in perpetuity. The city, it seemed, was in a massive state of expansion, in spite of living under constant threat.

      Tel Aviv had become one of the world’s trendy places to visit. High fashion could be found everywhere, with women walking in brightly colored dresses to and from expensive clothing shops and boutiques. Restaurants and bars were thriving, especially over near the sea. Tel Aviv’s beaches had become one of the country’s top destinations and seemed to attract the most beautiful people, anxious to bathe in the constant warmth of the Israeli sun.

      As Sean and Tommy got out of the car, thanking Karem for his help, the smells of the city simmered together with the salt air of the sea. A cornucopia of food scents wafted over the two Americans, flooding their nostrils with the aroma of fresh pita bread, falafels, schnitzel, sabih, shawarma, and a flaky, round pastry known as malawach. His nose reminded Sean of how hungry he’d got since leaving the hotel earlier. A shawarma stand across the street called his name. He could see the spit of lamb meat turning slowly over the cooking heater. There was no time to eat right now, though. He would have to settle for something on the flight.

      The two hurried up to the hotel room and gathered their few belongings. Traveling light had been their choice. It made getting around easier, and quick getaways even more so.

      Sean grabbed his laptop case, rucksack, and messenger bag. Tommy grabbed his backpack and laptop bag. They were checking through their things when Tommy’s phone started vibrating. He looked down at the screen and hit the green button.

      “Hey, kids. What’s up?”

      Tara’s voice came through the earpiece first. “We looked up those engravings you sent. Where did you find those anyway?”

      “The high priest’s tomb of early seventh-century Israel. Why do you ask?”

      Tommy’s blunt and surprisingly exact answer caused her to pause for a second. “Okay…anyway, this language is really old. It took our computers a bit, but we were able to get you the names.”

      “Names?” Tommy raised an eyebrow and looked over at Sean. “I’m going to put you on speaker so Sean can hear.” He tapped another button on the screen and set the phone on the bed.

      “Can you both hear me?”

      “Yep,” the two said simultaneously.

      “Like I was saying, the two words you sent us to translate are names.”

      “What names?” Sean asked. “Who are we talking about here?”

      Alex jumped in on the other end. “The first name was one we didn’t recognize. It’s a historical Jewish name, not used very frequently anymore, but back around three thousand years ago it was fairly common. The name was Lamesh.”

      Sean and Tommy glanced at each other, but neither had any clue who that might have been.

      “The other one,” Alex continued, “is definitely one that you’ll recognize. We aren’t 100 percent sure if it’s the same guy, but based on what Tommy said about the timeframe of the high priest’s burial, it would be a logical conclusion to jump to.”

      “What’s the name, Alex?” Tommy pressed, trying to be polite. His assistant tended to ramble from time to time.

      “Oh, sorry. It’s Daniel.”

      Tommy and Sean gave each other an intrigued glance.

      Sean spoke before Tommy could. “Daniel? As in, the Old Testament prophet, Daniel? Like Daniel in the lions’ den?”

      “That’s what we believe,” Tara jumped back in. “We can’t confirm that was the guy the name is indicating. There may have been thousands of Daniels around that time. However, based on the fact that this Tovar was a high priest and that he would have likely had connections with a known prophet, I would say it’s highly probable that it’s the same Daniel from the Bible.”

      Sean and Tommy pondered the implications.

      “Is it possible that Daniel was one of the guys the priest sent away to protect the relics?” Sean was talking to Tommy, but the two on the phone also heard him.

      “What?” Alex asked awkwardly.

      “Sorry,” Tommy offered. “Earlier, we figured out what the riddle meant. At least we think we did. Tovar sent two men, each with a precious temple object, to two places far apart from each other.”

      “Why?” Tara asked.

      “To protect the relics from the invading Babylonian army,” Sean explained. “The items were considered to be extremely powerful, and if they were to fall into the wrong hands, it would have meant catastrophe for the entire world. At least that’s what we’ve gathered from the records.” He embellished a little, but it was based on what Karem had told them. “One of the relics is called the Hoshen; it’s the breastplate that the high priest wore in the temple. The other is two stones known as the Urim and the Thummim. They were probably kept together, from what we can tell.”

      Tommy cut back in. “If Daniel was one of the emissaries used to protect one of the relics, he would have had to have been the one sent back into Babylon.”

      “Thus the part of the riddle that talks about the belly of the beast. Several places in the Bible refer to Babylon as the beast — in Daniel and Revelation, in particular,” Sean added.

      “Right,” Tommy agreed. “Daniel spent a great deal of time in Nebuchadnezzar’s court before and after the second invasion of Jerusalem. It’s entirely possible that the king sent him to parlay with the king of Judah to negotiate terms. If Daniel had a chance to get to the temple and meet with the high priest, he would have. In fact, I’d say that was his first priority, unbeknownst to Nebuchadnezzar.”

      A silent pause came over the room. After a few seconds, Alex came back on the line. “Do you guys always think this way?”

      Sean stole a quick glance at his friend and smirked. “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “Um, no. Not really. I guess that’s why you guys are the best at what you do.” Tara’s said. The compliment made both of them blush a little.

      Tommy ignored it. “There was something else when we were in the priest’s tomb. Three emblems were carved into the stone at three specific points surrounding the sarcophagus: the Star of David, an image of Ahura Mazda, and one other emblem.  The first two were pretty obvious, but the last one was tricky. It’s a Buddhist emblem, from what I recall, a picture of two fish.”

      He waited for a moment before Alex’s voice came through again. “In the Buddhist religion, the two-fish symbol is meant for one who is willing to face a difficult trial, essentially what could be a lifetime of sacrifice and suffering. Many monks considered it to be their divine obligation to take on such an existence. I wonder why that and the Babylonian symbol were there.”

      “Ahura Mazda,” Sean spoke up, “was also said to have gone through great trials along his journey. Tovar must have known he was sending these two young men on an extremely dangerous mission. They would be on the run, always looking over their shoulders for the rest of their lives. It was a great sacrifice they had to make to protect their people.”

      It was a sobering thought, and one that brought about silent reflection to the four on the phone.

      “Is there anything else you two have for us?” Tommy asked.

      “That’s it for now. Sorry we couldn’t get you more information.” Tara sounded apologetic.

      “You did great. This, combined with what we figured out, means we definitely have something to go on.”

      “So you found the answer to the code. Where to next?” Alex sounded genuinely curious.

      Sean answered. “Java in Indonesia. The world’s oldest Buddhist temple is there, a place called Borobudur. From what we can deduce, it was the hiding place of one of the relics. We’re not sure which one, though.”

      A pause hung in the room for a few seconds, and then Alex spoke up again. “It looks like this Buddhist temple is a UNESCO world heritage site. It was abandoned a long time ago, when most of the people in the area converted to Islam. Have either of you ever seen this place?”

      Tommy and Sean passed each other a questioning look, and both shook their heads. “Actually, I have once but I didn’t get to roam around much. There were…extenuating circumstances,” Tommy said.

      Sean raised an eyebrow at the curious comment.

      “Oh, wow. Okay,” Alex interrupted. “I’ll just assume you don’t know much about the site. You should know that it’s a huge facility. I can’t imagine how many hours it took to lay all those stones. Not to mention how many people were used for the labor.”

      “Anyway,” Tara cut him off, “good luck, and let us know if you need anything.”

      Tommy grinned. “Will do, Tara. Thanks to both of you.”

      He ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

      Sean eyed him suspiciously as he finished collecting his things. “You really haven’t been to Borobudur?”

      “Shocking, I know.”

      “I mean, I guess you can’t see everything. Or can you?” He stuffed a Ziploc bag containing his toothbrush and toothpaste into one of the bags. “I heard about a blogger who visited every country in the world.”

      “That’s impressive,” Tommy said, pressing his lips together.

      “Yeah. I would have thought together we could have at least done that.”

      “We’re not dead yet.”

      The words hung in the hotel room’s industrial, filtered air.

      “Here’s hoping that doesn’t happen anytime soon.”

      

      13

      Dubai

      

      Sharouf held the phone to his ear. All he heard was the intermittent ringing of the device on the other end. No answer.

      He’d tried calling four times over the course of the last forty minutes. For some reason, his men weren’t answering. With each subsequent failed call, Sharouf’s anger grew, and his frustration built.

      He ended the call and stared at the phone for a few seconds, trying to understand why no one was answering. At the moment, Sharouf was alone. Mamoud was busy handling a few business matters and had retired to his office to take care of things, leaving Sharouf to make sure things in Israel were going according to plan.

      When Mamoud had recruited him, Sharouf had come at a hefty price. His reputation with various paramilitary groups and private security organizations had preceded him. Mamoud gave him a room in the mansion, not as luxurious as his own, but better than Sharouf had ever called his own. The downside was that he had traded his freedom for a life of ease and wealth. Most of the time, he didn’t need to do much, occasionally encourage someone to leave the premises. Rarely, he had to eliminate a problem.

      Now, he stared out his window. He’d kept his room minimally decorated compared to the rest of the home. His black wooden bed was covered in plain white sheets. The only other furniture in the room was a small chair made of maple, which he used simply for putting his shoes and socks on in the morning. The last piece of decor was his prayer mat that sat under the window. Despite the ruthless and often cruel nature of his job, Sharouf believed himself to be a deeply religious man, which was another reason he chose to work for Mamoud. The two were like brothers when it came to their ways of thinking. They believed in the old ways, the ways of the Saracens and the sultans of old. Only through the sword could peace be achieved. The peace they sought, however, was through the destruction of the West.

      Sharouf had a special hatred of the Americans.

      He’d served a tour with one of the private security companies in Iraq during the American occupation there. He’d watched as the American soldiers treated Muslims like subhumans, killing first and asking questions later. They cracked jokes and made bets on how many Muslims they could kill in a day, all the while thinking that Sharouf didn’t speak English. Every word and every action that came from the Americans seeped deep into his soul. He stored the experiences and the things he learned in the vault of his mind to be called upon later, when the time was right. In a black Denali with several other security team members wasn’t the right place or the right time.

      Now, however, things were changing. Mamoud was giving him his chance for payback, and he must not fail. His employer shared Sharouf’s vision, and more importantly, possessed the resources to make it happen.

      But things, evidently, were not going according to plan.

      One thing Sharouf had learned a long time ago was never to put all his eggs into one basket. He had confidence in the men he'd sent to eliminate Wyatt. If that hadn’t been the case, he would have sent others, or simply more men. But even the best-laid plans fell apart from time to time. Sharouf was well aware of this, which was why he’d not entirely played his hand yet. Sometimes, it was best to hold a card for later.

      He scrolled through his contact list and found the name he was looking for, tapped it, and waited for the phone to ring. The man on the other end answered instantly.

      “Your men are dead.”

      Sharouf recognized the voice as one of his trusted mercenaries, but the news with he provided when answering the call was direct and troubling.

      “Both of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      The voice relayed how the other two went into Nehem’s apartment to ambush Wyatt and his companions. He hadn’t seen what happened inside, but he did see when one of the men was pushed over the railing to the ground below.

      “The fall killed him?” Sharouf asked.

      “No. His leg was broken. The police were on their way. I had to kill him myself.” The voice was cold. Clearly, taking another human life meant absolutely nothing to him. He may as well have squashed an ant.

      “What about the other?” Sharouf tried to sound businesslike, masking the concern in his tone.

      “He was basically dead when I found him lying on his back in the apartment. He was unconscious, barely breathing. His jaw and nose were broken, probably making it hard to breathe. I helped him stop breathing.”

      Sharouf listened carefully to the vague account. His observer had handled things exactly as he would have. Loose ends were not tolerated. It would have made for a sticky situation if his assassins had been taken to a hospital and kept in custody. If one were to talk to the police and tell them who he worked for, Mamoud’s carefully woven anonymity would be exposed, and his entire operation would crumble like a paper-thin cracker under a boot. Sharouf himself knew that were he to fail, death was the only way out. No hospitals. No police. Even he could not be permitted to become a potential loose end. So delicate were the plans Mamoud had laid.

      “It would seem the Americans are going to be more trouble than we first suspected,” the man said.

      Sharouf would not admit that he’d underestimated Wyatt and his companion. To do so would appear weak and ill prepared. He could afford neither. “Our men may have underestimated them, but I did not. Wyatt is a highly trained killer, and his friend has been in more than a few fights. If they were careless, our men deserved what they got. While it is unfortunate, we must move on. Tell me, where did they go?”

      “I put a GPS tracker on their car. After I took care of the two problems, I was able to track them to Tel Aviv. They were staying at a hotel on the edge of the city. According to the tracking device, the car they were in stopped at the hotel and then went to another address on the north side of town.”

      “A decoy?”

      “No,” the voice said. “They had a driver. He dropped them off and probably went home. I stuck around, assuming they would probably be in a hurry to leave.”

      “And were they?” Sharouf scratched his chin as he listened to the account.

      “Yes. They came out the front doors around ten minutes after I arrived. They got in a car that took them to the airport. That is where I am sitting right now.”

      Sharouf weighed the information. The Americans left in a hurry. At least that was what his observer was telling him. That could mean a few things. One, they were afraid after the failed attack and decided to get out of the country while they still could.

      He wanted to believe that was the case, but Sharouf was no fool. People like Wyatt and Schultz weren’t easily spooked. It would take more than a couple of hired guns to scare them off.

      The other possibility, and the likelier one, in Sharouf’s mind, was that they had figured out a piece of the puzzle. If he could find out where they were going, Sharouf could circumvent the slow work Nehem was doing. It was a hopeful plan, but it could work. All he needed was to know where Wyatt was headed.

      “Do you know where their plane went?”

      The man on the other end took a deep breath and sighed. “No.”

      Well, it was worth a try.

      “But,” he continued, “I did see the plane they flew in.”

      Sharouf perked up, his right eyebrow rising slightly. “Go on.”

      “It was a private jet, kept in one of the hangars on the outskirts of the tarmac. Easy enough to spot since it was parked alone. As it took off, I was able to write down the numbers on the side of the tail.”

      “Give them to me.”
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      Dubai

      The door to Nehem’s room burst open, and Sharouf entered like an angry bull. He stormed across the small space to where Nehem sat at his desk, surprised but not scared. Not yet anyway.

      Sharouf drew his pistol from his side and aimed the weapon at Nehem’s head. “Time’s up, Doctor.”

      Nehem’s face waxed pale, confused and worried. “What are you talking about? I still have several hours left.”

      The Arab looked over at the cot against the wall and noticed the sheets and blanket were not folded, instead lying in a crumpled heap as if someone had just got out of bed.

      “You sure sleep a lot for someone whose life is on a timer. We watched you waste your time and ours,” he motioned to the cameras. His eyes narrowed, and he brandished the gun at the archaeologist who was now starting to cower a little. “You know what I think? I think you have been lying to us. I believe that you already know where the relics are. Either you tell me right now, or I will kill you. After I kill you, I will kill your daughter. And I promise you, she will take a long time to die.”

      Nehem trembled, but he would not surrender easily. “You cannot kill me. If I die, your boss will never find the relics. They will be lost to the annals of time forever. And whatever it is you have planned will fail.”

      “Interesting,” Sharouf said. “I find it odd that the Americans you contacted are on their way to Indonesia right now. You wouldn’t happen to know why that is, would you?”

      Nehem tried to keep his face expressionless, but he failed miserably. Like a bad poker player at a table full of seasoned gamblers, his eyes gave away what he was so desperately trying to hide. There was a glimmer of hope, though. If Tommy was on his way to Indonesia, that meant he’d figured out the code. He was on the right path. At the very least, if Nehem was going to die, he could do so with the knowledge that Mamoud Al Najaar would never possess the holy relics.

      Sharouf pressed the gun to Nehem’s forehead. “Tell me where they went, exactly, and save the life of your daughter.”

      Cautiously, Nehem moved his hand backward to the surface of the desk and tapped on a sheet of paper next to the keyboard. “That is where they are going,” he said in a weak voice. “It is an ancient Buddhist temple in Indonesia, in the Java region. You will find one of the relics there.”

      “Which one?”

      Nehem forced a laugh. “I don’t know. The clues the high priest left were vague for a reason. Whoever finds the relics will only know what they have found when they find it.”

      “So you do not know if it is the Hoshen or the sacred stones at this place?” Sharouf pulled the gun back a few inches. He looked over at the writing on the paper.

      “No. No one could know that. I’m telling you the truth. But you should also know this. If the Americans are on their way, you will never catch up to them. They are far smarter than you. Once they arrive, it will not take them long to discover the relic. And when they do, your boss will have failed.”

      Sharouf considered the man’s words for a moment. He stared into the fearful eyes of his prisoner without sympathy. The hand with the gun flashed to the left, smacking the side of the weapon against Nehem’s temple. The man crumpled to the floor. A few seconds later, a thin cut oozed crimson down the side of his face and underneath his eye.

      Sharouf turned to the two guards he’d brought and ordered them to take Nehem downstairs to the car. “Make sure he doesn’t cause you any trouble when you get him there. We have a long flight ahead of us, and the last thing we need is more delays.”

      The men nodded and hustled into the room. They scooped up the unconscious hostage by the armpits and dragged him through the open door. When they were gone, Sharouf stepped over to the desk and picked up the sheet of paper. He stared at the name written on it.

      Borobudur.

      His lips creased ever so slightly into a knowing grin. He’d been correct about the prisoner keeping the answer from them. He was stalling to give the Americans a head start. Unfortunately, that would not be enough to save them.

      He pulled out his phone and sent a text message to Mamoud, letting him know that whatever business he was taking care of would need to be put on hold for a moment, that he had something his boss wanted.

      Mamoud replied after a minute, telling Sharouf to come to the office at the other end of the compound.

      They were heading for a showdown with Wyatt and Schultz.

      Sharouf cracked his neck to one side and then the other. He would be ready.

      He left the room and walked fast from one end of the mansion to the other, where he knew Mamoud would be waiting. Sharouf had taken the liberty of ordering the archaeologist to be transported down to a car, figuring that is what his boss would have wanted.

      When he reached the massive double doors to Mamoud’s office, he pulled on the cylindrical bronze handle and stepped inside.

      The wealthy young Arab sat behind an enormous mahogany desk. A woman in a miniskirt and a black skintight top stood waiting nearby. She looked like a common prostitute in that tacky dress. Perhaps that was what Mamoud’s tastes desired for the day.

      The boss motioned for her to leave. She hesitated for a second, to which he ordered, “Leave us.”

      The girl hurried out the door, her high heels clacking on the hard tile floor as she clumsily tried to run.

      Mamoud waited until the door closed behind her before he spoke. “I assume you have news, especially since you know I have financial assets I have to look after, not to mention the war I am preparing to wage.”

      “I would not have bothered you if it weren’t vitally important.” He paused for a second and then said, “The first relic is in Indonesia. I forced Nehem to give it to us.”

      “Forced? He had a deadline.”

      “My apologies, sir. But he was playing you for a fool.”

      Mamoud’s eyes narrowed, but he remained calm.

      “He was stalling. I had eyes on him all day. He hardly worked at all, even took a nap at one point. I reasoned that the only purpose he could have in doing so was that he already knew the answer we were looking for and was holding out until the last possible moment before giving it to us. When I came to this conclusion, all I had to do was apply the right amount of pressure.”

      Mamoud considered his guard’s words. Sharouf had done the right thing. Now he wanted to know what his next plan was for the Israeli. “Did you kill him?”

      “No. I ordered him to be taken to a car downstairs. With your permission, I will fly to Indonesia with my team and recover the relic.”

      The last part didn’t seem to please Mamoud. “I need you here. Send your chief of security. Have them recover it and bring it here.”

      Sharouf had worried the man would say that. There could be no hiding his true intentions. “Wyatt and his friend escaped Jerusalem. They made it back to Tel Aviv and flew out late in the afternoon.”

      Mamoud leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table. “And where did they go?” His voice stayed low, barely audible as it passed through clenched teeth.

      “I had another man stationed at the Jew’s apartment to make sure everything went according to plan. When I did not get a status report from them, I contacted the observer. He followed them back to the airport. He couldn’t get access for obvious reasons, but he kept an eye on the plane and knows where they’re headed. With that information, I coaxed Nehem to tell me exactly what he’d been hiding.”

      Sharouf placed the piece of paper on the desk in front of his employer. Mamoud examined the writing for a few seconds and then lifted his eyes again. “Take him there. Now. See to it, personally, that the Americans do not escape this time.”

      The guard nodded, spun on his heels, and strode out of the room. Mamoud picked up the paper. He leaned back in his high leather chair and gazed at the strange name Nehem had provided. After a few seconds, he set it back down next to a series of papers he’d been looking over.

      Most of them were invoices from legitimate businesses. At least that was what he wanted them to look like. The largest bill of all was from a pharmaceutical company with a price tag of just over three million dollars.

      The phone on his desk rang loudly and danced across the surface as it vibrated. He reached over and picked it up.

      “Have the shipments arrived?”

      “We’re loading them into the warehouses now. Will this be the last of them, or should we continue buying more storage properties?” The voice on the phone wasn’t of Arab descent. It sounded distinctly Spanish.

      “If any good opportunities arise, you have the green light to buy. At the right price, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “And what of the training of my men?”

      “All two hundred pilots are getting better each day. Each has logged over a thousand hours. They’ve mastered the simulators and are ready for some test flights when you say the word.”

      Mamoud thought about it. It would be risky. If there were any spy planes flying in the area, or even less detectable, satellites, his operation could be in jeopardy. His eyes wandered out to the gulf and gave him an idea.

      “Have them fly low-level test missions over the water. If anyone is watching, it will be unlikely they’ll have their eyes on the water. Be sure to keep them low.”

      “Understood. Less chance of being noticed on radar. A good plan.”

      “Keep me updated on their progress. Have them ready to fly within the next week.”

      He ended the call and set the phone back on the desk. Once more, Mamoud leaned back in his high leatherback chair.

      Soon, he would have the war his father had wanted. Soon, the devils in the West would feel the wrath of Allah.
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      Atlanta

      “All right, Emily. I only have a few minutes before I have to give a speech, and the pressroom is at least a three-minute walk from here. Something must have got you spooked for you to call me on this line.”

      The president of the United States stared at Emily from her widescreen computer monitor. Only she and a few others in charge of top-level agencies had access to the number she’d called. After a quick linkup, the president appeared on the screen through a secure network line. Some of the techies called it the Internet subway. No civilians had access to it, and for good reason.

      “We’ve noticed something strange going on in Dubai lately, sir,” she cut right to the chase, which was something she knew Dawkins would appreciate. A farmer at heart, the president knew bull when he saw or heard it. When time was short, he preferred to dispense with pleasantries and get straight to dancing.

      “Define strange, Director Starks.”

      Emily Starks had been the director of Axis for the past several years. The ultra secret agency was an Atlanta-based arm of the Justice Department that handled counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and internal investigations. They were occasionally called upon to handle dirtier jobs that the CIA, FBI, and NSA didn’t want to touch. Axis operated with only eleven agents to keep things simple and clean, and deniability much more plausible. Recently, another agent was added to the list, although he was to be used sparingly, at his request. She’d often wondered why eleven and not ten or twelve agents but finding that answer had proven impossible.

      “Based on CIA reports, there have been several shipments being dispersed to recently purchased warehouses on the outskirts of the city. One of our people on the inside of an arms ring said that something big is going down soon. They aren’t sure what, exactly, but someone has been buying a lot of weapons.”

      “A lot, Director Starks, is a fairly vague number.”

      “Yes, sir. I apologize. Over two hundred million dollars worth of weapons is the report I’m seeing.”

      The president’s face scrunched up. He wrinkled his nose before speaking again. “So who are we talking about? I’m assuming it’s not insurgents. They don’t usually have that kind of funding.”

      “That is correct, sir. However, we are not certain what affiliation this buyer has. Word from our guy is that it’s a man named Mamoud Al Najaar. He’s a wealthy business owner in Dubai, though he is only involved with a few actual enterprises.”

      “Where did he get all that scratch from then?”

      Emily didn’t need to glance at her notes. She’d already memorized everything after one read through the report. She kept them with her just in case, but rarely needed them when relaying information up the chain. “Al Najaar inherited a substantial fortune when his father passed away several years ago. It seems his father sold the family oil fields to one of the larger conglomerates. They made billions from the sale. Since then, his net worth has nearly doubled from investments and the few businesses he’s taken on.”

      Dawkins didn’t appear convinced. His wise, narrow eyes displayed his dubious thoughts on the matter. “What would his motive be? He’s obviously a capitalist.”

      “More than you know, sir. His lifestyle is heavily influenced by the West. He keeps a stable of women in his beachfront mansion, has wild parties, and was even educated in the UK.”

      “Yet it seems like he’s preparing for a war.”

      “Certainly contradicts his risqué exterior,” she agreed. “He’s something of an enigma.”

      “Director, do you want my permission for something regarding this Al Najaar, or did you want to keep me in the loop?”

      Emily smirked. “A little of both, sir. As I said, we have an agent keeping a close watch with some high-end arms dealers. I don’t have anything to request at the moment, but if things get shady, we may need backup.”

      Dawkins’ expression remained firm. “Understood. Will that be all, Director Starks?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Mr. President.”

      “Keep an eye on it, and let me know if anything changes. Play this one close to the chest. We don’t need to piss off the UAE by storming in there and kicking up a bunch of sand under their noses without a good reason.”

      “I agree. Good luck with your speech, sir.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Thanks.”

      The screen went black. She turned off her own monitor and folded her hands in front of her face. Her eyes stared across the room at the grained finish of her wood-paneled walls.

      Emily sighed, frustrated. She needed answers, and the president hadn’t offered any. He seemed almost ignorant of the man she’d said they were watching closely. President Dawkins had a lot on his plate, and as he said, he was about to give a speech.

      She suppressed her insecurities. He trusted her. That was the biggest thing to remember. With that in mind, she sent a text message to her guy in the field, instructing him to lie low and pay attention.

      He’d reported in regularly with details of what was happening. If anything changed, she wanted to know about it, and fast. What concerned her most was what her man didn’t report. He said there were dozens of forty-foot steel shipping containers arriving each day, but he had no idea what was inside. It could have been anything. Rockets. Long-range artillery. There was no way to know without seeing inside the containers.

      Concern began to swell in Emily’s mind as she considered the implications and the words of the president hung in her ears.

      It seems like he’s preparing for a war.
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      Yogyakarta, Indonesia

      Before the sun had even reached the treetops, a heavy humidity swamped the region around Yogyakarta. To Tommy and Sean, it almost felt like being back home in the Southeast. It reminded them of Charleston, South Carolina.

      “This is just like the weather down on Kiawah Island,” Sean commented as they got in the small rental car they’d picked up at the airport.

      Renting a car in Yogyakarta wasn’t recommended by many people. With so many rickshaws, cabs, bicycles, motorcycles, and mopeds on the streets, getting around in a car could prove nearly impossible at times. Still, once they were out of the city, having their own mode of transportation would be vital.

      The Americans had landed late the previous evening. The meal aboard the plane had satiated their need for food in the interim, but upon arriving, a quick snack of rice and vegetables from a street vendor filled their empty stomachs before bed.

      Sean usually preferred not to eat late at night, but he knew they might have to rush breakfast the next day. His foresight proved correct, as they were only able to procure a handful of nuts and dried fruit during their rushed attempt to beat the early morning traffic.

      Their hotel was one of the less fancy places either of the Americans had stayed in for quite a long time. It stood three stories tall and was clearly in the decline. Pinkish paint on the exterior walls noticeably flaked away in numerous places. The lobby was little more than a foyer with a counter, two potted plants on either side of the main desk, and a set of stairs that went up to the higher levels. No elevators were in sight.

      For all it lacked in amenities, the hotel’s rooms were, at the very least, clean. The pillows, though flimsy and beaten, were placed neatly at the head of the beds atop fresh linens. The interior walls resembled those outside the tiny slit of a window, the paint peeling away in various spots.

      Sleep had come easily for the men in spite of the noises from the street below. They’d been so tired, both from their travels and the stress of fight or flight, that once their heads hit the pillows, they were out cold until their phone alarms woke them up the next morning.

      In the car, it took forty minutes just to get to the outskirts of the city’s artificial walled canyons. Once they did, however, the traffic thinned to a trickle. Eventually, they found themselves driving along a roughly paved road and away from the sprawling Indonesian town.

      Palm trees sprouted into the sky in random spots along the road. Others lined the rice fields and farms, waving intermittently when the breeze picked up. Farms popped up between the rolling hills of the countryside, the scenery a variety of green grasses and heavy forests of leafy trees.

      Their speed on the main road was faster than in the city, though occasionally Sean was forced to slow down. The side of the road carried almost as much traffic as the asphalt. Farmers with ox-drawn carts, beasts of burden laden with full baskets, and pedestrians made driving too fast a potentially dangerous proposition. In spite of the stop-and-start driving, the journey to the temple only took another twenty minutes after leaving the city.

      The massive fortress-like facility rose up from the flats like a massive ziggurat, its dark façade set against a backdrop of shadowy, mist-covered mountains in the distance. Hardwood trees, thick with dark leaves, surrounded the immediate area of the temple’s periphery. As the two men drew closer, more of the building’s details revealed themselves.

      A conical stupa towered over the site, its shape like an enormous bell sitting atop the temple’s highest point. Dozens more smaller stupas came into view. The dome-shaped stone formations were originally built into the temple’s surface to pay tribute to the stars in the heavens, a sort of celestial representation on Earth. The charcoal-gray and deep-maroon colors of the temple stones were arranged in a specific pattern, keeping the balance between dark and light, yin and yang.

      Sean turned the car into a parking lot three hundred yards away from the base of the temple complex. He found a spot under a shady tree with huge, leafy branches. Tommy started to get out of the car, but Sean stopped him, grabbing Tommy’s shoulder as he switched off the ignition.

      “Hold up,” he said. He double checked the Springfield compact strapped to his ankle and then pulled the cuff of the pants back down to his shoe tops.

      Tommy shook his head. “I really hope we don’t need those,” he said wistfully.

      “Me too, but better to have them and not need them than the other way around.”

      “I know.” Tommy jerked up a pant leg, showing off his own weapon. He tugged the pistol from its holster and gave it a quick check, sliding the magazine out, making sure it was fully stocked with rounds, jamming it back into the base of the gun, and then pulling the slide back to chamber one of the hollow points.

      “Judge not,” Sean said smugly after he’d buckled the weapon back in its place.

      The two got out of the car and shut the doors. They both instinctively surveyed their surroundings, their eyes keen to the possibility of trouble. Neither had noticed a tail on the way out of the city, though spotting one would have proved difficult. Even with traffic thinning considerably outside the city limits, there were still quite a few travelers on the road, and someone following them could have easily blended in with the seemingly endless array of old vehicles.

      For the time being, all they could see were curious tourists milling about the grounds. A young Indonesian couple sat underneath a nearby tree, using its gigantic trunk as a backrest. Dozens more people with cameras, backpacks, fanny packs, and day bags moved aimlessly around the area. Some stared at a few of the hundreds of reliefs carved into the building’s stonework. Others climbed staircases, searching little alcoves and nooks for secrets previous visitors may have missed.

      There was one secret Sean and Tommy hoped everyone had missed.

      Sean opened the rear door and reached into the backseat. He grabbed his rucksack and slung it over his shoulder. He unzipped the bag halfway and did a quick inventory of the tools inside: a yellow nail claw, a wooden hammer, an old paintbrush, and a few other miscellaneous items were all there. Some of the objects had been at Tommy’s request. The nail claw had been a particular point of interest for Sean.

      “You never know if you’re going to need to pry something loose,” Tommy had explained.

      Sean had simply shaken his head in derision and loaded the bag with the odds and ends his friend requested. He’d been on enough digs with Tommy to know that his friend knew what he was talking about. If Tommy thought they needed a nail claw, then there must be a reason.

      “Looks like a lot of steps to get to that tower on the top,” Tommy pointed at the central stupa. He squinted into the sun despite the aviator sunglasses covering his eyes.

      Sean followed his stare up to the temple’s pinnacle. “Yep. Might as well get it over with.”

      The two made their way through the first outcropping of trees and onto the giant pad where the temple’s foundation was built. They walked past a group of people who were speaking German, led by a local. Their guided tour had just ended, and they were descending the last of the steps as Sean and Tommy began their ascent. On the first mezzanine, a relief stretched across nearly the entire face of the lower wall. The engravings depicted one of the lives of Siddhartha. As they climbed the stairs, they saw more reliefs similar to the ones below, and along some of them, concavities featuring important points in the Buddha’s life before he reached Buddha status. There were seventy-two stupas in total, each one laid out in a mandala pattern, rising upward amid the carvings, statues, and walls.

      “Where’d you find that hotel?” Sean asked Tommy as his breath came in short, quick bursts from the climb.

      “You didn’t like it?”

      Sean rolled his shoulders. “Wasn’t the nicest I’ve been in. Of course, I’ve been spoiled for the last decade or so. I’m assuming you had a reason behind booking that joint.”

      “We needed to lie low, right?” Tommy said between gasps. They were only halfway to the top, and already he was breathing hard. The early morning heat and humidity were doing nothing to ease those symptoms. “There are several much nicer hotels in the city. In fact, there are some really nice ones only a few miles from here.” He jammed his finger off in a random direction. “After our recent exploits, I figured a little low key would be better.”

      Sean had to admit his friend was probably right. But if someone were following them, it wouldn’t make a difference where they spent the night. Whoever was after them was desperate enough to set their homes on fire and send a pair of mediocre hit men to take them out. He couldn’t help but wonder what the next play might be.

      The two Americans crested the high point and took a second to catch their breath. On the drive up, the temple had seemed like it was a huge piece of construction. Standing at its base, it seemed much smaller. After the climb, however, Sean and Tommy had reverted to their original opinions on the matter.

      The view from atop the temple’s high platform was much more spectacular than either had anticipated. The vast multicolored countryside stretched out in all directions. Yogyakarta stood in the distance, a tribute to the metropolitan growth of the Indonesian people. In the other direction, the mountains loomed beyond the haze of the humid plains and rolling hills carpeted with lush green trees.

      “Not a bad sight from up here,” Sean commented. “Whoever built this place sure picked a good spot.”

      Tommy put his hands on his hips, still catching his breath. “Yep. They really did.”

      Sean frowned at him, mocking disdain filling his eyes. “You okay? That was like a four-minute climb. It wasn’t that bad.”

      “It’s…the…humidity,” Tommy answered. “You know what? Just…shut up, and look at the clue again. It said something about the high tower.”

      “It rests in the high tower with the seekers of light,” Sean quoted the riddle. “And I’m assuming that stupa over there is the one they meant.”

      “Right.”

      The progression of the temple’s reliefs, sculptures, alcoves, and stupas were all representative of the Buddha’s life leading up to his enlightenment. The largest and tallest of the stupas represented him achieving Nirvana. An interesting piece of history, to be sure, and an interesting choice as a hiding place for a Jewish holy relic.

      The two Americans walked over to the structure. Sean ran his hand along the smooth stones. “This dates back to the time of the Babylonian Empire,” Sean said, a hint of reverence filling his voice. “While they were constructing this, far off to the west, Nebuchadnezzar was tearing Jerusalem apart.”

      “It’s always strange to me to think about the things that went on during the same points in history, but in different places. These people probably had no idea what was happening over there.”

      “Other than the high priest’s apprentice showing up here with a priceless relic.”

      “Well, obviously. At least, we hope.”

      “Right.” Sean continued to circle the enormous stupa until he found the entrance. It was barricaded by a metal door and locked with a padlock.

      They’d done their research before arriving in Indonesia. Only a Buddhist priest of high standing was permitted into the main stupa. Because of the strict rules about entry, there was little to no information to be found about what the inside looked like or what was there.

      Sean reached into his rucksack and looked around before producing a small black tool with multiple attachments. It looked like a Swiss Army knife on steroids. He’d been picking locks since his early days with Axis, but he was nowhere as good as Adriana. Moments like this he wished she were with him. Although, if he was honest, he wished she was around for most moments.

      “Keep a lookout,” he said to Tommy as he ducked into the archway, shaded from the bright morning sun.

      “Yeah. Probably don’t want to get busted breaking into a Buddhist holy site.” Tommy muttered the words as he turned his back to the entrance and watched the area.

      Sean grabbed the padlock that hung from the latch. The iron door looked to be over a hundred years old, but that was just a guess based on the corrosion of the metal. The lock was a blackened hunk of metal that had seen better days. Little speckles of rust dotted the loop and lock housing. He spied the opening in the lock’s base, analyzing which component of his lock-picking tool he should use. The decision made, he flipped out a thin blade no larger than the prong of a fork and pulled out a removable metal pick from the other end.

      Holding the lock carefully with two fingers, Sean inserted the pick and the blade. It took three tries before he finally heard the mechanism click. He twisted the tools to the left, and the lock slackened. He unhooked the padlock, set it on the floor next to the wall, and grasped the iron latch. When he turned it, it squeaked alarmingly. Sean winced and glanced back at Tommy, who had heard the noise but kept surveying the immediate area for any witnesses.

      A click came from inside the heavy door, telling Sean it was free. He leaned into it with his shoulder and cautiously pushed. Surprisingly, the door swung open easily and didn’t creak nearly as loudly as the latch had. A wall of cool, musty air greeted him when he stepped inside. He took a quick inventory of his surroundings.

      The walls curved inward until they formed a dome at the top. Each stone was placed perfectly in line with the ones above and below it, creating a flush, smooth surface. A shrine to the Buddha sat in the center. A stone sculpture of the smiling man with arms hovering over crossed legs sat amid an array of burning candles, flowers, and bronze vases. The sculpture sat atop a stone box that had been carved from a separate piece of rock.

      Sean allowed himself a feeling of smug relief. The flickering candles that cast an eerie yellowish light on the walls meant that the priest had been in recently, which meant he wouldn’t return for at least a few more hours.

      He moved around the circular room, passing a rug that had been rolled up and placed against the wall. No other furniture or items of interest were lying around. When he reached the backside of the statue, Sean stopped and scratched his head. There was nothing here.

      He scanned the walls first then the floor, desperately searching for anything that might give them a clue: a symbol, a word, a hieroglyph. But there was nothing.

      A second before he was about to walk around to the entrance and tell Tommy to have a look around, he noticed something in a peculiar place. He stepped closer to the statue’s back and kneeled down to get a closer look. It was almost unnoticeable at first. How he’d seen it in the first place was a minor miracle. A tiny circle had been carved into the back of the stone box. Inside the circle was a familiar emblem.

      The Star of David.
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      Yogyakarta

      “Tommy,” Sean hissed through the stupa’s entryway. His friend spun around with a look of concern carved onto his face. “Get in here.” Sean waved his hand frantically, motioning for Tommy to look at what he’d found.

      Tommy took a hesitant glance around and then hurried inside.

      “Close the door behind you,” Sean ordered. Tommy spun around and did as told before scurrying around the statue to where Sean stood anxiously waiting.

      “What?”

      Sean answered by pointing at the tiny emblem on the back of the box. “Does that seem out of place in Indonesia to you?”

      Tommy’s smile beamed. “It certainly does,” he said with a satisfied nod. “And look at that,” he pointed at the seams that ran alongside the outer edge of the box. “Looks like we’re going to need the nail claw after all.”

      Sean rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I knew you were going to say that.” He got down on his knees again and set the rucksack at the statue’s base. His hand reached into the bag to retrieve the yellow nail claw and immediately went to work on prying the drawer from its slot.

      At first, it wouldn’t budge. The tip of the nail remover was almost too thick to fit into the tiny slit between the shelf and the rest of the box. Sean tried both sides and then the top. It took a few minutes, but he was finally able to get the drawer to move a few millimeters.

      “It’s in there tight,” he said, grunting while he worked.

      “Well, it’s been there for a few thousand years, so you know…” Tommy’s smart aleck response would have normally caused Sean to laugh if he wasn’t in the middle of a painstaking effort.

      The tool created a big enough gap that Sean was able to jam half the shaft inside and use the upper lip of the box to leverage it. He pushed hard, and the object slid out, stone grinding on stone as it moved. A short burst of musty air shot past their faces, tickling their hair. Sean sighed and took a long breath, straightening his back to stretch it.

      Tommy drew close and got down on both knees. They stared at the drawer with shocked faces. Sean took a deep breath and let it out slowly, putting his hands on his hips. The two turned their heads toward each other and then back to the drawer.

      It was empty. All that was inside were some characters chiseled hastily into the stone.

      Tommy frowned and fished the paintbrush from the rucksack. He carefully dusted the bottom surface of the stone drawer, making the ancient characters a little easier to see.

      “Is that Sudanese?” Sean asked. He thought he was correct in his assumption, but it was one of those rare languages like old Gaelic. Not many people spoke it or understood how to read it.

      “I think so,” Tommy said, pulling his phone out of a cargo pocket. He took a picture and tapped the screen a few times before putting it back. “But just to be safe, we’ll let Tara and Alex have a look. Since neither of us can speak or read whatever this is, might be faster to just let them look it up.”

      “Good idea.” Sean glanced over at the door, realizing they’d left it unwatched for more than a couple of minutes.

      His feet started carrying him that way as Tommy continued to kneel by the base of the statue and gaze at the engraving. “I wonder why it’s empty, though. I mean, this has to be the place, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sean said, only half hearing his friend’s question.

      “There wouldn’t be a Davidic star on this drawer if it was the wrong place. You think someone stole it?”

      Sean didn’t answer this time. He reached the iron door and pulled it back a few inches. He leaned around the edge and peeked through the crack.

      “Sean? I said, do you think someone stole it? I don’t see any signs of robbery. Other than the few chips you just took off, it looks like the thing’s been left intact ever since it was put here.”

      Out in the open on the temple roof, Sean’s eyes darted from one stupa to the next, alert to a danger he wasn’t sure was there. He swallowed and waited. If someone was out there, they weren’t stupid. They were biding their time until the Americans came out.

      There. Near the wall, he could see through the holes of a dome, someone crouching. The person was in casual, touristy clothes, but he was holding something typical tourists didn’t: a gun.

      Sean looked around the rest of the space, not expecting to see anyone else, more to give the effect that he’d not noticed the person hiding beyond one of the stupas. He eased the door closed and spun around quickly.

      “We have to get out of here,” he hissed urgently.

      Tommy popped up from behind the statue, an expression of sudden concern on his face. “What? Why?”

      Sean cast him a look that told him he should know better than to ask.

      The realization hit Tommy a second later. “Right. Trouble. How many are there?”

      “Don’t know.” Sean shook his head once. “I only saw one out there, but you can bet there are more.”

      Tommy’s look of concern grew visibly worse. “How did they know we were here? No one knows we’re here except the kids. And we know they didn’t say anything to anyone.”

      “The fact is that someone followed us here.” In his mind, Sean beat himself up for not seeing the tail. Over the years, people had become better and better at the art of tailing a target, often using two, three, and sometimes four decoys to throw off an alert driver. Things had changed rapidly over the last decade and were much more advanced than spycraft of the 1950s.

      “How are we going to get out of here?” Tommy asked, realizing immediately after saying it that he wasn’t being helpful.

      Sean calmly, but swiftly, stepped to the front of the statue, knocking over a few of the candles. He picked up a heavy bronze vase and carried it back over to the door. He set it down and wedged the base of it between the bottom of the door and the threshold. A couple of firm kicks jammed it into place. Sean stood up and pulled on the door latch. It didn’t budge.

      He turned around and stalked back over to where Tommy was standing, watching his friend work.

      “That’s great, but it doesn’t exactly help us get out of here.”

      “No,” Sean agreed. “But it buys us some time.”

      “Time to do what?”

      Sean bent over and grabbed the pistol out of his ankle holster. He checked the magazine again and made sure a round was in the chamber. Tommy copied his friend’s procedure. They inched their way backward to the rear of the statue, keeping their eyes on the door.

      When they were safely behind it, Tommy realized something that he’d blown off a few minutes ago.

      “A draft,” he said vaguely.

      “What?” Sean held his weapon at the ready next to his chin.

      “When you pulled out that drawer,” Tommy pointed his barrel at the drawer sitting by the statue’s base, “a draft of stale, cool air shot out from it. I can still feel a little of it right now.” He crouched down and put his free hand out over the dark cavity beyond the dislodged drawer.

      Sure enough, a stream of gentle, cool air trickled over his skin. He looked up at Sean, who was peering into the crevasse, then back down again. “Where do you think it goes?”

      Sean stole a glance over at the door. “Doesn’t matter. We don’t have another option. In ten minutes, they could come through that door. They’ll cut us down in no time. We were lucky in Israel. We got the drop on those guys. That’s not going to happen here.”

      Tommy stood up. “Okay, but how do we get in there?”

      Sean kneeled down on one knee and ran his finger along the bottom edge of the statue’s platform. “This thing isn’t built into the floor. It’s just resting on top of it. We’ll need to move it to be able to fit through the hole.”

      “Oh, I see. So we’re just going to desecrate a place that Buddhists consider holy.”

      Sean caught his sarcasm but ignored it. “We’re not going to hurt it. Just move it a little. Look, no disrespect to Buddhists, but it’s just a representation of Buddha. It isn’t actually him. Trust me, they’ll be able to move it back.”

      “What if we break it?”

      “We aren’t going to break anything. Jeez.” Sean was exasperated. He appreciated Tommy’s love for history. Sean had similar feelings on the subject. But at the moment, survival took precedent over everything else. “Just help me move this thing.”

      Sean stood up behind the statue and started pushing on the back of the head and waist. Tommy joined him on the other side and mimicked his friend’s efforts.

      “Just so we’re on the same page, we’re trying to shimmy this thing back and forth until it slides over a bit. That sound about right?”

      “Yep,” Sean nodded.

      The heavy statue barely moved at first, only sliding an inch along the ground as the two men pushed and pulled. Leaning against the heavy stone, the two tried rocking it back and forth, grunting harder with each moment’s exertion. Their work gained momentum but not the way they’d planned. The bottom of the statue lifted higher and higher, first on the front, then on the back, and again on the other side. Each rocking motion created a loud thud that resonated off the domed walls.

      “Sean,” Tommy’s voice filled with concern, “I don’t think this is a good idea. It’s going to fall over.”

      “Almost there,” Sean said between breaths. “It’ll be fine.”

      The two gave one last heave, and the statue slid forward but caught on the bottom front edge of the base. Gravity and momentum did the rest and the Buddha over headfirst. It slammed into the floor with a loud crash. The sculpture’s head snapped off and rolled over to the far wall. One of the arms broke free and lay on the floor amid a cloud of debris and dust.

      “Not going to break it, huh?” Tommy gazed at the sight regretfully. “You think they’re going to be able to just fix that?” He pointed with an outstretched hand.

      Sean stared at the mess. “That was not what I had planned.”

      “You think?”

      “Look, we’ll write them a check or something. We have to move.”

      “That’s a priceless piece of history we just destroyed.” Tommy’s hands were held out wide.

      “I know, buddy. I promise. That wasn’t what I had in mind but if we stick around here we’re dead. Now please, help me move this base.”

      Tommy shook his head but did as requested. The two bent down, put their fingers under the lip of the stone box, and pulled hard, using their legs to do most of the lifting. The heavy object didn’t put up as much of a fight as the statue, and toppled over after their first effort. It teetered over and stopped when the top hit the underside of the statue.

      Where the box had been, a large hole opened up in the floor. The dank air wafted up into the chamber. Sean grabbed one of the two flashlights out of the rucksack and handed it to Tommy before taking the other for himself. The two flipped on the beams and pointed the lights down.

      The area below was a dark passageway, surrounded on all sides by the stonework of the temple. Old cobwebs decorated the edges of the hole and corners of the corridor.

      “The good news is that it’s not a long drop down. Maybe eight feet at the most.”

      Sean’s words did little to comfort Tommy, who was clearly reluctant about the idea. “You sure about this?”

      Something struck the iron door on the other side of the room. It sounded like a bullet.

      “They’re testing the door’s strength,” Sean said. “Bullets won’t get through it, but they’ll get past my little wedge within five minutes. The tunnel is our only choice.”

      Tommy looked back over at the door and then back down into the hole.

      “You know you’ve been in worse places, buddy,” Sean said reassuringly.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Tommy crouched down, grabbed the lip of the cavity, and lowered himself into the passageway.

      Sean took one last glance over at the doorway. Something hit it hard. They were trying to barge through. In a few minutes, they would succeed. He just hoped the passageway didn’t lead to a dead end, literally and figuratively.

      He bent down, put the end of his flashlight in his mouth, and gripped it with his teeth. Then he took hold of the edge of the hole and dropped into the darkness.
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      Tommy ran into the darkness at a cautious pace with Sean close behind. The light from their LED flashlights kept them from running into a wall, but there was no telling what the tunnel held in store. If they didn’t pay attention, it would be easy to fall into another hole or roll an ankle on something. Right now, any kind of injury would be devastating if the men they were running from had ventured into the passageway.

      Sean imagined they’d broken through his makeshift barricade by now and were circling around the statue of Buddha, discovering the cavity in the floor. The two Americans had been running for the last three minutes, giving them a significant head start. Three minutes might be an eternity but could be lost quickly if they weren’t careful.

      The corridor shot straight ahead for the first hundred feet, then it made an abrupt left for another twenty feet then shot right again. Sean and Tommy felt like they were being herded through a labyrinth with no way of knowing exactly where they were going. They reached the end of the flat passage and found a set of stairs that descended to a lower level. Tommy only hesitated for a second, knowing it was their only option. Going back wasn't a possibility.

      He bounded down the stairs and reached the next floor. Eight steps later, they reached another right turn that presented a huge problem. The tunnel came to a T, shooting off to the right and left.

      “Which way do you think?” Sean asked quietly, shining his light down one corridor and then the next. Even at a whisper, his voice sounded like the sounds of a roaring river bouncing off the stone walls.

      “Was going to ask you the same thing.”

      Tommy tried to regain his bearings. “Our car should be out that way,” he pointed left. Sean nodded. He’d been thinking the same thing.

      “Fastest way between two points.”

      They took off again, padding along on the balls of their feet so as not to make as much noise. The two reached another turn in the tunnel. Tommy sped around it without thinking and ran face-first into a tangled mass of cobwebs. He grasped at his face and hair, panicking, nearly dropping his flashlight in the process. Fortunately, he didn’t make a noise other than spitting the cobwebs out of his mouth.

      Sean stepped by him, putting his hand out in front and pulling the remaining webs out of the way. “Come on,” he whispered.

      “I don’t have one on me, do I?” Tommy asked. He swiped his hands around in panic-stricken paranoia.

      “Dude, there are no spiders down here anymore. We have to move.”

      Tommy followed, though he still swiped at his neck and hair occasionally just to make sure Sean wasn’t lying.

      The tunnel stretched out another fifty yards in front of them and ended at another set of stairs. They flew down the steps, taking them two at a time until they reached the next landing. Yet another tunnel awaited.

      “This thing goes on forever,” Tommy said, gasping for air.

      “We should be close.”

      Sean pressed on, going straight then following the passage to the right, keeping his hand out in front of his face to protect against more cobwebs. Tommy hurried after him, trying to keep up.

      The two reached another fork in the corridor. This time, Tommy recommended they go right, suggesting that now the car was in that direction.

      Sean nodded and kept moving. After making the right and then going around another corner that bent back to the left, they found themselves in a long stretch of tunnel that looked more than a few hundred yards long. The floor sloped downward at a slight angle, disappearing into the darkness beyond the end of their lights’ reach.

      Tommy frowned. “What’s the matter? Keep going?”

      “The floor goes down. We should already be at ground level. And from the length of it, this passage is longer than the length of the temple. It must extend beyond the exterior walls and end up somewhere on the grounds around the perimeter.”

      “Perimeter, parking lot, doesn’t matter to me. So long as it gets us out of here alive, I’m good.”

      Tommy took off at a gallop. Sean scurried after him. Twenty seconds later, they realized that the floor was rising again. They picked up their pace and started to see a pale glow from the other end of the tunnel. It was a thin sliver at first, but as the two Americans drew closer, they saw that it was a narrow opening, about twenty inches wide and five feet tall.

      They made it to the opening, and Sean took a quick look out. Thick stands of trees and emerald-green grass surrounded the exit. It was probably why the opening had gone unnoticed; at least he assumed it had largely gone unnoticed.

      Sean went through first, easily slipping through the narrow space. Tommy, on the other hand, had a little more trouble, but he made it through right behind him, though his size didn’t do him any favors.

      “Remind me to drop a few pounds when we get back to the States,” he said, trying to suck in his waistline as he squeezed through.

      “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      Once on the other side, the two crept through the thicket of skinny, pale tree trunks.

      Tommy couldn’t let it go. “The fact that you weren’t going to say something means you were thinking about saying something.” His words came through clenched teeth as he tried to keep his voice down.

      “Seriously? Right now we’re having this conversation?”

      “We weren’t going to until you said you weren’t going to say anything.”

      Sean stopped and stood up straight. He turned around and faced his friend. “We’re not married. So please, let it go. If you want to get in shape, I encourage that.”

      He spun back around and started walking toward a clearing at the edge of the trees.

      “You encourage that?” Tommy hissed, catching up. “Really? That’s exactly what a husband would say. So now I’m the wife?”

      “You’re certainly not doing yourself any favors asking these kinds of questions. Now can you please just focus? We need to get out of here. In case you forgot, there are men, probably armed, trying to kill us.”

      The conversation ended abruptly as Tommy realized he was being overly dramatic.

      The clearing was nothing more than a beaten-down, leaf-covered path that appeared to circle back around to the park surrounding the temple. Sean led the way, moving at a jog until they reached the edge of the tree line where a stretch of meadow ended in the parking area. They could see their car a few hundred yards away. Sean took a quick survey of the area to see if anyone stayed behind to watch their vehicle in case they were able to get past the siege outside the central stupa.

      From what he could tell, there wasn’t anyone suspicious, just unsuspecting tourists who were completely oblivious to the deadly game of cat and mouse that was going on right under their noses.

      “Looks like the coast is clear,” Sean said. “But they’ll have guys up top keeping an eye on things. Going to be a race to get to the car before they do.”

      “You go first; I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Tommy’s offer had more to do with his being the slower of the two, but Sean declined.

      “We go together. You ready?”

      The journey through the tunnel had been a welcome respite from the heat and humidity of the Indonesian summer. Now they were back in the sun, and the damp air made their lungs heavy.

      “Sure. No time like the present. Hopefully, anyone following us into the tunnel took a wrong turn.”

      Sean nodded then stared ahead across the meadow. “Go.”

      The two took off at a dead sprint. Fifty yards across the field, Tommy slowed noticeably, so Sean pulled back his pace a percentage to stay with his friend. His eyes shot over to the temple roof where there were two men in sunglasses standing at the edge. One had a phone to his ear. The second he noticed the two Americans running across the grassy span, he pointed. The other man with him disappeared, presumably heading for the steps leading back to ground level.

      With a hundred yards to go, Tommy was struggling, taking in oxygen in huge, desperate gulps. But he didn’t stop, though his pace was diminishing closer to a jog with every step.

      “Not much farther, buddy,” Sean encouraged him.

      “You…get the…car…and meet me,” Tommy managed to blurt out amid heaves.

      “Not happening. Keep moving,” he barked.

      Sean looked to his left and saw the man who’d been at the top of the temple now running down the stairs. He’d already reached the second landing and would soon be on the ground and heading their way.

      With twenty yards to go, Sean urged his friend to pick it up. “Here they come,” he said, pointing at the guy descending the last set of stairs. Tommy found his second wind and pumped his legs harder.

      Sean fished the keys out of his pocket and hit the unlock button on the keyless entry. The locks clicked as he reached the door. In two seconds, the door was open, and he was inside, shoving the keys in the ignition. Tommy skidded around the gravel and to the passenger side. He opened the door and slid in at the same time Sean revved the car to life.

      Through the windshield, they could see the man from the rooftop sprinting their way with a black handgun held outstretched, pointed straight at them. As soon as the first shot was fired, Sean kicked the car into reverse and backed up, spinning the front tires and sending gravel flying into the grass. A second after the gunman squeezed the trigger, panic struck the tourists on the grounds. People screamed and started running for cover. The gunman fired again, now only thirty yards away but still too far to be accurate. His shots were out of desperation more than anything.

      Sean spun the wheel, shifted the gears, and punched the accelerator. Before turning the car out of the parking lot, he saw two other men running at them from the woods they’d left moments ago.

      The little car whipped out onto the cracked pavement and sped away, leaving the attackers to chase on foot.

      Tommy was gasping for air in the passenger seat. Sean removed his rucksack and tossed it in the backseat before checking on his friend. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I really have to get on a workout regimen when we get back.”

      Sean diverted the conversation back to the issue at hand. “That’s three times in three separate countries that someone has come after us. We need to know who they are, what they want, and why they’re trying to kill us.”

      “Once we find out the answers to the first two questions, I’m pretty sure the third will answer itself.”

      “Good point,” Sean nodded, shooting a quick glance out of the corner of his eye.

      “The other questions I want answers to is where that relic went. Why was the box in the temple empty? And what did those engravings say?”

      “I’m sure the kids will have an answer for us soon enough on the latter. But you’re right. Why would someone go to all the trouble to hide something of extraordinary value in a highly secretive place just to put it somewhere else?”

      The car hit one of the many potholes, but Sean kept it on course.

      “You think it might be a decoy?” Tommy asked. His breathing had begun to slow. He looked nervously out the window into the rearview mirror.

      “Maybe. Seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through to set up a decoy, though.”

      Sean swerved to miss another pothole, this time putting the right-side tires onto the edge of the lane. The rubber kicked up some debris, but a second later he was back in the middle again.

      Tommy’s phone beeped at the same time Sean felt his vibrate in his pants pocket. Tommy checked the screen. “It’s from Tara.” After tapping the device twice, he looked over at Sean and grinned. “We were right. It’s Sudanese. And apparently, the message carved into that stone box says that we will find what we seek in the halls of the Tiger’s Nest.”

      “Tiger’s Nest?” Sean’s eyes narrowed. He kept them facing forward, though, as he weaved around a slower-moving car.

      “That’s what she says.” The phones beeped and vibrated again, signaling another message had arrived. “Now she says that there’s a Buddhist monastery high up in the mountains of Bhutan called the Tiger’s Nest. She thinks that might be our best bet.”

      Sean considered the information for a moment before speaking. “That would make sense, I suppose.”

      “Of course it would.” Tommy spoke with renewed excitement, the exhaustion from the long sprint a distant memory. “With the proliferation of Islam in Indonesia, the Buddhist monks who were entrusted with the Hebrew relic must have known it would be in grave danger. According to the history of Borobudur, the monks abandoned it. They wouldn’t have left something so precious behind.”

      “They would have thought to take it somewhere safe,” Sean finished the thought.

      “Exactly.”

      “Bhutan is a pretty mountainous country. If it’s one of those monasteries that’s up on a cliff, it would be about as safe a place as any to hide something like that.” He spoke with confidence, but in his mind a twinge of nausea crept in. Sean had always been terrified of heights. On a trip to Machu Picchu, he’d barely been able to force himself up from a crawling position as he ascended some of the precipitous steps. The memory blurred his vision for a second, but he snapped himself back to the present. No sense in worrying about something until there was something to worry about. Maybe this Tiger’s Nest wouldn’t be as precariously placed on a mountain as the ancient Incan village.

      Sean caught a glimpse of something move suddenly in the driver’s side rearview. A silver sedan dove into the other lane, passing the car Sean had just blown by a minute before. His eyes shifted back and forth from the road ahead to the car behind them. He didn’t want to alarm Tommy for no reason, but when he saw the man pop out of the passenger window, aiming a submachine gun at them, Sean figured it was time.

      “Get your gun ready,” he ordered without explanation.

      Tommy looked at him, puzzled. “What?”

      Sean’s eyes flicked to the mirror. Tommy followed his gaze, and as soon as he saw what his friend was looking at, he sagged a little in the seat.

      “We have company.”
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      Sean stomped on the gas, getting all he could out of the weak four-cylinder engine. The motor resisted but eventually picked up speed as Sean deftly ducked the car in and out of the ever-increasing traffic heading into the city.

      “If we go back into the city, they’ll catch up to us, and we’ll have nowhere to run,” Tommy warned. He’d retrieved the gun from his holster and held it ready by the window.

      “Yep. I’m aware of that.” Sean jerked the wheel to the left, narrowly missing the back bumper of a delivery van. He hammered down on the gas, speeding the car directly at a flatbed truck in the other lane. “This is gonna be close,” he almost yelled.

      Tommy gripped the handle over the window until his knuckles went white. His entire face cinched into a grimace as if that would help the car somehow magically go faster.

      At the last second, Sean pulled the wheel back toward the right lane. The flatbed rumbled by, its blaring horn accompanied by a loud, vibrating swoosh. They only missed the truck by a few inches.

      The road ahead was mostly clear, but Sean knew that would change as soon as they reached the outskirts of the city. He glanced into the mirror again and saw the silver car zip easily around the delivery truck and fall in line behind them once more. The other vehicle was much faster and this time closed the gap between the two cars in mere seconds.

      The man on the passenger side leaned out of the window again, brandishing his weapon. He opened fire, sending a barrage of bullets at the two Americans. The rear window cracked into spider webs as three rounds pierced the glass and went through the front windshield. Sean instinctively yanked the wheel to the left and back to the right in an attempt to throw off the shooter’s aim, but that tactic would only be effective for a short time.

      Tommy hit the button on the door and rolled down his window. He hung carefully out the side and fired off four shots before ducking back in and taking cover. The counterattack caused the other car’s driver to weave out of the way, but he quickly resumed course, tucking in close behind. Sean looked back and saw the gunman leaning out the window again. Tommy was about to do the same, but Sean stopped him.

      “Just hold on for a sec,” he warned.

      “What are you…”

      Sean slammed his foot on the brake and pressed his head against the headrest, anticipating what was to come.

      The car behind them couldn’t react fast enough and plowed into the rear bumper. The gunman was hanging too far out the window, and the force of the jolt sent him flying out of the vehicle. His luck was beyond bad, and momentum carried his body through the air until his head struck a road sign. He fell to the ground, unmoving, and the chase went on.

      Sean hit the gas again. Up ahead, he saw another sign pointing to the right. The road headed north and would take them around the city and back into the countryside. At least that’s what he figured. Better to guess and be wrong than keep pressing on and know what would happen.

      He barely padded the brakes and swung the car around the sharp turn and onto the new road. The tail end skidded, fishtailing into the other lane across the white paint marking the intersection. Sean stepped on the accelerator again, correcting the slide just before striking a motorcycle sitting at the stoplight. The rider’s wide eyes were a cocktail of fear and disbelief under his clear visor, certain this moment would be his last.

      Sean stole another look back and saw the silver sedan easily make the turn and fall in line close behind once more. This time, two men in the backseat popped their heads out but weren’t going to make the same mistake the previous gunman made. They were more careful and only partially leaned out the window. The attackers’ sedan closed the distance between the cars again. The men in the backseat fired their handguns, sending a hail of reckless hot metal at the Americans. Most of the bullets sailed by. A few thumped into the trunk.

      Tommy poked his gun out the window again and launched a counter volley of five shots. All but one of the bullets missed as the silver sedan weaved and snaked clear. The lone shot that was on target merely struck a headlight. Tommy checked his magazine, taking a quick inventory of what he had left. “Three more shots,” he informed Sean. “Got any other tricks up your sleeve?”

      “Maybe,” Sean said, jerking the wheel to the side to make them as difficult a target as possible.

      The one-lane road opened up into two lanes in both directions and stretched out toward the mountains a few miles away. Sean reached down to his ankle and drew his weapon. He gripped it tight, holding it next to his leg. The car suddenly lurched violently forward, accompanied by a loud bang.

      The silver sedan slowed down for a few seconds after ramming the rear of the Americans’ car. They didn’t wait to make their next move, though, and veered into the other lane to pull alongside.

      Sean turned the wheel hard to the left, cutting off the maneuver. The sedan shifted lanes and accelerated again. The man in the backseat on the driver’s side aimed his weapon again, but Tommy fired first, sending two of his three remaining rounds into the car’s door. Aware of the danger, the driver hit the brakes immediately and resumed the chase just behind the Americans. He ducked back to the other side, putting two wheels on the shoulder, and inched closer to the back quarter panel.

      It was a move Sean had seen before. Police were trained, in a chase situation, to ease up behind the car they were pursuing and turn into the back end just behind the rear wheel. The force would send the runaway car into a nearly inescapable spin and bring it to a stop. The silver sedan appeared poised to try just such a maneuver.

      As the other driver got ready to strike, Sean slammed on the brakes again and yanked his steering wheel to the left. The other car was bigger, and his little compact rental vehicle shuddered on impact, but the maneuver did enough to wedge the sedan against the guardrail, sending a shower of sparks trailing behind it from the doors grinding on the metal.

      The man in the back passenger seat had fallen over from the impact but had quickly regained his balance. He popped up and took aim to end the chase with a bullet to Sean’s temple, but the American was faster. With one hand on the wheel and the other clutching his pistol, he flashed the gun out and extended it through the window. His trigger finger snapped like lightning, sending one hollow point after another through the open window of the sedan. One struck the gunman in the chest, sending him falling over backward; two other rounds found their mark in the driver’s shoulder and the side of his head. Crimson splashed on the window with the latter, and the enemy vehicle instantly slowed. Sean mashed the gas pedal again and pulled away. He watched in the rear mirror as the last man alive in the backseat panicked, trying to reach over the seat to control the wheel. The sedan pulled hard to the right; its tires caught the rough asphalt, and physics took over. The vehicle flipped up into the air, dramatically at first, like a ballerina spinning in space. The next second, it crashed to the ground on its tires then rolled bottom over top for another thirty feet until it finished its deadly dance, coming to a stop on its roof.

      Sean didn’t let up. He kept the pedal to the floor and only glanced back in the rearview mirror at the smoking wreckage. Cars on the other side of the road were starting to slow down to get a better view of what happened. A few people got out and ran across the median to get a closer look or perhaps be a good Samaritan and lend a hand. Sean knew they needed to put distance between themselves and anyone else who might be following them. They’d only seen one car, but there could have been more reinforcements close behind. Sean and Tommy did not intend to stick around to find out.

      Ahead, the thick, lush forests stretched into shadowy mountains. They were mere molehills compared to the mountains they would see in Bhutan. Sean stole another look back in the mirror just before their little car disappeared around a bend in the road.

      Tommy looked back between the seats. There were still a few clear spots in the cracked rear window, but for the most part, it was completely destroyed. It was a miracle that any glass was still intact. He turned his focus to Sean, whose eyes were fixed on the road. “What about our stuff back in the hotel?”

      Sean’s answer was quick. “Call the front desk. Have them ship it back to Atlanta. They can take it out of the company credit card.”

      “Your company?” Tommy flashed a narrow grin with his eyes.

      “Yours,” Sean corrected, returning the wry smile with one of his own.

      “That was a risky move you made. What if you’d missed or if they’d shot first?”

      Sean didn’t answer immediately. He steered the car around the curves leading up the mountain pass and slowed his speed a little, satisfied there were no other cars in pursuit.

      “You weigh the risks and determine which has the best likely outcome. We couldn’t outrun them in this car. And we certainly didn’t have more weapons or ammunition. It was the only way we had a chance of getting away alive.”

      “And you just always do this, what, automatically?”

      It was the first time Tommy had pushed the conversation before, in spite of them being friends for decades.

      “Pretty much.”

      Tommy turned around and faced forward, easing back in his seat. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm his nerves. When he’d finally relaxed somewhat, he said, “Well, I apologize.”

      Sean’s face became puzzled, and he looked over at his friend. “For what?”

      “For always saying you were just lucky. I guess you really are that good.”

      “Better lucky than good.”

      Tommy smirked. “Like I always say, why not have both?”
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      Yogyakarta

      Up ahead, the roads on the outskirts of the city were clogged with thousands of motorcycles, mopeds, compact cars, delivery vans, and rickshaws. Sharouf hadn’t stuck around to watch the emergency crews arrive on the scene. He was certain they were working hard to clear the road of the wreckage by now. Both lanes would likely have been closed until the bodies were removed from the vehicle. Then a further delay until a tow truck could pull the sedan to the road’s shoulder. Based on what he’d seen immediately following the incident, the first responders surely would have had to cut the bodies out of the sedan’s twisted remains.

      Memories of the event ripped through Sharouf’s mind. The man in the backseat with him had been the first one to take a bullet. Exiting from the back of his guard’s head, the round had flown precariously close, narrowly missing Sharouf’s face and striking the window behind him. Blood and tissue had sprayed across Sharouf, and the body toppling backward had thrown him off balance.

      He never saw the driver take the fatal bullet that caused him to lose control of the vehicle.

      Sharouf hadn’t been in a car accident before, but he wasn’t afraid during the event. When the vehicle started flipping, he found himself suspended in midair several times, his body striking the seat, the corpse of his assistant, and then the roof, over and over again. He’d balled up in a fetal position to protect his head when the driver’s side backseat door flew open and he was miraculously deposited on the asphalt.

      The second he felt the warm pavement against his skin, he looked up to see the car tumble to a standstill on its roof. A quick glance back revealed smoke, debris, and a few cars in the distance that were already beginning to slow, having seen the incident with a front row seat.

      The top of Sharouf’s skull started pounding. It must have struck several surfaces during the wreck. He winced and noticed his arm was also aching. He shook off the pain and forced himself to stand. The act was clumsy at first, like a newborn colt trying to get onto its hooves for the first time, but he was able to regain his balance after applying some focus.

      Staggering toward the vehicle, Sharouf clutched his arm as he walked through the thin river of coolant, transmission fluid, and gasoline that leaked from the car and ran to the shoulder. He struggled around to the other side of the smoking vehicle and took a quick inventory.

      The driver had a hole in the side of his head, and his neck was bent at an awkward angle. He didn’t need to check the guy in the back. Sharouf already knew he was dead. Some of the man’s blood still stuck to Sharouf’s face. He took the bottom part of his shirt to remove what little he could of the thickening crimson liquid.

      He stole a quick look to the right and saw a lone car, a five-door, rusted-out blue hatchback slowing down on the other side of the road. The driver stopped the vehicle and opened his door. He was a short, middle-aged man wearing a tan-colored windbreaker and generic blue jeans. He was clearly a local, and his lips spat out a flurry of words that Sharouf didn’t understand.

      The stranger crossed the median, still babbling loudly. It looked like he was coming to help. Sharouf looked back down to the ground and saw his pistol lying on the car’s ceiling, next to his driver’s foot. Miracle number two. He reached down and picked up the pistol, though the motion sent a fresh pain signal through his body. As the man approached, Sharouf stayed hunched over, half feigning misery until the good Samaritan was out of view from the approaching vehicles.

      Satisfied the yammering man was out of sight, Sharouf aimed his weapon at him and motioned for his jacket. The stranger resisted at first, shaking his head and taking a step back. Sharouf insisted, jamming the barrel into the man’s ribs.

      “I need that,” he said in heavily accented English.

      Fear swept over the stranger’s face, and he quickly obeyed, sliding the jacket off his body and handing it to the gunman.

      Sharouf kept the weapon trained as he slipped into the snug windbreaker. The man was almost half his size, but he only needed the covering for a minute. As soon as he was gone, he could take it off.

      He motioned for the man to sit down on the ground, which he did immediately. Sharouf briefly considered shooting him, but he could see the stranger was too afraid to do anything.

      “You stay,” Sharouf ordered. “Follow, and die. Understand?”

      The man nodded, though the confusion mingling with fear in his eyes caused Sharouf to wonder. Still, he doubted the stranger would be any trouble.

      He tucked the gun into his belt and started for the hatchback. As he approached, Sharouf could hear the dashboard dinging, signaling that the key was still inside. Off to his right, another few cars approached, only a half kilometer away. He waded through the grass in the median and back onto the asphalt before giving a tertiary check back at the wreckage to make sure the good Samaritan had stayed put. He could see the man’s legs and feet sticking out from behind the trunk, telling him that the guy was still where he was supposed to be.

      Sharouf hopped into the car and turned the key. The rickety engine coughed to life. He shifted it into gear and drove away, heading back toward the city.

      Ten minutes later, Sharouf was sitting in traffic on the outskirts of Yogyakarta. He’d put the window down and attempted to look casual, donning a pair of cheap sunglasses the driver had left in the passenger seat. Seven minutes ago, two ambulances, a fire truck, and three police cars sped by on the other side of the road, heading to the scene. Back in the big city, it would be easy enough for him to ditch the vehicle and disappear. It was a routine Sharouf had gone through several times. He knew how to drop off the radar. Getting back to Dubai would be tricky, but he could manage. The bigger problem in his mind at the moment was the fact that he’d allowed Wyatt and his friend to escape.

      After ten minutes of sitting in stop-and-go traffic, Sharouf reached a stoplight. His intentions were to turn right and head downtown, but as he pondered how to tell Mamoud what happened, another thought occurred to him.

      When he and his men finally breached the iron door in the central stupa at Borobudur, they found it empty, save for the toppled statue of Buddha, some candles and urns, and a hole in the floor. He’d run around to the back wall to see how the Americans had been able to disappear and found the escape tunnel. In his rush to capture the two men, he’d sent two of his men down after them but hadn’t paid much attention to the stone drawer that they’d left behind. Now, sitting at the red light, his memory recalled seeing something carved into the bottom of the drawer.

      The light turned green, and he hesitated. The car behind him, a red compact two-door, started honking, urging him to hurry through the intersection.

      Sharouf took a deep breath. There was still a chance to save the mission — and perhaps his life. While he’d been loyal to Mamoud for several years, his boss had no tolerance for failure. Sharouf feared no one, but he knew what could happen if he let down the wealthy young Arab.

      The decision made, he pounded the gas and shot through the intersection just as the light turned red. Instead of turning right, though, he yanked the wheel to the left and headed back toward Borobudur.

      If the Americans had found something there, they would have it with them, and there’d be no chance of recovering it. If, however, the stupa had been empty and only served to provide another clue, it could be that whatever was inscribed on that drawer could give him a hint as to their next destination.

      He guided the car into the single lane and said a silent prayer to Allah that he still had time.
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      Atlanta

      Emily stared at the computer screen, her mind fighting through a fog of fatigue. She’d spent the last several hours trying to dig up whatever she could on Mamoud Al Najaar but with few results. The young Arab didn’t have a lot of dirt to dig up. Sure, he had a questionable lifestyle, especially considering his Muslim upbringing. Finding anything criminal, however, was another matter altogether. Emily was surprised to learn that Al Najaar had attended Western schools, though the more she read, the more she realized that was far more common than she was aware. Although she did know that the king of Jordan had been educated in the West and seemed to love Western culture.

      The more she stared at the computer screen and flipped through pages of notes, the more confusing the issue with Al Najaar became.

      Was he working for someone? A terrorist organization perhaps? Or was he just an arms dealer trying to make a few million?

      The latter didn’t make sense. The guy was beyond rich. The money he’d inherited from his father was more than some small countries had in their reserves. No, she thought. It definitely wasn’t for the money.

      Al Najaar didn’t seem like the type to support a terrorist organization. Then again, a person really never could tell. She doubted that he was a middleman for another country. Unfortunately, there were more questions than answers at the moment — and the few answers she could muster simply didn’t add up.

      It was difficult to move large quantities of anything anymore, especially weapons. Al Najaar had been trying to relocate a volume of weapons that made the word large vastly inadequate. Every few days, Emily received reports from her agent on the scene. Al Najaar was moving guns, ammunition, standard military explosive devices, and even some heavy machinery. There were some things, however, that he’d not been able to access.

      Emily was most curious about what Al Najaar was storing in the forty-foot shipping containers. Her asset had been unable to gain access up until that point. He'd even tried breaking into one of the containers by picking the lock. Each time he tried, though, another guard always seemed to rear his head at the most inopportune moments. Then there were the cameras constantly watching the area. Even if he could disguise his motives, it would only be a matter of time until he was discovered.

      The agent had basically told her there was nothing else he could do except wait.

      “What are you up to?” Emily said to the screen. She enlarged one of the images and cropped out the others to get better resolution on the one she wanted.

      It was a surveillance photo of Al Najaar, taken just a few days ago from one of the neighboring homes. He was standing on his rooftop patio looking out over the gulf. He didn’t have a care in the world, from the looks of it anyway, but that could have been a farce. Emily knew people like Al Najaar were snakes. They could sit there, hiding in the grass in plain sight, waiting for some unsuspecting person to come by, then suddenly snap and bite the intruder when they got too close to escape.

      She stared at the screen a few seconds too long and was forced to pull back for a second, rubbing her burning eyes. When they felt better, she closed the image and opened another one. This particular photo featured Al Najaar speaking to one of his men, a guy named Sharouf Al Nasir. Finding information on Al Nasir had been somewhat difficult, even for a person in Emily’s position. She’d pulled in a few extra resources to get the information she needed, and even then, details were sketchy. There were a few items regarding some mercenary work, but for the most part, the guy was a ghost. Two accounts mentioned that he was an expert assassin, used by several governments in the Middle East for missions that required a certain level of discretion. Again, there was little evidence as to what exactly happened.

      Emily rubbed both sides of her face and leaned back again. She looked up at the ceiling. What is this guy up to? In less than a day, she could have MI6, the CIA, and half a dozen other resources on the scene in Dubai to take down Al Najaar and shut down whatever it was he was doing. She needed more evidence, though. The guns and other items weren’t enough. Al Najaar could easily disavow all of it and pin it on one of his underlings. It was a game she’d seen play out more times than she cared to recall. Whenever the king was about to be taken, a pawn reared its head and took the fall.

      With most of her resources exhausted, she picked up her cell phone and snapped a picture of the screen. She then sent a quick text message with the image attached. It was a short question, and one she doubted the recipient would have an answer for, but it was worth a shot.

      She set the phone back down on the desk and resumed scanning the files. Someone had to have something on these guys.
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      Yogyakarta

      Sharouf waited patiently for the other to arrive. He’d parked the stolen vehicle in the middle of a patch of tall grass in case the authorities happened to come by. There’d been little trouble getting back to the temple. Traffic was light at this time of day, as most of the tourists came during high visitation hours. The hotter the temperatures got, the more people retreated to cooler places.

      He’d only been there for thirty minutes when he saw the black Mercedes SUV appear on the horizon. It was hardly an inconspicuous vehicle, especially considering the poverty that surrounded the city of Yogyakarta. In spite of that, their employer insisted on using luxury cars for transportation. Sharouf guessed it was to make some kind of a statement.

      The SUV’s driver saw Sharouf standing alone in the shade, leaning against a tree, and steered the vehicle into the parking lot. The tires crunched on the gravel and came to a sudden stop. Sharouf quickly stepped over to the passenger-side rear door and flung it open.

      Nehem looked out at him with an expression of irritation. “Where are the rest of your men?” he asked.

      Sharouf didn’t appreciate the sarcasm and instantly responded, striking Nehem across the face with his palm.

      The slap stung and sent a surge of anger through Nehem’s body, but he restrained himself. These men could kill him in seconds, no matter how hard he struggled and fought.

      A fire blazed in Sharouf’s eyes. A dried trickle of blood stuck out on the side of his head, and the left side of his forehead had turned purple. Nehem thought better of mentioning whatever had happened to the man and instead asked as to the purpose of their little rendezvous.

      “What am I doing here?”

      Sharouf said nothing, instead grabbing the man by the wrist and yanking him out of the vehicle. The two men in the front seat got out as well and closed the doors, following the others toward the temple.

      Nehem felt like a schoolboy being chastised by a teacher as Sharouf dragged him across the knoll. When they reached the stairs, the Arab continued up with Nehem in tow.

      “Why are you taking me up there?” Nehem asked. There was a twinge of fear in his voice.

      Sharouf motioned to his two men. One of them withdrew a pistol and shoved it into Nehem’s back.

      “Do not make me carry you up these stairs. I am not in the mood.”

      The cold, calculating tone of Sharouf’s voice sent a chill through Nehem’s spine. He nodded twice and obeyed, carefully making his way up the steps one at a time.

      At the top, Nehem put his hand against one of the stupas and tried to catch his breath. Sharouf did not intend to let him do so. He grabbed the Israeli by the elbow again and pulled him along until they reached the central stupa. Sharouf gave a sweeping check of the area to make sure no one was looking before shoving Nehem into the big stupa’s entryway. The door was as he’d left it less than an hour ago. In their hurry, Sharouf and his men had barely made an effort to close the door on the way out.

      “We can’t go in there,” Nehem protested.

      Sharouf answered by opening the door and pushing him inside. “Look at that. We can go in. Now walk around to the back of the statue’s base.”

      Nehem saw the mess: the Buddha sculpture lying facedown with pieces broken off, candles and urns scattered on the floor. “What happened here?” He turned to face his captor, but the only answer he received was Sharouf pulling the weapon from his belt and pointing it at Nehem’s face.

      “I said go over there.” He motioned with a nod of his head.

      Nehem had been living in fear for the last several days. Having a gun pointed at him right now didn’t change much of anything. It simply reinforced those fears. He kept his hands out to the side and slowly shuffled through the disarray. Sharouf followed closely, keeping the pistol trained on his prisoner. When Nehem arrived at the far wall, he stared down at the cavity next to the drawer.

      His eyes widened. “You want me to go down there? Where does it go?”

      “No.” Sharouf shook his head. “Tell me what the inscription on the drawer says.”

      Nehem hadn’t even noticed the engraving. His focus had been on the hole. Now that Sharouf mentioned it, he was surprised he’d missed it. He kneeled down on both knees and leaned over, bracing himself with one palm on the floor. He ran his index finger across the ancient lettering, slow and deliberate to make sure he was translating everything correctly. It didn’t say much, but Nehem knew what it meant right away.

      “What does it say, old man?” Sharouf pressed the barrel to the back of the Israeli’s head.

      Nehem took a long, slow breath. He dared not turn around. The slightest twitch could provoke this maniac. “It’s Sudanese. It says that whatever was here before is gone.”

      “I know it’s gone!” Sharouf shouted. “Where is it now?”

      Nehem could see the man had become desperate. And desperate people did rash things. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that his captor would shoot him in the face and dump his body in the underground passage. Nehem swallowed hard. “It would appear that whoever took it relocated the relic to the mountains of Bhutan. To the Tiger’s Nest.”

      Sharouf’s right eye twitched a second before he squinted at the answer. “What do you mean, the tiger’s nest?”

      “There is a monastery in Bhutan. It’s the only logical conclusion. This inscription says that the relic was taken to the Tiger’s Nest. I know of no other place that goes by that name. Someone must have feared it would fall into the wrong hands and taken it to the monastery. It would surely be kept safe there.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The Tiger’s Nest is difficult to reach. It was built on the side of a steep cliff nearly five hundred years ago. The monks there are holy men. If someone entrusted them with a secret, it would be well kept and passed down through the centuries to a select few.”

      Sharouf pulled the weapon away from his prisoner’s head for a moment and pondered the answer. “If you’re lying to us, you will die.”

      Nehem laughed. He was beyond fear at this point. “We both know I’m going to die anyway, young man. It’s only a question of when. My helping you will only extend my life so far. The moment we find what you’re looking for is the moment you will kill me. I know this, so let’s not pretend, shall we?”

      Sharouf eyed him suspiciously. “Then why would you help us at all?”

      Nehem drew in another deep breath and sighed. “Because I know that good will always triumph over evil. Whatever it is that you and your employer have planned will fail no matter what I do.” He paused for a second then said, “Not to mention that I have dreamed all my life of seeing these artifacts. Would be a shame to come so close and not have that chance.” Nehem didn’t tell his captor that he hoped someone else would beat them to it, and that perhaps that someone could also be his savior.

      Sharouf wasn’t sure he believed the explanation, but it didn’t matter. As long as the prisoner wasn’t lying about the location, that was all he cared about. If the Americans had translated the inscription, they would be heading to the monastery as well. He relished the chance to face Wyatt again. This time, it would end differently. This time, he would be ready.
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      Paro, Bhutan

      The drive west to Jakarta took nearly three hours. Sean only stopped once along the way to fill up the gas tank and check under the hood to make sure the little rental car hadn’t taken on any damage during the chase that might strand them in the middle of nowhere. Bullet holes riddled the panels on the back and sides. The windows were basically destroyed, though they could still see through the severely cracked windshield.

      Along the way, Tommy called the pilot to let him know there’d been a change of plans. Fortunately, the man had grown accustomed to the sudden changes his employer sometimes required. Tommy informed him they would need to fly to Bhutan, and based on a best guess from a quick Internet search, the city of Paro would probably be their best option as a port of entry. The pilot concurred.

      Upon arriving at the airport, Sean glanced at his phone and saw he’d received a text message from Emily.

      Tommy looked over as Sean was reading the screen. “Who’s it from?” he asked as he opened his door and started to get out.

      “Emily,” Sean said, his voice distant.

      He pressed his thumb and index finger against the screen and then pulled them apart, zooming in on an image. Emily had asked if he knew anything about the guy in the picture. She said his name was Sharouf Al Nasir, but nothing else. Emily’s inability to get information on a target could only mean one thing: they were trying to keep their past a secret.

      Odd thing was, the guy in the picture was one of the men in the car he’d just destroyed a few hours before.

      His fingers flew across the screen until he found her name in his contact list. He tapped the phone symbol and waited. Six seconds later, Emily answered.

      “Took you long enough. I was actually starting to worry.”

      He snorted. “Sorry, I don’t like to text and drive. Why are you asking about that guy in the picture?”

      “Do you know him?”

      “No, but he and his goons did just try to kill me and Tommy. If you asked me to put money on it, I’d say he’s dead now.”

      “Dead?”

      “I’m not completely sure. They chased us from a temple here in Indonesia, tried to run us off the road, shot at us, the whole nine. It did not go well for them.”

      “Sean, I need to know, did you kill this man or not?”

      He scratched his head for a moment and looked around the area. The sun shone brightly in the sky, making him thankful for his sunglasses. “I don’t know, Em. Killed the guy’s driver and one other gunman that was with them. He was on the other side of the car when it crashed.”

      “What do you mean, it crashed?”

      A taxi honked, the driver behind the wheel frantically waving his hand at Tommy. He shook his head and motioned the driver on.

      “I mean I shot the driver in the head and sped up. When I looked back, the car was flipping down the road. If I had to guess, everyone inside was dead, including the one in your photo. Where’d you get that anyway, and why are you watching him?”

      Emily sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you can find out if he was killed, could you?”

      “Not a chance. Tommy and I are about to hop out of this country. We’re chasing down a lead, and a very important Israeli’s life is at stake. If you do a quick sniff around, you’ll find out who was killed in the wreck.” He thought for a second then added, “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      She paused for a moment and then responded. “His name is Sharouf Al Nasir. We believe he works for a man out of Dubai by the name of Mamoud Al Najaar. Thing is, the guy’s basically a ghost. Other than his name, we don’t know much. Heck, even the name might be an alias of some kind. We aren’t sure.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “Nothing…yet. I’ll let you know if I need you, but from the sounds of it, you’re already involved.”

      “So it would seem. A few days ago, someone tried to kill me and Tommy. They burned our houses down, thinking we were still inside. I barely got Tommy out. Now we know who did it. My question is: Why are they coming after us?”

      “Axis has been running a sting on Al Najaar for a while now. Another agent is working on it. So far, he’s found that Al Najaar seems to be importing a ton of weapons and ammunitions.”

      “What for?” Sean asked.

      “That’s just it. We don’t know. Al Najaar can’t be doing it for the money.”

      “So he’s a sympathizer.”

      “Or an egomaniac,” she offered.

      “Could be both.”

      Tommy motioned that they needed to get going by waving his hand around in a circle.

      “Em, I gotta let you go. I have a plane to catch. Let me know if you hear anything about Al Nasir. If you keep an eye on the news down in Yogyakarta, you should hear something any minute now.”

      “Will do. And be careful. If that guy isn’t dead, he’s not someone you want to run into a second time.”

      Sean grinned. “Neither am I.”

      He ended the call, grabbed his things, and followed Tommy into the terminal. Sean kept his phone in his hand as he moved through the swaths of travelers and sent a quick text message before putting it back in his pocket.

      Getting through airport security had been a little more stressful than either Sean or Tommy had anticipated. Both men had grown accustomed to getting to where they needed to be without much fuss. There were, it appeared, still places that had plenty of red tape.

      They were relieved to set foot inside the Gulfstream’s cabin and kick up their feet. The events of the day had exhausted their adrenal glands, and now their bodies needed rest. Sean leaned his seat back and propped his feet on the footrest as the engines whined and the plane began moving down the runway.

      It was the middle of the day, but they’d been in so many different time zones over the course of the last few days that both Tommy and Sean had trouble establishing what time they were really on.

      By the time the plane left Indonesian soil, the two were in a deep sleep. The flight attendant elected not to bother them, instead letting them catch up on some shuteye. Neither man moved much until the plane entered Bhutan airspace in the late afternoon.

      Paro’s airport barely qualified as an international one. Only a few flights went in and out each day, and as the country was so small and remote, tucked away at the edge of the Himalayas, a massive hub wasn’t necessary. A lone runway ran along the plain, nestled between barren foothills.

      Because the trip to the Taktsang Trail was less than thirty minutes away, Sean and Tommy decided to pay a driver to take them up to the trailhead. Based on some quick research, they figured getting to the monastery and back would take about two hours, then figured in another hour for finding whatever it was they were looking for.

      The two Americans stood outside the airport amid a short line of taxis.

      “You don’t happen to have a plan for finding this thing, do you?” Tommy asked.

      Sean stretched his arms and yawned. He winked at his friend. “I figured we’d just ask the abbot where it is.”

      Tommy stared at him in annoyed disbelief. “Seriously? That’s your plan?”

      “From what I understand, a lot of these Buddhist monks are very honest and friendly. They’re usually more than happy to share information with people when asked.”

      “True…except in this case they’ve been entrusted with hiding a priceless relic that’s over three thousand years old.”

      “Well, there’s that. But if you forego the details, I’m pretty sure they’ll be happy to help us.”

      Tommy rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Just in case, I’ll be trying to think of an actual plan.”

      “Knock yourself out. Last I checked, I didn’t see any other clues in that Indonesian temple.”

      “We left in a hurry. There may have been something else there.”

      Sean was dubious. “I don’t think so. If there were more clues, we would have seen them in that drawer or at the base of the statue. There was nothing else. That means we can spend several hours traipsing around a temple high up in the mountains of Bhutan, or we can ask the monk in charge to show us where it is.”

      “And you think that’s going to work?” It was Tommy’s turn to look doubtful.

      “I’m just saying, we’re probably the first people in over two thousand years to ask for it.”

      “Technically, this particular monastery is only around five hundred years old.”

      “You know what I mean.” Sean shot his friend a narrow-eyed glare.

      A red four-door car pulled up to the curb and stopped at their feet. The car looked only a year or two old and was made by one of the Chinese automotive companies.

      The driver was a young man, short with a boyish face and a shaggy head of black hair. He got out and smiled broadly at the two Americans. “You are Mr. Wyatt and Mr. Shultz, yes?” His English was good, which was a mild concern when Tommy had made the arrangements.

      “That’s us,” Tommy answered.

      The driver motioned with his hand that he wanted to take the bags, which both men refused.

      “We’re okay, thank you.”

      “Is this all you have?” The driver appeared perplexed.

      “We like to travel light,” Sean answered.

      “Ah, clever. No pesky bag fees.” He clearly didn’t know they’d flown on a private jet. “My name is Pak. I will be your driver. I understand you want to see Tiger’s Nest.”

      His English was solid, and better than good enough to understand simple directions.

      “That is correct, Pak,” Tommy said.

      “You want to go there today?”

      The two visitors nodded.

      “We must hurry then. Sun will go down in four hours. It take two hours for most people to go up and down. If you want to see the sights, you will not have much time.”

      “Let’s do it,” Sean said.

      Pak scurried around to the driver’s side door and hopped in while the Americans got in the back. As soon as the doors were closed, Pak jammed the gas pedal and zipped the car out onto the road.

      Sean and Tommy were jostled but stabilized themselves with the handgrip above the windows.

      “It only take twenty minutes to get to the Taktsang Trail from here. You two look like you are in good shape, so maybe it not take as long for you to reach the monastery.”

      Sean thought about making a wisecrack about Tommy’s lack of fitness, but a knowing glare from the other side of the backseat kept him in check. “We’ll be fine,” he said instead.

      Pak guided the car out onto the main road and then off again onto a winding side road that twisted its way up through the hills and into the dramatic mountains. The landscape reminded the visitors of Colorado. Flatlands erupted into jagged hills, covered in evergreen trees and outcroppings of massive rocks. At certain curves in the road, the views were absolutely stunning. A river flowed through the valley off in the distance near a small town.

      “I never hear anyone talk about visiting this place. I’m not sure why. This countryside is gorgeous.” Sean said.

      Pak answered, clearly eavesdropping. “Bhutan is one of the best kept secrets in the world. We like to keep it that way.”

      “Makes sense,” Tommy said, looking out the window at the mountain range. “Heaven knows we’ve screwed up enough of our pretty country by overpopulating and overselling tourism.”

      Pak nodded. “Some visitors good. Like you two.” His smile beamed in the rearview mirror. “But too many make mess.”

      Sean kept his thoughts to himself, hoping that the same mess that happened in Israel and Indonesia didn’t happen here. Just in case things got sticky, he and Tommy had replenished their ammunition supply before getting off the plane. They usually traveled with extra magazines and a spare weapon each, just in case. More often than not, they weren’t needed on ventures with the IAA. Lately, though, things had been different.

      About twenty minutes after leaving the airport, the vehicle came to a stop in a small, shaded parking area surrounded by a ranch-style wooden fence. Pak put the car in park and stepped out to open the door for Tommy. He was a second too late, as his passenger was already exiting and had one foot on the gravel. The air was much cooler in the mountains and smelled of spruce, hemlock, and pine. The forests were thick and kept most of the ground in a cool shade throughout the day.

      The men surveyed the area, tracing the outline of the fencing until they found where it opened into a high wooden archway at the trailhead. Words were written in various languages, including Chinese characters and English, describing the Taktsang Trail. In a clearing just beyond the fence, a dozen ponies and four donkeys loitered near the edge of the forest. All of the animals were saddled and ready to transport any late arriving visitors to the top of the trail. The smell of horsehair mingled with the scent of the forest.

      Sean’s eyes lingered on a faded white five-door hatchback on the far side of the parking area. It sat in the shadows, keeping the car’s interior dark. He was sure a woman sat behind the wheel, but it was difficult to make out her face.

      “You can take one of the pack animals if you prefer. They move pretty slow, though.” Pak pointed at the ponies as he spoke.

      “We’ll be fine walking, Pak. Thank you,” Sean said, removing his gaze from the white vehicle.

      Tommy handed the driver a fold of cash and asked, “Are you going to wait here, or should we let you know when we are heading back down?”

      Pak graciously accepted the tip with his trademark grin. “I wait for you to come back. No mobile phone service up here.”

      The two Americans looked at each other and shrugged. “Perfect.”

      “Your phones might work on top. Not down here, though.”

      “Well, there’s that,” Tommy said. “We’ll plan on seeing you when we get back down here. I think we should only be at the monastery for an hour.”

      “Okay. When it start to get dark, the park close. So you hurry.”

      The visitors nodded and walked away toward the trail.

      The archway and fencing surrounding the trailhead were covered in a wild array of colorful flags and pennants. Some of the cloth had things written in Chinese: prayers, words honoring ancestors, and blessings of various kinds.

      Sean led the way up the short slope and over the rolling hill. The narrow trail cut through the evergreen forest, disappearing at times as it weaved back and forth among the trees. The two friends kept on full alert, watching every possible angle. The thick forest provided an excellent place for trouble to hide, and even with their diligent observation skills, someone could easily sneak up on them.

      The trail flattened out at first then sloped up dramatically. It swung right and left, zigzagging its way up the mountain, making the journey a little more bearable. After twenty minutes of hiking, the altitude and the steep incline began to take its toll on both men, particularly Tommy. He breathed heavily as he walked in line behind Sean, laboring to keep up the pace.

      Sean’s legs burned, but he knew that they needed to hurry. The slower they went, the less time they’d have to look for the relic upon reaching the top. So he pressed on, forcing himself to keep going.

      The two passed a few other visitors who were on their way down. They were older folk, a man and a woman with fanny packs attached to their belts. When the two were out of earshot, Tommy cast a quick look back and then said to Sean, “How in the world did they make it to the top of this mountain alive?”

      Sean shook his head in disbelief at his friend. “When we get back, you’re going to a gym every day.”

      The two kept pushing on up the winding trail. They had to stop more than a few times to let Tommy catch his breath before pressing on. Every once in a while, Sean thought he heard something in the woods behind them, but when he turned around he saw nothing. It was probably just a chipmunk or a bird scrounging around in the pine needles and leaves. He sighed. Maybe he was a little too high strung.

      The journey up the mountain had taken much longer than expected when they reached an observation spot on the trail. The monastery and the cafeteria below it were both visible, as if the people who designed the trail had put it there as a carrot to keep people going just a little farther.

      The two Americans soon learned that the observation point was more like a mirage. The final length of the journey took another twenty hard minutes of walking before they reached the cafeteria. People were beginning their descent in earnest now, clearing out of the visitor’s center and eating area in droves. The sun had already retreated to the west of the mountain, leaving the monastery in the cool shade of approaching twilight.

      “We’ll have less than an hour here if we want to get back to the parking area before dark,” Sean said.

      Tommy was still struggling to catch his breath, but he nodded and pointed at a bridge that crossed over from a steep staircase to a landing at the foot of the monastery. “Looks like we have to go down some steps and then back up those over there to reach the bridge.”

      Sean’s heart sank. He swallowed hard as his mind began to run wild with the fear that had corrupted his courage since he was a boy. Tommy meandered over to where the descending staircase began and took a step down. He turned around and looked back at Sean with tired but determined eyes. “Come on, man; like you said, gotta hurry.”

      Sean’s feet involuntarily shuffled across the ground, carrying him closer to the point where it looked like the earth dropped off into an eternal abyss. He told himself with each step that it wouldn’t be as bad as he thought, that there would be a slight drop with a staircase complete with a walled-in guardrail to keep him safe. Upon reaching the edge, he realized it was the complete opposite.

      The ancient stone steps dropped dramatically down almost a hundred feet before reaching a narrow plot of ground. A thin trail stretched over to a similar set of stairs that reached up to the bridge. There were no guardrails. No safety wall. Just an agonizingly long drop to a sudden stop at the bottom.
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      Tommy passed his friend a disparaging glance. “You know, for an international man of mystery, you sure do have a problem with heights. What’s the deal with that anyway? You can dodge bullets, but a cliff terrifies you. I would have thought you’d be over that by now.” He was already down five steps and didn’t seem at all bothered by the precipice. “Were you dropped on your head as a child or something?”

      Sean crouched down low and moved his first foot over the edge, carefully placing it on the step. “Mom pushed me out of a swing,” Sean snapped. “And yes, I fell on my head.”

      “Really? That’s why you’re so scared of heights?”

      “It’s the only conclusion I can come to.” He pressed his hands to the top ledge and put the other foot down to the second step.

      “Are you seriously going to take this long to go down the stairs? ‘Cause there’s, like, two hundred of them, and that’s just on this side.”

      Sean motioned with his hand. “Go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      “Not at that speed you won’t.” Tommy snickered at his own joke.

      “Go up to the monastery, and find the abbot. Tell him what we’re here for. See if he can help us. I’ll be there in a bit.”

      “If by a bit you mean tomorrow, then yeah.” Tommy shook his head and took off at what Sean considered a reckless pace, almost bounding down the stairs.

      Sean kept his body as low as he could as he descended the steps one after another. He kept his eyes on the next step and nothing else, desperately trying not to see the vast distance to the bottom. His hands shook violently, mirroring his head’s gyrating movement. As he crept ever closer to the base of the stairs, he picked up his pace ever so slightly, getting into a sloth-like rhythm overlapping one foot and then the other. Halfway down, he began to feel more comfortable and stole a glance over at Tommy who’d already begun ascending the other staircase. What Sean lacked in speed due to fear, Tommy would lack in fitness as he climbed the other steps.

      Sean’s pace quickened when he was twenty feet from the bottom, the terror of falling no longer an issue. He sped up until he reached the floor. When his feet landed on solid ground, he took a deep breath. There was still another cliff to the right, but the wall on the left made him feel at least a little safer. He took off at a jog and hurried over to the other staircase. Tommy’s speed had slowed significantly, as Sean knew it would, but he’d reached the top and disappeared over the upper ledge.

      When Sean arrived at the base of the next set of stairs, he swallowed hard. The momentary respite of being on safe ground vanished in an instant, and his deeply rooted fear returned.

      “Just look at the next step above you,” he said to himself. He repeated the mantra as he put his foot on the first stone ledge then the next.

      He made it to the top of the stairs ten minutes later, a journey that should have only taken four. He was proud that he’d been able to conquer the climb, but his hands still trembled even as he reached the upper landing and stepped away. The next obstacle was the bridge. Just when he thought his battle was over, the bridge crossed over a crevasse that dropped several hundred feet down to the jagged rocks below. “This place is a nightmare,” he said again in a low tone.

      A young couple walked leisurely across the bridge, stopping midway to lean over the railing. The move made Sean queasy. At least there was something he could hold onto. He shuffled over to the crossing and grabbed the rail nearest the mountain wall then started across. In the case of the bridge, he found that moving as fast as possible was the way to do it, sort of like ripping off a Band-Aid. The couple in the middle smiled at him and seemed as if they might start up a conversation, but Sean was in no mood to talk and kept his eyes focused on the bridge as he made his way across.

      With his feet on solid ground again, he bent over and grabbed his knees. He took several deep breaths and started to relax again. His eyes wandered to his surroundings, taking in the extraordinary vistas and the dangerous placement of the monastery. Tommy appeared in a doorway up another shorter set of stairs. He was followed closely by a man in dark-orange robes. His head was shaved clean over a pair of narrow eyes. Lines stretched out from his nose and underneath his eyes, showing his advanced years of age even from fifty feet away.

      Tommy waved, motioning for Sean to join them.

      A few minutes later, within the temple’s confines, Sean finished telling his story to the abbot. “So you see, that is why we have come to your place of worship,” he said.

      He and Tommy sat across from the old abbot and a younger monk who translated Sean’s message. They’d been brought into a small room with cream-colored walls supported by dark wooden beams. Candles burned on shelves and sconces, casting an eerie, flickering yellow light on the four men. The travelers had been offered tea, which they accepted as a show of good faith. Sean took another sip from the bone cup and set it down on the matching dish placed in front of him.

      Tommy had already given him a rough idea of what they were there for, but Sean tried to clarify since the abbot was still somewhat uncertain as to their purpose. Once he had heard Sean’s explanation, the abbot’s face took on a grave expression.

      He spoke deliberately so that the translator didn’t miss any details.

      “We have been entrusted with the protection of this relic for centuries. Before that, our monks guarded it for thousands of years at Borobudur. Not once, in all that time, has it been reported that a visitor requested to see the relic. You are the first.”

      Sean and Tommy shot each other a quick glance and then returned their gaze to the old man.

      “However, just because you are the first to inquire about its existence here does not entitle you to receive it. Only someone who knows the heart of the one who protected it can receive its power.”

      This last bit caused concern for the two Americans.

      “What do you mean?” Sean asked.

      The translator passed along the question, and the abbot nodded. He stared through Sean and then Tommy.

      “This relic is very powerful. In the wrong hands, it could cause much pain throughout the world. You must pass the test if you are to receive it.”

      “Test?” Tommy looked worried. “What test?”

      When the abbot heard the question, he stood up and motioned for the three to follow him.

      The two friends looked at each other questioningly, wondering where the monks were taking them. They shrugged and followed the young interpreter and his master into a narrow hallway. More candles burned atop brass sconces along the walls. The little flames danced in the darkness as the monks passed by.

      The corridor went straight for thirty feet, passing by dormitories and prayer rooms. It abruptly shot off to the left, back to the right, and then up one flight of stairs to a dark wooden door. The abbot turned and said something to the interpreter. His voice was almost inaudible. When the young apprentice translated, he too kept his voice low.

      “We must not interrupt the evening prayers,” he said. “Be very quiet.”

      Sean and Tommy nodded. They’d removed their shoes before entering the monastery, something they assumed the monks would appreciate. Now they clutched their shoes tighter, wary of dropping them.

      The door swung open silently, revealing another hallway on the other side. The four stepped in and padded quietly along the ancient wooden floor. The wall to the right had several small windows that looked through into a vast chamber with twenty-foot ceilings. Red tassels hung from the walls every five feet. Circular pillars, painted red, supported the dropped ceilings before they vaulted to the top. The Americans noted the strong smell of incense and located the smoking sensor in the front of the room on top of a platform. Surrounding the platform, dozens of men in matching robes chanted in unison. Their bodies swayed back and forth in rhythm as their ghostly prayers echoed through the chamber.

      The group pressed on, and soon the corridor took another sharp turn to the left. From what the visitors could tell, they were heading toward the mountain. Sure enough, the walled corridor ended and gave way to another door. It was marked with an emblem that had been burned into its center. The symbol was out of place in such a remote Eastern country. It was the Davidic star of Israel.

      The abbot reached into the folds of his robe and removed a key, hanging around his neck on a piece of string. He looped it up over his head and inserted it into the door. The older man said something to the young monk and then turned the key carefully; the old lock clicked. The man put the key back over his head and reverently pushed the door. Unlike the previous one, this door creaked loudly. It clearly hadn’t been used in a long time. The abbot’s apprentice grabbed a candle from the wall and handed it to his master then repeated the action to give each of the visitors their own source of light.

      “He says this door hasn’t been opened in nearly five hundred years.”

      Musty, damp air wafted out through the opening as the four moved forward into the tunnel. The jagged rock looked as if it had been hewn in a hurry. Sean imagined that whoever did it worked quickly to get the relic hidden in case someone had followed it from Indonesia. Water dripped down a strip on the left side, splattering on the rock below. He wasn’t sure where it flowed to, probably an underground river. He shook away the random thoughts and looked ahead. The abbot walked into a large circular room. The light from his candle barely reached the edge of the wall. He stopped in the center where a three-foot-high stone platform stood. On top of it, three golden boxes shimmered in the flickering candlelight.

      Sean and Tommy stepped close, standing at the abbot’s side. They gazed in wonder at the three containers.

      “What are these?” Sean whispered.

      The interpreter didn’t need to ask the abbot. He already knew the answer. “This is your test.” He held out his hand, palm up, as if displaying the three objects. “You must choose the correct box. Only one holds the relic you seek. The other two offer death.”

      Tommy frowned. “Death? What do you mean, death?”

      Sean stared at the boxes. They were each about two feet long and a foot wide. He figured they were made of wood, probably cedar, and layered in a thin coating of gold. A six-pointed star had been engraved into each one. The three containers also featured a gem inlaid into the removable top. Each precious stone was different: one ruby, one white stone, and one onyx. Sean figured the white to be quartz, but he wasn’t sure. The gems were cut and smoothed into ovals then inserted just above the high priest’s symbol.

      The abbot and his apprentice withdrew, stepping back into the recess of the tunnel. They offered no further instruction or assistance.

      “How are we supposed to know which one of these is the right one?” Tommy hissed, trying to keep his voice low enough so the abbot wouldn't hear his doubts.

      “I’m working on it,” Sean said through clenched teeth. “It has to have something to do with the gems on the tops.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, but what’s the difference?”

      “One line of thought suggests the red one. The white one and black one are at opposite ends of the spectrum, while the ruby is different than both.”

      Tommy nodded. “Right. So the one with the ruby.” He started to reach out, but Sean grabbed his wrist and pulled him back.

      “Not so fast.”

      Tommy looked at him like a frightened child who’d just been chastised for reaching for a forbidden cookie.

      “There are other things to consider, though. Think about it. The white and black stones look like the Urim and the Thummim, the same gems that were said to go with the breastplate. In the Jewish histories, it didn’t say anything about a ruby being used with the Hoshen.”

      “Good point. So not the red one?”

      Sean shook his head. “Probably not.”

      Tommy swallowed hard as he gazed at the two potential boxes. “Both the white and the black were used to get answers from God. Some of the legends suggest that the stones moved, while others say they lit up. But in both cases, the stones reacted most often to direct yes or no questions.”

      “And which one was the gem that represented the yes?”

      Both sets of eyes drifted to the box on the end with the white stone set in its top.

      “The white one,” Tommy said.

      “Right.”

      They continued to gaze at the gilded container. Doubts lingered in their hearts. If they were wrong, the abbot said that death awaited. Neither man knew what that meant, nor did they want to find out. Tommy twisted his head, risking a peek over his shoulder. The abbot and his apprentice had vanished. The light from their candles was gone, leaving Sean and Tommy alone in the chamber.

      “Where did they go?” he asked, turning around to look once more at the box.

      “I imagine if we choose the wrong box they will lock us in here,” Sean said. “It’s unlikely there’s something in the other two that would kill us. These things have been here too long.”

      “Unless they’re booby trapped.”

      “True, but I don’t think so. I’m thinking they’d go a little more in the direction of Poe’s story, ‘The Cask of Amontillado.’”

      “Wall us up and let us starve to death in here?”

      “Yep.”

      Tommy shivered at the thought. “Okay, so we’re sure it’s the box with the white stone?”

      Sean nodded. “Has to be.”

      He took a step to the side and drew closer to the box. He set his candle down on the rock plinth next to the object. His hands reached out and touched the smooth edges of the top. The seam between the main part of the container and its closure was extremely thin. Whoever had built it was extremely precise with their craftsmanship.

      Tommy hovered behind Sean, looking closely over his shoulder.

      Sean grasped the top from both sides and started to lift it up. There would be no turning back now.
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      Sean’s fingers remained steady as he pulled up on the lid. He winced slightly as wild thoughts of acid spray shooting out from the box ran through his imagination. When the top came free, nothing escaped the container. Instead, they were greeted by something glittering in the yellow candlelight. Sean let out a long breath and completely removed the lid, setting it aside on the end of the altar.

      Inside the box was an artifact that hadn’t been seen in nearly three thousand years. Twelve precious stones were set into the metal breastplate. Golden chains were attached to the end of one side via a matching gold clasp. Two more were connected to the sides and wrapped underneath the piece.

      The two Americans blinked rapidly, their eyes not fully believing what they saw.

      “It’s beautiful,” Tommy said. “This is one of the holiest holy relics in all of Judaism. Only the high priest of Israel was allowed to wear it. That means only a handful of people ever put this thing on in the history of the world.”

      “It’s pretty incredible,” Sean said. “We need to get it out of here if we’re going to save your friend.”

      “Right.” Tommy’s face contorted. “Toting this thing down the mountain won’t exactly be inconspicuous.”

      “We can stuff it in this bag,” Sean offered.

      “That will not be necessary.”

      The voice came from the darkness near the entrance. Sean and Tommy spun around, each instantly drawing their weapons and retreating from the light. Though their reactions were fast due to years of experience and training, they were undeniably in a bad situation.

      A match flared to life in the tunnel. It moved to the left, touching the wick of a candle. Once more, the candle’s illumination lit up the area around it, casting a pale corona onto the faces of the two monks. It also revealed another face, one that the Americans instantly recognized.

      Sharouf Al Nasir.

      Sean kept his pistol trained at the man’s head, but the darkness made it difficult to be sure of his aim. If he missed, Sean would hit one of the monks that Sharouf was using as human shields.

      “You’re not going to need those weapons,” Sharouf said. “Put them down, and bring me the Hoshen.”

      Sean and Tommy simultaneously inched their way behind the stone platform and met in the middle, using the altar and the golden boxes as cover.

      “Why don’t you come over and get it yourself, Sharouf?” Sean sneered.

      The Arab clicked his tongue and shook his head. “No. I do not think so. We do not have time for your games, American. I do not feel like sitting around and waiting out a stalemate with you. Here is what will happen. I am going to send this young man over to collect the breastplate. I will keep the old man with me. You will allow the young monk to bring the Hoshen back to me, and in return, I will let all of you live.”

      Sean knew there was a catch to what Sharouf was offering, and he didn’t want to think about it. Unfortunately, he didn’t have an ounce of leverage at the moment.

      “What’s the play?” Tommy whispered. “If we give him the relic, he’ll either kill us or lock us in here.”

      “Either way, we’re dead. No one’s going to check for us in here. You heard the abbot. That door hasn’t been opened in five hundred years.”

      “Do we have a deal?” Sharouf pressed the issue.

      They were out of time.

      “Okay,” Sean said. “Fine. Send the boy over. But if you screw around, I’m putting a hollow point between your eyes.”

      “That is a big risk to take, American. I doubt you will do something that stupid. And if you do, my men will cut you down.” He paused for a second and pushed the young monk forward. “Here comes the boy. Give him the breastplate, and we will be on our way.”

      The interpreter stumbled forward. When they’d first met him, Sean and Tommy figured the monk was young, but now that his life was on the line, he looked much younger.

      “Just take it easy, kid,” Sean said, keeping his pistol pointed at Sharouf’s head. You’re going to get out of this just fine. We all are. Isn’t that right, Sharouf?”

      “You’re in no position to question me,” the Arab answered. “But I will let all of you live, yes.”

      The apprentice made it to the box and hesitated for a second. His eyes lowered and took in the sight of the glittering breastplate.

      “Pick it up, and take it to him,” Sean ordered.

      The monk’s eyes leveled with Sean’s. He swallowed and reached into the box. His thin fingers wrapped around the edges of the breastplate, and he lifted it out easily. Sean thought it might have been a little heavier.

      “Bring it to me,” Sharouf said. His voice boomed through the circular chamber.

      The young monk turned around slowly, holding the relic across his forearms and shuffled his way back across the floor to the tunnel. When he reached Sharouf’s position, he held out his arms, and the Arab reached out and snatched the breastplate. Sean and Tommy watched the whole thing play out, looking for a crack, a moment where they could seize the advantage. That moment never came.

      “Good,” Sharouf said. He passed the relic back to one of his men and returned his focus to the two monks.

      He put a hand on the abbot’s shoulder and pulled him back toward the door. Another hand reached out and tugged on the interpreter.

      “Where’s he going?” Tommy asked, though there was a sinking feeling in his tone.

      “Not sure,” Sean answered quietly.

      The candle disappeared from view. Six seconds later, the door slammed shut, and they heard the lock click into place. Sean jumped up, placed a foot on the stone platform, and launched himself toward the door with his weapon fully extended.

      “Sharouf!” he yelled as he hit the ground and sprinted forward.

      “He’s gone,” a familiar and frightened voice said from the other end of the passage.

      Sean’s heart jumped into his throat. The interpreter and the abbot reappeared at the edge of the room. The light from the Americans’ candles brushed across their worried faces. Sean lowered his weapon. Tommy did the same and stepped around the plinth.

      “You two okay?” Sean asked.

      The interpreter nodded, but the abbot’s face showed deep concern. He began speaking rapidly while the younger monk listened. When the abbot was finished, the boy translated.

      “He says that the world is in grave danger, and there is no one to stop them. No one will come to get us out because visiting this part of the monastery is forbidden. Only he is permitted to go to the door, and no one has ever been in here. Even if someone knew about it, the only key that can open the door was taken by those men.”

      Tommy sighed and shoved his pistol back into its holster. He turned away and kicked the air. “Well isn’t this just perfect!” he shouted. His voice echoed off the walls somewhat louder than he expected.

      “Relax,” Sean said calmly. He put his weapon back into its holster as well. “Help is on the way.”

      “Help?” Tommy asked incredulous. “What help? No one knows we’re in here. You just heard the man say that no one is permitted in this part of the monastery. And the only key that can open the door is gone.”

      He pulled out his cell phone in the desperate hope that he could somehow get service. So deep in the mountain, though, there was no chance. “Of course.”

      “We’re underneath, like, eighty feet of rock. No chance that thing’s going to work in here.”

      Sean’s comment didn’t help, but Tommy couldn’t understand how he was staying so calm.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Tommy asked. “We’re going to die in here.”

      Sean walked back over to the platform and moved the empty box over to the side. He sat down and crossed a leg over one knee. “We’re not going to die. Help is on the way.”

      The two monks listened closely as the two friends went back and forth, watching with keen interest.

      “Why do you keep saying that? Who knows we’re in here?”

      Sean folded his hands and placed them on top of a leg. “Who’s the best person you could think of to pick that lock and open the door?”

      Tommy was exasperated. His hands shot out to both sides and then dropped, smacking his thighs. “I don’t know. A locksmith?”

      Sean flicked an eyebrow at the obvious answer and then cocked his head to the side. “I was thinking more along the lines of a thief.”

      “A thief? What thief…” he stopped himself before he could finish the sentence. “Wait a minute. How?”

      “I texted her before we left Indonesia. She was closer to Bhutan than we were. I texted her again when we started our hike.”

      “But how do you know those men didn’t see her?”

      Sean shot him a glance that expressed what he said. “Really? I’m pretty sure she knows how to stay out of sight. She waited at the base of the mountain in the parking lot. I assume she followed those men when they started up the trail.”

      “You assume? You assume?” He asked the question twice, somewhat more troubled the second time. “How will she know how to find this cave? Even if Adriana did follow those guys up the mountain, how would she be able to follow them and us through all those passages without being noticed?”

      “Tommy, you need to trust me.” Sean turned to the two monks. “Don’t worry. We’re going to get out of here. And that breastplate is useless without the other relics. If they don’t get the two stones that go with it, it will just be a shiny decoration on their walls.”

      The interpreter looked dubious, but he translated for the abbot. The old man nodded. He took a seat on the hard floor and leaned his back against the wall. The apprentice did the same.

      Sean kept talking. “According to what Tara and Alex came up with, the Urim and the Thummim were taken into Babylon by Daniel the prophet. He was entrusted with watching over them until he died.”

      Tommy broke away from his frustration and tried to focus on what Sean was saying. At least that way he could try to be productive instead of freaking out, which helped no one. “Okay. So if he kept it until he died, do you think he gave it to someone else?”

      Sean shook his head. “Based on my knowledge of the life of Daniel, I don’t think he would do that. He seemed like a loner. His three best friends were already dead when he met his end. Since they were gone, I doubt he would have trusted anyone else, especially the Persians when they took over.”

      “So you think the stones are buried with him?”

      “Maybe. What do you know about Daniel’s burial place?”

      Tommy thought about it for a minute. He scratched the stubble on his right cheek as he considered the question. “I know a lot of biblical history but am a little shady on that. The city of Susa in Iran comes to mind. From what I recall, the supposed burial site is pretty elaborate.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go. It’s our only lead.” Sean’s face was determined as he stared at the floor, rocking back and forth on his makeshift seat.

      Tommy shook his head. “That’s assuming we can get out of this death chamber.”

      The sound of metal on metal squeaked from the other end of the corridor. There was another noise, something moving inside the mechanical part of the door, then a click and the creaking hinges as the portal swung open. A bright-white LED light shone into the passage and approached slowly. Sean stood up and peered into the light. Tommy reached for his gun, but Sean kept his arms to his side. The two monks stood up off to the right of the tunnel opening and took a step back.

      When the person with the light reached the chamber threshold, they lowered the cell phone with the light on the front. The glow from the candles stretched over and revealed the face of their new visitor: Adriana Villa.
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      Paro

      Adriana smiled mischievously. When she spoke, her Spanish accent made her words sound as sweet as honey. “Are you okay, Tommy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      His mouth was wide open, and his eyes matched the expression.

      Sean stepped over and wrapped his arms around her. He pressed his lips against hers and kissed her hard for a moment. He hated to let go, but now wasn’t the time for catching up on missed time. Nehem was still in trouble.

      “I’ve missed you,” he said.

      “I can tell,” she answered, still grinning.

      “We need to hurry. They have the Hoshen, and they’ll likely be going after the two stones next. We can’t let them get there before us.”

      Tommy was still bewildered. “How did you find us? I mean…how were you able to follow them undetected?”

      “You really don’t have much faith in me, do you Thomas?”

      He blushed. And whenever she called him that, it made it worse.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” Sean said. He turned his attention to the abbot and bowed low. “Thank you. We’re sorry for the…” he motioned with his hand, “however you say all of what just happened.”

      The young monk didn’t interpret this time. Instead he just said, “Go, and stop them.”

      “Will do.”

      The two Americans led the way back out the tunnel and through the secret passageway, with Adriana close behind. They kept their conversation to a minimum until they reached fresh air and the waning daylight.

      When they were outside, Sean spoke up first as he put on his shoes. “I saw you in your car on the other side of the parking lot.”

      “Yes. I stayed in the car and watched. Soon after you two started up the trail, I noticed those men follow you. Once I was satisfied none of them lingered behind, I got on their tail. It was a little trickier to go unnoticed once we were out of the woods, but they were so focused on catching up to you two, I didn’t have too much trouble.”

      Tommy slid into his second shoe and stood up. “I wonder how they were able find out that we were coming here.”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Sean said as he stood. “And I guess this answers the question as to whether or not Sharouf survived the crash.”

      “Where are you going next?” she asked as she stepped down onto the path leading to the bridge.

      “Susa, Iran,” Tommy answered. “It’s the supposed burial place of Daniel the prophet.”

      “The fact that they were willing to lock you two in that cave means they probably know where they’re going next.”

      Sean nodded. “Yeah. Which means Nehem is probably still alive. I doubt Mamoud and his henchmen would have figured any of this out.”

      “It’s why they needed him in the first place,” Tommy added. “I wonder if he had anything to do with them showing up here in Bhutan.”

      “Could be. But we’ll have to wait for those answers. For now, we have to get back to the car.”

      A sinking feeling crept into Sean’s chest. His eyes drifted over to the bridge and the nightmarish staircase. Not again, he thought.

      Having made it over the difficult obstacle less than an hour before helped give Sean enough confidence to make it down the steps and up the other side faster than the first time around, but it still took much longer than his two companions. When he reached the top of the steps near the cafeteria, Tommy and Adriana were already standing by a tree. Tommy’s chest was heaving as he tried to catch his breath, while Adriana seemed to be unaffected by the climb.

      “Sorry, guys. Went as fast as I could,” Sean offered.

      “Don’t worry about it, bud. We’ll catch up to them.” Tommy tried to grin through his labored breaths.

      “Good job,” Adriana said without an ounce of sarcasm. She knew how difficult it was for Sean to deal with heights.

      “No time for a snack,” Sean said, changing the subject. “We’ll need to hurry. We’re at least twenty to thirty minutes behind them now.”

      The three took off down the mountain at a gallop. At certain points on the trail, they had to slow to a jog, eventually barely moving faster than a brisk walk. Still, they pressed on, trying to keep pace with the group they were tracking. Getting down to the trailhead took almost half the time it took to go up. Along the way, they passed a straggler or two who had almost lingered too long at the information center up top.

      By the time they made it to the bottom, there was barely any sunlight left. The sky radiated with bright oranges, pinks, and purples. They slowed down just before going over the last crest that led to the parking area. If they’d somehow caught up to Mamoud’s men, they could find themselves running into an ambush. They moved in tandem, keeping to the tree line, moving laterally at first and then down, from behind one tree trunk to another to keep visibility at a minimum. Once they were close enough, Sean surveyed the parking area and saw that only a few cars remained. Adriana’s was off to the far side, Sean and Tommy’s was a little closer, and three other vehicles sat empty, parked in random places along the edge of the forest. One probably belonged to whoever was closing the cafeteria at the top. The other two were likely the stragglers they passed on the way down. Whatever the case, Sharouf and his men were gone.

      Relieved wasn’t exactly how Sean would have expressed his feelings. He was glad not to be walking into a trap. Then again, the men who’d stolen the Hoshen believed the Americans were still on top of the mountain, trapped in a forbidden cave with no way out.

      Even though he was happy to put off a shootout, he knew that now Mamoud’s cronies had the advantage. And they also had a head start.

      He peered into the window of their rental and saw Pak’s outline. He was lying in the driver’s seat motionless. Sean’s heart started pounding a little quicker.

      They hurried down the hill to the car. Sean got there first and started to bang on the door when Pak shot up from the seat with wide eyes.

      He unlocked the doors and got out quickly. “Hey. You made it back before dark. I sorry. I started to take nap. Get very tired when I sit for long time.”

      Tommy patted him on the shoulder. “It’s no problem, Pak. Glad you’re okay.”

      The man’s eyes questioned the statement. “Why I not be okay?”

      “No reason,” Sean stepped in. “Just happy to see you. Mind taking us back to the airport?”

      The driver’s face beamed its perpetual beam. “Of course,” he exclaimed. “You find what you looking for?”

      “Sort of. Still have some work to do in another place.”

      Adriana started for her vehicle. She turned to Sean and asked, “Mind if I catch a ride on your airplane?” Her grin creased the corner of her right cheek.

      “Absolutely.”

      She spun around and ran over to her car while the two Americans hopped in their rental.

      Tommy sat in the front seat with Pak. He looked over at the driver as he started to back the car out. “Hey, Pak, how fast can you get us back to the airport?”

      A sly grin creased the driver’s face. “You ask right question.”
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      Dubai

      Mamoud stared in disgust at the Israeli archaeologist. His men had put the prisoner back in his cell as soon as he arrived back at the mansion from the Indonesian flight. Once Sharouf knew where to find the breastplate, he sent two of his men back to Dubai with Nehem. It was a risky move but a calculated one. Sharouf reasoned the older man would slow them down. Even though he’d come in handy with his ability to decipher the clue in the temple at Borobudur, Sharouf’s plan for the monastery in Bhutan hadn’t required any such expertise.

      His trap had worked perfectly. With only so many flights coming into Paro on any given day, it was easy to pick out the one with the Americans on it. Sharouf and his men watched from a distance as Wyatt and Schultz got in their car and made their way up to the base of the mountain trail.

      They followed the two men up the winding trail, careful to stay far enough behind to not be seen, and keeping close to the trees that lined the path in case they needed to duck for cover. Once, one of his men stepped on a twig, snapping it loudly. Fortunately, he and his men reacted quickly, ducking out of sight in the nick of time. It had been painful to watch how slowly Wyatt made his way across the ravine. It was an extended period of time Sharouf had not counted on, not that it mattered. The plan had worked brilliantly.

      Wyatt and his friend had convinced the monastery’s abbot to take them to the hidden cavern, which turned out better than Sharouf could have hoped. The targets were boxed in with no way to escape. He’d wondered if he did the right thing by leaving them there to die, but what choice did he have? If they engaged in a shootout, someone would hear. The other monks would discover the passageway and seal it off. Then everyone would be trapped. By locking Wyatt inside, no one would know what happened, and no one could get in to save them. There was the off chance that someone would notice the abbot was missing and go looking for him, but by the time that happened and they were able to unlock the door, Sharouf and his men would already be back in Dubai.

      Now he stood in the doorway of Nehem’s cell, watching his employer extract the final piece of the puzzle. A fresh scar from the car accident in Indonesia still marked his face.

      “Where are the stones?” Mamoud asked. “We’re not going through this cat and mouse game again, Doctor. Tell me where we need to go. If you play nice, I’ll even let you see the power the ancient relics possess before I kill you.”

      “I will never lead you to the stones. I do not know how you were able to get the Hoshen, but the stones will remain hidden for all eternity.”

      Mamoud slowly closed and reopened his eyes then shook his head. When he spoke, he wagged a warning finger. “I thought you might say something like that, which is why I figured you might need a little extra motivation.” He motioned to Sharouf who, in turn, waved his hand to one of the other bodyguards.

      Three seconds later, a stocky, broad-shouldered young Arab with a shaved head wrestled a woman in white pants and a white blouse through the door. She was probably in her midtwenties. Her black hair hung down past her shoulders. The handkerchief clenched between her teeth kept her from screaming, but that didn’t stop her from making as much noise as she could. When her eyes locked with her father’s, she froze for a moment.

      “Raizel?” Nehem started to stand, but Mamoud pressed down on his shoulder with remarkable strength, forcing him back into the seat. The Israeli’s eyes shifted instantly to his captor’s. “Let her go, you monster. She’s innocent.”

      “None of you are innocent!” Mamoud boomed. “I’m tired of your games, Nehem. Tell me where the stones are, or I will cut your daughter to pieces before your eyes.”

      Tears streamed down Nehem’s face, mirroring those of his daughter. She was full of confusion and fear as she gazed at her father. He knew she didn’t understand why any of this was happening. No matter what their insane captor believed, she was truly innocent. Raizel had her whole life ahead of her. As he stared at her tear-stained face, Nehem weighed the consequences of his decision. If he gave up the location of the stones, Mamoud would be unchallenged by any world government, any army. He would always be a step ahead. Was that future really certain, though? There was always the chance that someone could stop him, even if the odds were low. All that mattered right now was his daughter. The lives of millions of people didn’t matter to Nehem at this moment. Only one did.

      “Susa.” He blurted out the word amid choking back tears.

      Mamoud tilted his head sideways and narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

      “I said the stones are in Susa.”

      “In Iran?”

      “Yes, in Iran at the tomb of Daniel the prophet.” Nehem spat out the words quickly so he couldn’t change his mind.

      “You’re certain of this?”

      Nehem looked up into the young Arab’s dark eyes. “I swear it.”

      Mamoud thought for a second before responding. “You know what will happen…”

      “Yes, I know!” Nehem shouted. “Now let my daughter go. You have what you asked for. Let her go in peace. Do whatever you want with me.”

      “No. We will need to keep you both a little longer, my hasty friend. If I let her go now and find out you’re lying to me, we’ll have to go through the trouble of finding her again. She might even do something stupid like go to the police and tell them what happened. While the authorities are comfortably in my pocket, I don’t need the extra hassle right now. I have much to tend to, after all.”

      “So you’re going to keep us here while you go to Iran?”

      Mamoud shook his head. “No. I’m going to need you once we get there. If what you say is true and the tomb of Daniel is the location of the stones, I will release you both from there.” He leaned close and lowered his voice. “Just so you know; I do not believe you are lying about the tomb. I believe you. It’s just that if we come across something like in Indonesia and your expertise is needed, it will be nice to know you’re close by.”

      It took every ounce of Nehem’s energy to keep him in his seat. His mind ran wild with visions of launching himself at the man, wrapping his arms around his throat and strangling him until the last gasp of air escaped his lungs. Instead, Nehem snorted loudly and attempted to slow his breathing.

      “You want to kill me, don’t you?” Mamoud asked, still leaning close.

      Nehem locked eyes with his captor and said nothing.

      “I know you do. I would too if I were in your position. Understand, it isn’t personal. It is my mission. And soon, the entire world will behold the fruits of my labors.”
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      Buka, Azerbaijan

      Sean ended the call with Emily and set the device back on the tray to his right. He was frustrated. After telling her everything that happened in Indonesia and Bhutan, she was still stuck amid a bunch of red tape. She wanted to go after Al Najaar and his crew, but the CIA had somehow learned of what Axis was up to. They’d stepped in, and now the entire mission was in danger. She asked for the go-ahead from President Dawkins, but he was stalling. He knew that going after an Emirate national could be political suicide, and as he put it, “You don’t piss in your friend’s backyard.”

      That meant Emily was in a holding pattern and couldn’t do anything until there was more proof that Al Najaar was up to something. Sean knew that calling her and asking her to kick in the man’s door was a shot in the dark. It was hopeful at best. And the president was right: They shouldn’t go in without evidence of some wrongdoing. Just because one of his men had tried to kill Sean was no reason to start World War III. It was worth the shot, though. If Emily could marshal a strike team to go into Mamoud’s compound — or even better, see what he’d been doing with all those shipments — it would not only buy Sean some time, it might just end this whole charade much quicker.

      Since that plan was out of the question, he pondered another. She needed proof. Maybe he could give it to her.

      Of all the resources Emily had at her disposal, one of her weaknesses was technology. Axis had a codebreaker and electronics security officer available at all hours of the day. Neither one, however, was capable of doing what Tara and Alex could do. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      Sean remembered Tommy telling him about how they were able to hack into nearly any database in the world. Although heavily encrypted databases slowed them down, it didn't stop them gaining access. However, there were a few doors they knew not to knock on, such as the Pentagon’s mainframe; that was a hack that could see them spend the next fifty years behind bars.

      The thought kept poking at Sean’s mind. If the kids could break into Mamoud’s databases and find out what he’d been shipping and importing, they might be able to find enough proof to warrant sending in the cavalry. It was worth a shot.

      He looked over at Tommy in the seat across from him. “You said Tara and Alex were accomplished at hacking into things, right?”

      Tommy nodded. “Yeah. I mean, they’ve toyed around with a few things from time to time. Nothing illegal. Well, maybe it was illegal, but they didn’t steal anything. It was just to snoop around.”

      “That’s exactly what we need them to do right now. Give them a call, and see if they can pull any information on Mamoud Al Najaar: big transactions, shipments, manifests, anything they can find. He’s up to something. We need to tell Emily exactly what it is so she can do her thing.”

      Tommy nodded and picked up his phone. Sean directed his attention to Adriana, who was sitting next to him. “What about your father?” he asked. “He’s a part of the intelligence community. Does he know anything about this guy or what he might be up to?”

      She stared at the floor for a moment. It was a second of vulnerability. He’d struck a nerve with his question, though he wasn’t sure why.

      “No,” she answered. “He’s gone under.”

      Sean frowned. “Under? Why?”

      “It’s complicated. I’ll tell you all about it at some point. But he won’t be able to help us.”

      Sean nodded, letting the issue go. “Okay.” He paused and looked out the window at the sea below before speaking up again. “Have you ever been to Iran?”

      “Yes. Only for a short visit. It is an interesting culture. I’ll need to hide my face while we’re there.”

      “Actually, you really don’t have to, though it might be better that way.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?” She jabbed him in the ribs.

      He winced and laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was, it would keep you disguised. Most women don’t hide their faces in that country. But doing so might be useful. And there’s something else I need you to do. I have a plan.”

      She listened closely as he laid out the details. When he was finished, she nodded slowly. “I like it. Of course, it all hinges on getting there before Al Najaar and his men.”

      “I have to believe we will. And even if we don’t, I have a backup plan.”

      “Do I get to hear it?”

      He shook off the question. “No. And I don’t think you’d want to.”

      Tommy ended his conversation with the kids and looked with satisfaction across the row at the other two passengers. “They’re on it. They said it may take a few hours, but given the volume he’s been working with, it will be hard for Al Najaar to keep everything hidden.” He looked as if he had another question. “So that takes care of that end, but what about our end? How’s this going to play out?”

      The plane started its descent, and the engines whined as the turbines slowed.

      “Al Najaar will be there in Susa.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It’s his style. He wants other people to do the dirty work. Then he wants to show up and take all the glory. More than that, though, he’ll want to try out his newfound toys.”

      “He’ll attempt to use the relics,” Adriana said.

      “Right. Which is why your role is so important.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      Tommy looked befuddled. “Her role? What about mine?”

      The other two smiled. “You’ll be with me. Did you remember to tell your man to bring extra ammunition? I have a bad feeling we’re going to need it.”

      “I talked to our contacts on the ground before we left Bhutan, and they said it would be ready to go.”

      To say getting into Iran would be tricky would be a monstrous understatement. Relations between Iran and the United States had never been solid, but over the years, things had deteriorated to a point where it seemed reconciliation would never be possible. The Iranian leader was seen on all the major media outlets, basically taunting the American president, daring him to make a move. While President Dawkins wouldn’t be goaded, he made subtle statements that let Iran know the U.S. wouldn’t be pushed around.

      At the center of the debacle was Iran’s desperate effort to become a nuclear power. They were years, maybe decades away from achieving anything threatening, but the act they were trying was concerning in itself.

      Sean wished that, for a day, things between the two countries were a little more amicable. It would make entering the country so much easier. As it was, they had to come up with an alternative plan for getting in illegally.

      Tommy knew a smuggler who worked out of Baku in Azerbaijan, an Iranian neighbor to the northwest. Since getting into Azerbaijan was far less complicated, it made perfect sense to land there, drive south down the coast of the Caspian Sea, and cross the border via boat.

      Tommy’s connection, a guy named Mick, smuggled all kinds of goods into Iran on a biweekly basis, taking everything from liquor to blue jeans to his distributors in the major cities. From what Tommy said, Mick had quite the elaborate operation, which was perfect since getting caught might mean never seeing the light of day again.

      The plan was to board Mick’s boat about fifteen miles north of the Iranian border and take it thirty miles south to a point he’d used frequently. It was little more than a beachhead with no cities or residential areas nearby, but it provided exactly what they needed as a clean entry point.

      Turkmenistan was closer in proximity to their rendezvous point in Iran, but Sean and Tommy’s contacts there were basically nonexistent. They may have been able to pull something together, but it would have taken longer, and time wasn’t something they had to spare.

      Sean looked out the window again at the Caspian Sea below. The city of Baku exploded from the flat plains and merged with the sea. Baku was thriving. Tourism had picked up over the last decade, and Europeans were flocking to the area to enjoy the culture and climate. The city was impeccably clean and well run by the local government, which kept things safe for visitors. It also provided an excellent base of operations for smugglers like Mick.

      The plane continued its descent into the city, circling over the city’s sprawling growth of concrete and steel.

      Adriana retreated to the rear of the plane to try on her burkha. She wouldn’t need it in Azerbaijan but making sure it fit properly wasn’t something she wanted to do on a small watercraft as they tried to sneak into Iran illegally.

      A few minutes later, she reappeared, covered head to toe with the jet-black outfit. “I don’t know how women wear these things all the time,” she complained. “It’s difficult to see clearly out of it.”

      Tommy laughed. “You know, Iran is kind of progressive now. You could have worn jeans and a light jacket to go with that headpiece.”

      Her eyes flung daggers at him, but from behind the veil, he barely noticed.

      “I’m just saying. But better safe than sari, right…get it…sari…never mind.”

      Sean shook his head. “That’s India, man.”

      “I know. I just thought…whatever. Sari I brought it up.”

      Adriana had been raised just outside of Madrid on her father’s estate. Part of being European was a general tendency to be a little more on the liberal side of things. Adriana’s schooling and friendships had cemented that belief system along the way.

      Tommy left the conversation about her outfit and got back to business. “We’ll be meeting with our contact in fifty minutes in an old textile warehouse about three miles from the airport. Mick will pick us up and take us to the rendezvous point in Tehran. Our support is going to be sneaking across the border by land. Once we’ve been outfitted, we’ll probably be on our own.”

      Sean agreed. “We’ll be fine. It’ll be easier to move around with just the three of us.”

      “Like a bull in a china shop,” Tommy quipped.

      “Yeah, and for the first hour we’re there, we need to keep things quiet.”

      “You think this man, Al Najaar, knows where we’re headed?”

      “Probably not Azerbaijan. But I’d say it’s a safe bet he knows we’re going to Susa. If he’s ahead, he’ll take precautions.”

      “And if he’s behind?”

      A familiar sly grin crept onto Sean’s face.

      “I’ve got a plan for that too.”
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      Tehran

      Mick was a stout, red-haired grunt of man. From the second Sean laid eyes on him, he knew they’d called on the right guy. Everything about the smuggler told Sean the man knew what he was doing. And Mick was a stickler for details.

      From the second the three walked into the empty textile warehouse, Mick made sure they understood everything about what was about to happen. They’d wait until sunset to make the drive to the boat and board it under the cover of darkness. Crossing the border on the water would take less than an hour. When they made land, Mick’s man on the other side would take them into the city to meet their contacts at the predetermined rendezvous point.

      The drive down the coast took longer than Sean would have liked but was truly the quickest route. It didn’t help that they were sitting in the back of a delivery truck. This clearly wasn’t the first time Mick had smuggled people. A small air conditioning unit was attached to the wall to vent cool air into the boxy cargo area. Without it, the temperature inside would have been unbearable.

      Boxes were stacked here and there, though they hardly took up the majority of space. This was an additional run, Mick had explained in the warehouse, so he wouldn’t have a full truck. He figured if he was making the run he might as well take a few extra things along. The man was all about efficiency.

      The occupants felt the truck slow and lean to the right. They were turning left. The smooth ride on the asphalt immediately turned bumpy. Though he couldn’t see outside, Sean figured they’d turned onto an access road of some kind.

      Ten minutes of jostling went by before the truck finally came to a stop. The slide door on the back went up, and the scent of salty air rushed into the cargo area. The new moon shone down on the beach with just enough light for the travelers to see the small boat anchored a few hundred feet out. Two wooden dinghies were beached nearby, and one of Mick’s men was already busy getting them ready to head out to the boat.

      “Go ahead, and grab a few boxes on your way to the dinghies, if you don’t mind,” Mick ordered.

      None of the three complained and happily helped unload the cargo and carry it over to the dinghies. The process took less than five minutes, and soon, they were bobbing through the waves courtesy of a single outboard motor.

      Arriving at the boat, they had been greeted by a toothy older man with bronze, wrinkled skin. He wore a stained yellow tunic and linen pants. He politely helped Adriana aboard while leaving Tommy and Sean to heft themselves up the small ladder on the starboard side. Mick and his rider quickly loaded the boxes aboard the larger vessel. He tied one of the dinghies to the back of the boat, and once everything was aboard, waved off his assistant. The man steered his dinghy away and guided it back to land.

      “This is Aman,” Mick said, introducing the three to the boat’s captain. “He’ll be taking us across the border. He doesn’t say much, but he’s a good man and a great smuggler.”

      Aman nodded, still grinning broadly.

      “We appreciate your help,” Tommy said, exchanging a nod with him.

      “You can have a seat up there,” Mick pointed to the front of the boat where some wooden benches jutted out from the hull. “We should be there in about fifty minutes.”

      Aman stepped into the wheelhouse and started the engine. A moment later, the vessel was gliding across the calm water, headed south.

      Fifteen minutes into the journey, Mick made his way to where his guests were sitting and pointed toward the dark shore. An outcropping of light illuminated the sky in the distance, and several more dotted the coast where homes and fishing compounds occupied the land.

      “We’re in Iranian waters now,” he said. “Just passed the border.”

      A chill went through Tommy’s spine.

      For Sean, it was just another day at the office. He’d done several clandestine entries like this before although never with people he cared about on a personal level.

      “Thanks, Mick,” Sean said with a nod. “We’ll be ready to make for land at your word.”

      Mick nodded and went back inside the flimsy structure.

      The salty air blew over Sean’s face and hair. For a minute, he was back in Destin, inhaling deeply. The next minute, he looked off the starboard bow at the Iranian coastline. Buildings were sparse in this region, which is why Mick had chosen it for their entry point. Half an hour later, Aman veered the boat toward a dark patch of land well out of sight from any man-made lights. The boat slowed to a coasting stop. It bobbed in the gentle Caspian waves as the three stood up and grabbed their few belongings.

      “We need to move fast,” Mick said. “Help me get those boxes on the dinghy, and we’ll be gone.” He turned his attention to Aman. “You know the drill. If I’m not back in twenty minutes…” he trailed off, and the boat’s captain nodded.

      Sean grabbed the rope and started pulling the smaller craft to starboard while the others hurriedly picked up the boxes and got them ready for transfer. Once the dinghy was tied off on the side, they placed the cargo carefully on the little vessel’s bottom. The process didn’t take long, and a few minutes later, the nose of the small craft was digging into the beach. The outline of a few palm trees stretched out against the dark backdrop of the starry night sky.

      Mick pulled a flashlight out of an old gear bag and hit the switch a few times. Two headlights repeated the gesture from farther inland. It was hard to tell what kind of vehicle from their vantage point. The driver had done a good job making it invisible from the water.

      Everyone grabbed the cargo one last time and hauled it across the rocky sand in the direction the lights had flashed. Once they were closer, they could see it was a moving van, similar to the delivery truck they’d ridden in earlier.

      The driver had a thick, black beard and matching curly hair. He stepped down out of the cab and grabbed the box Adriana was carrying. He offered her a smile and hustled around to the rear of the truck and slid it inside. He did the same with the boxes Tommy and Sean were carrying and then ran down to the boat to get the remaining cargo.

      “Only one more down there, Farjad.”

      The driver nodded without turning around. They’d clearly been doing this together for a while.

      Mick turned to the three. “It’s a few hours to Tehran from here.” He jumped up into the cargo hold and pulled up a false floor panel. “If you hear Farjad bang on the cab twice, you’ll need to hide in these. Security checkpoints are pretty random, but it’s possible you could go through one. They typically aren’t very thorough since the borders are so secure, but you never know. Usually, a quick glance inside is all they want.”

      Sean raised an eyebrow. “And if they want more?”

      “Then you never met me. I hear the key to surviving in an Iranian prison is developing a strong stomach.” He winked, showing the first sign of a sense of humor since they’d met the man.

      Farjad returned a moment later with the last box and loaded it onto the truck. Mick took an envelope out of a shirt pocket and handed to him. “Good work as always, my friend. You know where to take them?”

      Farjad nodded. “I know the place.” He turned to his passengers. “Don’t let him worry you. I will get you there safely. Did he say something about the checkpoints?”

      Tommy nodded.

      “I assure you. I can get around them easily enough.”

      Tommy hoped he was right. They all did.

      “Try to get some rest,” Farjad said. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

      “He does,” Mick added. “He’s the best at this sort of thing. That’s why I hired him.”

      Sean extended his hand. “We appreciate all the help, Mick.”

      The man took shook his hand firmly and grinned. “And we appreciate your business.”

      The ride into Tehran was surprisingly uneventful and one of the most uncomfortable the Americans and Spaniard had ever taken. Not only was it bumpy and warm, but every time the truck stopped, the occupants in the back had to listen carefully in case Farjad gave the signal to hide. The knocks never came, though, and soon the truck was moving again.

      None of the three travelers were able to rest during the journey. They were all on full alert the entire time. The minutes ticked by like weeks, and the tension in the back of the van was thick as cold molasses. And every little noise made them twitch their heads to the rear gate, waiting for it to open.

      When they finally arrived in Tehran, they heard Farjad turn off the engine and close the cab door. He opened the back, and they were greeted with the city’s dry early morning air and a smile from the driver.

      “See? I told you it would be no trouble. This is your stop for the night. It’s one of Mick’s safe houses.” He motioned to a nondescript one-story concrete building twenty yards away across an empty parking lot. There were two metal doors on the front and from what Sean could tell, a deadbolt above the latch. The façade of the building was about twenty feet across and looked like it was abandoned.

      “You have a key for us?” Tommy asked.

      “Right here,” Farjad said and placed it in Tommy’s hand. “There should be everything you need inside: a few beds, toilets, two showers. No food, but it’s a little late in the night to be eating. You’re meeting someone tomorrow, right?”

      Sean nodded. “In the morning, yes.”

      “Very good. I’ll have a car here for you before sunlight. It’s yours as long as you need it.”

      Sean was starting to wonder how much Tommy had paid this guy. “I appreciate it, Farjad. Thanks for all your help.”

      “My pleasure.” He grabbed the nylon strap attached to the sliding door and brought it down quietly. He locked the latch and ran around to the front of the truck, hopped in, and sped away.

      The three took in their surroundings for a moment. Tall apartment buildings and twenty-story developments clogged the horizon. They were on the outskirts of the city. The bright lights of the Iranian capital illuminated the black sky above. The unnatural whitish hue blurred out all but the brightest stars.

      “I don’t know about you two,” Tommy interrupted the silent moment, “but I need to get a few hours’ sleep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Tehran

      The rest of the night dragged by, each second adding more anxiety than the last. The three friends tried to get a little sleep, but calming their minds proved extremely difficult. Only after extreme fatigue took over were they able to doze off for a few hours.

      Sean woke first, slipped on his shoes, and floated over to the door. He’d taken a shower the night before so he wouldn’t be in a rush when it was time to go. He also thought it might help him relax. That part he was wrong about.

      He took a quick glance through the peephole to make sure no one was standing outside and then opened the door. The muggy morning air washed over him, and he blinked a few times to adjust to the early sunlight.

      A common misconception in the United States is that Iran is nothing but desert. The far edges of Tehran would be considered high desert, with the heart of the city sitting at around three thousand, nine hundred feet in elevation. The metropolitan area is situated at the base of the Alborz Mountain Range and experiences a drastic change in temperature and weather from summer to winter. During the latter, huge ski resorts provide steady revenue and entertainment for the region’s population. Sean had seen pictures taken during winter and wanted to make a visit to test out the local powder. Snowboarding was something of a guilty pleasure he’d not had the opportunity to partake in for more than two years. If they got out of this relic hunt alive, he might have to make it a point to come back to Tehran. Although preferably through legal channels, if possible.

      Sean heard the sound of a vehicle approaching. His first instinct was to shut and lock the door, but he reminded himself that someone was supposed to be coming with a car. He wondered who the drop-off person might be, when a white, four-door Toyota pulled into the parking lot and squeaked to a stop. Sean looked through the windshield, and his curious expression changed to a broad smile as a familiar face got out of the driver’s seat.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      The driver shut the door and crossed his arms, pretending to be offended. “Hey, do you want a ride or not?”

      The man’s bushy beard had got thicker since Sean had last seen him. His skin had darkened to a deep bronze, a result of spending weeks on end in the sunshine. His hair was scraggly and reached the tops of his ears, longer than it had ever been in the time the two knew each other. Whether it was intentional or not, the new look made for good cover in this foreign land.

      “I had no idea you were the one picking us up, Mac.”

      The other man beamed and stepped forward, wrapping both arms around Sean and clapping him on the back. “It’s good to see you again, my friend. Been too long.”

      Mac let go and noticed Tommy stumble to the safe house doorway, looking around like a lost chicken. He’d never been able to wake quickly. “Tommy, look who’s here,” he said, still keeping his voice as low as possible.

      Tommy rubbed his eyes and grinned. “There you are. I was starting to worry we’d missed you.” He rushed over and gave Mac a quick hug.

      “You weren’t even starting to wake up,” Mac joked.

      “And you remember Adriana,” Sean said, pointing at the Spaniard as she approached. Unlike Tommy, she appeared ready to take on the day.

      “You are certainly a sight for weary eyes,” Mac said. “I trust you’re doing well.”

      She nodded and bowed graciously. “Good to see you again too, Mac.”

      Joe McElroy had worked for the parks service in the state of Georgia for years. He’d got bored with it and had been looking for a change. It just so happened that with Sean's retirement, Tommy’s organization needed a man like him. When Joe, whom everyone called Mac, found out about his wife’s secret past as a certified government badass, the two decided it was time for a change. They signed up immediately and never regretted a second of it. All-expenses-paid travel around the globe gave them a chance to get closer and see some things they’d always dreamed of seeing. Sure, the work was hard at times, especially when they were on a dig, but it was worth it. So far, they’d not come across too much trouble along the way, which was something Sean and Tommy seemed to always find in spades.

      “Is Helen here?” Adriana asked, taking a step closer.

      Joe’s eyes squinted into little narrow beads. “Who do you think your quartermaster is?”

      He motioned with his hand for them to follow him.

      “We might be followed to the warehouse. We need to drop Adriana at the market before we get there. I’ll pick her up on our way back through.”

      Tommy hadn’t heard that part of the plan and expressed his concern. “Wait. We’re dropping her off at the market? Why? So she can get some fresh fruit or something?”

      She shook her head and glared balls of fire at him.

      “Funny. And no. She’s going to pick up a little surprise for our friend Al Najaar. Just in case.”

      Joe interrupted. “The market is about ten minutes from here. If we drop her off, she’s going to be followed. One of those four men will probably break off and tail her.”

      She passed him a warning glare. “I can handle myself, Mac.”

      “Oh, I know that.” His eyes passed over the surroundings. “Just thought you should be aware.” Mac turned his attention back to the guys. “The drive from here to Susa is close to eight hours. That will put you there in the late afternoon. You should still have several hours of daylight. But if you were planning on doing any sightseeing before you initiated your search, you should probably curtail that notion.” He winked.

      “That’s a shame,” Sean said. “I really wanted to take in some of the restaurants and tea houses. Maybe next time.”

      “Well, we best get a move on. You’re on a tight schedule, after all.”

      The group grabbed their belongings and loaded into the car. Seven minutes later, they were thrust into the early morning rush of downtown Tehran traffic. Cars moved slowly, in and out of empty spaces, in a futile attempt to get ahead. Pedestrians walked along the sidewalks in tightly packed clumps.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but it might save us all some time if you got out here and went ahead on foot,” Mac suggested, pointing at the chaos on the street. “I know a side road where we can get out of this mess and over to the warehouse. I mean, if you don’t mind. It’s only a few more blocks from here.”

      She opened the door and stepped out. “I’ll meet you in an hour. Don’t worry about coming back here. I can get a ride. Just send me the address.” She closed the door and scurried away, pulling the mask up over her face to make sure she stayed incognito.

      Mac glanced back into the mirror. “You don’t think I upset her, do you?”

      Sean smirked. “Nope. That was her way of saying your idea was a good one. Now get us out of here. She won’t let you hear the end of it if she somehow beats us to the rendezvous point.”

      Working his magic, Joe deftly dodged in and out of the seemingly endless bumper-to-bumper traffic and finally found the side street he was looking for. After nearly running over a man selling hats, they found their way out of the rush and onto a quieter, less-occupied street.

      “I heard you were in Copenhagen,” Mac said to Sean as he sped up, heading away from the city’s heart.

      “I heard the same about you.”

      Mac laughed. “Must have just missed you. The missus and I were there checking out some interesting Viking stuff. We had a good time. The weather there this time of year is amazing.”

      “Yeah, it’s one of my favorite cities in the world. I’ll have to go back sometime soon. Hopefully, I’ll be able to enjoy the visit.”

      “You didn’t enjoy working with Tommy on an expedition?”

      “He wasn’t working with me,” Tommy corrected. “He was helping a friend.”

      Joe pursed his lips and nodded. “You tend to do a lot of that sort of thing, don’t you?”

      Sean looked out the window at the passing buildings. Their architecture was like a mix between Communist 1960s and modern art deco. It was a confusing thing to behold. “I guess I do,” he said in a distant tone.

      When they pulled into the warehouse parking lot twenty minutes later, they found it to be empty. The dilapidated building looked like it hadn’t housed business for several years. Rusted corrugated sliding doors hung loosely against the gray cinderblock walls. A bland metal entry door stood off to the side of the larger entrance. Joe stopped the car in front of the hangar-like doors and got out. When he opened his door, the three could still hear the sounds of the city around them. Cars and buses, motorcycles, horns, truck brakes, and construction tools all mingled into a cacophony of mayhem.

      Joe pulled the sliding door to the side, revealing a vast, hollowed-out interior. He got back in and drove the car forward, parking it next to a gray van. He shut off the ignition and got out. His passengers did the same, and Sean made himself useful by offering to close the big doorway.

      Once it was shut, the giant warehouse fell into shadow. Beams of sunlight pierced the dusty darkness along the eastern wall, the yellow lasers enhanced by billions of dust particles floating in the air. Rusty steel beams shot up from the dirty floor to support girders above.

      The van door opened and closed. A second later, a fortysomething woman with curly auburn hair stepped around the hood. Her bright smile pierced through the shadows.

      “Good to see you again, Helen.” Sean said. He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tight.

      “Likewise, boys.” She let go of him and repeated the greeting with Tommy.

      “Hi, Helen,” Tommy said as he embraced her.

      She turned and opened up the side of the van. The seats had been removed to make room for cargo. In this case, the cargo was five baby bed mattresses.

      She put her hands on her hips. “I understand you boys need some guns.”

      “Indeed we do,” Sean said with a smile. “I’ve got to ask, though—”

      “The guns are hidden in the mattresses,” she answered before he could finish.

      “Actually, I was going to ask how you got the weapons here and what you were doing in the area to begin with, but that was going to be my second question.”

      Joe answered for her. “We were on a dig on the border when Tommy called. Since we had a security team with us, it was easy enough to get the weapons. All we had to do was find a place to hide them. Getting in was tricky. Their borders are locked down pretty tight, especially for Americans. We had to find another way in. Took a bit of doing, but our Iranian friend was quite helpful.”

      “We were able to acquire most of what you asked for. You’ll have to settle for 9-mm pistols, though. None of the guys had forties on hand. Plenty of ammo, though.” Helen finished her sentence by reaching over and pulling the top off the closest mattress. She ripped away a thin layer of cotton and revealed a row of handguns, submachine guns, and corresponding magazines.

      “Nice,” Sean said, admiring their resourcefulness. “Were you able to get some knives for Adriana? You know how much she likes those.”

      “Sure did,” Mac said, pulling back the cover on another mattress. Five four-inch throwing daggers were sheathed in a utility belt. A tactical knife was concealed in a longer housing at one end of the belt. There was something else included with the other blades that Tommy and Sean hadn’t expected.

      “Is that a tomahawk?” Tommy asked. He took a step closer and lifted the weapon. Its black steel was perfectly balanced, the beard sharpened to a fine, lethal point. The edge of the blade was razor thin.

      “Yeah, one of the guys said if she liked knives she might like to give this a try. He has a line on them from back in the States. Said a guy in Tennessee runs a company called RMJ Tactical that manufactures them for the military. Apparently, he also makes custom historical tomahawks. You know, the ones with like a peace pipe on one end and such.”

      Tommy swung the weapon around in a reckless fashion. From the look on his face, he was highly intrigued by the weapon.

      Sean stuck his hand out and grabbed Tommy by the wrist, halting his movements. “Why don’t we let her play with that toy? Grab yourself a few guns, and let's get ready to move. When Adriana gets back, we’ll need to leave immediately.”

      Tommy looked like a child who had been punished for misbehaving, but he did as suggested and laid the weapon back in the faux mattress.

      Sean turned back to Helen and Mac. “This will do nicely. Mind if we take those duffle bags?” He pointed at two black bags sitting behind the passenger seat on the floor.

      “They’re yours,” Helen said. “We had a feeling you might need something to carry all this.”

      He gave an appreciative nod and set to work loading the bags. He checked each weapon, making sure no rounds were chambered and to see if all of them functioned the way they should.  Sean was judicious in what he chose to bring. He knew Adriana would want a Heckler & Koch to go along with her knives, tomahawk, and pistol, but concealing the submachine gun might prove to be problematic. Sean preferred to travel a little lighter, taking a pair of handguns and a stack of fully loaded magazines. He stuffed the ammunition into a vest he felt he could conceal with a jacket, and continued stocking the bags.

      “So when Adriana gets here, I guess y’all will be buzzin’ out of here, huh?” Joe was unable to hide the disappointment in his voice.

      “Pretty much, Mac. I wish we could hang out longer. When we get back to the States, we’ll look you up and grab dinner.”

      Joe and Helen smiled at the offer. Helen looked perplexed. “Where did you say she had to go?”

      Sean’s eyes shifted mischievously from one person to the other.

      “He didn’t.” Joe answered for him.
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      Tehran

      Adriana slithered through the flowing mass of people like a snake through a debris-filled river, colliding with people on more than one occasion. One man, with a thick beard that stretched nearly to his eyes, stopped and stared at her. The look was one of surprise more than irritation. He probably couldn’t believe a woman could take a bump to the shoulder like that and keep her balance. What he didn’t know was that beneath the black robes and veil was one of the world's most agile thieves.

      Not bogged down with the need to make money, Adriana had pursued a life of adventure. For the past several years, she had spent most of her time researching and tracking down stolen artwork from World War II. Adolf Hitler, it seems, was a sucker for collecting, and he had amassed a priceless fortune in art from various sources in Europe.

      A portion of that collection was discovered in a cave near his countryside estate by the fabled unit known as the Monuments Men. Movies and books were written about the men and their search for the lost masterpieces. While their mission had been largely successful, so many other works of art were still missing. She made it her personal obsession to find out where they might be, steal them back, and return them to either their rightful owners, or the appropriate museums.

      With a hobby like that, staying fit and nimble were obvious prerequisites.

      Her eyes remained narrow as she navigated the pedestrian chaos until she arrived at the market. Fabric awnings and tents lined the streets. Even at this early hour, vendors were in peak performance, shouting out offers and deals to any passersby whose ears they could bend. She glanced up at the strips of cloudless, blue sky hovering over the canyon of buildings and tents. For a second, her mind drifted, and she wondered how women could wear these dark outfits in the blazing heat of summer. She shook the thought from her head and refocused. She was looking for a specific type of vendor, one she’d seen in this area before. Maybe the seller had moved or was out of business. For what Sean needed her to buy, it was likely that someone else would have the requisite items, assuming they were somewhat common.

      She weaved through the potential buyers of spices, fruits, meats, and vegetables and finally arrived at the stall she remembered from a previous visit. Adriana couldn’t remember if the seller was the same person, but it didn’t matter. The old man in the turban with squinty black eyes, a gray beard, and three missing teeth would do just as well as any. She looked down at the rows of bracelets, necklaces, earrings, and stones.

      Adriana pointed at two items and asked in Farsi, “How much?”

      The man responded with a price that was cheaper than she’d thought he’d give. She reached into the folds of her robe and produced several bills. She quickly counted it and pressed the money into his palm. He turned away to get change as she’d given him too much money, but when he spun slowly back around, she’d vanished into the seething mass of people.

      As she moved through the street, Adriana secured her purchase in a small leather pouch that she’d taken from the stall. She didn’t consider it stealing. After all, she’d given the man almost double what he asked for. He wouldn’t miss a little bag. But it was what Sean had said they needed, and she trusted him. Underneath her robe, Adriana wore a pair of gray capri pants and quickly tucked the pouch in her back pocket for safekeeping.

      Thirty yards away, she could see the opening where the side street intersected the main road. From there, she would go across to where another street led out of town. She could hail a taxi and give the driver the address once she was safely in the car. Her little side mission was easier than she’d imagined.

      Just as the thought entered her mind, Adriana felt a firm hand slap down on her shoulder. She stopped instantly but didn’t turn around. Strong fingers dug into the soft tissue between her clavicle and her neck, sending a sharp pain through her nerves. She squinted into the sunlight and waited for a moment. If her assailant were armed, it would be unlikely that he would use a gun in this mob. Discharging a firearm would cause a panic. And it would also lead to his arrest, more than likely.

      Sure enough, the man’s voice filled her in on the missing detail. “If you try to run, I will stick my knife in your kidneys. If you try to scream for help, I will stick it through the back of your neck to silence you.”

      Adriana spoke enough Farsi to know what he was saying, though she was better with Arabic. She assumed he was holding the blade close without actually pressing it against her since she didn’t feel the point.

      “What do you want?” she asked in the man’s preferred tongue.

      “You are to come with me. My employer has requested your presence.”

      “Oh? And he only sent you to bring me in? He should have sent more men.”

      The man snorted and then grunted a quick laugh. “And why is that?”

      She dropped suddenly and spun into the arm that held her. In the same motion, her hand grabbed his wrist and pulled back as she jammed her palm into his elbow. The opposing force snapped the joint in an excruciating angle, and the man yelled out in pain.

      Adriana was a spinning vortex of black death in her flowing robes. Using the shock of the newly broken arm against him, she dropped again and swept her leg at his heels. The blow flipped him onto his back. Amid his panicked fall, the man let go of his knife in a desperate attempt to brace himself. She saw the flash of metal, snatched the seven-inch blade out of the air, and brought it down into his throat at the exact moment his body struck the concrete.

      Several people looked on in horror at what had just happened. Adriana stood over the shaking body. The man’s lone good hand grasped in vain at the handle of the weapon that killed him, his own knife. Her eyes narrowed again as she locked gazes with some of the witnesses.

      “I am another man’s wife. He touched me.” Her words struck home with the circle that had gathered around the scene. No one said anything, and none made a move to subdue her.

      A moment later, the crowd began to disperse. It was only a matter of minutes before someone would call the police. None of the witnesses would dare bother her directly, so if she were to escape, it had to be now.

      She took off at a sprint, heading toward the main street. The immediate throng in front of her parted like the Red Sea, not wanting to incite the wrath they’d just beheld. Ten yards in, though, she had to bump and nudge her way through until she reached the line of cars backed up along the road. Free of the pedestrian traffic, she darted across the street, sliding through the narrow spaces between bumpers until she reached the other crowded sidewalk.

      Adriana paused for a second and looked back to see if anyone else was following. As far as she could tell, there was no one. Satisfied she was alone, she took off down the almost vacant alley and ran toward the next street. If someone was following her, she didn’t intend to let them keep up easily.

      Halfway down the side street, she ducked behind a garbage bin and removed the black robes. Speed was more important than concealment now, though she kept the veil and scarf around her face and neck. Her skin tingled for a second, exposed to the fresh air by her black short-sleeved shirt. She reached into the pockets of the robe and removed her remaining currency before lifting the lid of the garbage bin and stuffing the linen clothing inside. After another cautious glance down the street, she pushed off the bin like an Olympic sprinter, heading for the finish line fifty yards away.

      Sirens sounded in the distance, a faint whine at first that began to gradually draw closer. Someone had called the police. They would be at a disadvantage in the rush hour traffic, which would give her the edge she needed.

      Adriana slowed to a brisk walk as she arrived at the next intersection and found herself facing a hotel and several apartment buildings. To her right, several older men were sipping on their morning tea. To her left, a couple of college-aged girls munched on light sandwiches as they chatted and laughed. In front of the hotel, she found her salvation. A taxi driver leaned against the door, waiting for his next customer. She waved at him, getting his attention, and jogged across the street. He opened the rear door for her, and she nearly dove in.

      Somewhat befuddled, the driver closed the door and got behind the wheel. “Where to?” he asked.

      She pulled the phone out of her front pocket and tapped the screen. It contained one new text message from Sean, giving the warehouse address. “Here,” she ordered.

      The man nodded, turned the lever on the meter, and stepped on the gas.
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      Atlanta,

      “This is Emily Starks.” She’d been expecting the call, though she had to admit to herself, not so soon.

      Emily walked over and closed her office door. Even though the staff at Axis headquarters was minimal, she’d rather not have any of her team hearing her secret discussions with people outside the agency.

      “Hey, Miss Starks. This is Tara with IAA. Sean and Tommy gave me your number.”

      “You can call me Emily, Tara. Were you and Alex able to find anything?”

      “Actually, we found a lot. Neither of us is even sure what some of it means, but we were able to pull the purchase orders and records off Al Najaar’s database. It took a bit of doing. We’ve never seen a non-government database so heavily encrypted before. From the looks of it, this guy poured a ton of money into whatever he’s doing.”

      “Can you send me the files?”

      “They’re already on their way. You may have to check your spam folder. Most email systems put big files there, and these are gargantuan.”

      Emily watched her computer monitor until the new message notification popped up. She clicked the button to allow her computer to view the large file and started scanning through it.

      The numbers in the columns were astronomical. Many of the items were valued in the tens of millions of dollars, and a few were in the hundreds of millions.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” she said, staring at the screen.

      “What do you mean?”

      Emily continued to scroll through the page. “If Al Najaar was buying weapons from an illegal arms dealer, I’d say he overpaid. Guns and ammunition, ordinance, rockets, none of that costs this much. This looks like a shopping list for an army.”

      “That’s what we thought. Keep scrolling down until you see the images.”

      Emily rolled down the screen until an image passed by and disappeared through the top of the monitor. She stopped and brought it back into view. When she did, everything became as clear as a Swarovski crystal. “Oh no!”

      “Yep. If I had to guess, based on the numbers from that spreadsheet, he’s amassed several hundred of those.”

      A million thoughts raced through Emily’s head, but one kept popping up. “If he’s loading these onto freighters, that means he’s planning on taking them somewhere and launching them.”

      “That’s what we thought too. If a lot of those other items are missiles or bombs, those things could cause chaos in several major cities.”

      “Tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of people would die.” Emily’s voice trailed off.

      “So this guy is bad news.”

      “Yeah.” Emily swallowed and forced herself to move forward. “Thanks for your help with this, Tara. And be sure to thank Alex for me. I don’t think I need to tell you that this information needs to remain completely secret.”

      “I understand.” She paused and then asked, “Do I need to be worried?”

      “No,” Emily answered quickly. “We’ll take care of it. This is what we do. I’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

      She ended the call and set her phone down. It was definitely risky using outside help for something so sensitive. But getting one of the other agencies to use their resources would have taken too long, and based on what she was seeing, they didn’t have that kind of time. Al Najaar’s plans were becoming clearer now.

      Emily stared at the screen. The image of the long, smooth, winged object was one she’d seen before at demonstrations or in propaganda videos. Now it was much more threatening. A fully armed drone could knock out an entire city block, maybe two depending on the warheads it carried.

      And Al Najaar had one thousand drones.

      She scrolled through the files again, clicking each one to see what other information was available. Most of them were more shipping manifests or accounting documents. One was marked with a strange sequence of numbers and letters. None of the other files appeared to be identified in that manner. She clicked on the link, and a new set of images flashed onto the screen. Her breath quickened, and her heart pounded faster. She rolled the images down until she reached the bottom.

      Each picture was an overhead view of four major cities: Hong Kong, Mumbai, Tokyo, New York. Several places were circled within the cities, including one place on each that was a few miles outside the downtown areas. Emily zoomed in on the latter and found that the terrain was mostly flat, yet still close enough to the water that transportation could be fast and efficient.

      “He’s chosen densely populated targets,” she whispered to herself. “And other than New York, I doubt any of those governments would be on their toes for it.” She checked the locations again and confirmed what she feared. Getting into port in any of these places would be easy enough for a massive shipping vessel. Customs officials and coast guards would usher them in unwittingly.

      Another thought occurred to her. If Al Najaar was successful, these kinds of attacks could not only incite mass chaos, but something far bigger.

      War on a global scale.
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      Susa, Iran

      Sean’s cell phone started vibrating in his pocket. He removed it, checked the caller ID, and answered. “What’s up, Em?”

      She spoke fast and direct. “Al Najaar is planning a massive attack on four major cities. I’m putting a team together right now to take him down, but my eyes on his compound told me that he’s gone, probably left the country. No one knows where.”

      Sean pushed aside his instincts for a sarcastic response due to the severity of the situation. “What kind of attack?”

      “Tommy’s kids were able to pull up shipping manifests, orders, inventories, the whole nine yards. He’s been buying attack drones by the hundreds. By my count, he has a thousand of them, all fully equipped with a devastating arsenal.”

      “Bioweapons?”

      “We don’t think so.” She didn’t sound certain. “But we can’t rule it out. Even if there aren’t bios, he’s got enough firepower to kill tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of people.”

      Sean stepped farther away from the others and retreated to a dusty corner of the warehouse. “If he’s got all that, why hasn’t he gone forward with the attacks?”

      “I don’t know. It might have something to do with whatever he’s looking for.” Her tone became grave. “Sean, we’re going to attempt to blockade his ships from leaving Dubai, but we don’t have much time. If you find Al Najaar, you have to take him out. Or at the very least, slow him down.”

      He nodded. “I was planning on the first option.” He looked back over at his friends standing by the van. “How much time do you think we have?”

      “Maybe twenty-four hours. Maybe less. I don’t really have an answer for that either.”

      “You’re just full of helpful information.”

      She ignored the barb. “I’m going to oversee the mission from Atlanta. I have eyes and ears on the ground in Dubai with the strike team. The president preferred I sit this one out. I told him a fighter jet could have me there in a few hours, but he refused. Let me know if you’re able to take down Al Najaar. It might make things on our end go a little more smoothly.”

      “Will do.”

      He ended the call and walked back to the others.

      They looked at him expectantly, but Tommy was the first to speak up. “What was that about? Looked serious.”

      “It is. Like that’s any different.”

      “True.”

      “That was Emily. She said the guy we’re after has amassed some kind of arsenal and is planning an attack on several major cities. Sounds like she knows which ones and more importantly, where the weapons are stashed.”

      “So she has a handle on it,” Joe said.

      “I think so. She’s putting together a team right now to take the ships Al Najaar is using to move the weapons, which by the way, are a thousand drones.”

      “Drones?” Tommy asked. “Where did he get those?”

      “She didn’t say, but she did say we only have about a twenty-four hour window. I’ll assume it’s half that.”

      “So you two need to get a move on,” Helen advised.

      “Right,” Sean agreed. “Let’s get everything packed in the car and ready to go so we can get out of here fast.”

      Adriana arrived at the warehouse five minutes later. She spoke briefly about the man who’d tried to abduct her. Sean was relieved she was okay. He knew she could handle herself, but it still didn’t bring him a great deal of comfort to know she put herself in harm’s way so often.

      Joe made an off-the-cuff joke about the guy not knowing who he was messing with that eased the momentary tension.

      Adriana opened one of the gear bags and was beyond satisfied with the weapons they’d provided. She was equally intrigued by the tomahawk, which she accepted graciously after flipping it around in her hand a few times.

      Helen informed them that she and Joe had set up a contact person for them in Susa, a man by the name of Muhammad Bin Jarad. Being local to the area, he would know a great deal about Daniel’s tomb and could expedite their search. Bin Jarad was someone Helen and Joe trusted. They’d worked with him before when doing some research in one of the areas nearby and had established a loose friendship.

      With their supplies packed in the little Toyota, the friends said their goodbyes and took off on the long road to Susa. The eight-hour drive was brutally boring, with only the occasional town or rock formation to change up the flat, barren land. Now and then, a series of mountains or hills would appear in the distance, but for the most part, it was one of the less scenic drives the visitors had ever encountered. Eventually, the flatlands gave way to rolling, green plains and then canyons, larger hills, and the city of Susa.

      The town was like an oasis of life, springing up out of a dead dust bowl. Lush green trees were scattered everywhere. Farms rich with a burgeoning harvest stretched out for thousands of acres around the outskirts of the city. Architecture in the city was fairly dated, unlike many of the more modern buildings featured in Tehran. An ancient fortress looked down over the city from a high hilltop, ruins from a time long ago.

      One of the most famous ziggurats in the world, Chogha Zanbil wasn’t far from the metropolitan area. It was a historic site both Sean and Tommy had seen before on a previous research trip. The enormous structure still stood as a lasting tribute to the incredible power and influence of ancient Babylon.

      Sean steered the car through the sparse traffic on the edge of town and into the more densely populated downtown area. They’d been instructed to meet their contact in a place known as the Red Tea House just outside the bazaar. Sean found a parking spot in front of an old hotel. They decided not to risk leaving the weapons bags in the car, so each grabbed one and slung it over their shoulders.

      Susa was a little more old school than Tehran when it came to the general view of women, and Adriana had to make sure to keep her face, skin and hair covered. A light, linen blouse covering her top and a darker skirt draped over her leggings, along with the headpiece, ensured she didn’t draw too much attention.

      Sean looked up the street and saw the sign for the rendezvous location. He was glad that they’d found a place to meet that wasn’t too close to the tomb. Getting a plan in place before they got to the location would make things safer and their search much faster. According to Joe, the man they were meeting had maps of the place that were unavailable to the public. The fact that there were secret tunnels and underground thoroughfares only served to increase the likelihood that they were in the right place. Not that he doubted it, but there was always the chance. Deep down, he hoped that the relics hadn’t been moved like they had been from Borobudur.

      The three walked casually through a gaggle of people strolling along the sidewalk. Susa’s bazaar was much smaller than others they’d visited in larger cities, like Marrakech or Istanbul. White tents hung over the modest collection of stalls along the walkway. Some of the sellers were closing down for the day, the afternoon rush ending more than an hour ago. A few others hung around hoping to make a little extra money before dark.

      Ahead on the left, a red fabric hung over an open doorway, propped up at two points by poles set into divots in the sidewalk. The words painted onto the stucco wall told the visitors they were in the right place: The Red Tea House. Sean let the other two enter first, giving one last look around before he stepped across the threshold.

      Inside, they found a cantina-style tea room. It was long and narrow, with a bar set against the back wall and tables lining the rest of the room’s perimeter. Men ranging in age from forty to seventy sat quietly sipping their hot beverages. In this part of the world, tea was almost considered a privilege, as was being a man. A quick survey of the room told the group that Adriana wasn’t welcome. Every eye widened simultaneously as the men stared in disbelief at the woman who had the nerve to enter their fortress of masculinity.

      She turned around and faced Sean. A concerned looked filled her eyes. He sighed and ticked his head to the right, motioning for her to wait outside. She shook her head but complied.

      “I’ll keep a lookout for trouble,” she whispered as she passed.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      Once she was gone, the room came alive again, filled with quiet conversation among the patrons. They probably figured the two Americans didn’t speak Farsi, which was a mistaken assumption. Three men nearby mentioned how they couldn’t believe a woman would presume she could just walk in here. Another at the bar turned around and said something about stupid Westerners.

      In the far left corner, a man in a white T-shirt and khakis stood up and walked toward the two visitors. He looked young, probably in his early thirties, with thick black hair and a matching mustache. He smiled as he approached.

      “Don’t let them bother you. They don’t know you speak Farsi,” the man said loud enough for everyone to hear. He cocked his head to the side. “Perhaps they should speak Farsi or some other dialect.” His English was perfect and carried the slightest twinge of a British accent.

      The man stuck out his hand, which Sean shook firmly. “Muhammad, I presume?”

      “At your service,” he bowed dramatically before shaking Tommy’s hand. “I have a table over here. Please, join me. I presume your female friend will be fine staying outside for a moment?”

      Muhammad’s eyes were tucked behind a few sun-stroked wrinkles appeared young, like a man in his twenties, but the lines across his cheeks and the leathery skin looked like he’d been around four to five decades. Sean figured it was somewhere in the middle, probably closer to his own age. According to a quick briefing from Joe, Muhammad was Muslim, raised and educated in England, and tolerant of all religions. He’d forged a relationship with Joe and Helen with a mutual love of adventure and archaeology. Somehow, Sean figured there was a little more to that story than he’d been told, but he decided to leave it alone for now.

      Sean smirked and tilted his head back for a fraction of a second. “Yeah, she’ll be okay.”

      Muhammad couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not, based on the sarcastic sound of his voice, but he sat down anyway and motioned for the other two to sit as well. He stuck his hand down into a brown canvas satchel and pulled out several sheets of paper. The rolled up sheets were old, frayed on the edges, and the writings and drawings had faded over time. The papers that may have been white or pale cream when they were new had turned to an almost brownish color.

      He spread them out flat on the table and pushed away the nearly empty teacup. “Don’t want to spill anything on these. They’re over two hundred years old.”

      Sean and Tommy passed each other an impressed glance and then focused on the drawings.

      “This,” Muhammad pointed at the map’s center, “is where Daniel’s tomb is. These lines indicate tunnels that go in and around the surrounding area. There is one passage, however, that is not on this map. We’ll have to take this one,” he tapped on the paper, “to reach the secret entrance.”

      “Secret entrance?” Tommy asked, throwing a suspicious look at Sean.

      “Yes. I have spent a great amount of time studying about the prophet Daniel. While there are many historians who debate this as the true location of his tomb, I believe it is. But,” he raised a finger to emphasize his point, “I believe that the one the tourists see is merely a diversion for where the prophet is actually buried.”

      Sean nodded. “Okay, I’m intrigued. How long will it take us to get there?”

      Muhammad shook his head. “Not long. Five minutes to the entrance. Another ten to the secret tunnel. After that, I’m not sure.”

      “Wait,” Tommy held up his hand. “What do you mean you’re not sure? Haven’t you been in this tunnel?”

      Their host looked up from the papers and shook his head as if the answer was obvious. “No. No one has. It’s still sealed. I only recently excavated enough dirt to be able to see it.”

      “How are we going to get through if it’s still sealed?”

      Muhammad smiled. “I left all the necessary tools at the location. I doubt anyone would have seen them or stolen them.”

      Sean leaned over the table and peered through Muhammad’s eyes. “Time isn’t a luxury we have here. If we don’t get to that tomb, a lot of people are going to die. A madman by the name of Mamoud Al Najaar is trying to beat us to the tomb, and if he succeeds, it’s going to be very bad for all of us.”

      Muhammad nodded slowly. “I see. I have heard of this man, Al Najaar. He’s very wealthy. There are some in dark circles who have said he is looking to wage a war on the West.”

      “You’ve heard that?”

      He shrugged. “Only in whispers. But it’s the whispers you need to listen to the hardest. Men like Al Najaar give good Muslims like me a bad name. I don’t know what beef he has with the West. But I, for one, wish men like him would get over it.”

      Sean and Tommy both grinned at the response.

      “We all do, brother,” Sean said. Then, “We best get going before my girlfriend starts to wonder what we’re doing in here.”

      Muhammad rolled up the maps and stuffed them into protective tubes before returning them to his bag. Back outside, they found Adriana standing with her arms crossed, turning her head from side to side as she watched the thinning crowd of pedestrians.

      “Where to next?” she asked as the men appeared from the tea house.

      “We follow him.” Sean answered, pointing at Muhammad.

      “Sorry for the unwelcome reception you had in there. Old customs, you know.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said.

      He smiled and bowed. “Thank you for understanding. Now, since time is of the essence, I suggest we hurry.”

      Muhammad took off at a brisk pace, crossing the street without looking and floating down the sidewalk as if he was on a rapid people mover. The others rushed after him, heading toward the center of town. Rising above the apartments and businesses, a white, spiraling cone stood out in the cloudless blue sky: the shrine sitting atop the tomb of Daniel.
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      The entrance to the tunnels wasn’t exactly well hidden. It was, however, well protected. An iron gate covered the arched portal and was locked with a heavy, rusted padlock. A shallow stream of murky water trickled out and into a concrete duct leading away from the tunnel, disappearing into another, smaller hole in a wall thirty feet away.

      Muhammad had acquired a key, though Sean and the others decided it would be best not to ask why. They locked the gate once they were inside and hurried through the passage.

      “This doesn’t seem like such a secret,” Tommy commented as he pointed his flashlight around. The beam danced on the curved walls and stretched out ahead of the group as they progressed.

      “Most people think it’s a sewage drain,” Muhammad explained. “That keeps many curious eyes away. Only a few people come down here, usually engineers or city planners, and those are few and far between. No one has any reason to try to find this secret entrance.” He made a sharp right and continued down the damp corridor. A rat scurried away, keeping close to the wall as it retreated from the intruders.

      “Was it difficult to get dig permits for this?” Tommy asked. He slipped on a wet patch of concrete and nearly fell but caught his balance with an elbow against the wall.

      Muhammad laughed. “Permit? This city has so many other things going on, I seriously doubt anyone in the local government would even know where to begin with giving out an excavation permit.”

      Sean raised an eyebrow and glanced over at his friend. “So how are you keeping the site secure?”

      The group rounded a corner and arrived at another intersection where the paths came to a T. Warning signs hung on the wall to the left. They surrounded a plastic drop cloth hanging from the wall. Some of the signs read in Arabic, Farsi, and English, Danger, keep out; others warned of lethal chemicals, and still more had skulls and crossbones.

      Sean nodded, seeing the answer to his question.

      “Not exactly subtle,” Adriana said, admiring the handiwork.

      “But effective.” Muhammad grinned over his shoulder and pulled back the plastic.

      He pointed his flashlight inside the cavity. The light revealed a small generator, floodlights, shovels, picks, brushes, sifting trays, baskets, and several other tools of the archaeological trade.

      “Okay,” Tommy said, “I’m impressed.”

      They followed their guide into the dig site and closed the drop cloth behind. Muhammad led the way over to the far wall. The visitors’ eyes came to rest upon an incredible find. Aramaic characters were carved into the ancient rock in neat lines from right to left and stretched four feet across in the wall’s center. In the corners above the far edges of the script was a sequence of characters separated by an inch or two of space and barely noticeable seams. As Sean drew closer, he noticed thin lines surrounding the words. Each one was a separate piece of stone cut into the wall.

      “They are names,” Muhammad said, answering the unasked question. “Names of Hebrew leaders, priests, prophets, and kings. There are twenty-eight names on those squares.”

      “Why are they there?” Tommy asked.

      “I assume because Daniel wanted to honor those who had gone before him.”

      “How did you find this?” Sean asked, turning to face their guide.

      Muhammad shrugged. “I’ve always wondered what was underneath the tomb. Outside the shrine, visitors can stop to pray or pay their respects to the great prophet, but no one is allowed inside. As far as I know, no one has ever seen the actual remains. It would be difficult to determine if it is actually Daniel or not, and I have no intention of doing such research. I simply wanted to know what else was down here and why it was so secretive.”

      “Curiosity can be dangerous,” Sean said as he ran his fingers across the letters carved into the smooth stone.

      Their guide smiled and lowered his head a moment. He raised it again and said, “I do not believe I have made many enemies in this world.”

      “It’s not your enemies you should be worried about. It’s the enemies of your friends you need to be aware of.”

      “Speaking of enemies,” Tommy interrupted, “could we hurry this along? Ours could be arriving at any moment.”

      “Right,” Sean nodded.

      He continued moving his finger across the stone until he felt the thinnest of gaps. He worked his fingernail into it and slid it up and down, confirming what he thought. “We’re going to have to wedge this thing out, which means the wall will be damaged.” He turned to Muhammad. “You okay with that?”

      The Iranian took a step back and grabbed a sledgehammer and a metal wedge. He flipped on the generator and hit the start button. The floodlights flickered to life and cast a bright glow throughout the entire area. “I’ve been waiting long enough to see what’s behind this door.”

      The other three picked up some crowbars that were leaning against the wall and went to work. They shimmied the sharp edges into the narrow space between the center stone and the wall around it. The work was painstaking and difficult. Every time it seemed they had made progress and the rectangular stone started to slide out a little, it slipped back into place. After twenty minutes of hard effort, the heat and humidity of the space started to take its toll. Beads of sweat rolled down the sides of every face.

      Sean took a step back, breathing hard. “Take a break for a second.”

      Tommy was the first to obey, grateful for a breather. He slogged over to his gear bag, unzipped it, and pulled out a bottle of cool water. Half of the contents were gone in a matter of seconds as he poured the liquid down his throat.

      Adriana leaned her tool against the wall and stared at the engravings.

      “It’s an account of the Babylonian captivity the Hebrews endured,” Muhammad informed her. He stood nearby and gazed upon the wall.

      Sean eyed the peculiar corners with the names cut into individual squares. He lowered his gaze to the floor and took to a knee near the wall. His fingertips ran across the smooth stone. It was similar to the way the walls had been cut, hewn smooth with a laser-like precision. Something stood out about the floor. Actually, it wasn’t what stood out. It was what was missing.

      “This door wasn’t meant to come out this way,” he blurted.

      Tommy finished the last drops of his water and tossed the bottle back into the gear bag. “What do you mean? You saying we should push it?”

      Sean shook his head. “No. This would have been put here just a shade over two thousand years ago.” He jerked his thumb at the wall. “If whoever put it here slid it into place, we would see signs of scraping on the floor. There might even be some big gouges.”

      “Maybe they didn’t slide it across the stone. They could have used mats or some kind of buffer.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sean disagreed. “Look at how perfectly flush these seams are. If this is a door, it was cut from the wall itself.”

      Muhammad listened to the conversation and jumped in. “How do you think it works then?”

      Sean turned to Tommy. “Do you remember studying the layout of the ancient temple in Jerusalem?”

      Tommy blinked and rolled his shoulders, nodding. “Yeah. Which part in particular?”

      “History suggests that the designers of Solomon’s temple built in safety measures to protect the Ark of the Covenant from falling into the wrong hands.”

      The light went on in Tommy’s eyes. “Right. The widely held belief is that there were two pillars standing next to the entrance to the most holy place, a location which only the high priest was allowed to visit once a year.”

      “Exactly. From what I remember, those two columns would sink into the ground in the event that the city came under attack. It worked with counterweights and sand.”

      “Yeah, but how does that apply to this situation?”

      Sean stood and stepped close to the wall once more. He reached up and ran a fingernail under the edge of one of the squares with a name on it. His Aramaic was rusty. He thought he knew what the name was, but he motioned for Adriana to take a look at it. Tommy moved closer as well.

      “What does this name say?”

      “Isaiah,” she answered.

      “Most likely the great prophet of Israel,” Muhammad added.

      “And this one?” Sean pointed at the next name in line.

      “Samuel,” Tommy answered quickly. He clearly didn’t want to be outdone.

      “Aaron. David. Solomon. Shadrach. Josiah.” Adriana called out the next five.

      Before she could say the next name, Sean stopped her. “Wait. The one before Josiah. Did you say Shadrach?”

      “Yes,” she answered, confused by the question. “Why?”

      He pressed his finger to the center of the square in question. “Keep going.”

      She called out several more names. When she said, “Meshach,” he stopped her again.

      “Tommy, put your finger on that one.”

      His friend smiled and obeyed, realizing the method to Sean’s madness. “It’s the names of Daniel’s friends.”

      “Looks that way. Adriana, see if the name of Abednego is over there on the other side.” She grinned and stepped over to the other corner.

      She traced a line across the first row and into the second row before she found the one she was looking for. “Got it,” she said, putting her finger on the square.

      “I’m sorry,” Muhammad asked, “but I don’t understand what is going on.”

      “These names,” Sean tapped the square with renewed excitement, “don’t fit with all the others. Priests, kings, prophets—Daniel’s friends weren’t any of those. They were just students who were taken to Babylon to study the ways of the empire.”

      “Okay,” Tommy spoke up. “Thanks for the refresher. But what exactly are we doing here?”

      Sean picked up the crowbar he’d set aside and stepped over to where Adriana was keeping her finger pressed firmly against the stone square. He flipped the tool around to use the shorter end. “You can move your finger,” he said to her with a smile. She raised an eyebrow and stepped back.

      He worked the tool’s point into the tiny seam between the squares. When he was satisfied with the depth, he took a deep breath and leveraged the bar forward. The square came out easier than he expected, extending out of the wall by three inches. Everyone in the room stared at the object in disbelief. It was a cubical rod. Sean grabbed onto the end, careful not to break it off, and tugged on it gently, sliding the rod out of the wall until it came free. The long, cubed shaft was about two feet long.

      “Amazing,” Muhammad said, breaking the near silence.

      “Wait,” Sean held up his hand, stopping their guide from saying anything else. Everyone in the room listened but heard nothing.

      “What are we listening for?” Tommy asked.

      Sean shrugged off the question and set the rod to the side. “Quick. Do the same with the other two.”

      Tommy did as instructed and reached down to grab his own crowbar. He replicated the process while Sean found the remaining cube and went to work. Tommy’s came free fairly easily, only taking a minute or two of careful effort. The third rod was somewhat more temperamental, but Sean was able to shimmy it free. With the three rods for each of Daniel’s friends lying against the wall, the four explorers listened again. Once more, the only sound they could discern was the faint trickle of water coming from the drainage tunnels.

      They stared at the wall with heightened anticipation, but nothing happened. Sean scratched his head. His mouth was agape, and he couldn’t help but feel a little frustrated.

      “Shouldn’t something be moving now?” Tommy asked sincerely.

      Sean nodded. “Yeah.”

      “This place is very old,” Muhammad offered. “Maybe the contraption doesn’t work anymore.”

      Adriana shook her head. “That would be true if they used ropes or any type of component that decays quickly. Whoever designed this knew that it could be a long time before anyone found it. Like they said,” she motioned at Sean, “the temple’s anti-theft system could have endured thousands of years.”

      Muhammad seemed satisfied with the explanation, but that still didn’t answer the question as to why the contraption wasn’t moving. Sean inched closer to the stone wall.

      “We’re missing something,” Tommy said, taking a step back. He scanned the squares until he found an anomaly. “These columns all have the names of Daniel’s friends on the surface.”

      Sean nodded his agreement.

      “So maybe there’s a friend we missed.” Tommy moved forward again, this time slowly running his index finger across the squares, examining each name with the greatest of care.

      He completed one side of the wall and sidestepped over to the other corner. He repeated the process, checking each square before moving on to the next. Suddenly, he stopped on one unusually long name.

      “What?” Sean asked, almost begging it out of him.

      Tommy tapped on the stone. “This name doesn’t fit. He wasn’t a king of Judah, a priest, or even Hebrew.”

      Sean raised an eyebrow as the answer came to him. “Of course. The king of Babylon befriended Daniel. According to the biblical account, he reluctantly threw Daniel into a pit of lions, which the prophet miraculously survived. After that occurrence, Daniel became one of the most trusted advisers to the king.”

      Tommy smiled. “Bingo.”

      Adriana moved closer and hefted the crowbar. She moved Tommy aside without saying a word and wedged the sharp edge of the metal between the slits next to one of the most famous names in ancient history.

      Nebuchadnezzar.
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      Adriana pried the cube loose, and soon she was able to slide the entire column out from its place. The second the rod was completely free of the wall, a new sound entered the antechamber. It was difficult to make out exactly what it was, but after ten seconds a deep rumble replaced the noise. The floor and walls vibrated like a small magnitude earthquake. Light danced around, gyrating across the surfaces, and dust particles flew freely in the air.

      Suddenly, the engraved wall began to move downward, slowly, inch by inch. The gap at the top was just a slit at first, but the mechanism gained momentum, and soon it was a foot, then two. A blast of stale air shot out from the darkness on the other side, mingling with air from the outside world for the first time in thousands of years.

      The visitors exchanged ecstatic glances while Muhammad simply stared forward into the opening darkness, eyes wide with disbelief and wonder.

      When the stone completed its journey, the top was flush with the ground, almost seamlessly. The group waited a moment, gazing into the beyond, wondering what might await. Sean didn’t pause long. He turned around, grabbed a flashlight from his gear bag, and started forward. Muhammad grabbed his shoulder, stopping him.

      “You must be careful. There could be measures left by the people who built this place.”

      “I’ve seen my share of booby traps, Muhammad.” Sean grinned and winked. “I’ll be careful.”

      He spun around and pointed his light into the abyss. The LED beam pierced the darkness and stopped on a point forty feet away. It was a wall not dissimilar to those surrounding them. Sean redirected the light to the floor just beyond the portal’s threshold and took a wary step forward. The others tucked in close behind him, wielding their own lights to keep the path illuminated.

      The dusty air tickled their noses, and a few rebellious particles found their way into Tommy’s lungs, causing him to cough violently for a moment. He raised the collar of his T-shirt over his nose as a filter and pressed on.

      In the bluish light, the four realized they were in a perfectly circular room, carved immaculately from the bedrock beneath the city. The walls stopped at about eight feet, where the domed ceiling rose to a point thirty feet high in its center.

      Muhammad, ironically, was puzzled by the room’s design. Even in the darkness, his face visibly contorted into a questioning expression. “I don’t understand,” he said, his head turning quickly back and forth as he examined the architecture. “This room is a Muslim design. I don’t understand. Daniel was a Hebrew prophet.”

      Adriana nodded her agreement, though she ignored his confused looks and walked slowly toward the middle of the room. Sean was right next to her, moving in tandem. A stone sarcophagus, eight feet in length, was the target of their prowl.

      “Actually,” Tommy said, still eyeing the walls and ceiling, “it would make perfect sense. When the Babylonians were captured, many of their priests, military minds, and leaders were put to death. Nebuchadnezzar was already dead, and his successors largely failed. Belshazzar, a drunken fool, was left in his place to run things while his father, another weak ruler, ran off to Palestine to establish a colony. According to the story, Daniel foretold the empire’s demise after a strange hand appeared in the throne room and wrote it on the wall.”

      “Which is where the term, ‘writing on the wall,’ came from.” Sean added. As he stepped closer to the long box, his eyes remained locked on an object that sat on its top.

      Tommy stopped what he was doing and moved toward the stunning alabaster sarcophagus as well. “Right. Anyway, the Medes and Persians were lead by Cyrus, a Persian. He allowed Daniel to live and brought him into his council. If one of the Persian kings designed this burial chamber for Daniel, that would explain why it appears to be an early Muslim design.”

      Muhammad nodded. “Fascinating.”

      “Yeah, and a little long. Try to shorten it next time,” Sean joked. His voice bounced off the walls and ceiling.

      “Hilarious,” Tommy said, nearing the box.

      Sean reached out to the object atop the creamy-white sarcophagus. It was a small cube, and its yellowish color was unmistakable. The little container was made of pure gold. It was grimy and dusty from centuries underground, but it was nonetheless remarkable.

      “What is that?” Tommy asked, the whites of his eyes gleaming in the flashlight’s pale glow.

      Sean took a deep breath. “I think it’s what we’ve been looking for.”

      The cube had a lid pressed firmly into the main portion, and it took a few seconds before he could wriggle it free.

      Muhammad came close and stared along with the others as Sean opened the cube. They all held their breath, uncertain of what would be within. As the lid came free, their beams fell upon an incredible, and at the same time, unspectacular sight. Two stones, one white and one black, lay within the cube.

      “The Urim and the Thummim,” Adriana said reverently, her voice barely a whisper.

      Sean reached a hand in and picked up the stones. Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice stopped him cold.

      “Put the stones back in the box, please.” The accent was faintly Middle Eastern, but the English was perfectly clear.

      Sean froze in place for a second while the other three spun round. Tommy instinctively reached for his gun but realized that would be a mistake. Seven gunmen, dressed in black and wearing scarves over their faces and headlamps on their foreheads, had pistols aimed in their direction. Adriana sensed the danger and twisted her head around slowly to assess the situation. Muhammad put his hands up instantly, obviously unaccustomed to being in such a spot.

      “Don’t make me ask you again.” The man in the center of the gunmen was the one giving the orders. He was dressed similarly to the others but wore nothing across his face. His tanned skin, dark hair, and facial structure belied his Arab descent. He held his weapon, identical to the other six, down at his waist with hands crossed.

      Sean let out a sigh and did as he was told. The stones clanked at the bottom of the metal cube.

      “Thank you,” the man said. “Now all of you move away from the sarcophagus. Over there to the left will be fine.” He pointed in the direction he wanted the group to go.

      “No sudden movements,” one of the gunmen ordered.

      Sean knew the second speaker must have been Sharouf, the second in command.

      “I had a feeling you’d follow us here, Mamoud,” Sean said as he and the others inched their way over to the wall. “I have to say, I was starting to wonder if you’d got lost.”

      “Always the cocky American, even when you stand in the face of death and failure.” Mamoud’s expression remained stoically unimpressed.

      “It seems to have worked for me so far.”

      Tommy and Adriana kept their eyes narrowed, watching the situation develop.

      Mamoud turned around and jerked an older man forward. The prisoner was dressed in a white linen shirt and light cream-colored linen pants. “You wanted to see those stones so badly,” Mamoud said. “Let’s go take a look at your life’s work before I bring it to an end.”

      The older man snorted, but his eyes were full of fear. He looked like he’d not slept for days, and his clothes were wrinkled and dirty. Sean gave a slow nod to the prisoner, trying to convey that everything would be okay. Nehem’s return expression was one of bewilderment, clearly wondering how that was possible.

      Mamoud raised his weapon and jammed it in the archaeologist’s back, forcing him forward. “Please, I don’t have all day. We have a war to start, and the sooner the better.”

      The two padded across the floor to the sarcophagus bathed in the light from the gunmen’s headlamps and the flashlights the other four still held.

      “That’s far enough, Nehem,” Mamoud said. He shoved the older man aside and pointed his headlamp into the golden box. A sickly smile stretched across his face, and his eyes grew wide as they beheld the two stones. He reached in and picked them up, holding them close to his face to give a closer examination. “Now the power of Israel is in the hands of Abraham’s true heir,” he nearly whispered the sentence. He turned so that his prisoner could see the stones. “With these, I will always be a step ahead of my enemies.”

      Nehem didn’t say a word as he gazed upon the precious stones. Every instinct within him said to snatch them and make a break for the door, a move that would be certain suicide. Mamoud must have sensed his thoughts as he withdrew a half step.

      “Go stand over there with the others,” Mamoud ordered.

      Nehem hesitated but obeyed, slinking over to where Sean and the others were huddled by the wall.

      “What now, Mamoud?” Sean asked. “I mean, what exactly is your plan? You said you wanted a war. War with whom?”

      In the residual light of his headlamp, Mamoud’s face took on a sinister expression. “You shouldn’t worry about such things, Sean Wyatt. You and your friends will be dead, buried in this tomb along with the Hebrew heretic within this box.” He tapped on the sarcophagus.

      “Maybe. But I’ve always had a curious nature.”

      Mamoud considered the question for a minute. He looked down at the stones in his hand and then at the floor. Distant, painful memories seeped into his mind. “When I was in college, during the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, my mother was visiting a friend in one of the towns on the outskirts of Baghdad. She was there on a mission, helping to give food to homeless people. She was kindhearted and always helped others. On day three of the invasion, a drone mistakenly dropped a bomb on the compound where she was working.” A twinge of distant pain scratched his voice.

      “My mother was one of thousands of innocent people the United States and its friends have murdered. You sit there in your cozy living rooms watching CNN coverage of the devastation like it was a video game, never thinking that every building your army destroys has an innocent janitor, a security guard, an ordinary person just trying to make an honest living. It is time that America and its allies face the same fate. You want to know with whom I will wage war?” He paused for a moment and rubbed the stones with his thumb. “I will wage it with the world. You think your people, your media, your governments know terror? You think they know pain?” He lifted his head and stared through Sean’s eyes. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
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      Mamoud motioned to one of his men carrying a black duffle bag. “Bring me the Hoshen,” he barked.

      The gunman obeyed and hurried over to where his employer stood. He set the bag on top of the sarcophagus and awaited further orders. Mamoud motioned for him to join the others. Once the minion was back in position, Mamoud spun around and unzipped the bag. He stuffed his gun into his belt and reached in with both hands, pulling out the golden breastplate with the twelve stones imbedded in the front. He held it up, admiring it as the shiny metal glimmered in the glow of the artificial light.

      “It’s an impressive piece,” he said. His voice reverberated off the walls. “And it will bring about the downfall of the infidels.” He laid it gently on the flat stone and placed the Urim and the Thummim at the top edge of the breastplate.

      Sharouf’s eyes flicked back and forth between his targets and his employer while the gun in his hands remained trained on the five huddled by the wall.

      Mamoud gazed at the relics as if wondering what to do next.

      Sean snorted a laugh. “Don’t know how it works, do you?”

      Mamoud’s eyes barely lifted, peering under the lids at the American. “Oh, I know how it works. I was just considering what question to ask first. And now I believe I have one.”

      He put his hands out wide with palms up and tilted his head toward the ceiling with eyes closed. “Mighty Allah, show me your will. Will I kill these infidels this day?” He waited for a moment and then looked back down at the relics. The silence crushed him as he waited. But nothing happened.

      He raised his hands higher and prayed again. “Great Allah, will I kill these infidels this day for your glory?” His voice boomed through the chamber this time.

      Sean could feel the weight of his gun hanging over his shoulder. Every instinct inside him wanted to draw down on the villain and end this right here and now. To do so would get him and the others cut down instantly, though. So he waited and used his sense of humor instead.

      “I’m guessing right now is when something is supposed to happen, right?”

      Mamoud looked down again. Still, the relics showed no signs of changing. The look on his face switched in seconds to one of terrible concern. His eyes widened in disbelief. “It should have worked. Why is it not working?”

      Sean shrugged. “It happens to every guy sooner or later. You know, one in three have trouble performing—”

      “Shut up!” Mamoud commanded.

      Sean stopped talking but offered a sheepish grin to top off the insult.

      “You,” he pointed at Nehem. “What is wrong with this? Why isn’t it answering me?”

      Nehem shrugged. He truly didn’t know the answer, but he offered one nonetheless. “Perhaps all the stories about those objects were merely legends, myths created by the priesthood in Israel to keep the people under control. Or maybe it doesn’t work for someone like you, a man of evil intentions.”

      Flames roared through Mamoud’s eyes. He looked back down at the objects and picked up the white stone. He examined it closely for several seconds and then threw it on the ground. The piece shattered into hundreds of pieces. His hand went to his gun, and he jerked it out of his belt, pointing it at Sean. Nehem desperately stuck out his hand as if doing so would somehow piece the broken stone back together.

      “Very clever, Sean. You swapped out the stones.” He put out his other hand and motioned with his fingers for the American to come forward. “Bring them to me, slowly.”

      Sean’s eyes were slits. “Suppose I don’t?”

      “I can always just kill you and take them from you.”

      “You’re going to kill us anyway. So what’s the difference?”

      Mamoud pursed his lips and nodded. “That’s true. But you will have to watch your friends die first. I think I’ll start with the girl.” He steered the barrel to where Adriana was standing defiantly to the right of Tommy and the others. She had the same look on her face that Sean did, the look of a snake waiting to strike when the moment presented itself.

      “Okay, take it easy. I’ll give them to you.” He held his hands up slowly, palms facing forward. “I have to reach in my pocket to get them.”

      “I know you’re armed. Take out your gun first, set it on the ground, and move away.”

      “Just now thinking of that?” Tommy snipped.

      “Tommy, relax,” Sean said in a half-joking tone. “Remember, he’s not a professional. I’m guessing Mr. Al Najaar here is new to the kidnapping, hostage-taking, world terror game. Cut him some slack.”

      “Shut up!” Mamoud’s voice shook with urgency. “All of you, remove your weapons, and put them on the ground. If anyone tries to be a cowboy, my men and I will kill you where you stand.”

      Sean nodded and did as he was told. He pulled his pistol out and laid it on the ground. His companions did the same as Muhammad and Nehem watched out of the corners of their eyes.

      “Good,” Mamoud said when he was satisfied they were unarmed. “All of you take two steps toward my men over there.” The group obeyed again, putting themselves several feet away from the guns on the floor.

      “Now bring me the stones,” Mamoud beckoned, motioning with his fingers.

      Sean kept his hands out and moved cautiously toward the sarcophagus. He stopped at the head of the heavy stone box and waited to see what Mamoud would say next.

      “Put them on the lid,” he motioned with a tilt of the head.

      Sean bit his lower lip and let out a sigh. He lowered his right hand and shoved it into the pocket where he’d deposited the stones a few minutes before. He felt the smooth, rounded pieces and withdrew his hand once he had both. They had an odd warmth that he’d not noticed before. He stretched out his fist and opened his fingers to set them on the sarcophagus. Everyone’s eyes locked in on the eerie sight as Sean placed the items on the surface. The black stone emanated a strange, purplish glow that lit up the immediate area.

      Mamoud’s breath came quick and heavy, but he didn’t falter. “Move away from the stones. Now!” He waved his weapon, motioning for Sean to return to the side. His eyes kept drifting back to the strange objects.

      Sean hesitated for a second, also mesmerized by the odd light. “You know,” he said, taking a wary step back, “the black one means the answer to your question was no.”

      Mamoud’s nostrils flared. His face twisted in a frown, and his head snapped to the side for a second. “What? What do you mean?”

      “You asked if you would kill us today. I’m guessing you figured it was a given. According to those relics, looks like it isn’t.” Sean nodded at the stones as he took another step away.

      The young Arab cocked his head to the side. “Oh?” he said and raised the weapon, taking aim at Sean’s head. “I assure you. It is.”

      A flicker of light passed across the room as a shadow moved through the floodlights in the antechamber. Mamoud turned his head to see what caused the anomaly, but it was already too late. The sound of a silenced pistol popped through the room, the bullet ripping through the forehead of his gunman on the right-hand side of the doorway. Another weapon fired from a different position, but it had the same result, its round piercing through the right cheek of another gunman. The remaining four henchmen reacted quickly, immediately realizing the danger. They spun around in unison and opened fire, choosing to shoot first and aim second. The mystery attackers landed one more round in the shoulder of a third gunman before retreating to cover on either side of the entrance. Tommy wasn’t sure, but he thought he recognized the silhouettes.

      The distraction was the opening Sean had been waiting for. He took two quick steps and launched himself across the remaining six feet. His shoulder planted into Mamoud’s right arm. It jolted the weapon from his hand. The gun clacked on the floor just before the two bodies crashed into the hard stone a few feet away. Mamoud shrieked from the sudden impact and subsequent sharp pain in his shoulder. Sean’s momentum sent him rolling off his target, but he was quick to get back on his feet and resume the assault. He swung his boot at Mamoud’s face. The Arab winced but found enough strength to raise both hands to block the strike. He shifted his weight and grabbed Sean’s foot and then twisted it hard, using Sean’s inertia against him. With his boot jerked at an awkward angle, Sean’s body spun in midair, doing a complete three-sixty before he fell to the ground with a thud. His hands and elbows struck the surface first.

      Adriana’s reaction to the strangers’ ambush was instantaneous. She’d managed to keep the tomahawk out of sight during their capture. She grabbed it from its belt holster and rushed the nearest gunman while he was preoccupied with the shooters. His back was exposed, a fact she took immediate advantage of. Adriana felt the perfectly balanced weight of the tomahawk in her hand as she darted forward and swung the deadly weapon’s sharp edge at the villain’s back. The blade sank deep into his tissue and stuck into the shoulder blade. He yelped in agony and slouched forward. She wasn’t done yet. Her hands worked quickly, yanking the tomahawk out of the bloody target. She whipped it up, spun the man around, and struck hard with the spike, driving the black steel straight into the man’s heart. His eyes flared in shock before the body fell limp to the floor in a heap. Adriana bent down on one knee, worked her weapon free, and scooped the fallen gunman’s pistol from his fingers just as Tommy charged by, a whoosh of air following him.

      The man he was targeting had sensed danger when his partner screamed a few moments before. He’d already turned around, but his reaction was too slow. Tommy leaped at him with a flying sidekick, his boot heel striking the man in the chest. The blow sent the gunman crashing into the wall, momentarily stunned. Tommy used the moment to his advantage and threw a haymaker of an uppercut, landing it right under the gunman’s jaw. The target’s head snapped back accompanied by a sickening smacking sound. The unconscious gunman slumped against the wall, his knees buckling under the dead weight.

      “Heads up!” Adriana shouted.

      The two remaining henchmen on the other side of the room realized the imminent threat and turned their attention to Tommy and Adriana. Tommy was the first target they acquired and drew down on. With no cover, nowhere to run, and no weapon at the ready, Tommy had to think fast. He ducked down, grabbed the unconscious henchman, and spun the body around to use as a human shield.

      His move wasn’t a second too soon. The gunmen opened fire, peppering the body with a spray of deadly metal. One bullet ripped through the man’s arm and clipped Tommy’s shoulder, but he held tight until the popping sounds turned to clicks, their magazines empty.

      Adriana stole the moment and stepped forward, firing on the two exposed killers and taking one out at the knee and chest. The other one took two rounds in the gut before a bullet pierced his forehead, sending a red splash onto the wall behind him.

      Sean pushed himself off the floor, though his elbows throbbed painfully. Mamoud regained his balance and saw Sean regrouping. The Arab’s eyes flashed toward his gun on the floor. Sean caught the glance and knew what the man would do next. The two dove simultaneously for the gun, both hands hitting it and sending it sliding away.

      The popping sounds from the gunfight had ceased. Through his peripheral vision, Sean saw that Adriana and Tommy were okay, which meant they’d taken out the rest of Mamoud’s men.

      He grappled with his opponent, their hands swatting and swinging at each other as they rolled on the floor, each trying to stretch out for the weapon they believed was their salvation. Sean grabbed Mamoud’s wrists and pulled him close, but the madman gained the advantage and rolled over on top of him. He punched Sean on the cheek, opening a fresh cut on his face. He attempted a second, but Sean forced up a forearm and blocked it. Sean grabbed the other arm and pulled Mamoud close, head butting him in the nose.

      The Arab leaned back, but Sean didn’t let go, bashing the man’s nose against his head again and sending a fresh surge of pain through his opponent’s face. Blood oozed from the broken appendage, and tears poured from his eyes.

      Adriana watched with her weapon drawn. Mamoud managed to wriggle free and lean back. She had a clear shot and pulled the trigger. The gun clicked. “Crap.” She tossed the weapon aside and picked up the tomahawk again.

      Mamoud swung his arms wildly, landing a blow against the side of Sean’s head and another on his jaw, followed by some striking him in the ribs and gut, most blocked by the American’s forearms. The brute ferocity of the attack signaled Mamoud’s desperation.

      Sean shifted his weight and whipped his legs around, a move that threw his opponent clear and sent him rolling to a sudden stop against the sarcophagus. Sean popped up and assumed a crouching martial arts position, ready to finish the fight. He realized that Mamoud had stopped only a few feet away from one of his pistols. Unarmed, Sean would be an easy target, and there was no way he could beat him to it this time.

      “Sean,” Adriana shouted. He glanced left. She tossed the tomahawk in a dramatic arc.

      Sean snatched it out of the air and whirled around instantly, flinging the deadly weapon at his crawling target. The blade rolled through the air in a blur and struck Mamoud at the base of his neck. He grunted and collapsed, grasping at the foreign object protruding from his body. He rolled onto his back and clutched the weapon by the handle, debating on whether or not to remove it. Mamoud knew the grim truth. The blade was dripping with blood, but the second he took it out, his life would spew forth and end in seconds.

      Sean and the others moved quickly over to where the dying man lay. He looked up at them with enraged disdain. His eyes flashed rage, but he was helpless. A sickly laugh escaped his lips even as his body trembled. “Killing me won’t stop the war from coming. My ships are already on their way.” He coughed. Blood from the broken nose covered his face, and he spat his words. “My drones will rain death on the Western empire, and no one will be able to stop it. You lose, American.”

      “I don’t think so, Mamoud. We know about your ships. At this very moment, a coordinated effort among global agencies is making sure your drones are safely grounded.” Sean crossed his arms. His ribs ached, and he winced from the shot he took on the jaw, but he was okay. He stared at the dying man with his usual sly grin. “It’s over, Mamoud. You lose.”

      Mamoud’s eyes widened. Tears filled them, and he grimaced. “That is impossible.”

      “Actually,” Tommy jumped in, “this is kind of what we do. Foil the plans of evil masterminds and such.”

      Mamoud struggled to breathe. Blood was oozing down his neck at a steady pace now. He knew there was only one thing left to do. “May Allah have his vengeance on you.”

      He closed his eyes and yanked the tomahawk out of his neck. His eyes shot open again as blood spurted out onto the floor and the side of the sarcophagus, fast at first, but as the seconds went by, it slowed, eventually to a steady trickle. Finally, Mamoud’s head drooped to the side, and his body went limp.

      A shuffling sound came from the entryway, and the group spun around as two silhouettes entered, surrounded by the bright light from the antechamber. As they drew closer, the faces were revealed from the shadows.

      “Cut it a little close there, Mac,” Sean said, grinning.

      “You’re welcome,” Joe said, returning the smile.

      Helen holstered her weapon and stepped over to Sean. “We hung back to make sure they didn’t know we were around. Looks like they didn’t figure on you having us follow them while they were following you.” She put a finger to his cheek. “You’re going to need to put some ice or a steak on that. Don’t want it to swell.”

      Sean chuckled. “I’ll get around to it.”

      Joe and Helen looked down at the dead madman. “Was that true what you said about global agencies taking down his ships?”

      Sean nodded. “I hope so. Emily is on it. Knowing her, that means it’s probably done. From the sounds of it, she put a ton of resources into the operation.” He sighed, just now starting to catch his breath. “Their little scheme is done.”

      Muhammad’s confusion was written all over his face. “I don’t understand,” he said, pointing at Joe and Helen. “You had them follow you? Don’t get me wrong, Mac, I’m glad to see you. Very glad. And you as well, Helen.” He changed his expression to one of gratitude and bowed low to both.

      “Yeah,” Joe said, “Sean knew where they were headed, but he also knew Mamoud and his friends probably had no idea where to go once they got to Susa. If they were left to their own devices, they’d have been rummaging around the tourist site above us.” He motioned to the ceiling with a flick of the head.

      Nehem listened to the conversation, standing behind the others. He turned his eyes to the mysterious stones resting on the sarcophagus and moved closer. He noticed for the first time a thin engraving on the lid. The others noticed he’d turned his attention to the box and watched as he ran a finger along the lettering. “Here lies Daniel, a servant of the one true God,” he read aloud.

      Sean and Tommy passed each other a knowing smile.

      The Israeli archaeologist turned his attention to the breastplate. He picked it up with the greatest of reverence and stared at it for a long moment. No one said a word, letting him have the time he wanted with a relic he’d chased for so long. A tear trickled down the side of Nehem’s face. He quickly wiped it away and turned to Sean. “Thank you, all of you, for this.”

      Sean gave a single nod; his satisfied grin said enough.

      Then Nehem turned to Muhammad. “Long ago, our people were brothers. We came from the same father. You are my brother. I thank you.”

      Muhammad bowed his head low. “The side of good does not choose religions, races, or countries. It only chooses good. These men had evil intentions. It is a shame the few discredit the many. But I thank you for your gratitude.”

      The two smiled at each other for a second, and then Tommy interrupted. “So, not to put a damper on this tender moment, but we’re surrounded by a bunch of dead bodies. Any chance we could take this party somewhere else?”

      Adriana shook her head and punched him in the good shoulder.

      “What?” he genuinely looked offended. “I’m just saying.”

      Helen interjected. “And there’s the matter of the young woman we found in their vehicle. She was unconscious but alive. They’d left her in the back, not sure why. We put her in our van for safekeeping. It’s warm in there, but she’ll be fine.”

      Nehem’s eyes perked up. “A young woman? What did she look like? You said she’s alive?”

      Joe nodded. “Yep. You think you know her?”

      Tears welled in the corners of Nehem’s eyes. His voice trembled. “My daughter.”
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      Jerusalem, Two Months Later

      “That’s a remarkable contraption,” Sean said. He stared at a case made from three-inch thick glass. Inside, the Hoshen gleamed in the yellowish gallery light. On the opposite side of the room, the two stones sat on a pedestal in a similar case.

      “Thank you,” Nehem said, beaming with pride. “They were both designed to lower the artifacts to one of two locations. Same as the Isaiah scroll, there is a safe level, and then there is a research level, all deep below ground. The three pieces we found are still undergoing evaluation and analysis.”

      Following the events in Susa, Nehem had extracted the artifacts in secret. He wasn’t about to let the Iranian government get their hands on what he believed rightfully belonged to the people of Israel. He knew that if that happened, the relics would be put in a basement somewhere, or worse. Based on the interaction of the stones with the breastplate, there was something mysterious and potentially dangerous going on.

      Once the group left the country, Muhammad set about sealing up the entrance to the tomb. He reasoned that anyone who wanted to pay homage to Daniel could do it in the tourist spot above ground. No one needed to know about the actual crypt. Sean and the others agreed. Within a week, the entire antechamber was blocked off with cinder blocks and concrete.

      At the new display’s opening ceremony, Tommy was standing nearby, next to Adriana. He raised a suspicious eyebrow. “I hope your scientists aren’t trying to figure out a way to replicate it and put it to military use.”

      Nehem shrugged, stretching out the cream-colored suit he’d chosen for the opening ceremony. “I honestly do not know. I can only speak for my research team. We want to know how it works. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Neither have we,” Sean interjected.

      “Right,” Nehem agreed. “And we owe it to ourselves to at least ask the questions. Don’t we?”

      “Doctor,” Adriana said, “those relics are in their rightful place. We trust that you and your government won’t do anything foolish.”

      Tommy seemed irritated, but he pushed those feelings aside. “Well, either way, Israel is an American ally, so I guess at least we’re on the right side.”

      Nehem raised a playful eyebrow and nodded. “Indeed.” His eyes drifted over to the opposite side of the room. His daughter stood by the wall, talking to a pair of the honored guests. Her bright smile charming everyone within fifteen feet.

      Sean spent the next half hour shaking hands with diplomats, archaeologists, researchers, and curious visitors. Gradually, he let himself slip through the mob and out the door. The late afternoon sun splashed onto his face and instantly warmed his skin. He realized how cool the inside of the museum was kept, probably more for the protection of ancient artifacts than the comfort of the visitors.

      He put on his sunglasses and strolled leisurely over to a railing that looked out over the city. White apartments and office buildings towered in the distance among the sprawl of smaller, similarly colored dwellings. Dark-green cypress trees waved in the breeze nearby. Sean stopped at the polished steel railing and rested his hands on it. Behind him, the bright-white stone of the museum reflected the sunlight in the corners of his sunglasses.

      He’d only been standing alone for a minute before he realized someone was behind him.

      “That’s good work you did, taking down all of those shipping vessels.” He didn’t turn around as he spoke. He didn’t need to. Sean knew who was standing behind him. Partly because Emily always wore the same perfume. She’d worn it for years.

      She didn’t bother asking how he knew it was her. She just assumed he was good. “I appreciate the compliment.”

      “It’s why you’re the director.”

      She drew in a deep breath and then sighed. “Take a few weeks off, Sean. Enjoy some time with your lady friend. Relax. See the Holy Land or something.”

      “I’ve seen it.” He stared out at the setting. “Seems like every time I try to kick off my shoes and relax, something happens. Adriana said she needs to check in on her father. Apparently, he got a troubling text message from someone.”

      Emily’s face scrunched in concern as she leaned over and rested her elbows on the rail. “Troubling?”

      “Yeah. She didn’t elaborate much. But she’ll be on the next flight out of here to meet him.”

      “Isn’t he in Ecuador or something?”

      Sean shook his head. “Not anymore. From the sound of it, he’s on the move.”

      “You going to help her?”

      “I offered.” He shook his head again. “But she wants to take care of it herself. I try to respect her wishes. Adriana can handle herself.”

      Silence fell over the conversation, filled only with the sound of the wind rustling through the trees and washing over the hillside amid the distant noise of vehicular traffic.

      “I don’t suppose you have a job for me?” he blurted.

      She snorted a laugh and bowed her head. “No. Not right now. We’re busy cleaning up all the fallout from this one.” She paused for a minute before saying, “You know, you saved a lot of lives. Possibly millions. We found enough munitions and explosives to take out entire sections of major cities. By the time the air forces responded, a lot of people would have died.”

      “Yeah. That’s what bothers me,” he said.

      She patted him on the back and started to head back into the museum. “It’s why we’re here, Sean. It’s why you came back. It’s why I always knew you’d come back.”

      “And why you bugged me all those years.” He smirked as he said it.

      “Yep.”

      “Well, you know you can call me when you’re in a pinch.” He stood up straight and faced her. “Hopefully, that isn’t too often. No offense. The less I hear from you, the better. Means the world isn’t going crazy.”

      She smiled and reached out both arms, wrapping them around his strong shoulders. He returned the gesture and hugged her back. A moment later, Emily was walking away, her heels clicking on the concrete as she approached the museum.

      Adriana and Tommy passed her as they exited the building, shaking her hand and bidding her goodbye before joining Sean. Adriana wore a tight black dress with matching heels and a silver belt hanging just below her hips. She looked ravishing as the two walked toward Sean. Tommy less so, with his plaid button-up shirt nearly untucked and mismatched with the standard tweed blazer he seemed to wear at all formal occasions.

      Adriana spoke first. “I have to go see about my father.” Her dark eyes mesmerized him like a chocolate whirlpool sucking him down into a delicious death.

      “I know,” he forced a smile. “I understand. Go take care of him. I know you will. Call me if you need me.” He offered the last bit even though he knew she was too proud to do such a thing.

      Her eyes narrowed, and a narrow grin crossed her lips like a lion about to devour its prey. “Oh, I need you. But that will have to wait.”

      “Thank goodness,” Tommy cut in as the two moved closer together, lips brushing each other.

      Both heads twisted in his direction simultaneously. “Do you mind?” Sean asked. He didn’t wait for an answer, instead turning back to her and pressing his lips firmly against hers. Ten seconds went by that felt like an hour to Tommy. Finally, they let go, and Adriana left, winding her way down the path and back to where the cars were parked.

      Sean watched her until she disappeared behind a row of shrubs and small trees. Tommy stepped closer to him and clapped his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “You’re a lucky man.”

      Sean chuckled. “I would be if I could keep her around for more than a few days at a time.”

      The two stared after her even though she was gone from sight.

      “You knew the situation when you got involved. She’s not the settling down type. Not yet anyway.”

      “I know.”

      “But you’re hoping that someday she might be.”

      “Maybe.”

      Tommy’s head turned, and he eyed his friend suspiciously. “You know, Sean, you’re not the settling down type either.”

      Sean’s lips parted in a grin, and he looked over at Tommy. “I know. But I’m hoping someday I might be.”
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      Fact vs. Fiction

      

      Readers seem to enjoy finding out which things are fact and which things are created from an author’s imagination. I know I like to do the same as a reader.

      In this book there are many places where fiction and fact are intertwined closely. This makes discerning what is real and fake a difficult thing to do.

      All of the characters are fictional, created in my imagination, with one exception. Daniel was a very real person. Not only is his existence documented in several Scriptures but Cuneiform tablets have been discovered in ancient Babylon that state he was to be the king of the entire empire should the king and his son be killed. This is an amazing piece of evidence to the incredible rise to power Daniel experienced.

      He was a student in Jerusalem, taken as a captive to a foreign land, and then made such impressions on the leadership that he was made the third most powerful person in the known world at the time. Pretty cool stuff!

      The relics known as the Hoshen, Urim, and Thummim have been a fascinating study for me for the last decade. While archaeologists, treasure hunters, and many others search desperately for the Ark of the Covenant, I was always just as interested in these holy relics that seemed to disappear at about the same time as the Ark.

      Though no one is certain where the three objects are, there is no question to their mysterious powers that were documented in the Bible’s Old Testament. As to how the devices/relics worked, that is left to speculation.

      The tomb of the high priest in Jerusalem is a little fact and a little fiction. I changed the exact location and the name of the priest but recently, researchers have discovered a high priest’s tomb from around the time of the Babylonian era. The details within the tomb were a figment of my imagination.

      The great temple in Yogyakarta is believed to be one of the oldest in Buddhism and as of the date of writing this, is touted as the birthplace of the religion by many.

      There are tunnels within the temple. Most are only seen by those who work there. The entire sequence surrounding the massive stupa at the top was concocted by me. While there may be something inside one of the stupas, I am not aware of a way in or out.

      The Tiger’s Nest monastery is located in one of the most beautiful places in the world. Bhutan could be one of Asia’s best-kept secrets in the travel industry. The dramatic mountain views, lush forests, and natural beauty are all worth visiting. The monastery itself is open to visits and on the other side of the bridge is a cafeteria and visitor’s area.

      There is, to my knowledge, no secret tunnel leading into the mountain, although I’m sure the monks would be happy to talk to you about it.

      Susa in Iran is considered to be the burial location for the prophet, Daniel. It is visited frequently by travelers but getting into the country can be tricky, especially for Americans.

      Relations between the U.S. and Iran have been poor for decades and it doesn’t seem there is any end of that in site, which is unfortunate. Iran is a beautiful country and Tehran’s location is unique and breathtaking.

      As far as technology and encryption decoding goes, Tara and Alex use a fictional piece of technology I call a hyper quantum algorithmic processing or, HQAP.

      The world of quantum computing is not fictional, it is very real and developing at a rapid pace.

      With HQAP, people would have the ability to run billions of sequences, codes, and possibilities in a fraction of the time as a normal processor. If you’re wondering whether or not the government is working on this sort of thing, that is anybody’s guess. In my stories, however, the Tommy’s finances enabled him to build computers that could effectively break down highly encrypted databases in a short amount of time.

      This goes against the Snowden report. Or does the Snowden report go against HQAP?

      I hope this answers some of the questions you may have had for the story. If you’d like to know more, you can always contact me through my website ernestdempsey.net or through Facebook or Twitter.
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          Tanzania, Western Border

        

      

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the peaceful surroundings of the forest turned into hell on earth.

      Darkness had come early for the five men in SEAL Team Four. They’d been lurking in the shadows for almost three hours, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. Just a hundred meters from their hiding place, their target—a compound run by a ruthless warlord—began settling down for the night.

      Most of the men running patrols had since disappeared behind the feeble-looking gate. Only a few guards remained. They appeared to be young, fifteen at most. Every member of the strike team had been apprised of the situation. Their target—a warlord by the name of Baku Toli—had been abducting children to serve in his rebel army.

      That wasn’t even the worst of it. Intelligence reported Toli had also obtained biological weapons. There was no word as to where he planned on using the weapons or what his motives might be, but one thing was obvious: his intentions weren’t good.

      “Two guards at main gate, sir. Two in the tower to the north. Same with the tower to the south.” Petty Officer Alberto Garza was quick to assess the situation. Not terrible odds. Six on five was better than what they usually faced. But as soon as the first shot was fired, the rest of the warlord’s small army would hit back—hard. The SEALs would have to move fast.

      Lt. j.g. Fletcher Collins was the commander of the mission. Affectionately known as Fletch to the others, he made quick decisions and was a natural leader. He’d glanced over at the others to give the signal to move up when the first shot was fired from behind their position.

      And that’s when everything came unraveled.

      First the dirt exploded around them again and again as bullets flew at their position. Other rounds thudded into the trees and clipped branches nearby. Next, Petty Officer Max Wilson took a bullet to the leg. He grimaced and dropped to his knees before another round zipped through the base of his neck. He fell over prostrate, grasping at his throat for five seconds before slowing to intermittent twitches. Then he stopped moving altogether.

      The remaining four SEALs returned fire immediately. In the dark it was difficult to see the enemy, but the muzzle flashes illuminated the gunmen in bright bursts and effectively gave away their positions. The ambush was coming from a wide arch, surrounding the Americans in such a way that would make escape nearly impossible.

      Fletch dove for cover behind a huge tree stump and continued firing on the right flank. The other three took up positions behind the biggest tree trunks they could find.

      Petty Officer Tevin Simmons, a young man of twenty-seven, squeezed the trigger on his assault rifle. A second later a yelp merged into the rat-a-tat-tat of the gunfire. “One down,” he said. The voice had sounded like a child’s. The men all knew they would be facing some of the child soldiers Toli had abducted and brainwashed. Now it was eerily real.

      Senior Chief Mark Mueller was in the center with Garza. Their weapons swiveled to the left and right with every muzzle flash. Even though they were firing into darkness, the reckless shooting by the enemy exposed them every time they pulled the trigger. For a unit as elite as Team Four, that was all the light they needed. One after the other, the SEALs dropped the shooters until only a few were left. Whoever the enemy was, they were wildly inaccurate—better at hitting stumps and rocks than their targets.

      Fletch gave the signal for the other three to fan out and press the attack. He started to leave the protection of the stump when suddenly he felt the cold metal of a rifle muzzle against the back of his neck. A chill shot through his body, and he froze stiff.

      “Don’t move, American.”

      The voice was young. The kid couldn’t have been more than twelve. Fletch didn’t turn around to look. For a second, the idea of dropping to the ground and sweeping the kid’s legs rushed through his brain. That notion was lost to fantasy the second he saw three other child soldiers with guns appear to his right. Their barrels were leveled at their hips, pointing straight at him.

      Fletch dropped his weapon and raised his hands. Garza looked back from his advanced position and noticed his commander in trouble. Before he could react, though, a line of young soldiers appeared. They charged out of the gate toward the battle, covering the span in fifteen seconds in spite of the heavy weapons they bore. Garza and the others spun around, ready to fire at the new threat.

      “Stand down, boys,” Fletch ordered. He knew a no-win situation when he saw one. There was zero chance he and the others would get out alive if they tried to fight their way out. “There’s too many of them.”

      Fletch glanced over at the lifeless body of Wilson lying face down in the dirt. The sight caused Fletch to clench his jaw. Based on the poor aim of the so-called soldiers, Wilson had been unlucky. He was only twenty-five years old—a good kid. Now he was gone. Just like that. Fletch had lost a member of his team once before, and he never stopped blaming himself for it. The old demons started to flame up before his eyes as he imagined how heartbroken Wilson’s family would be. He was engaged to be married in a few months. Now his parents and his fiancée would have a hole in their lives until the end of time.

      All because of Baku Toli.

      The American commander’s thoughts were interrupted by a man’s voice from amid the cluster of soldiers swarming the area.

      “What have we here?” the man asked. “Americans?”

      Fletch kept facing away from the sound of the voice. He wasn’t about to make a sudden move, not without being told. As it turned out, he didn’t have to move at all. The dark face of the man they’d come to kill appeared  as Toli stepped around in front of him.

      He wore a red beret, dark camouflage fatigues, and had two bandoliers of bullets stretching from his shoulders across his chest.

      Fletch had seen the face a dozen times while he studied the mission. He’d learned all he could about Toli, but information was scarce. It was as if he’d appeared from nowhere, a creation of Fletch’s imagination. Fletch wished he was a figment. Toli was real enough, though, and now he was standing face to face with the American.

      “What are you doing here?” Toli asked in his thick East African accent. “It was not wise for you to come to my fortress. Now I will have to kill you.”

      Fletch looked out of the corner of his eye. He saw the remainder of his team reluctantly surrendering their weapons.

      “Well we all do dumb things every now and then.” He flashed his eyes at one of the children hovering close by. “What kind of sick coward abducts kids and uses them to fight for him? You always stand behind someone else’s gun? Too afraid to use one yourself?”

      Toli pulled a pistol from the holster on his hip and smacked it across Fletch’s face. When the American recovered, he found himself staring down the wrong end of the barrel.

      “These boys must learn what it means to become men,” Toli said. He waved a finger around. “And they must learn what it means to serve the Almighty.”

      Perfect. Another religious fanatic who thinks he’s the savior. “There have been men like you before, Baku. In fact, there was one not too far north of here in Uganda. Things didn’t work out too well for him, if you catch my drift.”

      Toli was unimpressed. His reply was a derisive snort followed by a wave of the hand. “Take them to the basement in the main building,” he ordered one of the few men he had serving. “Make sure they are watched at all times.” Toli stared hard into Fletch’s eyes. “I have plans for these Americans. Soon the world will know who we are.”

      

      1

      Atlanta, Georgia

      

      Sean didn’t think. He didn’t worry about the consequences. He simply saw the threat and reacted.

      He’d seen the suspicious guy lurk into the stadium midway through the fourth inning. The man looked like any other middle-aged guy attending a baseball game. He wore a cap, the team jacket bulging out around his belly, and jeans that had seen their fair share of washings—the blue almost faded completely.

      He wasn’t, however, an ordinary man attending a baseball game.

      From the moment he sat down at the end of the aisle — two rows ahead of Sean and in the adjacent section — he’d acted oddly. No one else had noticed; at least it didn’t seem that way. Everyone’s attention was focused on either the game or their concessions: beer, nachos, and that old American staple—hot dogs.

      The primary reason Sean even noted the man was that the game was half over and the guy was just showing up. Who comes to a baseball game halfway through it?

      To be fair, he hadn’t missed much. The Braves were losing by two, and the home crowd was already growing restless.

      Sean had watched as the guy looked around, checking to his left and then his right as he eased into his seat. It was almost as if he was looking for someone. Maybe he wasn’t sure if he was in the right row. Whatever the reason, Sean’s instincts had kicked in immediately.

      He’d spent the last few innings half watching the game while he kept an eye on the guy. When the seventh-inning stretch began, he realized what the man had planned.

      The guy in the jacket looked around nervously. Sean watched as the man reached into his jacket and pulled out a pistol, keeping it close to his chest as he stepped toward the railing only two rows away.

      Sean had only taken a few karate classes in his youth, though he’d been in his fair share of brawls in high school and college. Trouble had a way of finding him, much like it was now. Fortunately, for the last six months he’d been through one of the most rigorous training programs the U.S. government had to offer—a program that only graduated 5 percent of the people who went in. His senses felt heightened. His muscles tensed.

      None of the other fans seemed to see what was happening. The security guards that lined the edge of the field were looking up into the stands, but they were spaced in such a way that the gunman approaching the front row blended in with the rest of the crowd.

      Sean charged down the steps, giving no thought to his personal safety. The man pulled out his weapon and took aim at the first baseman, whose back was turned as the team warmed up for the bottom of the inning. There wasn’t any time to think. Sean leaped from two rows away and sailed through the air. As the man’s finger tensed on the trigger, Sean’s shoulder plowed into his lower back. The jarring blow caused his hand to flail in the air as the weapon fired, sending the round off into space to land somewhere—hopefully harmlessly—outside the stadium.

      The momentum from Sean’s flying tackle sent both of them toward the brick wall separating the fans from the field. The gunman’s body protected Sean. The gunman, however, had no protection—and being caught off guard, was unable to react fast enough to brace himself. His face smacked against the top corner of the wall, shattering the cheekbone below his eye. Dazed and suddenly in agonizing pain, he dropped the weapon and grabbed his face. A gash had opened up in the skin and oozed crimson through his fingers. Sean worked hard to stay on top of him, holding on to the writhing gunman like he was roping a calf in a rodeo.

      “Freeze!” a voice commanded from nearby.

      Sean released the man and kicked the weapon away while still straddling him. He slowly put his hands up.

      Two police officers were pointing guns at the man on the ground, each with menacing expressions on their faces.

      The closest security guard hopped over the wall and grabbed Sean under the armpits. He pulled him up a few steps and held on.

      “That guy had a gun,” Sean explained.

      “Just let the cops do their thing.”

      Another police officer descended the steps with a radio in hand. The crowd of fans in the closest two areas were in a panic and flooding out to the aisles as far away from the gunman as they could get. The players were being ushered to the opposing team’s dugout for safety.

      Sean bit his tongue and watched as the police cuffed the gunman and dragged him up the stairs and out onto the concourse.

      One of the cops stopped and questioned the security guard. “What’s this guy’s deal?”

      Sean knew better than to chime in. If he’d learned anything about cops, it was to speak only when spoken to. Sean could have been arrogant, especially given the fact that he’d just saved the first baseman’s life. Or he could have played the I have security clearance you’ve never even heard of card. Instead he let the guard answer for him.

      “This guy took down the man with the gun. I’m just holding him here to make sure you all didn’t think he was part of the problem.”

      The cop, a guy probably in his midforties, narrowed his brown eyes as he assessed whether or not the guard was right.

      “That true, son?”

      Sean nodded. “Yes, sir. I noticed the gunman walking toward the field during the seventh-inning stretch. When he reached in his pocket, I rushed him.”

      It wasn’t like Sean to sound so submissive. But in this case, he’d prefer to give the cop whatever info he wanted and get the heck out of Dodge. Too many people had seen him as it was. No question he’d get grief about it when he got back to the office in the morning. If it took that long.

      “So you’re just a good Samaritan, doing his part to help the world?”

      Something in the cop’s tone carried a barb of sarcasm.

      Sean ignored it and remained respectful. “Yes, sir.” He grabbed his shoulder and winced, faking an injury. “If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to go take some ibuprofen. I hit my shoulder pretty hard when I tackled that guy, and it’s getting sore. Am I free to go?”

      The way the cop was deliberating caused Sean a degree of concern. Of course he hadn’t done anything wrong, but he also knew how cops were when it came to protocol, statements, reports, and all that nonsense. Sean was getting the overwhelming feeling that not only would he be missing the rest of the game, he’d also be heading downtown to give some kind of testimony.

      “I’ll take care of this one,” a female voice interrupted the tense moment.

      Sean cautiously twisted his head around. Most of the fans had already cleared out and were stampeding their way down the concourse. Alone on the steps a few rows back was a woman with light brown, shoulder-length hair. She wore a gray business suit and looked the spitting image of a corporate CEO. Her fingers clutched a foldout with a government-issue identification card inside. The cop couldn’t see all the card’s details from his vantage point, but apparently he saw enough to know when to back off. At least from questioning her ID’s validity.

      “What are the feds doing here?” he asked. He put both hands on his hips. “We already got the gunman in custody. What do you want with this one?”

      The woman took a few steps down the stairs toward the three men and slid her foldout back into a jacket pocket. Sean let a sly grin escape and crease across his face.

      “This one,” she said, “is one of ours. He’s been tracking that gunman for over a month now. He knew the guy’s plan and waited for the right moment to take him down.”

      The cop was perplexed by the tale but couldn’t find an argument for it. “You mean this guy is one of yours?”

      Sean couldn’t hold back his instincts any longer. “That’s what the lady said. Now if you don’t mind,” he looked down at the cop’s badge, “Officer Wilkins, I’m going to go see if I can get our suspect out of police hands and into federal custody. So thanks for screwing up and costing me at least a half a day.”

      Suddenly the cop got apologetic. “I didn’t realize you all were working on a case. I’ll put in a call downtown…”

      “Don’t bother,” the woman said. “We know who to call.”

      She grabbed Sean by the arm and led him away from the cop and the guard, who were both staring wide mouthed at the two as they disappeared into the thinning flow of people.

      Once they were out of sight, the woman picked up her pace and turned right, heading for one of the elevators in the recesses of the stadium.

      “Nice job, Emily,” Sean said.

      “Less than a week with the agency, and I’m already bailing you out? Not a good way to start, Agent Wyatt. I certainly hope this isn’t going to be a recurring theme.”

      Sean had graduated from the University of Tennessee with a degree in psychology and not a clue how he was going to use it. He had an affinity for history, but there wasn’t much of a future in that, unless of course he went to work for his friend Tommy Schultz. That would be a last resort. Tommy, being the friend that he was, had offered Sean a good-paying job as a security specialist for his fledgling artifact recovery agency, but Sean had always wanted to forge his own path.

      An interview with the Justice Department had led to some unexpected opportunities. Eventually, he was corralled into a special branch of the government called Axis, a small agency that carried only a handful of field agents at any given time. Sean had never imagined in a million years that he would become a spy. But after passing the series of strenuous tests, he’d been left with few reasons to say no. The only thing that held him back was how heartbreaking it would be to his parents if he were to be killed in the line of duty. The money was good, though, and the job played to Sean’s strengths.

      He was the kind of person who excelled under pressure, and he almost never cracked. When others panicked, Sean made calm decisions. Those qualities were something the government prized for its field agents. Apparently, Axis was even more stringent with their requirements.

      “Don’t worry, Em. I won’t get in too much trouble. I doubt you’ll have to bail me out more than two or three times.” He twisted his head to the side and passed her a wry grin.

      The elevator doors opened, and they stepped in. When the doors closed, she spoke, keeping her eyes forward as she did so. “Please don’t call me that, Agent Wyatt. You and I are not friends. We work for the same agency and therefore are teammates, but do not mistake that for some kind of platonic relationship.”

      He pursed his lips and nodded. “Fair enough, Agent Starks. Although it would be a lot simpler if we just used first names. Just saying.”

      “I disagree.”

      He gave a nod and stared ahead at the doors. A moment later they opened again, and the two found themselves on the ground floor. They exited, and Emily led the way out and to the right toward one of the private parking lots where the players kept their vehicles.

      “I’m sorry,” Sean said. “Where are we going? My car is on the other side of the stadium. And that reminds me: What in the world are you doing here anyway? You don’t look like you’re dressed for a baseball game.”

      “I’m not,” she said. Her shoes clicked loudly on the brickwork underfoot. “And your car will be fine here. We received a call. The director asked me to bring you in.”

      Sean’s somewhat jovial mood immediately darkened. His eyes narrowed, and he glanced at her as they stalked down the sidewalk into the lot. It was never good news when the director called.

      “What’s going on?”

      She stopped at a red Volvo sedan and got in the driver’s side. He hopped in next to her and stared, waiting for an answer.

      Emily revved the engine to life and backed out of her parking spot, spun the wheel around, and steered the vehicle out onto the packed city street.

      “I don’t know, exactly,” she answered after coming to a stop at a red light. “The director didn’t tell me. He just said to bring you in and told me where you were sitting at the Braves game.”

      Sean frowned. “He knew where I was sitting? I scalped that ticket.”

      She turned slightly to the right and shot him a devious glance. “They know everything, Sean. Sooner you understand that, the better.”

      He shook off the thought. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m on the team then, huh?”

      “We’ll see.”

      The light turned green, and before he could question her sinister comment she stepped on the gas and whipped the car onto the street to the left. She sped ahead and then jerked the wheel right to merge onto the ramp that took them onto Interstate 75 heading north.

      “We really need lights on our cars, you know?” He made the comment as Emily swerved around slower cars in the right two lanes.

      “That would draw too much attention. Sort of like your little stunt at the game earlier today.”

      Sean was incredulous. “Wait a minute. That guy was going to kill someone. I did what I was supposed to do.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe that is a police matter.”

      He could feel the blood pulsing into his head, pounding hard with every heartbeat. “What, you’re saying I should have just let that guy kill the first baseman?”

      “Not necessarily. But you’re essentially a spy now, Agent Wyatt. If you draw attention to yourself, your identity could be compromised.”

      Emily Starks hadn’t been with Axis much longer than Sean. From time to time, however, she used that sliver of experience to give him guidance—guidance he felt wasn’t needed.

      He decided to use his go-to move that usually worked in situations like this. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful in the future.” Sean knew an unwinnable argument when he heard one.

      She bought his fake surrender. “Good. You know I tell you these things for your own good, right? I just don’t want you to get compromised. That leads to trouble.”

      “That’s very sweet of you.”

      She yanked the wheel to the right, and his head smacked against the window. He winced from the sudden pain and grabbed his scalp.

      “It’s not just for your own good. It’s for the good of the agency and all of us who work for Axis. You screw up; we all pay the price. If one of us gets tagged, the rest of us can, too. I’d prefer not to be dodging bullets when I’m not on a mission.”

      He went on the offensive. “Seems to me that part of the job is we’re always on a mission, even when we aren’t necessarily taking orders.”

      She went silent, which he took to mean she agreed.

      Emily exited the freeway and navigated the traffic across the main part of downtown until they reached the area close to the Georgia Dome.

      “I thought we were going to the main office,” Sean said. “The airport is the other direction.”

      “One, you probably should have mentioned that before we headed north. And two, I know. We’re taking a helicopter to the airport. I’m dropping off this vehicle for another agent.”

      “Oh.” He felt silly for asking.

      “Sooner or later, Agent Wyatt, you’re going to need to learn to trust me.”

      He responded by muttering under his breath, “And sooner or later, we are going to need to start using first names.”

      Her head snapped in his direction, but he was staring out the window as the Peach Tree Westin passed by in the window. “What was that?”

      “Hmm?” Sean looked over at her and shook his head. “Oh, nothing.”
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          Washington, DC

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for coming in on such short notice, Sean.”

      The Axis director gave a curt nod from the other side of his massive desk.

      Sean cast a sideways smirk at Emily in the seat next to him. He considered saying, “See? First name,” but thought better of it.

      Director Forrest Stone had been with the agency for nearly thirty years. More and more, he talked about retirement. But something was holding him back.

      Sean had a feeling it was being uncertain of who his successor might be. Being low man on the totem pole, Sean doubted it would be him. He’d not been there long enough to learn everything. But Emily would make a great director. She, too, however, had only been there a short while in comparison to Director Stone’s extensive experience.

      “No problem, sir. What’s happening?”

      Stone picked up a remote from his desk, stepped to the left, and pressed a button. The flatscreen on the wall behind him lit up and immediately displayed the southeastern quadrant of Africa. Tanzania was highlighted and a moment later zoomed in on a small city on the nation’s southwestern border with Zambia—a city called Mbeya.

      “A warlord by the name of Baku Toli is causing trouble,” the director started. “At first he was just a minor irritation, hitting small villages here and there. But the problem has gotten worse.”

      The screen zoomed to a satellite image of a compound on the outskirts of the city. “What we didn’t know is that he’s been abducting children to build his Tanzanian Liberation Army, if you can call it that. The kids are taken to this compound and brainwashed until they will do his bidding.”

      Emily cut in. “With all due respect, Director, what has the Tanzanian government done about all this?”

      “Right now they are in political flux. Their current leader is weak. And there’s a power struggle going on that could turn into a full-blown civil war.”

      Sean frowned. “I thought they were one of the more stable countries in that region.”

      The director nodded. “They are. Right now, this warlord’s activities are fairly localized. But the more he continues doing what he’s doing, the worse it will get.” He paused for a moment to take a drink of water from the bottle on his desk. When he began again, his tone lowered. “There’s something else you need to know.” His eyes went from Emily, to Sean, and back. “We have reason to believe this warlord, Toli, has been amassing a stockpile of biological weapons.”

      Sean cast a concerned glance over at Emily and then back at the director. “Are you sure?”

      Director Stone smirked and snorted a short laugh. “Son, ever since the debacle in Iraq, we always make sure. But we aren’t calling the United Nations on this one. They work too slow, always trying to do everything by the book. The president has asked that we go in and take down Toli before his momentum reaches a fever pitch.”

      Emily still had questions. “I’m sorry, sir, but this sounds like a mission better suited for one of the special ops units.”

      “Funny you should say that, Starks. A team was sent in four days ago. They failed to check back in, which means they’re either dead, captured, or lost. Since you could drop those guys off in the middle of the North Pole with nothing but a toothbrush and they’d still make it home, I think we can rule out the latter.”

      Sean shifted in his seat. The thought of American soldiers being killed or captured was unsettling. “If they’re alive, sir, we’ll find them. Where would we start?”

      “I like the enthusiasm, son.” Director Stone turned to the screen and pointed at one of the buildings. It didn’t look like much: tin roof, two stories, probably built out of cinderblocks. Based on the structures around it, Sean guessed maybe three thousand square feet. “This building is where we’ve seen the most activity. Our satellites have been monitoring it for the last few weeks. It’s where we sent the SEAL team. Our last contact with them was just before they went in.”

      “So why not use another team to go in after them?” Emily asked.

      “We thought about that,” Stone replied. “Unfortunately, doing so risks letting the Tanzanians know we’re running ops in their backyard. As far as we know, they are unaware of what has gone on so far. But the more people we send in, the bigger our footprint. If you get my drift.”

      “Clearly.”

      “So,” Sean said, “you need a smaller footprint.”

      Stone nodded. “The Tanzanians have good relations with the United States. They’re an up and comer in that part of the world, and we want to continue to foster that growth. If we go in and start throwing our weight around like a bunch of bullies, however, that could change things. But we need to get our boys back, if possible. And moreover, we need to find out if they really do have bioweaponry, how much, and where it’s coming from.”

      Emily raised an eyebrow. “You think someone’s bankrolling them? Middle East?”

      “Starks, you’ve been in this game long enough to know that someone is always footing the bill. It’s clear there’s money going to Toli. So far, we have no idea where it’s coming from. Obviously, we look to the Middle East first since, historically, that’s where most of the money comes from. Right now, however, the few leads we had are coming up cold.”

      Sean crossed one leg over his knee and folded his hands. “Go in, save a bunch of Navy SEALs, liberate a child army, and take out some weapons of mass destruction. Sounds like a good weekend to me.”

      Stone set the remote down on his desk and eased into his chair. “Don’t be fooled, Sean. They may be kids, but many of them have been brainwashed to the point of no return. If you’re spotted, they will try to kill you. And you’re going to have to fight back.”

      Sean’s eyebrows knit together. “The second someone starts shooting at me, the gloves come off.”

      Stone cocked his head to the side for a second and then straightened up. “You say that now, son, but nothing in your training has prepared you for taking down a ten-year-old who’s shooting at you with a Kalashnikov.”

      “Who will be running the show on this one?” Emily asked.

      “Agent Fitzsimmons is coordinating your mission. He’ll accompany you to the drop point, fall back, and monitor your progress. He will also be your eyes and ears. We will keep surveillance as much as possible, but that has its limitations. I’m hoping that this drone program they keep talking about has some legs. Those satellite-controlled planes will give us a much better view of everything and for a sustained period of time. Until then, we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.” He tossed a file across the desk. It slid to a stop just before going over the edge. “Look through that, both of you. It has all the intel you need. You rendezvous with Fitz in twenty-four hours. So I suggest you get moving.”

      Sean and Emily moved toward the door. They were about to open it when the director stopped them one last time. “By the way, your cover will be with a group of archaeologists. They’re in the region recovering some kind of ancient artifacts for the Tanzanians. The group is based out of Atlanta.”

      “IAA?” Sean said. “What are the odds?”

      “In all the tea joints in all the world. Yeah, I know you and the guy in charge of that little agency go way back. Just see to it he doesn’t meddle with your mission. We’re using them for a cover. Nothing else. Understood?”

      Sean nodded. “Of course.” He opened the door and stepped out.

      When the door closed, Emily shot Sean a look that needed no explanation. It was followed immediately by the question, “What was that last bit about?”

      Sean ignored her for a second and started walking. She grabbed him by the shoulder and raised an eyebrow.

      “The group of archaeologists he mentioned?”

      She gave a nod that said hurry up with the explanation.

      “My best friend runs that organization. And it’s a good bet he’ll be there.”

      Emily frowned. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it?”

      Sean shook his head and turned away. “Nope. In fact, he might be able to help us.”

      “This mission is highly classified, Agent Wyatt. No one else can know what we’re doing.”

      Sean waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, yeah. I know. I won’t say a word.”

      As the two agents walked down the hall away from Director Stone’s office, Sean flipped through the files. He stopped on a page with an image of Toli. He was staring off to the side, but his face was instantly imprinted on Sean’s mind. Ever since he was a child, Sean had possessed an uncanny ability to remember names and faces. He’d seen enough and passed the file over to Emily as they rounded a corner toward their adjacent offices.

      “That guy is messed up,” Sean said, glancing at the file as she opened it. “Using children to fight his stupid war? I’d like to get my hands on him.”

      She didn’t look up as she answered. “Pretty sure that’s exactly what the director expects you to do. Let’s just hope we can get in and out quickly. The last thing you want is to end up getting captured by a guy like this. I’ve heard some pretty bad stories from guys who were prisoners of war. And the more rogue the enemy leader, the worse it gets.”
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      The guards shoved Alberto through the door and watched him stumble then fall onto the moist concrete. They’d taken him up the stairs nearly an hour ago. It was difficult to see much in the room. The only light came from a single naked bulb hanging in the center of the ceiling. The power running to it was weak and produced only a faint yellow hue.

      Fletch was sitting in a corner against the wall when Alberto crashed to the floor. The commander stood up and hurried over to his comrade. He put an arm under Alberto’s shoulder and tried to help him up.

      Alberto shook his head and waved a dismissive hand. “I’m all right, Cap. Just give me a minute.”

      “You sure?”

      Alberto gave a weak nod. “Yeah. I mean, considering they just used me as a human punching bag.” He raised his head, and then Fletch and the other two saw what Alberto meant.

      One eye—discolored a purplish blue—was swollen shut, like he’d just lost a boxing match to a heavyweight champ. A long cut oozed blood from his right cheek. He tried to sit back but immediately grabbed the ribs on his left and winced.

      “I think they may have broken a rib or two.” He let out an agonizing sigh.

      Simmons and Mueller huddled around, both putting a consoling hand on Alberto’s back.

      They’d all received similar treatment. Alberto had simply been the last one to go. Fletch had been first. They beat him up on the first night and left him bleeding on the basement floor. Simmons had been next, then Mueller. Fletch had a bad feeling they were spacing it out to let the Americans recuperate for a few days just so they could put them through the torture all over again.

      Toli’s lieutenants—mostly men over twenty-five—had overseen the measures taken against the American soldiers. They demonstrated to some of the boy soldiers and then forced the children to take part—just one more layer to the already deeply-rooted brainwashing.

      “They didn’t even ask me any questions,” Alberto muttered.

      “Just take it easy, buddy. Don’t try to move.” It was all the advice Fletch could muster. He’d experienced the same thing. Their tormentors never said anything to the Americans. They just wailed away at them.

      The door to the stairs opened again, and the light from without poured down onto the basement floor, creating a bright rectangle. A long silhouette appeared in the doorway. Toli had come to pay a visit.

      Fletch stood up, defiant, with fists clenched. It took all the energy he could muster to fight off the urge to charge the warlord.

      “What do you want with us, Toli? Are you just torturing us for your own personal amusement?”

      Toli clicked his tongue and wagged a finger left to right. “Typical Americans,” he said. “Always so shortsighted. Your people never think about the long term.” He laughed. “Of course, torturing is one of the side benefits of your being here. But the main point of putting you and all your men through that was to send footage of it to your leaders. And to the American people.”

      “Didn’t think that one through, did you, moron?” Simmons snarled in the background. “You just pissed in a hornet’s nest.”

      Toli drew his head back, staring at Simmons with curious eyes. “Oh, you mean the American public that no longer has the stomach to do anything? Sure, your faces will be plastered all over your news outlets for a few days. And then everyone will forget about you. You’ll be yesterday’s news.”

      Fletch took over the conversation again. “So why keep us here? Why not just kill us or let us go? Honestly, I don’t care which. Listening to you talk makes me want the latter.”

      Toli held up his finger again to emphasize his point. “Ah, because dead Americans aren’t worth as much as live ones. I have friends who will pay a pretty penny for the likes of you four.”

      “Money?” Alberto spat. A little glop of blood shot out of his mouth and splattered on the floor. “That’s all?”

      “Of course it’s for money. How do you think I’ll be able to finance my war, with bananas? Revolutions cost money. While mine is already well funded, a little more never hurts.”

      So someone is backing this lunatic, Fletch thought. His mind raced with possible financiers, but with no way to narrow it down the endeavor was pointless.

      “If you think you are going to make us beg, you’re mistaken.”

      Toli squinted one eye. “Oh, I don’t intend to make you beg. I know you won’t do that. You and your little group are probably American special forces of some kind. I know well enough that you are trained to resist any form of torture I could put you through.

      “Your public, however, will cry for you to be freed. They will demand that your government pay the ransom to get you back. Your families and friends will make sure it happens.”

      Fletch gritted his teeth.

      Mueller had been silent, but now he spoke up. “Our government doesn’t negotiate with terrorists.”

      “I beg to differ.” Toli wagged his finger around. It was an annoying little habit that had already worn thin on the American leader. “Just recently, your government arranged the exchange of prisoners you’d been keeping since the September 11 attacks. They will pay. After all, it’s only money. And if Americans are good at anything, it’s spending money.” He ended the sentence with another laugh. It sounded like a blend between someone who was jovial and insane all at once.

      “You think no one is going to try to come find us?” Fletch asked. “They’re coming. And if you kill us, they’ll make sure you pay. If you have half a mind, you’ll let us go. But I’m warning you, this is your last chance.”

      Toli laughed, and two of the men nearest him joined in. “You are in no position to threaten me. I can see you have forgotten how much pain you were in just a few days ago.” He turned to one of his lieutenants. “Sachu, take him upstairs and remind him.”

      Fletch grimaced as the men grabbed him under his armpits and dragged him up the stairs. The other three Americans protested but were kept at bay by the weapons pointed at them by Toli’s guards.

      “You would be wise to keep your mouths shut, Americans. But don’t worry. This will all be over soon. I’ll have money to fund my war. And you will be free.” He took a step forward and his eyes took on an icy stare. “Or you will all die.”

      He turned and disappeared into the stairwell. The door closed after the two guards followed. A second later the three remaining American soldiers heard two locks sliding into place.

      They exchanged uncertain glances.

      Tevin broke the silence. “You think Cap was right?” he asked. “You think someone is coming for us?”

      “I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Mueller answered. “I’m sure the military is going to do all they can, but when we dropped in on this one, we went dark. They don’t have a lot to go on. Even if they can pinpoint our location, as soon as Toli smells an attack, he’ll have us killed.”

      Alberto spit out another glop of blood onto the floor. He stared at the floor with his one good eye. When he spoke, his voice was full of resolve. “They’ll send someone. And when they get here, it’s best that we all be ready.”
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      “Senator, this is Omar Khalif.”

      The senator’s assistant made the introduction and then stepped aside so the two could shake hands.

      Sen. Harold Thorpe put his hand out and took the other, grasping it firmly. No cameras flashed. No press begged to ask a question. The meeting was held in secret—an arrangement between one of Pakistan’s wealthiest men and a powerful United States senator.

      “I know who the man is, Gary.” Thorpe blew off his assistant’s introduction.

      Khalif was an imposing figure, well over six feet tall with dark hair, matching eyebrows, and a goatee that capped his shallow chin. He wore an expensive suit that likely cost more than a week’s wages for the young legislative aide.

      The American leader dressed slightly more conservative for the meeting, wearing his standard red tie on top of a white shirt and black jacket/pants combination.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Khalif.”

      The Pakistani returned the greeting with a pleasant smile and bowed his head. “And it is a great pleasure to meet you, in person.”

      The two eased into a couple of club chairs tilted in at an angle toward each other. A butler stepped into the room and set a cup of coffee down next to each man.

      Khalif picked up his cup and let the aroma spiral upward into his nostrils. He cast a curious glance at the senator. “No cream or sugar?”

      The senator snorted. “I make it a habit to know people, Mr. Khalif. I am well aware you don’t use sugar or creamer in your coffee. You prefer it black.”

      Khalif nodded, impressed. “I can see your CIA does its job well.”

      “The CIA didn’t tell me that. Let’s just say I pay attention.”

      Khalif took a sip of the coffee and savored it for a moment before setting the cup down on the end table. “Well, good coffee doesn’t need to be tainted. And this, my friend, is definitely good.”

      The senator grinned, satisfied his guest approved. “Thank you. I had it brought in from a small farm in Guatemala. They only produce two hundred pounds of this variety every year. Very difficult to come by.”

      “I’m impressed. But you didn’t bring me here to talk about coffee, Senator. You brought me here to talk about something else.”

      Senator Thorpe motioned for his assistant to leave. The younger man nodded and disappeared through a side door. When the door closed, Thorpe turned back to his guest.

      “Omar, you and I go back a long way, before either of us were leaders in our countries.”

      “That’s how I know you want something from me, Harold. A United States senator doesn’t call on someone like me just to chat about coffee. How can I help you?”

      The senator took a cautious look around before speaking again. “We have word that the number two terrorist on our hit list is hiding out somewhere in Pakistan. His name is Abdullah Qafar. The problem is that we can’t go after him without it making everything look messy for our tenuous friendship with your fellow countrymen.”

      Khalif claimed residence in Pakistan but had homes all over the world.

      “So you need my permission to come find this man and kill him? I have to say, Harold, it wouldn’t look good if a bunch of your soldiers were traipsing through my streets.” The American politician noted the way Khalif used the possessive form with his words, as if he owned the country. It wasn’t far from the truth.

      The senator waved a dismissive hand and shook his head. “No, nothing like that. The last thing we need is for the media to know we’re conducting military missions in your backyard. The rest of the world wouldn’t stand for it, and obviously you would need deniability for something like that.”

      Khalif raised a puzzled eyebrow. “If not that, then what?”

      “We need you to take him out. Think of it as a way of solidifying our alliance.”

      Khalif’s mouth opened wide, and he whispered, “Ah. I see.”

      He stood up and put his hands behind his back, then paced over to the far wall. “What you ask is very difficult, my old friend. Many of my people treat some of these terrorists like heroes. They love them and stand behind them. You say this man is in my country; how do you know? Are you certain?”

      “You’re right to ask that question. Let’s just say we used a lot of resources to track him down. Yes, we are sure of Qafar’s whereabouts. We just need you to take him out. I know you have the resources to pull off an operation like that. And your relationship with the Pakistani leaders is good enough that they’ll let you do whatever you want.” The senator leaned forward and picked up a red folder that was lying on a coffee table. He extended it to his guest.

      “Everything your special ops units might need is in that folder. You take him down, and let the world see you do it.”

      Khalif took the folder and stared at the sticker on the cover. The word Classified stared back at him. “Now I see why you had your assistant leave. It would not do to have too many people know what you just asked me to do, and that you gave me this.” He motioned with the file.

      “Omar, the American people have questions. They want to know why we haven’t stepped in with the growing tension between Pakistan and India. They’re afraid that you are the enemy because you’re a Muslim nation. I know better, but the people need proof. You take this guy down; it will go a long way with the American public. You’ll be a hero instantly, and so will your leaders.”

      Khalif liked the idea. The senator could see it in his eyes. Everyone liked to have their ego stroked every now and then, and the American leader was using that to his advantage.

      “It is a good plan,” Khalif said after a moment of thought. “But I will need additional compensation.”

      The senator shrugged. “Of course. I wouldn’t do this sort of deal otherwise. Just tell me what you need, and I’ll take care of it.”

      Khalif pivoted around and took four steps in the other direction, as if contemplating what he would ask. He spun again and faced the senator, now with his hands folded in front of his chest.

      “Double.”

      The senator was taken aback by the request. He crossed one leg over a knee and leaned back in his chair. “Done. But I have to ask. You’re not planning on starting a war, are you?”

      Khalif shook his head. “No, my old friend. You know as well as I do that the Indians have a nuclear arsenal while we are left with nothing. We must be able to defend ourselves with equal force.”

      “I’m not giving you nuclear weapons, Omar. You know I can’t do that.”

      “And I wouldn’t ask you to. I don’t need nuclear weapons, Harold. In addition to the shipment, I will also need your word that if it comes to war, America will not interfere.”

      “So long as you don’t do anything stupid, like try to invade India, we prefer to remain neutral.”

      Khalif unfolded his hands and splayed them out wide. “It is only for self-defense. If they should attack, we would like to be able to defend ourselves or respond in kind.”

      The senator thought about it for nearly a minute. He scratched his chin as he tried to figure out the most prudent course of action.

      Thorpe and Khalif had been friends a long time. They’d studied together at Oxford, both men of extraordinarily high intelligence. It was a friendship that had lasted through difficult times and one that had been beneficial for both. More weapons to Pakistan would leave a bigger footprint and a much larger paper trail.

      The mess surrounding the Iran-Contra affair had been a major blight on one senator’s career. If not for having several fall guys in place, it could have been catastrophic. The latter gave Thorpe an idea. He could do the same thing, put names in place that would be there just in case information came to light.

      He’d be careful. He always was. And with his term ending in the coming years, having his legacy untarnished was of increasingly great importance.

      “I’ll figure it out, Omar. You’ll get your weapons. I have connections that can make it happen, as always.”

      Khalif bowed low. “Thank you, my friend. I know it is a great risk for you to do something like this. But it is appreciated.”

      “It’s no problem. Just remember, take out Qafar. And let the world know you did it.”

      Thorpe turned around and left the room. Khalif lingered for a moment, considering what the senator had asked.

      Eliminating Qafar would be problematic, especially since Khalif had been the one to give him safe haven while the United States and the rest of the Western world’s militaries were scouring the globe for him.

      If Thorpe was correct and the U.S. military knew Qafar’s location, it was possible they could have connected the dots back to Khalif.

      He shook off the thought. Were that the case, the Americans would have arrested him the moment he set foot off the plane. The fact that they’d found Qafar, however, meant that they could also find out about Khalif’s connection with him. If that happened, everything he’d worked for would come crashing down. That was something he could not abide.

      Khalif called in his assistant and whispered into his ear. “I have an assignment for you. It would appear that our special guest has overstayed his welcome.”
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      Sean knew the dust-covered Range Rover was their ride before Agent Fitzsimmons ever got out of the driver’s seat.

      The flight into Julius Nyerere International Airport had been comfortable enough. From the first sight of the antique SUV, Sean doubted their ground journey would be the same.

      The door flung open with a loud creak, and a ginger-headed, freckled young man stepped out. He wore an eager, toothy grin as he greeted Sean and Emily. God, he looks like a Boy Scout, thought Sean.

      “Welcome to Tanzania,” he said. “I’m Patrick Fitzsimmons. You can call me Fitz. How was the flight?”

      “Patrick Fitzsimmons? Went a little heavy on the Irish there, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, I have my parents to thank for that. My grandparents were from Ireland, so there you go. I’ll take that,” he pointed at Emily’s baggage, and before she could protest had scooped it up and was heading toward the vehicle’s rear.

      Sean started after him and glanced back at Emily. “Seems like a nice guy.”

      After the luggage was loaded, the three jumped into the SUV and took off amid a throng of glowing red lights.

      “Sorry about the traffic,” Fitz said. “It’s crazy this time of night around here.”

      Emily looked over at him from the front passenger seat. “How long have you been here?” she asked.

      “Just a few weeks now. The director had me come over here to monitor the strike team that went in last week. But that wasn’t the only reason.”

      “He sent you here as a backup plan, didn’t he?” Sean chimed in from the back seat.

      “You know the director. Always have a Plan B. His idea was that if something should go wrong with the strike team, we would already have a cover in place to disguise our movements.”

      “Smart,” Emily commented.

      “That’s why he’s the director.”

      Fitz steered the car around a slow-moving truck loaded down with people in the back. “Our compound is fairly close to Mbeya. There were a few locations that were closer, but we figured setting up nearby would draw too much attention on top of posing an obvious safety risk.”

      “Safety risk?” Sean asked.

      Fitz gave a nod and glanced back in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, Toli’s soldiers have been branching out. Four days ago they hit a village about ten miles from our compound. In a few more weeks they’ll be brazen enough to go even farther.”

      “I can’t believe the government isn’t doing more to stop this,” Emily piped in.

      “This little quarter of the country isn’t a high priority. They’re a growing nation and are too focused on the big cities. A military presence has been sent out to patrol certain areas, but they never see anything. That means when they report back, the government hears nothing but good news. It’s almost like Toli knows when to venture out and when to stay hidden.”

      “Sounds like he has someone working on the inside,” Sean said.

      “Probably. But he won’t know you two are coming.”

      The drive to the compound took nearly ninety minutes. After traveling on paved highways for half the drive, the remaining forty-five minutes were spent on bumpy dirt roads leading out into the savannah.

      Eventually the outline of the Axis compound rose up from against the starry backdrop. Out so far away from civilization, billions of stars twinkled in the night sky. The Milky Way was in full view like a cosmic soup of dust, gas, and celestial bodies. So much beauty above a country so drenched in blood, Sean thought with a grimace.

      Fitz pulled up next to a wooden building with a tin roof and stopped the SUV. Sean stepped out and gazed up into the sky.

      “You don’t get a view like this in Atlanta. That’s for sure.”

      The others exited the vehicle and shared the moment, staring up into the heavens.

      Fitz cut the silence. “I have rooms for you two in this building here,” he pointed at the closest structure. “It isn’t much. No air conditioning, but right now the temperatures at night are bearable.”

      “So long as there aren’t any mosquitoes, I’m good,” Emily said.

      “Yeah, what she said,” Sean agreed. “There aren’t going to be, are there?”

      Fitz chuckled. “We have nets set up to keep them out, but now and then one slips through. Have some extra bug spray just in case, but for the most part, those guys are not easily deterred by that stuff.”

      “Great!” Sean smirked.

      “Come on,” Fitz said, laughing again. “I’ll show you to your quarters.”

      He led the way up a simple set of steps and through the front door. Inside he pointed to two doors on opposing sides of the hall. “Take your pick. They’re both the same. Bathroom is down the hall on the right. We have a shower here from rainwater, and electricity all comes from solar and batteries. We’ll go over everything in the morning. You should plan on leaving here at one in the afternoon local time. That should put you close to Toli’s compound near dusk.

      “For now, get some sleep. You’re going to need it. Let me know if you need anything. I’m in the building across the way.”

      “Thanks, Fitz,” Sean said.

      “Yes, thank you,” Emily echoed.

      “No problem. See you guys in the morning.”

      He spun around to leave, but Sean stopped him. “Hey, any chance Tommy Schultz is around here? I heard his archaeology group was in the area. We’re kind of using them for cover if I’m not mistaken. Correct?”

      Fitz nodded. “Yeah. They were here, but most of them headed out yesterday to investigate something in the hills. What they were looking for, I have no idea.”

      Sean felt a pang of disappointment. It was instantly replaced by a sense of relief. Probably better that his friend wasn’t around.

      Fitz turned and disappeared out the door, leaving Sean and Emily alone in the hallway.

      “I guess I’ll take this one,” Sean said. He jerked his thumb at the closest door.

      “Fine by me. Sleep tight.”

      After spending a few minutes getting ready, Sean climbed into the modest bed and pulled the sheets over him. In spite of no air conditioning, the room’s temperature was in the upper 60s.

      Butterflies crept up in his stomach. He’d only been with Axis a short time. And this was his first real field mission. There’d been one other that involved doing some recon work, but it had been a fairly safe scenario.

      This one was different. He’d be shot at. And he would have to use lethal force.

      Surprisingly, neither of those things bothered him. His nerves were more from excitement.

      The possibility of dying wasn’t something that Sean spent a lot of time worrying about. Ever since the death of his girlfriend in a tragic motorcycle accident, he’d almost tempted the grim reaper on a regular basis. The guilt inside him may have had something to do with that. He’d survived the crash. She hadn’t. And Sean would have to live with that for the rest of his life.

      While the accident hadn’t been his fault, he was still riddled with guilt. The car that struck them ran a red light. Both Sean and his passenger were thrown across the intersection. Miraculously, he was nearly unharmed. But she struck a pole and was killed almost instantly.

      The visions of that fateful evening clouded his mind most nights before he fell asleep. It should have been me. That same thought ran through his head over and over again before eventually exhaustion took over. Even out in the middle of Nowhere, Tanzania, he couldn’t avoid it.

      Fortunately, he had a job to do. And what he did for Axis was something that required total focus. Lose that at any second, and he would be dead. Sean didn’t want to die. He didn’t have some sick vision of going out in a blaze of glory. His guilt, however, pushed him to his limits. In a way, it made him a better agent.

      He closed his eyes and redirected his thoughts to the mission and what he had to do. The layout of Toli’s compound appeared in his mind: the buildings, the fence, the gate, the guard towers. It was a veritable fortress—built to keep out a substantial attack. The warlord’s anticipation of large-scale assault would be to Sean and Emily’s advantage. Although if the strike team was indeed captured or killed, Toli would likely be on full alert and ready for anything. Sean and Emily would have to be careful. Otherwise, they could end up in the same boat as the special ops unit. Or worse.
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      Cold, dirty water splashed across Fletch’s face, rousing him from his sleep. If one could call it that.

      He and his men had been given little more than thin, flimsy blankets to sleep on. The basement was cold, damp, and more than a few times in the night he’d heard things crawling on the concrete. Rats? Insects? He didn’t know. Part of him didn’t want to.

      Between the awful conditions and the gripping hunger in his belly, slumber was hard to come by. Every time he’d dozed off, something would wake him up only minutes later.

      It was a barrage on the senses.

      Any normal human would have broken after the first twenty-four hours. Fletch and his men, however, were anything but normal. The SEAL training was the most rigorous in the world for a reason.

      As he lay on his side on the hard floor, Fletch remembered back to that training. He recalled wondering what kind of hellish situation would call for them to be able to tolerate such conditions. Now he understood.

      Of course it had always been a possibility.

      With every mission, their risk was always the greatest. The SEALs often operated behind the curtain, so to speak. The operations they carried out put them in tremendous danger—and usually with no reinforcements to come to their aid should the need arise. Every man on the team knew that. And they didn’t just accept it; they embraced it.

      Now that resolve was being tested.

      They’d been beaten severely. Tevin had been electrocuted. Fletch knew that was coming for him soon, too. As savage as Toli and his soldiers were, they had a firm grasp on just how far they could push the limits of the human body.

      He looked up at the face of the young soldier who’d thrown the water on him.

      The soldier was just a boy. Couldn’t have been more than fourteen years of age. The kid was holding a rusty tin bucket and staring blankly at Fletch with vapid, zombie-like eyes—as if his soul had been sucked from his body leaving nothing but a hollow skin-robot.

      The noise of the water splashing roused the other three from their tenuous slumber. They sat up but didn’t dare stand. Four guards plus the kid with the bucket were in the room, all of them armed with Kalashnikovs leveled at the Americans’ heads.

      Toli stepped into the room from the glowing yellow light of the staircase.

      Fletch wondered if he was going to say something clichéd. Most guys like Toli were still watching 1980s American television.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” Toli said.

      Yep, Fletch thought.

      The warlord went on. “You don’t look as if you slept well last night. Are the accommodations not to your liking?” He looked around the room and held his hands up high as if showing off a palace.

      “We slept fine. Which one of us are you going to torture today, Toli?”

      “Always straight to the point. I have heard Americans are this way. Always in a hurry. But I will answer your question.” He pivoted to the left and took one step. He wiped his nose with his index finger and continued. “I was going to conduct a test tonight. Unfortunately, I didn’t have anyone to use as a test subject.”

      “Sounds like a personal problem,” Fletch spat.

      Toli raised a finger in the air. “Ah, it was. Until you showed up on my doorstep. You see, my test was going to be done on animals since we are a bit shorthanded on volunteers.”

      Mueller jumped into the conversation. “What? You don’t force your child soldiers to be guinea pigs, you sick freak?”

      Toli’s head twitched to the side, but he remained calm. “Sadly, I need them for something else. I’d considered going into one of the villages and taking a few people to serve as my test subjects. That was my plan until you arrived. Then a solution to my problem presented itself.” He spun and faced the four Americans again. “You’re all in peak physical condition, in the prime of your lives. If my weapons work on you four, they will work on everyone.”

      “You’re a madman,” Tevin chimed in.

      Fletch shook his head. “You’ll never get away with this.”

      “And why is that?” Toli pried his prisoner with his eyes, searching for the answer. “Is there another group of you coming? Perhaps we should test our weapons on them as well.”

      Fletch chuckled. “Now I know you’re bluffing. You’ll kill us all, yourself included, if you use those things within a five-mile radius. Maybe ten if the wind is blowing right.”

      It was Toli’s turn to laugh. He looked up at the cracked ceiling as he bellowed. When he finally stopped, his face took on a sinister appearance. “You misunderstand me, American. If there are, in fact, reinforcements on their way, we will be long gone by the time they arrive.”

      Fletch searched him for the truth. He couldn’t find a lie anywhere on the man’s face. Then it hit him. “You have this place rigged.”

      “Very good. Of course, I will leave a few of my men here to give the appearance that the place is still occupied. I’ll use the youngest ones. They’re not extremely adept at fighting yet anyway. Better to sacrifice them, as you suggested.”

      Fletch stood up off the ground, but one of the nearest guards—one probably in his early twenties—smacked the American in the face with the stock of his assault rifle. The blow sent Fletch sprawling. His men tried to react and keep him from hitting the floor, but their reflexes had slowed over the past days.

      Toli turned to the guard and put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Be sure to keep an eye on them today. Now that they know what we are going to do to them, they’ll be desperate. If they do anything stupid, shoot them in the legs. I don’t want my test subjects dying before I get a chance to try out my new toys.”

      He turned and ascended the steps, followed closely by the guards who kept their weapons aimed at the prisoners until the door was closed.

      Garza and Mueller helped Fletch sit up. He wiped his lip with his forearm. A streak of crimson smeared across the skin.

      “You all right, boss?”

      Fletch grunted. “I’ve taken worse. I’ll be fine.”

      “You think he was lying about the place being rigged to blow?” Tevin sounded dubious.

      “No idea. But Toli is definitely crazy enough to do something like that. If there’s one thing I’ve learned through the years, it’s to never underestimate the lengths an insane person is willing to go to.”

      Alberto spoke next. “Someone will come get us out of here. They’re probably on their way as we speak.”

      Fletch took a long, painful breath and sighed. A sharp, stabbing pain radiated from the left side of his ribcage. He was pretty sure one of the ribs was broken but didn’t mention it to the rest of his team. They all had injuries. He could suck it up, though it made breathing an exercise in agony.

      “Well, if they are on their way,” Fletch said, “they’ll need to get here soon. And if they don’t, we’ll have to make our move.”

      Mueller never said much. He preferred to speak with action. He’d been sitting farthest from the other three, listening. Now he spoke up. “We’ll have to rush them. As soon as they open the door, we charge.”

      “Exactly,” Fletch agreed. “Each time they open the door, one of them looks through the slit before unlocking it. They probably do that to make sure we aren’t close. Even so, when it opens, their guns are ready. Next time they come in, we sit around here in the middle of the room. As soon as that slit closes, I’ll get next to the doorway, and when the first gun barrel comes through, I’ll grab it.”

      Alberto liked the plan. “That should take care of both guards because the other one will instinctively turn toward the trouble.”

      “Right. And that’s when you guys go after him.”

      The other three nodded.

      Fletch winced again at the pain in his side.

      Tevin put his hand on Fletch’s shoulder. “You sure you’re up for this, boss? Maybe I should go after the guard. You’re hurt.”

      Fletch’s head twitched back and forth. “No. We’re all hurt. I’ll be fine. Just a bruise. You know how those things are. Feels worse than it is. That’s the plan. And we are going to stick to it. Once we have the two guards’ guns, we shoot our way out. Everyone remember the layout of this place?”

      The other three nodded. They’d studied Toli’s compound for weeks, making sure they knew it like their own homes.

      “Good. I figure we have about four hours. We’ll take one of their Jeeps once we’re outside. Grab as many weapons and ammo as you can along the way. Could be a tough fight to get out.”

      It was a desperate plan. But the time for sitting and waiting around for the cavalry had passed. Better to make a move than sit around and wait to die.
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      “Rise and shine, campers! Time to get to it!” Agent Fitzsimmons stood in the middle of the hallway as he called out to the other two.

      Sean groaned and stumbled to the door. Their concierge was a little too chipper considering Sean and Emily were about to jump into the proverbial lion’s den. He opened his door at almost the same time Emily cracked hers and stared at their host.

      Fitz was holding a steaming cup of black coffee, wearing a pair of black tortoiseshell glasses and a white button-up linen shirt.

      “Good morning,” he said cheerfully. “Sleep well?”

      Sean nodded and scratched his head. “Well enough.”

      “How about you?” Fitz turned to Emily.

      “Same. Got any more of that coffee?”

      “Definitely. It’s set up in the main building where we’ll go over your plan. Go ahead and have a shower. I’ll be waiting. Just follow all the wires. You won’t get lost.”

      He spun around and disappeared out the door again without waiting for them to say anything else.

      Sean raised an eyebrow. “You go ahead and hit the shower first. I’ll wait. Need to wrap my head around this time change anyway.”

      Emily nodded and returned to her room.

      Sean closed the door behind him and fell face down into his pillow. A few more minutes of sleep wouldn’t kill him. But he needed to stay awake. Today was going to be long. Hopefully everything would go according to plan. Most likely, it wouldn’t. Things never went as planned, which was why Axis agents had to be exceptional at thinking on their feet.

      He heard the shower turn on through the thin walls, and the water was splashing around inconsistently. Sean looked over at the modest wooden nightstand next to the bed and grabbed the file he’d set on top. He pulled himself up to a sitting position with his back against the headboard and began flipping through the mission briefing he’d already read at least four times.

      Sean’s mind was like glue. Everything he’d studied before only took one pass to stick, but there was always something, some tiny detail, that could have been missed. And he didn’t want to miss a thing.

      He stared at the image of Toli in a beret and full fatigues. The warlord considered himself a general of sorts, a leader of the people. Beyond that, he believed God was on his side and that with divine help, Toli’s army would overthrow the government and lead the people to freedom.

      It was an odd goal considering Tanzania was one of the more stable governments on the continent. The people seemed to be happy, and the economy was beginning to thrive, unlike most of their neighbors. Someone like Toli could ruin all that. The bigger issue was the crimes against humanity. Stopping men who did horrible things to innocent people was one of the reasons Sean joined Axis.

      Sean had seen atrocities from afar but never up close. He wasn’t sure how he was going to handle it. He reminded himself that that was what made him human. Some viewed assets like him and Emily as some kinds of robots in a skin suit, incapable of feeling empathy or having fears.

      It couldn’t be further from the truth.

      Stable but fragile governments could be toppled if the right crazy person was given some guns, a little money, and an ego the size of Texas. It seemed to happen too often in Central America and Central African nations. And the countries usually took decades to recover from the carnage.

      After Emily finished in the shower, Sean got cleaned up, and the two headed over to where Fitz said to meet. They found him in a room surrounded by gadgets, computers, monitors, and wires. Seeing all the technology in what was essentially a glorified shack was almost humorous.

      “Nice setup,” Sean commented. His head swiveled around, taking in the array Fitz had put together.

      Fitz looked up from a computer screen. “Thanks. Gotta say, it doesn’t suck to have an almost unlimited budget.”

      “Almost?”

      “Well,” Fitz shrugged, “there are a few things the director wouldn’t approve. But you can’t have it all, right?”

      Emily cut through the boys’ conversation and got down to business. “I don’t mean to break up this little bromance you two have going on, but could we take a look at the plan?”

      Fitz scratched his head. Something about his expression didn’t fill his two guests with a ton of reassurance. “Yeah. That’s something we need to discuss. We’re going to have to move up our timetable.”

      Sean stole a glance at Emily. “What do you mean, move it up? We’re still going after dark, right?”

      Fitz squinted and lifted his shoulders. “Not exactly.”

      “Not exactly?” Emily crossed her arms.

      “Yeah, I’m with Em…Agent Starks on this one. Our best play is to go in after dark. If we don’t, that kinda throws out the element of surprise.”

      “True,” Fitz nodded. “But there’s another possibility. You could go in through the front gate.” He held up his hand before the other two could protest. “Hear me out. You take one of our Jeeps that just so happens to look just like most of Toli’s. Put some scarves around your faces, and drive up.”

      He walked around to a screen that displayed the rebels’ compound and pointed at a section where the roofs of two towers were located. “There will be a couple of guards here. You’ll have to take them out and then crash the gates. Inside, you’ll need to move fast.”

      Sean cut him off before he could finish. “No offense, Fitz, but that isn’t going to work. Once we’re inside, this whole thing is one big kill box.” Sean ran his finger along the outline of the big courtyard. “The guards in these towers won’t have to be good to take us out. We’ll be dead before we can even get out of the Jeep.”

      “Why are we having to move up the operation, Fitz?” Emily asked the question that had been bugging her for the last few minutes.

      “Because,” he replied with a sigh, “we have word there’s been a bunch activity around Toli’s compound. Several transport trucks going in and out all morning. We think he’s moving the weapons. And if we don’t act fast, we could lose them.”

      “Track them,” Sean said. “If we can keep an eye on the compound, we can keep an eye on where those trucks are headed.”

      Fitz shook his head. “They’re going in different directions. We can’t watch them all. It’s like a shell game.”

      Emily took a step closer to the big screen and leaned in. “Sean, you said that if we stormed the gate we would be dead before we could get out of the vehicle.”

      “Yeah. Ever heard the expression ‘shooting fish in a barrel?’ Well, that’s the closest thing to it.”

      “Right, but what you said about getting out of the Jeep gives me an idea.” She looked over at a pile of linens and mosquito nets in the corner. “You using those for anything, Fitz?”

      Their host glanced over at the stuff in the corner and then back at Emily. “No. It’s extra. What do you have in mind?”
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      The SEALs heard footsteps coming down the stairs beyond the metal door. Toli’s men served them rations every day at the same time for lunch—if you could call them rations. Bowls of lukewarm dirty water and a few scraps of stale bread were hardly enough to survive on.

      The fact that he was feeding them at all showed the four Americans that the warlord wanted to keep them alive, if for no other reason than to torture them, or perhaps to get information. His men had asked relatively few questions, so Fletch ruled out the latter.

      “Get ready,” he hissed in the darkness.

      The four clustered together in the center of the room. Fletch lay on his back while the other three propped themselves on their sides. The door’s little window slid open. Two dead eyes peered through, making sure the prisoners were in view. A second later it slid shut.

      Before the first lock bolt started sliding, Fletch was on his feet and rushing over to the corner of the door. The second lock clicked inside the door as he readied himself. Garza positioned himself on the opposite side. Tevin and Mueller waited on the floor, their muscles tensed and ready to spring.

      The door inched open, creaking on its hinges. The first muzzle appeared—same as it had the last several days—at waist level, ready to take aim at the prisoners. As soon as the gap between the door and the frame opened wide enough, Fletch made his move.

      He reached out and wrapped his hand around the weapon’s barrel. He yanked it toward him, pulling the guard through the door in the process. As he pulled, he twisted his body to the right in case the guard fired, but the younger man’s grip on the Kalashnikov was loose, and in an instant the American spun the assault rifle around and took aim, pointing it straight at the guard’s chest.

      The second guard stepped in immediately. He pointed his weapon at Fletch, but before he could take a shot, Alberto tackled him from behind and drove him to the floor at the feet of the other two.

      He wrestled the gun from the guard and thumped him on the back of the head with the stock. The blow knocked the second guard out, leaving him lying on the floor, limp. Once he was unconscious, Alberto knocked out Fletch’s prisoner with a blow to the base of the man’s skull.

      Tevin and Mueller stood up and stepped toward the door. A third person was standing on the threshold. It was a boy who couldn’t have been more than ten, maybe eleven. He was holding a tray of food, staring with wide eyes into the unfolding scene before him.

      Alberto looked over at Fletch for instructions. The leader moved over to the boy and crouched down. “What’s your name?”

      The boy appeared uncertain if he should answer. “Charles.”

      Fletch put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Okay, Charles. We need your help. Can you stay here and guard the door? We’re going to go upstairs for a few minutes, and when we come back we’ll take you back to your family. You want to see your family?”

      The boy nodded, his eyes still vacant.

      “Okay,” Fletch patted him on the back. “Leave that food on the floor, and stand guard here. We’ll be back in a bit.”

      Charles set the tray down just inside the basement and then took up a position at the bottom of the stairs.

      With the door locked, the four Americans hurried up the stairs and found themselves in a short hallway. There were two doors, one on either side before the passage turned left. They could hear a television in one of the rooms. It sounded like they were watching a soccer game.

      Fletch took point to the left, Alberto to the right. They stepped through open doors simultaneously. Fletch found a soldier sitting in the little room with his elbows on his knees, watching the game. As soon as the man turned his head to see the American, Fletch smacked him in the face with the stock. The guard toppled out of his chair and onto the floor with a thud.

      Mueller stepped around Fletch and picked up an assault rifle that was leaning against the wall. He checked the magazine and made sure a round was in the pipe. Satisfied, he gave a curt nod to Fletch, who led the way back out into the hall.

      Alberto was already there—crouched on one knee with his weapon aimed down the corridor in case anyone else appeared. Tevin was behind him holding a sidearm he’d found in the room. It was a cheap 9mm, but it would do. And he’d found an extra magazine, which would definitely come in handy.

      Tevin looked at Fletch. “You sure we should leave that kid there? How do we know he isn’t going to unlock the door and let those two out?”

      “We don’t. But I’m not going to put him in the basement either. Just gotta hope he does what we asked.”

      “You really going back for him?”

      Fletch nodded. “Yeah, if there are more kids like him here, we need to get them out. First things first, though.”

      He pushed down the hall and stopped at the corner. There was a closed door. From the sounds coming from just beyond, it led outside. The night they’d been captured had been a blur. In the darkness, Fletch had tried to memorize where Toli’s men had taken them, but it had been difficult. Once they were in the light, he would figure out their next move. He’d have to do it fast. As soon as that door opened, they’d be sitting ducks.

      Fletch pointed at the door and motioned for Mueller to open it. Then he motioned to Tevin to clear the guards he felt sure were standing right outside. As soon as the first shot was fired, chaos would ensue.

      Tevin moved forward and waited for Mueller to twist the latch. The two gave each other a nod. Mueller yanked the handle and pushed the door open. Tevin rushed through and twisted to the right. He fired the pistol, putting a bullet through a guard’s temple. He spun back left and squeezed the trigger again, zipping a round through another guard’s forehead before the man could raise his weapon.

      The other three filed through the door. They stayed low and assessed the situation in an instant.

      Fletch’s assumption that the doorway led outside was incorrect. They found themselves in what had the appearance of a sort of guard station. There were two windows in the front wall and one in both side walls. Beyond the glass the Americans could see the flurry of activity going on in the courtyard. Transport trucks were being loaded with long wooden crates. The markings on the sides were difficult to read from the SEALs’ vantage point, but they already knew what the crates contained.

      “Toli’s moving his weapons. We need to move, too.” Fletch said.

      Alberto pointed out the obvious problem. “Yeah but this place is swarming with his soldiers. There must be hundreds of them.”

      “We can’t sit here all day and wait. If we’re going to get out of here, now is the time.”

      He looked into the eyes of each of his men. Their resolve was as strong as his. And they knew he was right. If they waited around, they’d never get out alive.
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      “You know this is never gonna work, right?” Sean asked. He finished propping up linens to make the shape look as much like a human figure as possible.

      “Maybe,” Emily said. “But we need a diversion.”

      She looked out at the plains leading up to the walls of Toli’s compound. “The land here is flat. So even if the Jeep veers off the road, it’s going to hit something. Might be the gate. Might be the wall.”

      “Or it might just steer itself off course and into the jungle.”

      “Either way, it will draw some attention from the guards. If Toli is half the paranoid control freak we believe he is, I’m sure those guards in the towers have been told to shoot on sight.”

      “True. This Jeep will be Swiss cheese before it gets close.”

      “Probably. And while they’re destroying that one, we’ll flank them with this one.”

      They’d taken two of the old SUVs from the camp after Emily laid out the plan to the men. Her idea was to sacrifice one Jeep, sending it crashing into the compound walls. It would draw out some of Toli’s men and the attention of pretty much everyone inside. Then they would be able to circle around and enter from the smaller gate in the back. It would be a tight window, but Sean agreed it could be done, even though he was giving her a hard time about the plan not working.

      He finished making the dummy prop and checked everything one last time. “Good to go. You ready?”

      Emily nodded.

      They were tucked safely behind a short ridge, just beyond the guard towers’ lines of sight. Once the Jeep was over the knoll, it was another seven hundred yards to the compound. Sean’s timing would have to be perfect. If he waited too long to bail out of the Jeep, the guards atop the towers might see him. If that happened, the plan wouldn’t work.

      He propped a tree limb in the passenger side and started up the hill.

      She followed close behind and sped up to walk next to him. Once they reached the crest, the two cut off the dirt road to a lone tree perched nearby. They kept low until they reached the broad trunk and then tucked in behind it. Each of them had binoculars and spied on the facility, careful to make sure they stayed close to the shadow of the tree.

      From their vantage point they couldn’t see what was going on inside the compound. A cloud of dust rose up from inside, but other than that there was no movement.

      Sean moved the binoculars up a little and saw the guards in one of the towers. “Looks like we’ve got two in each tower,” he said. Moving his view to the right confirmed there were two more in the opposite lookout station.

      He spoke into his radio. “You know, Fitz, for moving up the timetable on this operation, I gotta say there isn’t a lot going on down there. You sure Toli’s making a move?”

      Fitz’s voice crackled in the earpiece. “Just going with the intel I received, Sean.”

      “Someone else is coming to the party,” Emily said. “Two 0’clock.”

      Sean took his eyes away from the binoculars for a second and then redirected them to where a new dust cloud was billowing into the sky. A transport truck was rumbling toward the fortress via the north road. Sean adjusted the focus of the binoculars.

      “Got a transport truck heading into the compound,” he said.

      “See?” Fitz answered. “Word is those things have been coming and going all day.”

      Sean nodded. “Okay. Okay. I get it. Trust the intel. Point taken.”

      Emily spoke up. “Sorry to cut in on this again, boys, but as soon as that transport goes in, we should take advantage.”

      “Agreed,” Sean said. “They’ll be occupied with loading the truck. The diversion will add an additional element of panic to the situation.”

      “Exactly.”

      Sean looked over at her. “Ready then?”

      She gave a nod. “Now or never.”

      They crept back through the weeds to the road and then hurried down the short descent to the Jeeps.

      Emily hopped into hers and turned the key. The motor grumbled for a moment and then evened out to a smooth hum.

      Sean started the sacrificial Jeep and shifted it into gear. He eased it up the hill until he could barely see the top of the gate over the ridge. The transport truck was just going through the opening. The guards quickly closed the massive doors as soon as the truck was clear.

      The road down to the main gate was a straight shot. As hopeful as he was that the Jeep would stay on the road and break down the gate, he knew better than to expect that. He shifted it into neutral and attached the two rubber cables he’d found in the back to the steering wheel. Then he connected them to the door handles. When he jumped out he’d have to go over the door. Fortunately, the Jeeps’ tops were long gone. The only thing that would make the maneuver difficult was jumping from a higher point. That, and the ground was rocky.

      Satisfied the steering wheel was stabilized, he gave Emily the thumbs-up. She flicked her head up, giving him the go-ahead. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Hopefully not right behind me, he thought. I’d rather not be run over. He took the stick out of the passenger seat and wedged it between his seat and the steering wheel.

      Again, Sean shifted the Jeep into gear and stepped on the gas. At the same time, he jammed the fork of the branch into the gas pedal. The Jeep groaned and lurched forward. He’d started it in second gear to make sure the vehicle had a little more speed as it rolled toward the compound.

      Sean crossed the crest of the hill and began the descent. He let go of the wheel, climbed up on the seat and over the door. Holding onto the edge with his fingertips, he lowered himself down as the Jeep picked up speed. With no time to hesitate, Sean let go and tucked his head between his arms.

      He hit the hard dirt and rolled fifteen feet before coming to a stop. The second his momentum halted, he pushed himself off the ground and sprinted back toward the ridge where Emily was waiting just out of view. Behind him, the Jeep bounced along the road, kicking up a dusty fog.

      Sean didn’t look back. He had to get out of sight or the entire plan would fail. His legs churned harder, and as he reached the top of the hill he dove forward and rolled into the weeds.

      Emily was waiting a few yards away with her engine running. She motioned for him to hurry. Again, he got up off the ground and rushed over to the Jeep. He flung himself inside the open door, and Emily stepped on the gas.

      The prairie outside the compound was mostly flat but extremely bumpy. Fortunately for the two agents, it was also grassy, which meant they wouldn’t leave a trail of dust to let Toli’s soldiers know where they were.

      Their heads bobbed forward and back with every bump, like they were at a heavy metal concert. Emily kept her hands on the wheel, deftly guiding the vehicle around rocks and over a few humps that nearly sent them airborne.

      In the distance, they heard the first sounds of the guards firing their weapons at the other Jeep. Emily eased the wheel to the right, keeping them on a course parallel with the compound’s southern wall.

      “You gonna make the turn?” Sean asked. He looked at her with anxious eyes.

      “Wait for it.”

      “Wait for it? They’re shooting at the other Jeep.”

      “Ten more seconds.”

      “Okay, but you wanted a distraction. They’re distracted.”

      The ridgeline leveled out, and the compound came into view five hundred yards away.

      Sean looked back at the gate just in time to see the other Jeep smash into it. From their point of view, he couldn’t tell where the vehicle struck. Not that it mattered. The fact that it hit the target at all was pretty incredible.

      Before he could say anything, Emily jerked the wheel to the right and put the Jeep on course for a smaller gate close to the rear. It had barbed wire attached at the top, but the weak chain-link fencing wouldn’t stop them. Especially not at top speed.

      Sean grabbed his assault rifle and pressed the stock against his shoulder. He checked the wall with his sights to make sure there were no other guards looking their way.

      He noticed one, but the man was running in the other direction. The diversion had worked.

      Emily’s knuckles were white as she gripped the wheel. The secondary gate was only a few hundred feet away.

      “Once we’re inside, you turn this thing around and leave the engine running!” Sean shouted over the combination of motor and wind. “I’ll take out the first guards, then we press to where they’re holding the SEALs.”

      She didn’t acknowledge his order. They’d already gone over the plan. Now it was time to execute it. The gate loomed a hundred feet away as Emily kept the pedal pressed firmly against the floor.
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      Fletch was crouching next to the door, about to burst through when the thunderous gunfire started. He looked over at Mueller and then the other two with the same questions in his eyes that they had.

      He moved back to the nearest window and peeked around the edge. The soldiers outside were shouting and running toward the front gate.

      “What’s going on?” Tevin asked. “Backup arrived?”

      “No idea. But whatever it is, it’s got Toli’s men distracted. They’re all heading to the main gate. This might be a good time for us to…”

      A huge bang erupted outside, cutting his comment short. The men looked around at each other and then back at Fletch. “I say we go out the back.”

      He sidled back over to the door and flung it open. A group of four soldiers were running by. They didn’t notice the four Americans inside. All their attention was on the main gate where a column of black smoke roiled into the air.

      Fletch stepped out and turned left, right into a group of three more of Toli’s men. His weapon was already trained on them, and before they could react he cut them down in a barrage of metal. The other three poured out of the building, Alberto joining Fletch, and the other two covering the back.

      The gunfire at the front had ceased, which caused the shots Fletch fired to receive more attention than the Americans would have preferred. Two guys came around from behind a transport truck and were cut down by Alberto. The group who’d been running by as the SEALs left the building turned around to see what was going on behind them. Tevin and Mueller took care of them, firing one shot at a time in quick succession to maximize the number of rounds they had on hand.

      Fletch kept the group pushing forward to the rear gate. He scooped up one of the dead men’s rifles in his hand and slung the strap over his shoulder. The others rearmed themselves as well.

      They stayed together in a tight formation and cut left behind the corner of the building where they’d been held. Immediately, Fletch and the others realized their position was not advantageous.

      “We need a way out of here,” he stated the obvious.

      “May as well take one of Toli’s trucks,” Mueller said.

      Fletch nodded.

      It was a forty-yard sprint across the courtyard to reach the nearest transport truck. And it would put them out in the open—easy targets for anyone on the wall with a weapon.

      The leader didn’t wait for one of the others to volunteer to go first. He took off at a dead run, pumping his legs as fast as he could. Halfway to the truck, the dirt around him exploded in little bursts. He slid to one knee and spun around. The shooter was on the wall around thirty yards away.

      “Move!” Fletch yelled at the other three. They ran toward him as he took aim. He felt the trigger tense under his finger and then squeezed. The muzzle erupted six times. The barrel tried to ride up, but Fletch kept it tightly locked on the target, peppering the gunman with four of the six rounds.

      More shots were fired behind him as his companions ran headlong into a rally by Toli’s men.

      The rebels were terrible soldiers and gave no thought to strategy or planning. Dozens of them were cut down in a wave of heavy fire from the SEALs. But the victory was only temporary.

      Tevin was the first to signal he was out of ammunition. Mueller came next. More gunmen were running down the causeway above the wall. Fletch emptied his magazine, clipping one of them in the leg. But four others took up positions and started firing.

      Pinned against the back of the transport truck, they were trapped, out of ammo, and out of options.

      Toli’s troops flooded the courtyard from the different buildings and charged the Americans.

      Suddenly, a crashing and screeching blasted through the courtyard from the rear gate. An ancient tan Jeep burst into the area with a brunette woman driving and a blond man with an M16 in the passenger seat.

      In an instant, the muzzle blazed hot metal at the enemy, slicing through their ranks and sending them scattering for cover.

      The woman jerked the wheel to the left, pushed the Jeep into a power slide that finished with it aiming toward the gate they’d just plowed through.

      “Come on!” the blond man yelled as he hopped to the ground and crouched next to the Jeep.

      He took aim at the men atop the wall and fired. One. Two. Three. Four shots, three dead. The fourth gunman dropped below the wall’s concrete railing and stayed hidden.

      Toli had gone to the front gate to see what had happened. At first he’d believed it was some kind of brash attack or perhaps someone who’d strayed away from the main road, killed by his men in the towers.

      It didn’t take long for him to realize what was really going on. Someone had planned a diversion to help the Americans escape. He ordered the men who had been tending to the wreckage to move to the rear of the compound.

      Furious, he took an RPG from one of his men and strode down the north wall toward the battle.

      He saw the tan Jeep crash through the back gate. And he saw the blond man shooting at his soldiers, easily taking out three on the far wall. His four prisoners were running toward the Jeep.

      “Time to finish this,” he said.

      Taking up a position with his elbows propped on the wall, he pressed his eye to the scope and aimed at the Jeep.

      The woman glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Toli on the wall. She yelled something at the others and jumped out of the vehicle as he pulled the trigger.

      A moment later, the Jeep exploded in a searing hot orange flame. In seconds it was ablaze, sending plumes of black smoke into the sky.

      Toli stood up and handed the weapon to a young soldier standing beside him. He tightened his beret and stalked toward the stairs leading down into the courtyard.

      The ground crunched under his boots as he walked past the dead. He’d lost at least thirty men in the battle. Some of them had fallen on top of each other as they ran recklessly into the storm of bullets pounding their ranks.

      Now the courtyard had fallen into an eerie peace. The blazing Jeep crackled, the only disruption in the otherwise quiet space.

      The remainder of Toli’s forces gathered around him as he approached the burning vehicle. The woman was on the ground, face down, clawing at the dirt in an effort to stand up. The blond man who’d accompanied her was prostrate on the ground. A thin stream of blood oozed from a cut in his neck, likely a wound from the explosion.

      Toli’s four prisoners had been charging to the Jeep when it blew. Three of them were rolling around, grasping at various wounds. One lay still on his back, staring up at the sky with blank, lifeless eyes.

      The warlord shook his head and put his hands on his hips. He stared at the carnage for long moment as if not believing they’d tried something so stupid. He shouted at Fletch.

      “You see what happens? Huh? Now another of your men is dead! And I have two more prisoners!”

      Fletch didn’t respond. He was clutching his ears in an effort to stop the ringing. He looked over and saw Alberto wincing in pain. Mueller was squeezing his shoulder to slow the blood from a fresh wound. But Tevin didn’t move.

      Before Fletch could bring a word to his lips, Toli barked at his troops. “Round them up over there!” He pointed at an area near the wall, thirty feet from the newly destroyed rear gate. “Line them up.”

      His soldiers gathered the Americans and dragged them over to the spot Toli had indicated. Two of them picked up Tevin’s body under the armpits and pulled him to the wall before dumping him in a heap.

      “Put them on their knees,” Toli commanded. He turned to the boy next to him and told him to retrieve the camera. The kid ran off to one of the buildings near the north wall and disappeared through a doorway.

      By the time he returned, the five American prisoners were on their knees, facing the courtyard. The blond man winced and looked up at the warlord. The woman said nothing but was equally as defiant.

      “We won’t kill her,” Toli said, pointing at the woman. He looked at his second in command, a tall, muscular man with a matching set of fatigues. “We could use her, huh?”

      The man bellowed a deep laugh. His head rocked back and forth.

      She sniffled air through her nose but said nothing, showing no fear.

      The boy finished setting up the camera and stepped away. Toli moved over to it and hit the red button on the back.

      “As you can see, America, this is what happens when you meddle with affairs that are not your own. We have your soldiers. We have your women. You dare to challenge my strength? I am here on a divine mission!”

      Toli stepped in front of the camera and raised his arms to the sky. About forty of his soldiers had gathered around the scene. When their leader put his hands up, they all started shouting in celebration. Then he lowered them and signaled for silence.

      He stared into the camera. “You can see one of your soldiers is already dead. But I can assure you, the fate that awaits the others is far worse than death. I have an arsenal of bioweapons that will kill millions unless my demands are met. I was going to use one of those warheads on these men here.” He put his hand back, displaying the four male prisoners. “But I think I will just kill them instead and choose one of your cities to be my proving ground.”

      Toli pulled the pistol out of his holster and walked over to Fletch. The American leader was still grimacing from the ringing in his ears and the pain in his ribs. The warlord pressed the pistol to the side of his head and tensed his finger on the trigger.

      “This man is an American soldier. Witness my power.”

      A truck horn honked at the front gate.

      Toli’s head snapped to the side, his face furious with indignation.

      “Another delivery, sir,” his second in command offered.

      The anger left Toli’s face, and he motioned for the gate to be opened. He stepped away from Fletch and back toward the camera. “I’ll be right back.” He glanced at the camera. “We can always edit it later, right?” He laughed at his own joke. Some of his men joined in the laughter albeit slightly uneasy as to whether they should or not.

      The gate swung open, and the transport truck rumbled through. Toli’s men parted to let him through as he strode into the open courtyard. He waved at the truck and grinned.

      The truck’s driver shifted into a higher gear, and the engine groaned as he stepped on the accelerator. Toli’s eyes narrowed, trying to see through the windshield.

      Suddenly, the driver’s door opened and the driver fell out, tumbling and rolling to a stop on the ground. The truck was bearing down on Toli at a dangerous speed, but the leader was frozen at the sight. He wasn’t sure whether to run left or right. Black exhaust poured from the smokestack behind the driver’s door as the truck barreled toward Toli.

      At the last second, the rebel leader tried to jolt to his left, but the truck lurched that way and smacked into him. Toli fell under the front tire and was finished off by the rear a split second later, his body crushed under the heavy truck.

      His soldiers stood motionless, paralyzed by what they’d just seen. In the next instant, their paralysis was broken. The truck’s new driver—a stout man slightly under six feet tall with short brown hair—jumped out with a pistol in each hand. He opened fire on the crowd of soldiers who suddenly scattered like cockroaches in lamplight.

      Some of them were struck by bullets and fell to the ground. Another man joined the fray from the back of the truck and opened fire with an assault rifle.

      The American prisoners seized the moment and sprang into action.

      Calling on every ounce of strength he had left, Fletch launched at Toli’s second in command and tackled him. The rebel reached for his sidearm, but Fletch got to it first. He pressed the muzzle into the man’s ribcage and fired three times. The rebel’s massive hands reached up to choke Fletch, but as the bullets ripped through his torso and into his vital organs, his fingers weakened and he fell limp to the ground.

      Sean charged at the nearest rebel soldier—a guy who looked like he was probably fifteen. Sean’s fists were raised, but before he could strike, the boy dropped his weapon and ran. Sean stopped and watched as the kid disappeared through the destroyed rear gate. Emily stood up and joined him as more and more of Toli’s soldiers dropped their weapons and ran through any exit they could find, fleeing the compound.

      The two men from the truck ceased fire and lowered their weapons. The brown-haired one sauntered over to the others.

      He spoke in a dry tone. “You know, one of these days I’m guessing you’re going to have to bail me out of something.”

      Sean laughed and met the other guy with a big hug. He slapped him on the back and put his hand on the man’s shoulders. “Tommy, am I glad to see you.”
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      Tommy sat on a stool next to Fitz, across from Sean and Emily. The SEALs had loaded up their fallen comrade in one of Toli’s trucks and left for the exfiltration point.

      Their leader, Fletch, had hesitated. “They could come back, you know. You sure you don’t want us to stick around and help clean up?”

      Sean had insisted they get medical treatment and take care of their own. He and his friends would be fine. “Besides, most of those kids are probably miles from here by now.”

      Fletch had asked who Sean was, but all he could get out of him was a first name. “Don’t worry about the rest,” Sean had said.

      “Good enough.”

      They’d driven off toward the east. Sean figured a helicopter would be on its way to get them out of the area.

      He looked over at his childhood friend and took a swig of water from a bottle. “I gotta say, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Tommy shrugged. “When I got back from the dig site, Fitz told me what was going on.”

      Fitz put his hands out. “I figured he was a friend of yours so it was okay.”

      Sean’s head twisted back and forth. “Not very classified of you, Fitz.”

      “You should be glad he did,” Tommy said, raising a finger. “That was a crazy idea you two had.”

      “To be fair, it was Emily’s idea.”

      She backhanded his shoulder and jolted him. “Hey.”

      Sean guffawed and put up a defensive hand. “Sorry. Agent Starks’s idea.”

      She raised her hand again but didn’t strike.

      Tommy interrupted their little play fight. “Either way, it wasn’t a good call. I mean, the diversion thing was pretty good. But always have two moves planned. Not just one.”

      Sean raised an eyebrow at his friend. “What are you, the chess master now? We had a good plan. And a second one.” He struggled with the last sentence, giving away his bluff.

      “What was it? Get shot by a Tanzanian warlord?”

      Fitz cut in. “The point is that you guys are okay and Toli is dead. We won! Mission accomplished.”

      Sean shook his head and stood up. “We won the battle, Fitz.” He walked over to the closer of the two trucks in the compound and opened the back tailgate. The cargo area was empty. A stack of crates sat against the wall on the other side of the courtyard.

      He wandered over and pried open a lid. The others joined him around the wooden boxes and looked inside. The crates had been packed with shipping popcorn to keep the contents stable during transport. Sean brushed aside some of the foam to reveal a six-foot-long missile. It was only about five inches in diameter.

      “We need to get these somewhere safe,” Sean said.

      “Yeah. And we need to confirm whether or not these things can do what Toli said,” Emily added.

      Fitz appeared confused. “I don’t understand. These are short-range missiles. Relatively speaking, of course.”

      Tommy’s area of expertise was in history and archaeology. So he was lost. “What do you mean, relatively speaking?”

      “These can only travel two, maybe three hundred miles at most.”

      “That’s a pretty long distance.”

      Fitz nodded. “Hence why I said relatively speaking. They aren’t like long-range nuclear missiles. Those things can travel thousands of miles.”

      Something troubling had been on Sean’s mind since the SEALs left. “Fitz, before we stormed this place, you said trucks had been coming and going all day.”

      “Yep.” He realized what Sean was getting at before he spoke.

      “So where did the other missiles go?” Emily asked, voicing the question they all had in their heads.

      Sean pointed at the first truck. “I’ll check the cab and see if there’s anything inside. You guys check this one.”

      Before they could ask what to look for, he ran over to the other truck and jumped in the cab. He sifted through the glove compartment, checked under and behind the seat, and even under the floor mats. Nothing.

      He hopped out, ran around to the back, and climbed into the cargo bed. The truck was loaded with crates, but there was nothing that suggested where the load might be headed.

      Sean walked back to the others, disappointed but undeterred. “Find anything?”

      The others shook their heads.

      “Nothing,” Fitz said. “I doubt Toli was dumb enough to leave manifests lying around for this sort of thing.”

      “Maybe. But we have to try. If we don’t find those other missiles, there could be a lot of people in danger.”

      Tommy interjected, somewhat uncertain. “I don’t mean to interrupt your special ops thing here, but isn’t the bad guy dead?” He jerked his thumb at Toli’s body on the ground. “I mean, threat eliminated. Right? You guys won!”

      “He’s got a good point,” Emily agreed. “With Toli gone, his little army will fall apart.”

      “And then what?” Sean asked. “Whoever has those weapons will sell them on the black market. Or there could be something else going on.”

      “Something else?”

      “Yeah.”

      He walked back over to the open crate and flipped the lid off completely. Again he brushed away the foam popcorn and ran his fingers along the missile body. “We need to find some paint thinner.”

      Fitz frowned. “Paint thinner? Why?”

      “These have been painted recently. Who paints a missile unless they want to cover their tracks? I’m willing to bet there might be some markings that could indicate this thing’s origin.”

      “There’s a shed over there that might have something like that,” Emily said, pointing at a small building with a tin roof in the far corner.

      “Worth a look,” Sean sighed.

      Emily stopped them in their tracks. “Wait.” She took a slow step to the crate and inspected the missile’s body. “This is American made.”

      The other three exchanged questioning looks and then stared at her, awaiting explanation.

      “You don’t need any paint thinner. I’ve seen these before.”

      “You have?” Sean asked. “You’re sure?”

      Emily nodded. “These were designed to be surface-to-air defense missiles. They were part of a new defense program for Israel called Reaper.”

      “Project Reaper,” Fitz added.

      “Right.” Emily went on. “No other missiles this small can travel two hundred miles. These can.”

      “And because of their size, they can slip by defenses much more easily than larger payload weapons.”

      “Much.”

      Tommy still couldn’t put the pieces together. “I don’t understand. What would someone like Toli want with these?”

      “Apparently he figured out a way to arm the warheads with a bioweapon. What that is, isn’t clear at this point. We’ll need the labs to confirm it.”

      “By the time that happens,” Sean said, “it could be too late. We need to know where those other rockets went. And I want to know how in the world someone like Toli got his hands on so much American tech.”

      Emily took a step back and looked around the courtyard. “First things first. We need to search this place high and low for anything remotely close to a manifest or shipping order.”

      A groan came from the other side of the truck, like someone was in excruciating pain.

      The four Americans stepped around the vehicle and looked out into the courtyard. There on the ground, grabbing his head with both hands, was the driver Tommy had tossed out of the cab.

      Tommy pointed at him. “Or we could just make him tell us everything.”
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      The driver shook violently to try to escape the chair. The four Americans watched, somewhat amused, as his muscles tensed against the ropes.

      “You know, it will just be way easier if you tell us everything we want to know,” Sean said.

      He stood a few feet away from the prisoner, facing him with arms crossed and a stern look in his eyes.

      The man shook his head and wiggled again, as if this time would be the lucky try that freed him.

      “Not sure where you think you’re going to go if you get out of that,” Tommy chimed in. “We’ll just shoot you in the knees and drag you back over here. Then you’ll be in the chair and in agonizing pain.”

      Sean looked over his shoulder at his friend standing next to him and smirked. “Yeah, you know he’s right?” he asked the driver. “That’s what we’ll do. Of course, we don’t have to wait for you to try to get away.” Sean pulled out his pistol and pressed it to the prisoner’s right knee.

      The man screamed in anticipation of the shot.

      Emily was standing behind the other two with Fitz and started to move forward, but Fitz put out his hand to stop her. “Hold on,” he whispered.

      “Is that what you want?” Sean’s voice escalated. “I got no problem blowing off your kneecap right now!”

      The driver shook his head and yelled. “No! Okay! What do you want to know?”

      They’d already asked him several times about where he was headed with the delivery. Maybe he was stalling, or perhaps he just needed a reminder.

      Emily stepped in. “Where were you taking the missiles?”

      The man looked genuinely puzzled. “Missiles? What missiles?”

      Sean jammed the muzzle of his weapon deeper into the man’s leg.

      He yelled in pain and fear. “I swear! I don’t know anything about any missiles! I was told we were running guns to the coast. I only know where to pick them up and where to drop them off. But I swear, I don’t know anything about missiles.”

      Sean looked over at his friend, then at Emily. “He’s telling the truth.”

      Emily wasn’t so sure. “How do you know?”

      “I always know a bluff when I see one.” He turned back to the driver. “I don’t suppose you know who Toli was delivering these crates to?”

      The man’s head snapped back and forth rapidly. “I already told you. I don’t know anything about it except the pick-up and drop-off points.”

      Fitz took a step forward. “Show us.”

      They propped the prisoner in front of a map they’d spread out on a bare table. Sean kept a wary eye through one of the windows in the room to make sure no one was entering the courtyard. As far as he could tell, everyone had abandoned the place with no intention of returning.

      “There’s a port, in Dar es Salaam. Heavily guarded. The men there are not Tanzanian.” He virtually vomited the words.

      “Wait,” Emily stopped him. “What men? The guards?”

      The driver nodded eagerly. “Yes. The guards and the ones loading the ships. They are not from this country.”

      “Where are they from?”

      “I don’t know for sure. They were speaking another language. All I know is they are of Arab descent.”

      Tommy looked at Sean. “The plot thickens.”

      “You said they were loading ships. What kinds of ships?” Sean asked.

      The prisoner raised his shoulders as far as he could. “I don’t know. Different kinds. Some were big. Others were smaller.”

      Sean took in a deep breath and sighed. “Whoever is moving the missiles is trying to hide their tracks. By using different kinds of vessels, it will make it harder to identify any kind of pattern or similarity. Smart.”

      “Hard to police every boat in the ocean,” Tommy added.

      “What I still don’t get,” Fitz spoke up, “is why this charade with Toli? A guy like him wouldn’t have the connections with American manufacturers to get this kind of haul. So what was his part of the deal?”

      “It’s a shell game,” Emily said. “Just like with the trucks and the boats. The big picture is one giant shell game. Toli was a cover. They brought the missiles to this part of the world and delivered them to a crazy warlord desperate to get his hands on some powerful new weaponry. Whoever is behind all this probably promised Toli a few of the missiles in exchange for the risk he was taking holding them until they were moved.”

      “He was certainly crazy enough to take on that risk,” Sean commented.
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      The sounds of the Maghrib, or sunset prayer, echoed through the streets of the city. When the chanting ended, Omar Khalif stood from his usual place near the window and dusted off his knees.

      He looked out over the Garden District with satisfaction. Growing up in utter poverty, no one would have believed that he would have achieved such stratospheric success. Yet here he was, on top of the world.

      Khalif had been born to poor parents in the slums of Cairo. He’d spent many years away from the ancient city—moving to Pakistan for the better part of the last two decades. There he established himself as a global financial player.

      But Khalif’s heart beckoned to remember the lessons Cairo taught him. From an early age he learned how to survive on the street and quickly developed the necessary skills to make money. It began when he conned other kids out of their money. Later, he turned to outright thievery.

      His destiny had long been on a troubled path.

      When his mother died, Khalif’s father didn’t want anything to do with him. He pushed the boy away, shunning him almost entirely. Young Omar grieved the loss of his mother. And at the same time he loathed his father.

      Realizing there was nothing for him in Cairo but pain and hatred, Khalif planned to leave. Running away wasn’t a cowardly thing to do; at least not in his mind. But why should he stay?

      He gathered his things and took off, running down the city’s sidewalks and alleys. Khalif had no idea where he was going. He’d not thought that far ahead. He just had to leave his home and go wherever his feet would take him.

      Now Khalif smiled as he remembered that day. He’d turned a corner and run into the man who changed his life forever. That man became his spiritual father and taught him everything about God and the universe.

      Young Omar had bumped into the man in white robes at nearly full speed. Yet the older man had simply smiled. He’d asked, “Running away, are we?”

      The wise, beady eyes narrowed with a sun-wrinkled smile.

      How did he know?

      Khalif had been mesmerized by that simple question.

      He’d cried to the older man, told him everything about his life. The man in robes listened and let young Omar spill his guts. And when he was finished, he uttered words that Khalif had remembered, and would remember, for the rest of his life.

      “Come with me, and I will show you the purpose God has for you.”

      Some might have considered it weird or dangerous to go off with a stranger like that. But Khalif had never sensed anything sinister or evil about the man he eventually called “Teacher.”

      His real name was Asar al-Farrat. Khalif never called him that, out of respect.

      Al-Farrat had been in Cairo on a visit. He’d been recruiting young men to come to his spiritual academy in Tripoli, Libya.

      Khalif had never even left his neighborhood, much less the city or country. Traveling so far away seemed like a major undertaking. But he was ready for the adventure. And he was anxious to learn what this teacher had to tell him about God.

      Al-Farrat taught Omar and the others about the different paths God had planned for them. He started them off about how God forgave them for their past sins and that they could each have eternal life if they pledged allegiance to Him.

      It was an easy thing for Omar to do, though he had trouble believing he could so easily be forgiven for all the wrongs he’d done in the past. Al-Farrat reassured him, and promised that there were also things he could do to make the past right.

      Years went by, and the little academy became a small community of more than sixty people. They prayed five times each day, and dedicated their lives to studying the scriptures.

      Someone interrupted Khalif’s thoughts from the doorway with a clearing of the throat. “Excuse me, sir. Your coffee is ready.”

      The rippling orange sun was setting behind the deserts to the west. Khalif turned away from the window and saw his assistant standing in the doorway holding a silver tray with a matching coffee pot and two porcelain cups. There were also two cigars on the platter.

      “Please,” he motioned with his hand. “Come in, my friend. I was just enjoying this spectacular sunset.”

      “It must be an incredible feeling for you, sir, to be able to look out on the city where you were born, especially after coming from such a lowly state.”

      “Mmm,” Khalif nodded and looked over his shoulder again at the setting sun. A few miles away were the slums where he’d grown up.

      Indeed, he had come far. From a poor boy on the streets of Cairo to one of the wealthiest businessmen in Pakistan. Pulling off that last trick had taken an incredible amount of work. And he had every disadvantage the world could have thrown at him. Fortunately, what the street-savvy Khalif had learned as a boy served him well as a businessman. Now he was worth billions. And when it came election time, no one could come close to whomever he chose to support.

      Still, there were a few who’d crossed him in the past. Those people had disappeared from the face of the earth.

      Winning a political office had little meaning to Khalif. He didn’t care about politics, and he certainly didn’t care about Pakistan. He preferred to stay in the background, a marionette pulling his puppets’ strings.

      His assistant, Ahmed, brought the tray in and set it on a glass table in front of a plush sofa. He poured two cups and set one down on an end table next to a club chair. Then he picked up a cigar, clipped the end with a golden cigar cutter, and set to lighting it. He deftly spun the cigar in his fingers while barely touching the tip with the blue flame from a butane jet lighter. The white smoke circled into the air and formed a thin fog over the living room. When the tip was engulfed in bright orange, he blew gently on it and then passed it to Khalif, who graciously took it with a bow.

      Ahmed repeated the process with his own cigar as his friend eased into the seat and took a long draw. He puffed the smoke out in little rings and then looked at the cigar with satisfaction on his face.

      “So tell me, Ahmed, how are we progressing with the issue at home?”

      Khalif’s assistant finished lighting his cigar and sat back on the couch, pinching it between his fingers. “The problem should be eliminated this evening. Our forces are moving in on Qafar as we speak.”

      “Good.” Khalif took a sip of the dark coffee and licked his lips before putting the cigar back in his mouth for another draw. He released the smoke into the air. “And our team knows what to do?”

      Ahmed gave a slow nod. “Yes, sir. They have cameras with them to document Qafar’s death.” He hesitated to say anything else.

      Khalif saw through the facade and pulled the doubts out of his friend. “What is it, Ahmed? You look worried.”

      The assistant leaned his head to the left and then rolled his shoulders. “We have been allies with Abdullah Qafar for many years. He has helped us in times when others would not. It seems we are biting a hand that has fed us.”

      Khalif’s head bobbed up and down. “A valid point, my friend. Qafar has been a useful ally. And we rewarded him with asylum in our country where he has lived without worry for a good amount of time.”

      “I don’t mean to question your leadership or your decisions, sir. But why are we killing him?”

      Khalif’s mind veered off course for a moment. It drifted back to a night long ago, when he was still at the teacher’s academy. He’d gone out for a walk to look at the stars when the Israeli bomb hit the compound, killing everyone inside. The Israelis had called it a terrorist camp. They’d been misinformed. Or had they? Rumors abounded about Israel’s “accidental” attacks on such religious facilities. The precision of the attacks combined with modern warfare technology caused Khalif to believe it was less a mistake and more a direct, purposeful strike.

      Khalif grieved for days at the loss of his mentor and the other students. When the time for grieving passed, he’d sworn to avenge their deaths and make those responsible pay for what they’d done.

      “Because,” Khalif said, returning to the conversation, “sometimes the best way to attack an enemy is to go through a friend.”

      Ahmed was still puzzled and cocked his head to the side.

      “The Americans have supplied us with weapons. They want Qafar dead. I’m willing to trade his life to get what we need.”

      Khalif’s assistant was the only person on the planet who knew the motive behind the elaborate plan. It was years in the making. And now things were being set in motion.

      “I see,” Ahmed said. “We eliminate Qafar and look like heroes to the Americans. And while it looks like we are doing our part to rid the world of terrorists, we hit Israel while nobody is looking.”

      “And when the attack happens, we will be the last ones they suspect. The world will look everywhere for the culprits. Of course, we will happily give them information that suggests some of Qafar’s generals carried out the attack.”

      “Brilliant. But one part of it still doesn’t make sense to me. Why involve the Tanzanian?”

      “Ah,” Khalif raised a finger in the air. “Because we can’t have those weapons coming directly to our front door. We needed an intermediary. Toli provided the perfect cover. In exchange, we give him a few dummy missiles, which he believes will make him powerful. He delivers the other weapons to our ships, which take them to Arish, just a few miles from the Israeli border.”

      “Won’t their defenses shoot down the missiles?”

      “Some, perhaps. But not all. Those missiles were designed to fly at low altitude. The Israeli defenses won’t have enough time to adjust and take them all down. And the warheads are equipped with enough nerve gas to kill hundreds of thousands. Possibly millions.”

      “And all the while, the Americans will be chasing ghosts to figure out who is to blame.”

      Khalif took another puff on the cigar. “Exactly. Of course, we will offer any assistance we can provide to bring those responsible to justice. They will eventually find a scapegoat and eliminate them.” He waved a dismissive hand. “But it won’t save Israel. The West Bank will be overrun, and Islam will once more rule the land that belonged to our ancestors.”
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      Sibi, Pakistan

      

      A hard knock came from the front door of Abdullah Qafar’s hideout. He’d been stuck there for nearly ten months, lying low to keep the Americans and all their toadies off his trail. The noise interrupted his evening tea as he sat with some of his guards in the bonus room upstairs.

      He’d been the brains behind a major attack on three different European cities almost a year before. The attacks were so spread out, and looked so random, it was difficult to track down the mastermind behind it all.

      Of course his men took the fall. The ones with the guns were always the first ones to get taken. Two of the shooters killed more than fifty people in a playhouse in Frankfurt. The city’s police were on the scene before the men could escape. They were shot and killed just inside the theater.

      Several others were arrested over the ensuing weeks. Four of his men who’d set off bombs near a church in Amsterdam lasted nearly a month before they were apprehended in Geneva.

      One by one, they’d all fallen. Had Qafar underestimated the resolve or ability of the Western dogs to track them down? Maybe. But the mission was an absolute success. All told, more than 140 infidels had been killed.

      His eternal reward would be assured.

      The knocking on the door resumed, longer and more fervent this time. Qafar looked over at one of his men. The underling, a skinny Iranian named Afi, returned the questioning expression.

      “Go answer it,” Qafar said.

      The guy nodded and started for the stairs.

      “Wait,” Qafar stopped him. He pointed at a pistol on the end table. “Take that with you just in case.”

      Afi gave another curt bob of the head and picked up the weapon. There was another man standing guard at the door but didn’t dare open it without permission. He had an AK-47 slung over his shoulder and was leaning against the wall. Afi stopped halfway down the stairs and extended his weapon, aiming it at the doorway. He nodded to the other guard.

      “Open it.”

      The man did as told, unlocking the two deadbolts and the doorknob lock. He glanced back up the stairs to make sure. Afi confirmed with a flick of his head.

      The guard swallowed and pulled the door open.

      A man with a dark tan, black eyebrows and hair, and an olive green military uniform stepped into the foyer.

      “What is the meaning of this?” He looked at the door guard with disdain. “What took you so long?”

      Then he saw Afi on the stairs with the pistol.

      The man in the uniform shot him an irritated glare. “Put that thing down, Afi. You might accidentally fire it. Wouldn’t do you any good to kill the hand that’s kept you and your friend safe.”

      Afi lowered the weapon. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t know it was you.”

      “Who else knows you’re here? You haven’t been talking to the delivery boy who brings your supplies, have you?”

      Afi shook his head. “No. Of course not. He leaves them just inside the gate, and we don’t go out to get them until he’s gone.”

      The uniformed man was named Nasir. He’d risen through the ranks of the Pakistani army and become a powerful officer. What the general public didn’t know about was his sympathy for Qafar and his mission. Nasir had worked hard to keep the terrorist’s location secret. Qafar and his men often wondered if Nasir was really committed to what they were doing or if he was just taking orders from someone higher up.

      “Is he still awake? We need to talk.” Nasir had a sense of urgency in his tone.

      Afi nodded.

      “Good. Tell him I’m coming up.”

      Nasir was halfway up the stairs when Qafar appeared on the landing. He put his hands on the rail and smiled at the military man as he reached the top. Qafar opened his arms and embraced Nasir, who accepted the gesture reluctantly. He’d never cared much for hugging but went along with it.

      Qafar smiled. “Please, come in, my friend. What brings you here at such a late hour? Would you like some tea?”

      Nasir followed him into the makeshift living room. A flatscreen television hung in the corner. It was connected to a video game system and a Blu-ray player. The room smelled of tea and flavored tobacco. The latter came from a hookah sitting in the corner nearest the door.

      “Some tea would be appreciated.” Nasir did his best to sound gracious.

      Being sociable wasn’t one of his best attributes. He was a guy who specialized in getting things done. It was why he’d risen so quickly in the Pakistani military. There were, however, occasions such as this that required him to put on a friendly face and pretend to enjoy customary social interaction.

      Qafar walked over to the teapot he’d left on a tray atop a coffee table in the middle of the room. He picked it up and poured a steaming cup for his guest. Then he looked up, still leaning over the table. “You like yours without sugar, yes?”

      Nasir nodded.

      Qafar acknowledged the response and picked up the cup. “Good. That’s how I like mine as well, though occasionally I will sweeten it a little just to change things up.”

      Nasir accepted the cup and took a sip. He sighed with satisfaction and raised the porcelain. “Thank you. Delicious as always.” As hard as he tried to sound honest, his voice smacked of insincerity.

      Qafar either didn’t recognize his guest’s tone or he simply ignored it. “I’m glad you like it.” He eased back in the deep leather couch and put his arms out across the back. “So to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Nasir took another sip and then set the cup down on the glossy wooden end table close to his chair. “We have a problem.”

      Qafar’s smile disappeared. “What do you mean, a problem?”

      “We have word from our sources that you may have been compromised. From what we know, it sounds like the Americans are putting together an operation to come after you.”

      “What? How could this be?” Qafar didn’t believe it. He leaned forward and put his hands on his knees, staring hard at Nasir.

      “You’ve been in this place almost a year. You have a dozen men here. Over that amount of time, with that many people, you start to leave a footprint. Not sure if you’ve noticed. But there are a lot of people looking for your footprints right now.”

      Qafar’s eyes narrowed. “My men haven’t spoken to anyone. We keep to ourselves here. Honestly, it’s like a prison. The only place we get out is in the backyard.”

      Nasir looked around the room with mocking eyes. He put his hands out wide. “If this palace is a prison, I’d hate to see what you think of a real one.” Before Qafar could react, he went on. “I know it is difficult staying in hiding, especially when you’re trapped in one place for so long. But we have worked out a solution for you that will help alleviate both problems.”

      “We?” It wasn’t the first time Nasir had referred to multiple people being involved with his safe asylum.

      “Yes. We. And we are going to get you safely out of this country and into a place where you’ll be able to resume your normal life, whatever that is.”

      Qafar bit his lower lip, still wary about whatever plan his guest was going to relay. At this point, what options did he have other than to listen? “Fine, let’s hear your plan.”

      “We have someone on the inside with the American military.” It was a powerful opening line and immediately got Qafar’s attention. “They told us that there has been a lot of attention on Pakistan lately in regards to harboring known terrorists. Specifically, they are zeroing in on this city. We might have a few days, possibly a week or two. But it’s always best to err on the side of caution. If we wait too long, the enemy could be on your doorstep and you’d be trapped.”

      “So you want me to run? Like a coward?”

      “You’ve run before. And you survived.”

      “That was different.”

      “And look at all you’ve accomplished. Think of all you will accomplish if you escape again.”

      Nasir was saying all the right things. Whether he was full of lies or not was yet to be proven. Qafar had no reason to discount the man. Nasir had kept him safe from the infidels for almost a year. Now he was offering further assistance.

      “Where will I go?” Qafar asked. “How will I get there? If the Americans are watching this place, getting out could be difficult.”

      Nasir acknowledged the statement with a nod. “You will leave in an escorted convoy to the outskirts of the city. There you and your men will be transferred to different vehicles. Some of the cars won’t be pretty. They’ll be old, rusted, beat up. Some will be new. We want to make it look natural. Getting you across the border in similar vehicles might draw attention.”

      “Okay,” Qafar said. He was following the plan so far, but Nasir still hadn’t answered his first question. “But where are we going?”

      “Tajikistan. You will cross the border in the mountains. You’ll be safe there. We’ve already made the arrangements with our contacts there.”

      Qafar’s mouth opened wide. “Tajikistan? That’s a long journey.”

      “It isn’t that far. And you’ll adapt easily. You’ll need to cut your hair. Maybe grow a beard. A change of appearance will help. We would go through Afghanistan, but that would be running right into the lion’s mouth with the American presence there.”

      He was right about that. The place was overrun with American troops. While they were preoccupied with hunting the Taliban, that didn’t mean they should tempt fate.

      “And if I agree to this plan of yours…when will we be leaving?”

      “Tonight.”

      Qafar was taken aback. “Tonight? That’s a little sudden, isn’t it?”

      “You can either accept our help and do what we say, or you can stay here and be killed by the Americans.”

      Qafar stood up and paced back and forth. He ran his fingers through his hair and let out a long sigh. He stopped and faced Nasir. “I don’t understand. How is it that your government is going to allow the Americans to conduct operations here? They can’t do that.”

      “My friend, it is important to always know with whom you pick your battles. Do you really think anyone in our government is going to tell the United States no? If they find out we are harboring one of the top ten sought-after men in the world, what do you think they will do?”

      “Then stand up to them.”

      Nasir chuckled. “And do what? Fight them? They will annihilate us. And the Indians will help them.”

      “So you let them come into your home and do as they please?” Qafar spat the words out. He was disgusted by what he was hearing. Politics enraged him. He was a man of action, not committees or back alley dealings.

      “If that is what keeps the people safe.” Nasir rolled his shoulders. “I suggest you take our offer, Abdullah. It is your only chance for survival. The convoy will be here in two hours. Take only what you need. You can always buy new things. You can’t buy a new life.”

      Nasir turned and walked out of the room, leaving Qafar alone. Afi stood just outside the doorway as Nasir passed by. The military man stopped and put his hand on Afi’s shoulder. “Talk some sense into him, Afi. If you don’t, the cause he has worked so hard for will be lost.”

      The front door closed behind Nasir as he left. Qafar had been standing silently in the bonus room, running through his limited set of options. He was tired of running, tried of hiding. It was cowardly. He knew it. But it was also necessary. Combine that with the fact that he didn’t want to die, and there was only one clear choice.

      Afi hesitated in the doorway and then entered. He was reluctant to speak but eventually forced the words out. “It sounds like we need to get ready to leave.”

      Qafar was staring at the floor with his chin in hand. He scratched his scruffy beard with his index finger a few times. He looked over at his friend and nodded. “So it would seem. Tell the rest of the men we will be leaving in two hours. Our friend Nasir has provided us with a means of escaping death once more. Take only what you need. Leave the rest.”
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      Qafar watched the street from the window in the upstairs sitting area. He glanced down at his watch and checked the time. It was almost time, but there was no sign of Nasir.

      Qafar and his men had spent the last hour and fifty-plus minutes getting ready to leave. He had all he needed in a book bag sitting at his feet. The rest of the men were packed equally as light.

      One minute before the hour, Qafar saw headlight beams approaching from just down the hill. In seconds, one pair of lights appeared, then another, and another. Six black SUVs pulled up to the curb in front of the compound’s wall. The door flew open, and Pakistani soldiers dressed in black got out and waited next to the vehicles.

      “Looks like our ride is here,” Qafar said to Afi. “Get the others loaded up. Let’s not keep our friend waiting.”

      Afi rushed down the stairs and started barking out orders.

      Nasir exited the lead SUV, opened the front gate, and walked to the door. Before he could knock, one of the guards opened it and motioned for him to enter.

      Inside, Nasir found a flurry of activity. Qafar’s dozen men were rushing around to make sure they’d collected everything they needed for the relocation.

      Qafar appeared at the top of the stairs with his backpack slung over his shoulder. “I was beginning to wonder if you were going to be late, or if you were going to show at all.”

      Nasir checked his watch. “I’m never late.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard about you.”

      Qafar descended the steps and joined Nasir on the main floor.

      “We have weapons for your men,” Nasir said as they walked out onto the front porch. “I don’t trust the guns they have. Unreliable Chinese guns. Jam too much. If we get in a firefight on the way to the rendezvous, they’ll need weapons that work.”

      “These guns work fine,” he said and pointed to one of the Kalashnikovs hanging on a nearby soldier’s shoulder.

      Nasir’s head jerked back and forth. “I’m afraid I must insist. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen in battle. Trust me; we have you covered.”

      “I hope you’re not expecting some kind of attack.” Qafar probed Nasir for the truth.

      “No. That’s why we’re making this move tonight. No one knows what is happening other than my drivers and me. But I like to be cautious. Always.”

      The lips on the right half of Qafar’s face creased slightly. “Safe is good, my friend. I trust you.”

      “Good. The weapons are in the back of the trucks. Tell your men to exchange them before they get in. They are much smaller, submachine guns. But they’ll fire with just as much accuracy and are much more compact for travel.”

      Qafar considered what Nasir was saying. Then he told Afi to make sure the men all exchanged weapons with Nasir’s men. Afi didn’t ask why. He simply relayed the message to the rest of Qafar’s men.

      One of Nasir’s soldiers approached the house and ascended the front steps carrying a black box. He stopped in front of Qafar and turned to his commander.

      “Thank you. See to it that the rest are loaded up and ready to go in the next five minutes.” The soldier stomped his foot on the ground, confirming the order. He double-timed it back out the door to assist with the evacuation.

      Nasir turned to Qafar with the black box and pried the lid open. “In honor of our friendship, I took the liberty of having these made for you. I hope you like them.”

      Qafar looked as if he’d been smacked in the face. “You bought me a gift?”

      Nasir raised his shoulders. “I can be sentimental from time to time.”

      Qafar stepped close and looked in the box. Twin 9mm pistols lay in a bed of crushed velvet. They were cerakoted with the images of golden dragons rising up from the grip and down along the sides. Their mouths breathed fire close to the muzzle.

      “They’re beautiful,” Qafar said. He took the weapons out and waved them around, then took aim at a mirror on the other side of the room.

      “They’re loaded and chambered,” Nasir warned. “So don’t pull the trigger just yet. We don’t want to rouse the neighbors.”

      Qafar was clearly pleased. He stared with admiration at the two guns before placing them back in the box. “Thank you for everything, my friend. I appreciate all you have done. Allah will bless you for it. I promise.”

      Nasir closed his eyes slowly as he nodded. “I certainly hope so. Now, we must be going. We don’t want to be late for our rendezvous.”

      The drive through the small city didn’t take more than fifteen minutes before the convoy was on the outskirts where the neighborhoods turned into farms and occasional factories.

      Qafar held the black box in his lap as his SUV—the second in line—followed the lead vehicle through the winding streets and down onto the flats of the plains below. The moon was high in the cloudless night sky, obscuring the view of some of the nearby stars with its bright light.

      A dark silhouette rose on the horizon on the right side of the road. As the convoy drew closer, the passengers could see it was an old warehouse. Qafar looked down at his watch again. Nearly half past the hour. A nervous tension filled his veins. He didn’t know why. Maybe the sooner he got out of Pakistan, the better he’d feel. Nasir’s words about the Americans being on his trail had filled him with a new sense of dread.

      The convoy turned off the main road and into the gravel drive leading into the warehouse property. The lead vehicle—with Nasir in it—drove around to the back and then through an opening where two huge doors hung on either side.

      All six vehicles pulled into hangar-like building and came to a stop in the center. Qafar looked out at the dark, vacuous room. Rusted beams supported a skeletal metal frame underneath a tin roof. It looked like the place had been abandoned for decades, maybe more.

      “This is where we’re changing vehicles?” Qafar asked.

      The driver nodded. “The other cars should be here shortly. Stay here. I’m going to go check.”

      Qafar accepted the explanation with a nod and looked out the window once more. His driver walked up to the lead SUV and got in the back.

      Afi was in the rear seat of Qafar’s ride and leaned forward. He put his hand on Qafar’s headrest. “Soon, my friend, this will all be over, and we won’t have to worry about looking over our shoulders anymore.”

      “I hope so, my friend. It will be nice to be able to come and go as we please. If what Nasir says is true, we will be free men once more.”

      The words barely escaped his mouth when Nasir’s SUV lurched forward and came to a stop at the other end of the warehouse—a good eighty feet away.

      “What’s he doing?” Afi asked.

      Qafar noticed movement on a catwalk high up over the floor to the right. In the darkness, it was difficult to see what it was. A second later, he had his answer. A muzzle flashed over and over.

      More bright explosions of gunfire immediately accompanied it. The weapons were quiet—silenced by suppressors—but still popped loud enough to hear in the SUVs.

      “It’s a trap!” Qafar shouted.

      Bullets thumped into the roof of the SUV, shattered the windows and windshield, and pierced the tires.

      Afi reacted quickly, kicking open his door and taking aim at the shooter closest to their vehicle. He opened fire, emptying his magazine at the gunman but missed with every shot. The second after his weapon clicked, the shooters fired at him again, showering the back seat of the SUV with hail of deadly metal. Afi’s body shook violently with every round that tore through him until he fell into the seat and stopped moving.

      Qafar instinctively grabbed the pistols out of the black box and flung open his door. The two closest shooters were reloading. His eyes shot over to the far side of the warehouse. There was a door in the back corner—the darkest part of the building. He could make it. He had to make it.

      Qafar clutched his new pistols in both hands and took off as fast as he could go. The men on the catwalk saw their target running and quickly adjusted their aim as he passed underneath. They opened fire, but Qafar jumped to the left and right, avoiding the bullets pinging off the concrete around him.

      When he reached the darker part of the room, he virtually disappeared, making hitting him even more difficult.

      The men called down to someone on the floor for assistance.

      The door was only thirty feet away. He didn’t dare look back. Not now. Not when he was so close.

      He slid to a stop and stuffed one of the pistols in his belt to grab the door handle. When he tried to push it down, though, a sickening feeling coursed through him in an instant. The door was locked. He took the pistol in his hand to fire at where he thought the lock might be, but a familiar voice stopped him cold.

      “What exactly were you planning on doing once you got outside, Abdullah?”

      Qafar spun around to see Nasir’s face, barely visible in the shadows.

      “You betrayed me. You betrayed all of us. Our blood is on your hands.”

      “Oh, I know.” Nasir stepped forward to a point where a ray of pale moonlight shone through an opening in the roof. “I can’t tell you how many nights it will keep me up. But sometimes we have to do these kinds of things.”

      The sarcasm wasn’t lost on Qafar.

      He panted for breath but noticed Nasir was holding his pistol at his side. Qafar reacted quickly and raised his weapon, aiming it at Nasir’s head. He took the second gun out of his belt and held it next to the other.

      “It seems you forgot about these, old friend. Now here is what is going to happen. You’re going to walk me back over there. You will tell your men to stand down, to put their weapons in your truck, and then you and I are going to take a long ride.”

      Nasir almost looked amused. His right eyebrow rose. “Oh? And where are we going?”

      “Like you said. We’re going to Tajikistan. When we cross the border, I’ll let you go. If you do anything stupid before that, I will kill you with the very guns you gave me.”

      His fingers felt the cold of the triggers. Qafar almost wanted Nasir to try something. But the Pakistani officer was his ultimate bargaining chip, a virtual guarantee of safe passage.

      “There was never any plan to take you to Tajikistan, Abdullah. There will be no safety for you there. We will hunt you down no matter where you go. It’s over.”

      Qafar’s face tensed, and one of his eyes twitched. “No!” he yelled. “It’s not over yet! It will be over when I say it is!”

      Nasir’s expression softened to an almost devilish smile. “All your men are dead. Afi along with them. There’s nowhere for you to run. Now you can put down your guns and die like a man. Or you can die like a dog. Doesn’t matter to me which one you choose.”

      Afi’s lifeless face passed before Qafar’s eyes. He looked beyond Nasir at the bodies of his men being dragged out of the SUVs. All the shooting had stopped. Four soldiers in black were standing twenty feet behind Nasir. Qafar couldn’t believe it was ending this way. But if he was going to die, he would take Nasir with him—and as many of the others as he could.

      “If I die, you die, too, old friend.” He let out a yell as he squeezed the triggers. “Ahhhhhhhhhh!”

      His fingers alternated, firing one shot and then another at Nasir who stood motionless, watching the muzzles blaze until both weapons clicked. Qafar’s fingers kept pulling even after he realized his magazines were empty.

      He stared in disbelief at Nasir, who was untouched by the bullets. “How? That’s impossible!”

      Nasir took a casual step forward so that only his face was illuminated by the moonlight. He pouted and shook his head once. “You should always check to make sure you’re using live rounds when someone hands you a gun, Abdullah. You remember the guns we gave you? They all had blanks.”

      Qafar was incensed. Rage boiled up inside him, and he started to charge. Nasir merely raised his weapon and unloaded ten rounds into Qafar’s chest.

      The terrorist stumbled, struggling to keep his balance and stay on his feet. He swallowed, then coughed. His mind fought the mortal wounds as long as he could before he dropped to his knees. Qafar desperately fought to keep conscious. Across the room, on the other side of the warehouse, he saw Nasir’s men pull Afi’s body out of the SUV and drop it on the floor like he was a bag of garbage.

      Tears formed in Qafar’s eyes. He could only hope that he would be rewarded for the deeds he’d done against the infidels. His lungs started to lock up, filling with fluid. He coughed again and winced against the pain.

      Nasir stepped close and pointed his gun at Qafar’s forehead. “It’s nothing personal, old friend.” He squeezed the trigger.

      Qafar toppled over backward. His lifeless eyes stared up at the opening in the ceiling as a single cloud passed in front of the moon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          Dar es Salaam

        

      

    

    
      Sean looked through his binoculars at the busy pier. Men were rushing around, loading crates from trucks similar to the ones from Toli’s compound.

      Forklifts made quick work of the heavy payloads—removing the crates from the transport and placing them in a yellow square next to what appeared to be a huge commercial fishing vessel. Others were being loaded onto a couple of yachts, a merchant shipping vessel, and a smaller commercial fishing ship.

      The driver hadn’t been lying. Toli’s men were using a variety of boats to avoid detection.

      “Gotta give it to Toli,” Sean said, “pretty smart to use fishing boats like that one. No one would suspect.”

      Tommy, Emily, and Fitz were all watching the same scene through similar lenses.

      The driver was tied up in the back of the truck with a cloth strapped to his mouth so he couldn’t scream. Sean had given him additional incentive to stay quiet by promising him a bullet in the throat if he made so much as a squeak. The driver nodded that he understood and had behaved himself thus far.

      “So how do we stop them?” Fitz asked. “The workers aren’t armed from what I can tell.”

      “But those guys on the watchtowers and on the ships are,” Emily pointed out.

      “Yeah,” Sean agreed. “I noticed that.”

      “What is with all these dudes and AK-47s?” Tommy asked.

      “Cheap and easy to get,” Emily and Sean both answered at the same time. They glanced at each other with a smirk, and then went back to scanning the pier.

      “There are too many of them,” Sean said. “At least for the four of us.”

      “Agreed,” Emily said. “I count forty, and that’s just the ones we can see. There’ll be more aboard the ships.”

      “If we can draw their attention somewhere else, we might be able to get on board the ships and disable them.”

      “What good will that do?” Tommy asked. “They’ll fix them and be out to sea before dark.”

      “It could buy us some time, though.”

      “Time for what?”

      Fitz interrupted. “There’s a U.S. ship about a hundred miles off the coast from here. My guess is that’s where Fletch and his men were taken. If we could get a call in to them, they might just be able to get here before these ships leave. That is, if we can disable them long enough for the Navy to arrive.”

      “I like it,” Sean said. “Any objections?”

      No one said anything.

      “Good. So what are we going to use for a diversion?” His eyes wandered to the back of the transport truck.

      Emily followed his gaze and snorted a short laugh. “So we’re going to use the same gag again?”

      Sean shook his head. “No. You don’t do the same gag twice. You do the next gag.”

      “So what’s the next gag?”

      A mischievous glimmer filled his eyes. “Let’s untie our friend in the back.”

      Sean climbed over the tailgate and sat on the bench in the cargo area. He looked down at the driver who was bound with his wrists behind his back. The man appeared as though he’d perspired half a gallon of sweat. His shirt was soaked, and moisture trickled down his forehead in several rivulets.

      Sean turned to Fitz and asked for a bottle of water. He untied the driver’s hands and then gave him the bottle. “Now don’t do anything stupid like scream for help. Okay?” Sean wagged his pistol at the man.

      The driver’s head shook vigorously, and he gulped down the entire bottle in less than six seconds.

      Sean went on. “Now, my friends and I have a little job for you to do.”

      “A job?”

      “Yep. We want you to drive up to the gate and act like you’re making your delivery as scheduled.”

      “But the crates? My truck is empty.”

      Sean waved his free hand in the air. “Don’t worry about that. They aren’t going to check. Just drive up to the gate and act cool. They’re going to let you in. When you get inside, tell them that there were no more shipments when you arrived in Mbeya. We’ll take care of the rest.”

      The driver wasn’t sure. “They’ll think I stole the boxes.”

      Sean could see he was dubious and reassured him. “By the time they start asking questions, my friends and I will be inside. You saw what we did to Toli’s army, right?”

      The man’s head bobbed up and down rapidly. He remembered exactly what he’d seen and had no intention of crossing the Americans. Just in case, however, Sean gave him a little reminder.

      “And if you for a second think about taking this truck and running away, my friends and I will chase you down and kill you. Understood?”

      “Yes. Clearly.” There was genuine fear in the driver’s eyes. Sean was certain of that.

      “Okay. Good. Let’s get you set up.”

      Sean hopped out of the back followed by the driver.

      They walked around to the cab and stopped. Sean pointed at the road that wound around a grassy median. It led down to the gate where there were men standing guard with assault rifles. “Take this street down to the gate, and do as I said. And don’t worry. It will all be over soon. When it is, you can go free. We will be over there at that small building.” He pointed to what looked like a storage facility made out of cinderblocks. “When I give you the signal, head to the gate.”

      The driver acknowledged the directions with a nod and climbed up into the cab. Sean stepped back and joined the other three.

      The engined rumbled to life, and the driver looked down at them. He gave a thumbs-up.

      “Time to get into position,” Sean said to the others.

      The four Americans jogged down the right-hand sidewalk toward the storage building and waited in the shadows at the corner behind a row of bushes.

      “You sure this is gonna work?” Emily asked. “I mean, what if he takes off?”

      Sean glanced at Tommy. “You cut the brake line, right?”

      Tommy nodded. “Yeah. Second time he hits the brakes, nothing’s gonna happen.”

      Sean smirked. “If he tries to get away, Agent Starks, he’s going to have a very short trip.”

      He stood up and waved his hand so the driver could see. The man in the truck nodded and shifted into gear. He stepped on the gas, accelerated slowly around the curve, and began the descent down the hill. About fifty yards from the gate, he hit the brakes and slowed down a bit. The truck coasted by the four Americans crouching behind the bushes and continued rolling.

      “Okay, let’s go. Brisk but casual.”

      They stood up and started walking down the sidewalk at a moderately quick pace with weapons tucked away so no one could see.

      The truck picked up speed as it neared the gate. The brake lights flashed over and over again as the driver tried to slow his speed.

      Down at the foot of the hill, the guards at the gate were waving their arms furiously in a vain attempt to get the driver to stop. At the last second, they dove out of the way as the truck smashed into the blockade, plowed through it, and kept rolling onto the pier. The guards recovered immediately and rushed after the runaway truck. They slowed momentarily to fire their weapons and then took off again.

      The gate had done little to slow the truck. It barreled ahead at full speed toward the edge of the wharf. There were more men standing between the oncoming vehicle and a shipping vessel. They ran to both sides, barely avoiding being crushed. The truck rumbled by and rammed the first boat in its port side. Workers and guards ran to the scene as smoke began billowing out of the engine. Before anyone got to it, a fire ignited and started burning.

      One of the guards started barking out orders, and some of the men scattered to retrieve fire extinguishers.

      The four Americans watched the entire thing transpire as they walked toward the gate. Once all the guards’ attention was on the runaway truck, the Americans broke out at a dead sprint. Every eye was on the vehicle as it crashed into the shipping vessel with a huge bang. No one saw the four strangers run through the gate and behind the stacks of containers, parked machinery, and outbuildings.

      Once they were completely out of view, Sean stopped behind the base of a crane and looked out at the boats.

      “Looks like that one may already be out of commission,” Tommy said.

      “I cannot believe that worked again,” Emily commented.

      “One of these day’s you’ll learn to trust me,” Sean replied. “That leaves four boats for us to take out. I’ll go for the big fishing vessel on the end. You three take the others. Do whatever it takes to disable those boats. The easiest thing might be to tear up the controls, screw with the wiring, something like that. We’ll rendezvous at the coffee shop we saw earlier. Sound good?”

      The other three nodded, but Emily spoke up. “Are you sure we should involve a civilian?” She jerked her thumb at Tommy. “I mean, I know you two are friends and all, but shouldn’t the professionals take care of this?”

      Tommy raised both eyebrows, but Sean cut him off. “He saved our skins back at Toli’s. Tommy can handle himself in a fight. You just take care of your boat. He’ll be fine.”

      “What about you?” Tommy asked.

      Sean winked. “I’ve got a little something special in mind for my ship.”

      Before Tommy could protest, Sean took off.

      He skirted the front of a warehouse on the back of the property and then disappeared around the corner.

      “Never been able to talk any sense into him,” Tommy said.

      “I’m starting to see that,” Emily agreed. “I’ll take the shipping vessel. Tommy, take that yacht. Fitz, you got the other one.”

      Fitz considered making a wise crack about never getting to go on a yacht, but he thought better of it.

      The two guys nodded.

      They split up and ran through maze of containers and equipment until they reached the last stacks of big metal boxes. Each American peeked out from their hiding places and watched as the last of the men guarding the boats ran down the pier toward the burning wreckage.

      Some of the first responders were desperately trying to get close enough to hit the flames with their extinguishers. Suddenly, an explosion rocked the shipping yard and a giant ball of fire rolled into the air. A fuel leak in the truck’s engine must have ignited.

      More black smoke poured skyward, and the men working the scene doubled their efforts to bring the blaze under control. One man who’d been knocked over by the blast was being dragged away by two others to a safe distance.

      Emily motioned with her finger for her partners to make a break for it. She watched them dart across the causeway and climb aboard, keeping a wary hand on her pistol just in case she had to cover them. When the guys disappeared onto the boats, she made her move and took off. No one was looking her direction as she sprinted over the landing, up the gangplank, and onto the ship. Once she was safely aboard, she went straight to the control room and ducked inside. She peeked out the windshield and saw what looked like nearly a hundred people milling around the destruction. Behind her she saw a toolbox attached to the wall.

      She grabbed the box and pulled out a screwdriver that matched the screws on the console and set to work. She just hoped the others could sabotage their ships before the crews started heading back.

      Sean ran hard toward the last boat. He stopped next to a crane and looked around the corner at his target. There were still a few people aboard checking their cargo.

      That would make getting on the ship tricky. And if he was spotted, the men would sound an alarm. Or worse, start shooting at him.

      Sean scanned the area for a solution but couldn’t see a good way to get to the control room, or to the boat for that matter.

      He looked at the crane next to him. Then he glanced at a short stack of twenty-foot steel containers a short distance away. One of the containers already had cables attached to the top. If I can’t get to the boat to disable it, maybe I can do it from here.

      He climbed up into the crane’s seat and found the key still in the ignition. Not surprising considering how fast everyone ran toward the diversionary crash. He turned the key and revved the engine. Working the different levers took a minute for him to figure out, but he finally got the gist of what did what and swung the crane’s long arm to the right, stopping it over the containers.

      “Just like with that arm grabber at the arcade,” he said.

      Sean pushed on one of the levers and lowered the cable. When it hit the top of the steel box, he jumped out of the crane and sprinted over to the stack. With a full head of steam he leaped into the air and reached out to grab the box’s top edge. His body hit the side and his fingers gripped the ledge, but he’d mistimed the jump and before he could pull himself up, he lost his hold and fell back to the asphalt.

      “Good one,” he said to himself.

      He retreated another twenty feet and got another running start. Now he timed it better. He flew through the air and caught the top edge with a solid grip, palms pressing hard into the corner. Sean used his momentum and pulled as soon as his fingers hit the metal.

      In his training he’d done obstacle courses that had similar wall climbs. He remembered those being more difficult to get over in spite of the current one taking two tries.

      His muscles tensed as he pulled himself up. He swung his legs over the edge and rolled to the middle of the container. There he took hold of the hook and worked the two cables through it. The move took less than ten seconds.

      He lowered himself back down to the ground and started running back to the crane. Almost too easy.

      His thought came just before he heard a familiar sound. Automatic gunfire popped from across the pier landing. Sean looked to his side as he ran to the crane. One of the men on his target ship had seen him and was firing. A few random bullets pinged off the asphalt and other containers nearby. At that range, he’d be a tough target. Still, any idiot could get lucky.

      And in the crane he’d be a sitting duck.

      His original idea had been to swing the container over the vessel’s control room and drop it. Now Sean doubted he had the time for such a precise maneuver. When he reached the base of the crane, he drew his weapon and answered the gunman’s volley with one of his own. He squeezed off six shots that sent the man diving for cover behind the ship’s sidewall. The rounds missed wildly, as Sean knew they would. From that distance, his pistol would be horribly inaccurate, despite the fact that he was a great shot. His intention wasn’t necessarily to hit the target. He just needed to buy some time.

      With the gunman down for a moment, he pulled himself up into the crane again and hit the lever to raise the cable. The hook jerked on the other end, and the cables attached to the container tightened. A second later the heavy metal box was rising off the ground.

      Over the rumble of the crane’s diesel engine, Sean heard the shooter firing again. Two bullets struck the top edge of the windscreen and splintered it into a glassy spiderweb. Sean ducked and yanked on one of the levers. The crane’s long arm swung left, whipping the container around in a slow arch.

      Sean could see the gunman’s assault rifle still firing. More rounds struck the metal base of the crane, plunking into it harmlessly. Suddenly, the guy saw the container flying his way. Sean narrowed his eyes as if taking aim with his makeshift wrecking ball.

      The container swung dangerously right toward the shooter, but he reacted too fast and dove down again. The metal box soared over him beyond the starboard side of the boat.

      Sean couldn’t see clearly out of the cracked windscreen, but he thought he saw a smile on the gunman’s face as he popped back up and took aim again. Sean jerked one of the levers back, and the long arm slowed to a stop and then began moving to the right. The container’s momentum carried it out high over water for another few seconds before it started swinging back.

      The gunman took careful aim with his weapon, apparently realizing that his previous technique wasn’t doing the job.

      “Come on,” Sean said.

      The shooter set his feet and readied to fire. Sean ducked down to the floor as the man squeezed the trigger. The bullet zipped through the windscreen and the seat cushion. It would have hit Sean in the chest had he waited any longer. Now he watched through the narrow glass on the floor as the gunman started to adjust his aim.

      He never had a chance to get off another shot. The container swung down over the boat and smacked into the gunman from behind with incredible force. The crane continued the box’s momentum until Sean popped up and pushed the lever again to change its direction. Once more the container swung high into the air. When it started its downswing, the shooter slid off the front face and dropped to the ground at a sickening speed.

      His legs snapped when he hit the ground, though he was already dead or unconscious.

      Sean watched the metal box flying back at the ship. His timing had to be perfect, or he’d screw it up completely. And there was only going to be one chance at it.

      The container whizzed through the air, thirty feet over the ground. “Almost there,” Sean said to himself. “Almost there…”

      He hit the lever that lowered the cable just as the metal box reached the edge of the pier. The cable slackened, and the box’s flight path changed, sending it straight at the boat’s control room.

      Sean hung out of the crane and watched the container crash into the ship’s bridge with devastating force. The entire cabin was ripped off the vessel. The men tending to the truck’s wreckage heard the loud boom and looked back to see what happened.

      They saw the container fly out over the harbor and drop back into the starboard side of the ship’s hull with another massive crashing sound. For a moment, they were in stunned disbelief. The next, their eyes shot over to the crane to find who was responsible for the destruction.

      The crane, however, was empty.
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      The pier swarmed with activity. City police and emergency crews had responded to the chaos just minutes after the Americans made their escape. Fifty minutes later, an American destroyer made its way into the waters just outside the harbor, and word was that more U.S. Navy ships were coming to assist in apprehending any other vessels that tried to get out with malicious cargo.

      Sean walked into the coffee shop and found the other three sitting in the back corner. The place smelled of fresh brewed Kenyan coffee and old wood. The latter was from the walls and floors being covered in darkly stained panels. It had an old feel to it, like the shop could have been around for two hundred years.

      A man behind the counter greeted Sean with a toothy grin and asked what he’d be having.

      Sean ordered a cup of coffee and took it over to where his companions were already sipping on theirs.

      “What took you so long?” Tommy asked.

      Sean knew his friend was going to say that. “So predictable. You know, after all these years of hanging out with me, I’d think you’d have come up with something original.”

      The two exchanged a laugh. “Well, I do have to say your little stunt back there with the crane was pretty original.”

      “You saw that?”

      Tommy raised his shoulders and hands, palms facing up. “You didn’t think I was just gonna take care of my boat and leave you behind, did you?”

      Fitz raised his cup in salute. “I gotta admit, Tommy, you’re pretty handy in a fight. You ever think about becoming an agent?”

      “Sorry, guys,” Tommy shook his head, “I’ve already got an agency of my own to run. And speaking of, I’m afraid I need to get back to the camp before the crew starts to worry.”

      “What are you working on?” Emily joined the conversation.

      Tommy took another sip of coffee before answering. “The Tanzanians found an ancient temple near where our camp is set up. They had a team of their archaeologists working on it but had some trouble with one of the structures.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “It’s a little difficult to explain, but the temple is a monolith at its core.”

      “Like Stonehenge?” Fitz asked.

      “Very similar to that. But early indications suggest this site is much older. Anyway, it turns out what they found was just the inner ring of this temple and that it extends out in a sort of spiral and into the surrounding hills.”

      “And by into the hills you mean underground,” Sean said.

      “Exactly.” Tommy nodded. “The ancient people who lived there apparently built an intricate tunnel system into the hills and mountains. We believe it was for ceremonial purposes, perhaps burials. Once our engineers stabilized the tunnels, we were able to go in and begin recovering some of the artifacts. So far we don’t have much, but it’s likely we’ll find more the deeper we go.”

      “Sounds fascinating,” Emily said.

      “It’s pretty cool stuff. When you get to see something that no human eyes have seen for thousands of years, it’s an incredible feeling.”

      “When you put it that way,” Fitz said, “it sounds a lot more interesting than what we do. And safer.” He chuckled at his own comment.

      “It has its moments. But we encounter our own kinds of trouble. Thieves are always looking to rob excavation sites. Sometimes we have to deal with people who mean to destroy them altogether.”

      “Terrorists?” Emily asked.

      “From time to time. Though we don’t have that sort of situation happen often. All of our crews are armed at all times just in case, since our specialty is recovery and transportation of priceless artifacts.”

      “So you’re like the armored trucks that go to the bank and pick up the money.”

      Tommy smirked. “Kind of. We get in and dig around in the dirt too.” He turned to Sean who’d been unusually quiet for most of the conversation. “Speaking of, now that you’ve solved this whole thing, why don’t you come back out to the dig with me and have a look around? We might even find something down in the tunnels.”

      Sean glanced at Emily, almost as if to ask for permission. “The director doesn’t have anything else for us right now, does he?”

      “Not that I know of. I figured we would head back to the States in the morning. But if you want to hang around for a few days, I’m sure that would be fine. We never get another assignment right on the back of another one.”

      It had been too long since Sean had hung out with his friend. The idea brought back memories of the old days when they were kids, running around the foothills outside of Chattanooga.

      Sean finally nodded. “You know what? Yeah, I think I will stay and hang out for a few.”

      The look on his friend’s face brightened instantly. “Awesome. When we get back, I’ll show you around the temple site and then maybe take you down into the cave.”

      “Been a long time since I’ve been in a cave,” Sean said. “Not sure when I’ll get to do that again in the future, so I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Not me,” Emily cut in. “Going underground is not my sort of thing. But you two boys enjoy your catch-up time together. Fitz, you coming back with me?”

      “I’ve gotta get my gear from the camp, but I’ll be reporting back to Axis as soon as all that’s cleaned up.” He turned to Tommy and Sean. “Carpool?”

      The two friends laughed. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      “I need to get my things from the camp too,” Emily said, realizing her gear bag was still there. “I guess I’ll ride back with you guys and help Fitz get his stuff back to the airport.”

      “Aww, thanks, Agent Starks,” Fitz said in a sarcastic tone.

      The ride back to camp was quiet for the most part. The Americans had rented an SUV from the airport and on the long ride chose to just look out the windows quietly and enjoy the scenery. Exhaustion had set in by the time they reached the camp, and with the arrival of darkness the group said their goodnights and settled in for some rest.

      The next morning, with everything packed in the SUV, Emily and Fitz said their goodbyes, leaving Sean and Tommy alone in the makeshift dwelling.

      “All’s well that ends well,” Tommy said as they watched the other two agents drive away.

      “I really hate it when you say stuff like that.” Sean didn’t look at his friend as he spoke.

      Tommy frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      “I dunno,” Sean said with a shrug. “Just a weird feeling, I guess.”

      “About?”

      “This whole scenario. Toli, how we took him down, how we stopped the missiles from leaving the country. Something about all of it doesn’t seem right. Like it was too easy.”

      “Easy?” Tommy laughed. “Buddy, nothing about any of that was easy. We almost got killed at least twice. And I’d say you probably three or four times.”

      “Yeah, I know. Maybe I’m just paranoid or superstitious. I can’t put my finger on it, but something’s off. I hope I’m wrong. But when you said what you did about it all ending well, I got this sick feeling in my stomach, like when a pitcher is throwing a no-hitter and someone on the bench mentions it. It’s bad luck.”

      The SUV disappeared around a bend of tall grass, kicking up a cloud of dust as it rolled away.

      “First of all, I don’t believe in jinxes. And secondly, if you were so worried, why’d you let those two leave? I mean, if there’s something you need to investigate, they should have stuck around with you.”

      “No,” Sean shook his head. “It’s probably nothing. Like you said, Toli is dead, and the missiles are being confiscated. I’ll be fine. Let’s take a look at that temple you were telling me about. All the time I spent studying history in college, I never really got to get out and see that sort of thing in person as much as I’d like to.”

      “Well, my friend. You’re in for a treat. Follow me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          Cairo

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean the shipment was lost?” Khalif roared in spite of a considerable effort to stay calm. “Find it!”

      Ahmed cleared his throat and lowered his head for a second. He’d been afraid to deliver the bad news but also knew if he didn’t do it immediately, his employer would be even angrier at him for waiting.

      “It’s not lost like that, sir. The Americans…they’ve taken possession of the shipment.”

      Khalif turned around and walked over to the window. The sun was rising into a clear sky to the east. A gentle breeze brushed across his robes. He put his hands on the railing and took a long, deep breath. Then he sighed and turned around slowly, putting his hands behind his back.

      “Get me the American senator,” he said.

      “Right away, sir.” Ahmed bowed but hesitated to leave. “Also, we have confirmation that Toli is dead. Apparently he was killed by an American strike force.”

      Khalif cocked his head to the side. The loss of Toli didn’t pull on his heart strings, but it did present a problem. He needed answers.

      A moment later, Ahmed handed the phone to Khalif.

      “This better be good, Omar. Do you have any idea what time it is over here?” The senator was beyond annoyed at the middle-of-the-night call.

      Khalif paced back and forth in front of the balcony. “Why am I hearing about a special forces unit killing Toli?”

      “Now hold on just a second. We told your boy they were coming. Toli knew all about it. Last we heard, the unit sent to take him out had been captured. We were going to work out a deal with him. You’re telling me he’s dead?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me, Harold. You had to know what was going on.”

      “Look, Omar, I’m telling you, I’ve kept my hands out of this one as much as possible. If Toli couldn’t handle his business when we were basically handing it to him, that’s not on us.”

      Khalif stopped pacing and looked out over the city. The smells of spices, garlic, onions, and bread began wafting through the district.

      “Toli’s death is of no consequence to me, Harold. What bothers me is the incident that happened in Dar es Salaam.”

      “What incident?”

      Khalif fought to keep calm. “Five of my boats were taken by American and Tanzanian forces. The shipments were confiscated by your Navy. I want to know why. And don’t tell me this is the first you’re hearing about it. You’re a senator of the United States. You hear everything.”

      The senator sighed. “Yes, I heard about your little problem at the shipyard.”

      “My problem?” Khalif’s temper took over. “It is not just my problem, Harold! I have reports from some of the men that there were Americans sighted on the premises when the ships were attacked. I want to know who they are and why.”

      “Okay, first of all, you need to calm down. Yes, I heard about the Navy confiscating the missiles. But I swear to you, I didn’t know anything about an operation to go after your shipments.”

      “Lies!”

      “Hold on, now. Why in the world would I go through all the trouble of helping you get those weapons just to turn around and take them back from you? Huh? Doesn’t make any sense.”

      He was right. It didn’t make any sense. That was probably what bothered Khalif the most about the whole scenario. There was a possibility. “Perhaps you thought you could sell me those weapons and then take them from me so I would have to buy more. Is that your game?”

      The senator laughed. “Now you’re just looking for a conspiracy, Omar. You know I wouldn’t double-cross you. We both have too much to lose.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Yeah. So before you go making accusations, maybe you’d like to know just who you’re dealing with.”

      “Yes,” Khalif said, “I would like to know very much who these miscreants are.”

      “We have an agency here that operates outside of my knowledge on occasion. I’ve never actually liked the idea of it because they could go rogue, which is what I believe happened in the case of your shipments. I don’t know which agents were involved, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was someone from that group. I already confirmed that CIA wasn’t involved. They told me they had nothing to do with it. And I believe them.”

      The information was helpful but incomplete. Khalif wanted names. He also knew he would never get that intel from the man on the other end of the line. “I wonder if these agents of yours are still in Tanzania. If they try to interfere further with my affairs, they will be killed on sight.”

      “I have no idea if they’re still around or not. Most likely, they came home and are debriefing. But just to be safe, make sure your men are on alert at all times. The last thing I need is someone to stumble on your little operation and find American missiles in the hands of the Pakistani military.”

      “I understand your concerns. Now understand mine: See to it that there is no more American interference. That shipment was a considerable loss but not a total one. We already have many of the missiles in place. I would appreciate a little effort on your end to keep your dogs chained.”

      The senator’s tone turned defensive. “Hey, you have to do a better job of protecting your assets too, pal. It’s not my fault you had a bunch of inept guards keeping watch. If I were you, I’d bring in some professionals to handle things. Not these two-bit morons you found out in the desert.”

      While Khalif didn’t appreciate the tone the American leader had taken, he did present a fair point. Too much had been lost. And for his plan to work, he couldn’t afford to lose any more missiles. It was time to call in more help.

      The senator interrupted his thoughts. “On a more pleasant topic, good job taking out Qafar. The media is going crazy for it over here. I’d bet you’re probably trending on social media right now as some kind of heroic leader for getting rid of him.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Khalif ended the call and set the phone on a nearby end table. He folded his hands behind his back and stared out at the city once again. “Ahmed?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “See to it that our facility is reinforced immediately. If these Americans happen to stumble upon it, we can’t have any more incidents like what happened yesterday. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. Right away.”
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      “This is awesome.” Sean stood with his hands on his hips, staring out at the dig site. “You guys have done a lot of work.”

      He and Tommy were standing on the lip of a huge, circular hole in the ground. Within the confines of the manmade crater, a circle of titanic cones were propped on their ends, one next to the other. As Tommy had mentioned previously, the megaliths spiraled out until they came to an end in the side of the hill where the ancient tunnel entrance cut into the rock.

      Tommy hesitated on accepting the compliment. “Well, most of the excavation was already done when we got here. The first group on site was headed up by Dr. Brandau out of Cairo, but he was supervised by a few people from here. Anyway, it was pretty much like this when we arrived.” Tommy pointed at the temple complex. “We’ve mostly been trying to secure anything valuable and get it back to the government as intact as possible.”

      Sean continued to stare out at the scene. Workers of several nationalities were busily sifting through dirt, brushing away at stone, and carrying heavy buckets away. “So what did they find that the Tanzanians needed your help with?”

      Tommy’s poker face cracked, and he laughed out loud for a second. “You picked up on that?”

      Sean turned to his friend, still wearing a stone-cold look on his face. “We’ve known each other a long time, pal. I know when you’re trying to hide something. Throw on top of it the fact that I know you don’t usually get a call for an excavation. The Tanzanians found something, and they either couldn’t get it out or they didn’t want to risk moving it. So they called the one agency in the world that specializes in that sort of thing.”

      “We do have that niche pretty much cornered.”

      “You’ve also got the art of stalling cornered.”

      Tommy laughed again and this time Sean’s stoic facade cracked.

      “Seriously, man,” Sean prodded, “what’s going on? Whatever you found must be pretty important for you to keep it so hush-hush.”

      Tommy took a deep breath and sighed. “I was gonna show you anyway. Just wanted to keep it a surprise or at least somewhat suspenseful.”

      “Okay. I’m officially intrigued. You gonna show me, or we just gonna stand here like a couple of lost tourists all day?”

      Tommy twitched his head to left. “Come with me.”

      The two friends made their way over to a wooden ladder that led down into the pit. Once they’d descended to the bottom, Sean gained a new appreciation for how astonishingly massive the megaliths really were. He was six feet tall, but the giant stones were easily double his height.

      “These were carved by hand?” Sean asked. He touched the closest one with his fingertips, feeling the smooth surface of the rock.

      “Yes. Unless you subscribe to the aliens did it theory. We figure they were put here a little over ten thousand years ago, but the time frame is a bit sketchy. One thing we do know is that this rock is not found around here. Whoever placed these stones had to drag them over a great distance.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work to stack a bunch of rocks.”

      Tommy led the way through the maze as they continued their discussion. “Yeah, it had to be an incredible undertaking. Obviously, this place must have had some kind of sacred significance to them. Some cave drawings in the tunnel allude to some kind of creation story. It’s remarkably similar to the ones found in Australia.”

      “Interesting.”

      Tommy slowed his pace as they neared the tunnel entrance. He looked over at his friend, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You know, if you ever get tired of government work, you could always come work for me.”

      Sean bellowed. “Work for you?”

      “What’s so funny about that? It’s not like I would be your boss or anything. But you’ve always had a love of history and stuff like this. It’s right in your wheelhouse. And whatever the government is paying you, I’ll match it plus 10 percent.”

      Sean’s head twisted to one side and then the other. “You know they pay me pretty well, right?”

      “Money isn’t a problem, my friend.”

      He was right. It wasn’t a problem.

      Tommy’s parents had left him a fortune when they died tragically. He and Sean were in high school when it happened.

      The Schultzes’ plane and their bodies were never recovered. Sean and his parents had been instrumental in helping him with the grieving process. With the money he’d been left, Tommy decided to start an archaeological agency in Atlanta, just a few hours south of Chattanooga.

      Later, he founded a historical center as part of the agency’s complex. It served as a museum of unknown history, much of which centered around artifacts and relics found in the Southeastern United States.

      “I appreciate the offer,” Sean said. “Tell you what, if I get tired of working for Uncle Sam, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Tommy grinned. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      The two reached the cave entrance and paused.

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Sean replied. “I just got started.”

      Tommy changed the subject. “Watch your head. Whoever built this either wasn’t very tall, or they wanted to play a trick on people taller than them. It opens up on the inside, though.”

      He bent down and stepped inside the tunnel. Lightbulbs burned brightly along the wall, all attached to a cord that ran outside to a generator.

      Sean followed close behind. “You guys aren’t messing around.” He noted the lighting and the wooden steps that had been put into place for the first thirty or so feet into the tunnel.

      “It was pretty muddy up here near the surface, so we installed this walkway. Well, the original team did. Once we get down into the mountain, the sediment is gone and it’s primarily bedrock.”

      The two walked down the pathway until they reached the point where it ended. As predicted, the floor ahead was stone, chiseled from the mountain rock. Tommy pointed up to the ceiling at a collection of drawings. There were bizarre-looking animals and people. The legs were thin—like stick figure drawings—attached to plump figures. Some of the animals had horns.

      “We figure they must have had some kind of cattle based on these images here.” Tommy pointed at one of the horned beasts.

      “Early agricultural civilization?”

      “Sure looks that way.” Tommy motioned for Sean to keep following. “Come on. You have to see this.”

      The ground leveled off, and the two made their way through a part of the corridor that curved from right to left and back again.

      “The archaeological team believes that this part of the passage is curvy because it represents a river.”

      “Rivers were extremely sacred to ancient peoples. Probably because if they didn’t have water they would die.”

      “Right. Come on. You gotta see this.”

      Sean pointed at a split in the tunnel. “Which way we going?”

      “To the right. That way was cut off by a cave-in. We may try to clear it out at some point once we’re sure it’s stabilized.”

      Tommy took the path to the right and walked another twenty feet. He stopped suddenly in a giant chamber carved in the shape of a pyramid.

      Sean nearly stumbled into him but caught his balance and stopped short.

      Floodlights bathed the room in yellowish light, all focused on a central object.

      “That’s…that’s impossible,” Sean said.

      Tommy slapped him on the back. “That is exactly what I said when they told me what they’d found.”

      “It can’t be. The timelines are too far apart.”

      “Again. What I said.”

      Sean gazed at the huge object with an absentminded stare and stepped toward it, as if in a trance. The floodlights reflected off it, casting a more golden hue to the room’s artificial illumination.

      “So what you’re saying is you may have found something that will change our understanding of ancient history.” Sean stopped near the base and continued looking up.

      “To be fair, I didn’t find it. I’m just the one hauling it out of here. That’s something we’re still working on. But yeah, what you’re looking at—for all intents and purposes—appears to be a sculpture of the oldest god in Egyptian mythology.”

      “Nun,” Sean said, almost in a whisper.

      “That’s what it looks like.”

      The two Americans stared up at the golden sculpture. The likeness of the deity was close to eight feet tall and held a narrow boat over its head in two hands. The clothing, hair, and facial features were all reminiscent of images Sean and Tommy had seen of Nun.

      “I mean, there are a few minor differences from what I can tell. But come on, that has to be it.”

      Tommy agreed with Sean’s sentiment. “Creators of various sculptures, especially of deities, often had subtle differences between each one. We suspect that, often, that sort of thing happened just because the craftsmen weren’t a factory.”

      “Kind of like the way records used to be made. They had to record each one separately. As a result, every record had slight differences in the sound.”

      “Exactly.” Tommy crossed his arms and gazed on the image.

      “This is big news, man. I mean, this connects ancient Tanzanian culture as the forerunner of Egyptian mythology.”

      “I know. Kind of mind blowing, right?”

      Sean nodded. “So what’s the plan? You guys pull it out of here and give it to the Tanzanian museum?”

      Tommy snorted a laugh that echoed in the pyramidal chamber. “Yeah, something like that. It’s the first part we’re struggling with. We’ll figure it out. That’s what we do.”

      “Good luck with that. This thing is a monster. I wonder how they got it in here.”

      “Also a good question. It would have been impossible to bring the entire piece in all at once. That means it must have been done in sections. Further cross section analysis of it will give us that answer, and along with it the answer to removing the thing.”

      The two stood for a moment, admiring the astounding work of art. Sean kept looking at it while he spoke. “Figure it was a place of sacred importance, huh?” He quoted Tommy’s line from earlier.

      “Yep.”

      They lingered for another minute before turning around and heading back down the corridor.

      Tommy started talking about some other items of interest they’d discovered during their short time on site as they walked toward the fork in the passage.

      “So that part was pretty exciting,” Tommy finished his sentence about a jar they’d found in pieces near the statue.

      Sean cut him off as they rounded the turn leading back to the surface. “Wait. Did you hear that?”

      Tommy shook his head. “Hear what?”

      Sean took a step into the darker tunnel straight ahead and listened closer. “It sounds like diesel engines. It’s faint. You can barely notice it.”

      Tommy listened closer but still heard nothing. “I think you’re hearing the generator from up above. Come on, there are a couple more things I want to show you.”

      “There it is again. Can’t you hear it? It sounds like dump trucks or something.” He wandered cautiously into the dark tunnel. He stopped a few feet in and turned around. “You have a flashlight?”

      “Yeah.” He pulled the light out of his back pocket and handed it to Sean. “But I already told you, there’s nothing over there. It’s blocked off. You can’t go more than a hundred feet before you get to the cave-in.”

      Sean ignored his friend’s counsel and switched on the light. He pointed the beam into the passage ahead. The circular light flashed around on the walls, ceiling, and floor, showing an empty space.

      “Do you mind if we check it out anyway?”

      Tommy rolled his shoulders. “Be my guest. But there’s nothing back there.”

      Sean was already moving forward into the tunnel, so Tommy had to catch up before he was either left at the split or consumed by darkness. He stayed close so he could keep an eye on where he was stepping.

      The corridor bent around to the right, and soon the lights from the main shaft disappeared. Except for the flashlight, they were in pitch black.

      “Kind of an eerie feeling, not having those lights around,” Tommy commented. His voice was unsteady.

      “Shh.” Sean stopped moving. “There it is again.”

      This time Tommy heard it too. “That’s weird. It’s definitely not the generator.”

      “Right? That’s what I was saying. It sounds like diesel trucks.” Then he had a thought. “This tunnel doesn’t run under a road or something, does it?”

      “Nope. Nothing but empty mountain here. Above us is just trees and rock.”

      They kept going until they reached a point where huge slabs of broken stone were piled up on the path, blocking the way through. Sean stopped and leaned in—shining the light in and around the nooks and crannies—hoping to get a glimpse through to the other side. But it was completely shut off.

      “See?” Tommy said, “I told you. No way through. That happens in these cave systems sometimes.”

      Sean looked up at the ceiling and back down at the rubble. Something didn’t add up. “That happens in natural caves, Schultzie. Not usually in something like this.”

      “Are you saying that someone did this on purpose?” Tommy shot his friend a sidelong glance.

      “Hard to tell for sure, but this doesn’t look like it happened naturally.” He inspected the edges of the wall. “I don’t see any traces of explosives, but that doesn’t rule it out.”

      “Yeah, but like I said, the archaeology team said this cave-in has been here for a long time. Maybe someone was looking around in here a hundred years ago and accidentally set off some dynamite or something.”

      Sean scratched his head. “You said that the other archaeology team told you this had been here for hundreds of years.”

      Tommy nodded. “Admittedly, I thought it was probably more recent too. But I thought maybe an earthquake or something.”

      “Does this region get a lot of those?”

      “Couldn’t say. But probably not.”

      “Right. Who did you say the director of the archaeology team is?”

      “Dr. Brandau. But he took over for another guy.”

      That last part perked up Sean’s curiosity. “Wait, what other guy?”

      Tommy wasn’t sure where this was going, but he sighed and explained anyway. “I don’t remember the guy’s name. He was already gone when I got here.”

      “Gone?”

      “He died, Sean. Had a heart attack in his bed while he was sleeping.”

      “Really?” Sean elongated the word to emphasize his doubts.

      “Oh come on. You’re not saying someone killed that guy in his sleep to keep this cave-in a secret, are you?”

      Sean spun around and shined the light on his friend’s face. Tommy tried to block it out with his hand.

      “I’m not saying that’s what happened. But it’s certainly plausible that the archaeologist in question may have ventured down that passage, seen what was on the other side, and was told not to tell anyone.”

      “If there is something on the other side. And even if there is, it just sounds like dump trucks. Maybe there’s a quarry close to here.”

      Sean nodded. “Yes. A quarry. That would make sense. Let’s get back up to the surface and take a look.”

      He didn’t say anything to his friend, but Sean already knew there was no quarry. He’d gone over the map of the area several times for the mission. Not once did he see anything that even remotely resembled a quarry. Something else was going on. A man had possibly been murdered in his sleep, and this cave was cut off.

      Another thing bothered Sean. Why hadn’t they taken any of the gold from the statue? If whoever caused the cave-in knew about the passageway, they certainly would have explored deeper into the tunnels.

      Unless they were told not to.
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      “I really don’t think there’s anything to see over that hill, Sean,” Tommy whined as they climbed to the top of the low mountain ridge.

      “Honestly, I can’t believe you haven’t come up here just to look around. This view is pretty impressive.”

      Tommy’s breath was coming in big gasps. He clearly hadn’t been keeping up with his exercise regimen.

      “I’ve…been busy. You know…working and stuff. Didn’t really have a lot of time for sightseeing.”

      Sean reached the crest and suddenly hit the deck. Tommy was several yards behind but instinctively crouched down when he saw his friend get down on his belly.

      “What is it?” he asked, squatting next to a scraggly bush.

      Sean peered down into the valley. He couldn’t believe what he’d seen. And he immediately realized what had happened.

      A gravel road wound its way up the next hill and out toward the west. A transport truck—eerily similar to the ones Toli had been using—rumbled down the road and into a large tunnel cut into the mountain. Just before it reached the bottom of the drive, another truck appeared at the mouth of the entrance and passed, heading up the hill.

      Tommy crept up to where Sean was eyeing the activity and saw what had caught his attention.

      “Those look like the trucks from Toli’s compound.”

      Sean twisted his head slowly to the left. “No, really?”

      “Yeah, but those can’t be his trucks. He’s dead. And his little army is scattered.”

      Tommy was right. And his comment only reinforced what Sean had already figured out.

      “Don’t you see what’s going on here?”

      Tommy was oblivious. Sean could see it on his face. His friend was good with riddles, history, and a number of things that other people wished they could do. But street smarts wasn’t necessarily Tommy’s thing.

      “Toli was a cover,” Sean said, turning his attention back to the gravel road.

      The realization started to sink in. “Wait a minute,” Tommy said. “You’re telling me that whole thing with Toli, the missiles we found, the ships in the harbor, all of that was just an elaborate cover-up to keep us from seeing this?”

      “Maybe I’m just being paranoid,” Sean said. “But what are the odds that the exact same trucks Toli used to move those missiles are within miles of his compound? What could they possibly be delivering or removing from that tunnel?”

      Tommy squinted against the bright sunlight. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re drilling for diamonds or something and those trucks are hauling away the dirt and rock.”

      “No,” Sean shook his head. “They’d use dump trucks for that sort of thing.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “Yeah. Like I said, Toli was just a cover-up. It was a shell game. A really elaborate shell game. Whoever is behind all this wanted us to find Toli. They wanted us to find those missiles. Maybe they didn’t want to lose those shipments. But I have a bad feeling the real mother lode is in that cave.”

      “So that’s why they blew the tunnel.”

      “And why they killed that archaeologist who was first on the job.”

      It was a sobering moment. But the major question still lingered.

      “If Toli wasn’t the one behind all this,” Sean said, “who was?”

      “I don’t know. But there’s only one way to find out.”

      Tommy saw a familiar look in his friend’s eyes. It was a look that had gotten them in trouble when they were younger. More than once.

      “Nuh-uh,” Tommy protested. “We are not going down there.”

      There was no deterring Sean’s resolve. “If there are more missiles in those trucks and in that cave, a lot of people could be in major trouble if we don’t do something about it. You want to go back to the camp and keep figuring out how to get that statue out of the cave, fine. But I have a job to do.”

      He was right. As usual. There was no arguing with Sean’s rationale.

      “Fine. But how are we going to get in there? There’s a guard at the tunnel entrance. Looks like he’s got a gun.”

      “So do I,” Sean said, showing off his sidearm.

      “Yeah, but I don’t. I left mine back at the camp.”

      Sean pointed at the guard. “Well, you can have his once I take him down.”

      Tommy didn’t like where this was going. “And just how are you going to do that?”

      Seventeen minutes later, the two Americans crouched behind a collection of shrubs growing over the entrance to the tunnel. They watched as the next truck rumbled down the gravel road toward them.

      “So what’s your plan?” Tommy whispered. “Something about dropping down on that guy? You’ll break your legs.”

      Sean had underestimated the distance between the top of the tunnel entrance and the ground beneath. From the previous vantage point, it didn’t look like it was quite twenty feet. Now he realized it was between twenty-five and thirty. Tommy was right. He would break his legs, even if he did time the jump right and land on the unsuspecting guard. And there was also the problem of Sean’s fear of heights. The young Axis agent had serious issues if he got above twenty-five feet.

      Another idea popped into his mind as the truck rounded the last curve and turned onto the straightaway heading to the entrance.

      “New plan,” Sean said. “And you’re not gonna like it.”

      Tommy followed his friend’s gaze and shook his head. “No. Come on. That’s just as bad. The truck is moving too fast. You’ll miss it.”

      “Nah. They slow down before they go through the opening. And it’s only eight or nine feet to the top of the cargo bed cover.”

      “Even if you make it, the driver will hear you when you land.”

      “The thing’s made of canvas, Schultzie. He won’t hear a thing. That diesel motor is too loud anyway.”

      The truck was bearing down on their position. If he was going to do it, Sean had to be ready soon or he’d miss the chance.

      “I think this is a bad idea, man. There’s got to be another way.”

      Sean ignored his friend’s protests and inched his way out from behind the bushes. The truck’s brakes squealed, slowing it as it arrived at the entrance. The cab passed underneath. Now or never, Sean thought.

      He jumped over the edge, hit the back of the canvas top, and nearly rolled over the edge. His fingers grabbed at the edge of the fabric roof and squeezed. The muscles in his forearms tensed as his legs flew over the side and onto the back bumper of the truck.

      Tommy leaned out over the tunnel lip and looked down to make sure his friend hadn’t hit the ground. To his surprise, the guard was still standing there, looking out at the gravel road. And there was no sign of Sean. The only problem was, Tommy didn’t know how he was going to get down.

      Suddenly an arm wrapped around the guard’s neck from behind. The man struggled for a moment, dropping his weapon in a vain attempt to pry the threat away from his throat. His fight only lasted thirty seconds before he started to give in to unconsciousness. His arms flailed for a few seconds more until the body went completely limp.

      Sean dragged the guard over to a huge bush off to the side and hid the body from sight then reappeared a moment later holding the man’s assault rifle. He raised it for Tommy to see and then motioned at a little path on the side of the entrance that led down to the ground.

      Another truck’s engine groaned, and Tommy ducked back into his hiding place. He swallowed and watched the truck leaving the cave. When it reached the curve, Tommy crept back out of his spot and over to the steep path.

      Once he was on the ground, Sean handed him the guard’s weapon. “Be careful with that. If you keep your finger on the trigger, it will ride up pretty hard. Not to mention it’s one of the loudest guns you’ll ever shoot. So only use it if you’re ready to have a little ringing in your ears for the next few days.”

      “Thanks. I’ve actually shot one of these before. Back when…”

      “Get down,” Sean said and shoved his friend back behind the bush.

      Tommy tripped and fell on top of the guard, their faces just inches away from each other. Sean dove next to him and waited.

      Another truck came into view and rolled past them into the cave.

      “Is this guy dead?” Tommy asked. He was too afraid to move but desperately wanted to get away from what might be a corpse.

      “Possibly,” Sean said. “I didn’t bother checking. I just know he won’t be getting up for a while.”

      “And by a while you mean, like, forever?”

      Sean rolled his shoulders. “Not sure. We need to go. Come on.”

      He stood up and trotted over to the entrance with his pistol at the ready. He stopped at the corner and peeked inside. Lights hung along the sides of the walls, dimly illuminating the interior. A path ran along side the road—Sean assumed for guards or other workers to move in and out of the cave.

      Tommy joined him at the entrance. “What’s the plan? Storm the cave, take the missiles, that sort of craziness? Because I have to say, I don’t like our chances.”

      “Hopefully we won’t have to fire a single shot. We need to find out where those trucks are going, not start a small war. Get in and out as fast and as quietly as possible.”

      “So pretty much the opposite of what we did back at Toli’s fortress.”

      “Right.”

      Sean turned into the tunnel and ran down the side, keeping close to the wall. He chased the red tail lights of the last truck that passed, trying to keep pace. Tommy had trouble keeping up but pushed himself to stay right behind.

      Up ahead, two bright orbs appeared on the other side of the narrow road. Another truck was heading toward the front of the cave. Sean had noticed little recessions cut into the rock every thirty feet or so. Now he realized what their purpose. If a person was walking along the road and two trucks met at the same place, they could get crushed into the wall.

      The grooves were cut deep enough for three average-sized people to squeeze.

      “Quick, in there,” Sean said as he looked back at his friend. He ducked into the little alcove.

      Tommy had just passed one of the cavities and had to turn around to get to it, but he jumped out of sight just before the two trucks passed each other. A few moments later, the exiting truck rolled by.

      Sean kept his back pressed into the stone, hoping the driver didn’t look to his side. The tunnel wasn’t well lit, and the little recessions were somewhat shaded. Still, he wasn’t sure they were in the clear until he saw the truck reach the mouth of the cave and continue beyond. Satisfied the driver hadn’t noticed them, Sean and Tommy stepped out onto the narrow walkway and pressed deeper into the tunnel.

      They didn’t have to go far before the corridor started to brighten. Along with more and more light came an increase in noise. Sounds of trucks, machinery, and men yelling echoed off the walls. The two friends hurried around a bend in the road, and as they came around the turn, saw where all the noise was coming from.

      Forklifts were busily rolling from one point to another, carrying wooden crates to four trucks parked in a loading area. The crates were a spot-on match to the ones found at Toli’s compound.

      A man climbed up into the cab of a truck on the far left. A moment later, he pulled out of the loading bay and onto the road leading out of the tunnel. Sean and Tommy were in the open, and there were no more recessions in the wall for them to use. If the driver saw them, he’d alert everyone in the cave. And the two Americans would be trapped.

      Sean broke out at a dead sprint toward two forklifts that were parked against the wall directly ahead. He didn’t need to tell Tommy to hurry. He pumped his legs as hard as he could to keep up. The truck stopped suddenly, and for a moment Sean thought they’d been spotted.

      His shoes skidded to a stop behind the forklifts. Tommy nearly ran over him as he reached the hiding spot.

      Sean peeked around the back end of the machine and saw the reason the truck driver stopped. One of the other workers had flagged him down. The man ran up to the driver’s side door and held up a piece of paper. The driver reached down and took it before resuming his exit.

      “That was close,” Tommy said while panting for air.

      “Yeah. I thought he saw us for sure. We were lucky.”

      Tommy watched as the truck rumbled by and around the bend in the tunnel. When it was gone, he turned back to Sean. “I’m not seeing any more trucks coming in.” Then he looked around at the giant room. “What is this place? An old mine of some kind?”

      “Most likely. The original use couldn’t have been for storing illegal weapons. Plus from the looks of it, all of this was done decades ago.”

      The tunnel opened into one massive cavern. Scaffolding rose almost to the ceiling in a few corners of the room where floodlights shined down on the work area. Metal catwalks lined the walls and crossed the floor in two places above the loading area. Giant steel shipping containers were stacked in the back of the cavern. An old dump truck with a flat tire was parked along the wall to the left. The thing looked like a relic from a 1970s construction company.

      Sean watched the scene with keen interest. He counted ten workers, plus four men with guns identical to the weapon Tommy now possessed. All of the men, unlike the guard at the front, wore masks over their faces like bandits.

      There were only a few crates left. Tommy’s point about no more trucks coming made sense. Almost all the crates were gone. That meant the two Americans had to come up with a plan, or the missiles would be gone forever.

      Tommy must have been thinking the same thing. “What should we do? Looks like we don’t have much time to make our move.”

      Sean noticed several Toyota pickup trucks parked at the back of the loading area. They must have belonged to the workers. He instantly plotted a path around behind all the machinery and supplies.

      “We can sneak around behind everyone if we go that way,” he pointed at the course he was considering. “We go through there and wait by those pickup trucks. They must be transportation for the workers.”

      “So we’re gonna steal one of their trucks?”

      Sean didn’t answer the question directly. “We wait until the last group is leaving, and we steal that one. Then we follow them to wherever they’re going.”

      “Yeah, but when we get there—wherever there is—they’ll see us and most likely try to kill us.”

      “I didn’t say it was a perfect plan. But it will buy us a little time to figure out what to do next.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s do it.”
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      Tommy and Sean peeked out from under their hiding place. They’d managed to sneak around to the pickup trucks without being seen. That part of the plan was easier than expected. What they didn’t consider was where to hide once they’d made it to the trucks.

      The answer presented itself when Sean looked into one of the truck beds. There was a canvas tarp in the back along with a few tools and rags.

      The two Americans climbed over the tailgate and hid under the tarp, keeping their weapons ready as they looked out at the workers as they finished loading the last transport.

      “What are we going to do if they look in here?” Tommy hissed.

      “I guess we’ll have to shoot our way out.”

      “Kind of an awkward position to carry out an attack like that, don’t you think?”

      Sean cast a sarcastic glance over at his friend. “Look on the bright side. We’ll have the element of surprise. No way they’ll expect to find a couple of guys with guns in the bed of their truck.” He noticed several of the workers and the gunmen heading their way. “Get down. Showtime.”

      Tommy did as told and tucked back under the cover. He mouthed, “Showtime? Really?”

      Sean mouthed a silent retort. “Shut up.”

      Tommy’s lips creased as they heard the men’s voices getting closer. Then they heard the truck doors opening. One of the men barked out some orders to someone else.

      “Farsi?” Tommy asked by moving his lips but keeping quiet.

      Sean acknowledged with a single nod. Farsi wasn’t something Tanzanians typically spoke. Not that he knew of, at least.

      The engine revved to life along with the others. The sounds of the vehicles shifting into gear came next, and then suddenly the truck lurched forward.

      The Americans didn’t dare say a word, but they both looked at each other as if to say, “Here we go.”

      The convoy made its way down the tunnel and out of the mountain. When they passed through the entrance, the darkness under the tarp brightened significantly. The truck reached the first turn on the winding road and swung around sharply. Tommy nearly rolled on top of Sean, who braced his friend with a quick hand to the chest.

      Sean fired his friend warning glare that suggested he brace himself a little better.

      At the top of the climb, the truck straightened out for a moment before the two hidden occupants felt it tilt downward to begin its descent on the other side of the mountain.

      Once the truck reached flat land below, it made a right turn and picked up speed. The ride was much smoother and quieter, signaling they’d turned onto a paved road. The tarp flapped louder as the truck drove faster.

      “How long we gonna sit back here?” Tommy asked. He was fairly certain the men in the truck couldn’t hear him, but just in case, he kept his voice as low as possible.

      “We aren’t,” Sean said.

      “What do you mean, we aren’t? Let’s just sit back here and wait ’til we get to wherever we’re going. Then we can climb out, sneak around, and call in the cavalry.”

      “Yeah, unless this truck isn’t going where all the transport trucks are going. We may already be going the wrong way.”

      Tommy hadn’t considered that. “Then what do we do? Hijack a speeding pickup?”

      “Something like that.”

      Before Tommy could protest further, Sean peeked out from under the tarp. It was impossible from his angle to see if they were still with the other vehicles. If he stood up any more, he’d be in full view of the driver and anyone else in the cab.

      “Wait,” Tommy said, but it was too late.

      Sean flung back the tarp and rose to his knees. He pointed his weapon at the truck’s back window and fired a shot into the base of the passenger’s skull. Then turned and did the same to the driver.

      For a second, the truck lingered in limbo while the driver’s hands still clung to the wheel. Sean knew that wouldn’t last long. He’d hoped that the truck would slow down, but as luck would have it the driver’s body slumped forward, pressing his foot down harder on the accelerator.

      Sean grabbed the side rail to regain his balance and climbed out on top of it. The driver’s weight shifted, and the wheel pulled to the left. That wouldn’t have been a terrible thing if they had reached the plains, but the road out of the mountains ran right next to a deep ravine.

      The truck veered left, and Sean instantly recognized the danger. He was only going to get one shot.

      He reached into the front window and grabbed underneath with his left hand, bracing himself with the right. Then he swung his weight over the top of the truck and crouched.

      The left side of the pickup scraped against a metal railing along the road. Less than two thousand feet ahead, the railing ended.

      Sean wrapped his fingers underneath the window and started to lower himself down when he heard several successive gunshots from the road behind.

      They hadn’t been the last truck in the convoy after all. A masked gunman was leaning out of the pickup to the rear, emptying his magazine. Firing a weapon from a moving vehicle was difficult, and most of the bullets sailed harmlessly by. Two struck the tailgate, which immediately drew Tommy’s attention.

      “Shoot back!” Sean yelled.

      Tommy raised his weapon and squeezed the trigger once, twice, three times. The first two shots missed, but he corrected and put the third through one of the headlights.

      The other driver hit the brakes momentarily and caused his gunman to lose his balance. The man almost fell out of the window but slapped a hand against the front edge and saved himself.

      Sean looked down the road ahead. The other truck was too far in front to see what was happening. And he also realized they’d almost reached the end of the guardrail. With less than a thousand feet to go, he gripped the underside of the window once more, crouched down, and swung through the opening.

      His feet hit the passenger in the back, and he landed awkwardly on the driver. He scrambled to regain his balance and grab the wheel, jerking it to the right just before the truck ran off the road and into the ravine.

      Tommy tumbled to the other side of the truck and slammed into the side. He didn’t have time to ask his friend what he was doing. More gunshots boomed from the truck behind. He risked a look over the tailgate and saw they were closing fast. Another volley thumped into the tailgate and bumper. Tommy still clutched his weapon and popped up with his back against the rear of the cab. He took aim at the gunman and fired. The round sparked off the roof of the other truck, and again the driver hit the brakes. This time, the other shooter slid back into the cab. Tommy could see he was reloading. Now was his chance. He lined up the driver in his sights and pulled the trigger.

      Inside the truck, Sean struggled to get the driver’s body out of the way. He reached over and grabbed the door handle, pulled it, and then shoved the dead man out. The moment he did, the guy’s foot came off the gas pedal, and the truck slowed. Sean maneuvered his legs around and stepped on the accelerator again.

      The tailing truck jerked suddenly to the right at the same time Tommy’s truck started slow down. The combination of his truck’s momentum change and the target moving rapidly caused the shot to zip by, missing by a foot. A moment later Tommy saw what the other driver was dodging as a body rolled by on the road.

      He looked back through the cracked rear window and saw Sean in the driver’s seat next to the other corpse.

      “Would you mind holding it steady?” Tommy shouted. “I’m trying to save our necks!”

      More rounds pounded the back of the truck.

      “Sure, I can give them an easier target if you’d like!” He yanked the wheel to the right and back to the left.

      Tommy wavered one direction and then the other before he stabilized himself with one hand on the end of the truck bed as he crouched low to keep out of view. “Come on, man! Give me one second here!”

      “Hurry up and finish them off then!”

      Tommy snorted. He positioned himself on one knee and popped up from the floor. He looked down the barrel and immediately located the gunman, the driver, and another larger target. The sights locked on the front of the truck, and Tommy fired. It only took him a split second to bring the weapon back to level and fire again. The two rounds pierced the truck’s grill and ripped through the radiator. Steam instantly spewed out of the hood.

      The driver panicked and jerked the pickup left and right to see past the smoke. It slowed to a stop, completely engulfed in steam pouring out of the engine block. The two occupants got out to assess the damage. But Tommy wasn’t through. He took aim one last time and squeezed the trigger. The front right tire ruptured, and the corner of the truck dropped in seconds. The men scattered, running behind the truck to take cover.

      By the time they stepped out from hiding to return fire, the truck with the Americans in it was gone.

      Sean glanced back in the mirror to make sure the other vehicle was out of sight. Satisfied they’d been left behind, he slowed to a stop.

      “Hurry; get up here!” he shouted.

      Tommy didn’t need to be told twice. He kicked a few shell casings as he hopped over the side of the truck and onto the ground. When he opened the door, the passenger’s body fell out onto the road.

      “Ugh,” he said and stepped over the man.

      Before the door closed, Sean stepped on the gas again. “We gotta catch up with those other trucks. If we lose them…”

      “I know. We lose the missiles for good. You said that already.”

      Sean glanced over at his friend with a smirk. “You know, you’re pretty good at this spy stuff. I could put in a good word with my boss if you’re interested in joining.”

      Tommy laughed and set the assault rifle between his legs. “No thanks. I’m good.”

      “Just as well. We only keep, like, eleven agents active at any given time, and we’re full.”

      “Sounds like you’re worried I’d take your job.”

      Sean let out a loud “Ha!”

      “No, but that was some good shooting back there. Well done.”

      “Thank you. Now let’s hurry up and finish this before my crew starts to worry. Besides, we’ve got a gold statue to extract.”

      “We?” Sean shot him a curious look.

      “Yeah. It’s the least you can do for me saving your butt from Toli. And for taking out that truck back there.”

      He wasn’t wrong. And Sean knew it. “Let’s just say I’ll take a little more time off to hang around. First things first. I need to call the office.”
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      To Sean’s surprise, the convoy ended up going south to the city of Songea. The town was larger than expected. He figured there must have been a few hundred thousand people in the immediate area, though it was hard to gauge. Most of the city was rundown, like many cities in that part of the world. While growth had been fast, development had been slow.

      Roads were in disrepair, and the majority of the buildings reminded both Sean and Tommy of a shanty town in South Africa.

      “Have you ever been to Cape Town?” Tommy asked.

      “No,” Sean shook his head. He’d followed the truck in front at a safe distance just in case they took a closer look in the mirrors. Before they’d arrived in the city, Tommy grabbed some rags out of the truck bed, and the two men wrapped them around their faces and heads to help conceal their identities. Those would only work for so long, though.

      “It looks a lot like the slums there,” Tommy went on.

      Signs of poverty were everywhere. Some of the roads were dirt and split off the main street into little collections of multicolored homes that were barely better than mud huts.

      “I wonder why they picked this place,” Tommy rattled.

      “Probably because it’s obscure. Whoever is behind all this has done a good job of throwing us off the trail. At least so far. This is just one more move in keeping with that plan. And I have to say, I’m impressed.”

      The last line wasn’t a lie. Sean hadn’t expected the mission to go this far. He figured they’d go in, take out Toli, and liberate the hostages along with a few hundred kids. Apparently, no one knew how far the rabbit hole actually went. Intelligence had given him nothing about someone else pulling the strings. So as far as the government and his agency was concerned, he was flying with both eyes closed.

      The truck in front sped up as the convoy neared the outer edge of the city. Sean increased his speed as well, carefully navigating the throngs of pedestrian traffic, motorcycles, and mopeds that were so prevalent in the burgeoning town. The streets were lined with sagging trees that reminded the two Americans of weeping willows back home in the South.

      Lifeless faces passed by, staring at the truck as it rolled through. The city’s citizens appeared malnourished and tired, all of them. If there was a nicer part of town, Sean hadn’t seen it.

      The number of homes and people grew more and more sparse until there were only occasional houses in the middle of fields. The sidewalks ended and were replaced by tall grass growing out of control along the side of the road.

      Tommy figured out where they were going at almost the exact same time as Sean. He saw the outline of a few airplane hangars in the distance, though no planes were taking off or landing at the moment. The airport terminal was nothing more than a beige, one-story building with a dark green roof. Songea Airport was painted on the roof in bold white letters. A midsized white plane with twin turbo-prop engines was sitting in front of one of the hangars. There was a collection of other smaller planes parked in various spots close to the runway. All of them looked like they’d seen better years a long time ago.

      Then something caught the Americans’ eyes on the other side of the airfield. A large cargo plane was sitting out in front of an open hangar. Parked next to it were four transport trucks. And more were turning onto the airport road leading to the airstrip.

      Even from several hundred yards away, Sean and Tommy could see people loading the plane, scurrying around both on foot and with loaders to get the cargo in place.

      “I don’t mean to put a damper on all this,” Tommy broke the silence, “but don’t you think now might be a good time to start thinking of a plan? I mean, we’re about to jump into the hornet’s nest here.”

      One of the transports in their convoy turned off the road and onto the thoroughfare heading to the hangar. A moment later, the next one followed.

      Sean said nothing, keeping his hardened gaze steady on the truck in front of them.

      Tommy’s head was on a swivel as he looked at his friend for a response and then watched the line of trucks slow down and turn into the airfield. “Did you hear me? Sean? I said we need a plan. You’re not actually going to drive in there? They’ll kill us within ten seconds.”

      “Relax,” Sean answered. “We’re disguised. And I’m not planning on getting out of the truck.”

      “What?”

      The pickup directly ahead of them veered onto the side road.

      “When we get in there, I’m going to park us off to the side. We don’t have enough ammunition to take out all those guys, even if we wanted to.”

      It was a thought Tommy had already considered. “Yeah, I know. So why are we going in there? We should wait for Emily.”

      Sean had used his SAT phone to call Emily on their way to Songea. He’d only been able to give her their current location and the direction they were headed. Fortunately, her plane had stopped for fuel in Johannesburg, but getting back would take time. And unless he called, she wouldn’t know where to go. If he whipped out his phone, it would raise suspicion. So for the moment he had to play it close to the vest.

      “Hey, I said, why don’t we wait for Emily?”

      “She has no idea where we are right now. Only which way we were going. I was going to call her when we got here, but that might get attention we don’t want. Know what I mean?”

      He spun the wheel to the left and fell back in line with the other trucks.

      Tommy grabbed the bar on the door and squeezed it like Sean was driving a hundred miles an hour. “I hope you’re sure about this. Just gotta ask, and it’s not because I don’t trust you. But if we’re not calling for backup, how exactly are we going to take out all these guys?”

      “We’re not.”

      “Okay…”

      “We need to stop the plane. Not the men on the ground. We have to get aboard that cargo plane and keep it from taking off. Or at the very least, land it somewhere until the cavalry arrives.”

      Tommy was silent for a second but his wide-eyed stare said it all. “Are you crazy? That plane is loaded down with missiles. So you want to not only get on board an airplane packed with illegal missiles, but you want to take it over and possibly land it if it’s already in the air?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Do you even know how to fly a plane?”

      Sean thought for a second. He’d flown one before. Landed one, not so much. As far as Tommy was concerned, he didn’t need to know that bit of information until after the fact.

      “Yes, I’ve flown a plane before.”

      Tommy was still dubious. “When?”

      “We’re swinging around to park. Just trust me. It’s gonna be fine.”

      “Trust you? I’m still a little hazy on the how we’re getting on the plane part.”

      Sean didn’t answer. He spun the wheel and stayed behind the same pickup he’d been following since leaving Mbeya. The line of transport trucks circled around the plane and parked in a row next to the others while the pickups drove over to the side of the hangar.

      There was no way Sean was going to risk parking next to the others, so he kept going—passing the hangar—and continued around to the other side. He steered the truck into the empty parking area and drove around to the last available spot before pulling in.

      “You think they’re not going to notice that?” Tommy asked as he grabbed the rifle from between his legs.

      “Maybe,” Sean said. “From the looks of it, they’re in too much of a hurry to worry about one of their worker trucks parking on the wrong side of the hangar.” He pulled out his pistol and checked the magazine. “I don’t have many rounds left.”

      “Yeah, so doing this as peacefully as possible would be a good decision.”

      “I agree completely.”

      “Yet somehow I have a bad feeling that isn’t what’s going to happen.”

      Sean’s eyes squinted above the bandana across his face. “When have I ever led you into a bad situation where we had to fight our way out?”

      “Not including the last forty-eight hours?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Well, there was that time when we were in middle school where you picked a fight with Jerry McTavish and his friends.”

      “Okay, probably not a good time to be rolling down memory lane. It was rhetorical. Just keep your eyes open.”

      Tommy stared out the window.

      The high sun beat down on the truck, and now that the breeze from driving was gone, the temperature inside climbed rapidly.

      They’d only been sitting in the truck for a couple of minutes when one of the guards appeared around the hangar corner. He stared at the truck with a curious expression.

      “We’ve got trouble,” Tommy said, getting Sean’s attention.

      A second later, the man with the gun started shouting at them and motioning with his hand for them to come.

      “Looks like he wants us to get off our butts and do some work,” Sean said. “Even with these masks, they’ll see we’re Americans as soon as we get close.”

      “So what do we do?”

      The guard’s expression turned irritated, and he started stalking toward them.

      “Follow my lead,” Sean answered.

      He reached down and pulled the lever that opened the hood. The latch clicked, and the hood popped up. Then he opened the door, got out, and hurried around to the front. He threw the thing open as Tommy scurried around and leaned his weapon against the bumper.

      Sean propped the hood up with the little bar inside the seals and started looking around, as if there was a problem with the engine.

      The guard was closing rapidly, yelling something in Farsi at the two men he must have believed were slackers.

      “You understand any of that?” Sean asked under his breath.

      “Nope. I was hoping you did.”

      “I know a little Arabic, but that’s about it.”

      “Same here.”

      The man stopped ten feet away from the truck and continued yelling, pointing at the truck. From his tone, it sounded like he was asking what the problem was.

      Tommy shrugged but kept his face turned away. Sean did the same, leaning over as far as he could to keep his head as much out of view as possible. His blond hair would be a dead giveaway if it snuck out from the bandana he had on his head.

      The guard raised his voice and started speaking faster. Sean and Tommy didn’t dare look at him. Even with their heads and faces covered, their eyes and the surrounding skin would belie their identities.

      For a moment, Sean wasn’t sure if the guard would come closer or not. From where the guy was standing, taking him down would prove difficult. Even as Sean had the thought, the guard stepped forward, shouting orders at them they didn’t understand.

      Tommy could feel him close in. Sean saw him with his peripheral vision.

      Saliva shot out of the man’s mouth in tiny bursts as he continued barking. Then he reached out and put his hand on Tommy’s shoulder.

      He spun the American around. It only took a second for him to see the two men weren’t who they were pretending to be. He never had a chance to raise an alarm or even brandish his weapon.

      Tommy clocked him squarely in the nose with a jab and then knocked him out with a roundhouse to the jaw. The guard was unconscious before he hit the ground.

      Sean had stepped over next to his friend to assist and now stared down at the man. Tommy had always been a bruiser. Handy in a fight, though often sloppy. He frequently got hurt almost as badly as his opponents.

      “Quick, let’s get him in the back of the truck,” Sean said.

      Tommy grabbed his arms. Sean took the feet. They carried the guard over to the tailgate and with a few grunts dumped him into the truck bed. Sean picked up the assault rifle off the ground and checked to make sure there were plenty of rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber.

      “At least we picked up a few more bullets.”

      “Still won’t be enough with all those guys. Again, I’m curious to know exactly what it is you’re planning to do to get on that plane.”

      Sean peered out at the runway. “First of all, nice shot. That guy was out cold. Remind me not to pick a fight with you. Second, you’re right. I don’t like our odds. But maybe we don’t have to get on the plane. Maybe we just need to take it out.”

      “And just how do you plan on doing that?”

      Sean glanced back over at the truck and then at his friend.

      “What are you thinking?” Tommy asked.

      “Third time’s a charm,” Sean said.

      Tommy’s face creased in a devilish grin. “I like it.”

      Sean started the truck and backed it out of the parking space. He spun the wheel around and aimed the hood at the back of the plane. He rolled down the window and said to Tommy, “Go around to the back of the hangar and steal one of the other trucks. Bring it behind the back wall and be ready to punch it. We should have a minute to get away while they’re distracted.”

      Tommy nodded. “Gotcha.”

      He took off and disappeared around the corner.

      Sean waited for nearly a minute to give his friend time to find their escape vehicle. He also made sure the crowbar he’d found behind the seat would wedge tight enough between the pedal and the seat. It wasn’t perfect, but it would work.

      Certain he’d given Tommy enough time, he shifted the pickup into gear, made sure the truck was lined up, and stepped on the gas. The engine growled, and the truck lurched forward.

      He had a clear patch of runway for eighty yards to the plane. He just hoped the vehicle’s alignment wasn’t off. If it veered off course, the plane would get away, and the men loading it would immediately turn their attention to him.

      It was a risk he had to take.

      He grabbed the crowbar and shoved it down into the floorboard between the seat and the pedal. The speed slowed slightly, but it would be fast enough to disable the plane.

      Sean flung open the door and dove out as the truck rolled out from behind the hangar and toward the aircraft.

      He rolled to a stop and ran as hard as he could back toward the rear of the building. Gunfire erupted from around the front, but no bullets whizzed by him or struck the tarmac nearby. The gunmen were shooting at the truck.

      A matching pickup appeared around the corner of the hangar with Tommy behind the wheel. He drove over the curb and onto the blacktop, jostling around inside like he was off-roading.

      Sean didn’t look back at the plane until he was in the passenger seat.

      The truck was rolling at a steady pace, probably thirty miles an hour, headed right for the belly of the aircraft. Bullets were plunking into the doors, the side of the truck bed, and the front left quarter panel. The windows and windshield were completely shattered. But it kept driving forward and was only twenty yards away.

      Neither of the Americans dared say anything for fear of jinxing their luck.

      Unfortunately for them, it wouldn’t have mattered.

      With only ten yards to go, one of the gunmen’s bullets struck the front left tire. The rubber exploded, and the truck suddenly veered sharply to the left, narrowly missing the back of the aircraft and rolling harmlessly down the tarmac toward the lot where the other pickups were parked.

      “Ugh,” Sean said. “We were so close.”

      The torpedo truck’s hood popped open and smoke started billowing out of it. The hail of bullets had finally pierced a crucial part of the motor and disabled the vehicle.

      Four of the guards and two workers ran toward the smoking pickup to find whoever was responsible for the intrusion.

      “Now what?” Tommy asked.

      “Now we have to catch the plane.”
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      The plane’s engines were already running when Sean launched his attack with the other truck. With the loading bay door closed, the aircraft began inching its way forward.

      “What are you going to do, again?” Tommy asked. He shot his friend a dubious, sidelong glance.

      “Step on the gas. And pull up next to the plane.”

      Tommy definitely didn’t like the sound of that. “Um, no? Then they’ll all start shooting at us. I’d prefer to leave quietly.”

      “We have to stop that plane. If we don’t, a lot of people could die. So if it’s all the same to you, punch it and let me worry about the shooters.”

      The aircraft turned out onto one of the lanes leading to the runway, already picking up speed.

      Tommy didn’t wait for his friend to ask again. He pressed the pedal down to the floor and steered the truck toward the plane.

      “Get as close to the rear wheels as you can,” Sean said. “I’m going to try to climb up through the landing gear.”

      “Wait!” Tommy almost shouted as he turned in behind the aircraft. “You’re gonna what?”

      “Just do it!”

      Sean climbed out the window and swung his leg around the edge of the truck bed. He threw his weight over it and landed in the middle on a pile of rags and tools. The wind blew hard in his ears as he climbed up to a crouching position on the driver’s side and readied himself for what was almost certainly a suicidal move.

      Up ahead, the plane made its final turn on the approach to the runway. Meanwhile, more gunfire popped from the hangar as the guards and workers realized what was going on. The Americans were out of range for the moment, but the men would give chase.

      Tommy closed the gap to the aircraft, reeling it in rapidly until they were only forty yards away. He had to slow down to make the sharp turn onto the runway but punched the gas through the apex. The tires squealed on the blacktop as Tommy pulled through the curve. Sean gripped the side of the bed, keeping his balance until Tommy straightened out and lined up with the plane.

      “Faster, buddy!” he shouted. “We’re gonna lose it!”

      The plane hadn’t even paused at the end of the runway. The pilot gunned the throttle, speeding the aircraft down the tarmac faster and faster.

      “Giving it all I can!” Tommy shouted back.

      The truck’s speedometer showed it was nearing ninety miles per hour. The engine whined loudly, protesting the demands of the driver.

      Already at top speed, Tommy had a head start on the plane and had closed the gap to twenty yards to its rear right tires. Now that gap was closing slower as the plane matched the truck’s speed.

      “Come on, Tommy!” Sean yelled.

      The wind ripped off the bandana on his head and tore at his eyes. He had to squint hard to stay focused on the target.

      Tommy jerked his body forward and back, as if that tiny bit of momentum would get them there.

      The gap was only five yards. Sean reached his left hand out and got ready to make the jump. He planted his right foot on the top of the truck bed rail and braced himself as best he could.

      “Almost there!”

      Then the gap increased, first by a yard, then two, then twenty. The plane pulled away as the twin engines roared. In less than ten seconds, the aircraft reached takeoff velocity and started to lift off the ground. Sean climbed back into the truck bed and watched as the plane tilted up and took flight.

      Tommy knew there was no point in trying to keep pace so he pulled back a little and slowed their speed. Sean’s heart sank as the aircraft soared into the air and banked to the right.

      He’d failed. Or had he?

      His eyes caught movement behind and to the right. “Tommy?” he shouted.

      “Yeah!”

      “They’re coming! Time to get out of here!”

      Tommy looked back in the rearview mirror and saw the line of pickups speeding around the turn. He noticed a maintenance thoroughfare on the left up ahead and tapped the brakes.

      Sean felt the truck slow and smacked his hand on the roof. “I’m thinking faster is probably better, buddy!” he yelled.

      “Trust me!”

      Tommy slammed on the brakes and whipped the truck to the left, then stomped the gas pedal again. Sean was thrown from one side of the truck to the other. Fortunately, he wasn’t standing up and rolled to a stop against the bedrail. Tommy heard his friend being tossed around in the back and looked in the mirror to make sure he was okay.

      “Everything all right back there?”

      Sean recovered and braced himself. He glared at his friend through the back window.

      “A little heads-up would have been nice!”

      Tommy’s teeth flashed in the mirror. He jerked the wheel to the right, and Sean lost his balance again, falling over into the bed.

      Now he was irritated. “Quit doing that!”

      “Do you want to get out of here or not?”

      Sean looked back and saw the other trucks still in pursuit. They were at least three hundred yards behind, but that could change.

      The access road leading out of the airfield approached on the left, and Sean knew exactly what his friend was thinking. He braced himself against the right bedrail and squatted down as Tommy leaned into the turn and spun the wheel.

      The tires squealed, and the truck swayed. The rear end fishtailed for a second, but Tommy corrected and guided the vehicle toward the exit. A pair of armed guards were rushing to get the chain-link gate closed. One was standing in the middle of the road, waving his hands over his head in a feeble attempt to stop the Americans.

      The other pushed hard on the gate, rolling it out toward the other side. Tommy didn’t let up. He pressed his foot harder on the pedal. The truck sped at the guard who suddenly realized he was in an extremely compromising position. Twenty feet before the pickup reached him, he dove out of the way and rolled to the side of the road.

      The gate was almost closed, but Tommy had no intention of letting that deter him. His eyes narrowed, and his knuckles whitened, fingers gripping the wheel tighter. “Might have a little debris back there, Sean! You should probably cover your head!”

      “What?” Sean shouted back. He looked up through the back window and realized what his friend was talking about. “Whoa!” He ducked down just before the hood of the truck smashed into the gate.

      The pickup shuddered but won the battle, crashing through the weak fencing with devastating force. The hinges ripped from the poles, and the gate broke free. It stuck to the grill for a few seconds before it fell under the front tires. The truck bounced over the warped, twisted metal and sped away to the main road.

      Sean rose up from the truck bed and looked back at the remains of the gate, then through the window at his friend. “Nice work!”

      Guns popped from the guards at the entrance, but they were already out of range. A moment later, the other trucks appeared still in pursuit.

      “We’ve still got trouble, though!” he yelled at Tommy again.

      Tommy flashed a glance in the rearview mirror and noticed the line of trucks in pursuit. Just ahead, the road split off in two directions. One was the way back into the city. The other led out to the mountains. It was a no-brainer. Driving back into the city would not only slow them down and allow the enemy to catch up, but it would put innocent people at risk.

      Tommy spun the wheel to the right, and the truck’s tires skidded across the asphalt. He corrected the turn and pounded the gas again. The engine grumbled as it sped away.

      Sean watched the other trucks follow, still several hundred yards back. If all things were equal, they wouldn’t be able to catch up. He stole a quick look through the window and saw Tommy was heading into the mountains. Good idea, he thought. We can lose them there. Then he saw the dark clouds forming in the distance. Right in the direction they were heading.

      As if reading his mind, Tommy shouted back. “You might want to climb up front if you can. Looks like we’re gonna get wet! And by we, I mean you!”

      Sean shook his head. “If they catch up, I’m gonna need to be back here to fend them off! Just keep going. Maybe we can lose them in the rain!”

      Tommy steered the pickup through the straights and curves of the flatlands, past the farms, ponds, and outcroppings of forest. They passed small villages with dozens of huts that looked like something from an ancient time. People were sparse, but the ones they passed stared in wonder at the high-speed chase zipping through their little part of the world.

      Suddenly Tommy slammed on the brakes.

      The truck’s tires skidded and bumped on the road in a desperate attempt to stop. Sean was pressed into the head of the bedrail at the sudden change of momentum. He peeked over his shoulder, wondering why Tommy would do something like that.

      Then he saw. “Oh, you have got to be kidding!”

      A local herder was leading a flock of a few dozen sheep across the road. They were completely blocking both lanes with no way to get by. Sean looked back down the road.

      The trucks behind them were still coming, and now they were closing the gap rapidly. One of the men in the lead pickup leaned out the window, holding a Kalashnikov to his shoulder and preparing to fire when the target was in range.

      “Tommy! Get us out of here!”

      “I can’t get around! There are sheep everywhere!”

      The oblivious shepherd smiled and waved at the Americans as if everything was fine. Then he looked beyond their truck and saw the approaching vehicles, along with the gunman. His clueless smile immediately turned upside down, and he started smacking the ground with his shepherd’s rod in an effort to get the animals moving faster.

      The last of the sheep entered the road, which gave Tommy a small bit of space between the left lane and the shoulder.

      “Hold on!”

      Sean barely had a second to grab the rail as Tommy gunned the pickup around the animals. The left tires kicked up red dust when they hit the shoulder, riding precipitously close to the drop-off into a five-foot-deep ditch. While the ditch wasn’t life threatening, getting stuck in it certainly would be.

      Tommy deftly guided the truck back on the road and kept his foot to the floor.

      In the back, Sean rechecked his weapon. The men in the lead pursuit truck opened fire. They’d pulled within a few hundred feet and were well within range. Of all the rounds the gunman fired, only one struck the Americans’ pickup. The red taillight exploded in an eruption of plastic and glass.

      Sean steadied himself and took aim. He couldn’t waste a shot since they had a finite amount of ammunition.

      The gunman ducked back into his seat to reload, and Sean squeezed the trigger. The first shot splintered the windshield into a giant spiderweb. The driver jerked the wheel left and right to make for a harder target, but he overcorrected and lost control. The truck veered off the road and into the ditch. It slammed into the embankment so hard that both occupants were thrown violently through the windshield.

      As if nothing happened, the next pickup in line took its place. Sean had counted five trucks before. One down. Four to go.

      He pressed his back into the headboard of the truck bed and firmed the weapon’s stock against his shoulder. Another gunman popped out of the window of the new lead vehicle and started firing. He was more accurate than the previous shooter and put two rounds firmly in the Americans’ tailgate.

      Sean breathed evenly, just as he’d been trained to do. Situations like this could cause a person to panic. When that happened, the first thing to change was their breathing. Erratic breaths could alter a shooter’s aim by fractions of an inch. Those fractions added up to several feet over a given distance.

      He felt the trigger tense against his finger as he lined up the driver in his sights. Just as he squeezed, Tommy wheeled the pickup to the right. Sean’s round missed far to the left, sending a plume of red dirt into the air. He looked over his shoulder and saw they’d reached the foothills leading into the mountains.

      The road ahead curved back and forth like an S. Lush green trees flew by on both sides as Tommy steered to the left, then right, and then back again. The easily distracted Sean had a fleeting thought about how much fun the road would be for one of his motorcycles. A gunshot from the truck behind them brought him back to the danger at hand.

      He planted his feet as firmly as possible against the left wheel well and pushed his back hard against the bedrail. The gun’s barrel wavered one direction and then the other as the turns in the road dictated its momentum. Instead of fighting it, Sean let it move.

      Just like shooting clays, he thought.

      The target passed through his weapon’s sights once, twice, and a third time. On the fourth, his finger twitched and pulled the trigger. The bullet smashed through the windshield and struck the driver in the chest. A second later, the pickup drove off the road through the curve and crashed into a tree.

      Tommy saw what happened in the rearview mirror. “Good one!” he shouted back at his friend.

      Sean didn’t reply to the compliment. He still had three more targets to go.

      The next truck in line repeated the same process the other two had used. They closed in, and the gunman in the passenger seat steadied himself to fire. The road straightened out for a moment, and Sean took quick aim at the other shooter.

      “Rain coming!” Tommy yelled.

      In the blink of an eye, the world around them dove headfirst into an all-out downpour. There was no subtle sprinkle leading into a rain shower. Just a sudden, unapologetic deluge.

      The gunman climbed back into the cab for a moment to wipe his eyes. The windshield wipers went back at forth at a furious rate, sending sheets of water off to the side with every pass.

      Tommy was forced to slow down due to poor visibility, and to keep better traction. Fortunately, the other trucks had to slow for the same reasons.

      Sean kept his weapon trained on the next vehicle and lined up the sights with the grill. Huge drops of water dripped off the muzzle and barrel. His hair and clothes were soaked. But his aim was steady. He let the weapon move and breathed with the movement of the truck. As the sights passed by his target, he squeezed the trigger twice.

      One round missed, but the second plowed through the front of the truck, piercing the radiator. Steam poured out of the hood, and the truck’s speed fell off. The last two in line passed it, and soon it was out of sight.

      “Two left,” he said to himself. Sean shook the rain from his face and hair and lined up the next truck.

      These guys, however, had no intention of going down the way the others had. The last pickup in line pulled up next to the other one as they entered a long straightaway.

      Both gunmen popped out of their windows and opened fire. Most of the shots were wildly off target. They were at a major disadvantage trying to fire into the wind-driven rain. It was unlikely they could see anything, and if a single raindrop struck them in the eye, it would have felt like being hit by a pellet from an air rifle.

      Sean—on the other hand—didn’t have that problem. But the sheer volume of rounds being fired by the gunmen presented serious danger. Any idiot could get lucky if they squeezed off enough shots.

      As the pursuit entered a long curve, one round shattered the side mirror on the Americans’ truck. Another ripped through the metal frame on the passenger side of the cabin.

      Instinctively, Sean ducked for cover until they were through the turn. A deep ravine appeared on his left. The chase was climbing the mountain quickly, in spite of having to slow down due to the downpour.

      The shooters to the rear retreated to their seats to reload, and the driver of the truck from the back returned to his lane.

      Then—just as suddenly as it had begun—the rain ended. Warm, steamy air washed over the truck, and sunlight radiated down on the mountain. The little advantage Sean possessed was gone. No more potshots, he thought.

      The road wound to the left and then made a sharp turn back to the right, climbing toward the summit.

      The driver in the rear swerved into the other lane and pulled alongside the other truck. Their shooters simultaneously reappeared in the windows and readied their weapons.

      Sean slid to the back of the truck and braced his feet against the tailgate. He pressed his shoulder into the butt of the weapon and aimed at the front right tire of the truck to his right.

      Two birds with one stone.

      The shooters opened fire, but so did Sean. He pulled back on the trigger and held it, unloading the contents of his magazine at the oncoming pickup.

      One of the rounds struck through the bumper and into the rubber. The tire ruptured instantly, causing the pickup to lurch to the right. The driver couldn’t regain control fast enough and he plowed into the other vehicle.

      His comrade didn’t expect to be sideswiped and was unprepared for the blow. He fought the force, trying desperately to steer left, but the oncoming curve was too sharp.

      Both trucks sailed off the road and over the edge. Sean watched them go airborne until they disappeared in the trees of the steep valley below.

      He tossed the weapon into the truck bed and crawled back to the front. He smacked the cabin roof twice. “Hey, slow down. They’re gone.”

      Tommy nodded and pulled the pickup off to the side of the road where the shoulder broadened to create a makeshift overlook.

      Sean just sat in the back for a minute and collected himself. Tommy hopped out and rested his arms on the bedrail. He looked back at the empty road and then at his friend.

      “Good shootin’, Tex.”

      Sean’s head bobbed once. “Thanks.”

      “But what are we gonna do about that plane?”

      Sean’s gaze remained on the tailgate. “I memorized the tail number. We’ll track it down. Just as soon as I find a towel.”
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      “Senator, I’m growing very tired of this annoying interference from your government.” Khalif spoke into the phone with a cool, even tone, dipped in venom.

      “And I’m growing tired of this conversation, Omar. I warned you to handle your people better. What happened now? Another shipment get lost? If those missiles end up in the wrong hands, you better make sure no one knows where they came from. I’ve got a lot to lose if you screw this up.”

      Senator Thorpe did little to hide his irritation.

      Khalif was in his study. Beige linen curtains hung from iron rods over the windows, blunting the sunlight pouring into the room and giving it a sort of permanent dusk feel. He leaned back in his Corinthian leather chair and pressed his head into it, drawing a deep breath. The leather’s scent filled his nostrils before he sighed.

      “I have taken every precaution, Harold. If your people continue to pursue this, I assure you they will not return to America.”

      “Fine! Kill them. Whatever you have to do. Just make sure they can’t trace any of this back to me. You hear?”

      “I understand, Senator. But you made assurances—assurances that the United States would leave me alone. And while I have taken extra measures to make sure my plan succeeds, I am disappointed that you have not held up your end of the bargain.” He twirled a finger around and around in his mustache.

      Thorpe laughed. “What do you mean, I haven’t held up my end? I got you what you wanted. You know what? Stop calling me. You’re right; we are finished. I got you what you wanted. You paid me. As far as I’m concerned, our deal is completed. Okay?”

      Khalif nodded, staring absently at the glossy finish of his gigantic oak desk. “Yes, Senator, our deal is complete. I will no longer require your assistance. You may consider our business relationship at an end.”

      Thorpe hesitated. “Okay then. Good. Glad to hear it. So you’re not going to call me anymore with these stupid questions or requests?”

      “No. I will not be calling you anymore. We have everything we need. There are just a few loose ends to tidy up.”

      Thorpe didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean, loose ends?”

      “Mmm, for starters, the agents that are causing so much trouble for my men. I’ll have to kill them.”

      “Like I said, fine by me. The fewer loose ends, the better.”

      Khalif’s eyes wandered to the ceiling fan overhead. Its blades were carved to look like palm leaves. “Did you know, Senator, that those agents killed several of my men earlier today in Tanzania?” Before Thorpe could answer, he went on. “Apparently, they discovered my depot outside of Mbeya and traced the trucks to Songea, where a large shipment was being loaded onto a plane.”

      “So? How many times do I have to tell you to get your act together? Stop hiring amateurs, and you won’t have those problems anymore.”

      “I have to say, Senator, I am going to miss our little conversations. Especially your helpful advice. I assure you that only the best will be handling my most important tasks.”

      “Good. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to have a quick bite to eat before I head back to the office. If there isn’t anything else pressing you’d like to tell me, I bid you good day.”

      Khalif’s eyes lowered, and his gaze lingered on the doorway across the room. “In ancient times, Senator, when situations like this arose, men were called upon to do things they wouldn’t normally do. They had to take measures into their own hands to create a shift in power, or to even the score.”

      “What in the world are you talking about?”

      “The great leaders of the ancient world had to take what they wanted, often with their own hands. On occasion, they called upon a trusted friend to handle more delicate matters. Take you for instance.”

      “Me? Just what are you getting at, Omar?”

      “You have provided me with a supply of weapons—weapons that will wreak havoc on one of America’s allies. And in exchange, I paid you handsomely.”

      Thorpe was confused and hesitated to reply for a moment. His tone escalated rapidly to raw agitation. “Now wait just a minute. What are you talking about, America’s allies?”

      Khalif ignored the question. “But that deal wasn’t good enough for you, was it, Senator? You had to be the cowboy, the hero that put a stop to a madman’s plans. So you went and brought in those agents to save the day.” He clicked his tongue several times.

      “Listen, Omar, I don’t know what you’re getting at, but if you use those weapons against our allies, I can’t stop the thunder that will come down on you. You’ll be on your own. As for the agents, I have no idea how they found your facility. But I wasn’t the one who put them on your tail.”

      “Do you know what I like the most about you, Senator?” He didn’t wait for a response. “It’s your predictability.”

      Silence came through the earpiece as Thorpe waited for Khalif to finish his thought.

      “You take your lunch at the same time every day. And on this particular day—every single week without fail—you happen to eat lunch at home. Your consistency is admirable.”

      “So what?” Thorpe said with a nervous tremble in his voice.

      Khalif imagined the senator’s head was on a swivel, twisting around to make sure no one was watching him. He could hear Thorpe’s footsteps on his hardwood floor. The man was likely checking every room in case of an intrusion. Soon he would call for his security guard, a highly trained government asset that would—in all likelihood—be standing outside the front door, oblivious to what was happening inside.

      “I find it important,” Khalif went on, “a routine in place. Take me, for instance. I wake up at the same time every day. I have my coffee and breakfast, take a shower, and then immediately attend to my morning prayers.”

      “Okay, Omar.” Thorpe tried to end the conversation. “That’s great, but I have to go now. Nice talking to you. Do me a favor. Lose my number. Don’t want anyone tracing our conversation.”

      “You won’t have to worry about that, Senator. Just like with some of the crooked leaders from history, your time is at an end.”

      Before he could retort, Thorpe gasped. Khalif heard muffled grunting that quickly turned into frantic, muted screams. A loud clack and a rattle shot through the earpiece, a signal that the senator had dropped his phone. Then just as suddenly as the struggle began, it ended. The noises faded away, and Khalif was left with silence.

      A familiar voice broke the quiet a moment later. “It’s done,” Ahmed said.

      “Good. Return here at once. I have another assignment for you.”

      He ended the call and set the phone down on his desk.

      Ahmed was one of the deadliest men he’d ever come across. His ability to move in and out of areas undetected was extraordinary. He’d no doubt used his stealth to sneak into Senator Thorpe’s mansion, kill his guard, and then take out the primary target.

      Adept at many forms of killing, for this particular assignment Ahmed had chosen a rare toxin that would cause cardiac arrest in the victim. Just a small prick in a freckle or mole would deliver the poison into the blood stream. From what Khalif had heard, it was an excruciating way to go. Luckily for the dying person, the toxin worked incredibly fast, causing the heart to stop in less than a minute. For a smaller or older person, it worked even faster.

      The senator would be found on the floor of his home within the next day or so. Khalif imagined what the media headlines would look like. They would—no doubt—mention all the good and wonderful things Thorpe had done for his state, the country, and maybe even the world. There would be a huge memorial service. And then eventually the gears of American government would start turning again. Soon, Thorpe’s memory would be forgotten.

      Ironic, Khalif thought, that the man who sold out his country and people he believed in protecting would be honored as a kind of hero. If the media knew what he’d done, Thorpe would have been thrown out with the rest of the trash.

      But not even the senator had known what he’d done. Thorpe believed he was just making a quick buck with a company he’d been in bed with for some time. He never dreamed he was funding one of the largest terrorist operations in history.

      An operation that was almost ready to begin.
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      “You know, all this would be a lot easier if I was there.” Emily’s voice was laced with agitation.

      “You’re the one who was in a big hurry to get back to the office.” Sean spoke coolly into the phone.

      He wanted to put on a dry T-shirt and a fresh pair of khakis, but he and Tommy were still twenty minutes away from the camp.

      “We completed the mission.”

      “We thought we completed it. But Toli was just a front. Someone else is behind all this. And the missiles we found are just the tip of the iceberg.”

      Emily was stuck in the Nairobi airport—not exactly the other side of the world, but not close either.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “Is Fitz with you?”

      “Yeah, he’s here.”

      Sean breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Write down this sequence. You ready?”

      There was a brief pause before she said, “Yes. Go ahead.”

      He rattled off the sequence of numbers and letters from the plane and then asked if she needed it repeated.

      “No, I got it. What are we doing again?”

      “That’s the tail number from the plane we saw in Songea. It left with a shipment of missiles just like the ones we nabbed in Dar es Salaam. We need you and Fitz to find out where that plane went. Get the location, and call me back.”

      “So you want us to find an airplane that flew out of Songea to somewhere in the world? That doesn’t narrow it down at all.”

      He ignored her sarcasm. “Listen, just tell Fitz what to do. He should be able to hack into one of the systems in the area. From what I understand, their security isn’t all that. Once he’s in, he should be able to sift through and find the one we’re looking for.”

      “And what if he can’t?”

      “Well then, the world is going to be in a lot of trouble. If what we know about those weapons is correct, a lot of people could die.”

      Emily paused for a second. She hesitated to say anything, but Sean needed to know. “Sean, we had the warheads from the missiles analyzed. They’re armed with a potent nerve gas called X38. Each warhead has the capability to kill anything within ten city blocks. And that’s just in the first thirty seconds. Inside of two minutes, anyone within fifteen blocks will be dead.”

      Sean’s eyebrows furrowed. “Where in the world did these guys get something like that?”

      “We don’t know. When we were told they had some kind of bioweapons, we figured it was the usual: anthrax, some kind of viral substance, but we had no idea it was anything like this. They could wipe out more than 50 percent of New York if those missiles were detonated over the city.”

      Another thought occurred to him. “Except we don’t know what the target is. It might be New York. But that would be too obvious. And no one would dare try to hit that place again, not after September 11.”

      “Why? Because of increased security?”

      He shook his head. “No. Like I always say, don’t do the same gag twice. You do the next gag. Criminals and terrorists think the same way. How many times do you rob a bank?”

      “Once?”

      “Right. Not because you can’t. But because you’ve already done it. New York isn’t the target.”

      Emily sighed. “Then where?”

      “I don’t know.” Sean scratched his head. “But I have a feeling if we can track down that plane, we will find out. Get Fitz on it, and call me back.”

      “Okay. Will do.”

      Sean ended the call looked over at his friend. “They’re in Nairobi.”

      Tommy nodded. “What are we going to do if they can’t find the plane?”

      It was a question Sean had already considered. “Planes can’t just disappear anymore. Not easily, anyway. They have transponders. Radar and satellites track them. And then there is information that has to be filled out on the ground; flight plans have to be filed.”

      Tommy recalled the shanty-like airport in Songea. “Not to burst your bubble, but I’m not sure that airport we saw really does a bang-up job at keeping records of such things.”

      Sean snorted. “Good point. But the other stuff is trackable. Even in this part of the world. Fitz will find it.”

      “And then what are you going to do? Go after the missiles?”

      Sean noted the way his friend had worded the sentence. It insinuated Tommy wasn’t going to come with him. He understood. Tommy had already done more than enough to help out, especially considering he wasn’t a government agent. It wouldn’t be fair to ask him to come along on a mission that was likely going to be extremely dangerous.

      “That’s my job, Schultzie. It’s what I do.”

      Tommy shook his head. “Like I said before, the offer still stands. If you ever get tired of dodging bullets, give me a call. I could use someone like you in a security capacity.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “You know where to find me,” Tommy cocked his head to the side and winked.

      The two pulled into the camp and found it just as they left it. A few of the site workers were milling around a campfire between some of the tents and buildings. When they got out of the truck, Tommy made his way over to them. He let everyone know he was okay and that he’d had to take care of some logistical stuff in the city that had to be done immediately. Everyone seemed to accept the explanation without fuss.

      Sean went inside the building where all his things were and took a quick shower. The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time he got out. Twilight quickly gave way to darkness. He checked his phone to make sure Emily hadn’t called while he was cleaning up, but there was nothing.

      He pulled on a clean T-shirt and had one leg through a new pair of pants when the phone started ringing. “Of course,” he said.

      Sean bounced on one foot in an attempt to hurry the process of pulling the other leg through the pants and nearly fell over onto his back. He wavered for a second before steadying his balance. Leaving the button and zipper undone, he grabbed the phone and answered.

      “Go.”

      “Is that how you always answer the phone?”

      “Do you want me to go back to calling you Emily?”

      “Fine. We got a fix on the plane. It landed at a small airport along the border with Mozambique. We made a few calls. There’s a SEAL team en route right now to intercept.”

      “That was fast.” From call to call, it had taken just over an hour for Fitz and Emily to figure out where the plane had gone. “I’m impressed.”

      “There was a Navy ship in the Indian Ocean, just off the coast of Mozambique. We were lucky. The SEALs should be there within the next hour. If there’s anything on that plane, they’ll find it and take out anyone who gets in their way.”

      Finally, things were turning their way. With another shipment of weapons lost, whoever was behind all this would likely rear their ugly head. And when that happened, Sean wanted to be there to knock the head back down. Permanently.

      “Good work, Agent Starks. Please tell Fitz I said the same to him.”

      “Will do. So what’s next for you? Finally coming home? Or is there some other trouble you’re looking to find?”

      Sean’s lips creased. “I think I’ve had my fill. And I could use some home cooking. The food out here isn’t great.”

      “Tell me about it. Nairobi isn’t much better.”

      “Tell the director I’ll report in day after tomorrow to debrief.”

      “Sounds good, Agent Wyatt.” She paused for a moment and then said, “Oh, and Sean…good job on this one. You saved a lot of people’s lives. That X38 is extremely dangerous. Seriously, if you and your friend hadn’t done what you did, there would be major consequences.”

      Sean nearly blushed. Not from the compliment, but from her calling him by his first name. “Thanks. Get some sleep. You’ve earned it.”

      He hung up the phone and plugged it into the wall charger. Outside the little bedroom window he watched the flames dancing from the fire, licking the air with multicolored orange tongues. Tommy was sitting by the fire pit, talking to one of his workers. From the looks of it, he was getting the lowdown on the day’s activities. He slapped the guy on the back and laughed at something the man said. It was a hard life, being on dig site after dig site. The days could be long and hot. The work, grueling. But in the end, they loved it.

      Tommy’s invitation dug away at the back of Sean’s mind. He shook it off and collapsed onto the bed, disregarding the fact that he was fully clothed. It didn’t matter.

      Exhaustion was taking over, and he was willing to let it. He needed some rest. As he closed his eyes, Sean’s consciousness drifted into visions of golden statues and caves with strange writing on the walls.
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      Sean awoke in the darkness to the sound of his satellite phone ringing furiously on the nightstand. He snapped out of bed and grabbed it.

      “Hello?” he said, rubbing his eyes.

      “That was quick.” Emily’s voice crackled through the earpiece. She sounded more tired than he felt.

      “I’m a light sleeper. What’s up?” He picked up his watch and checked the time. It was just before 5 a.m. local time.

      “We have a problem.”

      That was never a good thing to hear, especially at such an early hour of the day. And definitely when it was from a high-level government agent.

      “Why did I have a feeling you were going to say that?”

      She didn’t answer his question, instead getting straight to the point. “The SEALs found the plane at the airfield in Mozambique.”

      “That’s great news, Em…Agent Starks. What’s the problem?”

      “It was empty.”

      Sean frowned and put his face in his free hand. “Empty? What do you mean, empty?”

      “There were no missiles. There weren’t even any crates. If that was the plane you saw leaving Songea, there was nothing on it.”

      Sean felt a sickening feeling creep from his stomach into his throat.

      “I’m sorry. For a second there it sounded like you said the plane was empty.”

      He still didn’t believe it. And at such an early hour, wrapping his head around pretty much anything was a difficult task.

      “Are you sure you got the tail number right? You didn’t mix up a letter or a number?”

      “Agent Starks, there may be a lot of things I screw up in life, but remembering number-and-letter sequences is not one of them. Call it a gift.”

      He wasn’t being cocky. It was the truth. Sean didn’t exactly have an eidetic memory. But with certain things, he was fairly close. License plates and phone numbers were easy. More complex sequences were a little harder but only when they reached fifteen or more characters. As a result of his ability to memorize those sorts of things, he’d done extremely well on that part of the IQ test in graduate school.

      “You’re certain?” Emily double-checked.

      Sean wasn’t offended. “Positive, 100 percent.”

      “Then they must have unloaded the cargo and taken off.”

      It didn’t make sense. Why would they fly the missiles to Mozambique just to unload them? They could have driven them there. It’s not like it was a twenty-hour journey. With the time it took to load and fuel the plane, get it ready for flight, and up in the air, they would have been halfway to their destination.

      “Something doesn’t add up,” he said.

      “You think?”

      “No,” he shook his head and stood up. His feet began pacing mindlessly back and forth across the room. “Flying such a short distance. The logistics involved, everything it takes to get an aircraft ready to fly; it’s too much time. Why would they spend so much time doing all that unless….”

      Sean stopped in mid-sentence. A chill shot through his blood, raising the hairs on his skin.

      “Unless what?” Emily prodded.

      “Unless they wanted us to see them do it,” he murmured.

      There was a three-second pause before Emily said, “What? Why would they want that?”

      Sean stopped in place, and his head rose and fell slowly. “That’s it. They wanted us to see the plane take off. Don’t you see? They knew we found the underground storage facility. They even knew we would follow them all the way to Songea. The shootout, the car chase, all of it was a ruse.”

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “It was all a setup. Whoever is running this thing knows every move we’re going to make.”

      Sean’s head spun. The puzzle pieces whirled around like a blizzard. There was a piece missing, but he couldn’t figure out which one.

      “How is that possible?” she asked.

      Sean froze in place. “Are you close to Fitz right now?”

      His question came out of the blue. “No. He’s in his own room. I called him before I woke you.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “I don’t. I’ve only worked with him a few times before this mission. You don’t think…”

      “That he could be a mole? Yeah, it’s possible. I’d say anything is possible right now.”

      Emily hesitated for a moment. “What if there isn’t a mole and the people behind all this are just being really careful? If Fitz was a traitor, we’d be dead already. He could have killed us and left us in the middle of nowhere. And no one would be the wiser.”

      “Point taken. Please don’t tell him I said that.”

      She let out an irritated grunt. “Maybe they’re just outthinking us.”

      That part wasn’t too far off. Whoever was moving the missiles appeared to be a master chess player. Sean was brilliant in several areas, but he’d always struggled at chess. It wasn’t his forte. Right now he felt like a pawn up against a board full of queens and knights, and someone else was moving him around.

      Emily interrupted his thoughts. “The people responsible for all this must have a ton of money. I mean, the funding necessary to make all this possible would be astronomical.”

      Valid point. But they were getting nowhere. Whether someone was watching their every move or not didn’t matter. The most immediate concern was that the missiles had disappeared, somewhere between Songea and the airfield in Mozambique. That last thought caused Sean’s head to lift instantly.

      “Wait. What if the plane didn’t unload at the airport in Mozambique?”

      The question caught Emily off guard. “What do you mean? Where else would it have unloaded? They wouldn’t have had time to stop somewhere else first. Based on the information we obtained, that aircraft flew straight there.”

      “Right, I get that,” he said. “But what if instead of unloading the cargo at the airport, they dropped it mid-flight?”

      “I don’t understand. Why would they do that? Unless…”

      “Unless they knew we were coming. Or at least thought we would.”

      They keep playing the shell game, he thought.

      He went on. “They could have dropped the cargo with parachutes on the way to Mozambique. From there, new trucks could have picked up the crates and taken them to who-knows-where.”

      Sean hurried over to his gear bag and pulled out a map of the region. He carried it over to a small desk and opened it onto the surface. Next, he drew a huge circle around the location of Songea and then neighboring Mozambique.

      “Sounds like a bit of a stretch.” Emily said, breaking the silence.

      “No. That has to be it. They let us see the plane leave. They knew we would track it down. And they knew we would seize it. That means the plane dropped its cargo somewhere between here and here.” He pointed at the map as if someone else was in the room with him.

      “Here and where?”

      “Sorry. I have a map, and I just drew a line between the two airports. The question is, where did the missiles go once they left the cargo plane?”

      “Kind of a big question.”

      He stood back and stared at the map. “If the crates were dropped off in mid-flight, that means someone had to be waiting for them on the ground or be there shortly after to pick them up. There’s an area on the map that would be perfect for that. It’s a nature preserve, so no one would be around, at least not many people anyway.”

      “They’d still have to get the weapons out of the country, though.”

      “Which means they’d need an airport.”

      “Or an airfield,” Emily corrected. “Check on your map for any smaller airfields in the vicinity. Doesn’t have to be much. Just a strip where a plane could take off and land.”

      He leaned over the map again and scanned the area around the line he’d drawn. Nothing jumped out immediately. On his second pass, however, he noticed something. “It looks like there’s a small airfield just outside of Kandulu. If they dropped the cargo in the Niassa Reserve, it could have been picked up and taken to a new plane in no time.”

      “And no one would be the wiser.”

      “Right.” Sean’s brain was running at light speed. “Get Fitz to find all the flight paths of any aircraft leaving that airstrip in the last twenty-four hours. We can narrow it down to a list of likely candidates and go from there. Call me back when you have something.”

      “On it.”

      Sean ended the call and stared at the map. On top of the innumerable ideas flashing through his mind, one kept popping out at him and smacking him in the face. “Whoever is pulling these strings is being awfully careful,” he said to himself.

      Terrorist groups were careful. They planned things well and executed them to near perfection. But this was something else. Even the most organized terrorists left breadcrumbs now and then. The person or persons behind this plan had more cover-ups in place than he’d ever imagined.

      That could mean only one thing, at least in Sean’s mind.

      Whoever it was had a lot to lose. And Sean wanted to make sure they lost it.

      They would have to be wealthy and well connected, possibly with political allies. Sean wondered if it was someone who had their fingers in American pockets. He shook off the thought. He knew there was corruption and conspiracy around every corner. Sometimes he found it best to just not think about it.

      After running through a short list of potentials, he wrote off every one. None of the most wanted terrorists in the world had the finances to carry out this sort of intricate operation. It had to be someone bigger, a fish that none of the other fish would mess with. Someone whose pockets were deep but had a hidden agenda, a thirst for chaos.

      No faces came to mind.

      He sat back down on the edge of the bed and waited, hoping that Fitz and Emily would find what they were looking for.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Only thirty minutes later, Emily called him back.

      Sean answered on the second ring.

      “What have you got for me?”

      “Well,” she stalled, “I have good news and bad news.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Yeah. You’re not gonna like any of this news either. The good news is that we found the plane.”

      “You’re sure? How did you narrow it down so fast?” he asked, impressed.

      “That part was easy enough. Only one plane has flown out of that airstrip in the last twenty-four hours. For the most part, it’s unused. If your hunch is right, it’s safe to say the goods were picked up and loaded onto a plane there.”

      “Great. What’s the bad news?”

      She hesitated to answer for a few seconds. “It’s where the plane went. We tracked it to a place where Americans have had trouble in the past.”

      He already had an idea of what the answer might be before she said the words.

      “It landed in Somalia.”
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      The next day, Sean woke early and drove back to Dar es Salaam. From there he took the relatively short flight to Nairobi to meet up with the other agents.

      Tommy had stayed behind with the IAA team. After all, he had a major agency to run and a big contract with the Tanzanian government. An engineer was flying in from Sweden later in the day to take a look at the golden statue and run some scans that would show whether or not the thing could be taken apart.

      Sean understood. It wasn’t Tommy’s fight. Plus he wasn’t a government agent. The fact that he’d been involved in the first place could have gotten the other three in a heap of trouble. They’d agreed it was something that wouldn’t be put in their reports.

      Sean especially didn’t want his friend coming along, given the destination.

      Americans didn’t exactly have a great history with carrying out missions in Somalia. The story of the Black Hawk helicopters that were shot down over Mogadishu in 1993 sent chills through people who read the book or watched the movie. Lawlessness abounded in much of the city, and the surrounding countryside mirrored that culture. Still did to this day, in fact.

      People did as they pleased, stealing, raping, and murdering with reckless abandon. The chaos had been brought about by local warlords seizing power. As their reach grew, so did the mayhem until the city was bathed in a constant stream of crime and violence.

      There were pockets of civilization. The mosques carried out the ritual prayers five times each day. And in the business sector, new buildings were being constructed on an almost yearly basis.

      Where the money went was a mystery. One thing was certain. It wasn’t being reinvested back into the community.

      Just before he got on the plane to Kenya, Tommy called to wish his friend a safe journey and good luck. They talked for a few more minutes before Sean was called to board.

      Once he was in Kenya, Sean found himself sitting on the edge of Fitz’s hotel bed and staring at a laptop. Fitz was in the desk chair near the computer, and Emily sat up straight on the twin bed next to Sean.

      The room was sparsely decorated in drab colors that could have come from the 1970s. It was the best the Americans had been able to find on such short notice. But they weren’t on vacation, so what the room looked like didn’t matter.

      Fitz pointed at a map on his screen and then zoomed in. “This is Mogadishu.”

      “I can see that,” Sean said. He couldn’t ignore the inner smart aleck.

      Fitz sighed and kept going. “Anyway, it’s not like it used to be. When those Black Hawk helicopters were shot down, everything was a mess. Now there are emerging boroughs where the people are taking back the city. They’re a long way from being civilized, but it’s headed in the right direction.”

      “That’s good to know. So maybe we won’t have as much trouble as we suspect?”

      “Not so fast,” Fitz held up a finger. He then pointed at an area on the edge of the city, close to the airport. He zoomed in on an aerial photo of a large building with a tin roof.

      “We believe this is where the missiles are. It’s in an area that is still run by a bunch of different gangs. And they pretty much kill anyone they don’t recognize, without asking any questions.”

      “Okay. Noted. But I have to ask, Fitz. How do you know that’s where the missiles are?”

      “We don’t,” Emily answered for him. “But that warehouse has been abandoned for nearly a decade. It’s a wonder the thing is still standing.”

      “Building codes aren’t really their specialty in that part of the world,” Fitz added.

      Emily kept going. “Notice anything unusual outside the warehouse?”

      Sean leaned in. “Those look like transport trucks.”

      “Right. Now what would trucks like that be doing outside an abandoned warehouse?”

      Sean’s lips creased. “Very nice deduction, Sherlock.”

      “It took us a few hours of scouring the surrounding area of the city,” Fitz explained. “Not the most exciting work, but it paid off.”

      “We hope,” Emily said.

      “Unless the two of you have a better lead than this, it looks like our only shot. Now the only problem is getting into Somalia. Tension between the Somalis and the Kenyans has been a little rough of late. I doubt we can stroll up to the border and simply drive across.”

      Emily shook her head. “No, you’ll need to do it a little more clandestine than that.”

      Sean raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t help but notice the way she’d phrased the sentence. “You? What happened to we?”

      Fitz answered for her. “It’s better if you go alone. One person can move with a lot less notice than two. Plus she’s a woman.”

      “Hey!” Her faux protest brought a grin to Sean’s face.

      Fitz finished his thought. “An American woman in Mogadishu would be like seeing a hundred-foot unicorn walking around in Central Park. You don’t want that kind of attention.”

      “I could wear a disguise,” she interrupted. Her eyes fired darts at him.

      “I know you could.” He stumbled through his words, trying not to sound like a chauvinist. “But the other part of it is that if you were caught… Let’s just say the kinds of people who live in that area do awful things to women.”

      “I knew the risks involved when I took this job. I can handle it.”

      “Yet you agreed to let me go it alone,” Sean jumped in.

      “Only because he’s right about one person moving more easily than two,” she answered. Then she switched gears. “We will take a fishing boat around the border. You’ll be dropped off on a beach where you’ll meet a man who is going to take you into the city.”

      That part sounded a little sketchy to Sean. How did they have a connection in Somalia? I guess for the right amount of money, he thought.

      “Who is this guy?” he asked.

      “Someone we’ve used before. He’s a rebellious sort,” Fitz explained. He read Sean’s reaction and explained. “Don’t worry. He’ll do as told. While he’s got bravery in spades, he’s afraid of Americans for some reason. He won’t double-cross us.”

      “If he’s so afraid, why is he working with us?”

      “Because we pay him better than any job in his ragged-out country ever could,” Emily answered.

      “Yeah,” Fitz agreed. “He won’t have to work for a year. And what we pay him wouldn’t get a studio apartment in a small town back home.”

      Sean still wasn’t sure about using hired help, especially from a place full of untrustworthy people. But he didn’t have much choice.

      “Fine. So we have the way in. Then what? I go in, find the missiles, and bring down the warehouse?”

      Emily and Fitz exchanged a sideways glance.

      “No,” Emily said. “Though that would be an efficient way of taking out the warheads, it could also contaminate the area, killing tens of thousands of people. Yourself included.”

      “And then there’s the head of the snake to consider,” Fitz added. “If we destroy those missiles, we lose the guy who was behind all this. He’ll rear his ugly head again at some point and start all over again. And next time he’ll be even more careful. We can’t afford to blow this one.”

      “So what then?” Sean eyed them both.

      Emily reached into a gear bag next to her feet and pulled out three circular discs, each about the size of a bottle cap. She held them out to him. Each one had a tiny button embedded on the side.

      “These are fresh from R&D.”

      Sean took one out of her hand and inspected it, holding it up in the light and twisting it around. “Tracking device?”

      She nodded.

      “State of the art,” Fitz said. “Actually, ahead of state of the art by about three years. That beacon has a signal five times stronger than anything currently being employed by our government.”

      Sean raised a dubious eyebrow. His eyes shifted to Fitz. “Really? How’d you get your hands on it?”

      A clever grin crossed Fitz’s face. He shrugged. “Let’s just say I have a friend who does a little contract work with DARPA. Maybe I’ll introduce you sometime. You two would get along great.”

      “Good to have friends in the right places.” Something puzzled him, though. “So why did you get three of them?”

      Fitz’s confidence waned. “They’re small, for one. So if you had them, say, in a pocket or something, you could lose one pretty easily.”

      “On top of that,” Emily continued for him, “the lithium batteries inside these things aren’t entirely stable. Sometimes they peter out without warning or reason. So to make sure we get a reliable signal, try to place all three with the missiles. If possible.”

      “Ah, so there is a catch.” He carelessly tossed the device to Emily. She snatched it out of the air with ease. “Nice.”

      “Please be careful with those,” Fitz said. “They are very expensive and very rare.”

      Sean turned to him. “So rare that we’re about to put them on some terrorist missiles that may or may not be blown to bits in the next few days?”

      “Point taken.”

      Emily took over again. “Once the tracking units are in place, get out and meet up with your ride. He’ll be there for up to six hours. After that, his orders are to get out.”

      Sean pouted his lower lip. “Should be enough time, unless he drops me three hours away from the target.”

      “You’ll be dropped off less than a click from the warehouse. There’s a good bit of activity in that area: pedestrians, delivery trucks, car traffic. Though we advise you not to linger. You need to get in and out—”

      “As quickly as possible,” Sean finished her sentence. “Yeah, I get the gist. So when are we doing this?”

      Fitz answered the question. “We’re leaving in ten minutes. So get ready.”
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      The waves slapped against the side of the little fishing boat in a mesmerizing rhythm, one after another. Sean had only been in the boat for a few minutes, and he already found himself swaying back and forth in time with the sound.

      He and the others had taken a surprisingly luxurious yacht from the port of Mombasa and gone north, staying far enough away from shore to keep any watchful eyes unsuspecting, but close enough that when Sean launched the wooden dinghy attached to the side it wouldn’t take him more than twenty or thirty minutes to make land.

      “Sure you don’t want to trade?” he’d joked with Emily. The yacht was lined with plush, creamy leather and glossy wood appointments. There was a fully stocked bar in a living room that approached five hundred square feet. He spotted Fitz eyeing it and had to remind him they were working. Fun could come later.

      “We’ll be waiting for you here,” Emily said. “These are international waters. Your boat should have enough fuel for you to get to the shore and back. But just in case, there’s a little canister of spare fuel tucked under the tarp near the front.”

      Sean steered the boat via a rudder-like stick attached to an old outboard motor. It sputtered and groaned like it could die at any second. He hoped he wouldn’t have to resort to using the oars that were stowed away on the floor.

      He pulled the stained, tattered scarf a little tighter around his face. He’d gotten sunburned once off the coast of Tampa while fishing for tarpon. Exposure to too much UV wasn’t the only reason he was completely covered from head to toe in raggedy clothing. His body perspired constantly underneath the layers of clothing. The Somali sun beat down on the little vessel and trapped the heat inside like a convection oven.

      Sean didn’t dare take off any of the clothing. He had to look the part of a fisherman, but he also couldn’t allow himself to be recognized as an American. If that happened, to say people would become suspicious would be the understatement of the decade. From what he understood, keeping covered would actually cause his body to cool itself, kicking the hypothalamus into gear to maintain a constant temperature.

      That didn’t mean it was a pleasant temperature. And he wondered how so many desert nomads dealt with it on a daily basis.

      The tiny vessel rose and fell between the swells, churning its way toward a place Sean had never considered visiting. Every once in a while, a big splash would wash over the boat, and he’d have to scoop it out with a bucket sitting next to his feet.

      He wiped the perspiration from his brow, put the bridge of his hand against his forehead to shield his eyes from the bright sun, and peered into the distance. The white sand beaches of the coastline were a thin strip on the horizon. There were no long stretches of palm trees. Only an outcropping of one or two here and there. And unlike the coastlines of the United States, there were no high-rise condominiums, hotels or multimillion-dollar homes. There wasn’t even a bungalow to be found. The only buildings within sight were a collection of colorful huts huddled together a mile or so north. The huts stood a few hundred feet back from the shoreline and looked like they’d been built several decades ago. The vast emptiness of the shore was a stark contrast to the way things were back home, and a reminder of how different life was between the First and Third Worlds.

      Fishing village, he thought. As long as he kept covered, he should fit right in. Unless, of course, everyone preferred to do their fishing with nothing on but a pair of shorts. Sean had seen his fair share of those kinds of fishing towns. Their no shirt, no shoes, no problem way of doing things could, in fact,  present a huge problem were anyone to notice him.

      At present, there was no one in sight. Sean kept the throttle maxed out, just in case. The sooner he could get out of the open, the better.

      Reaching land seemed to take an hour, when in reality it was probably closer to fifteen minutes. Sean shut the motor off a few seconds before the keel dug into the sand. He grabbed a canvas bag and slung it over his shoulder. It was a replacement for his gear bag, which would clearly not be in keeping with his authentic fisherman appearance. Inside were his usual tools, pistol, extra magazines, and a few other things he thought he might need. And then, of course the tracking beacons were stored with care in their own little pouch.

      He reached back and pulled the spark plug cap away from the motor. It was a simple yet effective way to keep any potential thieves from getting away with his escape vehicle. At the very least, it would slow them down and give them reason to reconsider. Sean had learned that most people—when presented with even the slightest challenges—tended to give up more often than not.

      He grabbed a rope from inside the craft and dragged the boat until it would go no farther. The tide was low at the moment, but later on in the day it would rise again. When it did, his little boat would be at risk of drifting out to sea.

      The dinghy was equipped with a small anchor—nothing more than a thirty-pound kettle bell tied to an old rope. The makeshift anchor would probably be maxing out its potential just keeping the boat in the general vicinity, much less in one spot. But it was better than nothing.

      Sean scanned the beach to the north and south but only saw a few fishermen milling around near one of the buildings. No one had paid any attention to him. Not yet, at least.

      Best not to stick around and give them the chance.

      He stalked across the packed sand that gave way to softer tread up away from the waterline. When he reached the bushes that lined the beach, he ducked down and broke out at a run. His contact was to meet him somewhere nearby. He shoved his hand into the bag he’d slung around his shoulder and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He crouched low to keep out of sight and turned one way and then the other until a pale blue Toyota Land Cruiser passed through his view. He froze and brought the lenses into focus.

      The old SUV was parked in the shade of a scrawny tree about four hundred yards away. Sean stuffed the binoculars back in his bag and breathed a sigh of relief. He was concerned the little boat may have veered off course in the currents, but the little vessel had done its job and kept him remarkably close to his landing zone.

      He clutched his rudimentary gear bag close to his side so it wouldn’t make a noise as he ran through the brush patch toward the SUV. The terrain was sandy and full of finger-like roots sticking up everywhere. On more than one occasion he nearly tripped.

      When he reached the clearing where his contact was parked, he stopped at the edge of the bushes and waited. The dark-skinned man in the driver’s seat was smoking a cigarette. He took in a long puff of smoke and exhaled out the window. Sean could see the sweat pouring off the guy’s high forehead.

      That was him, all right.

      Sean recalled what he’d read in the dossier. They only knew the man by one name. Kanu. Going by a singular moniker had its advantages in a place where anonymity could save your life. Sean had no intention of pressing the issue with the guy who was his in and out of one of the most dangerous places in the world.

      He stood up from the bushes and walked cautiously toward the vehicle. It took Kanu a moment before he realized someone was approaching. When he did, however, his instincts kicked in.

      Kanu pulled out what looked to be a Desert Eagle .50 caliber and pointed it through the window at the approaching American.

      The smell of cigarette smoke and salty air filled Sean’s nostrils as he raised his hands slowly and pulled down the scarf covering his mouth and nose. “You must be Kanu,” he said in a cool tone.

      There was a brief pause as the man stared out of the SUV like a wild animal in a corner. His eyes were wide, tense, ready to strike.

      “And who are you?” he asked with a thick accent.

      Sean kept his hands where Kanu could see them. “I’m Sean Wyatt. Heard you’re my ride into town.”

      Kanu hesitated for another ten seconds, sizing up the stranger. Sean’s explanation was apparently good enough, and the man lowered the weapon. He placed it on the center console and motioned for the American to get in.

      Sean slid into the passenger seat and stuffed his bag on the floor.

      Kanu started the engine and looked over. “Yes, I am Kanu.” He eyed Sean’s outfit with a curious expression. “You look ridiculous.”

      Sean chuckled. He liked Kanu immediately.

      “We figured it would be best if I kept a low profile. Americans aren’t really appreciated over here.”

      Kanu backed the SUV away from the tree and steered it out onto the dirt road. “True. But I hope you brought something more flexible to wear. Would be unfortunate to try to run for your life in that outfit.”

      Sean nodded. “I’ve already got it on. This was just for the local fishermen if I ran into any.”

      “Did you?”

      Sean felt a little embarrassed, like he’d done something stupid. “No. Just saw a few up the beach, but they didn’t notice me.”

      “That’s because they’re done with most of their work before this time of day. They go out early in the morning.” Kanu belted out a long laugh. “You could have been wearing shorts and sandals.”

      “Hilarious.” Sean pulled the wrapping off his head and started removing the outer layers of clothing.

      He wore a lightweight combination of clothes underneath. Black cargo pants and a loose-fitting shirt made from a new material that was supposed to wick away perspiration from the body. At the moment, it wasn’t living up to the hype.

      Kanu reached into the ashtray and pulled a cigarette out of a half-full pack. After putting it in his lips, he took a lighter from near the pack and—as he turned the vehicle onto a paved road leading north—let go of the wheel, pressed his knee against it to steer, and cupped his hands to his mouth to light the cigarette.

      A cloud of white smoke circled around his head for a second before swirling out of the open window.

      “Smoke?” he asked.

      “No, thank you. Never got into it,” Sean said.

      Kanu shrugged.

      Sean eyed the pistol between them. “That’s a big gun. A little over the top, don’t you think?”

      The driver took a long drag from his cigarette. The tip burned bright orange. Then he let the smoke out through his nostrils. “In this place, intimidation can save your skin. I’ve never had to fire that weapon because it intimidates anyone standing at the other end of the barrel.”

      “Good thinking.”

      It was an impressive piece, however impractical. Sean couldn’t imagine a scenario where he’d want to be firing that weapon. He’d used one once at a gun range. A friend had bought it after seeing it in a movie. The price tag alone was enough to make Sean take a pass on owning one. But when he fired the small cannon, he was convinced he would never need one. Its recoil was unmanageable, the end on the heavy side, and keeping it balanced without firing was a chore.

      Of course, with a .50-caliber round, one shot was likely all you’d need if your aim was on. The damage it caused to any human target was absolutely devastating.

      “We drive on this road for an hour and then take one of the side roads into the city. This one will be blocked by one of the warlord’s men. They don’t take kindly to strangers, as you mentioned earlier. It would be best for us to avoid them.”

      No kidding.

      Sean didn’t bring up the fact that his driver was overstating the obvious. The less interaction they had with one of the warlord’s men, the better. The problem was those types were all over the place around the outskirts of Mogadishu. And while Kanu apparently knew a back way into town, Sean wasn’t entirely convinced that would be clear either. He didn’t have a choice. It was Kanu’s way or no way.

      Conversation between the two was sparse. Sean got the feeling the man didn’t want to chat. It wasn’t that he was unfriendly. But keeping an anonymous persona also entailed not saying too much. To anyone. Perhaps Kanu also respected the fact that he was hosting an American government agent. There had been no lies or half truths when the transportation arrangement was made. Kanu wasn’t stupid. Americans wanting to get into Mogadishu, unnoticed, and then out again just as efficiently? That reeked of some kind of special mission. So yeah, the Somali driver didn’t mind keeping things quiet, for both parties.

      Kanu smoked like a chimney and during the course of the hour drive, went through most of the contents in his cigarette pack. Sean didn’t judge. He imagined living in such a dangerous area came with more than a few vices. If he lived there, he’d probably have to smoke constantly just to keep his nerves in check. The truck’s ancient air conditioning unit didn’t work. It blew air out through the vents, but it was the same warm, dusty air coming in from the windows.

      The outline of the city appeared on the horizon about an hour into the drive. Sean could make out a few of the long, skinny towers that sounded the ritual prayers to the citizens five times a day. More buildings came into view, blurred by the heat waves rippling off the earth’s surface.

      “Hold on,” Kanu said.

      He slowed the SUV and jerked the wheel to the left onto a rough dirt road that ran parallel to the city. Deep ruts carved through the road in some places from erosion during wet seasons. Kanu’s vehicle bounced and jolted through the terrain, but he kept up their speed. Sean glanced back in the rearview mirror at the clouds of dust the SUV was kicking up in their wake, but Kanu seemed unconcerned so he didn’t bring it up.

      As far as Sean was concerned, the guy knew what he was doing. Best to trust his expertise. After all, they were playing in Kanu’s sandbox now.

      The SUV hit a huge hump in the road and went airborne for almost two seconds before it crashed back to earth with a thud. The occupants jostled around, but Kanu kept his hands on the wheel, guiding the vehicle through a couple of quick turns.

      “You take this shortcut often?” Sean asked.

      Kanu nodded. At least it looked like a nod. His head may have been bobbing from the bouncy road. “Yes. Two, occasionally three times a week.”

      “And they haven’t caught on to your little shortcut?”

      “The warlords don’t want any trouble. People who take the main road into the city won’t put up much of a fight. But someone who knows these roads could be trouble. Smugglers use them all the time. And smugglers are usually well armed. Best to save their bullets and men for the less troublesome travelers.”

      Good point, I guess. “Makes sense.” Sean wanted to question why Kanu was in such an all-out hurry if he wasn’t worried about anyone following. He figured it was because they were on a tight schedule, so there was no point in complaining about it.

      They reached a long bend in the road that eventually straightened out and headed right for the western side of the city. The terrain smoothed somewhat the closer they got until it transitioned awkwardly from dirt to rough asphalt.

      Sean looked back at the odd road construction. “I guess they decided to only pave so far.” He turned around and faced forward.

      Kanu cast him a sidelong glance. “The government doesn’t have much money, and what it does have rarely goes to fixing things properly.”

      “Sounds like the local warlords are taking taxes of their own.”

      “Yes. But it is changing. Their numbers grow smaller by the day. And their territory is shrinking. Perhaps someday order will be restored to the city. For now, we must take precautions.” His eyes flashed down at the hand cannon.

      Kanu slowed the SUV as they approached some of the outlying homes on the city’s periphery. Most were shanties—rickety structures of concrete and corrugated metal that looked less like homes and more like stand-alone storage units. Children played in a dirt lot near the street. They ran back and forth, kicking a round ball that looked like it was made from leather bookmarks all stitched together.

      “You should cover up,” Kanu said. “Don’t want anyone seeing an American in my truck.”

      Sean caught the selfish spin on his driver’s comment and let a grin cross his face before he pulled the black mask over. He took a quick look in the mirror. With the mask on he either looked like a ninja or a terrorist.

      Kanu twisted his head to the right and examined Sean’s disguise. “You look like someone who is up to no good,” he said. “You’ll fit right in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

          Mogadishu, Somalia

        

      

    

    
      Sean knew how rough Mogadishu could be, but his knowledge was secondhand, delivered to him by American media outlets and pamphlets he’d read before departing on the mission.

      Nothing he’d heard did justice to the level of absolute desperation and poverty of Mogadishu’s slums.

      The buildings—some painted in faded colors, others in brilliant white—looked like they might collapse at any moment. Every person who passed on the streets and sidewalks had the look that they were eyeing the Toyota, hoping it might—at any moment—break down and present them with fresh prey. Their vapid eyes gazed on the passing vehicle like they were zombies—lifeless and uncaring.

      “They are a starving people,” Kanu said, breaking the silence. “They’re hungry, but they are also starved for education and work.”

      Sean’s first thought was how desperate they looked. Kanu’s comments only added to that impression.

      “Nothing will change until the warlords are removed from power,” Kanu went on. “But the people have to overthrow them. It can’t come from the outside.”

      Sean agreed with a solemn nod.

      He was about to say something about the nobility of a revolution when Kanu cut him off.

      “This is where I will drop you off.” He pointed at a junkyard half a block away. “It is right next to the warehouse you’re looking for.”

      When the Toyota reached the next intersection, Kanu turned right and eased the vehicle into an empty parking spot. He turned off the engine and pointed at the fence surrounding the junkyard.

      “There is a side entrance to this place not far from here. The door hangs open most of the time. It’s locked with a chain and padlock, but you can squeeze through easily enough. From there, you can access the warehouse lot on the other side.”

      “Sounds easy enough.” He wanted to ask why Kanu knew so much about this side entrance but decided to let it slide. No point in angling for inconsequential details.

      “Just be sure to stay out of sight. I’d stay close to the fence and use the junk piles for cover.”

      Thanks for the tip. Wasn’t planning on running through the middle of the thing and yelling at the top of my lungs.

      “Anything else?” Sean asked. He kept his snarky thoughts to himself.

      Kanu shook his head. “No. I’ll be waiting here for you. If you aren’t here when the time is up, I will leave you. This area isn’t a place you want to be after dark.”

      “You’d leave me after all we’ve been through?”

      Kanu’s blank stare showed he wasn’t amused by the comment.

      “Okay then.”

      Sean grabbed his pistol and shoved it in a side holster then covered it with the bottom of his shirt. Next he took the three homing beacons and secured them in one of the side pockets on his pants. Two spare magazines went into his back pockets.

      He gave one last look around outside. None of the onlookers they’d seen before were around. The junkyard must have been one of the few places no one hung out.

      “See you in a few,” Sean said.

      He hopped out of the SUV and trotted across the street, looking both ways to make sure that no one noticed him. The road was still oddly vacant, like a ghost town. Back to his right, another husk of a manufacturing facility stood against the blue sky. All the windows were shattered, the walls covered in graffiti, and the gutters on the roof had rusted.

      Sean turned his attention to the fence surrounding the junkyard as he veered onto the sidewalk and kept moving. It was chain-link fence and, judging from its appearance, had been put there at least thirty years before. There were big dents in it, likely from where a vehicle had struck. Some of the supporting poles were rusted or bent. But the outward-tilting barbwire on the top still presented enough of a threat to keep the general public away.

      His eyes looked ahead, searching the long metal facade for the opening Kanu had described. He stole a glance back over his shoulder and heard the Toyota’s motor grumble to life. Kanu waved and turned out of the parking spot and back out onto the main road.

      Sean didn’t think his ride was leaving. He figured Kanu would circle for a while, maybe find a safer place to park—if there was such a thing in this city.

      He pushed ahead, quickening his pace.

      There.

      The breach in the fencing was just as Kanu described. The chain-link door was technically hanging by two hinges, but the top one had pretty much given up the fight long ago. And as Kanu had said, it was locked with a chain and padlock, with more than enough of a gap to get through for an average-sized person.

      Tommy probably couldn’t squeeze through this thing, he thought with a smirk.

      Sean gave one last look around the street and ducked under the chain, slipping easily through the space.

      On the other side, he found mountains of crushed cars, parts of machinery he didn’t recognize, and components that must have come from some of the old factories around the area. Like the street he’d just left, the junkyard was abandoned, devoid of any activity. He half wondered if the area was contaminated. It was an eerie thing to consider.

      Sean had heard of places where chemical spills rendered large portions of cities completely uninhabitable. Most of those stories came from Third World countries much like Somalia. But nothing in the dossier said anything about that, so he chose to believe things were desolate because of the warlords and the floundering economy.

      After he reconnoitered the space within seconds of stepping through the fence, Sean darted to the right, keeping low until he reached the first pile of junk. Dead ahead, the fence came to an abrupt halt and was replaced by a concrete block wall. According to the map he’d memorized, the warehouse would be at the other end of that wall, just beyond the far corner.

      He sprinted from one junk pile to another until he was only fifty feet away from the corner. The wall was only nine feet high, but he’d need to use something to get over it. That part wouldn’t be the problem. He found a beaten-up ice chest in the pile next to him and carried it over to the wall. It would give him just enough of a boost to reach the upper edge.

      Standing next to the concrete barricade, the real issue vocalized itself quite literally.

      He could hear men barking out orders on the other side. Engines running on propane—likely forklifts—were zooming back and forth. Once on top of the wall, he’d be a sitting duck.

      There had to be a better way in.

      Sean went through the overhead view of the warehouse grounds in his mind. The corner where he’d considered going in should have been the best option. But that was based on the notion that the place was not in use, which it clearly was. And—no doubt—the men on the other side were armed and ready to kill on sight.

      The wall extended away from the corner in the other direction, but that would lead to the warehouse entrance. A direct entry wouldn’t be any good. Even if he made it beyond the first set of guards, the alarm would be raised, and he’d end up either dead or captured.

      He stepped back to the junk pile and into the meager shade it provided. From the second Sean stepped out of the SUV, the sun had started baking him. While his black outfit would help him look more like someone not to be messed with, it was a terrible choice for the blistering Somali heat. Then an idea struck.

      He’d been thinking about things too linearly. The odd layout of the walls came to a sort of X at the corners, which was where he planned to go in. But if he scaled the junkyard wall away from the corner and traversed the lip to the other wall, he could switch over and traverse to a point where there was less activity. It would be extremely difficult. It was, however, his best option.

      Sean grabbed the ice chest and hauled it five yards away from the corner. He stepped up on the wobbly metal cooler and—after steadying his balance—made the short jump up. His fingers grabbed the edge, and within a second he’d pulled himself up to the top. In a single motion, Sean swung his legs over the other side, and he let himself hang from the wall. He was only a foot off the ground, but if he fell, getting back up would be a tough trick.

      In an instant, he saw the small area in which he hung was a vacant lot, surrounded by the warehouse wall, the junkyard wall, and the fence that extended between the two.

      So yeah, if I fall here, I may not get back out. Not without a lot of cuts from that barbed wire.

      He was only going to get one shot. His fingers gripped the gritty concrete surface. He planted his toes against the wall and started sliding to the right. The corner was close yet so far, and he didn’t hear any indication that he’d been spotted. He shuffled one hand to the right and then the next, using his feet to help redistribute the weight.

      In the corner, his forearms were already burning, and he had to make a tricky transition. Sean let go with his right hand and quickly moved it over to the other wall. His fingers grasped the edge, and he started to let go with his left, but suddenly his right-hand fingers slipped on some debris. A surge of panic shot through his body as he felt the ledge slide out of his grip.

      Instinctively, he squeezed as hard as he could with his left hand. His torso swung against the first wall, and for a moment he was hanging with one hand. He felt his back muscles on the left side straining. His fingers rapidly lost strength. To compensate, he fired his right hand back up and grabbed the first ledge again.

      Now the fingertips on his right hand stung, and he noticed a few specks of red on the gray block.

      That’s gonna hurt for a few days.

      Sean winced and inched closer to the corner to make the transition easier. He shifted his weight and reached over again. This time, he ran his hand across the top to make sure any grit was removed before putting his faith in the ledge.

      The muscles in his forearms were nearly exhausted. He’d have to move fast or risk being trapped. He grabbed the next ledge and quickly brought his left hand over. His right foot slipped on the first try, but then he got a toehold on a seam between the blocks. He resumed shuffling five inches at a time, making the same painful movement over and over again.

      It took every ounce of focus and discipline Sean could muster, and after three minutes of the grueling exercise he was a good thirty feet away from the corner and nearing the warehouse wall. He had nothing left in the tank save enough for one last pull over the wall.

      He dug deep and hauled his legs up to the ledge. Luckily, he discovered the top of the wall ran along behind the warehouse wall. He hurried to the shaded spot and sat on the lip, allowing his legs to dangle over the side.  The hiding place gave him somewhere he could stay out of sight long enough to recover.

      Sean’s fingers barely worked at first. The effort of holding up his body for so long had strained the muscles and tendons to their limit. He kept flexing them until the feeling started to come back, which took several minutes. His breathing returned to normal much faster. When he could work his fingers normally again, he rechecked to make sure his pistol was tucked firmly in its holster. Then he checked the homing beacons in his pocket.

      They were still in place.

      He’d put them in a little case to keep them from jostling around or falling out of his pocket. Given the ridiculous maneuvers he’d just executed, that idea had been on point.

      Break’s over, he thought.

      He shifted his weight and stood up, pressing his torso into the warehouse exterior wall. Next he shuffled along the ledge until he reached the corner and cautiously peeked around.

      That’s not so bad.

      Sean counted twenty men with assault rifles plus fifteen workers rushing around on foot and in forklifts. And there—about ninety feet away—were six crates, the same ones he’d seen in Tanzania.

      They were being loaded onto more transport trucks. And unless Sean missed his guess, they were likely heading to another plane.

      One of the strongest points Sean had as an agent was his uncanny ability to work through tough situations and reach a solution in a short amount of time.

      Now that skill was being put to the test. He was far outnumbered. No matter how good he was with his pistol, by the time he’d taken out the first few guys, the others would rally and mow him down like it was the Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre.

      He needed to distract the men in the warehouse long enough to slip the beacons into three crates.

      The thought occurred to him to shoot one of the men nearby. He wouldn’t have to kill the guy, just hit him. Everyone in the courtyard would rush to see what happened and immediately be put on full alert. They’d comb the premises to find the shooter. More than likely, they’d fan out to work more efficiently. The problem with that was that the crowd would gather close to his position, cutting off his way into the warehouse and cornering him with no way to escape.

      No good. Too risky.

      He sighed and examined his surroundings. Nothing helpful. Or was there?

      A sturdy drain pipe ran up the exterior wall to the roof about ten feet above. Sean shuffled over to it, careful to keep his weight leaning in. He ran his hand around the rusted metal and found just enough of a gap between it and the wall where he could wedge his fingers.

      If his memory served correctly—and it usually did—there were some holes in the warehouse roof, probably a result of a lack of maintenance over the years. If he could get to one of those spaces, there could be a way in. That or it would be a huge waste of time.

      And time was running out.
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      A stupid tune ran through the back of Sean’s mind as he climbed the drain pipe. As he put one hand over the other, the nursery rhyme he’d learned as a child danced in his ears.

      The itsy-bitsy spider went up the waterspout.

      He’d never liked that song. Things didn’t end so well for that arachnid. And he liked it even less considering he was the spider climbing the waterspout.

      The burning in his forearms returned much more quickly than before, but before the muscles reached a critical level he hoisted his legs over the edge and onto the roof.

      Sean rested for a moment with his back on the hot roof before rolling onto the balls of his feet. When he did, a sudden and terrifying realization hit him. He was fairly high off the ground, and the roof pitch rose gradually until it reached the top.

      He swallowed and stared up at the corrugated surface. The roof had seen better times—like forty years ago. To say it looked unstable was a massive understatement. Throw on top of it Sean’s irrational fear of heights, and his original idea got more appealing by the second.

      “No,” he said quietly. “You have to push through this.”

      His fear of heights was something Sean had fought his entire life. He wasn’t sure where it came from, though while he was in college his mother told him a story about pushing him out of a swing when he three years old.

      Whether the phobia came from that traumatic childhood moment or not, he would never know. What he did know was that anytime he stood in a place more than twenty-five feet high his balance wavered and everything felt less safe. It wasn’t just for him. If he noticed someone standing close to a ledge, he worried incessantly that they would fall, and found it nearly impossible to relax.

      Standing on the warehouse rooftop, all those issues came to a head. He crouched low to keep a lower center of gravity and started moving toward where the roofing came to a point high above the warehouse floor.

      After only a few steps he got down on his hands and bear-crawled forward until he reached a point where one of the ceiling panels had fallen in. He stopped and lowered down until he was lying on his chest. He eased himself a few inches forward and peered down through the gap.

      Seven trucks were parked side by side in the warehouse. The final two had tailgates down, being loaded by the workers.

      Directly below him—about ten feet down—a rickety catwalk stretched across from one side of the warehouse to the other. It connected in the middle with another walkway running down the center. Off to the side, the catwalk was attached to a set of stairs that led to a lower walkway and another staircase to the floor.

      That would be his best bet to get down to the trucks. And there were fewer men inside the warehouse than out. He counted six with guns and four workers. Definitely more manageable numbers. Still not good, but it was something he could work with. Especially if he could get the drop on them.

      Unfortunately, drop was the operative word.

      To make it work, he would have to hang from the ceiling and let himself drop to the catwalk below. This presented a few new problems.

      If he missed the catwalk, he’d obviously die. Best-case scenario: He’d survive the fall to the floor below with a broken neck and pretty much every other bone in his body. Then there was the possibility that he could stick the landing on the elevated walkway. If he did and it wasn’t stable—which was the prevailing appearance—his weight could rip it from the housings, and the whole thing would drop to the floor, bringing him back to broken neck and other bones or dying. Probably both.

      Of course, he could make it to the catwalk unnoticed, sneak down to the bottom, take out the men, plant the homing devices, and escape unharmed.

      Facing the three scenarios, that last one was—at best—33 percent likely to happen.

      Sean didn’t like the odds, but he had no choice. There was no other way in that gave him a better chance of success.

      He drew in a long breath and shook his head. Another hard swallow coursed through his throat.

      “Become a government agent,” he said to himself. “That will be exciting. And you’ll make a difference in the world.”

      I need to stop listening to that voice.

      Sean took a few more quick breaths to build up his courage and then swung around so he was sitting on his butt.

      “Okay. Now or never, Sean. Just don’t look past the catwalk, and you’ll be fine.”

      He gave a quick nod as if to confirm his decision and then pushed backward, placing his hands on the edge of the roof where the tile had ripped free. It wasn’t a very good place to grip, and he’d only be able to hold it for a second.

      Have to do it fast, he thought.

      Two more breaths. Then he pressed his palms into the roof, lifting his body over them. He hovered for a moment and then extended his legs out over the opening and started lowering them. As his bodyweight got heavier, his fingers started to slip on the roof surface. He squeezed harder to make sure he got his feet as close to the catwalk as possible before letting go. He looked down to make sure they were lined up and then released his grasp.

      The drop wasn’t far, but it felt like it lasted ten seconds. When his fingers let go, his body’s momentum kicked forward ever so slightly, causing his feet to go out from under him. He struck the grated metal walkway with his tailbone, and the entire structure shuddered.

      The first thought that ran through his mind after the incredible pain from his butt was that his fate would be option two, the catwalk falling to the floor.

      He winced as the walkway shook and wiggled. Then the vibrations slowed until it was still again.

      Fighting off the pain, Sean rolled onto his side and looked down at the floor. None of the men below had noticed a thing. With all the noise of the trucks, forklifts, and people shouting orders, his loud landing was lost in the chaos.

      He struggled to his feet and grabbed onto the railing. The floor below might as well have been a mile away. His tailbone radiated a horrible, throbbing pain, up through his spine and down through his legs. The agonizing sensation actually tore Sean’s concerns away from his fear of heights momentarily. He held the pouch as he limped forward toward the wall. His eyes remained on the men below until he arrived at the adjacent catwalk.

      His next concern was anyone who might be sitting in the truck cabs. From his vantage point, he couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean much. The near angle cut off part of the truck’s interior, so getting a view beyond the dashboard was difficult.

      For the time being, he was safe. Down on the lower grate could be a different story.

      He kept moving toward the closest staircase. With every step, the pain in his lower back dissipated until by the time he reached the stairs it was gone. He drew the pistol from its holster and kept it close to his shoulder, ready to aim and fire should the need arise.

      As he descended the steps, he kept an eye on the men with the assault rifles. On the lower landing, he found a stack of old boxes just under the stairs and took temporary refuge behind them. He stayed low and crawled to where he could peek around one of the boxes and get a better view of the trucks.

      Just as he’d hoped. They were empty. The drivers must have been running double duty, loading and delivering.

      Guess they’ve never heard of a union.

      The gunman at the corner of the closest truck twitched and looked back over his shoulder. Something had gotten his attention.

      Sean ducked back behind the boxes and evened his breathing. He pivoted around and crept back to the other side of the stack and looked around. The guard was bending over, examining something on the floor. He stood up and held a rusty bolt into the light. His head cocked to the side for a moment before he tossed the piece of scrap out of the way. He returned to his station and continued keeping watch, his head turning one direction and then the other.

      A forklift appeared through the main entrance, apparently in a hurry. One of the wooden crates burdened the front loader. Suddenly—out of nowhere— one of the other forklifts appeared on the other side of the last truck in line and nearly cut off the other machine. The driver with the crate brought the forklift to a panicked stop, and one end of the crate slid off the left fork. It hit the ground with a thud.

      Everyone in the building, including Sean, grimaced for a second. It must have been no secret what the missile warheads were carrying. The last thing any of the workers wanted to do was set off the device. If the explosion didn’t kill them, the nerve gas would.

      Nothing happened. Of course nothing happened. The weapon wasn’t armed. Even so, dropping it or jostling it too much was probably a bad idea.

      While the gunmen and workers scurried over to the fallen wooden box, Sean tiptoed over to the next set of stairs and made his way to the floor.

      The two drivers were yelling at each other in what Sean assumed to be obscenities. He couldn’t understand the language they were using. Not that it mattered. His job wasn’t to translate angry terrorist speak.

      He ran behind a pair of fifty-gallon steel barrels and ducked down for a moment. Then he sprinted to the farthest truck in the line and ran around the front to the driver’s side.

      Before he could stop, his shoulder barged into someone standing next to the wheel.

      Sean staggered back for a moment and then looked up at the mammoth he’d run into.

      The man was smoking a cigarette and turned around slowly. His dark, hollow eyes glared down at Sean like he was nothing more than a fly buzzing around a bull.

      The man was close to seven feet tall. His rippling muscles bulged out of the tight V-neck shirt he wore. Sean raised his weapon to shoot, but the giant knocked it away with a sweep of his hand.

      Sean watched his gun hit the floor and slide until it stopped next to a plastic barrel.

      He turned his attention back to the truck driver just in time. The man reached out with both hands to grab the American. Sean ducked out of the way and rolled to the side. The move saved him from being crushed, but it also put the driver between him and his gun—a fact that the giant didn’t seem to consider.

      The big man lurched forward with fists raised. He fired a jab. Sean parried it to the side and then a second, but blocking the heavy-fisted punches was no easy task. The giant leaned back, and Sean knew what was coming next.

      A gargantuan boot swung his way, and he turned to the side and tried to jump clear. He almost succeeded, but the big man’s heel struck Sean in the ribs with enough force to send him flying six feet.

      There was no time to pay attention to the stabbing pain coming from his ribs. Sean rolled to his feet again and prepared for the next attack.

      The huge driver stalked to his prey, again taking a stance like an old-school boxer. Sean knew if he kept playing defense, the giant would eventually break him down, and then it would be over.

      Another jab shot by his face, then again. Sean ducked and weaved, swiped his hands at the man’s wrists as the punches missed. Then the driver faked a jab and swung a roundhouse.

      Sean realized too late he’d overcommitted his defenses. All he could do was turn his head as the huge fist struck between his cheek and jaw.

      It hit with brutal force and sent the American reeling backward. The warehouse started to nosedive in Sean’s vision. He squinted and reached out his hands to grab onto something, anything, that would help him stay on his feet. If the big man pinned him to the ground, he’d be a goner.

      His fingers wrapped around something against the wall, and Sean realized what it was.

      An axe.

      The giant lumbered at him and raised his right fist like a hammer about to squash a bug.

      Sean squeezed the axe handle and lifted it from the hooks holding it to the wall. He sidestepped the big man’s hammer punch and raised the axe over his head. With no time to spare, he aimed for the man’s side and swung as hard as he could.

      The blade whipped through the air in a dramatic arch and stopped suddenly as it struck. But it hadn’t struck the target.

      The giant had seen Sean’s move and blocked the blow with his hand, grabbing the shaft of the axe below the base only a split second before it delivered a mortal blow. The big man’s thick fingers squeezed, and he easily jerked the weapon free from Sean’s grip.

      Sean took a step back. His eyes darted left and right, scouring his surroundings for another weapon. There was nothing. Then he remembered his pistol. He was between the driver and the firearm.

      He turned and took off toward the weapon. It was twenty feet away, but it may as well have been a hundred yards. Just two yards from the gun, Sean started to dive for it, but he heard a loud grunt and glanced over his shoulder in time to see the giant throw the axe.

      The blade zipped through the air—end over end—at Sean’s head. He flipped over onto his side, the sharp metal edge missing his neck by less than an inch.

      The good news was that he’d dodged the axe. The bad news was the heavy weapon hit his gun and knocked it over to the wall and far out of reach.

      Sean was going to have to win this fight fair and square.

      He stood up and rolled his shoulders. Never show fear.

      The giant grinned and stepped at him again with the same boxing-style attack he’d used before. Sean knew one thing before the big man threw his first punch: no way he’d expect a quick counter.

      Bullies liked to rely on intimidation. They used their size as a way to strike fear in their opponents. That fear caused bad decisions. Bad decisions led to pain.

      Sean had already made a few of those, and the pain was evident. Time to fix that.

      The giant fired out a jab, but this time Sean twisted his body, grabbed the big man’s wrist, and yanked him forward. The driver was thrown off balance and stumbled, leaning over at the waist. Sean continued his spinning motion, swinging his right leg around to give momentum, and jumped. He twisted in midair and hovered for a second over the giant.

      The big man had recovered and started to raise up, but Sean dropped down onto his back and hammered down with his fist as hard as he could—striking the man at the base of the skull.

      A gasp escaped the driver’s mouth, and his body twitched. Sean wrapped his legs around the man’s torso and his left forearm around the neck, squeezing with all of his might. His opponent wobbled, the effects from the first strike causing him to nearly lose consciousness.

      Sean didn’t give him a chance to recover. He clenched his fist and pounded the same spot on the back of the giant’s head again. The massive body weakened further and dropped to one knee. The man braced his fall with his hands. One more time, Sean mustered all his strength and raised his fist high. He leaned back to get all the power he could behind it and drove his knuckles into the man’s head.

      Instantly, the body went limp and dropped to the floor, trapping Sean’s feet beneath the heavy torso.

      He wrested his left hand free from the giant’s throat and then wiggled one foot loose, then the other. His breath came in quick gasps, and for the first time since his battle began he realized how exhausting the fight had been. He spotted his weapon over by the wall, but his first order of business was making sure no one had seen what was going on.

      The entire struggle had happened behind the farthest truck in the line, away from where the forklift incident occurred.

      Sean scrambled to his feet and rushed over to the back of the truck. He leaned around the tailgate and saw the men had just secured the wooden crate and were resuming their normal activities.

      He ducked back behind the side of the truck and lifted the canvas top—snapping one of the buttons that held it in place. He reached up, grabbed the side, and hauled himself into the back.

      The cargo area was dark, but enough light snuck through the cracks to let him see what he was doing. The crates were nailed shut.

      He would have killed for a crowbar, but after a quick look around realized the truck was without one. Unless it was in the cabin. He didn’t have time to look.

      The long crates were stacked two high and in three rows. He climbed on top of the closest one and wiggled the end of the lid. To his surprise, it wasn’t sealed as tightly as he suspected. With a slight tug, he opened the lid wide enough to get one of the homing beacons inside. Sean opened the cargo pocket on his pants and pulled out the little container. He removed one of the devices, pressed the button, and slid it into the crate.

      After mashing the lid down with his weight, he moved to the next one. It took considerably more effort but he eventually managed to get a wide enough opening for another beacon. Again, he activated the signal and put it in the wooden box.

      Then he heard men’s voices outside the truck. They were getting closer.

      Sean was trapped in the back. If someone looked in the cargo area the mission would be compromised. The same could be said if someone saw the unconscious giant lying outside the truck’s cab.

      He needed to move the body but wasn’t sure if he could manage it. On top of that, if that guy was the driver, who was going to drive this truck?

      Sean was starting to realize he hadn’t fully thought things through.
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      Sean had to act fast. He still had one beacon left, but by the time he got the last crate open he worried the men outside might already be all around.

      Another gut-wrenching thought occurred to him. What if he was putting all his eggs in one basket? By placing the homing devices in crates in the same truck, he was taking a big risk. If something happened to this truck en route to wherever the missiles were going, the rest would be lost, as would the mastermind behind everything.

      The voices grew louder, drawing ever closer.

      No time to change course now, he thought. Two beacons would have to do the trick.

      He climbed back out of the truck and ran around to the front. No time to move the giant’s body. Sean stayed in front of the truck’s hood and waited, watching as three men appeared around the back and kept walking, heading toward a door in the corner. One of them was tapping a pack of cigarettes while another had already fitted one in his mouth, preparing to smoke.

      Taking a smoke break?

      Sean wondered why they didn’t just smoke in the warehouse, and then he remembered the missiles. They must have been paranoid about setting off the warheads.

      These guys really don’t know anything about what they’re moving.

      As soon as the door closed behind the three smokers, Sean dashed out of his hiding place and over to the big man on the ground. He grabbed him by the wrists and grunted.

      The dead weight was easily over three hundred pounds, but it felt like a ton. Dragging went slowly. At one point, Sean considered rolling him. But he didn’t need to get him far. Another stack of boxes was close by.

      Once the body was near enough to the boxes, Sean stopped moving him and started stacking them in front. Relocating the empty cardboard proved much easier than dragging the huge man. By this point, Sean believed the guy was dead. There were no signs of life, and the man’s skin was starting to get a little cold in spite of the heat inside the warehouse.

      Sean’s outfit was soaked in sweat. His mouth felt like he’d eaten a pile of chalk.

      He’d just finished hiding the big body when the side door opened again and the three men returned. Instinctively, he ducked down behind the boxes next to the prostrate corpse.

      One of the men split off from the other two and walked straight toward Sean’s position. Sean looked over to his right and noticed his pistol lying against the wall less than ten feet away. His head snapped back to the left. He watched the man continue walking his way. Sean readied himself to dive for the pistol if he had to. It would be a last resort. At least that’s what he told himself.

      The guy stopped next to the driver’s side door. He never bothered to look around for anything suspicious. Instead, he simply opened the door and started the truck’s motor.

      So that’s the driver.

      Sean glanced down at the body next to him, wondering who he was. Not that it mattered. As long as he wasn’t driving the truck with the beacons, the mission still had a chance to succeed.

      The truck backed out of its spot and wheeled around behind the others. Soon, all the engines rumbled to life, and the warehouse filled with diesel fumes. Sean waited patiently until the convoy and all its escorts were gone before he left his hiding place.

      Moments before, the building had been a beehive of activity. Now it was like a tomb.

      He spun around and ran over to where his pistol still lay on the ground. After picking it up, he gave it a quick once-over while trotting over to the building’s mouth.

      At the main entrance, Sean stayed close to the wall and looked around the corner. The last of the workers’ pickup trucks disappeared around the concrete wall, leaving the entire lot empty.

      They sure left in a hurry.

      Sean started to have second thoughts about the mission. What if they’d been wrong? What if each truck was going to a separate location? It was possible.

      He reassured himself that even if the latter were true, he and his comrades could at least track that shipment. From there, they could get more intel from someone at that site.

      People had a bad habit of talking too much, especially when inflicted with intense pain.

      He shook off the idea. Whoever was shipping all those missiles was planning something big. Sean didn’t know what it was. Based on the number of missiles, he guessed someone was planning a sort of military strike. That meant it would be tactical, localized, centered on one or just a few select targets.

      Sean jogged out to the street and looked both ways. It was just as empty as the warehouse property. He heard someone scream in the distance but couldn’t pinpoint the sound’s point of origin. It was one of the many random, bloodcurdling sounds in a town with a penchant for atrocity. The less time Sean spent there, the better.

      He picked up his pace and made a left at the next intersection, ran to the next block, and then cut to the left again. He found Kanu smoking a cigarette, sitting a few parking spaces ahead of where he’d been before.

      The Somali saw Sean approaching and started the SUV. He flicked his smoking cigarette onto the ground then reached over to the passenger door and flung it open. Sean hopped in, and before his butt hit the seat Kanu punched the gas and sped away. The door slammed shut from the force. As he made the first turn, Sean nearly toppled over onto him. Fortunately, he’d grabbed the handle over the door and managed to stay in the passenger seat.

      “Something wrong?” Sean asked.

      Kanu didn’t reply immediately, which caused Sean to think the answer was yes. Once they were out of the city and back on the bumpy dirt road, he slowed down a tad.

      “It’s best if we don’t hang around too long. Did you do what you came to do?”

      Sean finally got his breathing back to normal. “Yeah. Taken care of. Was a little harder than I expected.”

      “I don’t need details about it.”

      This guy sucks at chitchat.

      “Right. So yeah, done deal. I guess we’ll head back to the beach then?”

      “Yes,” Kanu said with a nod. “I will take you back to where you left your boat. Then we will part ways.”

      Sean pressed his lips tight together before he spoke. “Okay then. Sounds good. I appreciate the help.”

      The rest of the journey was made in silence except for the rumbling of the tires and the occasional flicking sound Kanu’s lighter made when he lit a cigarette. The man was visibly on edge, though Sean wasn’t sure what had him so nervous.

      The yellow sun faded to orange as it neared the silhouette of the horizon to the west. Out to the east, Sean could see the abysmal darkness of night merging with the ocean beneath. Occasional whitecaps broke the deep blue surface.

      They passed through a fishing village—the same one they’d seen before. It was little more than seven or eight buildings lining both sides of the road. A few more were farther off to the side, toward the coast. Some decorative lights hung under one of the roofs and wrapped around the building. Such decoration was common for places that served alcohol, so Sean immediately assumed it was a bar.

      They drove another ten minutes before Kanu pulled off the road and stopped the SUV in the clearing where they’d met earlier in the day.

      “Thanks for your help,” Sean said. “I appreciate it.”

      “You are most welcome. I suggest you get back to your boat as quickly as possible. Strange things happen at night. It’s not a good idea to be out.”

      Sean thanked him for the cryptic advice and grabbed his stuff. He stayed low as he crept back through the bushes toward the beach and his fishing dinghy. There was still enough light that he didn’t need his flashlight, but that would change soon if he didn’t hurry.

      And then there was the issue of guiding the fishing boat out into the sea again. He’d rather not do that in the darkness. The yacht would have plenty of lights on. But if the current took him too far off course, he’d never be able to spot it. It was yet another part of this whole plan they’d not fully thought through.

      He heard the SUV spin out on the rocky soil as Kanu drove away. Sean barely looked back over his shoulder. His focus was on getting back to the yacht.

      The tide had come in while Sean was in Mogadishu. He knew it would and had taken the chance of leaving his little boat on the edge of the water anyway. It wasn’t like he had a choice. Now, as dusk turned to night, the tide would be near its lowest point.

      He arrived at the edge of the bushes where the grassy dunes turned to white sand. He closed his eyes for a brief second and said a little prayer that the dinghy was where he left it.

      Sean stepped out of the shrubbery and scanned the beach. The boat wasn’t where he dropped anchor. But it hadn’t gone far. It had drifted fifty yards to the south, a little farther on the beach than he’d intended. He wasn’t going to complain. Sean was just relieved the thing was there.

      He hurried across the sand to the boat and tossed his stuff inside. Then he removed his sweat-infused shirt and threw it in as well. The cool evening breeze wafted over him. Before he started hauling the boat back into the water, Sean waded out until he was knee deep and then fell back into the foamy waves. A couple of seconds later the next wave crashed over him. The cool water felt amazing as it washed over his body. He’d been so hot and sweaty all day; it was the next best thing to a cool glass of sweet iced tea on a blazing July afternoon.

      Sean felt the sand under his feet as the water pulled at his body to carry him out to sea. Break’s over.

      He didn’t have time to waste, but washing off had only taken thirty seconds. He sloshed back over to the boat and grabbed the rope with the kettle bell on the end. Lifting the heavy weight with both hands, he carried it out into the water until the rope went taut.

      The boat lurched forward a few inches.

      Sean tugged with the weight again, pushing it ahead. Once more the dinghy crept its way toward open water. It took an exhausting five minutes of labor until the boat was finally tossing in the water, free of the land beneath. Sean reached back and pulled on the starter cord.

      Nothing happened.

      He yanked on the cord again and got the same result.

      “Come on.”

      He repeated the process over and over, but the engine never even turned over. There wasn’t even a sniff of it starting.

      He spun around on the bench and opened the gas cap. Still plenty of gas inside. A terrible thought occurred to him. If the motor wouldn’t start, he’d be stranded.

      In Somalia.

      Not good.

      Sean glanced down at the oars in the boat’s bottom. You gotta be kidding me.

      “Why isn’t this thing sparking?” he said out loud.

      Then he remembered. He’d pulled the spark plug wire out of the plug. His own sabotage had slowed him down.

      “Idiot,” he murmured as he plugged the wire back into the threaded cap.

      He pulled the cord again, and the motor sputtered a few times before catching its rhythm. No doubt he’d flooded it in his ridiculous attempts to get the thing running with no juice. Fortunately, that didn’t keep it from working.

      The boat started to ease away from shore, and soon he was out in the open ocean. The little craft rose and fell with the swells as it had done on the way in to shore. He steered the rudder carefully with one hand, holding a compass with the other to keep his line as straight as possible.

      Minutes turned into an hour. The shore turned into a distant line on the horizon, and the black sky above sparkled in a billion places with the icy diamonds of the stars. It wasn’t often Sean got to see the creamy residue of the Milky Way. He lived in places that had too much light pollution. Out here, though, the only light was coming from the heavens.

      Well, the heavens and a luxury yacht about four hundred yards off the port bow.

      “That’s a sight for sore eyes,” he said.

      Sean adjusted the rudder to line up with the bigger boat. It took another fifteen minutes to cover the distance. When he was close to thirty yards from the yacht, he throttled down to slow his approach. He realized something he’d suspected before. The interior lights of the ship were doused, making it impossible to see inside.

      That would have made sense if Emily and Fitz were trying to keep the thing invisible. But why would they leave all the exterior lights on if that was their plan?

      Sean narrowed his eyes as he drew closer. He thought he saw some movement through one of the tinted windows, but it may have just been his imagination. Then again, he should expect movement. It was doubtful his friends were inside the ship trying to sit perfectly still.

      A sudden flash from the rear deck sent him diving to the floor. Immediately a thunderous boom rolled across the waves and the little boat.

      Who was shooting at him? Did Emily not see it was him?

      He started to rise up from the boat again, but the weapon fired a second time. He dove clear again, but the bullet struck the motor squarely in the side. Seconds later, smoke poured out of it. It took less than twenty seconds for the thing to lock up and shut down.

      “What the?” Sean whispered. “Why are they shooting at me?”

      For a brief second, he caught a glimpse of the man holding a weapon near the back of the boat. If he’d wanted to, the guy could have cut Sean down on the first shot. If he was accurate enough to hit the motor like that, a human target would be easy.

      That meant whoever was on board the yacht wanted him alive.

      He pushed away concern for Emily and Fitz and rummaged through the sack he’d taken ashore.

      The yacht’s engines roared to life, and the larger boat started to come about. They’d be on him in seconds.

      His initial thought was to grab his gun and the two spare mags. In the tight quarters of the yacht, it would be too easy to hit a friendly. So he grabbed something else.

      The yacht drew closer.

      Sean punched in a few numbers on his SAT phone and slid it back into the sack. He wrapped his sweaty shirt around it just in case.

      He sat back on the bench and put his hands up. Even though he couldn’t see the guns pointed at him, he could feel them.

      The yacht’s gears shifted, and the vessel slowed until it came to a crawl next to Sean’s dinghy. A man appeared on the deck with a submachine gun slung over his shoulder. For some reason, he was wearing sunglasses. Another man stepped out from behind him wearing a light gray sport jacket and matching slacks. His white button-up shirt had the top three buttons undone, showing off his tanned chest.

      Hard to tell in the dark, but he looked like he was from the Middle East, as did the other guy.

      “I’m surprised you’re not trying to shoot your way out of this,” he said in a heavy accent.

      Sean couldn’t place it, but he was definitely from the Middle East.

      “Mama didn’t raise no fool,” Sean answered. “Your boy in the back is a crack shot. I figure he’d take me out before I even got the gun to my hip.”

      Suit folded his hands in front of his waist and nodded. “True. And wise of you to not test him.”

      Sean’s first thought—when the initial shot was fired—was that pirates had taken their boat. Those types scoured the seas around the Somali coastline, wreaking havoc on smaller trade vessels or the occasional tourists who’d gone astray. Now he could see these guys were not pirates. Or if they were, they weren’t like any pirates he’d ever heard of or seen.

      “So what am I supposed to do here?” Sean asked. “I’m assuming since you didn’t shoot me you don’t want me dead. Not yet at least. Should I tie up this boat and come aboard?”

      Suit grinned like the devil and moved his head back and forth. “Very good, Sean. You will tie to the back and come aboard. If you do anything foolish, we kill your friends. They’re being held by two of my best men inside the cabin. So I recommend you do as I say.”

      “I was doing what you said before you said anything.” Sean thought the line was clever, but he could see it was lost on his captor. “I hope you didn’t do anything stupid like hurt them. Because if you did, that’s not gonna work out so well for you. Whoever you are.”

      Suit responded first with an icy stare that could have cooled even the dismal Somali heat. “Your friends are fine. We wouldn’t want my employer’s prizes to be damaged before the show.”

      The show? Prizes? This guy was a little overdramatic. Especially in that suit.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what all this is about, are you?”

      “In time,” Suit said. “All in good time.”
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      The yacht made its way to a port just outside of Mombasa. From there, the prisoners were transferred to black SUVs and taken to a small airport where a private jet awaited.

      Sean had been impressed by the interior of the plane. Creamy leather and light wood appointments were everywhere. He hid his admiration easily enough, since it might be his last flight in this lifetime.

      When the captives were seated and secured in place, the men with the guns took their places, one opposite each American. Suit hung around in the back near a bar that only featured water, juice, tea, and coffee.

      “Don’t suppose I could ask for a whiskey,” Fitz joked.

      The gunmen said nothing. And they still wore their sunglasses.

      “How do you guys see with those things on?” he prodded. “I mean, it’s dark outside for crying out loud.”

      “I hope you’re not going to be like this the entire flight to Cairo,” Suit said.

      “Cairo?” Sean chimed in with an unusually loud voice. “What’s in Cairo?”

      “A grand surprise,” Suit answered. “Now I suggest you three get some rest. We will be there in around four hours. This will be your best chance to sleep.”

      Sleep? How are we going to sleep? Sean wondered.

      Emily had remained unusually quiet, but he could see the gears spinning in her head.

      “You okay?” Sean whispered to her across the aisle.

      “Yeah.” She gave a nod that was as curt as her answer.

      “Mad that they got the drop on you?”

      “A little.”

      Sean knew it. He’d be ticked at himself, too.

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it. We’ll be dead soon.”

      She frowned and looked at him like he was crazy. He returned the look with a stupid grin that may well have confirmed his insanity.

      “What is wrong with you? You do realize they really are going to kill us, right?”

      “Yep.” He rocked back and forth in the seat. “Or we’re going to kill them. Either way, this is going to end badly for someone.”

      “Well, if you ask me, it’s going to be us.”

      The conversation had ended there, and no one said anything else during the flight. When the plane landed in Cairo, the prisoners were moved to the back of a white van and shoved onto the floor. All the doors were locked from the outside, and the tinted windows were covered by metal screens that gave Sean the impression this wasn’t their first abduction.

      The ride was less than comfortable and a major contrast to the luxurious seating of the private plane.

      “Never been to Cairo,” Sean said. “Always wanted to check it out.”

      “You realize you’re going to die here, right?” Emily asked.

      “You know, you could be a little more positive,” Fitz interjected

      “Yeah, Em…Agent Starks, look on the bright side.”

      “Which is…?”

      Sean chuckled. “I don’t know yet, but I’m sure there is one.”

      He stole a quick look out the nearest window. It was early morning and still dark outside.

      “Looks like a nice area out there, though.”

      Emily leaned against the van’s interior wall and put her head against the grating. “It’s the Garden District. Wealthy elite live here.”

      “There you go,” Fitz said. “We’ll be killed in a nice place, which means probably not put in a dumpster.”

      She sneered at him but said nothing else.

      Silence settled over the van for the next five minutes. Only the bumps in the road and the engine invaded the quiet space. Sean stole a glance at his bag stuffed between the driver and passenger seats. The men who’d taken the boat relieved him of it and did a rudimentary check of the contents.

      He’d watched as they removed the gun and two magazines. Then he had a quick laugh at their expense as they started to remove the smelly shirt and then hurriedly put it back.

      They’d returned the weapon and magazines to the bag as well, keeping it a safe distance from the American agent. Salvation was only three feet away, kept out of reach by a thin layer of grated black steel.

      The van slowed suddenly and swerved to the left, tossing the occupants in the back to the other side. The driver straightened out the wheel and then drove down a long concrete driveway toward a white mansion.

      The structure looked more like a huge compound. It towered over the other homes in the area and was easily twice the size in breadth and length. Palm trees lined both sides of the driveway, interspersed with monkey grass between.

      When the van reached the end of the driveway and a six-car garage, he stopped the vehicle and got out. The guy in the passenger seat hopped out as well and hurried to open the side door. He leveled the weapon strapped to his shoulder, waving it menacingly at the three Americans. The driver stepped into view and ordered them to get out. His accent was thicker than Suit’s and had a different sound to the letter “O.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Sean said.

      Suit appeared around the back of the van, stepping out of a white BMW sedan.

      “Nice car,” he added.

      Suit didn’t respond. He just motioned for the guards to take them into the building.

      The Americans were ushered through the side door. Considering it was just an ancillary entryway, the opulence to the decor was incredible. Plaster lion heads popped out of the wall near the crown molding, jutting out every four feet or so. The tiled floor was made of white marble with the signature black ripples streaking through it.

      Sean half expected to see a laundry room on the right with appliances made of pure gold. As he passed the door, he saw it was a closet for cleaning supplies.

      The guards moved them quickly down the hall and up a flight of stairs next to a huge kitchen. When they reached the second floor, Sean thought they might stop there, but their journey upward continued until they reached the fourth level. They were then corralled through another door that led into a long corridor. Iron sconces lined the walls, casting artificial candlelight into the space to light the way.

      The group passed two doors before turning right at the end of the hall. They walked into a room that was at least six hundred square feet—not little by any stretch.

      There were three wooden chairs sitting next to each other in the middle of the floor. The simple seats all faced toward white double doors leading out onto a balcony that appeared to wrap around the entire level. A television hung from the wall between two sets of doors. A news anchor was rambling on about the U.S. economy and asking questions of a politician as to how he would make things better.

      “Please, sit,” Suit said, motioning to the three chairs.

      The decorations in the room were sparse, to say the least. It was like the owner of the mansion had purposely kept the space just for such an occasion.

      Emily and Sean did as told. Fitz hesitated.

      “Mind if we watch ESPN instead? I mean, if you’re going to keep us prisoner, the least you can do is—”

      His sentence was cut off by Suit kicking him squarely in the back with the heel of his shoe.

      Fitz grunted and collapsed to his knees. He grimaced while grabbing at the wounded area. “Jeez,” he said between coughs. “Was just a legitimate question. Now I’m gonna be pissing blood for a week.”

      Suit motioned to two of his guards. The men pushed their weapons behind their backs and lifted the injured American to his feet, dragged him to the empty chair, and plopped him down.

      Fitz winced again as his butt hit the seat, but he kept his balance.

      “Not sure what all this is about,” Sean said. “But we are American citizens. You’re making a big mistake.”

      “Huge,” Fitz grunted. His face had flushed red.

      “So whatever it is you’re planning, I’d suggest you let us go before we call the thunder down on this place.”

      A new voice entered the conversation. “And just what thunder are you planning on calling?” It was a smooth, even tone with just a hint of sinister spice.

      All three Americans turned their heads to look in the direction the of the voice. In the far corner of the room, a figure with broad shoulders stood in the shadows. An orange tip from a cigar radiated for a moment and then dissipated. Smoke wafted out from near the figure’s face.

      A moment later the man stepped out. He wore a white suit with a black button-up shirt underneath, also unbuttoned at the top like his minion’s.

      Sean didn’t know what to say in response to the question, which in and of itself was an achievement on the villain’s part. It was a rare thing for Sean Wyatt to be speechless.

      Emily spoke up after another lengthy silence. “Your friend here knows who we are,” she motioned to Suit with a flick of her head. “That means you know who we work for and what we are capable of. If you kill us, they will come for you.”

      The man’s roundish face appeared in the dim light coming from a single dome in the middle of the ceiling. His thin black eyebrows nearly came together over a thick, stubby nose. His brown eyes had dark bags under them and wrinkles stretching out from the corners.

      “Of course we know who you are, Agent Starks. We know everything about you and your little operation. Although it was difficult to get information at first. My primary contact in Washington didn’t seem to know anything about what you were doing. Fortunately, we had another source. How do you think we found your boat off the coast of Somalia?”

      Emily had wondered about that. Only a few people knew they’d taken a yacht from Kenya to infiltrate Mogadishu. That meant Axis had a leak. Or there was another possibility.

      She turned her head and faced Sean. “Looks like your friend has made some new acquaintances.”

      Sean clenched his eyebrows together. “What? Who? Tommy?” He shook his head as he scoffed at the insinuation. “He wouldn’t.”

      Fitz interrupted their spat and asked their host, “Just exactly what are you planning here? Torturing us with nonstop CNN until we give you something you want? Because I gotta be honest, I’ll break after five minutes. Maybe four.”

      “Always the sense of humor, Agent Fitzpatrick. No, we did not bring you here to torture you.” He motioned to the television. “We want you to see events unfold that will change the course of history. From here, you will watch as our plan comes to fruition. You will see the reckoning take place, live.”

      “The reckoning?” Sean asked. “No offense; sounds kinda like a horror story based in New England.”

      The man in charge ignored him for the moment. “Ahmed?” he said to the guy in the gray suit. “Could you open the doors for our guests? It’s a tad stuffy in here.”

      Sean sensed hints of Western culture in the man’s verbiage. The way he worded things sounded like he’d possibly gone to school in America, maybe England.

      Ahmed made quick work of the doors, and a cool morning breeze wafted in over the balcony. Cream-colored linen curtains fluttered in the gentle wind.

      “That’s better,” the man in charge said. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? I should have introduced myself.”

      “We know who you are,” Emily said. “You’re Omar Khalif. Billionaire. And you’re supposed to be on our side.”

      He twisted his head to the right at an angle. “Side? Of course I’m on your side. I love America. This has nothing to do with you.”

      “Then why are you keeping us here?”

      “Yeah,” Sean piped in. “And what are you gonna do with all those missiles?”

      “I already told you. The reckoning is upon us. Soon you will witness justice meted out upon the enemies of God’s true people. And in a way, you’ll have a front-row seat.”

      Fitz had semi-recovered from being kicked in the kidneys and sat up straight. “What do you mean…by all that?”

      Khalif drew in a long breath through his nostrils and sighed with satisfaction. He stepped out onto the balcony and flicked the ash off his cigar before stepping back inside.

      “I wasn’t always a wealthy man,” he began. “I was a poor boy, growing up on the streets of Cairo just a few miles from here. One day I met a man who took me in, taught me a righteous path, and saved me from a life of crime and poverty.”

      “Got a CliffsNotes version of this?” Sean asked.

      Ahmed motioned to the guard nearest him. The man nodded and jammed the butt of his gun into Sean’s upper back.

      “Ah,” Sean gasped and leaned over. He grimaced in pain and started rolling his shoulders to alleviate it. “That’s gonna bruise.”

      “Talk to me when you’re pissing blood on Monday,” Fitz said.

      “As I was saying,” Khalif went on, “this man saved my life. In fact, he saved the lives of many young men like me who would have ended up on the streets. Then one day he and the entire academy where we lived was bombed and destroyed. All of my brothers died, as did my teacher.”

      Sean nodded as he straightened up. “Okay. That makes sense. You want revenge. I would too. But I’m pretty sure we didn’t bomb your academy or whatever it was, although from the sound of it I’d be inclined to think you were running a terrorist training facility.”

      Khalif raised a finger in protest. “You would think that, Agent Wyatt. But that assumption couldn’t be further from the truth. We were a peaceful group. We studied the scriptures and sought peaceful understanding of the universe and our world. You are correct, however, in your statement about the bombing. You three obviously didn’t do it. And America didn’t carry out the attack either.”

      Confused, Emily shook her head. “I don’t understand. If you’re not going to attack the United States with all that nerve gas, who are you going to…” She trailed off as the answer hit her square in the face.

      The Americans’ position was looking out to the northeast. Spatial intelligence was one of her assets, and she knew immediately why Khalif had put them where he had, facing that direction.

      “You’re going to attack Israel,” she said bluntly.

      Sean was a second behind her in putting the puzzle together. He twisted his head back and forth, first at Emily then at Khalif. “Israel bombed your little school?”

      “Yes, Agents Starks and Wyatt. Israel was responsible for the attack. They were targeting a facility they believed was a radical Islamist installation. When the bombs hit, I alone survived. By Allah’s blessing alone, I was not in the building. But I was close enough to see the fiery explosion incinerate everything, to see my brothers die in an instant. Now those responsible will pay.”

      “Ooooh,” Sean said, elongating the word for effect. “Now I get it. So the Israelis killed your little group by accident, and now to make things right you’re going to murder millions of innocent people who had nothing to do with it. Makes perfect sense.”

      Emily fired a warning glance at her partner as if to tell him not to push the guy’s buttons.

      “No one is innocent, Agent Wyatt. The Israelis took land that hadn’t belonged to them for two millennia. I’m willing to overlook America’s involvement in that little transaction. But now the time has come to remove them once again.”

      Sean’s instincts were to stall, but he wasn’t sure what good that would do. Even if he could manage some kind of superhero escape, kill the bad guys, and escape the mansion, he had no idea where the missiles were. And according to Khalif they were going to launch in six hours. High noon.

      “I’m sorry,” Sean said. “I guess I just have one more question. What’s your end game with all this? I mean, are you trying to start a war, or what? You realize you will be hunted down, right? There’s no way you get away with this.” He said the words with conviction, partly to convince himself.

      Khalif rolled his shoulders. “Perhaps. Though I suspect I will get away with it. After all, I am very wealthy. I have friends everywhere. Not that it matters. No one would suspect me. I am immune. Especially after I helped the Pakistani government locate a known terrorist within their borders. Now I have two countries in my debt.

      “Of course, in the media I will denounce the horrific tragedy that has befallen Israel. I may even offer any assistance to locate the rogue terrorist group responsible. Ironically, it will be American missiles that deliver the deadly payload.”

      “Yeah, that much we already know.” Fitz smarted off again, drawing Ahmed’s ire. Lucky for the American, no more blows came his way.

      Sean knew they’d stalled about as long as they could. He took a quick inventory of the room. Ahmed and Khalif plus six guards—two behind each prisoner. Eight on three plus six guns for the bad guys, probably seven—judging by the bulge sticking out of the side of Ahmed’s jacket. Not good odds. One thing Sean had learned early on, however, was that inaction could get you killed just as easily as taking action.

      The only question was what action to take. Whatever the answer, Sean needed it soon.
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      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave you three here,” Khalif said. “I have a very important diplomatic meeting in an hour, and I don’t like to be late.”

      “So you’re not going to oversee this whole thing?” Sean asked. “You kind of strike me as the micromanager type.”

      “No, Agent Wyatt. You see, I’m a planner. If you have a good plan, you don’t have to supervise every little move. In this case, I will be meeting with high-ranking Egyptian officials. So even if—worst-case scenario—someone did try to connect me to the attacks, I have the perfect alibi.”

      “Sometimes things don’t go according to plan.”

      Khalif shot him a wicked smile. “This one will.”

      A gun blast from the hallway shocked the room. The explosive sound seemed to come out of nowhere. Everyone—including the Americans—turned to see what had happened at the doorway. A thud on the floor signaled a body had dropped.

      The sudden distraction was exactly what Sean had been waiting for. He spun out of his chair, lowered his shoulder like a linebacker, and plowed into the guard on the left. The shoulder dug into the man’s abdomen. Sean pumped his legs hard until he felt the sudden stop of the man’s back hitting the wall.

      The jarring blow caused the guard to drop his weapon. Sean used the stunned moment to his advantage and in one move rose up, swinging his fist into the bottom of the opponent’s jaw. Teeth broke, and the guard instantly lost consciousness. He slumped against the wall and slid to the floor. A few seconds later a fresh trickle of blood oozed from his lips.

      Khalif watched the American’s rapid attack in stunned awe. He wasn’t silent long. “Kill him now,” he ordered to the other guards.

      More gunfire erupted from the other side of the doorway. Ahmed dove into the corner. A guard near Fitz was struck in the chest. Another near Emily took two rounds in the gut. The other three guards retreated to the balcony for cover between the doors.

      In the chaos, Emily and Fitz dove to the floor, trying to stay clear of any stray shots.

      The muzzle flashes popped loudly in quick succession as the shooter sprayed the room until the weapon clicked. For the first few seconds, the Americans could only see the pistol and the hands holding it.

      When the remaining guards heard the attacker’s weapon click, they stepped around the balcony doors and opened fire with their guns on full auto. The weapons filled the room with a repeating thunder. The doorframe and the wall around it shredded in seconds. Drywall exploded, wood splintered, and the light in the room flickered off as one of the rounds struck some wiring.

      Emily and Fitz were still on the floor when the guards’ magazines went dry. The two Americans glanced knowingly at each other. They bounced up and charged the two closest gunmen.

      The guards hadn’t expected that and were ill prepared.

      Fitz went the brute-force route. Using his weight to his advantage, he replicated Sean’s earlier tackle move and nailed his target in the chest. He drove the man back through the open door and out onto the balcony. The guard was smaller and lighter. For a panicked few seconds he swung his arms and kicked his legs. At the last moment, he tried desperately to slow his momentum by dragging his heels, but it wouldn’t slow down the larger American’s strength.

      The guard’s lower back hit the balcony railing. When Fitz felt his movement slow, he instantly pushed up and forklifted the guy up. The guard screamed as he toppled over the edge and tumbled head over heels to the ground below. His screams stopped suddenly as he hit the grass.

      Emily jumped and twisted her body to the left. Her right foot whipped around at her target’s head. His cheekbone cracked as the top of her foot struck. He let out a sort of yelp and stumbled backward. She landed on her toes, spun around, and kicked out with her left foot. The heel landed just below his ribcage, and the guard instantly doubled over with a grunt.

      She saw the third guard nearest the wall out of the corner of her eye. He was panicking in an effort to reload his weapon.

      “Fitz!” she yelled out.

      Fitz turned around at the balcony just in time to see Emily snap-kick her opponent in the face. The guard flew back a few feet and into Fitz’s arms. In a single fluid movement, the big American grabbed the guy under his armpits and used his momentum to hurl him over the railing. His scream was less pronounced than the previous guard’s, probably due to Emily kicking him repeatedly.

      She switched her attention to the last guard.

      Inside the room, Ahmed dashed toward Sean. His initial attack was reckless and clumsy, a foolish charge that Sean dodged easily. Ahmed ran into the wall, shoulder first. The sound of the thud made the American wince.

      “That had to hurt,” he said.

      He put up his hands, ready for a more well-conceived approach.

      Ahmed’s right eye twitched as he straightened up and turned to the side with his hands up and ready. He kept them moving in a fluid motion that instantly told Sean this guy had martial arts training.

      Time to find out how much.

      The American faked a roundhouse punch and went with a jab. Ahmed deflected and countered with his own. Sean blocked the counterpunch and swung his right elbow, stepping close to use his weight behind the blow.

      The elbow never got there. He got too close to his opponent before he could finish the attack. Ahmed saw and reacted like lightning, ducking his head and driving his fist into Sean’s gut.

      Sean didn’t have time to tense his abs, and the full force of Ahmed’s fist sank deep beneath the skin. He grimaced and tried to hammer-fist his opponent’s head, but Ahmed swung repeatedly at Sean’s midsection.

      Each strike sent a new round of pain through the American’s body until Ahmed swung his left arm up to clear the way for a massive uppercut. All Sean could do was turn his head as much as possible to absorb the shot. It did little to ease the surge of fresh pain when Ahmed’s knuckles hit between the jaw and cheek.

      Sean spun away and hit the floor. Signals from nerves all over his body wrecked his thought process as he writhed on the tile. He noticed a couple of drops of blood on the floor near his face and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

      Ahmed wasted no time. He stepped toward Sean to finish him off.

      Sean saw the approach and regained his senses enough to sweep his right leg at the attacker’s shin. Ahmed saw the move and hopped over Sean’s foot. The American didn’t give up and scissored his other leg around, catching his opponent just as he landed.

      Ahmed’s feet tangled and he fell sideways, arms flailing in the air to keep his balance. He crashed to the floor and struck the hard tile with the side of his head.

      The American struggled to his feet. Ahmed pressed his hand into the floor to push himself up, but he collapsed again—still dazed from the blow to his head. Sean wobbled for a moment, regaining his balance. The second he felt steady, Sean jumped on Ahmed’s back. Sean’s momentum caused him to roll Ahmed over onto his back. Sean took advantage and climbed on his chest, straddling Ahmed with both legs. At first he pummeled his victim’s face with his knuckles, delivering one angry blow after another. With each successive punch Ahmed’s head snapped one direction and then the other. When the muscles in Sean’s arms started getting fatigued, he switched to hammer fists, dropping them down on Ahmed’s bloody face until he felt the man’s body go totally limp. Sean smacked the unconscious man’s right cheek just to make sure. A cut over the right eye oozed blood down to his ear. Ahmed’s face was already swelling and bruised in several spots.

      Sean looked back through the balcony door as Emily flew at the lone remaining guard.

      The man raised his weapon too slowly. Emily kicked it out of his hand. The gun smacked against the wall right behind him and clacked to the floor. He reacted fast and stepped at her. She jumped to kick him in the chest, but this guy wasn’t as inept as the others. He spun around, grabbing her leg in midair. In a split second, he squeezed and twisted, flinging Emily to the ground.

      She hit hard, but her side absorbed most of the blow. He raised his foot and brought it down to stomp on her head, but she rolled away and popped up.

      Emily twitched her nose and shrugged the shoulder she’d landed on to work out the faint pain. She took a more conservative approach this time, stepping to the guard and lashing out with her right hand. He blocked the punch, but it was a decoy. In a flash, the base of her left hand crunched into the man’s cheek and sent him back two steps.

      Her hands swirled slowly in front of her face. The guard stared at her with furious curiosity. He’d likely never seen a woman with such training. The blow to the face only served to enrage the bull, and he lunged at her full force. Emily swung her right leg, but he knocked it down with his forearm. Her movement exposed her upper body for only a second, but it was all the guard needed. He fired a hard jab at her face and struck right next to the ear.

      She gasped and staggered back.

      Fitz watched what happened. As soon as Emily took the shot to the face, he stepped forward to end things. Or so he thought.

      He reached out and wrapped his arm around the guy’s neck. For a moment, the move worked. Fitz’s big forearm squeezed the guard’s throat and would have rendered him unconscious within half a minute had the man not shoved his thumbs back into Fitz’s eyes.

      The big American yelled as the guard applied greater and greater pressure until he released his grip. Fitz stumbled backward to the railing and dropped to the floor, rubbing his eyes with both fists.

      The guard stalked toward him. He stopped and stood over Fitz for a second. Then he pulled a long knife out of a sheath on his belt and held it out as if to cut the American’s throat.

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to hit a lady?”

      Emily’s voice startled the guard, and he twisted around just in time to see the bottom of her foot flying at him. His eyes went wide for a brief second before the shoe struck at the base of his throat.

      The force knocked him back against the railing and over the top. In his desperation, the guard’s fingers managed to grab the outer ledge and hang on.

      Emily reached a hand down to help Fitz up. He accepted the offer and kept blinking his eyes as he stood. He shook his head back and forth as if that would help.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Right back at you.”

      They heard a grunt from the other side of the railing and saw the last guard holding onto the ledge for dear life. The two glanced at each other and then stepped over to the edge. His eyes were full of fear and rage all mingled together. He glared up at the Americans with fiery hatred. They looked at one another again and nodded. Then both of them reared back and punched the guard in the head. His fingers slipped off the ledge. He yelled much louder than the other two who’d fallen as he dropped through the air, flailing his arms until he struck the ground face first.

      “All clear in there?” A familiar and unexpected voice came from back in the hallway.

      Tommy stuck his head through the opening with his pistol extended, gripped with both hands.

      Sean looked around. During the melee he’d lost track of Khalif. Now he saw why. The billionaire who’d thought himself invincible just moments before lay in the corner of the room with his hands over his chest.

      He coughed hard several times. Spurt of blood came out with the air, splattering his white suit.

      Sean didn’t answer his friend. He instead ran over to the dying rich man in the corner and crouched down on one knee. Only one thought was going through Sean’s mind.

      “Omar,” Sean said loudly. Khalif’s eyes were staring at the ceiling. His breaths came in labored, gurgled gasps.

      “Omar, tell me where the missiles are.”

      Khalif’s teeth shone through his parted lips. “Nothing….can stop…it now. My…brothers…will…will be avenged…”

      Emily, Fitz, and Tommy joined Sean next to Khalif. They stared down at him knowing that if he died, his secret of where the missiles were would die with him.

      “Omar!” Sean nearly shouted as he smacked the man’s face. “Don’t you die on me.”

      Khalif started laughing. It was one of the creepiest, most sinister sounds any of the Americans had ever heard. The laughter ended when Khalif was struck with another round of coughs. Then his eyes fixed on a point in the ceiling and didn’t move again. His chest ceased rising and falling.

      Omar Khalif was dead.
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      Sean looked down with disdain at the dead billionaire. Anger and frustration filled him. He fought off the temptation to kick the body repeatedly.

      It wouldn’t help to throw a tantrum. They had less than six hours to find the missiles and no clue how to do it.

      “He must have been hit by a stray round or a ricochet,” Fitz said as he stared at Khalif.

      “I’m sorry, Sean,” Tommy said. “I may have hit him.”

      Sean dismissed the apology. “You saved our lives. That’s two I owe you.” He clapped his hand on Tommy’s shoulder. He turned to Emily. “Told you.”

      She blushed but said nothing.

      “Told her what?” Tommy asked.

      “Never mind that,” Fitz interrupted. “How in the Sam Hill did you find us? I thought you stayed in Tanzania.”

      “I know my friend. He tends to find himself in trouble more often than not.”

      “Yeah but…”

      Sean cut Fitz off. “He called me before I got on the plane to Nairobi. I told him I had a bad feeling about the way things had been playing out, like we were pawns on a chess board. I asked him to come to Kenya and follow us from a safe distance. That’s what he did.”

      Emily appeared astounded. “Seriously?”

      Tommy held out both hands. “What can I say? The man can beg.” He faced Sean. “The second time you called me I knew there was trouble. So I hung back. And I did like you said. I identified the ping from the phone so that if the battery ran out, I could still triangulate it. Clever.”

      Fitz and Emily’s mouths could have hit the floor.

      “The rest was easy,” Tommy went on. “Sean telegraphed pretty much every move these guys made. Obviously I lost contact on the flight. But once I got here, the signal was still good. Following you was easy.”

      When he was finished, Emily said, “I’m impressed. Maybe you should have been a government agent.”

      “Easy. I didn’t say I liked this sort of thing. But when a friend is in trouble, I’m always gonna help.”

      Sean interrupted the conversation. “I don’t mean to cut off his epic hero’s tale, but we still have the small issue of a bunch of missiles with nerve gas that are going to be launched at Israel in the next five-plus hours. Might be good if we focus on that problem.”

      “Right,” Fitz agreed. “But how do we do that?”

      “Those tracking transmitters should still be working, right?”

      Fitz nodded. “Yeah, they’ll work for several days… Yes, the transmitters. They’ll still be sending a signal.”

      “Good. And those work on a unique radio signal, correct?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Then get on the phone with everyone you can think of: Air Force, Navy, any friendlies in the area with the capability to find those signals and give them the frequency. We should be able to lock in on the exact location of those warheads. As long as they’re less than six hours away, we still have a shot.”

      Emily offered additional help. “I’ll call Washington and let them know what’s going on. They’ll need to bring in the cavalry hot and heavy.”

      Sean realized that while they’d been focused on Khalif, he’d completely forgotten about Ahmed. Khalif’s right-hand man had been knocked out, but it was doubtful he’d died. Sean turned around expecting to see him on the floor, but to his surprise, Ahmed was gone.

      “Oh no.”

      “What?” Emily asked. Then she saw what he was staring at. The empty floor where Ahmed had been lying.

      A surge of dread went through each stomach in the room.

      “He’s getting away,” Emily stated the obvious.

      Sean yanked the pistol out of Tommy’s hand and took off toward the hallway. He didn’t slow down as he yelled back. “Find those signals! I’ll get Ahmed!”

      He flew down the stairs two at a time, sliding his hand on a rail to keep his balance. He whipped around the corner of the first landing and pushed himself to go faster and nearly slipped on the edge of a step. He caught his fall and kept going, albeit more cautiously.

      When Sean reached the ground floor, he turned down the hall they’d come through before and found the side door still open. A car engine revved outside. Tires squealed.

      He burst through the door in time to see the BMW backing out toward the road. Sean looked at the van parked in the driveway.

      No way I’ll catch him in that thing.

      Then he remembered the six garage doors. There has to be something better in there.

      He darted back into the house and took the first hallway that looked like it would go to the garage. Luckily, he was right on the first guess. And there was a set of keys hanging from a well-organized key ring next to the door. No time to debate which one to steal. So he took the one with the Ducati badge on it.

      Sean punched the garage door and snagged a helmet off a rung in the garage. He ran over to the 999 sport bike, jumped on, and put the key in the ignition. He revved the engine to life, shifted into gear, and the bike leaped out of the garage. Sean tore down the driveway and nearly slid the thing around the corner onto the street. He hadn’t seen which direction the BMW went, but his gut told him Ahmed would go for the missiles to up the time frame for the attack. Based on where they’d been facing in the upstairs room, that would be northeast.

      He twisted the throttle, zipping through the quiet early morning streets of the Garden District. There were hardly any people or cars out yet, which definitely helped in navigating the confusing roads.

      Sean zoomed around a curve, leaning hard with his body. He’d not seen a trace of Ahmed’s car and started to think perhaps his quarry had taken a side road. Coming out of the dramatic turn, the street straightened out. Less than a quarter of a mile ahead, Sean saw the tail lights of the BMW.

      “Got you.”

      He twisted the throttle and felt the bike surge forward. Wind noise filled his ears. The cool, dry morning air coursed over him, raising the hair on his skin. He hadn’t taken the time to secure the helmet, so it shook a little more than normal, but it would do. The only reason he grabbed the headgear in the first place was so he could see. Driving a motorcycle at speeds over 55 miles per hour made visibility difficult without some sort of eye protection.

      The gap between the motorcycle and the sedan narrowed.

      Sean reeled Ahmed to within forty feet. He didn’t care if the car’s driver could see him. This was going to end one way or another.

      Sean raised the pistol he’d taken from Tommy and aimed at the back window.

      Suddenly, the tail lights on the sedan brightened, and the car’s nose dipped hard toward the pavement. Sean was preoccupied with getting off a shot, so his reaction to Ahmed’s erratic move was slower.

      He tapped the brakes with his hand and foot, then deftly swerved the bike around the car. He missed it by inches. Sean stuffed the gun back in his pocket and looked over his shoulder in time to see the white sedan disappear down a side street.

      He shifted down, causing the engine to roar before he hit the brakes and did a sliding U-turn. He twisted the throttle. The rear tire slipped at first on the pavement before it took hold and launched the bike forward.

      Sean whipped around the corner and down the street Ahmed had taken. It appeared to be a road leading out of the city. And the car was already out of sight.

      He gunned the throttle again.

      Shops and cafes blurred by as the bike neared 100 miles per hour. He caught a glimpse of the white sedan in the distance and leaned over the tank to get as aerodynamic as possible.

      The mass collection of businesses and eateries ended abruptly, replaced by lower-income houses and rundown apartment buildings. Ahmed was still far ahead, but Sean was reeling him in again, although not as fast as before.

      As he recalled, that model BMW had a top speed in the 150-mile per hour range. The Ducati 999 had been touted as capable of 170-ish.

      He’d put that claim to the test. Sean hugged the fuel tank as the chase reached the outskirts of the city and roared into the desert.

      The bright orange sun rippled over the dunes on the horizon to the east. Sean swerved around a dump truck in the right lane. The speedometer read 160. At that speed, steering the motorcycle wasn’t an option. It was more like guiding a rocket. Movements had to be subtle. Anything sudden would mean a very quick and very messy death.

      The BMW drew closer by a yard or two at a time.

      Sean had never driven a motorcycle at this speed before. He’d topped out his Honda CBR at 156 once and figured that would be the pinnacle. Now he was doing 165.

      The engine whined between his legs, and the wind pushed hard against his fingers. He didn’t dare raise his head at this speed. It would be like getting your head grabbed and pulled back by a bodybuilder. And the sound was like standing in a wind tunnel. With no ear plugs.

      A delivery truck was in the right lane ahead. Sean kept an eye on it until the second it whooshed by. Part of the danger of traveling so fast on a bike—or with any vehicle—is that other idiots on the road can do random things at the worst times, like swerve over for no reason.

      The BMW was only sixty feet ahead. Sean would cover that gap in less than ten seconds. Wary of Ahmed’s last trick, Sean eased up on the throttle. The bike’s speed fell off, dropping to 140 and then 120. He made the move just in time.

      The sedan slowed visibly, though the brake lights didn’t come on. Ahmed was no fool. Hitting the brakes at that speed could have adverse effects, even in a car with top-of-the-line equipment.

      Sean continued to let his speed drop in conjunction with the sedan until they were hovering over 100. He veered into the right lane and sped up. Ahmed saw the move and swerved into the same lane, blocking Sean’s approach.

      The American let off the gas again and fell back, merged left, and repeated the attack. This time, he saw Ahmed’s window go down and knew what was coming next. A handgun poked out the opening and fired wildly. Sean retreated once more, falling back to within sixty feet. He felt the pistol tucked away in his pants, but using it would be tricky, especially at such high speeds.

      He sped up again, approaching in the right lane. Predictably, Ahmed slowed down and cut him off. Sean leaned hard to the left, diving back to the other lane. Ahmed saw his move and corrected. The car’s back end wiggled subtly for a moment. Within two seconds it fishtailed out of control.

      Sean decelerated to keep a safe distance. Ahmed panicked, jerking the steering wheel back and forth. He overcorrected in his desperate attempt to keep the car on the road. The BMW twisted at an angle and sped across the right lane. It launched over a small ditch, slamming into mound of dirt and sand.

      Sean tapped on the brakes and sat up on the bike. He pulled the bike over onto the side of the road and jumped off. He ripped off the helmet and tossed it on the ground as he ran to the wreckage.

      Smoke and steam poured out of the crumpled hood. The smell of burned oil drifted through the air.

      Sean took the pistol out of his belt and ran toward the vehicle with caution. He could see Ahmed’s silhouette inside the car and assessed his condition on the approach.

      No movement came from inside the sedan. Sean kept his weapon raised, the sights locked on the target.

      As he rounded the trunk and crept around the passenger side, he saw why Ahmed wasn’t moving. The impact had sent the driver’s head through the windshield. His shoulders had stopped his momentum so only Ahmed’s head stuck out. It was at a twisted, awkward angle. His lifeless eyes stared out toward the rising eastern sun.

      Sean opened the passenger door. Alarms were dinging and beeping. As he suspected, Ahmed’s body showed no signs of life. It hung limp on the dashboard and across the steering wheel.

      The American agent lowered his weapon and sighed. He ran his hand through his hair and looked back down the road. The few cars and trucks on the road were slowing down to see what was happening or possibly if they needed to help.

      Sean tucked the weapon in the back of his pants.

      He turned his head and looked over his shoulder at the desert. “I need a vacation.”
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      The American Navy had little trouble locking in on the location of the homing beacons. Once they had, it was all a matter of alerting the Egyptians to what was going on.

      The Egyptian officials were shocked to learn what was about to happen from their own backyard. They immediately agreed to a joint-forces ground assault to take out the terrorists.

      While an airstrike would have been more efficient, the Americans recommended against that due to the nature of the nerve gas contained in the warheads. Apache attack helicopters provided support for the ground forces during the attack.

      Khalif’s men put up little if any resistance.

      The missiles were collected carefully and disarmed before being transported back to the nearest base.

      With the world momentarily safe, Sean decided to return to Mbeya with his friend.

      The two Americans stood behind the engineer who was staring at two computer screens. The images on the monitors were scans of the golden statue they’d found near the temple dig site.

      “So the president called you to thank you personally?” Tommy asked.

      Sean stared at the screens as he answered. “Yep. Kinda weird to think about it.”

      “I’ll say. But that’s pretty cool.”

      “Couldn’t have done it without you, Schultzie. In fact, he probably should have called you.”

      “Who said he didn’t?” Tommy looked over at his friend and winked.

      Sean’s tone turned sincere. “Listen. You saved my life. Twice. I’ll never forget that. Thank you.”

      Tommy shrugged like it was no big deal. “That’s what friends do for each other, right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah it is.” There was an appreciative tone in his voice.

      The two of them never had been comfortable with things getting too sentimental. So Tommy changed the subject. “Did they ever find out how Khalif got those missiles and the nerve gas?”

      “They’re still working on who supplied the nerve gas. Khalif did a good job of covering his tracks. Not much of a paper trail to follow. The guy had accounts all over the world, and money was always moving from one place to another. Nearly impossible to trace. So that part will take some time.”

      “And the missiles?”

      “Yeah, those came from the U.S. Turns out a senator named Harold Thorpe was dealing under the table with Khalif. Thorpe had his fingers in a lot of cookie jars. One of those jars is a weapons manufacturer. They’re conducting a full investigation.”

      “Unreal,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “They’ll crucify Thorpe. I mean, treason? Jeez.”

      “Well, they would crucify him if he weren’t already dead.”

      Tommy raised his eyebrows. “Dead? What, did he kill himself?”

      “Reports said he died from a heart attack. If I had to guess, I’d say Khalif took him out. Thorpe was a loose end.”

      The engineer at the computer stopped scrolling and pointed at a line segmenting the statue’s arm from the body.

      He interrupted the Americans’ conversation. “Okay, we have something.”

      They peered at the screen where the man’s finger pointed.

      “You see here,” he said in a Scandinavian accent. “This arm is most definitely detachable. I think we have found the answer to how they were able to get the statue in there. There is a thin layer of gold over the joint to make it look like one piece.” He tapped the screen to emphasize his point.

      Tommy nodded. “Great. Now we just have to figure out how to cut that thing up without damaging the integrity of the piece.”

      “Yes,” the engineer agreed. “But there is something else. I’m not sure what it is.” He scrolled down a little farther and then to the left. In the center of the statue’s torso was a round shape. It looked like some sort of disc.

      Tommy leaned in and squinted his eyes. “That’s inside the statue?”

      The engineer nodded. “It appears so. Just below the neck, this part of the statue is hollow. Whatever that is, it seems no one was supposed to find it. That disc must have been extremely important to the people who left it there.”

      “I wonder what it could be,” Tommy said.

      It took two days for the crew to cut away the thin layers of gold separating the arms, legs, and head of the statue. The boat had been relatively easy to remove in that it was essentially sitting on the idol’s hands.

      The weight, however, made it extremely difficult to move. No one could come to a conclusion as to how the ancient people who put it there were able to do it. When the head was detached, Sean and Tommy climbed the scaffolding that had been constructed around the statue.

      They reached the top and looked down inside the torso. Tommy shined a flashlight into the dark cavity. A small stone disc sat cradled in a golden cuff.

      “It’s not made of gold,” Sean said.

      Tommy shook his head. “No, you could tell from the scans that it was something else. I just wasn’t sure what.” He reached his hand down into the hole.

      “Wait. You sure it’s safe?”

      Tommy snorted a laugh. “This isn’t a movie, buddy. Poisoned darts aren’t going to shoot out of the wall or something.”

      He grabbed the disc with his gloved fingers and gently lifted it out of the cradle. “Ah!” he shouted. His voice echoed throughout the chamber, startling Sean as well as some of the workers down below.

      Then he grinned. “Got you.”

      “You’re an idiot. Scared the crap out of me.”

      Tommy’s eyes narrowed as he chuckled. “I know but you should have seen your face.”

      He pulled the disc out of the hole and put the light on it. “This is weird. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “What is it?”

      Tommy frowned. “These hieroglyphs and the image.”

      “Looks like a mountain.” Sean peered at the object and leaned close. “Is that some kind of a boat?”

      “Maybe. The hieroglyphs on the other side are sort of vague. The gist of it means home.”

      “Home? But where’s home?”

      Tommy’s head turned back and forth slowly. “I have no idea. But look at this boat, if that’s what it is. Why would a boat be sitting in the mountains unless…”

      “Unless what?” Sean stared at him awaiting the answer.

      “It can’t be. That’s impossible.”

      “What’s impossible? Stop doing that.”

      Tommy looked over at his friend with wide eyes, like he’d seen a ghost.

      “What?” Sean prodded.

      “The Ark of Noah.”
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      First of all, I want to thank you for reading this story. I had a great time creating it, and I hope you enjoyed every minute.

      There are millions of books you could have chosen to spend your time and money on, and you chose mine. So I appreciate that.

      Thank you so much.

      I’d appreciate it if you’d swing by your favorite online retailer and leave an honest review. Those reviews help other readers decide whether or not they should read a book or not. And they help authors, too. It only takes a few minutes for you to help.

      Also, be sure to check out the author’s notes on the next page if you want to know a little more about this story.
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      I had a blast writing this story, and I hope you had just as much fun reading it.

      If you’re new to my Sean Wyatt series, you might be wondering why the story ended so abruptly with a cliffhanger.

      That’s because this story is a prequel to The Secret of the Stones, the first novel I published.

      If you’re interested in reading that story, you can get it for free by joining my VIP Reader list. Just visit ernestdempsey.net, enter your email, and you’ll get The Secret of the Stones totally FREE and on any ereader device.

      As I mentioned in one of my other stories, I do not look to put Arabs or Muslims in a light that makes them all look like terrorists. Not all people from those groups are terrorists or hate America, or Israel. It only takes a short look at history to find that most terrorist attacks that have happened in the world have been carried out by a wide array of people from various ethnicities.

      There are some radical Arabs and Islamists, however, who are terrorists. At the time of writing this book, those groups are more prevalent than others. Someday it might be a different ethnic and religious group. As an Irish-American, I’m well aware of the terror the Irish Republican Army spread through the United Kingdom for so long. So terror can come from anyone and anywhere. I would never want any group to think I’m singling them out and certainly don’t want anyone to believe I think all people from a certain group are evil. They aren’t. I’m proud to have several Arab/Muslim friends. They’re good people and should be respected.

      Enough about that. J

      The timeline for this story takes place a few years after the horrific events of September 11, 2001.

      Going back in time to make sure the technology was correctly used in context was tricky, but I tried to put in my due diligence.

      Cell phones were much different back then, and that alone was a challenge to remember while writing the tale.

      As far as the locations are concerned, Tanzania is one of the most stable countries on the African continent. It is home to the vast Serengeti National Park and Mount Kilimanjaro, the largest mountain in all of Africa.

      While the character of Baku Toli was fictional, there have been warlords who have committed the same atrocities I outlined in this story. The most notable was a man who operated in Uganda. His name is Joseph Kony, leader of what became known as the Lord’s Resistance Army. Between 1986 and 2009, over sixty-six thousand children were abducted for use as child soldiers or as sex slaves.

      So you can see why I had to kill a character like that in this book.

      Kony is purported to be in the Central African Republic but could be in one of the other nearby countries. He is on a number of international watch lists but to date has evaded capture.

      The nerve gas and the missile type I describe in this story are entirely fictional, though I did a good deal of research regarding various types of missiles and nerve gasses.

      The temple archaeological site in Tanzania was a figment of my imagination…sort of.

      There is an identical site to it far to the north in Turkey. It is believed to be over ten thousand years old. I essentially modeled the temple in this story from that one.

      Perhaps you could find a little mystery about that site.

      While my wife disagrees with me on this point—since she loves BMWs—the Ducati 999 sport bike could reach a maximum speed of 170 mph, which gives it a faster top speed than most of the BMW lines of automobiles except for perhaps some from the M Series.

      The conflict that seems to be going on perpetually in and around Israel is indeed tragic.

      I have spoken to people on both sides—Palestinians and Israelis alike. It’s sad for both sides. And the irony is that their origins are traced back to the same founding father, Abraham from the Bible.

      While I do not engage in political expression in my books, I do believe it’s important that I mention that Omar Khalif’s statements—while misguided in many regards—are the thoughts behind many Palestinians or ancestors of those who were forcibly moved after the war.

      It is my hope that someday these nations of brothers and sisters can come together in peace.
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      Shibuya Ward 1946

      Iemasa heard the knock on the door. The sudden harsh noise interrupted his meditation. He knew the sound was coming soon, just not that soon.

      They must be in a hurry, he thought. Always rushing, the West.

      Things were much simpler when he was younger. But the Industrial Revolution had changed all that. The world was speeding up at an incredible pace. The old ways were a thing of the past. Soon, they would be all but forgotten.

      He smoothed out his ceremonial robe and floated over to the door. Iemasa drew in a deep breath, straightened the glasses on his nose, and twisted the doorknob. He greeted the men in the atrium with a stoic nod. Everything he did for the rest of the day would stand on tradition and ceremony. There would be no display of emotion, no actions that would cause trouble.

      The American officer gave a polite but short nod. Two other US soldiers and a representative of the Japanese military escorted him. The latter, a man named Reiko, Iemasa knew well. He’d served as a personal escort of Iemasa on several occasions. Not that he felt he needed an escort. Being part of the Tokugawa Clan brought a certain respectability with it. They were the remnant of a golden age in the country’s history. Being part of that group had its privileges, though being called a prince was something that Iemasa felt a little heavy for his tastes. He’d worked hard his entire life, going to university to study law and moving up through the ranks of Japanese government with the idea of creating a better world.

      Then the war happened and everything changed. He’d served his emperor loyally, never questioning the decisions that were made or the actions taken. In the end, Japan lost. The toll had been severe, in both lives and resources. And now, the final price was being being paid.

      The disarmament of Japan was part of a master plan put together by the Allied generals, with Douglas MacArthur leading the way. All Japanese citizens and military personnel were to hand over all weapons, even antiques, items of historical significance, and worst of all, family heirlooms.

      Many Japanese protested the extremes of the disarmament protocols. Giving up ancestral swords or bow and arrows in a world where wars were fought with tanks, planes, and automatic weapons seemed beyond excessive. What harm would those weapons bring? Some had suggested that taking away items with personal or historic value was the Americans’ way of totally breaking their spirit. That had mostly happened when the two atomic bombs had dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  Iemasa was still hearing the horror stories from those two areas.

      But this? This was ridiculous and unnecessary, yet there was nothing he could do to stop it. The law was clear and could not be broken.

      Of course, there was the other possibility behind the detailed disarmament procedures. The Allies wanted trophies. A sick and primitive way to end the war; taking trophies of their victory was not only a slap in the face, it was an atrocity against historical and familial preservation. But what could be done? The only exception to the rule was that religious institutions were off limits to Allied troops.

      “Tokugawa Iemasa?” the American officer asked to make sure he was speaking to the right person.

      Iemasa nodded, leaving his thoughts to the ether.

      “You ready to go?”

      Iemasa nodded again. “Yes, I was just finishing my morning meditation. But the required items are ready for transport.”

      “Good. That’s good. These two boys will be accompanying us to the collection facility. I figured we’d need a few extra hands seein’ that you have quite a few weapons to turn in.”

      The thought sent a needle through Iemasa’s heart, but he wouldn’t let them see any anger or sadness. To them, he would remain strong. For his family and for his people.

      “Right this way,” he stepped aside, motioning with his right hand for the men to enter.

      With a show of disrespect, the Americans stomped their way inside without bothering to take their boots off. Their Japanese escort didn’t make the same mistake. Out of a lifetime of habit, he removed his boots carefully at the door.

      The officer turned and looked around the elegant, minimalistic home, its plain white walls separated by cherry wood beams. The room was like most other traditional Japanese interiors he had seen during his short time there, and he was unimpressed by the lack of what he considered to be modern amenities. But he wasn’t there to judge the décor. He was there to do a job.

      “Right this way, gentlemen,” Iemasa said, pointing to a sliding paper and wood door on the other side of the room.

      Once the visitors were inside, the host closed the door and stepped around in front of them, leading the way down a narrow corridor. The walls were decorated with pictures of family and framed Japanese characters the American’s couldn’t read. Light poured through the windows of the rooms they passed, doing more to illuminate the hallway than the dim lights above.

      At the end of the corridor, Iemasa turned left and led the group into a massive room. In the center of the far right wall, an ornate set of armor stood on a stand. Its black, gold, and red accents were exquisite. Even without a body inside it, the Samurai armor was imposing.

      “That all of it?” The American officer pointed at a collection of open boxes on the floor.

      At least a dozen sheathed katana swords, three sets of bows and arrows, and a few spears were stacked neatly inside. Despair filled Iemasa’s eyes as he gazed upon the collection. His ancestors would be disappointed. Some of those weapons had been handed down through half a dozen generations. One or two pieces were even older.

      The officer motioned to his two subordinates, and they immediately started sifting through the boxes, tossing the weapons aside like they would pieces of trash. Iemasa winced with each object thrown onto the floor.

      When they were done, the men put the weapons back in the boxes, not nearly as neatly as they’d originally been packed, and stood by waiting for further orders. The officer stared at a box that was separate from the others. There was only one sword in it, which was odd.

      “Why is that one packed by itself?” the officer asked.

      The Japanese escort started to respond, but Iemasa cut him off. “It is a weapon that has been in the Tokugawa family for centuries. It’s older than all the others and is our most prized possession. That blade must be kept separate because it is different. It deserves that honor.”

      The officer snorted. “Honor? Were your people thinking about honor when they pulled that sneak attack on Pearl Harbor and killed men while they slept? You all sure do talk a lot about honor, but I don’t see a lot of it in the way you fight. I guess you won’t be doing much fightin’ for a while, though.” He waved his hand at the boxes. “Get this crap out of here, boys. We have several other stops to make today after we get these to the collection depot.”

      The other men started hefting boxes off the floor and headed for the exit. The officer noticed the two Japanese men were still standing there and raised his eyebrows. “That means you two need to help too.”

      The men nodded respectfully, stepped over to the remaining boxes, and gently picked them up with the greatest of care.

      Iemasa followed the Japanese escort out of the room and down the hall. They heard the front door open, signaling that the two soldiers had stepped out. Satisfied the Americans were out of earshot, he spoke in a whisper to Iemasa.

      “You cannot do this. You cannot let them have it.”

      When Iemasa responded, there was a distant sadness in his voice. “It is the law.”

      “Whose law? The Americans’? It isn’t right.”

      “It is done, my friend. Perhaps someday it will return to its rightful owners.”

      The escort shook his head in disgust as they passed through the door. “I’ve heard they have been melting down the old weapons. If this happens, it will be lost forever.”

      Iemasa’s jaw set firm. “They will not destroy it. I am certain of this.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Just before they arrived at the military truck on the street where the two soldiers were sliding the boxes into the back, Iemasa answered in a way that gave Reiko pause. “Things aren’t always what they seem.”
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      Shinji stared out the empty wall frame of the newly built high-rise. The lower floors had already received walls but this one – at the top level – had yet to be protected from the elements. Shinji had never been bothered by heights, and he wasn’t now, even though he knew he was about to die.

      Wind plowed through the fortieth-story construction platform, blowing his hair around like leaves in a cyclone. He winced as debris and dust washed over his face. But Shinji remained calm. Internally, his mind retreated to a meditative state, just as he’d learned to do so long ago when he was a child. He ignored the external elements—the wind, the sounds and smells of the city—and stood silent against their request. The men wanted information—, information he would never give them.

      He’d been taken from his home in the middle of the night, his house torn apart in their search for something he knew they wouldn’t find. Not there, anyway. Shinji was cleverer than that. He knew what the man standing behind him wanted. There was no way Shinji was going to let him have it. Death didn’t frighten him. His only concern was for his niece. If these men believed she knew something about what he was working on, they might go after her. Once he was dead, Shinji could no longer protect her.

      “This is the last time I’m going to ask you, old man. Where is it?” The voice came from behind Shinji. It was younger, though only by a decade or so. His name was Taka, and his reputation darker than most in the city’s sprawling criminal underworld.

      Shinji allowed himself to laugh, which was rewarded with a swift chop to his kidneys. The laughing turned to coughs as he dropped to his knees, catching himself with his right hand on the dirty concrete floor. He winced but picked himself up quickly.

      “Not so funny now, is it old man?”

      Shinji nodded a few times, still coughing under his breath. “How do you know? You don’t even realize what I’m laughing at, young man.”

      “Perhaps you could enlighten me; all of us.” Taka waved his hand to encompass the other four men in the construction zone. They all wore black button-up shirts. Of course, the top two or three buttons were undone to reveal the tops of their gang’s signature tattoos. The ink was standard issue for anyone who swore allegiance. While there were variations in the designs, the overarching pattern remained similar. The only thing Shinji could liken it to was a zip-up suit that remained unzipped at the top like a pair of open tattooed wings. It was one way people could identify them, and stay out of their path. That, or do whatever they said.

      Taka had risen to power quickly within the Yakuza. He controlled a vast segment of the city. And no one defied him. To do so was to be at the wrong end of a horrible death. Shinji knew all of that. In his mind, it didn’t change a thing.

      When he spoke, Shinji did so with staunch resolve. He would never bend to these animals, no matter what the threat. “Even if you had the cipher, you wouldn’t be able to understand it. Someone who spent their life trying to cheat, steal, and murder their way to success only looks for the easy path. It is not the path of the Samurai and, therefore, will never be yours to walk.”

      Taka pursed his lips and nodded. “You’re not wrong, old man. I’ve done all those things. I wasn’t born into a life of privilege like you. But I’ve built something for myself the best way I could.”

      “And once you have the cipher, then what? You’ll have everything you have always wanted? You’ll repent of your sins and become a good person?” He chortled. “I don’t think so.”

      “Repent? No, I have no intention of repenting. I have loftier goals. Once I have the cipher, I will find the treasure it leads to. And when that happens, I will be the unquestioned leader of all Yakuza. No one will stand in my way. I will be an emperor. And my reach will be limitless.”

      Shinji frowned at the younger man, and he cast a disapproving gaze as he would to a child trying to steal another cookie from the jar. “Do you really believe it will bring you such power?”

      “Of course it will. Why wouldn’t it? It is a symbol of our national heritage. It will command respect from all.”

      “No,” Shinji shook his head. “It will make you a target. And those who seek the cipher’s treasure must possess honor. When I look at you, I see no honor. You are a coward and a fool, bent on material gain and whatever pleasures life can offer you. The treasure will not be yours. It can only be found by a hero, not a villain.”

      Taka listened to his captive’s rant, but he would hear no more. He held up a finger for silence. Looking down at the ground for a moment, he sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. When he looked up, the frustration was gone. His eyes were filled with a terrible resolution.

      “You’re really not going to tell us what we want to know, are you, Shinji?”

      The old man drew in a long, deep breath and tilted his chin back. He said nothing, which was all Taka needed to hear.

      “That’s fine. We’ll find the cipher without you. Even if we have to tear your ancestral home apart, we will find it. We will scour the earth for every person you know. And when we are done, we will have the cipher. You have my word on that.”

      Shinji stared out across the bright lights of the big city. It cast a pale glow into the darkness above, drowning out all but the brightest stars. “The word of a coward is no better than the word of a pig,” he said.

      Taka grabbed his prisoner by the back of the shirt and shoved him over to the edge. The wind picked up and blew across their faces. Taka’s wavy black hair whipped around with each gust. He held Shinji’s upper body over the edge, leaning him over so he could see the sidewalk and street below. A few cars rolled by, but most of the sidewalks were clear, save for the random late partygoers. Shinji’s eyes widened. Even he wasn’t totally immune to fear.

      “Last chance, old man. Tell me where the cipher is, and I will let you go.”

      Shinji couldn’t help but notice the odd choice of words the younger man used. Either way, he was a dead man. Whether he told Taka the location of the cipher or not, he was going to end up on the pavement below. There was no stopping that now. The only thing he could do was slow them down and hope.

      He turned his head to face his captor and looked him in the eyes. “The blade doesn’t belong to you, Taka. And it never will.”

      Taka’s right eye twitched. He took in a short, angry breath. “Very well.”

      His fingers let loose of Shinji’s shirt, and gravity did the rest, pulling the old man down, slowly at first. By the time he’d passed the floor three stories down, he was speeding toward the street.

      To Taka’s surprise, Shinji screamed, the piercing sound quickly absorbed by the sounds of the city. Taka watched the man’s entire fall until it came to a silent end on the asphalt forty stories below. His nostrils flared as he stared at the body. He stepped back from the edge and addressed one of his men.

      “Hideo, take your men, and search his house again.” Before Hideo could protest, Taka raised his hand. “I know you searched it thoroughly before. Perhaps there is something we missed the first time.”

      Hideo nodded. He was obedient, a good soldier. Always quick to do Taka’s bidding and extremely persistent, Hideo had ridden Taka’s coattails into the stratosphere of the criminal underworld. The two had joined the organization at almost the same time. The main difference between the two, other than Hideo’s shaved head and stout physique, was that Taka possessed great ambition. Hideo preferred to stay in the shadows, taking care of business from behind the scenes.

      “Go,” Taka ordered. “And let me know what you find.”

      The men scurried away, disappearing down the unfinished stairwell. Taka looked out over the city: his city. The old man had hidden the cipher somewhere. It would be found. Perhaps there was a place he hadn’t checked, someone he hadn’t spoken to yet. No stone could be left unturned. Nothing could stand in his way of his goal of becoming a new kind of emperor, a Yakuza emperor. It all hinged on finding that cipher. If he failed, his life could hang in the balance.
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      Sean couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The room still hadn’t come into total focus. His mind was groggy, numbed by something. Was it lack of sleep or something more sinister? He shook his head to try to clear the cobwebs.

      The scene cleared, and with that clarity a terrible feeling crept into his stomach.

      He was standing in the kitchen of his Southside condo. A burning, acrid smell filled the air and seeped into his nostrils, causing him to wrinkle his nose. Dark liquid pooled on the floor at his feet. He’d not realized it at first because of his flip-flops, but he was standing in a small puddle.

      The liquid oozed off the counter and dripped freely down to the floor. Sean tried to remember if, in all his years, he’d ever seen anything like this. Nothing came to mind, and as he exhausted his memories the heavy reality set in.

      Questions riddled his mind like bullets from a machine gun. How did this happen? Why did it happen? What did I do to deserve this? How am I going to clean this up?

      Anger boiled up inside him, but he pushed it away, forcing it back down into the depths whence it came. Getting angry wouldn’t solve anything. Right now, he had to clean up the mess. There would be plenty of time to work through emotions later.

      He lifted a foot out of the pool of liquid and stepped over to the counter. There it sat, staring at him with an uncaring and innocent glow. Something was missing. And he knew what it was.

      Sean shook his head, now remembering how it had all happened. He flashed back to the night before. It had been a crazy evening. Monday Night Football was on, and he’d had a few friends over to watch the game. When they left, he’d decided to run the dishwasher. After a quick look at the coffee pot, he figured he might as well throw it in there to give it a good cleaning.

      The coffee pot was still in the dishwasher that morning when the coffee maker automatically started running. Without the pot to collect the fresh brew, the filter overflowed and spilled the hot liquid all over the counter and, subsequently, the floor.

      He put one hand on his hip while the other scratched his head. A quick check of the paper towel rack didn’t fill him with reassurance. He might have enough to clean up the mess. Maybe. If not, he’d have to use towels from the bathroom.

      One thing was certain: He’d have to walk up the street to get this morning’s coffee, which wasn’t a big deal. He lived two blocks away from the city’s best coffee shop, a little place on Main Street adjacent to one of his favorite nighttime hangouts. Chattanooga’s south side was sprouting new places to eat, drink, and hang out with friends. At almost any time of the day, there was something to do or somewhere to go. It was a far cry from the place he remembered as a child.

      Sean shook off some of the liquid still clinging to a flip-flop and reached over for a paper towel. He ripped off a generous handful and started soaking up the coffee on the counter as he shut off the machine and removed the filter. After throwing the steaming filter away, he was returning to the paper towels to get reinforcements when the phone in his pajama pocket started ringing. He took a glance at the clock on the oven and frowned. Who would be calling at 7:12 in the morning?

      He fished the device out of his pants and looked at the screen. Of course. There were only a couple people he could think of who were even up at that time. One of those was his former boss, Emily Starks. She was the director of the government agency known as Axis. They did the things other agencies didn’t want to mess with or didn’t consider viable. After four years of service, Sean had called it quits, leaving her and the agency behind to work for his friend Tommy, head of the International Archaeological Agency. It was the latter whose name was displayed on the phone’s screen.

      Sean hit the green answer button and put the device to his ear. “I’m kind of in the middle of something right now. And I’ve asked you before not to call me before eight.”

      The voice on the other end sounded wide awake. “What’s the matter, haven’t had your coffee yet?”

      Sean’s head turned slowly from one shoulder to the next as he examined the mess. “Not exactly. I had sort of a complication.”

      “I’m not even going to ask what that means.”

      “I’d rather you not. By the way, you sound spritely for such an early hour.”

      Sean knew his friend was an early riser. Tommy Schultz was always up at the crack of dawn. Ever since they’d known each other, Tommy was the early bird trying to get the proverbial worm. Sean, on the other hand, preferred to sleep in until at least 7 a.m. And if he could hit the snooze button beyond that, it was a bonus.

      “You know me,” Tommy said. “Not enough hours in the day, so I try to get as many in as possible.”

      It wasn’t the first time Sean had heard that mantra from his friend. And he knew it wouldn’t be the last. He decided to get to the point of the call since he was still standing in the middle of a catastrophic mess. “I assume you have something interesting to talk about other than last night’s game?”

      “What game? Oh right, football was on.”

      Tommy’s love of sports was hit or miss. When more important things were pressing, he barely stayed aware of what was going on.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I do have something interesting. Do you remember a few years ago when we checked out that lead down in Pitts, Georgia?”

      Sean frowned. He’d been a lot of places and done a lot of things since then. “Vaguely. Refresh me.”

      There was a sense of eagerness—maybe anxiety—to Tommy’s voice now. “I thought you’d say that. During World War II, Japan’s citizens and military were completely disarmed. I mean any and all weapons were taken from them, including ancestral ones like swords and bows, that sort of thing. Even some knives.”

      “Right. I remember reading about all that.”

      “Yeah, well, we found a lead in Pitts that was supposedly linked to one of the most famous swords of all time.”

      Now it clicked in Sean’s mind what his friend was talking about. “Oh yeah, the sword. That lead turned out to be cold. We couldn’t get the family in Georgia to even talk to us. As I recall, they put out a restraining order on you.” He had to chuckle at that memory.

      “Yes, I am aware of the legal issues. And not just any sword. The Honjo Masamune. It’s the single greatest sword ever made by the single greatest sword maker to ever live.”

      Sean derailed from his point. “You’re not thinking about bothering them again, are you? Because I gotta be honest, I got the impression they aren’t your biggest fans.”

      Tommy let out a heavy sigh, exasperated. “No, I’m not going to bother them. Would you just listen?”

      “Sorry. You did ask me if I remembered that whole scenario.”

      “Well, forget the family in Pitts. Although I am still fairly certain they have something they’re not supposed to have in the way of illegally obtained artifacts. The point of all this is that I think we may have another lead on the Honjo Masamune.”

      Sean took a deep breath. “OK, just to be clear, when you say ‘we’ you actually mean you, right? You remember I don’t work for IAA anymore, right?”

      “Yes, I’m well aware. And thanks for the reminder. For the record, I think you should come back. Just a thought.”

      “Seems like I’ve heard this song before.”

      “I know. I know. But listen, this is unfinished business, man. I mean, this is something we spent a lot of time on and never got to see through.”

      Sean shook his head. He hoped the coffee wouldn’t stain the wood floor in his kitchen. Holding off on responding to his friend, he grabbed another handful of paper towels and tossed them on the floor.

      “You. You spent a lot of time on it. I was just along for the ride, which was a long one, I might add. Pitts isn’t a hop skip and a jump away from Atlanta.”

      Tommy scoffed. “It’s not that bad.”

      “It’s south of Macon and Warner Robins!”

      “OK, maybe it’s a little out of the way, and I’m sorry about that. But I don’t ask you for many favors.”

      Sean laughed, booming his voice through the entire condo. “Seriously? You ask me for favors all the time!”

      “Not all the time. Just hear me out. Can you do that?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “Exactly. Why not! It’s not like you have anything else going on.”

      “I’m hanging up now, Tommy.”

      Sean put the phone down on the counter for a second and picked up the stained paper towels. He could hear his friend’s voice through the earpiece, saying Sean’s name and asking if he was still there. Sean smirked. Giving his best friend a hard time was one of his favorite things to do. And Tommy was easy to aggravate.

      He picked up the device and put it back to his ear. “Hello? Who is it?”

      “Oh come on! Stop screwing with me. I’m serious.”

      “OK, Tommy. I’ll stop. What is it you want to do?”

      Tommy was obviously frustrated. “Thank you!” He calmed down for a second before continuing. “Like I was saying, we…I...may have a new lead in the Masamune case. I got an email from a woman in Japan requesting our…my...help. After I read the email, I gave her a call. She said her uncle had spent years looking for the missing sword but never found it.”

      “Let me guess, he found something, though. Right?”

      “Exactly. She claims he found a cipher that supposedly leads to the sword.”

      Sean thought about what his friend was saying. A key component of it didn’t make sense. “So if he’s the one that found the cipher, why is she the one contacting you? Does the guy not speak English?”

      “The guy is dead, Sean. She said he was murdered yesterday, thrown off a building in the middle of Tokyo.”

      “Oh…”

      “Yeah, pretty gruesome. I checked it out just to make sure she was on the up and up. Sure enough, a man named Shinji fell forty stories out of a building under construction. The police are calling it a suicide.”

      Forty stories. Sean shuddered at the thought. He’d been afraid of heights his whole life, the fear of falling the primary driver of the phobia. “That’s pretty terrible. And the cops are calling it a suicide?”

      “Yep. The niece is convinced it was murder, though—that the people who did it want the cipher.”

      “Where is the cipher now?” Sean took the bait. He knew that Tommy knew he would, which irritated him a little. But he couldn’t resist.

      “She doesn’t know for sure. All she has is some cryptic clue that he sent her via email the day before he was killed.”

      So the uncle sent the email on Saturday. That was only two days ago. He must have known someone was coming for him. The gears started turning in Sean’s mind. It was an involuntary response, part of being a curious student of history. He remembered the research Tommy put into trying to recover the Honjo Masamune. He’d spent months tracking the thing down, leaning on decades of research from other people. When it resulted in failure, Sean knew his friend never truly let it go. Now the legendary sword had reared its head again. And Sean knew the only way his friend would stop was to see it through.

      “So he sent the email on Saturday. Did anyone see him meeting with someone suspicious that day or maybe the day before?”

      “No idea. But we can ask her all that stuff when we get there.”

      Sean’s voice turned suspicious. “When we get where? Tommy, Japan isn’t just around the corner.”

      He heard a noise outside in the dark morning. Instantly, his ears pricked, and his eyes shot to the window. Someone was probably just going to work. The noises of the city were prevalent at this time of day as compared to the relative quiet of night.

      “Well, that’s where we’re going.”

      Sean resisted. “Buddy, I’d love to help you, but I can’t. Adriana is supposed to be coming into town early next week, and I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      “We’ll be back by then. I promise. And besides…”

      The phone went dead. “And besides what?” Sean looked at the screen. The call had ended.

      A second later, three knocks came from the front door. Sean twisted his head and looked over. Frowning, he waded through the remaining few puddles of coffee, kicked off his dripping flip-flops and padded barefoot to the entrance. He cracked the door and saw his friend standing outside in a gray winter coat. Tommy’s thick, curly brown hair was tucked into a beanie. His brown glasses sat atop flushed cheeks. Sean’s friend was about the same height, maybe an inch or so shorter, and about twenty pounds heavier, a fact that Sean continually encouraged his friend to change with diet and exercise.

      Sean shook his head. “You’re unreal. You know that?”

      He opened the door wide, letting Tommy in out of the cold.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “What time did you get up this morning?”

      Tommy unzipped his coat, quickly acclimating to the warmth of the condo. “You’re really hung up on that, aren’t you? Look, I know it’s sudden, but I really feel like we can help this girl.”

      Sean shook his head and meandered back toward the kitchen. “Help her or help yourself find that sword you missed out on?”

      “Both,” Tommy shrugged and followed behind. “And besides, what’s wrong with helping find a national treasure. It’s not just about helping the girl. We’re helping a whole nation.” He paused and looked around at the mess. “What happened in here?”

      Sean waved off the question. “I had a little coffee accident.”

      “Little? So I guess that means we’re going out for a cup before we leave for Japan?”

      “Buddy, I can’t just up and go to Japan on a moment’s notice. That sort of thing takes planning and packing and…I can’t go to Japan with you!”

      Tommy ignored his best friend. He sat down at the bistro table nearby and crossed a leg over his knee. “Sure you can. I’ll wait while you pack. The plane is waiting at the local airport. It’s not leaving without me.”

      He was right. Sean didn’t really have anything pressing he had to get to. And he had to admit, finding one of the most coveted relics of Japan’s past did arouse his interest. He sighed and put his hands on his hips.

      “Fine. But first, you have to do something for me.”

      Tommy clapped his hands together in excitement. “Sure. Name it.”

      “Help me clean up this mess.”
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      “He must have hidden it somewhere else,” Taka said. He scratched his chin slowly, staring out at the rest of the men in the room with fiery eyes.

      He’d sent out a team to find Shinji’s cipher, but after a long day of taking apart everything in the dead man’s home, they still came up empty-handed. His men had looked everywhere, even tearing up sections of flooring they thought sounded hollow and could be a secret hiding place. They’d broken vases—some of them probably valuable—and shattered picture frames. Drawers were removed and tossed aside. Every piece of furniture was ripped apart. And still, they found nothing.

      Hideo and his men stood around the long boardroom table, staring at their boss with regret.

      Taka sat in a chair made from maroon leather and trimmed with bronze-colored rivets. He blinked slowly as he stared down at the table. His brain worked hard to figure out where Shinji could have placed the cipher.

      “Any deposit boxes? Storage facilities he used?”

      Hideo shook his head. “No. He was a man of simple means. Everything he owned was in that house.”

      “He was a retired historian!” Taka raged. “Surely he had bank accounts or something.”

      “Accounts yes, but his finances were meager at best. And there were no safety deposit boxes in any of the accounts. Our man who deals with the banks checked that thoroughly.”

      Taka put a hand to his mouth and grazed the knuckle on the index finger with his teeth. “There has to be something we aren’t seeing. Anything on his niece?”

      “We have a man watching her. So far, nothing suspicious. She’s been going to work as usual, other than helping with the funerary arrangements. She did receive two visitors. Americans.”

      This was new information, and Taka’s curiosity spiked. “Friends?”

      “One is an archaeologist. He runs an agency in Atlanta that helps facilitate discovery and transportation of rare artifacts. From what we know, the other worked with the same agency, but information on him before that is scarce. In my experience, that usually means government work of some kind.”

      Taka slammed his fist on the table. His voice was an erupting volcano. “Those men are here to find the cipher! Get over there, and find out what it is she’s using them for!”

      Hideo nodded. “Yes, sir. Right away.”

      He stood up and left the room, followed by three other men, leaving two bodyguards sitting to the right and left of Taka. “You two, wait outside,” he ordered.

      Both men gave a nod and obeyed, disappearing from view. The last one out closed the door behind him, leaving Taka alone in the room with his thoughts.

      “What is it you were up to, Shinji?” he said to himself.

      Taka stared at a piece of paper with Japanese characters on it. The lines didn’t make sense to him, although he’d never been any good at deciphering riddles. This one was particularly troubling to him in its simplicity. He hated things he couldn’t figure out or understand. It infuriated him and drove him to the point of madness, which is why he put other people on such tasks.

      What troubled him now was that Shinji’s niece had brought in two Americans to help. If one was an expert in history, the cipher had to be why they were here.

      He stood up, taking the paper with him, and walked out the side door. He rubbed his head to massage away the stress. Heading down a long corridor, Taka made a sharp right turn and stalked by three closed paper doors until he reached the one he was looking for. He slid the door open and stepped into his study, a lavishly decorated room. Moving around behind the heavy black desk, he opened the main drawer and removed a little pill bottle. His fingers made quick work of the cap, and he dumped two pills into an open palm. After popping them into his mouth, he grabbed a nearby bottle of water, unscrewed the lid, took a drink, and swallowed.

      None of his subordinates dared question his use of the painkillers. They knew better.

      The pills—a high-octane version of Percocet—relaxed him when he felt the onset of too much stress. He was plagued by headaches, something that he’d experienced since childhood, and the pills helped prevent them.

      Taka had discovered painkillers when he was fifteen. His father had come home from work drunk one night, as he did so many other nights. But this night was different. He’d lost his job at the mill and decided it would be a good idea to have a few extra drinks to drown his sorrows. Taka had grown accustomed to the beatings. He’d developed a sort of numbness to the pain. Deep down, he was certain his headaches were a result of being hit in the head so much as a child. At fifteen, though, he could take a punch. But throwing one took more courage. He knew once he did that, things would escalate. And if that was going to happen, Taka had to be ready.

      He'd been secretly training in a local dojo after school since he was fourteen. He didn’t have the money to pay the teacher, so he worked an hour every day after their sessions, cleaning the floors and bathrooms. His teacher was the only person who had ever taken pity on him, had ever shown him kindness. And he was the only one who ever taught Taka discipline.

      When his father came home in a drunken rage that night, he’d started hitting Taka’s mother much harder than usual. Taka watched from the corner like a cobra. His father started by smacking her across the face a few times. Then he changed to fists, punching her harder and harder. She wailed and screamed for him to stop, but he wouldn’t. He kept saying something about how his life was awful because of her and their bastard son in the corner. When she was almost unconscious, her face swollen, bloodied, and bruised, he turned his attention to Taka.

      He strode across the floor with a raised fist, swearing and cursing the day Taka was born. The young man had clenched his teeth. Today is the day, a voice in his mind had said. It ends now.

      Standing in his study, Taka twitched his nose and sniffled. The memory wasn’t one of sadness. It didn’t hang a banner of grief over his heart. It was his ultimate moment of triumph. He turned to the bar in the corner, picked up a glass, and poured himself a short round of sake. After the warm liquid burned through his throat, he thought once more about that fateful day.

      His father had lashed out, clumsily, foolishly. It was the first time Taka had ever fought back, ever dodged a blow. He did it easily, ducking to the side and grabbing his father’s forearm with more strength than the older man could have ever anticipated. Taka pulled on the arm and slung his attacker into the nearest wall with a thud. The sudden impact shook a picture frame from its housing, sending it crashing to the floor. His father’s surprised frown turned into something far stranger. It was almost as if he was glad Taka had defended himself, like a hunter glad to finally have met his match with a forest quarry.

      He charged. It was a reckless attack. Taka snapped a quick jab squarely into his father’s nose. He fired another and another, his knuckles only stopping when they’d reached his full arms’ reach, two inches behind the target. With each blow, his father’s head rocked back and then forward again, as if it was on a spring. Taka drove him back until he finished the round of six jabs with a straight on kick to the abdomen.

      The kick sent his father crashing into the wall again. Taka waited in the mantis position he’d learned from his teacher. The older man was stunned and suddenly less drunk. He shook his head to rid himself of the shell-shock. His hand felt the blood trickling out of his nose, and a look of fury washed over his face—an expression Taka had never seen before. He knew then that his father was out of control. And he was.

      The older man stood next to the kitchen counter where a rack of knives was kept. His left hand stretched out and grasped the handle of the largest one. He yanked it out and held it in front of him menacingly. Taka wasn’t afraid, not anymore. His teacher at the dojo had taught him all about fighting people who had weapons.

      His father lunged, swinging wildly with the blade. The tip went back and forth, swiping through the air but missing his target as Taka ducked, dipped, and weaved around. He dove forward under the knife and popped up behind his father before the old man could spin around. When he tried, Taka swung his right leg around, clipping the older man’s heels. The sweep sent his father sprawling. His legs flew out from under him, and for a second, everything happened in slow motion. His father’s eyes went wide as he fell to the floor; his body shuddered from the jarring impact.

      The only mistake Taka made during the fight was letting down his guard for a split second after his father fell. He hesitated, uncertain what to do. It was the first time he’d ever had the old man in a vulnerable position. During that lapse, his father, the man who’d raised him from birth, took the knife and shoved it between the bones in Taka’s shin.

      He yelled out, feeling more pain than he’d ever felt before.

      Taka set down the sake glass and peered out the window. He could still feel the stiff soreness in his leg, even though more than two decades had passed. But he didn’t complain. He didn’t feel like a victim. Taka knew that at that moment, the second his father stabbed him, he’d been set free.

      Young Taka hobbled backward, letting rage overcome the pain, and yanked the knife from his leg. His father was still stunned from the previous assault and struggled to get off the floor.

      Taka surged forward, pouncing on him with all the momentum his thin body would carry. It was enough to drive the old man back to the floor. Taka raised the knife high and brought the tip down hard into the old man’s chest. He pulled it out and repeated the thrust even as his father’s hands attempted to block the onslaught. Taka wouldn’t be stopped, though. He kept driving the knife deep into the old man’s chest and neck. Blood spurted and gushed from the wounds, and soon young Taka’s face, hands, and torso were covered in it. He howled like a wild beast as he kept stabbing, up and down. Even when his father’s hands fell limp to his sides and his body became still, Taka didn’t stop. He kept thrusting the blade until his muscles grew weak and he couldn’t do it anymore.

      Tears had streaked the blood on the young man’s face. He breathed in deep, heavy gasps. His eyes stared down at the mangled mess between his legs. Then he glanced at the knife and tossed it aside. His hands started shaking, and he somehow managed to stand. He looked over into the corner at his quivering mother. She was alive, somehow. Her feeble moans echoed in the small apartment that was otherwise eerily silent. She’d not seen a thing.

      Pouring another glass of sake, Taka remembered everything that had followed. He’d done some weekend work as a courier for a local businessman, a man who had way more money than he should have for the business he was in. He sold seafood out the front of his store and cocaine out the back. Of course, when he met him, Taka hadn’t known that. He’d only known of his associations from the tattoos on his chest and back. It was this man that Taka called when he murdered his father.

      The seafood seller had been happy to help, with only one condition. Taka would become his loyal shatei, or little brother, in the Yakuza. With nowhere else to go and a helpless mother, Taka accepted the offer of the man who, as it turned out, was a waka gashira, a first lieutenant in the organization.

      It was the best thing that ever happened to Taka, and he would be forever grateful to the man who gave him the opportunity. From it, he quickly became one of the most feared members of his gang. He dealt out justice swiftly and mercilessly. Taka’s reputation for ruthlessness impressed even the highest bosses in the organization. All the while, Taka had something pushing him from deep inside. It was more than ambition. His difficult upbringing had given him a thirst for what he believed was justice. It was beyond vengeance. It was a desire for control. In the back of his mind, Taka believed that if he had enough power, he could make Tokyo a better place. Sure, his empire would be financed with drug money, but his Yakuza would be the new underground police. They would clean up the city and end the corruption. Killing some people along the way was a small price to pay to create a better Japan. Anyone who interfered would also have to be eliminated.

      Something occurred to him as he thought about his grand plans for the future. He picked up his phone, found the name he was looking for, and dialed. A moment later, Hideo answered.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “On second thought, Hideo. Bring the Americans to me. I want to speak with them.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away.”
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      Keiko Kimura stared at Sean and Tommy as they gazed at her computer screen. Their brains were a little groggy from the long flight, in spite of having their own company jet provided by the IAA.

      The boys packed light for the trip, only carrying one gear bag each and small backpacks for their clothes. On the plane, Sean observed Tommy retrieving something from his rucksack. It was a tangled ball of climbing rope, which caused him to laugh.

      “What’s with the rope?” Sean had asked.

      Tommy was defensive. “You never know when you might need some rope.”

      Sean shook his head. “I guess. But we’re not going rock climbing. We’ll be in the city.”

      “You never know,” Tommy repeated. “Don’t worry about my bag.”

      The conversation ended there and wandered into a variety of topics for the rest of the flight.

      They’d had a car pick them up at the airport and take them through the overwhelming traffic into the heart of the city. Keiko had opened the door with a polite smile and introduced herself to the two men, then promptly brought them back into her home. She, too, looked weary. It was easy to tell she had beautiful eyes in spite of her fatigue. Sean and Tommy assumed it was from dealing with the stress and grief of losing a family member, especially the way her uncle had died. Gruesome.

      Her short, messy black bangs hung seductively above her eyebrows. Loose strands of hair framed the creamy skin on her cheeks, chin, and forehead. Lush pink lips were firmly pressed together underneath a gently sloping nose. Her white, sleeveless blouse and black pants gave the impression she intended to go to work at some point—that or at least to look professional.

      For Tommy it was love at first sight, and he had to fight to keep his focus on the task at hand. He’d gone strangely silent the moment Keiko had opened the door, a fact Sean was more than happy to point out since he knew the exact cause. He’d been aware of Tommy's penchant for Asian women ever since they were in the ninth grade together. Sean halted his teasing after a few minutes, not wanting to make his friend feel too awkward. The second he walked into the young woman’s home, Tommy wanted to compliment the interior with its paper doors and traditional décor. But he was too bashful.

      Now they were in a realm both men were comfortable with: solving riddles. Only problem was, they didn’t have any context for the one they were staring at on the screen.

      Tommy read it out loud, keeping his eyes locked on the computer monitor, too afraid to make contact with the pretty woman across from him. “Stand on the threshold of those whose possession is right. Rise to find the way.” He shook his head. “Those whose possession is right? What threshold?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said in perfect English.

      Sean sat up straight and looked across at the young woman. “I don’t mean to be callous to your circumstances, but this was sent on Saturday, yes?”

      She nodded. “Yes. My uncle, he sent that the day before he died.”

      “It also says that whoever solves this riddle will discover the path to the great sword, the Honjo Masamune.”

      Keiko nodded again.

      Tommy finally found his guts, probably on the floor. Even so, when he spoke, his voice trembled, and he stuttered. “So why the riddle? If your uncle wanted you to find this treasure map or whatever, why didn’t he just tell you where it was?”

      “That is a good question. And I’m not entirely certain. Uncle had a funny way of doing things. When I was a little girl, he used to give me riddles and puzzles. There would always be a treat or a toy at the end of his quests. Sometimes I enjoyed them. Other times they frustrated me. I think he liked them more than I did. It was his way of interacting with me. Now I wish I’d put more time into his games. Perhaps figuring out this one wouldn’t be so difficult.”

      Sean stood up and walked over to the living room window. He peered out at the sprawling city. “I’d say he was probably also protecting you…and the location of the cipher itself. If he believed that you, your email, or anything else could be compromised, he’d have to put the location of the map into a riddle that only a savvy person could figure out.”

      Tommy nodded, following his friend’s chain of thought. “That also means he doesn’t believe whoever killed him…sorry.” He blushed. “Whoever he was worried about wouldn’t be smart enough to decipher the riddle for themselves.”

      Sean stepped away from the window and crossed his arms. His face scrunched into a frown. “And you don’t have any idea who could be behind this or why they’d want to kill your uncle?”

      She shook her head. They were questions the police had already asked her. Sean knew that. But he still had to ask. It was part of his process, a systematic procedure of questions and answers that had been ingrained in him during his years working for the government.

      “I wish I did. The fact is that my uncle and I weren’t that close. I suspect the only reason he sent this email to me is that I’m his only living relative he still spoke to. Most of the family stopped associating with him because they thought he was crazy.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows lowered. “Crazy? Why would they think that?”

      Keiko shrugged. “Probably because he was always on some wild treasure hunt, always trying to find the next ancient relic or artifact. It was all he talked about. His search for the Honjo Masamune pushed them over the edge. He kept mentioning new clues he’d discovered, or how he was so close to finding it. Eventually, everyone grew tired of his tall tales. They figured he was lying. Maybe he wasn’t. But I have no idea what this riddle means. I’m a business person, not a historian.”

      “Really?” Tommy was intrigued. “What kind of business?”

      She smiled and looked down at the floor, somewhat embarrassed. “I run a small sushi bar six blocks from here.”

      “Sushi!” Tommy exclaimed. “I love sushi.”

      Sean interrupted. “I’m sorry, but can we get back on track here?”

      “Sorry.”

      “When it comes to figuring out riddles like this one, it helps to have context. In this case, the Honjo Masamune is our context.”

      “It’s all we have.” Tommy added.

      “Right. But is it?” Sean pointed his finger at the screen and tapped on one of the words. “Maybe it’s telling us exactly where to go.”

      Tommy read the words out loud again. “Those whose possession is right.” He thought for a few seconds and then it hit him. “You think that means the original owners of the sword?”

      Sean nodded. “Could be.”

      “The Tokugawa clan,” Keiko blurted. She immediately apologized. “I’m sorry.”

      Tommy shook his head and smiled. “Don’t be. That’s right. It’s the Tokugawas. The last known person to have the sword was Iemasa Tokugawa. It was reported he was the one who handed it over, along with many other weapons, to the American forces after the war. And you said you’re not a historian.”

      It was her turn to blush. “Most of us here in Tokyo know that part of the story.”

      While he was entertained with Tommy’s terrible attempt at flirting, Sean steered the conversation back to the point at hand. “A threshold is an entrance, or the base of an entrance. It must mean we have to stand in some kind of doorway.”

      Tommy knew better than to worry about the last sentence of the riddle. There was no point in even considering it until they’d determined the location mentioned in the first half. He turned from his friend back to Keiko. “The Edo Castle,” he said, “where the Japanese Imperial Palace is now. How far away is that?”

      She thought for a moment then shook her head. “Not far. Twenty minutes. Why?”

      Sean answered. “Because the Edo Castle was the original shogunate for the Tokugawa family. It was where they called home for centuries. Since they’re the rightful owners of the sword, it would make sense that your uncle meant the threshold to that castle would be the place.”

      Tommy pecked at the keys on the computer and pulled up several images of the historic location. He bit the corner of his thumb as he scrolled through the pictures. “Only problem is, which threshold? Was he talking about a door? Or was it one of these big gates?” He tapped the screen.

      Sean leaned over to get a better look. Curious, Keiko stood up and moved around behind Tommy, bending over his shoulder to see what they were talking about.

      The scent of lavender and vanilla filled his nostrils, doing more to distract him than he needed.

      She reached a toned bare arm around in front of him and pointed at one of the images of a large, wooden gate surrounded by stone. “That is the main entrance to the grounds. It’s the Tayasu Gate. I’ve been there before, with my uncle. He explained its significance to me.”

      The two Americans stared at the image with narrowed eyes.

      “It definitely looks like it has hiding places for something small like a map or a codex,” Sean said.

      “Worth a look,” Tommy added. “Worst-case scenario: we’ll get to check out a historic Japanese landmark.”

      “Saddle up,” Sean said and then turned his attention to Keiko. “You coming with us? If so, you’ll need a coat. It’s pretty chilly out there.”

      Winter was knocking on the door, and the temperature had plummeted to the point where going outside in short sleeves—or in Keiko’s case, no sleeves—was out of the question.

      She nodded. “I may as well come along. It’s what my uncle would have wanted.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Tommy chimed.

      Sean lifted his rucksack off the floor by the door and slung it over his shoulder. Tommy grabbed his gear bag as well and waited on their host. Keiko disappeared into a room down an adjacent hallway to put on a jacket and collect her small black clutch. She reappeared a few minutes later, sliding her phone into the little bag.

      Before she reached the entryway, Sean heard something outside and immediately held up a hand, signaling her to stop. A look of concern washed over his face. He put a finger to his lips, leaned to his right, and looked through the peephole in the center of the door. Outside, a man with a shaved head, black jacket, and a loosely buttoned black shirt stood close by. He was surrounded by two others, but Sean got the distinct impression there might be a few more. Shaved Head didn’t move. Why wasn’t he knocking?

      Sean didn’t have to ask. He already knew the answer. The guy and the other goons were waiting for them to leave. But were they there for Keiko or he and Tommy? It had to be Keiko. No one outside the IAA even knew they were here.

      He stepped away from the door, retreating stealthily like a cat who’d come across a bigger predator.

      Tommy put his hands out to his side and mouthed, “What’s the problem?”

      Sean’s response was only one word, and he didn’t even whisper it. His lips moved enough for his friend and their host to understand. “Trouble.”
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      Sean motioned to the sliding door on the far side of the room. It led onto a small balcony. He’d noticed it when they arrived. Being aware of his environment was something that came second nature to him. And it was a skill that had saved his skin on more than one occasion.

      He’d seen the fire escape ladder attached to the side of the balcony and had the fleeting thought that it would be unfortunate to have to use it. Now it seemed they had no choice.

      When the group of three arrived at the balcony door, Tommy grabbed his shoulder and hissed. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He should have known better than to ask. They’d been through enough narrow escapes and hairy incidents together. Maybe he was just asking for Keiko’s sake. The Japanese woman stood just behind Tommy, a confused expression on her face.

      Sean pointed at the front door. “There are three guys standing out there waiting for us to leave. From the bulge in their jackets, I’d say they’re armed, which means they aren’t part of the tourism welcoming committee.”

      “What?” Tommy spun around and cast a questioning glare at Keiko. “Friends of yours?”

      She was as surprised as they were. Keiko shook her head slowly. “No.” There was worry in her voice. “Do you think it’s the men who killed my uncle?”

      Sean sighed. “No way to know for sure. But one thing is certain, they’re Yakuza.”

      Tommy whirled back around. “What? Are you serious? Yakuza? How do you know that?”

      Sean calmed him down. “I saw the edge of one of the guy’s tattoos peeking out from under his shirt. Their tats all have a uniform look to them. He’s definitely Yakuza.”

      “Why is the Yakuza here?”

      Sean ignored his friend’s increasingly panicked reaction, unzipped his rucksack, and pulled out his Springfield XD .40 caliber.

      Tommy’s eyes went wide. “Oh come on,” he whispered. “Really? We just got here.”

      Keiko’s expression was equally troubled by the sudden appearance of the weapon. “Where did you get that?”

      Tommy calmed for a moment, digging his own gun out of his bag. “Oh, we brought these with us.”

      She looked mortified. “How?”

      Sean answered. “It’s a long story. We have a plane. Look, you two go ahead. I’ll wait until you’re on the next level before I come down.”

      Tommy nodded then asked, “You gonna be OK, buddy? That’s a long drop to the street.”

      “Thank you,” Sean said. “I’m fully aware.”

      Tommy smiled devilishly.

      Sean’s fear of heights was well known among his circle of friends. He claimed it traced back to when he was a small child and had fallen at a playground, but there was no real way of knowing. All Sean knew was that whenever he even got close to the edge of a tall building or cliff or anything else high above ground level, he had to fight from freezing up.

      Tommy led the way out onto the landing. A cold wind blasted over him. Keiko pulled her jacket tight around her arms. She had a worried look on her face but followed nonetheless. Under normal circumstances, she might have questioned Sean’s assessment of the situation with the men outside her door. In light of what happened to her uncle only days before and the mysterious message she’d received from him, she decided to trust the American's instincts.

      Outside, Tommy lowered the ladder down to the next level as quietly as he could. The metal creaked a little but otherwise didn’t make much sound.

      “My neighbor downstairs,” Keiko whispered, “she’s a nice woman. I think she’s home right now. I’ll knock on the door when we get down there, and maybe she’ll let us in.”

      “Perfect,” Sean said. “I’d rather not have to climb down the entire fifteen stories on a bunch of ladders. Now hurry.”

      She nodded and descended the ladder as Tommy moved aside to let her go first. He went down right behind her as Sean stood by the door, waiting with his weapon at the ready. At any second, he anticipated the men outside the entrance would burst through and enter the condo, but they didn’t. For some reason, they kept waiting. Why? Were they thinking it would be easier to grab the occupants on their way out? Sean wasn’t about to wait around and find out. Reluctantly, he slid his foot out onto the balcony. A sickening feeling filled his gut, and he felt his body go stiff. Slowly, he moved his other foot out onto the landing, clutching the edge of the door frame with a death grip that turned his knuckles white.

      Below, Tommy and Keiko had already made it to the neighbor’s balcony. She was hurriedly rapping on the glass door, trying to get the attention of the woman inside.

      Sean stuffed his gun into his belt and reached over to the door, pulling it shut while still trying to grip the outer edge of the doorsill. He stared at the wall, desperately trying not to look down, but it was a vain effort. His left hand stretched over to the railing and grasped it tightly, followed shortly by his right. Now there was nowhere to look but down or out. And neither made him feel any better. The fifteen-story drop to the street sent a shiver through his body.

      “It’s OK, buddy,” Tommy encouraged from below. “You can do this. You’ve done worse.” The downstairs door opened, and an older woman with a pleasant and wrinkled face stepped into view. She smiled at Keiko as the younger woman explained that the building supervisor was doing some construction in her hall and they needed to leave before the crew was finished.

      The older neighbor accepted the lie and motioned for them to come in. Tommy waited for his friend, watching as Sean hesitantly inched his way over to the ladder. Sean swallowed hard and closed his eyes as he swung his first leg out and planted his foot onto the first rung. He grabbed the side of the ladder tightly and repeated the process with his other foot.

      One step down. Then another. Then another. The entire time, Sean kept his eyes glued to a skyscraper off in the distance. He didn’t want to look off to the right or down for fear he’d faint and fall. In truth, the fall would only be a few feet to the next landing, but there was no rationalizing with a phobia like that. Suddenly, he felt his foot touch the downstairs balcony and he let go of the ladder and nearly fell into the older woman’s condo, desperate to get away from the ledge.

      He didn’t pay any attention to the décor of the room. Paper lanterns hung in the corner. A little bamboo plant stood by the window next to a television. The rest was a blur. Sean was just happy to be back in a safe place, and he recovered almost immediately. He righted himself and headed for the door.

      “Tell her we said thank you,” Sean said as he reached the entrance.

      Keiko nodded and did as he said, smiling politely at the neighbor who mirrored the gesture and nodded. Tommy gave her a short bow and also said thank you in English before following the other two out the door.

      They didn’t notice the woman’s eyes go wide at the sight of the weapons tucked in the back of their pants.

      Out in the hall, Tommy closed the door behind him and then looked to Sean. “What next? We go out the front door?”

      “Unless there’s a rear entrance.” He looked to Keiko.

      She nodded and bit her lower lip. “Yes. It’s this way.” She started to head toward one of the elevators, but Sean stopped her.

      “We should take the stairs. Elevators box you in. No way to get out if someone is waiting on the other side.”

      She swallowed and nodded her understanding. “OK, stairs are this way.”

      The three hurried down the narrow corridor lit with chrome sconces on the wall. At the other end, Keiko made an abrupt right turn and pushed her way through a closed door with a bar latch. They entered the concrete stairwell and began their descent.

      Fluorescent bulbs cast a sterile, eerie glow on the white cinder block walls and gray concrete steps. The Americans chased after their host as she hurried downward, often taking two steps at a time.

      When they reached the main floor, she pulled open the door leading into the lobby and then cut to the left. “The back door is this way.”

      She took off with Tommy right behind her, but Sean paused. A man in a similar outfit to those waiting outside Keiko’s door was standing by the main entrance to the building. He was wearing sunglasses despite being indoors, and had his hands in his pockets. His head twitched to the side as he saw the sudden movement at the other end of the room.

      “Crap,” Sean said to himself. He rushed after the other two even as the man by the door darted toward them.

      Keiko and Tommy fled through a short hall that ended in another doorway. She pushed the latch and passed through. Sean caught up in no time, his pace quickened by the new threat on the ground floor.

      “You got a car?” Sean asked as he hurried through the open door and shoved it hard to hasten its closure.

      “Yes, it’s in the garage.” She pointed to a covered walkway that led to a three-story garage.

      “Go get it. I have to take care of something here.”

      Tommy frowned. “Take care of something?”

      Sean braced his shoulder against the door a second before a heavy thud slammed against it from the other side.

      “Yeah,” he nodded. “We have company. Would you mind getting the car?”

      Tommy and Keiko obeyed, realizing someone had seen them. They took off toward the garage while Sean pushed hard against the metal door. If the guy had a gun, he might try to fire it. That would be a foolish move considering the bullet could possibly ricochet back at him. The problem was that at some point Sean was going to have to let go of the door to go get in the car. When he did, the man on the other side would get through.

      He looked down as the guy kept pounding and shoving on the door. A cinder block sat on the ground near the wall. It wasn’t ideal, but if he could reach it, maybe he could wedge it against the door in such a way that the man on the inside couldn’t get out.

      Propping his foot against the bottom edge of the door to keep leverage, he leaned his body over and reached for the block. It was only a few inches away from his hand, but he couldn't get it. Loosening his foot against the door just for a second, he stretched out again to grab the block. The door shuddered and gave way as the guy inside plowed into it with his shoulder and stumbled forward into daylight.

      For a moment, Sean was out of view because the door swung around in front of him. He glanced toward the garage and was glad to see Tommy and Keiko were already out of view. But they wouldn’t be for long.

      The door slowly swung back toward its frame, and Sean stood up. The other man had his back to him, looking around for any trace of the escapees. Sean took advantage and rushed him, driving his shoulder into the guy’s back and knocking him to the ground like a linebacker. The man’s head smacked against the concrete sidewalk, and Sean felt the body go limp. As he stood up, Sean noticed the man’s chest rising and falling slowly. He wasn’t dead but definitely unconscious. It was lucky he’d hit his head like that—well, not lucky for the gangster. Right now Sean didn’t care about that. He had to get moving before the guy came to and called down reinforcements.

      He heard tires screeching, and a second later a little red four-door Toyota appeared. He could see Tommy and Keiko inside and took off toward the vehicle. Sean pounded the ground hard, forcing himself into an all-out sprint until he skidded to a stop, flung open the car door, and dove inside.

      Before he even closed the door behind him he shouted, “Go!”

      Keiko stomped on the gas pedal, and the little tires squealed again; the sudden momentum slammed the rear door shut as she sped out onto the main street and into the Tokyo traffic.

      Once they were out of view and around the next corner, Tommy glared back at him. “Where did that guy come from?”

      Sean propped himself up, took his gun out of his pants, put it back in his gear bag, and set it aside. He ran his fingers through his messy blond hair and put his head against the headrest. “He was watching the front door, which is why we were going out the back way to begin with. I guess they decided to have him waiting on the inside instead of watching from out front.”

      Keiko was still breathing hard from the close call with the gangsters. “Those were the men who killed my uncle?”

      The suddenness of the question caught Sean off guard, but he nodded. “No way of knowing for sure, but I’d guess that’s them. Whatever it was your uncle hid at that castle must be pretty valuable. If it’s a map that leads to the Honjo Masamune, that’s something bad people would be willing to kill for.”

      Tommy nodded. “That sword would go for hundreds of millions on the black market.”

      Keiko processed the information as she weaved the car through traffic. “So that’s what this is about? Money? They killed my uncle for money?” Her voice sounded distant, almost hollow.

      “It’s sad, but that’s the sick world we live in now,” Tommy consoled her.

      She pinched her lips together and gripped the wheel tightly. Both men could see the anger in her expression, but she didn’t cry. She just kept her eyes forward, focused on the road.

      “I guess we need to find whatever it is my uncle hid and make sure they don’t get what they want.”

      Tommy grabbed the handle above the door and looked over at her again. “You said it’s twenty minutes to the palace?”

      She nodded. “Normally. I can get us there in fifteen. I know a shortcut.”
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      “What do you mean they got away?”

      Hideo stood by the rear door to the building, staring down at the man who sat against a concrete retaining wall while rubbing the right side of his forehead. His subordinate was clearly in pain, wincing each time his fingers touched the huge knot bulging from his temple.

      “I saw them come out of the stairwell,” the man explained. “They took off in this direction, so I went after them. When I got outside they were gone. Then one of the Americans came out of nowhere and knocked me to the ground from behind. I must have hit my head. I blacked out, and when I regained consciousness, they’d vanished.

      Hideo’s stern glare softened slightly. Three of his men stood between him and the garage, keeping a lookout for any passersby or anyone of interest. Two others had gone to retrieve their cars from out front.

      Hideo put his hand on the man’s shoulder. He’d only been with their organization for a few months and was still considered to be a little brother, a shatei. When he spoke, his tone was full of soothing encouragement. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We know where they’re going next.”

      The newcomer looked up, surprised. “We do?”

      “Yes,” Hideo nodded. “We know everything that happens in this city. Now, are you able to stand?”

      The guy nodded and eased himself up onto his feet.

      “Good. The cars are coming around to get us and take us to these Americans. No doubt you’ll want to repay them for what they did to your head, yes?”

      He nodded again and started walking toward the garage.

      Hideo corrected his direction, pressing against his shoulder and guiding him off to the side of the building near a dumpster in the shadows of the sunlight. “Stand over here in the shade for a moment, brother. If you hit your head, I’m sure the bright light will only make the pain worse.”

      “It does. Thank you.”

      Hideo bent down to the ground and picked up the younger man’s sunglasses. He handed them to him courteously. The newcomer gave a curt nod and thanked him.

      As he slid the sunglasses onto his nose, Hideo pulled a black pistol out of his jacket. It already had a suppressor attached to the end, something he must have done while the group was coming down from the fifteenth floor.

      He raised the weapon and fired a round through the left corner of the newcomer’s skull. A pink mist erupted from the other side. As the body wavered, the younger man turned slightly before his knees gave out. The other three gangsters stepped in, catching the body before it hit the ground. One lifted the lid on the dumpster while the other two much stronger men hefted the fresh corpse into the bin and onto a pile of garbage bags. The lid slammed shut as two black Mercedes appeared around the corner and pulled into the loading area.

      One of the men opened a rear door for Hideo, and once he was inside, closed it and got in the front with the driver.

      Hideo unscrewed the suppressor from his weapon, handed the cylinder to one of his men, and stuffed the gun back into his jacket. “Where are they?” he asked the driver.

      “They’ve gone to the palace.”

      Hideo nodded. “Get us there. Hurry.”
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      As predicted, Keiko’s shortcut led them quickly to the palace grounds. The Americans figured that tourism would be somewhat slower during the wintry months. Turns out, people came to see the historic area all year round.

      The group left Keiko’s car a few blocks from the outer wall that wrapped around the royal premises. A moat-like waterway also circled the property, a lasting reminder of the feudal times in Japan.

      Stone bridges, built centuries before, led into key areas of the estate. Sean admired the scene. The pagoda-style structure was an eloquent design, perched flush on one of the interior wall’s corners, right on top of the water. And while most of the royal palaces in Japan were much larger, more ornate, the Tokyo palace was simpler, a two-story dwelling that seemed more fit for a prime minister or president than a descendant of an ancient royal line. But Sean appreciated that part of it too. Minimalism had strong roots in Japanese culture, and this particular palace symbolized that, at least from the outside.

      They made their way along the sidewalk and after ten minutes found the entrance they were looking for.

      “That’s the gate,” Keiko said, pointing at the huge structure.

      The Tayasu Gate was a large wooden entryway, bookended by a massive stone wall on both sides. The wood was thick, sturdy oak cut long ago from enormous trees. There were two open doorways on either side of the main portal, which was also wide open. A sporadic stream of visitors trickled in and out of the gate, their heads turning from side to side and up and down as they took in the sheer size of the thing.

      Tommy stared up at it with wide eyes, overstating the obvious. “It’s huge.”

      Keiko nodded. “It is one of the original gates on the property. The white wall above it is a more recent addition.”

      Once they were underneath the shadows of the gate, the group stopped and looked up and around. Each had the same question, but Tommy was the one to blurt it out first.

      “OK, so we’re here on the threshold. The next part says we’re supposed to rise to find the way.” He turned to Sean. “Any thoughts on that one?”

      Sean moved fully underneath the gate’s frame. Above, the structure below the ceiling was somewhat hollow with the support beams and rafters in full view.

      “Rise to find the way,” he said with his hands on his hips.

      The other two joined him under the overhang and looked up.

      “There are certainly plenty of places to hide something up there,” Keiko said.

      Tommy’s voice filled with sarcasm. “Yeah. Would be nice to have a look around. If only there were a way we could get up there…”

      Sean shook his head, doing his best to ignore his friend’s I-told-you-so tone.

      Tommy opened his rucksack and fished out the tangled mess of rope, spilling a water bottle and compass onto the ground in the process. He didn’t care. He held up the rope triumphantly and looked at it as if it were a foreign object.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. What’s this? It looks like a rope. Is that what it is, Sean? I can’t tell. Wait, you know what? I think it is a rope. But we would never need a rope in the city, right? I mean, what possible reason could we have for needing a rope in the city?”

      Sean had heard enough and, catching his friend off guard, snatched the rope from him and stepped over to one of the gate’s interior walls. His fingers worked fast, undoing the knots in the rope and then bundling one end together to give it some weight.

      “You’re welcome,” Tommy said as he watched, suddenly feeling less proud of himself.

      Sean took a middle section of rope and spun the heavy end around five times before letting it fly upward. It sailed over the nearest beam about fifteen feet up and dropped over the other side. Sean’s fingers loosened, letting the slack pull out rapidly until the bundle reached shoulder level. He stopped the rope’s progress, grabbed the clump of rope, and tied off a slip knot. Then he pulled down on the long end, sending the knot back up to the beam until it tightened snugly against the wood. He gave it a few hard tugs and then turned to Tommy.

      “You want to go up, or should I?”

      Tommy blushed and cocked his head sideways. “I can’t climb that thing. You know I couldn’t even do the ropes in gym class when we were in high school.”

      Sean lowered his eyebrows sarcastically. “Oh, you mean you brought a rope to Tokyo, but you need me to climb it?”

      “I didn’t think we’d have to climb it,” Tommy mumbled. He stuffed his hands in his pocket and watched.

      Sean grabbed the rope with both hands and pulled himself into a rappelling position with both feet planted against the wall. He leaned back one more time to make sure the knot was secure and then started walking his way up one foot at a time, one hand over the other. It took him less than twenty seconds to reach the beam. Sean pulled his legs up so his torso was parallel with the ground.

      Keiko watched in amazement from below. Tommy stood next to her, pretending to be unimpressed.

      “He does this sort of thing all the time,” he said to her.

      Clutching the rope tightly with both hands, Sean raised his legs and wrapped them around the beam, straddling it from underneath. Locking his legs in place, he released the rope with one hand and put one hand around the beam, then the other. He shimmied around the side of the wood and a moment later was on top of it with both legs dangling below.

      Tommy shook his head. “Showoff.”

      Sean ignored him. He was already searching the nooks and crevices of the ceiling area.

      On the ground, a middle-aged couple walked by and stared up curiously at the American. Tommy dismayed them by saying, “He’s doing maintenance on the support structure.”

      They frowned at him and kept walking.

      He turned to Keiko. “I don’t think they understood me.”

      She stared at him as if his head was on fire.

      “OK.” He looked back up at his friend, who was standing on the beam, keeping his arms out wide to maintain balance. “See anything up there, buddy? People are starting to notice.”

      “Yeah,” Sean replied. “There’s something wedged against one of the front beams that’s holding up the wall.” He pointed in the direction he was looking. “It looks like a box of some kind.”

      He placed one foot ahead of the other, carefully negotiating the beam like an amateur gymnast. At one point he wavered a little, nearly losing his footing. Keiko put her hands over her mouth, gasping at the tenuous moment. Falling wouldn’t kill Sean unless he landed on his head, but it wouldn’t be a great outcome; injuring an ankle, arm, or foot would greatly hinder their progress.

      “What happened to your whole fear of heights thing, buddy?” Tommy taunted.

      Sean kept his eyes locked on his destination. He was only five feet away from the intersection where another beam joined the one he was on, forming a T.

      “That only kicks in when I’m over twenty-five feet high or so. You know that.”

      Tommy twisted his head and looked at Keiko. “He has selective fear of heights.”

      She said nothing, still watching breathlessly as Sean traversed the beam and switched over to the shorter one that connected to the front interior wall.

      Sean took a final step and crouched down cautiously. Planting his hands on the flat surface just in front of him, he lowered his body down to a sitting position and once more let his legs dangle. Squeezing the beam with his thighs to keep steady, Sean reached over and pried the little box from its hiding place. The bamboo container was only about eight inches long and a few inches wide.

      “What is it?” Tommy asked, trying not to draw too much attention from other passersby.

      “It’s a bamboo box,” Sean answered.

      He pushed on one end of the top and found that the lid slid into place along a pair of opposing grooves. His index finger pushed it a little farther, revealing a tiny roll of paper inside.

      “There’s something inside. It’s a piece of rolled up paper.”

      “What does it say?” Tommy pressed.

      Sean looked down at him derisively. “I haven’t taken it out yet.”

      “Right.”

      Sean pushed the lid back into place. “I’m going to drop it down to you.”

      “Wait. What? I don’t want to break it!” Tommy protested.

      “There’s nothing to break, buddy. It’s just wood and a piece of paper.”

      Tommy looked around. An old woman strolled by, staring at him for a moment before turning her gaze forward to the street.

      “How do you know? You said you didn’t open it. There could be some kind of acid vial in it or something.”

      Sean’s eyebrows scrunched together. He shook his head slowly. “Acid vial? Really? I’m telling you, it's just paper and bamboo. Here.” He leaned over the beam, still gripping it tightly with his thighs.

      This position shortened the drop by two feet, and he held the little box by the end to reduce the fall by another few inches, just to ease Tommy’s mind.

      Tommy still wasn’t sure about the idea, but he positioned himself directly under the box and held up both hands.

      Sean released the end of the box. Tommy caught it with an exaggerated motion, lowering his palms quickly as if he were catching an egg. Satisfied nothing inside was broken, he straightened his back and examined the object. Up above, Sean was already heading back to the rope, carefully navigating his way through the rafters and across the support beams.

      Keiko stepped close and looked at the box. Her shoulder grazed Tommy’s, sending a chill down his spine that he was certain she had no idea about.

      On the lid, Japanese characters were burned into the surface.

      Tommy spoke in a hushed tone. “What does it say?”

      She choked back her emotions and translated. “It’s a name,” she said. “Iemasa Tokugawa.”

      Sean’s feet clopped onto the ground as he let himself drop the remaining six feet. The noise startled their somber moment. “Sorry, buddy, but we’re probably going to have to leave the rope. No way I can untie that and get down at the same time.”

      “Aw man, seriously?”

      “I’ll buy you a new one.” He sidled up next to the others and stared at the box, now more clearly visible in the sunlight. “You just gonna stand there, or you gonna open it?” Sean took a quick look around, surveying the area. He wasn’t completely convinced they were alone. He hoped it was paranoia, but the incident at Keiko’s building had roused old instincts, instincts that weren’t easily shut off.

      Tommy nodded and pushed the lid open. The paper inside was wrapped tightly and tied with a single red ribbon. From the looks of it, the cream-colored paper was old. The signs of time and wear were clearly visible in the faded exterior.

      “Do you think we should get it to a lab before we open it?” Sean asked. While he had a great deal of knowledge in the field of archaeology and history, Sean always deferred to Tommy’s expertise when it came to delicate matters. He was one of the smartest in the business when it came to those things.

      “Should be OK,” he said, shaking his head. “If Tokugawa put it here, it’s only seventy years old. Not likely to fall apart. But I’ll be careful. You never know.”

      He sidestepped over to a park bench close to the wall and eased onto it. Tommy gently pressed a finger against each end of the tiny scroll and lifted it out of the box. He carefully untied the ribbon and set it aside. Sean and Keiko huddled around him, leaning in as he tenderly peeled back the top layer to unwrap the paper. It made a soft crinkling sound that caused Tommy to freeze for a moment, fearful he may have torn it, but upon inspection he realized it was fine. Years of sitting in the bamboo box in the same position had almost petrified the paper.

      As he continued the unrolling process, faded black Japanese characters were revealed. When the entire page was visible to the group, Sean stared down at it, his mind working hard to translate images he didn’t understand.

      Keiko did understand them. “It says, ‘The three tests of the holy begin on barren heights. There you will find the way written in stone.’”

      She frowned. Frustration filled her voice. “Another riddle.”

      “Yeah, that happens to us a lot,” Tommy said.

      “Three tests of the holy?” Sean asked. “Does that mean the person who is searching for the sword must prove they’re holy?”

      “I hope not,” Tommy joked. “Afraid both of us will fall short in that category.”

      Sean repeated the second phrase. “The way written in stone. I guess that means either we’ll find the sword, or we’ll find another riddle. If I had to speculate, I’d say it’s the latter. If there are three tests, that must mean we will have to find three clues before the location of the sword is revealed. Barren heights suggests that the first one could be hidden on a mountain.” He turned to Keiko. “You don’t happen to know which mountain that might be, do you?”

      She shook her head. “We have many mountains in Japan. It could be any of them.”

      Tommy interjected. “Just once I wish we could find the treasure on a sandy beach where X marks the spot.”

      Sean could tell Keiko’s mind was turning; did she have an idea about the mountain in question?

      Before he could ask her, Tommy spoke up again. “Let’s get this back to the hotel and call the kids. Maybe they can offer up some help. They’re good with piecing together information like this, and unfortunately, my knowledge about Japanese mountains is somewhat lacking.”

      He started to get up but froze in place, his eyes fixed on something through the gap between Keiko and Sean.

      Sean noticed his concerned look almost instantly. He didn’t have to turn around to know that something was wrong. “They’re here, aren’t they?”

      Tommy gave a subtle nod. “Yep.”

      “How many?”

      “Five. And they’re right behind you.”
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      “Thank you so much for leading us to the cipher,” Hideo said. He and his four men stood in a semicircle surrounding Keiko and the two Americans. “I am most grateful.”

      Sean turned around slowly, keeping his hands out to his side. His rucksack was sitting on the ground at Tommy’s feet. He’d absently set it there, next to his friend’s bag, not thinking he would need the weapon inside. Now he cursed himself for the mistake. Not that it would matter much. Firing a weapon in broad daylight around a bunch of people would almost do more harm than good. And as the men in the matching outfits came into view, Sean realized that even if he had his gun in hand, he’d be cut down before being able to get off a single shot.

      Shaved Head stood between two other men in such a way that anyone who walked by wouldn’t be able to see the pistol in his hand.

      Being at an extreme disadvantage and with no play to make, Sean resorted to using his other special ability. Sarcasm. “Nice haircut,” he said with a smirk.

      The gunman’s expression didn’t change. “Give me the cipher.”

      Sean acted unconcerned. When he responded, his voice escalated with each word until he was almost shouting. “Or what? You’ll shoot us? Here? In front of all these people?” Drawing the attention of anyone within earshot was exactly what he wanted.

      Anger flooded Shaved Head’s eyes, but he remained calm. The two men at each end of their semicircle pulled knives out of their jackets. The blades were at least seven inches long and glinted in the sunlight.

      “That won’t be necessary, gentlemen. Not here anyway,” Shaved Head said. He held out a hand to the two men. They obeyed and put the blades out of sight. “I would prefer not to have to shoot you, especially here. Like you said: too many people around. So either you give us the cipher and we let you live, or you come for a ride with us, we take it from you, and you die a very painful death. The choice is yours.”

      Tommy stood slowly while the leader was speaking. He held the paper in a trembling hand. It wasn’t fear that made him shake. He’d stared down the barrels of enough guns. It was anger.

      He stepped forward. “You think you can solve this riddle? Good luck. We have degrees in this stuff and don’t know what it means. It’s all gibberish anyway.”

      The leader lowered his head slightly and glared at Tommy from underneath his eyelids. “I will be the judge of that.”

      Tommy moved around in front of Keiko, who stood firmly in place, paralyzed with fear. He figured she’d never been held at gunpoint before, and the last thing he wanted was this idiot accidentally putting a bullet in her.

      “What do you think, Sean? Should I give it to him?”

      “I’d rather you not.” Sean kept his eyes locked on the enemy. “Don’t get me wrong. I honestly don’t think you can figure out what this thing says. It’s just that I don’t like you very much. I know we haven’t been formally introduced, but there’s something about you that just screams scumbag.”

      Shaved Head gritted his teeth. The longer he delayed, the more confident Sean was that the guy had no intention of pulling the trigger. And getting them to go quietly would be an issue too. Sean had already shown them that by raising his voice.

      “Looks to me like we have ourselves what we call a stalemate. Know what I mean?”

      Off to the right, in the gate entrance, a security guard had taken interest in the rope hanging from the rafters. No one in the standoff saw him inspecting it, and they didn’t see when he suddenly realized what was going on between the two groups.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he said in sharp Japanese.

      The Americans didn’t understand the words, but they got the gist.

      “These men are causing trouble,” Keiko answered, suddenly emboldened. “They’re trying to rob us. Call the police.”

      Shaved Head’s eyes blazed, twitching furiously.

      Sean took a slow step back toward his rucksack, using the guard’s distraction as a chance to grab his things. While he was there, he picked up Tommy’s bag as well.

      The rent-a-cop was only equipped with a stun gun, but he drew it quickly and pressed a button on his shoulder radio. He said something in a flurry of words, probably calling for backup.

      “This is none of your concern,” Shaved Head said to the security guard, or at least that’s what the Americans figured he was saying.

      “Tommy,” Sean whispered.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have the riddle memorized. Toss the paper in the air toward that ditch.”

      “What?”

      “Take the cipher, and throw it up in the air toward the ditch,” Sean repeated. “And let their leader see you do it. These guys don’t fool around. They’re going to kill that guard, and then they’ll kill us.”

      His assessment of the situation had changed. He’d thought it to be a stalemate, but Sean realized that these men operated without fear of authority, which meant they had connections, the kind of connections that could let them get away with almost anything.

      Tommy understood immediately. And he didn’t disagree. “Hey!” he shouted, waving the paper in the air as he took a wary step back toward the ditch.

      A steady stream of water flowed into the moat surrounding the palace grounds. He stopped a foot away from a guardrail and held the little scroll high. “You don’t want this to get wet, do you?”

      Shaved Head’s attention swiftly turned to Tommy, and his face filled with panic. It was the first they’d seen the statue-like expression change. Tommy lowered his hand dramatically and kept it at waist level for a second, letting the tension build.  Then he tossed the little scroll straight up as hard as he could. All five gangsters freaked out and broke toward the sailing roll of paper.

      “Now!” Sean shouted.

      He grabbed Keiko’s arm and jerked her to the left as he and Tommy darted toward the street. Behind them, the scroll ceased its upward journey and started falling fast toward the steady liquid stream.  They scrambled, bumping into each other clumsily, grasping at air to catch the falling paper. One man tipped it with his fingers, bumping it a little higher before Shaved Head was able to step up onto the rail and lean over, snatching it just seconds before it fell out of reach and into the running water.

      One of the men turned and pointed at the three people disappearing around the corner, shouting at the others that they were getting away.

      Hideo stopped them. “Wait,” he said. “We have what we came for. We have to take this to Taka at once. He will be most pleased.”

      The men obeyed and straightened their clothes. A few tourists stared at them awkwardly as they passed by. Hideo shoved his weapon back into his jacket and sneered at a young couple who walked by holding hands. They sped up their pace and hurried away through the gate.

      Out on the street, Sean pushed Keiko in front of him just in case the gangsters pursued and started firing. It was his instinct to protect others that way. He’d rather take the bullet than someone like her. She was innocent. Him, not so much.

      They hurried by a row of cars and crossed the street at the next intersection, running out in front of a line of three cars that had just gotten the green light. The drivers honked angrily, but Keiko and the Americans kept running. The cold air burned their throats and lungs as it passed through in big gasps. Sean could see Tommy’s speed was already slowing.

      “Don’t slow down, buddy,” Sean warned and cast a quick glance back.

      There was no sign of the gangsters, but that didn’t mean they weren’t coming. Better to make the gap as big as possible than to make the famous mistake of the hare racing the turtle.

      With legs getting heavier with each step, the group finally made it to the car. Before she reached the door, Keiko had already hit the button on her key fob, unlocking the vehicle. The three flung the doors open, jumped in, and ten seconds later the little red car sped away into the midafternoon traffic.

      Tommy was in the front seat, gasping for air. Keiko’s breathing was also somewhat labored but not nearly as exaggerated. Sean was a little winded, but he was accustomed to running much longer distances than that.

      As he started to recover, Tommy swallowed and told Keiko the name of the hotel they’d reserved for the night. She nodded and said it would only take twenty minutes to get there.

      Then Tommy turned around and looked at Sean for an explanation. “Any idea how those guys found us there?”

      Sean sat up straight and shook his head. “Not sure, unless they heard us talking about it when they were out in the hall.” He directed his line of questioning to Keiko. “Does your apartment have thin walls?”

      She didn’t answer immediately. It was clear she wasn’t used to running for her life or having a gun pointed at her.

      Tommy put a calming hand on her shoulder as she steered the car through traffic. “It’s OK. We’re fine. We’ll get you to a safe place and let the police know what happened. They’ll take care of it.”

      She shook her head. Her voice trembled. “We can’t go to the police. Yakuza owns the police. Not just in Tokyo. All over the country. They’ve infested the city and country like a virus. There’s no stopping them now. And there’s nowhere to hide.”

      Sean turned around and looked out the back window. “They’re not coming after us,” he said after staring down the street for several seconds. “If they were, we’d see them by now. They got what they wanted.”

      Tommy laughed. “Lot of good it’ll do them if they can’t figure out the riddle.”

      “Maybe,” Sean said. “But I’d feel a lot better if we could put some distance between us and them. Get on the phone with the kids, and see what they can come up with. And Keiko?”

      Her eyes looked back at him in the rearview mirror.

      “Keep driving. Let’s get out of the city for a little while until things die down.”

      She nodded but had a questioning look in her eyes. “The kids?” she asked.

      “They’re my assistants,” Tommy said. “They’re just young, that’s all.”

      Keiko didn’t seem reassured, but she kept driving.

      As she navigated her car through traffic, Tommy got on his cell phone and dialed the number for his laboratory back in Atlanta. The two they affectionately called the kids spent most of their waking hours there. It wasn’t just because Tommy paid them extremely well; they enjoyed the work and were always finding new things to test and research. It helped that Tommy provided them with the best toys. Their hyper-quantum computers were able to process queries faster than any other machine on the planet, and there were only a few in existence. For Tara and Alex, it was like being kids in a candy store. So when he called, they almost always answered.

      “Hey, Tommy. How’s Japan?” Tara asked. He could hear her smacking some gum through the earpiece.

      “Hello, Tara. Same old story. Looking for an ancient artifact gone missing, ran into some goons who want to kill us. The usual.”

      “Yeah, I was more interested in hearing about the food, the weather, that sort of thing. But it’s good to hear you’re in your comfort zone.”

      “Old dogs, I guess.”

      “Indeed. So I’m assuming you’re calling because you have a question for me. How about you give us a challenge this time.”

      Tara and Alex were always up for a good riddle, especially the kind Tommy seemed to frequently run into.

      “I’m glad you said that, although you might not be when I give it to you.”

      “Try us. I’m putting you on speaker so Alex can hear.”

      “Hey, boss,” Alex chimed in.

      Tommy greeted him and then got back on task. “Hey, Alex. OK, so as you know, we are looking for the Honjo Masamune. We found a cipher on the grounds of the Imperial Palace, which used to be the Tokugawa family land. They were the original holders of the sword. The last man to have it, Iemasa Tokugawa, hid the cipher there. Although it was more of a riddle than a cipher. We didn’t have to decode anything.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Alex asked.

      “We aren’t really sure what the riddle means. It’s a tad on the obscure side, and since we’re on the move, we need you to help us figure it out.”

      “Understood,” Tara said. “So what’s the riddle?”

      “I’m going to hand you over to Sean. He has it memorized.”

      Tommy handed the phone to Sean and mouthed for him to tell them the riddle.  Sean had always had the better memory of the two.

      He took the device and put it to his ear. “Hey, Tara, Alex. The riddle says, ‘Three tests of the holy begin on barren heights and that there the way will be written in stone.’ We figure that the real clue in the riddle has to do with barren heights. So it’s probably a mountain or something.”

      “Hold on a second.”

      Sean could hear her smacking gum in the background as she tapped away at the keyboard.

      Alex spoke into the speaker. “We’re cross-referencing any possible matches featuring the keywords three, test, holy, mountains, that sort of thing.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Keiko jerked the car to the left suddenly and then back to the right, dodging a bicycle courier who’d merged into the right lane out of the blue. The car came to a stop at another red light. The bicyclist pulled up next to them, staring straight ahead as he waited for the light to turn green.

      “This is interesting,” Tara said after a short period of silence. “Most of the results have to do with the three mountains of Dewa. That ring any bells for you guys?”

      “Three mountains of Dewa?” Sean said out loud.

      Keiko looked into the mirror and nodded. “Those are holy mountains in the Shinto religion. Very sacred places. Buddhists still travel to them every year on pilgrimage.”

      “Sounds like we may have a winner,” Sean said to Tara. “Tell me more about these mountains.”

      The light turned green and Keiko stepped on the gas, throttling ahead of the cyclist.

      “Well, let’s see. I’m checking out the images of some of them right now. Looks like two of them are in pretty dense forests. The third, Mount Gassan, doesn’t appear to have any trees at all. Lots of rocks, grass. If I had to describe it I would say the slopes are barren.”

      “Sounds like we may have found a match then.”

      “Could be. There’s a Shinto shrine at the top. Maybe you’ll find something there.” She paused for a moment and then spoke again. “Wait. Hold on a second.”

      “Problem?”

      Tommy turned around, staring at Sean with a questioning glance. He replied with an I don’t know shrug.

      “Yeah,” Tara replied. “The mountain is closed during the winters. Apparently, there’s a lot of snow up there right now. Makes it nearly impossible to get to.”

      Sean thought about the issue. “So no roads to the top? No hiking trails?”

      “There are trails, but right now this says they’re covered in, like, five feet of snow. No way you want to try to get up there until sometime in the summer.”

      “What if we flew in? There any flat areas a helicopter could land up there?”

      Alex and Tara mumbled to each other, talking over a few spots they must have been looking at on the computer monitor.

      “Not really flat, per se. But there are some potential places on the ridge where a helicopter might be able to land. Of course, it could be windy up there. Lots of shear. Would make for a rough flight.”

      Sean considered the options. “OK, Tara. We’ll get back to you. Thanks for your help.”

      “Anytime, boys.”

      Sean ended the call and handed the device back to Tommy.

      “What does she think?” Tommy asked.

      “Well, she says that Mount Gassan might be a good place to start. But it’s closed to visitors right now because of heavy snowfall.”

      “Yes,” Keiko agreed. “That area gets much snow in the winter. Climbing to the top would be almost impossible.”

      “Which is why you asked her about a helicopter,” Tommy continued.

      “Right. She seems to think we may be able to land a chopper up there but it could be sketchy with the wind shear.”

      Keiko turned right at the next light, onto a less crowded street. She immediately noticed the lack of other cars and pedestrians.

      The bicyclist turned with them as well, maintaining a steady speed just behind the car.

      Tommy offered his solution. “I’ll check around and see if I can find a pilot crazy enough to take us up there. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Hope so.”

      Keiko eased the car to a halt at a stop sign and looked both ways. The cyclist suddenly cut around the vehicle, stopping right in front of them. He pulled out a pistol and pointed it straight at the driver. She freaked out for a moment and took her hands off the wheel.

      Tommy was about to tell her to punch the gas when a silver sedan screeched to a halt to their left. Another matching vehicle appeared in front of them, blocking the way in both directions. Sean turned around, hoping they could back up, but another sedan also blocked that escape route.

      The man on the bicycle lowered his head and shouted. “Get out of the car! Now!”

      “How did they find us?” Tommy asked, staring at the cyclist. “I thought no one was following us.”

      “I knew there was a reason they didn’t chase us from the palace,” Sean muttered. He cursed himself for not keeping a better watch.

      The man with the gun shouted again, ordering them out of the car. Sean nodded and put up his hands. Tommy did the same.

      The rear doors of the car next to them opened, and men exited quickly, opening the rear door and yanking Sean out. The vehicle in the rear also emptied two men from the back who hurried to the front doors, opened them, and pulled out Tommy and Keiko.

      “Hey, take it easy!” Tommy shouted. “We’re just American tourists!”

      Sean didn’t protest. He saw the tattoos peek out from under button-up shirts. These men were Yakuza. And Sean knew he and his companions were probably about to die.
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      It was hard to tell how much time had passed in the artificial darkness. The men that dragged Sean and his companions out of their car had immediately put hoods over their captives’ heads to make sure they didn’t see where they were being taken. Tommy had protested up until the point he was shoved into one of the three cars. When the door closed, Sean didn’t hear his friend’s voice anymore. He assumed Keiko was also put in a separate car. Smart, he thought. Together, they could be trouble. Divided, much easier to handle.

      The bumpy car ride lasted around ten minutes, as best as Sean could guess. When they got out, the smell of garlic and fried something filled his nostrils. He figured it was noodles, but there was no way of knowing. A door creaked open somewhere. He stepped in a puddle as the men moved him from the car and into a building where the scents were strengthened and mingled with new ones: spilled booze, fish, and some spice he couldn’t identify.

      The men walked him down a hallway and then forced him to the right. Sean figured the corridor was narrow even though he couldn’t see it. And his hands were bound behind his back so reaching out and touching it was impossible. At one point he felt his shoulder brush against it and sensed the man next to him crowding close. Not that it mattered. Busting out of here would be next to impossible, even for someone who specialized in the impossible.

      “Where are you morons taking us?”

      Sean heard Tommy’s voice up ahead. At least they were being led to the same place. “Take it easy, Tommy.”

      “Sean? Thank goodness. Where’s Keiko?”

      “I’m here,” the feminine voice echoed through the passage.

      “Shut up,” one of the men ordered. They made a left and then came to a sudden halt.

      There was a short sliding sound and then a click. Then the sound came again, and they heard another click. Sean had seen entries like this before; a guy on one side would open a little window to check who was at the door and then unlock it. He figured that was what just happened.

      Once more they were on the move, being ushered down another short passage until it ended in a set of stairs that descended into the bowels of whatever building they were in. At the bottom, the man next to Sean yanked him to the left and led him ten more feet until the hand on his shoulder forced him to stop.

      A second later, he felt the hand move up to the hood and yank it off. For a moment, his eyes had to adjust to the few points of light in the center of the room: a set of five lightbulbs hanging from the ceiling at varying lengths. A man sat in a chair about fifteen feet away, his face covered in shadow, just out of reach from the glow of the lights. He was wearing a silver suit and black tie, his thin hands folded over his chest.

      Sean looked to his right and left: Tommy and Keiko were standing on either side. Whoever had brought them here, they weren’t small-time. Ten men lined the walls, five on each side, and every one of them rippled with muscles. They didn’t try to hide the guns hanging from their shoulder holsters. One of them had knives tucked into sheaths on his belt. He looked especially sinister. Sean knew to always beware of a guy who brought knives to a gun party. It was usually for a reason, and the reason was almost always brutal.

      The man in the shadows interrupted his thoughts. “Welcome to Tokyo, gentlemen.”

      Sean knew to keep his mouth shut, but Tommy wasn’t as adept at dealing with these types.

      “Who are you? Why did you bring us here?”

      There were three guards standing behind the hostages, one for each of them. The one behind Tommy silenced him with a swift elbow to the kidneys. Tommy grunted and dropped to one knee, clutching his back. The man who struck him immediately helped him back to his feet, an odd courtesy after such a swift and harsh punishment.

      Tommy winced and stayed half-hunched even after the guard’s assistance.

      The man in the silver suit continued. “As I was saying, welcome to Tokyo. You should know that I know pretty much everything that happens in my city. Everything worth knowing, anyway.”

      His English was good, unbroken. He was clearly educated, which was a new kind of danger Sean hadn’t encountered before.

      “Are we worth knowing about?” Sean asked.

      He waited for the guard behind him to strike, but the boss’s hand shot up quickly, halting any similar attack.

      “You are not tourists,” he replied. “I don’t mind the tourists. They fill my pockets with money, eat at my restaurants, drink at my bars, and buy my souvenirs. Most of them are of no consequence. You three, on the other hand, are of great consequence.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because you are looking for something of great value, something priceless, something no one has ever been able to find in seventy years of searching.”

      Sean was careful to keep his tone polite. “And you want it for yourself.”

      The man leaned forward, revealing his face. Then he stood up and straightened his jacket. He had gray hair, wrinkles stretching out from the corners of his eyes, and facial skin that sagged slightly. He also had puffy bags under his eyes. Sean guessed him to be in his late sixties, fairly old for a Yakuza boss.

      “You make a typical assumption, Mr. Wyatt.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you know my name, although I do try to keep that somewhat a secret.”

      The man smiled. When he did, his cheeks puffed out, making him look like a little boy with gray hair. “Your name was easy enough to come by. Your background remains a mystery. But you can rest easy, Sean. I have no interest in your history. As far as I’m concerned, the past is of no matter. I usually find that when someone’s background is as secretive as yours, they either did a lot of bad things for a lot of bad people, or they did a lot of bad things for a government. Either way, you’re the right man for the job.”

      Now Sean was curious. “Job?”

      He had a feeling he knew where the conversation was going but waited to hear the old man out.

      “Surely you know that I am Yakuza.” Sean nodded. “And since you know that, given all the men I have in this room, the cars, and the ease with which I tracked you down and abducted you, it is safe for you to assume I am powerful.”

      Sean answered casually. “I’d say that’s a given. And, no offense, given your age, I’d say you’re fairly good at navigating the difficult avenues of the underworld.”

      The old man nodded. “A skill honed through much difficulty.”

      “They say to beware of old men in a career where most men die young. You certainly deserve a high level of respect if that is the case.”

      Sean was going pretty deep with the butt kissing. But Tommy and Keiko didn’t interfere. Keiko was too afraid. And Tommy knew his friend could feel out a room better than anyone. He imagined Sean had probably found himself in similar situations to this one more than a handful of times.

      “You say all the right things,” the old man said with a grin. He bowed low. “An American who has learned respect. Or at least how to present himself as respectful.”

      “It’s not fake if that’s what you’re saying. Someone who commands this many men has to have leadership of some kind. Whether it’s on the right side of the law or not isn’t my call. We’re all just soldiers.”

      The man peered into Sean’s soul, searching him for the truth. There were no lies in the American’s eyes. And Sean had just offered him a taste of what his past looked like. It was enough for the old man.

      “My men call me Aoki,” he said after another moment. “You may call me that as well.”

      The guards in the room eased visibly.

      Sean bowed low. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Sean knew exactly who the old guy was now, though he couldn’t believe he was standing face to face with him and still breathing.

      Upon hearing the name, a chill had shot down Sean’s spine. He’d heard of Aoki. The old man was at the top of the food chain with the Yakuza. While it was hard to figure out if there was a single kingpin over all the other subgroups in the gang, Aoki certainly could be it. Behind the kind-looking, gentle mask was a cold-blooded killer. Sean had heard some gruesome stories about the kind of justice this guy dealt out. It was the stuff of nightmares.

      And he wasn’t lying about all the different kinds of businesses he owned. Most of them were acquired for an obscene amount of money. Others, less scrupulously. But the previous owners always sold. They didn’t have a choice. They were welcome to move somewhere else and start over if they wanted. Those who tried to defy Aoki met a terrible fate.

      “I can see from the look on your face that you have heard of me,” the man said with a hint of puzzlement on his face.

      “Your reputation isn’t an easy one to miss, even in America.”

      “And yet you stand here, unafraid.”

      Sean shrugged. “The way I see it, if you were going to kill us, you’d have done it already.” He prayed he was right about that part. His instincts told him it was the right assumption, but assuming was never a sure thing. “Which means you either want something from us, or you’re up to something else.”

      Aoki smiled. “Perhaps it is a bit of both. And you are correct,” he waved a finger at Sean. “I don’t want to kill you. I need you to do something for me.” He had cut to the chase, ending the little charade.

      “Well, if you want us to bring the Honjo Masamune to you, why didn’t you just ask instead of sending those goons after us?”

      Aoki folded his hands behind his back and briefly looked down at the floor. When he raised his head, he spoke plainly. “Those men who followed you were not mine.”

      Tommy was finally able to stand up straight, though his lower back still throbbed from the blow he’d taken. “Oh yeah? Who were they then?”

      The old man smirked, turned to his left, and took a few paces before stopping and pivoting back toward the visitors. “They work for a man named Taka. He was one of my prodigies. Unfortunately, Taka found his way up the ladder a little too quickly. The power went to his head, and his ambitions became too lofty.”

      “So that was the guy with the shaved head?” Tommy asked.

      “No. That is a man named Hideo. He is Taka’s main enforcer. A ruthless character in his own right. And he will do anything Taka tells him to so long as he gets to ride his boss’s coattails to the top.”

      Sean was starting to see where this was going, though he would never insinuate that Aoki was afraid of this Taka character. “And Taka wants to take you out. That sound about right?”

      Aoki nodded. “Very astute, Mr. Wyatt. Yes. It isn’t just about that, though. There are any number of men who want to kill me.”

      “Heavy sits the crown,” Tommy added.

      “Correct. That is my life, my existence. You get used to it. But Taka is different. He has no sense of honor. All he cares about is power.”

      The irony wasn’t lost on Sean, a crime lord talking about honor. He wondered how much honor there could have been in the innumerable people he’d killed or screwed out of their livelihoods through the decades.

      Again, Aoki read his mind. “I may be a criminal, but I have honor, Mr. Wyatt. Taka has none.”

      Now it was Sean’s turn to cut to the chase. As intriguing as this little visit was, it was time to either get executed or get moving. They were losing time with every second of chatter.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, sir, but why did you bring us here?”

      Aoki spun around and paced back the way he’d come, stopped, and faced the visitors again. “You were correct in your assumption that I want you to find the Honjo Masamune. But the sword does not belong to me. I am not the rightful owner. It belongs to the Tokugawa family, and only they should possess it. You must make sure that Taka does not find the sword…at all costs. He wishes to use it as a sign of power, a sort of symbol. If he retrieves the sword, many of the Yakuza will follow him. Of course, I will be finished in Tokyo, a small consequence of the outcome.”

      Sean tilted his head to the side and frowned. “Small consequence?” He didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Yes,” Aoki said. “Taka wishes to bring all Yakuza under his banner. When that happens, he plans to throw the country into anarchy. Of course he doesn’t see it this way. He believes, ignorantly, that he can set up his own sort of monarchy.”

      “That sounds a little insane,” Tommy said.

      “Indeed it does, Mr. Schultz.”

      “Wait a minute, how do you…”

      “You needn’t worry yourself with the inconsequential, Mr. Schultz. How I know your identities and why you are here doesn’t matter at this point. What matters is that you do not fail. Taka must be stopped.”

      Sean spoke again, crossing his arms as he did so. “OK, so if you just want us to find the sword and get it to the rightful owners, why bring us down here and slow us down? We figured out where we were going. This meeting has set us back at least an hour.”

      Aoki smiled and nodded at one of the guards to his left. The man produced a tablet and flipped the screen around so the visitors could see it. The image on the screen was of a red compact car, or what was left of it, burning out of control. Huge black plumes of smoke poured out of brilliant orange flames.

      “My car!” Keiko exclaimed. For a moment, the Americans had almost forgotten she was in the room, so silent she’d been during the conversation.

      “Taka’s men put an explosive device under the carriage. It is why they didn’t follow you from the palace grounds. For the immediate future, it’s safe to assume that they believe you to be dead. We will put in a report with the local authorities that two Americans and a local woman were killed in the blast. That should buy you a little more time.”

      Tommy wasn’t sure he liked the idea. “Thank you?”

      “You are welcome.” Aoki ignored the sarcastic gratitude. “I am sorry for the loss of your vehicle,” he said to Keiko. “We will provide one for you. And I am also going to provide you with one of my guards to help you along the way.”

      “We work alone, or…” Tommy struggled with the explanation. “Well, the two of us together work alone. I mean, we’re helping her, but we work alone.”

      Sean interrupted his friend’s fumbling words. “What he means to say is we appreciate the kind gesture, Aokisan, but we can handle ourselves. And we can probably move faster if we don’t have another person with us.”

      Aoki raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t a question, gentlemen. But if you choose not to accept my offer, that is your decision to make. Just make sure you do not fail. If you do, it will be the last mistake you make.”

      Bad people had threatened Sean before, so Aoki’s threat rolled off his back like it was nothing. Instead of cowering, he wondered if the older man might have a solution to their immediate problem. “I just have one question for you.”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have access to a helicopter?”
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      Taka hovered over the boardroom table. He stared at the little piece of paper held down at each corner by stones he’d taken from a nearby vase. Taka had been looking at the riddle for over twenty minutes, unable to decipher its meaning. A vein on the side of his head pulsed as his frustration grew. Part of his anger was with his inability to understand the clue. The other half was with Hideo for not getting the solution before killing the Americans and their friend.

      Hideo stood at the other end of the table with his hands folded behind his back. He stared at the far wall with a blank expression. As he understood it, once they procured the riddle, the Americans were no longer necessary. Sure, a Japanese citizen would be killed in the process but so what? They killed innocent people all the time. Part of Taka’s mantra was that no one on earth is innocent. Everyone is guilty of something, and therefore it is not tragic when people die. They are merely getting what is due to them. Hideo could tell his boss was irritated but said nothing to defend his actions. All he’d done was relay what happened at the palace grounds.

      The Americans had thrown a wrench into the plan and delayed things momentarily. The palace guard had been a problem; though he wouldn’t be anymore. After Hideo caught the cipher, the guard continued to nag at them until Hideo instructed one of his men to kill him.

      One of the henchmen stepped around behind the guard, pulled out a knife and shoved it through the base of his neck, close to the collarbone. It was a swift death, and about as clean as could be hoped for with a knife. Usually, people who had their throats cut sprayed blood everywhere. Puncturing the neck near the collarbone and severing the artery would allow the blood to leak down into the lungs, and thus keep the killers clean for their walk back to the car.

      Standing around in a huddle, they dumped the body into the ditch and watched it tumble into the waterway before heading toward the street. Once they were safely inside their vehicles, Hideo had detonated the bomb.

      “The Americans won’t be a threat to us anymore,” he’d told Taka. “They and the girl are dead.”

      The latter part of this news disturbed Taka, but he didn’t mention it. “You’re sure they’re dead?”

      “The police reports say two Americans and a Japanese woman were killed in the blast.”

      Taka frowned. Something wasn’t right. “They have a report on their identities so soon? That sort of thing usually takes a day or two for them to determine.”

      Hideo shrugged. “Perhaps their identifications weren’t damaged in the fire.”

      Taka wasn’t convinced. “The police cannot be trusted. I know. I pay them. They are bigger criminals than we are.” He waved a dismissive hand. “It doesn’t matter if they’re alive or dead. We have this, and they do not. Now all I need to do is figure out what it means.”

      “If I may, it seems to me that the riddle is referring to the three mountains of Dewa. My grandparents were devout Buddhists and would go to the mountains on a pilgrimage every two years. It might be a good place to start.”

      Taka was pleasantly surprised at the epiphany. “Thank you, Hideo. Now that you mention it, I think you’re right. Many Buddhists consider those three mountains to be holy.” He scratched his chin as he thought about the possibility. “The question is which one?”

      “If I may make an observation, Mount Yudono and Mount Haguro are both covered in thick forests. The land is green and full of life, while Mount Gassan is nothing but rocks and grass. Most of the winter it is covered in snow. If the journey to find the sword begins on barren heights, my guess would be somewhere on Gassan we will find the answer to our riddle.”

      Taka was impressed, but he didn’t want his underling to forget his place. “Thank you, Hideo. Get a team together, and prepare to head for Gassan. I am grateful for your help.”

      Hideo was caught a little off guard. “I’m sorry, sir. Are you certain?”

      Taka shrugged. “It’s as good a place as any to look. Assemble a team, and check out this Gassan place.”

      Hideo lingered, still hesitating. “Sir, the mountains in that region will be treacherous. It’s likely Gassan will be covered in snow.”

      “So? Figure it out. That’s what I pay you for.”

      After another moment of uncertainty, Hideo nodded and left the room. Taka remained at the end of the table, staring down at the little piece of paper. He hoped his right-hand man was right. If he wasn’t, no matter. Time wasn’t an issue. If what Hideo had said was accurate, the Americans were dead along with the Japanese woman. It was a shame she’d died, an unfortunate casualty. Then again, that kind of collateral damage was to be expected from time to time, especially when the stakes were highest.

      He stepped over to the window and gazed out at the city: his city. The sun was starting to set in the west. Soon the cold night would take over. Taka turned around and picked up the paper. He’d memorized the clue and no longer needed the physical copy. His hand dipped into the front right pocket of his pants and removed a cigarette lighter. He flipped open the lid and sparked the flame to life and then touched it to the paper.

      The little scroll caught fire quickly and was soon engulfed in flame. Taka held on to the top corner until the last moment before dropping the burning page into a nearby waste bin. Now he and Hideo were the only people on the planet with a clue as to the whereabouts of the greatest Samurai sword ever made. At least he hoped that was the case.
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      Sean wasn’t sure whether the helicopter pilot was crazy or if he just didn’t have a choice. The Americans had hoped for a peaceful flight into the mountains of the Yamagata Prefecture (the ancient province of Dewa). For the most part it had been. But when they reached the higher peaks near Mount Gassan, things started to turn ugly.

      They’d found a hotel the night before after a five-hour train ride and were able to get some tenuous sleep. Sean didn’t get much rest, but Tommy and Keiko slept like the dead. Early Thursday morning, as the sun was rising over the ocean to the east, Sean woke up, took a quick shower, and got dressed. Despite not sleeping well, he still felt refreshed, as if he’d taken a power nap in the middle of the day.

      When he was ready to go, Sean woke the others so they could do whatever they needed. Waking early was something Sean hated but at the same time couldn’t help. After getting up early for so many years, his body wouldn’t allow him sleep in. It was infuriating sometimes because all he really wanted to do, especially when at home, was sleep in. For whatever reason, 7 sharp each morning was the latest he could stay asleep.

      Sean always tried to do a little reconnaissance before he went headfirst into any situation. So he pulled up his computer and started investigating Mount Gassan while Tommy was taking a shower. When his friend stepped out of the bathroom, Sean was studying images of the monastery at the top of the mountain.

      “What ya doing?” Tommy asked as he dried his hair.

      “Trying to get a feel for this place. I’d rather not fly to the top of a freezing cold mountain and spend a ton of time wandering around, searching aimlessly for something.”

      “Good idea.” Tommy pulled up a chair next to Sean’s and sat down, still only clothed in a towel wrapped around his waist.

      Sean frowned. “Would you mind putting some clothes on first?”

      “What?” Tommy asked. “Afraid of the male body?”

      Sean snorted and turned back to the computer. “I’m afraid of your body.” Before his friend could reply, he tapped on the screen. The image was one from the summer, and the entire monastery was visible along with its surroundings. “These memorial stones right here might be what we’re looking for.”

      “You mean like the stone from the riddle?”

      Sean nodded. “Would make sense. They’re going to be there forever, and death is eternal. Well, depending on your beliefs of course.”

      Tommy stared at the screen. “Interesting.” He slapped Sean on the back. “Good job, buddy. We’ll have you back and working for IAA before you know it.” He stood up and returned to the bathroom to get dressed, leaving Sean sighing and shaking his head.

      Before they’d left Tokyo, Aoki had promised that the group would receive whatever help they needed in their quest for the missing sword. Sean was leery of using mob assistance for anything, but he got the distinct impression it was an offer he couldn’t refuse.

      Aoki had recommended a guy he’d known for years, or at least claimed to have. He said the man could get them a good pilot, a helicopter, and all the supplies they would need for the journey. Both Sean and Tommy were suspicious, but there was no choice. They accepted the crime lord’s offer and took off.

      True to his word, Aoki made a phone call to his associate in the coastal city of Sendai. Upon arriving, their contact, a chubby middle-aged man named Yoku, had been extremely accommodating. He provided a pilot and a helicopter to carry the visitors to their destination.

      The rolling hills gave way to steeper slopes of dense forests in the mountains. As the helicopter flew over the higher elevations, the snow below them grew deeper and deeper. It was like a winter wonderland with tall coniferous trees decked out in fluffy white powder.

      But as the helicopter ascended toward the barren peaks and bowls at the top of some of the ridgelines, the wind picked up and shoved the aircraft back and forth. Keiko hadn’t said much during any part of the journey. It was clear that she was not comfortable with the idea of flying in these conditions, but she didn’t say much about it, instead staring out the window and occasionally grabbing a handhold on the door.

      Tommy and Sean had tried to convince her to stay in the hotel in Sendai. No one would be looking for her there. At least that’s what they believed. The truth was, there was no way to know for sure. Keiko must have realized they couldn’t guarantee her safety in either situation so she insisted on staying with the two Americans.

      Yoku had taken care of everything, right down to getting some heavy winter coats for the adventurers. He even got the sizes correct. They shouldn’t have been surprised. Someone like Aoki didn’t get into the position he was in without paying attention to details.

      Sean unzipped his big coat and rechecked the weapon he’d stuffed inside. Fortunately, Aoki’s men had brought their gear bags with them when taking the visitors out of their cars. Satisfied with his third inspection of the gun, Sean zipped the coat back up and glanced out the window at the wintry landscape passing by underneath.

      Oddly, he wasn’t afraid of flying. His fear of heights was relegated to tall buildings, precipices, and other structures. For whatever reason, he actually enjoyed being in an aircraft. It felt like he was in a seat in the air. As the helicopter approached the summit, Sean was glad Aoki’s guy in Sendai had seen to one additional detail. It had seemed odd at first, but upon seeing the snow-covered ridges on the mountaintop, Sean knew the man had been correct.

      There was no way they were going to be able to land the helicopter up there. The snow would make it nearly impossible. Fortunately, Yoku had another plan. He equipped them with skis, boots, and poles. After they figured out what they needed at the shrine on top of Mount Gassan, they could ski down to a rendezvous point where it was safer for the helicopter to land. Sean had gone over the map with the pilot to make sure he understood the layout and where he needed to go once they left the shrine. For a moment, it reminded him of his days working with the government. Extract zones, rally points, and all that stuff were things he’d left in the past. Except sometimes the past had a funny way of creeping back into his life.

      Sean and Tommy both knew how to ski. They’d learned at a young age on the bunny slopes of North Carolina. The snow had been mostly artificial, but it did the job. Luckily, Keiko said she knew how to ski, too.

      The pilot’s voice crackled through headsets, interrupting everyone’s thoughts. “That’s where you’re going,” he pointed at a small structure on the mountain’s peak. “We’ll be there in sixty seconds.” His English—like the fake snow of Sean’s childhood—was choppy, but it did the job.

      Sean reached down and grabbed his skis from the floor.

      “The snow is several feet deep, so when you drop, your landing should be soft. I will be waiting for you at the rendezvous point.”

      Sean nodded and slung his rucksack over his shoulders. Tommy and Keiko were also preparing to jump out.

      In less than a minute, the building on the horizon became clearer, and the group could see the shrine in more detail, though the roofs were almost completely covered in snow.

      “Is there anyone in that thing?” Tommy asked, uncertain if the pilot would even know the answer.

      The man shook his head. “Only one. There is a priest there at all times. During the winter months, he is there alone for long periods of time.”

      “Jeez. What does he do to pass the time?”

      The pilot turned his head a little to the side, still keeping an eye on the mountain ahead. “Meditate.”

      He slowed the aircraft’s speed until he found a place where the ridge leveled off a little. “This is going to be as good a place as any.”

      Sean nodded and turned the latch on the side door. He slid it open and looked down. It was only about eight feet down, nothing to worry about. A sudden burst of wind rolled up the slope and tipped the helicopter to the right.

      “You should jump now. This wind is getting dangerous.” There was definite concern in the pilot’s voice as he struggled with the control stick.

      Sean looked over at Keiko. “You ready?”

      She gave a steady nod, and before he could double check, she jumped out the door and into the deep powder below.

      Tommy and Sean looked at her as her legs disappeared into the snow, all the way up to her knees. Then they looked at each other and shrugged.

      “I guess she’s not scared,” Tommy said.

      “Why?” Sean smirked and removed his headset. “Are you?”

      Before Tommy could answer, Sean tucked his skis under his armpits and leaped into the snow five feet to the right of Keiko.

      Tommy shook his head. “Thanks for the lift,” he said to the pilot. He jumped out to the left of Keiko, who had already dug her way out and had shoved the end of her skis into the packed snow so that they were sticking upright into the air.

      Sean and Tommy did the same and began working their way onto the upper layer of powder. Wearing ski boots wasn’t the best way to navigate deep snow. Fortunately, along the ridge, it had packed down enough to allow them to walk along without too much fuss.

      Sean pulled his goggles over his eyes, relieving them from the bright sun glaring off the snow and the brutal wind, which caused him to tear up. He stared over at the snow-covered staircase that led up to the shrine. It was only fifty yards away, but with their terrible footing, it may as well have been a thousand. He started plodding along, one foot in front of the other in a deliberate traverse toward the shrine. The wind picked up again and nearly knocked him over sideways, and very well might have if his ankles weren’t buried. He turned around and looked back at the other two to make sure they were OK. They were following along behind him, making slow progress, but progress nonetheless.

      A discouraging thought ran through Sean’s head. What if they couldn’t find what they were looking for in all this snow? Conditions were less than ideal, and the closer he got to the path leading to the outer wall, the more that became a real possibility. He reached the bottom of the steps, or what he assumed were steps. The snow covering the way up to the shrine’s gateway, or torii, had a vague outline that looked like a staircase. Sean took another quick look back to make sure his companions were still close behind and then started up the steps.

      By the time he was halfway to the gate, Sean’s legs were already burning from the effort of hiking through the drifts. The air was a little thinner, too, due to the fact that the mountain’s peak was over six thousand feet. That lack of oxygen made the exertion that much tougher, and Sean found himself breathing heavier than he normally would. He worried Tommy was struggling but kept pushing forward.

      After four minutes of trekking up the steps, Sean stopped underneath the torii and looked out over the land. Wind blew dust-like snow across his goggles, making visibility almost zero. It was much harder to see than it had been in the helicopter. Of course, inside the aircraft, they were above all this.

      Just beyond the gate, the exterior stone wall jutted out to the left above a strange pile of snow. Judging by the lower level of snow piled up on the near side of the wall, Sean figured it would be a good place to get out of the wind for a minute. He motioned to the others with his mitt-covered hands and then clomped off the path and over to the wall, finding a place where it was stacked up a few feet over his head. Spinning around, Sean pressed his back to the wall and leaned into it, taking a second to rest. Tommy and Keiko did the same, happy to get out of the brutal wind for a moment.

      Sean pulled down the top of his coat so the others could hear him more clearly. “I’m starting to think this was a bad idea!” he shouted.

      “No kidding!” Tommy yelled back. “How in the world are we going to find anything up here?”

      Keiko leaned close and joined the conversation. “How do we know which stone the next clue is written on? There are hundreds of them making up this wall.” She pointed to the front entrance. It was locked. “And we can’t go inside. If the clue is there, we won’t be able to get to it until the summer.”

      Sean shook his head. “I don’t think it’s inside the shrine. Let’s start on the front side with the memorial stones. That’s probably our best bet.” He pointed at the torii. “Up there. Let’s get through that gate. I think what we’re looking for is just beyond it.”

      His face was stinging from the biting wind, and his nose had flushed red. Sean pulled the coat’s face covering back up over his mouth and nose and scurried over to the nearest support beam for the gate.

      Tommy and Keiko followed, passing him and going to the beam on the other side.

      “What should we do?” Tommy put his hands out wide. “How are we going to find anything out here in this mess?”

      “Yeah,” Sean answered. “I guess we didn’t really think this through all the way.” He turned his gaze toward the front of the monastery. “Over there!” he shouted through the howling wind and pointed.

      “What are those?” Keiko asked, pointing at three odd humps in the snow.

      The anomalies were barely noticeable, situated in front of the left wall and next to the pathway. But the two Americans knew exactly what they were.

      Tommy answered. “I think those are the memorial stones we saw in the pictures, but I’m not sure.” He turned to Sean. “I guess we dig them out?”

      “That’s our only option. But not with our hands. Let’s go back and get our skis. We can use them to dig. Will make the work faster.”

      “Good idea. Keiko, I’ll get yours.”

      Sean wanted to throw in a little sarcastic comment about chivalry not being dead, but it was too cold. Instead, he led the way back to where the group had stuck their skis into the ground. He picked his up first and then Keiko's, handing them to Tommy as he clumsily tried to handle his own.

      “Here you go, Romeo.”

      “I was just trying to be polite.” His explanation could barely be heard over the howling wind.

      Sean didn’t feel like talking. He wanted to get to the bottom of this riddle and get down to the tree line, out of this wind, and into the comfort of the helicopter’s warm interior.

      He headed back to the little nook where the three odd humps in the snow jutted out like white ghosts. Keiko had propped herself against the wall for protection against the elements but joined the two Americans and took her skis from Tommy.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He was sure she was smiling, but it was hard to tell under the coat’s collar and behind the goggles.

      Sean unclipped his skis and jammed one into the nearby snowbank. He started digging with the remaining one, pulling the snow back toward the mountain’s slope. “Pile the snow over here,” he said, pointing behind him. “At least we can build up a snow wall to give us a little shelter from this brutal wind.”

      The other two nodded and followed his lead, shoveling the white powder over to the side. Every minute or so, Sean dropped his ski and spent thirty seconds packing their new wall a little higher. In five minutes, they had dug halfway down to the base of the stones and built a wall up to their shoulders. In another five, their heads were below the top of the man-made snowbank, and the wind was significantly less taxing.

      “Good call on this thing,” Tommy said, pointing at the wall. “That wind isn’t nearly as bad.”

      “Yeah, well, it won’t matter if we don’t find what we’re looking for.”

      He stared down at the three stones. One was much taller than the other two and featured Japanese characters in neat rows on the front. The others had the same unique lettering but were smaller, less prominent pieces of rock.

      “What does it say?” Tommy asked Keiko.

      She crouched down and read the words. Then she shook her head. “It’s just names. I believe these were the priests who have served here at the shrine over the years.”

      Sean bent down and examined each stone’s surface. The rock had been worn smooth, probably by human hands. That or they’d been taken from a creek or river. The stones’ texture wasn’t what interested Sean. He was searching for something out of place, something that didn’t quite fit.

      He found what he was looking for at the base of the smallest of the three stones. “What’s this?” He pointed at a short sequence of letters carved into the rock, almost flush with the ground.

      Keiko had to get down on her hands and knees. The engraving was faint, worn down by time. It was different from the rest of the characters cut into the stone, clearly not done by the same person or with the same attention to consistency.

      “It’s another riddle,” she said, getting so close to the stone that her nose almost touched it. She brushed away a little loose debris and then spoke up again. “Pass through the red gate. A dragon watches the way to the holy ground, a toll to be paid for illumination.”

      “Any idea what that means?” Sean asked her.

      She shook her head.

      Tommy interrupted. “We can figure that out later. Let’s just get back down to the helicopter and out of this cold.”

      Sean nodded. “Good call.”

      “I gotta admit,” Tommy said, “that’s some mighty fine work we just did. And it took us less than an hour.”

      Sean cringed on the inside. “Don’t jinx us. We’re not off the mountain yet.”

      Tommy laughed. “What, you not confident with your skiing abilities?”

      Before Sean could shake his head, he heard something strange amid the whistling and howling of the wind. He snapped around and stared back in the direction they’d come. The ridge was still barren, void of any life. The sound went away for a second, and then he heard it again. Clearer, more distinct than before.

      It was the distinct sound of a snowmobile motor.
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      “Move,” Sean ordered. “Get around to the other side of our wall.”

      “What’s the—” Tommy caught himself before he finished. He could hear the whining engine now as well. “Aw, man.”

      He scrambled out of their makeshift pit and into the deep snow above the wall. He held out a hand for Keiko and helped her climb out. Sean grabbed their skis and poles and handed them over before taking his own.

      “Sounds like snowmobiles,” he said as he climbed out of the pit. “Get your skis on, and get ready to go.”

      Keiko hesitated. “Maybe it is just someone delivering supplies to the priest.”

      Sean stepped close to the other two and peeked over the top of their manmade snowdrift. He shook his head upon seeing the headlights of five snowmobiles coming their way.

      “Nope. Those are definitely not people bringing supplies.”

      “I don’t mean to be the bearer of bad news,” Tommy said, “but we can’t outrun those things. Once they see us, they’ll come after us. There’s no chance we can get away.”

      Sean already knew that. He sloughed his rucksack onto the ground. He unzipped his jacket and pulled out his gun. “You should probably get your gun.”

      “Right.” Tommy obeyed and dug into his gear bag. He withdrew a similar weapon and checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber. “So what’s the plan? Gunfight on the mountain? I doubt the Buddhist priest would approve.”

      The comment caused Sean to snicker briefly. “Yeah, I doubt he would. The good news is we’re outnumbered.”

      “Just like always.”

      “Yep.” Sean turned to Keiko. “Wait until I give you a signal, then you take off down the mountain. We’ll catch up to you. Just head for the tree line. If they follow us into the forest, it will be harder for them to navigate through it.”

      Keiko nodded. There was fear and uncertainty in her eyes, but she placed the skis on a flat section of snow and stepped into them before tightening the straps on her boots. She lay over on her side to stay out of sight but remained in a position that would be easy to stand again and make a quick takeoff.

      Sean and Tommy stepped into their skis too, bracing themselves against the snowbank to keep their balance.

      The snowmobiles kept coming, passing the point where the Americans and Keiko had dropped out of the helicopter, and only stopping when they reached the base of the path where the slope became much steeper. The five men were all wearing heavy white coats and snow pants. Away from their machines, the outfits were outstanding camouflage against the mountain’s white powdery backdrop. One man was busily pointing around at the others, making wild gestures with one hand. All of the men carried submachine guns, slung over one shoulder with a narrow strap. Sean recognized the HK-5s immediately. From this distance, they wouldn’t be terribly accurate. But with all five men shooting, one was bound to get lucky.

      The one giving out orders had to be Hideo, the one with the shaved head Sean met at the palace. Judging from his height and build—winter coat notwithstanding—he figured his assessment was correct.

      They were only sixty feet away at the bottom of the steps, so Sean pulled Tommy down out of sight before the men began their ascent.

      “You think it’s the same guys from the palace?” Tommy asked.

      “No reason to assume otherwise. I guess they were able to figure out the riddle.”

      “And here I thought we had a monopoly on that sort of thing.”

      Sean twisted his head. “Guess not, buddy.”

      “So what’s the plan? I know she’s going first. Then what?”

      “We have the element of surprise. They’re armed, but I doubt they’re ready for a firefight. When they’re halfway up the steps, open fire. They’ll scramble for cover first, probably dive into the snow. When they do, put as many rounds as you can into their snowmobiles. Aim for the gas tanks if you can. I doubt they’ll blow, but without fuel, they can’t follow us very far.”

      “Right,” Tommy nodded.

      “Make sure you have an extra magazine ready. Just in case.”

      Tommy did as instructed, quickly taking a fully loaded magazine out of his gear bag and sliding it into his front jacket pocket. Then he put the bag back over his shoulders and hunkered down, keeping the weapon just in front of his face.

      Sean peeked around the edge of the snowbank. The men were making slow progress but were already a third of the way to the Americans’ position. Sean held out a mitt behind him, telling the other two to hold. Ten more seconds went by like sap dripping from a maple tree. Satisfied they’d come far enough, Sean turned around and motioned for Keiko to go.

      She pushed herself off the ground, pounded her poles into the snow, and shoved forward. Four quick strokes, and she was gone.

      Sean watched as the men on the stairs suddenly noticed the skier. They turned and raised their weapons. “Now!” Sean barked.

      He and Tommy popped up from behind their wall and opened fire. Their targets were still thirty feet away, hardly the optimal range for accuracy in these conditions, but a few rounds found their mark. The man in front, the one Sean figured was Hideo, took a bullet in the side. He twisted sideways and then dove to his right, sliding clear of the barrage. Another man took a round squarely in the chest. He dropped to the ground on his knees and then fell over on his side. The other three immediately turned their attention to the shooters, pointing their weapons at the snowbank in a panic.

      They squeezed their triggers while diving away from the open area, sending a reckless spray of bullets into the snowbank and the rock wall surrounding the shrine. Now the path was clear, giving the two Americans straight shots at the snowmobiles.

      “Hit the machines,” Sean ordered.

      Tommy complied, and the two emptied the rest of their magazines at the parked snowmobiles. Snow splashed around the vehicles as the rounds missed their mark. Two of the machines were hit, though. One was struck near the bottom of the fuel tank and was already leaking precious fuel onto the pure snow. The other took a round in the center and was also losing gas rapidly.

      “Better go,” Sean said as he pressed the release button on his weapon.

      The magazine fell into his free hand, and he pocketed it quickly. In the same motion he grabbed the one he’d put in the same pocket earlier and slid it into place. The weapon clicked, and he tugged back on the slide to chamber another round. Tommy copied his friend’s moves, although a tad slower. When he was ready, Sean gave him a nod toward the slopes. Keiko was already a few hundred yards away and speeding toward the base of the mountain. A gust of wind picked up, and she disappeared in the blowing debris.

      Sean whirled around and fired another two shots at the gangsters’ positions. “Go,” he said to Tommy who was standing ready by the edge of the hill.

      “Haven’t done one this steep in a long time,” he said, hesitating.

      “Now you’re scared?”

      “I’m not scared I’m just—”

      Sean shoved his friend in the back, sending him over the edge and speeding down into the deep powder. Taking one last shot at the men on the near bank, Sean spun around and pushed hard with his poles, diving ahead into the driven snow dust.

      He didn’t look back, instead making sure he kept Tommy ahead of him. His friend weighed at least fifteen pounds more, a fact that actually helped Tommy during this particular getaway.

      Gravity pulled Tommy down the slopes as he cut left and right, stabilizing his speed so that he could maintain control. Sean slalomed as well, maximizing pace to put as much distance between him and the gangsters as possible. Going downhill into the wind made seeing more than twenty feet ahead almost impossible. Tommy flashed in and out of Sean’s field of vision, dipping into the rolling gusts. Even if the men on the snowmobiles followed them, the Americans and their companion would be difficult to see until they got near the tree line.

      Or so Sean thought.

      The slope suddenly evened out, and his momentum nearly toppled him forward onto his face. He corrected and maintained, plunging his poles into the snow to keep up his speed. The plateau ended abruptly and dropped off in a steep decline. Sean sailed over the edge, flying fifteen feet through the air until he felt the back of his skis touch down. He cut hard to the left to steady his speed and pushed on ahead, making sharper turns to keep control on the steep embankment.

      Down at the lower elevation, the wind had diminished from the fierce gusts up on the bowl. He slowed his pace to take a quick look back at the white dust storm above, then stared downward. A thousand feet away, he could see the thick evergreen trees rising up from snow. Tommy was barreling ahead at breakneck speed. Sean was relieved to see that Keiko had made it to the forest. She slowed her pace by making a V out of her skis and then disappeared into the skinny stands of tree trunks, weaving in and out of view.

      The faint, intermittent whine of the snowmobile engines grew louder. The men were coming. No way Sean was going to make the trees in time. He straightened his skis, bent both knees, and tucked down into a racing position. His coat and snow pants were hardly conducive to high-speed aerodynamics, but that couldn’t be helped. Ahead of him, Tommy glanced back and saw Sean’s posture. Realizing there must be danger approaching, he mimicked the position and tightened his body into a compact ball.

      The Americans picked up speed as they raced through the powder, charging for the perceived safety of the trees. Sean risked another short look back and saw the first of the headlights appear, then the second and third. He hit a hump in the slope and flew through the air, soaring twenty feet before hitting the ground in a splash of snow. He managed to keep his balance in spite of the jarring landing and pushed forward.

      A familiar chain of pops echoed from behind. Sean didn’t need to look back to know the men on the snowmobiles were firing their weapons. At the speed they were forced to maintain and given the uneven surface, accuracy would be minimal.

      Only a few hundred feet to go.

      A bullet ripped through his jacket's left sleeve, narrowly missing Sean’s arm. He looked back again to find the snowmobiles gaining quickly. The two in front carried one man each. The third one held two, which meant it could only go so fast. The fifth gangster must have been left on the summit. Sean figured he was either dead or would be soon.

      The first two machines would be on him within ten seconds, and he could do nothing to prevent it; however, he could buy some time for Tommy and Keiko.

      Sean cut hard to the right, veering toward a section of forest that stretched in a bend toward the mountain’s peak. Traversing the slope would slow him down, but it would also give him more options. Streaking straight ahead granted speed, but that didn’t matter against the horsepower of the snowmobiles.

      The driver in front turned right and kept after Sean, followed closely by the second guy. The machine with the two riders went straight ahead, chasing after Tommy.

      More shots rattled off, causing plumes of white powder to explode around Sean’s skis. He noted another sudden drop-off coming up and crouched down again to gain more speed. He ducked back and forth to make himself as difficult a target as possible, but the men were only thirty feet behind him now and closing fast.

      Just as Sean reached the lip of the drop, he twisted his skis sideways, digging the edges into the snow. He went over the sudden drop amid a wave of snow. The fall was only five or six feet, the result of a random rock formation jutting out of the ground. He landed on his feet facing the direction he’d come. Sean stayed low, knowing what would come next.

      The sound of two motors roared closer. Sean crouched as much as he could without slipping. A second later, the two machines revved high and soared over Sean’s head. The tracks on the snowmobile to the left narrowly missed his beanie and splashed fresh snow onto his shoulders and face. He shook it off and watched the machines land hard on the steep downslope thirty feet beyond his hiding spot.

      One of the drivers hadn’t seen the drop in time and when he became airborne, was lifted from his seat as the heavier machine fell to earth. Upon landing, he was slammed back into the saddle and rocked free of his grip on the handlebars. He rolled to a stop in the soft powder, his snowmobile coasting down the hill and veering off to the left.

      Without a moment to spare, Sean kicked out and took off downhill after them. The man who’d fallen off his ride recovered quickly, scrambling to his feet. Snow poured off him, and he swiped at his goggles to regain his vision. He was disoriented but soon located his snowmobile as it drifted along the side of the slope—until gravity started to pull it down toward the forest a few hundred feet away.

      Sean zipped through the powder toward the fallen attacker, grabbing his pistol from inside his jacket as he picked up speed. The man started trudging through the snow in a vain attempt to catch up to his machine while the other rider—realizing what happened to his partner—changed course and turned back to come up the hill. Too late, the man on foot sensed Sean approaching and spun around, fumbling with his weapon. By the time he got a grip on the gun, Sean had raised his pistol and fired from twenty feet away. Sean had spent years perfecting his technique in situations that were less than ideal, so with his muscles loosened and acting as shock absorbers for the movement of his legs, he fired five times. Three of the rounds found their mark.

      The attacker’s torso twisted to one side and then the other as each bullet hit: upper right chest, left shoulder, and then his stomach. He lurched forward for a second before falling on his back into the snow. Sean immediately saw the remaining rider coming at him, the machine nearing its limit as the engine groaned loudly, pushing the skis and tracks up the steep hill.

      He saw the rider heft his weapon over the windshield and prop it on the top edge, steadying it to fire. Sean beat him to it. His finger pulled on the trigger three times in rapid succession. Two rounds missed completely. The third struck the side of the machine as the rider jerked the handlebars to the right. It was a panicked, ill-conceived decision. He attempted to bring his weapon around to fire, but now his broad side was exposed. Sean dug his skis into the snow and turned left, heading right at the snowmobile. He lined up the sights on his weapon and unleashed another volley.

      This time, the bullets didn’t miss. One found the outer part of the rider’s knee; the other two burrowed into his torso. The impact knocked the rider backward, flipping him head over heels into the snow. Sean waited for a moment to make sure the guy wasn’t going to get up. The rider didn’t move. His machine, on the other hand, coasted another fifteen feet up the hill before losing its momentum and stalling.

      Sean heard gunfire coming from the direction Tommy had been heading. He looked back at the snowmobile and shrugged. May as well. That rider won’t be needing it anymore.
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      Sean pressed the throttle all the way to the grip on the right handlebar. The tracks spat snow fifteen feet behind him as he sped toward the other snowmobile and its two riders. Based on the size of the two dead men he’d left on the slope a few moments before, he assumed one of the men on the last machine was Hideo. Tommy was almost to the tree line, but the men were firing relentlessly, causing him to swerve back and forth. The technique made him harder to hit, but it also slowed him down.

      With Sean having far less weight on board, the gap between the two machines closed quickly. He crossed the slope at breakneck speed, heading down to intercept the other snowmobile before they could get within point-blank range of Tommy. Sean wondered how far Keiko had traveled into the forest. He hoped she’d pushed on to the rendezvous point. The distance kept shrinking between him and the last snowmobile. Only a few hundred feet. His eyes flashed over to the forest on his right, and he realized he wasn’t going to make it.

      Thankfully, Tommy had disappeared into the thick trees, slaloming his way through the conifers as he kept pressing ahead. The other driver pursued, undeterred by the forest, keeping his thumb on the gas.

      Sean’s eyes narrowed. This is going to be close.

      He shifted the handlebars to the right and aimed the nose of his snowmobile at the right side of the other machine. Sean ducked down behind the windscreen, eyes fixed on his target. Fifty feet. Thirty. They were almost into the trees when Sean bailed from his saddle. He jumped hard to the side, landing in a soft blanket of snow. The powder stopped his roll quickly. The now-riderless snowmobile sped at the other machine, closing the final ten feet in less than a second. The rider on the back twitched his head to the right and saw the approaching vehicle, but it was too late.

      Sean’s snowmobile smashed into the other, spinning it in a 360-degree turn. The passenger on the back flew through the air and fell unconscious to the ground after violently striking his head on an outlying spruce tree. The driver's right leg was bent at an awkward angle and crushed from the knee down. He screamed in agony, grabbing at the wounded appendage as he hunched over the side of the snowmobile.

      Sean scrambled to his feet and waded through the snow toward the wreckage; surprisingly, the motor was still running. The driver, realizing the threat, tried to ignore the pain coming from his leg and reached out in an attempt to grab the weapon he’d dropped. Sean raised his pistol and pointed it at the man’s head.

      “Don’t!” he shouted.

      The driver’s eyes stared through his orange-tinted goggles at the approaching American. They flashed back to the gun on the ground, only ten inches away from his fingertips.

      “I said don’t,” Sean barked.

      The rider lunged for the weapon. Sean moved his aim slightly down and to the left, following the target and aiming for his shoulder. He took another step and squeezed the trigger, but as he did his footing slipped under the narrow ski boot, and the barrel shifted ever so slightly back to the right. The weapon popped loudly, sending the bullet through the top of the driver’s skull. His body fell to the ground at an ugly angle, pressing the top left side of his head into the snow, staining it red from the spurting hole in his head.

      Sean sighed and lowered his weapon. He hadn’t intended to kill the man. He wanted him alive for questioning. Sean turned his attention to the unconscious passenger lying by the narrow spruce tree. The guy wasn’t moving, and it was hard to tell if he was still breathing. Sean didn’t have time to stick around and check the guy’s vitals. He needed to get to the rendezvous point.

      “Hey!” Tommy’s voice reverberated through the trees.

      Sean turned and searched the scattered rows of trunks and branches until he found the source. Tommy was standing sideways with ski poles in hand, looking back up the slope. Sean gave a flick of his head. He’d left his skis by the body of the other rider a few hundred feet away. He could trek through the snow and retrieve them, or he could just hop on the still-running snowmobile.

      The latter option was far more appealing.

      He steered the beaten up machine through the trees until he reached his friend. Keiko came into view as she waited another hundred feet farther down.

      Tommy raised his goggles and examined the snowmobile. “Nice ride.”

      “You like it? Figured I’d borrow it from those gangsters for the rest of the day.”

      Tommy looked up the hill at the dead man in the snow, his shoulder and head buried in the powder. “Yeah, I don’t think he’ll mind. How you think they found us here?”

      Sean shrugged. “They had the riddle. If someone was able to figure out the phrases…I mean, it wasn’t that hard to figure out. The kids did it in less than five minutes.”

      “True,” Tommy nodded. “Looks like these guys won’t be bothering us anymore.”

      Sean twisted around and stared at the unconscious man. “I hope not. Better get moving. Our pilot will be waiting for us, and I want to get out of this cold.”

      Tommy gave a nod and turned to head down the slope. Before he pushed off, Sean stopped him. “What’s she doing down there?” He pointed at Keiko, who was still standing in the snow, watching them.

      “Dunno,” Tommy shrugged. “We told her to push on to the rendezvous point. I guess she stopped to see if the guys were still following us. That’s what I did. When I didn’t hear their engines anymore, I turned to see what was going on. That’s when I saw your little maneuver.”

      “You like that?” Sean passed a sly grin.

      Tommy rolled his eyes. “What happened? Out of bullets? Don’t you normally just shoot everyone?”

      “I think I still have one more if you’d like to see it.”

      Tommy chuckled, shook his head, and shoved off. He picked up speed, cruising down the slope at a comfortable pace, slaloming through the conifers. Sean glanced back one more time at the unconscious man on the snow. He’d not moved since his head hit the tree next to him. At best, he’d have a concussion. At worst, he’d have suffered blunt force trauma, and if he wasn’t dead yet, he would be soon.

      Sean wasn’t about to wait around and find out. He pressed on the throttle, and the snowmobile plowed ahead.

      He caught up with the two skiers and followed them down the rest of the mountain until they reached a clearing in the forest. As planned, the helicopter was waiting for them—something Sean wasn’t entirely convinced would happen. After all, the pilot had been supplied by a gangster. But it was there, and as soon as the pilot saw them coming, he fired up the engines. The long, flexible propellers started spinning around slowly at first but began to pick up pace rapidly. The pilot kept the helicopter’s engine at an idle as the group approached.

      The wind seemed almost nonexistent at the lower elevation, and the temperature was significantly warmer. Sean recalled something he’d learned in high school about temperature and elevation. The teacher told him that the temperature changed by about three degrees Fahrenheit for every thousand feet of elevation. While it was still cold down at the rendezvous point, it was easily six or seven degrees warmer than up at the shrine.

      The pilot opened the door on the side of the helicopter as the two Americans and their companion arrived. Tommy and Keiko stepped out of their skis. Sean dismounted from the snowmobile. He noticed the pilot staring through his aviator sunglasses.

      “You’re probably wondering where I got this.” Sean pointed at the vehicle with a jerk of his thumb.

      Tommy helped Keiko into the cabin of the helicopter, loaded his bag onto the floor, and then climbed aboard.

      The pilot continued to stare as if he were trying to solve a puzzle. He noticed the shattered faring on the right side. It was stained with a few smears of blood. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

      Sean puckered his lips and nodded. “Yeah, I’d say that’s best.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          Sendai, Japan

        

      

    

    
      The group huddled around a table in the elegant hotel lobby, eyeing the piece of paper Sean had used to write down the riddle from the stone on Mount Gassan. A fire burned in the gas fireplace nearby. It was positioned in the center of the room and radiated heat through an opening on both sides. The warmth of the fireplace soothed them to their bones.

      On the other side of the room, a bartender stood behind a black granite counter, pouring sake for three businessmen. From the sounds of their laughter and loud banter, it wasn’t their first round of drinks.

      The lobby had a modern feel to it with gray walls, swooping silver sconces, a brushed metal chandelier that hung from the ceiling near the entryway, and lights dangling in various places from exposed wires.

      Sean read the lines out loud for the others to hear. “Pass through the red gate. A dragon protects the way to the holy ground, a toll to be paid for illumination.” He looked up from the table at Keiko, a questioning stare filled his eyes. “Any ideas on this one?”

      She shook her head. “I apologize. I’m afraid I don’t have any for you.”

      Tommy scratched his head just above his right ear. His eyes glazed over as he stared at the paper. “A red gate. It must mean another torii.”

      “Yeah,” Sean agreed. “But if I had to guess, I’d say there are any number of red toriis in this country.”

      “He’s right,” Keiko nodded. “Many of them were painted red, though I’m not sure why.”

      “OK,” Tommy said, “but we don’t have to worry about all the shrines in Japan. We already know that the riddle has to be referring to one of the other two holy mountains of Dewa. Right?”

      Sean and Keiko both nodded.

      “Right,” Tommy continued. “So all we have to do is figure out which of the remaining two contains the next clue.”

      “So what does the next part mean?” Keiko asked. “Are we looking for some kind of lizard?”

      “Could be,” Sean said. “If they keep Komodo dragons there in a pen or something, maybe that’s what we’re looking for.”

      Tommy frowned. He wasn’t sold on the lizard thing. He opened up his bag and pulled out a tablet. After fiddling with the settings and connecting to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, he tapped on the screen’s keyboard, entering some keywords he thought might be useful.

      The second search result looked interesting, and he tapped the link. A fresh web page popped up, and Tommy scrolled through a number of images of toriis, mountains, and shrines. He shook his head and went back to the search results.

      “Hunting for dragons?” Sean asked, half joking.

      Tommy rolled his eyes. “Actually, yes.” He pressed the link on the fourth result and was taken to another web page. “I’m trying to see if there is another possibility for the riddle. Obviously we don’t believe in dragons.”

      “Obviously.”

      “But dragons are fairly prominent in Asian cultures. What if we’re looking for a painting of a dragon, or one of those paper dragons from a parade?”

      “Or a statue,” Keiko offered.

      Sean and Tommy turned their heads and looked at her.

      “Right,” Tommy said. “And wouldn’t you know it,” he pointed at the screen, “this place has several dragon statues.”

      The other two scooted their chairs closer to Tommy’s and looked at the screen. There was an image of a massive red torii set against a backdrop of lush green forests atop picturesque hillsides. In the foreground of the image sat two metal dragons, bodies bent in the shape of the letter S, with sharp ears and whiskers pointing toward the sky. Their mouths were open wide, pouring water into a basin.

      “That’s a fountain, Tommy.”

      “I know, but it could be something.”

      Keiko interrupted the other two. “What’s this down here?”

      Tommy scrolled down the screen a little farther. Another kind of dragon, fatter and with curls around its head, sat on a pedestal. It featured large round eyes, and its mouth was open, displaying a fearsome-looking tongue. Its ears were pricked back as if ready to attack.

      “Look at the caption,” Sean said.

      Tommy read it out loud. “This dragon marks the beginning of the path to the holy grounds of the mountain. Sadly, we couldn’t take pictures beyond this point because it is forbidden. All I can say is that this area is one of the most beautiful I’ve ever visited. It’s a shame I can’t share the imagery.”

      Thick forests and rolling hills filled the image’s background. Another picture to the right displayed a narrow path that wound its way around the hill, ascending to the holy area on the mountain.

      “You think that might be the place?” Tommy asked. He looked over at Sean with a hopeful gleam in his eye.

      “Makes as much sense as any. And like you said, we know it’s either this mountain or the other one. Check Mount Haguro and see if you can find anything about dragons.”

      Tommy went back to the search engine. His fingers pecked away quickly at the screen’s keyboard. “I can type so much faster with a laptop,” he complained.

      “Yeah but those are bulkier, and you wanted to pack light.”

      Tommy snorted. “As I recall, that was your suggestion.”

      “Would you just hurry and enter the keywords.”

      Tommy tapped the return button, and the screen flickered again. It opened to a fresh set of search results, and he scanned the descriptions until he found one that he thought might be most useful. A new page appeared, and the three huddled around the tablet, analyzing the images that were arranged in neat rows and columns.

      After three or four minutes of scrolling, the combination they were looking for hadn’t appeared. Several of the links led to images of a five-story pagoda, a famous landmark on Mount Haguro, but nothing about dragons or the red gate showed up.

      “Looks like Yudono is our next stop,” Sean commented.

      Tommy chuckled to himself. “You don’t know.”

      Keiko and Sean looked at him as if his face was covered in moths.

      “Seriously?” Sean said.

      Tommy threw his hands out to the side. “What? It’s funny. Yudono... you don’t know.”

      “It’s really not funny.”

      “Fine, but OK, it appears that’s where we should head to next. And looks like we won’t have to deal with the wind and super frigid temps we saw up on Gassan.” The thought caused him to shiver.

      “Right. But it’s still going to be cold.” He turned and faced Keiko. “And I want you to stay here in the hotel.”

      She shook her head defiantly. “No. You need my help. Neither of you can read Japanese.”

      The two Americans glanced at each other.

      She pressed on. “If you find something that is in Japanese—and you will—you won’t be able to understand it. Face it: you need my help.”

      From the moment they’d met Keiko, she seemed quiet, afraid, and beleaguered. All were understandable considering the recent events surrounding her uncle’s death. Now, seemingly out of nowhere, she had found a touch of courage.

      Tommy was intrigued.

      “What do you think, buddy?” he asked Sean.

      Sean wasn’t so sure. But he couldn’t very well tie her up in a hotel room and leave her there. One way or the other, she wasn’t going to stick around. He could see the determination in her eyes.

      “It’s going to be dangerous. You saw what happened on the mountain. There could be more men with guns. Bullets flying everywhere. I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      “I know all that.” She glanced down at the thin carpet and then back at Sean. “But I have to see it through. My uncle, he wanted me to be a part of this.”

      “He would have also wanted you to stay alive,” Tommy interjected.

      She nodded. “True. But I don’t think he ever wanted me to live scared. He sent me that message for a reason. It is my burden to make sure the Honjo Masamune is found. If I can help, then I will. I must.”

      Tommy wished he could lean over and kiss her, but he repressed the ridiculous notion. Instead, he made the call for both him and his friend. “OK. You can come with us. But stay close. If anything goes haywire, I would rather one of us take a bullet than you.”

      Her head bobbed up and down again, acknowledging his wishes.

      A waiter in a black vest and white shirt strolled up to the table. He was carrying a red teapot and a round tray with three matching red teacups. He set the tray on the side of the table and then placed the cups before pouring the tea for the visitors.

      When he was done, he politely asked if they needed anything else. Keiko thanked him and sent him on his way.

      He smiled, brushed his cropped hair to the side, and walked hurriedly back toward the kitchen.

      Tommy reached over and grabbed his teacup. He took a long sip of the steaming liquid. After he swallowed it, he smiled and set the cup back down. “Now that is how green tea is supposed to be made.”

      Sean took a shorter sip of his while looking out one of the big windows at the far end of the room. A thin flow of pedestrians trickled by, probably on their way to eat somewhere or on their way home from work. It was the darker part of dusk, just before night took over completely. There would be no more searching done today. He had the hopeful thought that maybe, just maybe, they could get a good night’s rest without anything crazy happening.

      His mind drifted to sleepless nights abroad in various countries and cities. They seemed to occur more often than not. Just one more reason he’d left the agency, and working for his friend at the IAA. Yet here he was again, dodging bullets and looking over his shoulder. Sean had recently concluded that it was never going to end. And that was why he’d left the IAA. The more he thought about things in that light, with his newfound freedom, the more at ease he felt. That didn’t change the fact that he was extremely tired right now.

      “So tell us about yourself,” he said, trying to change the subject. He raised his cup again, took a big gulp of the soothing hot liquid and then stood up. “What’s your story?”

      Keiko was caught a little off guard, but she smiled politely. “My story?”

      “Yeah,” Tommy jumped in. “I’m curious too.” He passed her a corny grin that Sean desperately tried to ignore.

      “Well,” she began, “I’m afraid there isn’t much to tell.”

      “Oh come on,” Tommy urged. “Here you are, on an adventure with two strange Americans. You’re obviously not afraid of much. I’d say you handled yourself pretty well on the mountain and at the palace grounds. So what gives?”

      Keiko shrugged and looked out the window for a second. “It isn’t that I’m not afraid. But I haven’t always lived in a nice area. When I was younger, I spent a lot of time in some of the rougher areas of Tokyo, places that were run by Yakuza.” Her voice faded, becoming distant as she continued. “Gunshots were something we got used to. I remember once, when I was a child, a bullet shattering the window of my parents’ kitchen. I was terrified. So were they. Those things were why they left. Why they didn’t take me with them, I’m not sure. Maybe they couldn’t afford it. But they thought I would be safer with my uncle. That turned out to be an incorrect assumption.”

      Tommy appeared genuinely sympathetic. “I’m so sorry. You want to talk about it?”

      “Don’t be sorry. It made me who I am. I don’t mind talking about it now. It was a long time ago. They went to America to get away from the violence here. I haven’t heard from them since. They thought if they left me here with my uncle I would be safe. I miss them but I am stronger for the experience. My uncle taught me martial arts, and how to use weapons. I know how to handle myself.” She paused for a moment as if trying to conjure the right words. “I just didn’t think I would be thrown into a situation where I’d need to. I have a career now and a home in a decent neighborhood. But when these things started happening again…”

      “It brought it all back,” Sean finished her sentence for her.

      Sean’s eyes narrowed for a second as they caught sight of something curious outside: a figure in the shadows across the street. A man in a charcoal-gray winter coat and a black skullcap. Was he waiting on someone? A taxi perhaps? Or was his reason for being there more sinister? Sean diverted his attention back to the conversation before the other two noticed his distraction.

      “Yes,” she nodded. “But I will be fine.” Her voice filled with resolve. “You needn’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

      She put out her hand and took hold of the cup directly in front of her. Even as she brought it to her mouth, Sean could see her hand trembling. Either she was putting on a fairly good act, or she was just nervous from talking about her past. He wasn’t certain.

      “I believe you,” Tommy said, overplaying the sympathy. “I’m sure you can handle yourself just fine.”

      His cheesy grin was more than Sean could stand. “OK, Romeo. I’m going to look into getting us some more supplies for the trip back into the mountains. Do yourselves a favor, and get some rest. Could be a long day.”

      Before Tommy could respond, Sean stepped away from the table and sauntered away. He swung around the bar and disappeared around the corner, heading toward the elevators.

      What Tommy and Keiko didn’t see was that he passed the elevator doors and continued down the corridor toward an alternative exit. He’d not let on to the others about what he saw out on the street through the window during their chat.
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      “What do you mean they got away?”

      Taka’s voice raged through the earpiece.

      “Tell me you were able to get the location of the sword, or at least a clue.”

      Hideo heard a fist pound on a table. He imagined his boss pacing around in his office or the boardroom with an angry scowl on his face. It was a look Hideo actively tried to avoid. Not because he was afraid but because Hideo wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly how to climb the ladder in the Yakuza world, and it wasn’t always best to be the top dog.

      At any given moment, Hideo had command over dozens of men, all willing and anxious to do his bidding, even if the bidding was coming from someone else, like Taka. That didn’t matter. Hideo still reaped the benefits. He was feared, respected, wealthy, and able to do pretty much whatever he wanted, all as a result of his loyalty to Taka. Now, however, the boss was unhappy. So was Hideo.

      He’d allowed the Americans to escape with the only clue to their next step in the hunt for the Masamune. Letting them get away from the palace grounds wasn’t such a big deal since he’d been able to procure the clue left behind by Tokugawa. Now, however, that event acted as a catalyst for his employer’s anger.

      Hideo hung his head, ashamed at his failure and certain of his fate. “No, we did not retrieve the next piece. My men are dead. I alone escaped, albeit with significant injury.”

      He reached back and touched the place on his head where it had struck the tree. It was unclear how long he’d been unconscious. The only positive out of the entire incident was that the back of his skull had been pressed against the snow, which had likely kept the swelling down until he regained consciousness. Groggy, sore, disoriented, and beaten, Hideo had stumbled through the heavy snow to a small town at the base of the mountain where he now sat in a cafe, sipping some hot tea as he delivered the bad news to Taka.

      Hideo waited for another outburst from his boss, but it never came. The silence was almost a more disconcerting reaction.

      “All your men are dead?” Taka asked after taking a minute to let the information settle in.

      “Yes. These Americans were heavily armed.” That part was an exaggeration, but Taka didn’t need to know that. “We were unprepared.”

      The truth was, Hideo never expected the reaction he received from the Americans, especially the skinny, taller one. He’d proved to be a worthy adversary in the field of combat.

      “You had them outnumbered, though, yes?”

      “We did. And I take full responsibility for this failure.”

      “I don’t have to tell you the price of failure in my family.”

      Hideo stared down at the pale green tea in the white cup sitting in front of him. “I am aware.”

      “Good,” Taka said curtly. “Then do not fail me again. I consider you a brother, unlike some of these others who work for us. It would pain me dearly to lose you.”

      Hideo’s face hardened. He was the one who usually dealt out the punishment for Taka. His cruel and often unorthodox measures had helped create the almost mythical terror so many felt when mentioning Hideo’s name. The threat was not unexpected, but the offer of mercy was.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Taka ignored the gratitude and got back to business. “Fortunately, I always have a backup plan, my old friend.”

      “Backup plan?”

      “Yes. You see, I have someone else following these Americans. So I will know their every movement.”

      His eyebrows stitched together. Hideo wasn’t pleased to hear that his boss potentially doubted his abilities. At the same time, Taka hadn’t been wrong to do so. “Who is this person?”

      “You needn’t worry about inconsequential things such as that, my friend. Just know that we are tracking the Americans at this very moment. They have holed up in a hotel in Sendai. I imagine they will wait until tomorrow to make their next move.”

      The last sentence was said with an apparent degree of certainty.

      Taka continued. “I will contact you in the morning to let you know where they are headed. Find a place to stay for the night. You will also get reinforcements. We have a presence in one of the cities on the western coast. Just remember how forgiving I have been for this. It is a treatment few ever receive.”

      Hideo nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

      The truth was, he could get away if he wanted to. It was a big world. Taka’s reach was extensive in most of the major cities in Japan, maybe a few others on an international level, but disappearing wouldn’t be that difficult. He could find a place to hide out in another country. Maybe he would always be looking over his shoulder, jumping at shadows in the night, but it beat the alternative. At least he would be alive.

      Hideo shook his head. He stared down at the tea. His fingers surrounded the little cup, cradling it gently. That wasn’t the way he did things. It wasn’t like him to run from a fight or from a threat. He always took his medicine. And living a life of fear and paranoia was no life at all. He’d rather stare down the barrel of a gun or at the edge of a blade before trying to exist like that.

      Taka interrupted his thoughts. “Get some rest. Your new men will arrive in the morning. Make sure you don’t fail like this again.”

      “Yes, sir. I won’t.”

      The call ended, and Hideo put the device back in his pocket. His right hand involuntarily reached back and rubbed the base of his skull. It still throbbed like a jackhammer going in slow motion. He fished a packet of ibuprofen out of his coat pocket, tore it open, and dumped the two pills into his palm. He’d already taken four. Two more wouldn’t hurt. Hopefully they would take the pain away until he could get something a little more powerful, which would likely not be any time soon. He popped the pills into his mouth and picked up a nearly empty glass of water next to his cup of tea, tipped the clear liquid into his mouth, and swallowed. He shook his head back and forth for a second to make sure the gel caps made it down his throat.

      The manager of the establishment was standing over near the bar, staring at him with an odd gaze. It came across as a look of disgust, but maybe Hideo was just imagining it. Funny how some people could pick out Yakuza even when their tattoos weren’t showing. He returned the look with a threatening one of his own. The manager immediately turned away and pretended to be busy doing something else.

      Hideo’s appearance was rough, and he knew it. He probably smelled too, though that was more difficult to determine. A hot shower would feel good right now, as would a warm bed. A soft body next to him would be the icing on the cake, but he doubted that would be something he could get out here in the boondocks. He’d have to wait until he got back to Tokyo.

      He took a final sip of the tea and set the cup down hard on the table. The noise startled the patrons in the booth near him, but he didn’t care. He passed them a sneering glance, dropped a wad of yen on the table, and made his way to the door. Getting a new weapon would be a priority. He figured the men Taka was sending would take care of that for him. Usually they carried more than one.

      As Hideo stepped out into the cold evening, he pulled his coat around his torso and turned left, heading toward the hotel and disappearing into the crowd.
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      Sean stepped out of the hotel and onto the sidewalk. The cold night air washed over him in an instant. He zipped up his coat before losing any more body warmth. He was at the side of the hotel and wouldn’t be visible through the main doors or the lobby windows. Something troubled him about the man he’d seen on the other side of the street.

      During the conversation with Keiko and Tommy, Sean had let his eyes drift back to the window several times to make sure he wasn’t just being paranoid. The man in the gray coat remained there, leaning against the wall of a restaurant. More than a few taxis had passed by, so he wasn’t waiting on one of those. And if the guy was waiting on a ride from a friend, he could have just as easily waited inside the restaurant or even the hotel lobby. Standing outside in the cold made no sense. Unless he was supposed to be watching someone.

      Sean rushed across the nearly empty side street, between a few parked cars on the other side, and crouched behind the last one nearest the intersection where the alley met the main road.

      He leaned forward, peered beyond the front bumper of a green Honda sedan, and searched for the man in front of the restaurant. The guy was still there, although now he was holding a phone to his ear. From Sean’s vantage point, he could see the device’s touch screen wasn’t illuminated, which meant the guy was faking the phone call in an attempt to look natural. Sean sighed and shook his head. Amateurs.

      Sean kept an eye on him and stood slowly from his hiding place behind the car’s hood. He crept to the corner and then turned right, blending in with the few stragglers brave enough to venture out in the frigid temperatures. He turned his head and glanced over his shoulder. The guy was still standing there, pretending to talk on the phone. Sean had to give it to him: he was keeping up the act, even nodding and laughing a little to give the impression he was having an actual conversation.

      At the next block, Sean detoured to the left and hurried through the crosswalk to the other side. He turned left again, making his way back toward where gray coat was now acting as if he was sending a text message to someone. At least he’s mixing up his routine a little.

      Sean pulled the hood over his head and tucked his chin under the top front of his coat to conceal as much of his face as possible. It was a natural move considering the wintry weather, and would raise little suspicion from the observer. He was only fifty feet away now, and the gap was closing as Sean quickened his pace. Looking like someone in a hurry to get out of the cold would further serve his intention to sneak up on the unaware target. He stuffed his hands into his pockets as he approached and kept his eyes mostly locked on the sidewalk directly ahead, only looking up under the brim of the hood every four or five seconds to make sure gray coat hadn’t become suspicious.

      One more quick look told Sean he was only twenty feet away. He probably would have been able to walk right up to the man, subdue him, and pull him into an adjacent alley without the guy ever knowing what happened. Unfortunately, a random gust of wind changed all that. It blew through the street corridor like a banshee, whipping flags, banners, ribbons, and awnings into a momentary frenzy. With his hands inside his coat pockets, Sean couldn’t move them fast enough to keep the wind from blowing his hood back, revealing his face.

      Instinctively, he reached up with both hands to grab the hood, but the sudden movement only served to draw more attention from his target.

      Gray Coat’s head snapped to the left as he realized what was happening. His eyes widened upon seeing his mark so close. The next thing he did came as somewhat of a surprise to Sean.

      He expected the man to attack him, but instead the guy spun to the right and took off at a dead sprint. Sean sighed. Really? He was in no mood for a cold evening run right now.

      In an instant, he was at full speed, charging to the corner where Gray Coat had been standing, now thirty feet behind the fleeing man. Sean watched him duck around the edge of the building, disappearing from view. He’d already noted that the street was a somewhat busy tributary compared to the one he was on. That didn’t mean the guy wasn’t waiting just around the corner, ready to drop him as soon as he appeared. Taking a wide turn, Sean rounded the sidewalk corner with enough room to keep him safe if Gray Coat was waiting to trip him, or worse. What Sean found was the running man had opened up a bigger gap between them than expected.

      Sean sighed again and pumped his legs harder. The shorter Japanese man made up for his lack of a long stride with a much quicker one. His feet were a blur as they lifted and dropped on the balls of his feet, pounding the pavement with each step. He cut left and crossed the street in front of a slew of cars, narrowly missing one. The irritated driver honked the horn. Sean could see the furious look on the driver’s face in the sterile glow of a streetlight. That didn’t stop Sean from veering across the street in pursuit, further angering the driver and those behind him.

      Leaving the honking horns and squealing tires behind, Sean charged ahead, closing the gap between him and the fleeing man. They ran into a much darker side street, surrounded on both sides by modern apartment buildings. The alley was lit only by a few pale night lights, fixed to the walls about twenty feet apart. Between the reach of the whitish glow, the runners were cast into shadow for a moment, and then back into light.

      Ahead, the side street opened to another avenue, less crowded than the last. Gray coat was only twenty feet away now, and Sean could tell that the man’s pace was slowing. He could feel his own legs getting heavy, but Sean had learned a long time ago that to win a race, the human mind could push the body to do things it didn’t think possible. He forced his muscles to pump even harder as the runner wasted a precious second, turning his head to see if the pursuer was still there. The move cost him since he had to slow down to look back. Sean picked up several more feet because of it.

      Gray Coat took off again, his energy renewed by a sense of fear. He cut across the less crowded street again with Sean close behind. The runner was only ten feet away. One slip, and Sean would have him.

      The man’s stride elongated, a sign that his muscles were giving out. Sean was close enough to hear him gasping as the two dashed into the next side street, one that was much darker. The brick buildings appeared to be older, warehouses most likely. Then Sean saw the end of the line fifty feet away. The street ended in a brick wall where the buildings on either side connected.

      The runner jogged to a stop as he realized his fatal mistake. There was no escape. He spun around, gasping for air, and faced his pursuer.

      Sean was out of breath too. In spite of his consistent cardiovascular training, a four-minute sprint was something that would wear out even the best athletes. After ten seconds of nearly heaving, he managed to recover enough to ask, “Who are you?”

      Gray coat didn’t answer. He had a look of terrified panic in his wide eyes. His head turned back and forth as he examined the walls, hoping there was some way of escape that he’d missed.

      “We don’t have to do this the hard way,” Sean said. His breath came easier with each passing moment, though his legs felt like they were filled with sand. “Just tell me who you are or what you want and I’ll let you go.”

      The guy shook his head, still panting like a dog on a hot summer day.

      Sean shook his head slowly and sighed. “Do I really have to beat it out of you? I’d rather you just tell me what’s going on and we leave here as friends. No reason to get the crap kicked out of you.” He paused his thoughts and took a few cautious steps forward. “Do you even understand what I’m saying?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and he lowered his head. “I understand.”

      “OK, good, because for a second there I was thinking maybe you didn’t speak English.” He took another step forward.

      Gray coat’s demeanor changed. His posture transformed from one seeking escape to a more defensive stance.

      Oh, come on, Sean thought. I’m not in the mood to fight right now.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Sean said. He put both hands out, palms facing the guy. “I’m tired. I had a long day. I’m still significantly jet lagged. You are obviously interested in whatever it is my friends and I are doing. Why don’t you just tell me why?”

      The man shook his head slowly and unzipped the heavy coat. Underneath was a white tank top. Under that were tattoos covering most of the man’s torso and arms. He was Yakuza.

      Based on the way he’d tried to run from the scene, Sean figured him to be a little brother. While he didn’t know much about the Yakuza, Sean’s rough understanding of the culture led him to believe that the people who occupied higher levels of standing were more likely to engage in confrontation, sometimes blatantly in public. For this guy it seemed like a last resort, and showing off his tattoos was likely a last ditch attempt to scare Sean away.

      “Impressive ink,” he said, pointing vaguely at the tattoos. “How long did it take to get all that done? Did you do it in one sitting or was it over the course of several sessions.”

      The man yelled something unintelligible and lunged forward. He led with his left foot, trying to land a kick to Sean’s chest. The American was ready for it, despite his casual stance, and instantly stepped aside. The gangster landed with his upper body exposed for a second, a mistake Sean took advantage of. He faked a jab at the man’s face, causing his opponent to reach up for the block. A split second later, Sean’s right hand struck the gangster in the abdomen, instantly bruising the muscles within. As the man doubled over, Sean swung his left fist around at the exposed jaw. The gangster’s hands had dropped down to protect his belly, which was a critical mistake. Sean’s knuckles found the right cheek and snapped to a stop about three inches behind the target. The gangster’s head rocked sideways, and he fell away to the side before Sean could grab him.

      For a moment, Sean thought the blow might have been enough to knock the man unconscious, but he wasn’t surprised to see him roll over on the asphalt and push himself back onto his feet. It was never that easy. Especially with men who were driven by fear.

      The gangster steadied his stance and then launched another assault. The attack was much faster than the first, possibly from desperation or possibly due to the knowledge that his opponent wasn’t a total idiot when it came to hand-to-hand combat.

      His fists fired out, and he took three quick steps forward. The punches came in a flurry, one right after the other. Sean had already switched his feet sideways to make for a smaller target. He deflected the first punch, then the second, and then the third, ducked the fourth, and then countered with a hard right. This time, the gangster was ready and parried Sean’s punch, countering with another jab that landed on the cheek.

      The blow stung at first and then instantly turned to a deep, throbbing pain. There was no time to recover as the gangster switched from a boxing pose to something Sean recognized from his martial arts training. The gangster kicked hard, over and over again, faster than almost anything Sean had ever encountered. He leaned to the left, blocking the strikes with his forearm, which sent a new pain through the appendage with each strike. On the fourth kick, the gangster faked it, dropped the foot to the ground, and then jumped, bringing his right foot around in a wide arc. It was a good move, and one that caught Sean completely off guard. The top of the foot bone smashed into Sean’s left cheek and sent him tumbling to the pavement.

      Sean’s elbows hit first. His hands caught his momentum just before his chin hit the ground. The dark alley spun a little, and his vision blurred. What at first appeared to be an easy scrap had just turned into a fight for survival. Sean’s fingers clawed at the asphalt, and his toes dug in as he scrambled forward toward the brick wall, now desperate to get back to his feet. He heard quick footsteps behind him and turned even as he kept moving away from the attack.

      The man’s foot flashed out again, snapping like an angry cobra at Sean’s face. The American was ready, though. Sean fought off the daze and once again took command of his muscles. His hand moved fast, snatching the gangster’s foot out of the air before he could retract it. In one fluid, sudden movement, Sean twisted his torso, pulled the man’s ankle hard, wrapped his left arm over the shin, and tucked it under his armpit. Then he tugged and pivoted, yanking the man off his standing foot. The move was so fast that there was no way for the gangster to catch his balance. Instead, his ground foot lifted, and his back smacked against the pavement. His head snapped backward and hit the ground in a short, sudden thud. Disoriented, he struggled, rolling his head back and forth to shake off the concussion.

      Before he could regain his bearings, Sean dropped to his knees, straddling the man’s torso. He held his hand menacingly above the guy’s neck with fingers open like a claw.

      “If you try to get up, I will rip your throat out and leave you here to die. Do you understand?”

      The man’s eyes blinked rapidly and flitted around, but he nodded vaguely.

      “Good. Who are you, and who do you work for?”

      “You don’t understand. I’m dead anyway.”

      It wasn’t the first time Sean had heard that from someone he’d beaten down. Although each time he had hoped it was the last.

      “What do you mean you’re dead anyway? Who are you so afraid of?”

      He shook his head, refusing to say anything else.

      Sean considered his options. He took a quick look back to make sure no one was around and then grabbed the man’s right hand and started bending the index finger at an awkward angle. The guy screamed in pain and only stopped when Sean relieved the pressure.

      “Funny things, fingers. They’re so small. but when one is about to break it is excruciating. Plus, without them, life gets a lot more complicated. He bent the finger again, almost to the point of snapping the bone.

      It was accompanied by another painful howl until Sean released it.

      “I can break all your fingers, dislocate other joints, and come up with some pretty sick stuff that I don’t think you’d like me to do. And honestly, I’d rather not have to. Been out of that line of work for a long time now. I just want you to tell me who you’re working for and why you’re following me.”

      “Aoki,” he blurted out. “I work for Aoki. He sent me to make sure you were doing your job, looking for the Masamune.”

      That was easy.

      “That’s why you’re not armed? You were just sent here to watch us?”

      He shook his head. “Not just you. Anyone else who might be following you.”

      The last sentence sent a chill through Sean’s spine. “And did you see anyone?”

      He waited a second for the answer, letting the man collect his thoughts. “No,” he said finally. “I haven’t seen anything suspicious.”

      Sean’s eyes turned to slits. He wasn’t completely sold on the story yet. “If you were just sent here to watch, why did you run from me? And why did you fight me just now?”

      “If Aoki finds out I failed, he will have me killed.” He drew in a short gasp of air. “Like I said, I’m probably already dead. Once I report what happened, he’ll have me executed. Failure isn’t tolerated.”

      Sean understood, but if this guy was telling the truth, it might be beneficial to have an extra pair of eyes watching their backs. “Then don’t tell him.”

      The gangster’s eyebrows knit together, confused by the comment. “I have to report everything to him.”

      Sean shook his head. “Not everything. You tell Aoki that the Americans are making good progress. Nothing else. He doesn’t have to know that I know you’re watching me.”

      The man relaxed visibly.

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” Sean added. “Just keep an eye out. We encountered some of Taka’s men earlier. Most of them are dead. But one still might be out there. If you see us heading into a trap or trouble coming, you let me know.”

      The guy shook his head. “How do you want me to do that?”

      Sean shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ll figure something out.” He stood up, looming over the man on the ground for a few more seconds. “I need to get back to the hotel. Thanks for the exercise.”

      He stalked away, leaving the gangster lying on the pavement. Sean didn’t look back. The man wasn’t armed, not from what he could tell. And the fact that Sean had shown him a little mercy might go a long way. He just hoped he hadn’t made a mistake in letting the guy live. If he had, it wouldn’t be long before the error was realized.

      He turned the corner out of the alley and picked up his pace. This whole thing was getting more complicated by the minute.
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      Sean and the others elected to drive to Mount Yudono the following morning, which took considerably longer than the helicopter ride they’d had the previous day. Fortunately, the weather had taken a turn for the better, producing conditions that kept the roads clear of snow and ice at the lower elevations. The drive was a long one, something the Americans planned for, which is why they woke up early and left the hotel while it was still dark outside.

      The sun crept upward in the eastern sky behind them, reflected as a bright fiery orange in the rearview mirror and slowly changing to whitish yellow as it crept higher. Only traces of a few wispy clouds were visible as they stretched across a clear blue backdrop. The rolling foothills grew larger as the travelers continued westward, eventually leading to the tall, snow-covered peaks they’d seen the day before.

      Sean couldn’t help but feel as if he was in western North Carolina, on the border of Tennessee. The area was so much like the Smokey Mountains; aside from the people, road signs, and most of the buildings, it felt almost like home, only colder and with more snow.

      Most of the group was too tired to say much during the first hour of the journey. Instead, they sat in silence, staring out at the picturesque forests, villages, and mountains as they passed by. It wasn’t until they began their ascent toward the Yudonosan Shrine visitor area that Tommy finally spoke up from the driver’s seat.

      “Maybe it’s too late to ask this since we’re almost there, but you haven’t noticed anyone following us up to this point, have you?” He glanced back in the mirror at Sean who was staring out the window. Keiko raised a concerned eyebrow in the front passenger seat.

      Sean shook his head. “I’ve been keeping an eye on it.”

      Tommy switched his stare back to the road for a moment and then flicked another look at Sean. “That’s sort of an answer to my question.”

      “No,” Sean turned his gaze to meet the eyes of the driver. “I haven’t seen anyone following us up to this point. And I’ve been watching for that since we left Sendai.”

      Keiko relaxed a little.

      Tommy nodded. “OK, no need to get testy. Everybody needs a little reminder now and then. It’s not like the old days where we were out here doing stuff like this all the time.”

      No. It just feels like that, Sean thought. Truth was, he’d been finding himself in sticky situations with ridiculous regularity. He’d recently decided to stop running from it and even offered to help out with any special situations in which Tommy, or Axis, might need assistance. A leopard couldn’t change its spots. Sean had tried to for a few years, running from what he truly was. He couldn’t run from it anymore.

      He watched the dense forest pass by. It was mostly occupied by coniferous varieties: spruce, hemlock, and fir. In the colder, wetter climates, these trees were able to thrive, producing a breathtaking landscape of greens and browns the entire year.

      Tommy turned the car onto a side road and accelerated. He steered it around the winding curves, wary of the narrow strip of road and the tight turns. Whenever he encountered such slim stretches of asphalt, he wondered how many crashes there’d been there in the past. Given their destination, he doubted many people were in much of a hurry most of the time. And on this day, they saw no other traffic.

      The rise in elevation from the base of the mountain to the shrine came with an increase in the amount of snow on the ground until it was completely coated in a white blanket of fresh, sparkling powder. Fortunately, the area hadn’t received any new precipitation overnight, and the roads remained clear for the most part.

      They reached the parking area at the base of a small hill where Tommy found an empty spot near a set of broad steps. He turned off the engine and stepped out, taking a look around the nearly empty lot. The two passengers did the same.

      Sean stared up the big staircase toward a giant red torii. The gate seemed to loom over everything, even the shrine behind it to the left. Positioned in front of the torii, next to the steps, was a small fountain and basin. It was the one they’d seen during their online investigation of the site. The two dragons Sean and Tommy had noticed in the pictures were sitting opposite each other with mouths open wide. No water spewed forth, though. The monks must have turned off the pumps for the winter.

      “I guess we go this way,” he said, pointing up the stairs.

      Tommy nodded. “Very astute.”

      Sean shook his head and ducked into the car to retrieve his gear bag. Tommy opened the back door on his side and did the same, slinging it over his shoulder. They closed the doors, and Tommy locked the vehicle with the key fob, hearing the locks click as they moved up the steps. Once through the red gate, they proceeded beyond the shrine to a trailhead a hundred feet to the rear.

      There were no signs of life other than a few birds chirping in the trees and an occasional burst of wind that shook the branches. Only two other cars were in the parking lot. Sean assumed they were either tourists or people on a pilgrimage. The latter would explain why no one was in sight.

      “Kind of creepy,” Tommy whispered. “Where is everybody? Shouldn’t there be monks roaming around or something?”

      “It’s cold out here,” Sean said. “They’re probably inside where it’s warm.”

      “Right.” Tommy nodded. “That’s true.” He hushed his mouth, flushing a little either from the chilly air or embarrassment or both.

      Keiko pointed ahead at a sign next to the trailhead. “It says the holy mountain is this way. That is where we will find the dragon from the pictures.”

      “This way it is,” Sean said cheerfully. “Care to lead the way, buddy?” He motioned to Tommy.

      “Sure, why not?”

      He took off at a moderate pace, one that Sean was certain his friend couldn’t maintain for long. That was part of the reason he’d asked Tommy to take the lead. Letting his somewhat out of shape friend set their tempo would make sure he didn’t fall behind. There was another reason that Sean put his friend in front, though, one that he thought it better not to mention.

      Over the years, Sean had developed a keen sense of perceiving subtle movements. Whether at a distance or close by, it was nearly impossible for someone to sneak up on him or surprise him. The skill was one born of necessity during his years with Axis. It had also served him well with IAA when working with Tommy on special operations. And it was something that wasn’t easily turned off. As Keiko walked by, following Tommy onto the path, Sean gave a quick look back at the parking area, the shrine, and the surrounding area. The birds were still chirping in the trees sixty feet away. That was a good sign. He’d learned a long time ago that when the animals were spooked, something was up. Satisfied with his rapid surveillance of the locale, he turned and fell in behind the others.

      The trail narrowed and wrapped its way up and around the mountain. The path was surrounded on both sides with tall, skinny tree trunks that stretched high into the air, shading the already cold forest floor.

      For the most part, their hike was uneventful and, fortunately for Tommy, didn’t last long. Somehow, even though the temperature was only a few degrees above freezing, he was managing to perspire. To be fair, the beanie cap he wore on his head didn’t help.

      The group reached an area that opened up in front of a stepped path with a metal railing. Sean took a water bottle out of his bag and drew in a huge drink. He looked out across one of the vistas and let out a sigh. “Pretty country right here, buddy,” he said.

      Tommy answered in between gasps. “Yeah. It’s..it sure is.” He looked back down the trail and then looked uphill. It seemed like a green and brown tunnel to him, narrowing further as he stared at it. “I have to say, this trail is a little steeper than it looked from down at the bottom.”

      Sean started to respond with a comment about his friend still needing to get in shape, but a quick warning glance from Tommy kept him mum on the subject.

      “Just once,” Tommy went on, “I would like to investigate something on the Great Plains or maybe a prairie.” He took a water bottle out of his bag and guzzled half of it in mere seconds. After another few gasps of air, he spoke again. “You know, somewhere flat. Everywhere we go…mountains…hills…more mountains. And of course, more steps.” He glared at the continuing uphill climb.

      “And don’t forget all those stairs at the monastery in Bhutan that followed an hour-long hike up the mountain.”

      The comment nearly made Tommy pop. He leaned over as if about to vomit, but kept his composure. He slowed his breathing and shook his head, holding out a warning hand. “Please, don’t bring that part up again. What a nightmare that was.”

      “I have to say, after our last adventure, I’d think you’d have learned.” Sean crossed his arms and stared at his friend with a chastising gaze.

      “I know. I know. I need to get in better shape. But who has time these days? What with everything that’s going on.” He stood back up straight and seemed to have regained his energy. “Come on, let’s keep moving. We haven’t got all day up here, and it’s cold.” He shoved the bottle back into his bag and walked over to the start of the stepped path.

      Sean chuckled to himself. He bit his lower lip to keep from saying anything else. He could tell Keiko didn’t know what to think about the interaction between the two Americans. Then again, she’d pretty much been all business since the get go. Her silence was odd but still understandable, just a young girl thrown into a crazy mess with a bunch of evil people and two Americans she didn’t know. Sean decided not to pry too much, especially since he imagined Tommy had the night before.

      Next to the path, the dragon statue they’d seen online sat facing out at them as if issuing a silent warning with its open jaws, flashing tongue, and fearsome wide eyes. A sign was close by, advising visitors that no photography was allowed beyond this point and that the ground they were about to tread was holy.

      Mountain worship was one of the older folk religions of Japan. Yudono, along with the other two mountains of Dewa, were three of the main locations for such practices. Many people made pilgrimages to all three mountains every year, but the holy ground at Yudono was, to many, above all others.

      The three visitors huddled around the dragon. It appeared to be carved from granite. Sean examined it closely, searching the surface for clues.

      “See anything?” Tommy asked. He began his search at the base of the dragon’s pedestal, hoping the clue would be etched into the stone as it had been on Mount Gassan.

      It only took him a minute to realize this part of the puzzle wasn’t going to be so easy.

      Keiko looked as well, checking over every single inch of the statue. She pointed at a block of wood that seemed oddly placed. “What’s this?”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Sean said. The piece of wood was wedged between the dragon’s front legs. The creature’s left paw rested on a ball covered in engraved stars.

      Tommy stood up straight and looked at the block. He pressed on one end of the wood and it came out with surprising ease. After pushing the wooden piece out the rest of the way, he lifted it up and gave it a thorough look over.

      “Anything?” Sean asked. His curiosity was growing.

      “No. It’s just a piece of wood.” Tommy slid the object back where he found it and looked around in exasperation. He stared out at the snow-covered mountains and the valley between. “I should have known it wouldn’t be as easy as the last place.” He sighed, and a small cloud of fog escaped from his mouth, dissipating into the frigid air.

      Sean grinned. “Oh come on, buddy. You know that most things in life worth having don’t come easy.”

      He ran his hand along the smooth stone of the dragon’s back. “It does make me wonder, though.” Sean sidled around to the statue’s left side and pressed his face in close to get a view of where the dragon was facing. “The clue we found on Gassan said the dragon watches the way, a toll to be paid.”

      “So?”

      “So maybe the dragon isn’t what we’re looking for. And maybe this path of steps here isn’t the way we’re supposed to go.” Sean pointed over to an area at the base of the hill forty feet away. Sticking out of the powdery white surface was a rectangular stone box. Just beyond it, a faint indention snaked its way up the mountain through the trees, disappearing just over the ridge. It was almost unnoticeable, like a path worn down by small woodland animals. But now that he stared at it, Sean was convinced it was what they were looking for.

      Tommy and Keiko followed the direction his finger was pointing.

      “It’s an offering box,” Keiko said, realizing what it was. “People put money in it and hope to gain favor from the mountain god.”

      “The toll that must be paid,” Tommy whispered.

      A light gust of wind rolled through the area, whistling in the visitors’ ears in spite of their caps and hoods. Snow dust picked up and flew against their sunglasses, momentarily settling on the lenses. Sean always wore protection against the bright rays of the sun. He found it even more imperative when surrounded by snow due to the incredible reflective glare.

      Sean mindlessly started trudging through the snow across the open space toward the offering box. The loosely packed powder crunched under each footstep. Two red poles hung on either side of the container, though he wasn’t sure what importance they could have. Tommy and Keiko followed close behind until they reached the other side. They surrounded the box and bent over, investigating the little slit in the top where money could be deposited. Sean spied the hole and then looked up at the nearby trees. Ribbons of various colors hung loosely from some of the branches, leftover from prayers that had been tied to the trees by pilgrims on their way to the holy hilltop.

      Sean reached into his pocket and pulled out the trusty money clip he always carried.

      “What are you doing?” Tommy asked.

      “Making a donation,” Sean replied. He loosened the clip, took out a bill, folded it, and slipped it through the slot in the top of the box.

      “I’m pretty sure we didn’t actually have to do that.”

      Sean shrugged. “You never know.”

      He slapped his friend on the back and started up the narrow path with Keiko right behind him.

      Tommy groaned. “Not another hill.” Before Sean could retort, Tommy took a deep breath and hurried after the other two.
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      The climb up the mountainside was steep. While there was no danger of falling, the path to the top yawed at around a 30-degree angle, which caused the travelers’ legs to burn almost immediately. The hike was a workout, but Sean was grateful. Exerting a little extra energy helped fight the biting cold that had started to creep back into his bones as they were trying to figure out the meaning of the dragon in the riddle.

      Sean could hear Tommy grumbling behind him, though the grueling exercise was keeping him from saying too much. Instead, he was using most of his concentration on breathing and taking the next step upward.

      At the beginning of the trail, the snow only came halfway up their shins, but as the three continued their ascent the powder deepened, nearly reaching their knees.

      “Is…is it me?” Tommy gasped. “Or is this snow getting deeper?”

      Sean nodded. Even he was starting to get a little winded from the workout. Luckily, they were nearly to the top of the rise and could see a clearing just beyond the thick patchwork of skeletal trees.

      “Just more drifts up here. Don’t happen to have any snowshoes in that bag, do you?”

      Tommy let out a short laugh and returned to his heavy breathing. “No.”

      The slope started to level off dramatically, and Sean stopped for a second to take a look back. Keiko had stayed right behind him the entire way, though she, too, was panting for air. Tommy was a good twenty feet back now. Sean had passed him not long after their hike began, but he was surprised to see Tommy keeping up for the most part.

      Down below, the flat area where the dragon stood was gone, hidden from view by thousands of trees and a rolling hillside. Because of the seemingly endless forest, getting a clear view of the surrounding area was nearly impossible. Only a few peeks through the trees allowed the visitors to catch a glimpse of the nearby valleys and other mountains.

      Sean was disappointed, but he turned around and pressed on. He wasn’t here for sightseeing. They were on a mission, and the sooner they could figure out this part of the riddle, the better. The warmth of the hotel room and a nice hot meal was already beckoning to him. And it wasn’t even noon yet.

      After trudging another fifty feet, the ground flattened out completely, and the terrain opened into the clearing they’d seen a few minutes before. Sean stopped at the edge and waited for Tommy to catch up again. His friend slogged his way through the final few steps and found a nearby tree trunk to lean against as he caught his breath. For a second, Sean wondered if he was going to vomit.

      “You OK?”

      Tommy doubled over and put his hands on his knees, sucking air into his lungs as if he’d just sprinted two hundred yards.

      He held up a hand, demanding a pause, but nodded.

      “Take your time,” Sean said with a grin and a shake of the head.

      Tommy spit into the snow, but he stood back up straight and swallowed. “Sometimes I wonder why you and I are friends. You know that?”

      Sean’s grin broadened. “Because you love me?”

      Between breaths Tommy said, “Yeah. But I’m not sure why. And right now it kinda feels more like hate.”

      Keiko watched the interaction between the two, unsure if they were joking or serious.

      “Oh, stop being so dramatic. Now come on, looks like there’s something over here in the snow.”

      Sean pointed to an object that jutted out of the clearing’s white floor. Parts of it stuck out of the snow, revealing gray stone beneath. From their initial inspection, it was impossible to tell what it was. Finally starting to catch his breath, Tommy took the lead as they waded through the snow and into the center of the clearing to the strange mound.

      When they were only a foot away, the three spread out and surrounded it. The snow piled on top stood about four feet high, and the drifts around it were nearly that wide.

      “Fascinating” Keiko said.

      “Looks like some kind of altar,” Tommy answered, beating Sean to it.

      “Only one way to find out,” Sean said.

      He stepped forward and began brushing the snow off the top. Tommy did the same with the sides, and less than a minute later the loose powder was mostly gone; all that remained was a stone plinth with an intricately carved matching stone lantern on its top. A creamy white candle inside was half-burned away, the wick a dark black from its previous use.

      “Well, I guess that explains that part of the riddle,” Sean said.

      “Looks like someone has been here before.” Tommy leaned in for a closer inspection. “Not recently, though. This thing hasn’t been lit for a long time.”

      Sean turned to Keiko. “Any reason why this would be way out here in the middle of nowhere?”

      She shook her head. “This must be a very sacred place. I would guess that only the monks are permitted here to pray and meditate. Perhaps they use it at night.”

      Her explanation made as much sense as any other he could think of. But that still didn’t give any insight as to the why the trail of clues had led to this point.

      Tommy tried to tilt the stone lantern up from its resting place, but it didn’t budge. “This thing is all one piece,” he said.

      Sean tilted his head to the side and nodded. “Gotta admit, that’s some Old World craftsmanship right there. The attention to detail is impressive.”

      The altar on which the lantern sat was plain, nothing more than a rectangular granite box. The lantern itself, however, was incredibly ornate. The frame had been painstakingly carved to display a cherry tree on one side, a bird on another, and a lotus flower on the third. The side Sean was facing was more open, simply framed with two straight pieces of stone braced in the center by a single cross section.

      Tommy stepped back from the altar and tried to get a better look from a few feet away. “Whoever made this didn’t intend it to be moved,” he commented.

      “Maybe we are in the wrong place.” Keiko spun around in a circle. She stared out into the woods, but there were no other paths leading away.

      “I doubt it,” Sean said. “The last clue was pretty clear, especially given that we found this thing.” He ran the passage through his head again, keeping it to himself for his own private reflection. After a moment, he spoke again. “It mentioned illumination. Maybe if we light this candle, something will reveal itself?”

      Tommy shrugged and nodded. “Could be.” Then he frowned. “You got any matches?”

      Sean chuckled and shook his head back and forth. “You have rope but nothing to start a fire?”

      “I didn’t plan on a camping trip,” Tommy defended.

      Sean decided not to press his friend further; instead, he opened up his bag and pulled out a butane torch lighter. “It’s OK. I got it,” he said, holding the little device close to the wick.

      It only took a few seconds for the candle to flicker to life. Sean pulled away from it, but as soon as he did, a breeze rustled through the trees and blew out the flame.

      Tommy sighed. “I guess we should huddle around it.” He looked at Keiko awkwardly.

      She apparently didn’t notice the semi-uncomfortable expression on his face and pressed closer to the little altar.

      “Open up your coats, and hold each side out wide to help block the wind,” Sean directed. He unzipped his own coat in preparation, and the others copied him, huddling around the lantern and opening their outer shell.

      “Jeez, it’s cold,” Tommy said, feeling a burst of frigid air hit his core.

      Sean nodded. “Yeah I know. Hopefully this won’t take too long.” He ignited the torch again and shoved it inside the lantern, touching the blue flame to the smoldering wick. It sparked to life again, the pale yellowish glow lost in the glare of daylight.

      The three huddled around the flickering candle. Another short burst of wind shot through the meadow. The Americans thought for sure the flame would extinguish again, but this time it held on and continued to burn. They watched the lantern closely, every heartbeat bringing a new wave of tension as they waited to find out what the tiny source of heat would reveal.

      “It’s possible that we’re wasting our time,” Tommy said after nearly a minute of waiting produced no results. “Maybe this isn’t where we’ll find the clue. It’s possible we were supposed to be on the other trail. Right?”

      Sean stared at the surface of the lantern. He refused to give up so easily. If the clue had been written down in invisible ink, the writer wouldn’t have put it on the lantern’s top. He would have written it on the underside to be protected from the elements. On the surface, rain would have eventually washed it away. Underneath, it could remain dry for much longer.

      He bent down and tilted his head to get a better look up inside the stone object. After a second, he smiled and glanced at Tommy. “Take a gander, buddy.”

      Tommy’s face curled in a frown as he knelt down opposite of his friend. “Gander?” he teased. “We in the 1950s now?”

      “Just look.”

      Tommy cocked his head to the side and gazed up into the lantern’s ceiling. “Huh. I guess this was the right place.”

      On the underside of the lantern’s roof, a single Japanese character scribbled in black stood out against the gray backdrop of stone. For a moment, the two Americans didn’t say anything.

      Keiko, realizing they were too entranced to tell her what they saw, got down on the ground next to Tommy and stared up at the marking. “It says Gojuto.”

      Tommy snapped out of his mesmerized state and looked over at her. “Gojuto?”

      Her head bobbed, confirming the answer. “Yes. Definitely.”

      “What’s that?” Sean asked, getting up off his knees and dusting the loose snow from his pants.

      She stood as well and shrugged. “I apologize, but I’m not sure.”

      Tommy joined them in standing. “Gojuto is a five-story pagoda on Mount Haguro.” He smiled awkwardly as he answered. “It’s considered a national treasure here in Japan.”

      At this point, Sean could tell he was trying to impress Keiko. And the goofy look on Tommy’s face was getting worse by the minute.

      Sean rolled his eyes and reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out his phone and checked for a signal, not surprised to discover there wasn’t one. He stuffed it back in the jacket and turned back to the others.

      Keiko explained why she hadn’t heard of the apparently famous pagoda. “Growing up in the city, I never had much chance to hear about these things. It’s fascinating to learn about this history all around me.” Her face sank a little. “I can see why my uncle spent so much time researching.”

      “It’s a funny thing, history,” Tommy said. He gazed into her eyes like a desperate, confused puppy. “On the surface a lot of people think it’s boring, but once you really start to dig into it, it becomes much more exciting.”

      Sean was about to cut off the exchange when he noticed something on the edge of the woods where the path met the clearing. It was subtle. But his well-trained eyes caught it.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt your little discussion,” Sean said, “but I think it’s time we leave.”

      “What, you getting cold now?” Tommy joked.

      Sean didn’t laugh. Instead, he responded with a cold stare that his friend had seen too many times before.

      “It’s not the cold, buddy. We were followed.”
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      “Followed?” Tommy’s eyes scanned the forest but saw nothing. He also knew better than to ask Sean if he was sure. “What do we do? We’re sitting ducks out here.” He tried not to look panicked.

      When Sean answered, he barely moved his lips and spoke in a hushed tone. “I’m assuming they haven’t attacked yet because it may look like we haven’t found anything.”

      “But the…” Keiko started to say and then stopped herself short as she realized what Sean was saying.

      “Right. So if they think we are still looking, we may be able to buy a little time.” Sean pointed off to the far side of the woods, opposite of where they’d entered the meadow. He nodded as if he were showing the other two something important. “Nod with me. Pretend like I’m telling you that should be the next place we investigate.”

      The other two joined the ruse. Tommy took the cue and pointed a finger off to the right. He spoke a little louder, making more of a show of the situation. “What about over there? I noticed something that direction.”

      Sean nodded in fake agreement. He shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out a receipt he’d mistakenly kept from a previous meal. Now the piece of paper proved more useful than he’d ever imagined. To the hidden observers, they could easily believe it was a clue to the Masamune riddle. From their vantage point, they wouldn’t know the difference.

      Tommy displayed a ridiculous grin, hoping whoever was watching the charade would assume that everything was OK. “So what’s the plan?”

      “Unless I’m mistaken, if we go off in the direction you were just pointing, we should eventually merge with the other trail we saw down below.”

      “OK. But what about them?” Tommy flicked his eyes toward the woods.

      “They’ll try to keep their distance. Again, if they thought we’d found something, they’d have already come at us. If they think there’s a chance we will find what they want, they’ll let us—and then try to take it.”

      “Right. So we make for the edge of the clearing, and while they’re hanging back, we make a run for it.”

      Sean gave a solitary nod. “Exactly.”

      “The snow,” Keiko said, “it’s so deep. We won’t be able to move very fast.”

      “We’re going to take it slow until we get to the woods,” Sean explained. “If we take off running now, they’ll know we’ve seen them and are trying to get away.”

      Tommy’s eyes narrowed. “One of them just peeked around a tree. I don’t think he knows I saw. But we should get a move on.”

      Sean nodded. “You two go in front. I’ll watch the rear. Remember, when you get to the first few trees and start your descent, take off.”

      Tommy didn’t need to be told twice. Instinctively, he grabbed Keiko’s gloved hand and started toward the woods. Sean waded through the snow behind them, keeping a careful watch on the trees to his right and left with his peripheral vision. Halfway across the clearing, he felt exposed, like a deer who’d wandered right in front of a hunter’s tree stand. He could feel the eyes on them as they kept pressing to the edge of the clearing. The eerie sense of having weapons aimed at his back was something he’d never gotten used to. Facing a gun was different. At least there was the possibility of fighting it off, or at the very worst, knowing what was coming. His abdomen tensed as he tried to fight off the stress during the tenuous traverse.

      Only twenty or so feet away from the woods, the nerves continued to escalate. They were so close. Tommy didn’t turn around, but Sean knew what his friend was thinking. He was predictable if nothing else. Tommy was thinking, We’re going to make it; we're almost there.

      Sean knew better than to think such things. There was still the rest of this little mountain to descend, and even then, once they started running and the men following them realized it, a hail of bullets would be zipping their way.

      They were almost there, to the relative safety of the trees. At least the trunks would make it more difficult to get a clean shot.

      “Once we’re there,” Sean reminded, “go as fast you can. Use the trees for cover. Weave in and out of them. It’ll make you a much more difficult target.”

      Tommy nodded but kept his eyes forward. Keiko was much less subtle. Sean noticed her head moving a little, left to right. She was clearly scared, out of her element in a scenario like this. He felt a little guilty for allowing her to come along, but they needed her. And he knew she wanted to see an end to what her uncle had started.

      The three reached the first tree, and after a few more steps the ground began a gentle slope downward. Just ahead, it steepened, heading down toward the main trail and the valley beyond.

      “Wait for it,” Sean whispered. He wanted to make sure they were just out of view before making any sudden movements.

      Tommy kept his pace steady. “On your call, buddy.”

      Sean stole a quick glance out of the corner of his eye. He noticed a flicker of movement about fifty yards away behind the trees. He turned his head around and watched the stone lantern disappear behind the hill’s crest.

      “Go,” he hissed.

      Tommy broke out in a clumsy run, like a Clydesdale clomping through a wintry beer commercial. Poor Keiko nearly fell face-first into a drift as he tugged on her arm, dragging her down the hill after him. Sean followed in their wake. His going was made easier by the path his friend was plowing in front.

      Pulling his rucksack around close to his side, Sean opened it carefully and put a hand on his pistol. His thin gloves did little to keep the cold away from his fingers, but the trade-off was that he could handle his weapon much more easily. He didn’t pull it out of the bag. To do so would send the wrong signal. Maybe the men behind them just thought they were in a hurry to get back down the hill and not running from anyone. If he removed his gun, they’d know the group had been startled.

      A familiar pop cut through the forest. Ten feet away, a piece of bark shattered on a tree trunk. Sean saw Tommy hesitate for a second but urged him forward. Near the top of the hill, Sean could see the men in white coats moving toward them with guns outstretched. Another muzzle flashed just as Sean disappeared behind a huge fir and then reappeared on the other side.

      “Sean?” Tommy said.

      He didn’t need to say anything else. Sean knew what his friend was trying to convey. “I know. I see ’em.”

      Too late for cat and mouse now, he thought.

      Sean jerked the gun out of his bag and chambered a round even as virgin powder splashed around him. There were two ways to play it. He could take up a position and try to hold off the shooters, which would result in him either being captured or shot. The upside to that strategy was that Tommy would be OK. He and Keiko would probably make it back to the car safely. The other option was to keep moving and shoot while he ran. The shots would be wildly inaccurate, and he’d be lucky to hit trees or snow. However, that strategy could buy him and his friend enough time to get back to the car and get away. Maybe.

      Of course, there was a third option. Sean could go on the offensive, charge up the hill, and hope that the men would be frightened enough to take cover, thus opening up a gap for him and his friends to escape. It was a fanciful idea, but it wouldn’t work, a realization that was proven as Sean got a look at the number of men chasing after him. There were at least a dozen guys in white coats and matching ski pants, making them nearly invisible. Had they been lying still on the ground, he could have tripped over one before noticing them.

      Another round whizzed by his head and cracked off a branch just behind him. Instinctively, he ducked down and scurried over to the nearest large tree trunk. He pressed hard against the bark, keeping his body compact so as not to provide an easy target for the rushing attackers.

      Sean peeked around the tree and noticed a fatal flaw in the men’s attack. They were all charging down the hill, plunging clumsily through the snow with no regard for a tactical approach. This left every one of them out in the open, and while they weren’t easy targets due to the columns of trees, they could most certainly be easily scared.

      One of the men saw Sean hiding behind the tree and slowed his approach to squeeze off a shot. That particular guy was carrying a pistol, but some of the others had submachine guns slung over their shoulders and carried at their hips. Not the most accurate at this distance. If he had a rifle, maybe an AR-15, Sean could take every one of them out in less than twenty seconds.

      He’d have to make do and settle for scaring most of them.

      He took one more look down the hill and saw Tommy pulling Keiko along. They were making good headway. Time to give them a little more room.

      Sean spun around the tree and fired at the nearest gunman. The shot caught the man by surprise, as did the bullet that ripped into his abdomen. Sean instantly found the next target to the left and pulled the trigger. The first round splashed in the snow, but he fired again. The second ripped through the man’s thigh and dropped him to the ground, screaming. By the time Sean targeted the third gunman, he and the other attackers had scrambled to take cover wherever they could. No longer brazen with the element of surprise, their approach slowed and then halted.

      One man attempted to hide behind a tree half his size. Sean instantly planted a bullet through his shoulder and one into his right chest cavity. The man fell facedown in the snow, writhing in pain. Sean didn’t wait to see him stop moving. He moved his sights to the next assailant, a shooter behind a tree with a submachine gun dangling out beyond the circumference of the trunk. Sean saw his shoe sticking out in the snow and fired. He missed, but it was enough to scare the man into an uphill retreat.

      Ten feet to the left, another popped out from his cover and opened fire. His submachine gun peppered the snow and trees surrounding Sean, but the American was safe behind the thick wood. Emboldened by their comrade’s courage, another weapon opened fire, and then another. The hailstorm of hot metal sprayed all around Sean’s temporary haven. The tree behind his back took the brunt of the onslaught. He could hear the bullets thud into wood over and over again. Snow exploded all around his feet and beyond. Branches snapped off on trees a few feet away, clipped by the streaking rounds. For ten long seconds that seemed more like minutes, Sean pressed hard against the tree trunk and waited out the barrage.

      Then suddenly, it all stopped. He could hear one of the men barking orders. It wasn’t anything Sean could decipher, but based on the reckless use of ammunition, he guessed the shooters were reloading and moving forward.

      He pivoted around the front of the tree and stepped forward, finding a gangster removing a magazine from his submachine gun. The man looked up through a pair of darkly shaded ski goggles and started to turn around. His retreat was too slow. Sean fired twice. The first shot winged the guy in the shoulder, ripping through the jacket on its way to the earth beyond; the second round sank deep into his back and dropped him prostrate into the snow. Immediately, Sean twisted left and found another target: a man with a pistol. The guy had just pulled the slide back and was readying himself to fire when one of Sean’s bullets tore through the base of his neck.

      All of a sudden, the odds that had so heavily favored the attackers were cut in half. Sean pressed forward to another wide tree trunk and fired the remaining rounds in his magazine at the last six men. Fortunately, they panicked and retreated up the hill, taking cover where they could. Sean knew it wouldn’t take long for them to regroup and come up with a strategy to flank him.

      He turned and ran after Tommy and Keiko, flying down the hill.  The other two were out of sight. The slope ahead steepened, hiding the running visitors from view up above. As soon as Sean reached the next ridge, he could see his friend through the trees, arriving at the path below.

      With no time to lose, Sean pressed on. He nearly tripped on a rock hidden in the snow, a mistake that would have sent him tumbling down like a human snowball. But he managed to keep his balance, hands waving wildly in the air as he ran forward with huge, clumsy strides. Every second, he expected the men behind him to start shooting again, but the shots never came. Had he scared them that badly? He risked a glance back just to make sure they weren’t catching up. The only thing he saw was snow and trees.

      His head turned just in time to see a skinny spruce trunk just in front of him. He planted his right foot and jumped around it, narrowly avoiding what would have been an aggravating and painful mishap. Near the bottom of the hill, Sean whipped around a tree and out onto the path. He gave another look up the mountain but saw none of the six men coming his way. His eyebrows furrowed. They should be coming over that last ridge any second, he thought. But there was no sign of the attackers.

      Sean pushed ahead, bounding down the path as fast as the slippery conditions would allow. He ran his left hand along the metal railing in the middle of the trail to keep himself steady, all the while clutching his weapon with the right. The gap between him and Tommy had closed considerably due mostly to the fact that Sean could move much faster alone. But he also figured Tommy was probably struggling to keep going.

      By the time Sean reached the trailhead near the monastery, he was only sixty yards behind the other two. He watched as his friend and Keiko made it to the car and flung open the doors. Something wasn’t right, though. Sean slowed his pace and paused, catching his breath as he surveyed the scene. The black sedans that were next to their car hadn’t been there before. Neither had the SUVs parked beside them. Through the tinted windows, Sean made a horrific realization. The cars weren’t empty. He saw the silhouettes of the vehicles’ occupants before they opened their doors. Tommy and Keiko had been in such a hurry to get the car started that they didn’t realize the danger lurking three feet away until it was too late.

      The men in the white coats and black sunglasses were on their prey before Tommy could even make a move for the gun in his bag. Two men wrapped their arms around his neck and torso, pulling him back to the sedan with a gun pressed against his head. Another two did the same with Keiko and dragged her to the rear door of a different vehicle.

      Sean ejected the magazine from his weapon, found a full one in his bag, and slid it into the gun’s base. He crouched low, sliding the first round into the chamber as he moved toward the giant red column of the torii they’d passed through earlier. He crept to the fence and spied on the situation. Tommy was stuffed into the back seat of the car, though he kicked and squirmed all the way. Keiko put up less of a fight, either because she was smart or because she was afraid. Maybe both.

      A plan formulated in Sean’s head. Maybe the men in the lot didn’t know he was still at large. A wild idea passed through his imagination. He could sneak down the side of the hill, take out the gangsters one at a time, and free his friends.

      It would never work. Even if he could eliminate some of the targets, it would put Tommy and Keiko too close to the line of fire. And who knew what those guys would do if desperate enough. They might get the idea to hold hostages.

      There was the other problem, too. Where were the men from the top of the mountain? They should be returning any moment.

      The second Sean felt the hard muzzle press against the back of his head, he knew exactly what had happened. He didn’t have to turn around to realize Hideo was standing behind him.

      “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?”

      Sean kept facing forward. “Honestly? I kinda hoped it would be, but I had a bad feeling. I guess I’m an old dog at this sort of thing.”

      As he finished his sentence, the remaining six men from the mountaintop appeared at the base of the hidden trail. A few of them stumbled through the snow until they reached flat ground.

      Sean noticed the men’s arrival out of the corner of his eye. “Looks like you lost some guys up there. If you go back up, you might find one or two of them still alive. Pretty sure I only hit one in the leg.”

      The pressure on his head relieved momentarily. But Sean never saw Hideo raise his weapon and swing it at the base of his neck. All he felt was a hard thud.
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      Between blacking out completely and regaining his faculties, Sean either had no recollection of what happened or only fragmented bits and pieces.

      At one point he heard some men talking in Japanese. Everything was mostly dark, and he drifted back into unconsciousness.

      When he finally did come around, he was sitting in an old metal chair—at least that’s what it felt like. His wrists were tied behind it, and it felt like his ankles were also bound. His chin was resting on his chest as his eyes creaked open like a heavy door on rusty hinges. At first, everything in the room was a hazy yellowish light. A voice—one he didn’t recognize—started to say something in Japanese. From the sound of it, he was alerting someone else that their captive was waking up.

      The room was cool and dry. Outside of the aching pain at the base of his neck and the blurry lights, that was the first thing Sean noticed. His training had taught him to immediately observe his surroundings, no matter what the circumstances. Even in a state of semi-consciousness, Sean assessed the situation in seconds.

      A dusty smell filled his nostrils, mixed with the scent of steel. The man’s voice echoed slightly, bouncing off walls separated by a good amount of space. If he had to guess without really looking, Sean would say he was in a warehouse of some kind. Maybe an old foundry.

      As a small herd of footsteps approached, his vision cleared, and his theory was proved correct. Abandoned warehouse. How original.

      “You have proved to be quite the irritation.”

      Sean recognized the voice. And his eyesight had cleared up enough to confirm his suspicions. He raised his head and saw Hideo stop eight feet away with two other men next to him. There was a fourth guy standing off to Sean’s right. Again, Sean was constantly assessing the situation.

      “Where’d you take the others?” Sean asked. His voice came out as a raspy grumble.

      “I’m back here, buddy.”

      Tommy’s voice was a welcome sound, but it was bittersweet. It meant they were both in the same trouble.

      “Where’s Keiko?” Sean asked.

      “We’ll get to the girl in a moment. I have to say, your friend here is quite stubborn. He wouldn’t tell us anything.”

      “And you think you’re going to get more out of me?” Sean snickered. “You might want to reassess that idea.”

      “Oh, I have no doubts concerning your abilities to resist various means of persuasion. It would be a waste of time to try to get you to tell us what we want to know by torturing you or your friend.”

      “Good to know we’re on the same page.”

      Tommy interrupted through clenched teeth. “If you do anything to her…”

      It was followed by a punch to the lower back, and his sentence ended with a gasp.

      Sean sighed. Tommy had developed quite a knack for getting hit in the kidneys in situations like this.

      “You know,” Sean spoke up again, “it might be helpful if you told us exactly what it is you’d like us to tell you. Maybe we could start with that.”

      “The location of the Masamune. Where is it? My men said you had a piece of paper with you on the top of Mount Yudonosan. I want that paper.”

      Sean laughed full on out loud, which caused the pain in the back of his head to pulse a little harder. He winced and slowed his laughter.

      “You think that’s funny?” Hideo asked.

      Sean nodded, still grimacing. “Yeah. It really is.”

      Hideo nodded at the man standing to Sean’s side. He stepped over and smacked the prisoner across the cheek with the back of his hand. A fresh stinging pain surged through his face, momentarily replacing the headache.

      “Is that funny?” the bald man asked.

      Sean snorted in spite of the pain. “That piece of paper your men saw was just a receipt from the hotel. We used it as a ruse to throw them off long enough to escape.”

      Hideo tilted his head back. His eyes narrowed as he assessed Sean’s explanation. “You’re lying.”

      A wicked little grin crept onto one side of Sean’s face. “You’re welcome to look for yourself, although I dropped that paper in the snow on the mountain. So it might be a little difficult to find it.”

      Hideo wasn’t sure how to react. So instead, he pushed on with the questioning. “If what you say is true, then what did you find on the top of the mountain?”

      “We didn’t find anything,” Tommy answered amid coughs.

      “There was a stone lantern,” Hideo went on, ignoring the other prisoner. “They said you huddled around it but couldn’t see what you were doing.” The man stepped closer and bent down on one knee, resting his elbow atop his thigh. “Just tell me what you found and where the sword is, and I’ll let you both go.”

      Sean had heard that sort of offer before. He took careful note of the phrasing. “You’ll let us go, like you let Keiko’s uncle go? Off the side of a building?”

      Hideo sighed. “My employer has no quarrel with you. Give him what he wants, and you are free to go. He doesn’t see any need for this to get messier than it already is. Sure, you killed some of his men. But he is willing to let that pass if you just tell us where we can find the sword.”

      “I’ll be honest,” Sean said with a smirk. “Whatever we found up there is still right where it was before. You and your boys here are welcome to go back up and have a look for yourselves.”

      Hideo stood and put his hands behind his back. “I had a feeling you would say that. In the interest of saving time, I think we’ll just take a shortcut.”

      He said something in Japanese toward a dark corner of the room. A man appeared out of the shadows, dragging Keiko by the arm. He shoved her forward, and Hideo caught her. Her hair was frazzled, her lip bleeding, and one cheek swollen. They’d worked her over, but apparently she hadn’t given Hideo and his men the information they wanted.

      “You gutless…leave her alone!” Tommy shouted. His reaction earned him a swift punch to the gut, doubling him over once more.

      “As you can see,” Hideo said, caressing her bruised face with the back of his fingertips, “she is a strong girl. We encouraged her to tell us where the sword is, but she wouldn’t budge.”

      Hideo forced Keiko to her knees and withdrew a pistol from inside his jacket. He pointed the weapon at the side of her head and waited. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she said nothing outside of a few whimpers and sniffles.

      “So we are going to do things a little differently,” Hideo said. “Tell me where the sword is and what you found on the mountain, and she lives. It’s that simple.”

      “Mount Haguro,” Tommy blurted out.

      Sean’s head dipped. That didn’t take long.

      “What about it?” Hideo didn’t waver.

      Tommy spewed information like a fire hydrant in July. “There’s a pagoda there. It’s called Gojuto. It’s a sacred place to Buddhism and a national treasure to Japan.”

      Hideo raised an eyebrow. “How do you know so much about this place?”

      “It’s what I do.” Tommy shrugged. “I’m a student of history.”

      Sean could tell the guy was trying to determine whether or not Tommy was full of it. He stared for a long moment before putting the gun back in his jacket.

      “Very well. We will go to Mount Hagurosan. And you are coming with us. If you’re lying to me, I will make sure you regret it. I’ll start by killing the girl. And then the two of you.”

      Sean was familiar with the practices of the Yakuza. He’d heard horror stories that made even his blood curdle, and he’d seen some terrible things. The gang had pushed the limits of the demented human imagination and had put into practice some of the most gruesome execution methods since the Middle Ages.

      “He’s not lying,” Sean affirmed. “The clue we found inside the lantern was written in invisible ink, on the object’s ceiling. Heat from the candle made it visible. That’s where we found the name of the pagoda. The rest was deduced by my friend there.” He flicked his head backward in Tommy’s direction.

      “We will see.” Hideo turned to one of his men and barked out orders in Japanese. The man spun around and hurried out of the room through a rusty metal door. Hideo turned his attention to the remaining guards. “Take them to one of the rooms, and keep a watchful eye. These two are clever. We can’t have them escaping.”

      He looked down at Sean. “In the morning we leave for Hagurosan. If you have anything else you feel like I should know, I suggest you tell me before then. Otherwise it will be too late.”

      Hideo jerked Keiko off the floor, turned, and stalked out of the room, dragging her behind as he went. The Americans were alone with the guards.

      Tommy started to protest but sensed another blow to his back coming if he said too much.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to feed us?” Sean asked as the head man and Keiko disappeared through the door. One of the henchmen stepped close to him and stared down angrily. “Just thought I’d ask.”
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      “What are we going to do?” Tommy asked. He’d been pacing around their little cell for the last ten minutes. “And what do you think they’re doing with her right now?” The second question caused him visible pain, his face awash with worry.

      “Best not to think about that last one, buddy,” Sean said. He was sitting on the cold concrete floor, leaning against the wall with his elbows propped up on his knees.

      Their room was little more than a big closet, illuminated with long fluorescent bulbs. One flickered weakly, signaling it was nearing the end of its life. With cinder block walls, a hard floor, and two cots they were supposed to call beds, it promised to be a very long night. Sean doubted either of them would get any sleep. He was grateful they’d at least received some form of bedding. He’d expected to have to sleep on the floor.

      Tommy didn’t feel like trying to see the glass half-full. “Not think about it? What’s that supposed to mean? We have no idea what they’re doing to her right now. They could be torturing her…or worse!” He threw his hands out, exasperated.

      Sean looked up at his friend. “You’ll drive yourself crazy thinking about that stuff. Like I said, best not to.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      Sean bit his tongue. “I know it’s hard. And clearly you like her. But wondering what’s happening to her right now isn’t going to help us get out of this situation.” He could tell Tommy was about to say something, but Sean cut him off, holding up a hand as he spoke. “Instead of focusing our energy on that, how about we hone it in on something that will help us get out of here.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows lowered slightly. “What are you talking about? There’s no way out of here.” He spun around in a circle with his hands out wide. “We’re stuck in here.”

      The black, windowless door was locked, and there were no windows. Sean figured the room was formerly used for storage, but it could have been an office for someone unimportant to the factory, a floor manager perhaps. A phone jack and a few wall outlets suggested the latter.

      Sean’s eyes shot up to the ceiling, but his body didn’t move. Tommy followed his eyes until he too was gazing at the tiles above them.

      Still, he didn’t understand. “What about it?”

      Sean sighed. “There should be a space just above those tiles. Usually there’s enough area to move around. If I can get up there, I can crawl out beyond the wall of this room, take out the guard outside, and unlock the door.”

      It was starting to make a little more sense, but Tommy still had doubts. “Guard or guards? What if there are two of them?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been outnumbered.”

      Tommy shrugged. “Good point.” He paused for a second. “But then what? We escape whatever this place is and run? We can’t leave her here, Sean. They’re going to kill her.”

      “I know that. And I’d never suggest we leave Keiko. We’ll have to search the building until we find her. Once we do, we get her out, leave the building, and get out of Japan.”

      Tommy’s face scrunched in a frown. “Leave Japan?”

      Sean nodded. “Too risky to stay here right now and keep up the search. If we don’t leave, she’ll be in danger. And so will we. We regroup and go back to the States. We can always come back here later and resume our search.”

      Tommy shook his head. “By then they could already have the sword. I mean, they know where to look next. If they go there and find it, then we fail.”

      “Yeah, I thought about that too. I guess you have to ask yourself if it’s worth risking your life.”

      His friend drew in a deep breath. “Sean, this is what we do. Sometimes we find ourselves in bad situations, life threatening, even.”

      “Sometimes?” Sean chuckled.

      “OK, more often than not. But this sword is a piece of Japanese history, and it needs to be shared with the world. If Taka gets it, everyone will bow to him. Who knows what he’ll do? And in the long term, Keiko will be in greater danger if we just run away and do nothing.”

      Sean listened to his friend. He was right, of course. And Sean was never one to run from a fight. “OK, buddy. We’ll keep looking for the sword. But first things first. We have to get out of this cell.”

      “Right.” Tommy’s face turned crestfallen once more. “Exactly how do you intend to get up into that ceiling?”

      The two men looked up again, assessing the situation. It was about ten feet high and reaching it without a ladder would take some ingenuity.

      Sean lowered his gaze to his friend. A mischievous expression crossed his face. Tommy shook his head slowly. “No. No way. There’s no way, Sean. You can’t lift me up there.”

      A snort escaped Sean’s nose, and he shook his head. “Obviously. I wasn’t thinking about lifting you. You’re going to lift me. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can get your crush to safety.”

      He started for the rear wall, ignoring the barbs shooting from Tommy’s eyes.

      “She’s not a crush.”

      Sean stopped at the back corner and turned around. “Really? I’ve seen the way you look at her with those puppy dog eyes. And what about the cheesy lines you’ve been using?”

      Tommy stepped over to where his friend was standing and frowned. “They aren’t cheesy.”

      Sean patted him on the shoulder. “It’s OK, buddy. She’s cute. I can see why you like her. Just be careful.”

      Tommy was taken aback by the last comment. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I don’t want you to get hurt. She seems to like you, so I’m sure it’s fine. But you know how they can be sometimes.”

      “They?”

      “Women. They’re roses, buddy. Beautiful, soft, delicate, and they smell good.”

      “But they also have thorns. Yeah, I’ve heard the metaphor before.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m just talking out of my rear. Here, put your hands together, and give me a boost.”

      Tommy did as he was told but kept up the conversation, unwilling to let it go so easily. “She seems like a nice girl.”

      “They all do, my friend.” Sean raised his leg and placed his foot in the cup Tommy had formed with his hands. “Lean against the wall to give yourself a little more support.”

      Tommy shuffled his feet back a little until his back was touching the wall. Then he pressed against it. Sean put his hands on Tommy’s shoulders and stepped up. He raised his other leg quickly and put his foot on the nearest shoulder. Tommy wavered for a moment, and his legs began to shake under the additional burden, but he held firm. Sean stood up, tilting forward slightly toward the wall to keep his balance. He was higher than he’d anticipated and had to bend slightly to keep his head from hitting the tiles. He pushed his hands up into the panel directly above and pressed on it. The lightweight material lifted easily out of its housing, and Sean moved it to the right, letting it come to a rest on the framework. The dim lights below did little to illuminate the area above, so he had to resort to feeling around until his fingers came to a metal edge. He tugged on it a couple of times to test its strength and then put both hands on it. He bent his knees to see if the rail would support his weight. It did so without making a sound.

      Meanwhile, Tommy was getting impatient. “Would you mind hurrying a little up there? You’re killing my shoulders.”

      Sean ignored him. It wasn’t exactly the kind of thing he could rush. He tightly gripped the metal rail with both hands and pulled. Most of his early life, Sean had been unable to do a pull-up. The kids in his elementary school made fun of him for it. Middle school too. When he got to high school, Sean made it his mission to learn how to do a pull-up and develop the strength necessary for it. The process was long and slow, only yielding hints of progress along the way. Eventually, though, he completed his first one. After that, he never looked back. Every week since, he’d spent at least three days a week working on the muscles that performed that exercise. Now he was able to do ten in a single set.

      Right now, that hard work was paying off in a way he could have never imagined. He used his feet to walk up the wall and make the work easier for his upper body, but that had more to do with the uncertainty regarding the strength of the railing above his head.

      Tommy let out a sigh as his friend’s weight was taken off his shoulders. He turned and looked up, watching Sean pull himself into the dark cavity. Only a residue of the flickering light below illuminated his friend’s pants.

      “See anything?” Tommy whispered.

      Sean lowered his head back to the lip of the opening and nodded. He put a finger to his lips, signaling his friend to keep quiet. Then he pulled himself back out of the light and disappeared toward the left corner.

      Maneuvering through the darkness was difficult, but Sean’s eyes adjusted quickly. The little amount of light coming through the opening gave him a good starting point. Old wires and pipes stretched out along the rafters in several directions. Sean wondered how safe the wires were, considering how long ago they’d been put in place. No time to worry about that. He had to keep moving. At the corner, he found a steel beam that ran out to the front of their cell. He tightened his body to balance on the narrow surface and got up into a bear crawl position. His back scraped against the ceiling above him, causing a cloud of dust to sprinkle down to the tiles below. He froze in place, hoping whoever was outside the room didn’t hear the debris falling to the floor. Sean reassured himself no one had heard a thing. He always found that things seemed louder than they really were when a person was attempting to be quiet.

      He crept along the beam carefully, putting one foot in front of the other, and doing the same with his hands. The muscles in his shoulders and chest worked hard to keep him steady as he made his way to the front. The longer Sean stayed above the ceiling, the more his eyes acclimated. Soon he realized that little strips of light were seeping through cracks in the panels below, giving just enough light to aid with seeing his way around. Finally, after what seemed like several minutes, he reached the intersection where the room’s front wall jutted off to the left.

      Sean knew whoever was keeping watch on their cell would be just below, on the other side of the wall. But he had no idea exactly where. This posed a huge problem, one he hadn’t even taken the chance to consider. If he dropped down behind one, that wouldn’t be a problem. In fact, that would be ideal. But if he were to land directly in front of—or worse, between—a few of Hideo’s men, that could be problematic. The other issue was removing one of the tiles without alerting anyone below to his presence. It wouldn’t take the most observant person in the world to see a ceiling tile being removed, especially if it made too much noise.

      As luck would have it, Sean was given a glimmer of hope. A man said something directly below him. Two seconds later, another man responded. Based on the sound of the second guy’s voice, Sean could tell he was several feet away to the left, in the direction of the door. It would make sense that the guards Hideo put in place would be on either side of the entrance to the cell. Sean leaned forward, using the beam over the front wall as a brace and peered down through a little hole in the ceiling tile below. The lights in the hallway were brighter than those in the cell, and Sean could clearly see the shoulder of the guard beneath him.

      A plan rapidly formed in his mind, and he shifted his weight, planting one foot on the beam next to his hand. The position was awkward, propped up in a sort of plank position with his legs spread out in a wide V. One thing Sean had learned over the years is not to second-guess things. Letting doubt into one’s mind was the first step toward inaction. There was no better time than now to pounce on the guards below. Was the plan perfect? Absolutely not, but the perfect opportunity was something he knew would never come.

      He took a deep breath and pushed off, tucking his hands and feet in so he could drop through the framework. The feeble panel gave way easily under his weight, and Sean crashed through in a cloud of dust and debris into the corridor. He shielded his eyes with his forearms but kept them open to make sure he could see what he was going to hit. His aim had been fortuitous. The first thing to strike the guard below was his right knee, digging deep into the base of the guy’s neck. Sean’s weight took care of the rest, driving him hard to the floor and smacking his face against the concrete, knocking him unconscious.

      The second guard was stunned, left staring wide eyed at the scene. As soon as he landed on the ground, Sean rolled to the right and bounced up. He lunged forward at the shocked gangster and jumped through the air with his foot extended.

      His intentions were good. The shock and awe of what had just happened had rendered the guard almost paralyzed. But his recovery was much quicker than Sean could have anticipated. The guard twisted his torso to the side and punched hard with his palm, drilling it deep into Sean’s abdomen. His momentum made the blow hurt worse than if he’d been standing still, and Sean was knocked back to the floor a few feet away.

      The guard went for the pistol in his jacket, eager to finish this fight without throwing another punch.

      Sean winced at the pain coming from his midsection, but he pushed himself off the ground and launched at the guard again. He snapped his left foot up as the gangster whipped out his weapon. The top of Sean’s foot struck the man’s hand and sent the gun spinning through the air. Before it landed on the floor, Sean jabbed his left fist into the guard’s jaw. He jabbed two more times, the second hitting the target hard before the gangster recovered and blocked the third.

      The guy tried to counter with a left of his own, but Sean parried it to the side with his right and followed through with a hard blow to the other cheek, directly under the man’s eye.

      The guard staggered backward in a clumsy retreat, but Sean didn’t let him escape. He took two fast steps forward and continued the assault—throwing jabs and hooks amid a flurry of weak blocking attempts—until it was all the guard could do to keep standing. Sean’s muscles kept pumping through the fatigue until, finally, he twisted and threw an uppercut that landed squarely under the guard’s chin. His head rocked back, and he fell to the ground in a heap.

      Sean stood over him for a second, making sure he was down for the count. The guy’s chest rose and fell slowly, but his eyes remained shut, his head unmoving. A quick look back over his shoulder told Sean that the first guard was still out too—unsurprising considering how hard his skull had struck the concrete.

      There was no time to lose. Someone would be checking on these two before long, especially if they failed to check in. And there was still the matter of locating Keiko before trying to get out of this place—wherever this place was.

      Sean spotted the pistol on the floor—a Beretta 9mm—and stepped over to pick it up. Not his weapon of choice, but under the circumstances, any gun was better than no gun at all. Next he reached for the doorknob and opened the door. Tommy was standing in the door frame with his chin between his index finger and thumb in a contemplative expression.

      “What took you so long?”

      Sean twisted his head to the side. “Take this.” He handed the pistol to his friend.

      Next, he moved over to the other guard and sifted through his jacket until he found a similar weapon, tucked away in a holster. Sean pulled it out and checked to make sure the magazine was full and a round chambered. Tommy did the same as he stepped through the door. When he saw the damage his friend had done, he pursed his lips together and nodded.

      “Impressive.” He looked at the guy covered in dust and debris. “So you just dropped out of the ceiling on this one?”

      “Something like that,” Sean said.

      “I guess the other one over there must have seemed like he’d seen a ghost.” Tommy pointed at the guard lying on his back several feet away.

      “Yeah, but he recovered faster than I would have liked.” He was reminded of the jab he’d taken to the gut with a renewed soreness radiating from his stomach.

      “So what next? I mean, the plan has worked so far. But we have no idea where they took her.”

      Sean took a deep breath. “I guess we go through that door over there and see what’s on the other side.”

      Tommy raised an eyebrow and then broke out into a broad smile. “As good a plan as any.”
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      Sean eased the door open as carefully as possible. In spite of his caution, the door’s hinges squeaked loudly, causing both Americans to wince. Once it was open wide enough for the two of them to pass through, Sean stopped and held his weapon at the ready.

      “Someone had to have heard that,” Tommy whispered.

      “We’ll know soon enough.”

      Sean dipped his head around the door frame and peeked to the left and then the right. “It’s an empty hallway.” He stepped into the next area and kept his gun pointed down the length of the corridor.

      Tommy followed and took the other side, aiming in the opposite direction. “So which way do we go?”

      Sean peered down the hall. More of the same bare, skinny fluorescent bulbs lined the ceiling. The walls were made from corrugated metal, probably aluminum. The gray paint was flaking off in hundreds of places, another signal to the age of the facility. There were no signs of life in either direction.

      “This way,” Sean said.

      Tommy frowned and spun around, lowering his weapon. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t. But what I do know is we aren’t going to get anywhere by standing here like a couple of idiots pointing guns at an empty space.”

      “Good point.” Tommy thought for a second. “But what if it’s this other way?”

      “Do you want to go that way? Because personally I don’t have a preference. You asked me which way to go; I said this way. You want to go that direction, we will.”

      “OK, take it easy. I was just asking. We’ll go your way. Jeez. Get all sensitive on me.”

      Sean shook his head and started down the hall at a trot with his friend in tow. “Not sensitive. I just know we need to keep moving. If we stand still, eventually they’ll find us.”

      Arriving at the end of the hall, they found a set of metal grated stairs ascending to the next floor. It was the only way in or out of the corridor from their position. Sean aimed his weapon at the door atop the staircase and then crossed one foot over the other, climbing with ninja-like stealth. At the top, he looked through the narrow window into the next room. Satisfied it was clear, he turned the latch and opened the door.

      A gust of cool air burst over his body, accompanied by the scent of rusting metal, grease, and dust. Sean squinted his eyes for a moment and then went through. On the other side, he found machinery that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades. He wasn’t sure what much of it was for. There were conveyor belts, hydraulic arms, giant wheels, and a number of forklifts that looked like they were left over from World War II.

      “What is this place?” Tommy wondered out loud.

      Sean shook his head and spoke quietly. “An old steel foundry, I guess.” He scanned the area and noticed something strange on the far side of the giant expanse. A weak light radiated from a window in the corner. There was a door close by, guarded by two men dressed similarly to the ones Sean took out just moments before.

      “See them?” he asked.

      Tommy searched the vast space and then nodded when he located the guards. “Yeah I got ’em. You think that’s where they’re holding her?”

      Sean shrugged. “Looks like some kind of an office. Probably belonged to the manager of this place. Can’t believe they still have electricity here.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Well, right here we are in plain sight, so I suggest we either get down to floor level or we take this catwalk around. Personally, I don’t feel like being a sitting duck up here on this thing.”

      “Me either. And it doesn’t exactly feel secure, does it?”

      “No.” Sean shook his head and hurried down a set of stairs, taking the initiative. Once he was on firm ground again, he crouched low and made his way over to one of the big machines.

      Tommy copied Sean’s movement and stopped next to him, taking cover behind the monstrous contraption.

      “Now what? Flank them?”

      “We could do that.”

      “But?”

      “But then we’re relying on a brute force attack.”

      “OK, professor. What do we do instead?”

      Sean curled his lips. His voice was full of mischief. “Diversion.”

      He looked down at a lever attached to the big machine. It appeared to be in a locked position.

      Tommy looked at the lever for a moment and then back at his friend. “Do you know what that does?”

      Sean shook his head. “No. But I’m willing to bet it’s going to release something.”

      Tommy was dubious. “This thing isn’t connected to power. It probably hasn’t even run in fifty years.”

      Sean turned around and grabbed the handle. He squeezed the release trigger and held on to the bar. “Then step back.”

      Tommy moved a few feet away, keeping an eye on the perimeter in case one of the guards had seen or heard them.

      Sean leaned back, pulling hard on the old bar. At first it didn’t budge, even with every ounce of leverage he could muster. But after a few hard jerks, the thing came loose and lurched a foot in a counterclockwise direction. Suddenly, something snapped on the big machine. The next second, one of the big wheels started spinning slowly, moving the conveyor belt a few feet before stopping.

      “That’s it? That’s your plan? I told you it didn’t have any power running to it.”

      “Come on,” Sean pulled at his friend’s shirt, leading him around behind the far end of the machine.

      They sprinted on the balls of their feet to keep quiet, but the sound of squeaking metal parts and loud banging echoed through the area. Once at the other end, Sean stopped at the far corner and peeked around the base of a huge reservoir. The guards at the door had left their post to go investigate the ruckus. They were almost to the other end of the contraption and moving fast.

      Sean motioned to Tommy with his hand and crept along the side of the behemoth. The guards were out of sight, but they wouldn’t be gone long. It would be to the Americans’ advantage to have no weapons fired since doing so would pretty much let anyone else in the building know what was going on. They were nearly halfway to the corner door, and still no sign of the guards’ return. Sean kept his eyes forward but risked a glance through a gap in the wheels and bars to see the other side. As he suspected, the guards were befuddled. Both men were looking around the room, checking the catwalk and the floor to make sure they weren’t crazy. One of them was saying something to the other in a tone that conveyed confusion in any language.

      The Americans took this as their cue to make for the door. Sean cut left and ran hard to the wall. His head was on a swivel, scanning every possible inch of the room to make sure they weren’t seen.  A sudden shout from the other side of the contraption told the two friends that was exactly what just happened. One of the guards tried to fire a bullet through a gap in the machine, but it missed the running targets, thumping into the concrete base of the wall just beyond. When he reached the door, Sean slid like a baseball player, turned in mid-slide, and aimed his weapon at the machine’s nearest corner—where he knew the guards would appear.

      “Get inside!” he ordered Tommy. “I’ll hold them off.”

      Tommy didn’t want to leave his friend out there alone with two armed gangsters bearing down on him, but he knew Sean wasn’t an ordinary guy. One of him against two untrained gang members was definitely a mismatch—in Sean’s favor. Tommy grabbed the handle and flung the door open. He stuck his weapon out in front in case there was anyone waiting inside. What he found was surprising. The short, dark corridor was empty. The only light came from a small office door to the right—the one the two friends had pinned as Keiko’s probable location. Tommy ran into the hallway and disappeared into the office.

      Sean was out in the open, exposed like a pimple on prom night. His only advantage was that he could see the men coming through the spaces in the big machine, which would allow him to get off the first shots. Still, better to have some cover than none at all. He scrambled to his feet and ducked into the corridor, tucking into the corner of the doorway to get out of sight.

      He heard Tommy talking to someone in the other room. From the sound of it, it had to be Keiko. He was asking if she was all right. Then Sean could hear him struggling with something. She must have been tied up. Another sound interrupted the others. Footsteps, running fast toward their position. Sean didn’t want to give away where he was, so he didn’t issue a warning to his friend in the office, assuming Tommy was still occupied with whatever had him flustered. The footsteps drew closer, clicking louder and louder on the concrete. He knew they were nearly to the door. He grinned wickedly, recalling the story about Bunker Hill and how the revolutionary soldiers were told not to fire until they saw the whites of the Redcoats’ eyes.

      He spun around the corner and fired.  The two guards ran headfirst into a hailstorm of bullets. Acquiring the targets came easily given their close proximity, and Sean alternated between them, giving each a healthy dose of deadly hot metal. Sean didn’t count how many times he squeezed the trigger. From that range, he couldn’t miss. The rounds tore through the men, ripping through flesh, vital organs, and limbs until Sean’s weapon clicked.

      Tommy hurried out of the office with his pistol held at the ready, but when he saw the two bodies lying in a pile on the floor, he relaxed visibly. A grayish white haze of smoke hung in the air, laced with an acrid scent.

      He turned to Sean with a questioning glance. “Did you just empty your magazine on those two?”

      Sean nodded. “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Yeah, but you’re usually all about precision. And now you’re out of ammunition.”

      “I don’t think so.” Sean walked over to the two guards and tipped one over onto his back. His shirt and jacket were stained red, but the gun in his hand was untouched. “I’ll just take his since he won’t be needing it anymore.” He noticed the bags slung over his friend’s shoulders. “They stowed our stuff in there?”

      Tommy nodded. “Looks that way. I didn’t bother checking the contents.”

      “We’ll do it when we get out of here.”

      A voice shouted from the other end of the room, startling the three companions. Sean looked in the direction the voice had come and saw four more men pouring out of a doorway in the far corner.

      “Time to go.”

      Tommy glanced at a gray double door at the opposite end of the building. “Should we go out the front door?”

      Sean’s eyes narrowed. “I’d say they would be expecting that, but then again, it’s doubtful they’d expect us to escape. Might be heavily guarded.”

      Tommy stepped over and pried the pistol from the limp hand of the other dead guard. “Then I guess we can’t be too careful.” He handed the weapon to Keiko, who took it warily. “Know how to use this?”

      She shrugged. “Point and shoot, yes?”

      “She’s a natural,” Sean said. “Head for the door. I’ll cover you.”

      Tommy nodded and ran ahead with Keiko right behind. Sean followed and looked back at the gangsters running at them from across the huge room. They were a good 150 to 200 feet away, too far to be very accurate—even for Sean Wyatt. That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to at least try to slow them down. Halfway to the door he turned and fired twice. The rounds sparked on the floor around the feet of the man in front and ricocheted harmlessly by. The close call scared the gangsters enough, though, and sent them diving for cover along the sides of the machine in the center of the room. Sean ran harder, twisting to look back every few strides. Gunfire erupted from behind as the gangsters answered Sean’s volley.

      The rounds bounced off the floor and crashed into the wall around the door. One whizzed by Sean’s head, crackling the air in a haunting zip as it flew by. Even though accuracy wouldn't be good at that range, volume could sometimes make up for it. With four guns blazing, the odds of one of the shooters getting lucky were heavily increased.

      Tommy reached the door amid the blizzard of deadly metal and flung it open. He shoved Keiko outside and then turned to cover Sean’s escape. He squeezed the trigger rapidly at the four targets crouching against the steel contraption. They ducked back to safety, clearly not aware that hitting anything on purpose from that far away would be next to impossible. Miraculously, one of Tommy’s rounds did catch a guard’s thigh. The man grasped his leg in agony and dropped to his knees, reeling.

      “I got one,” Tommy gasped as Sean turned and glanced back.

      “Great! Now keep moving!”

      Sean pushed his still-surprised friend out the door and slammed it shut behind.

      Outside, they found themselves in a place that looked almost like a junkyard. Old fencing wrapped around the perimeter, topped with three layers of barbed wire. Two ancient, rusted-out trucks sat off to the right amid several other heavy machines that were long out of use. The pavement was crumbling, and it was clear the place hadn’t been used for its original purpose for many years.

      The chill of the night air seeped into their bones rapidly. Their coats had been removed somewhere along the way, and now they were exposed to the elements, a fact that elevated the necessity to escape and find somewhere warm.

      “Those men won’t stay back for long,” Tommy said, jerking a thumb at the door.

      Sean turned his head back and forth until he saw something that would do the trick. A long metal pole was lying on the ground close to a decrepit forklift. He grabbed it and shoved it through the handles on the double doors, effectively sealing it off for the time being.

      “That ought to hold them for a few minutes. Come on.”

      They took off with Sean in the lead and ran to the right. Based on the layout of the buildings and the pavement, he deduced that the entrance would be somewhere in that direction.

      Suddenly, a man in a black coat appeared around the corner. He looked almost as shocked to see the three escapees as they were to see him. He started to raise the submachine gun slung over his shoulder, but to everyone’s surprise, Keiko pointed her gun and shot first.

      She only fired one round, but it struck the guard in the chest and sent him stumbling backward into the shadows. When his back hit the wall, he slowly lowered to the ground and toppled onto his side.

      Sean and Tommy both looked at her with amazement.

      “Point and shoot, huh?” Sean asked.

      She shrugged. “I dated a guy from Texas once.”

      Sean turned his gaze to Tommy and gave a nod. “OK then.”

      They pushed forward, weaving their way through the piles of scrap metal, past an old crane, rusty trucks, and by another building that appeared to have served as an office in its former life. Now the windows were dark, and no signs of life stirred in the night.

      Sean held out a hand to slow the others as they approached the building’s front corner. He peeked around the edge and surveyed the area. The pavement sloped down around a hundred feet until it reached the gate, which was closed ahead of them and chained shut. Sean wondered how the guards were supposed to get out.

      Tommy echoed that sentiment. “Now what? The gate is closed. Find another exit?”

      Muffled gunfire sounded from the building they’d barred shut.

      “Sounds like those guys are trying to shoot their way out.”

      Sean nodded. “Yeah. Won’t be long.”

      Across the thoroughfare he saw a white delivery van. It was the only vehicle in the area that didn’t look like it would crumble at the touch of a finger.

      “That van. We can use it to ram through the gate.”

      Tommy frowned. “No way the keys are in it.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Come on.”

      Sean waved his hand and took off across the space. Keiko glanced questioningly at Tommy, who shrugged and motioned for her to go ahead. She ran after Sean while Tommy took one last look back to make sure no one had a clear shot at them. Satisfied for the moment, he sprinted ahead.

      Sean skidded to a stop at the van and checked the door handle. Surprisingly, it was unlocked and opened easily. He climbed inside as Keiko hurried to the other side with Tommy right behind her. A quick check in the cup holders, ashtray, and visor revealed there were no keys to be found. Tommy slid open the back door and started to get in when Sean looked at him and shook his head. “She’s going to need to drive.”

      Tommy’s face curled in confusion. “What? Why?”

      “No keys. We’re going to have to push it.” He turned to Keiko. “Just keep it in neutral, and try not to move the wheel too much or else it will lock. We have enough space to veer it on course, and with the downhill slope it should gain enough momentum to break through.”

      “Should gain enough momentum?” Tommy questioned. “And what if it doesn’t?”

      “I’ll buy you a Coke.”

      “Not exactly the kind of wager I want you to lose. Can’t you just hotwire it?”

      Sean shrugged. “Maybe. If I had five minutes.”

      “Fine,” Tommy resigned. He slid the back door shut and ran around to the back.

      Sean gave a nod to Keiko. “Remember, only slight movements of the wheel, OK?”

      She nodded and slid into the driver’s seat.

      “Once I’m on the ground, push in the clutch, and shift it into neutral.” He was grateful the van was a stick shift, otherwise this idea might prove to be much less viable.

      He hopped down, and Keiko shifted the van into neutral and twisted the wheel ever so slightly to the right. Sean rushed around to the back and joined Tommy, who was already leaning into the rear with his shoulder. Without Sean’s help, they had already begun rolling. Sean smirked and pushed hard, pumping his legs as hard as he could.

      “Forget what I ever said to you about losing weight, pal. It’s coming in handy right now.”

      Tommy grunted, and the van picked up speed, rolling out onto the main driveway. “Shut up,” he said through clenched teeth.

      Their feet moved faster and faster as the vehicle gained velocity. Keiko carefully kept the wheel as straight as possible, only adjusting as necessary to keep the thing on course as it cruised toward the gate. Halfway down the asphalt, Tommy could no longer keep up with the van’s pace, and shortly after, Sean let go as well, jogging after the vehicle as it sped toward the chained fencing.

      Tommy bent over with his hands on his knees, watching as the van plowed into the gate and ripped the feeble enclosure from its hinges. Keiko pumped the brakes to slow the van so it wouldn’t roll out into the busy street fifty feet away. She realized that the brakes would only work once or twice and immediately shifted the wheel to the right, guiding the van toward the curb and a grassy strip of lawn beyond it. The vehicle jostled over the curb and slowed to a stop several feet into the grass, coming up just short of a cherry tree.

      The two Americans fought through the heaviness in their legs and ran the rest of the way down the hill, over the mangled gate, and over to the van. The door swung open, and Keiko hopped out with a goofy smile on her face.

      “That was fun,” she said.

      The two friends looked at each other and then back at her.

      “You all right?” Tommy asked.

      She nodded energetically. “Yes. Looks like there are a lot of cars driving by. If we hurry, maybe we can find a taxi.”

      Sean looked back up the hill and saw the four gangsters appear at the crest. “Good idea. Because our friends are back.”

      The three sprinted out to the sidewalk as the men on the hilltop opened fire again. Their shots missed wildly from the great distance, and only seconds later the companions disappeared around a building to the left of the foundry’s entrance.
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      Sean handed a hotel card key to Keiko. “You’ll be in the room next to us,” he said. Then he palmed one over to Tommy. “This is ours.” He shoved a matching one in his back pocket.

      The Americans knew it wouldn’t be safe to stay at the hotel where they’d previously been. If Taka and Hideo’s men knew they were there, it would be the first place they’d check. The three companions only returned to get their necessities before hurrying away in a cab to another hotel on the other side of town.

      The lobby of their new temporary residence was a huge open space. A bronze-colored cylinder hung from the center of the room, casting a sort of odd spotlight on the floor below and the ceiling above. Four men sat at the bar, laughing and clinking glasses together. From the sound of their voices, at least two of them were American. A third was clearly English. The fourth had a German tinge to his accent.

      Sean surveyed the room, less out of habit now and more out of a growing sense of concern that anyone could be working for Taka. It was strange how easily they’d been tracked down. He’d been careful, always keeping a watchful eye behind them to make sure no one was following. He doubted the gang leader would have the ability to trace calls or track down the hotel transactions. But anything was possible. More and more it seemed like hackers were causing trouble. It wasn’t unreasonable to think that Taka might have a few people in his employ who specialized in such a thing, which was exactly why Sean paid for the rooms in this hotel with cash.

      “I suggest we get cleaned up and get some rest. It’s been a long day. We can figure out what our next play is tomorrow morning.”

      He didn’t tell the other two, but the base of his skull hadn’t stopped throbbing from the blow he took earlier. It was going to take more than a couple ibuprofen pills to get rid of the pain, something he planned to address at the pharmacy across the street once everyone was asleep. Plus it would give him a chance to sweep the area.

      All three of them were exhausted. Keiko’s eyes were droopy with little circles under them, and Tommy stood there with his shoulders hunched over like he might collapse right there and sleep on the floor. Neither of them put up a protest to Sean’s suggestion and turned toward the hallway off to the right where the elevators were located.

      Four minutes later, they were on the sixth floor and standing in front of their rooms. Sean sensed something awkward about to come out of Tommy’s mouth, but he didn’t give him a hard time, instead opening the door and walking inside to leave his friend and Keiko alone for a moment.

      Of course, that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to listen. Sean pressed his ear close to the door as it eased shut.

      Outside, Tommy struggled to figure out what to say. He wanted something smooth to come out of his mouth, but all he could come up with was, “Have a good night. Let us know if you need anything.”

      She nodded and smiled, slid the card into the lock, and disappeared inside her room. Tommy stood there for a few seconds, awkwardly watching the door close behind her. When it clicked, he turned and slowly lowered his head to the door of his room and tapped his forehead against it repeatedly. Suddenly it swung open, nearly causing him to fall inside. Sean was standing there grinning broadly.

      “You OK?” he asked in an attempt to be sympathetic.

      Tommy stumbled inside, and Sean let the door close behind him. “I just wish I could be smooth like you, ya know? But I never say the right thing.”

      “I know, buddy. And believe me, like I said before, I’m not always that cool.”

      “At least you are sometimes.”

      Sean shrugged. “Don’t sweat it. Besides, I think she likes you.” He walked over to one of the double beds, sat down, and started to go through his gear bag. There hadn’t been a moment to check the contents until now, figuring that if a pistol fell out it could cause a little too much of a stir.

      Tommy spun around and stared down at his friend. “Really? You think so?”

      “Sure,” Sean said as he sifted through the bag. He found his Springfield, his cell phone, and all the other gear he’d brought to Japan. His eyebrows knit together. “That’s strange.”

      “What? That she likes me? Why is that strange?”

      Sean shook his head. “No. Not that. All my stuff is still in the bag.”

      “That’s a good thing, right? What’s the problem?” Tommy lifted his bag off the floor and set it on the end of the nearest bed. He found all of his things inside and looked over them carefully.

      “I guess. But it doesn’t make sense. You’d think they’d have someone trying to access our phones at the very least.”

      “Maybe they don’t have any tech-savvy people in the Yakuza.”

      Sean looked dubious. “Doubtful. This is a well-run criminal organization.” He reflected back on his thoughts about hackers before. “And why didn’t they take our guns? When Hideo knocked me out, I had my pistol in my hand. That means he took the gun and stuffed it in my bag. Why wouldn’t he just throw it away or give it to one of his men? Heck, he could have kept it. It’s a good piece.”

      Tommy nodded wearily. “Yeah, but what’s your point? Just be glad we have our stuff back. Especially our phones.” He took his, found a charging cord in his other bag, and plugged it into the wall.

      “Doesn’t make sense, that’s all. Pair that with the ease of our escape earlier, and you’ve got something fishy.”

      Tommy looked at Sean as if he was losing his mind. “Ease of our escape? We were nearly killed.”

      Sean checked his spare magazine, making sure it was as he’d left it. Again, something that didn’t add up. “Out of all those guys shooting at us as we left that factory, not one of them could hit us?”

      “Maybe they’re just really bad shots.”

      “Tommy, we dodged, like, I don’t know how many dozens of bullets. At least one of them should have been able to get lucky and graze us.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

      Tommy plopped down on the bed and put his hands out. “So you’d prefer we were back in that holding cell in the factory? Buddy, we got out. Maybe we were lucky. I don’t know. But it sure beats being held captive by a bunch of psychopaths.”

      Sean still wasn’t convinced. He stuffed the magazine back in his bag and rechecked the phone to make sure it had enough battery life for a quick trip around the block.

      “No. I wouldn’t prefer to be back in there. But something’s fishy. I don’t know what it is. I’m trying to run through it in my head.”

      “OK, fine,” Tommy said. “Let’s go with your theory that they let us go. However silly that sounds, let’s for a second say you’re right. Why would they do that? They already know the location to check next. If we get away, we can beat them to it. Why would they run that risk?”

      “Maybe they think you lied.”

      “Possibly. But that sure seems like a lot of trouble to go through to validate the story.”

      Sean snorted. “By the way, good job on holding out on that information.”

      Tommy stood up and scowled. “They were gonna kill her. What else was I supposed to do?”

      Sean smiled and shook his head dismissively. “Nothing, man. You did what you had to do.”

      “Exactly. And now all I want to do is make sure that Keiko is safe. I don’t even care about finding this sword anymore. We just need to get her out of here and protected.”

      It was a big statement, but Sean understood. He’d have thought the same if it were Adriana involved. Although she was different. Adriana knew how to handle herself, better than most people he’d come across. And in his previous line of work, he’d come across some of the world’s best.

      He stood up and sauntered toward the door.

      “Where you going? I thought you said we should get cleaned up and go to sleep.”

      Sean gave a nod. “We should. But my head is killing me. I’m just going to run out and get something for the pain. I’ll be back in a few. Go ahead and use the shower. I won’t be long.”

      Tommy frowned, perturbed at the way the conversation had gone. He threw up a hand and turned back to his things. “OK. Whatever.”

      Once the door closed outside the room, Sean paused to reflect for a moment. He knew he was right whether Tommy could see it or not. His friend’s doubts were certainly valid, but that didn’t change Sean’s speculation. Why would they let us go? The question rattled around in his mind as he walked down the hall, got on the elevator, and then exited on the main floor. As he stepped out into the cold night once more, the question still kept nagging at him.

      If they know our next step is to go to Mount Haguro, what possible reason could they have? Come on, Sean. It’s right in front of you. Maybe they need us to solve the next clue. But how do we know there is a next clue?

      He shook his head as he entered the twenty-four-hour pharmacy. It couldn’t be as simple as that. Could it? He didn’t know anymore, and the longer he thought about it, the more his head hurt. It didn’t take long to find the ibuprofen, and he’d twisted the bottle open before he left the store. After he took a few pills, Sean eyed the street in both directions. They would need new coats in the morning. All he had on at the moment were a pair of regular khakis and a long-sleeve shirt. The winter outerwear was what the Yakuza decided to keep. He wanted to do a quick sweep of the area, but in the cold and with no coat that would get old real fast. It was doubtful he would see anything suspicious anyway. If he and the others had been followed, Taka’s men would lie low.

      Sean trudged back into the hotel. When he arrived back in the room, Tommy was gone. Either he’d gone for a walk, or maybe he’d gotten brave and went to Keiko’s door to see if they could talk. If he was a betting man, he’d put his money on the former.

      Since his friend was nowhere to be found, Sean decided to take a shower and go to bed. Tommy could take care of himself.

      The hot water soothed his aching muscles, and he spent a good amount of time letting it soak over the sore spot at the base of his neck. When he exited the bathroom, Tommy was still absent. While it was certainly out of character, Sean again reassured himself that his friend was a big boy and would be just fine. Tommy wasn’t useless. He could handle himself in a fight. More of a brawler, he’d punched his way out of plenty of tough spots.

      The throbbing at the base of Sean’s skull started to dissipate as the ibuprofen kicked in. He turned up the fan on the room’s A/C unit, switched off the lights, and crawled into bed. In less than five minutes he drifted to sleep, questions in his head melting away into bizarre dreams about dragons, swords, and gangsters.
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      When Sean woke up the next morning, Tommy was already dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed, tying his shoelaces. Sean rubbed his eyes and stretched out his arms. He knew better than to ask where his friend had been the night before. It was none of his business. If Tommy needed some alone time to think things out, no big deal. If he went to try to talk to Keiko, also cool. It didn’t concern Sean. And keeping out of other people’s business was one of things he prided himself on.

      “Sleep OK?” Tommy asked, cutting into his thoughts.

      Sean yawned and nodded. “Yeah. What time is it?” He answered his own question by looking over at the clock on the nightstand. “I guess it’s time to get going.”

      “Yeah. We’re going to need to get some outer gear: coats, snow pants, that kinda stuff again. I guess those were the only things the Yakuza wanted us to not have.”

      Sean kept his laughter to himself since he’d thought the exact same thing the night before. “I guess so.”

      “After we get geared up, we’ll head for the mountain. It’s early yet, so we should be able to beat all the morning traffic here in the city. Shouldn’t take us too long to get there if the roads have been cleared. I don’t think any new snow has come through in the last seven hours.”

      Sean was impressed with his friend’s energetic start to the morning. “Sounds good. I guess we should wake Keiko.”

      “She’s not here.”

      The comment took Sean by surprise. “What do you mean she’s not here? Where is she?” The fact that Tommy didn’t sound concerned meant he knew what was going on.

      “I took her somewhere safe last night. I know we might need someone who speaks Japanese, but whatever we find on that mountain, we can take a picture or bring it back and have someone translate it for us. I don’t like putting her at risk, and I won’t allow it to happen anymore.”

      Sean raised his eyebrows and sat up. “OK, buddy. That’s fine. I agree. I don’t want her to be at risk.” He scratched his head. “Just curious, though. How’d you get her to agree to that?”

      Tommy’s eyes narrowed. “You think you’re the only one who can be persuasive when they want to be?”

      Sean smiled and twisted his head to the side. “I guess not.” He climbed out of bed and slipped into some pants he’d laid out the night before. “This is good, by the way. We can move a lot faster just the two of us.”

      “I agree. And if someone does sneak up on us, I’m a lot more comfortable with it being just you and me.”

      Sean pulled on a T-shirt. “So you gave my theory some more thought?”

      Tommy stood up and looked at his friend. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the years of our friendship it’s that you’re rarely wrong about stuff like this. You may be wrong in other things, but when it comes to sensing trouble, you’re like a…well, I don’t have a comparison, but you get what I’m saying.”

      “Thank you. Like I said, I don’t know if I’m right or not, but getting Keiko out of harm’s way is definitely a good thing.”

      “Yeah.” Tommy grabbed his room key and hoisted his gear bag over one shoulder. “Let’s get something to eat and head out. If you’re wrong and those men are heading to the mountain too, we don’t want to get there second.”

      Ninety minutes later, the two Americans had new coats, snow pants, sunglasses, and beanies. They’d also procured a car from a rental place recommended to them by the hotel concierge. It wasn’t much—a four-door compact—but it was a newer model and had some nice features, the best of which was the GPS screen built into the dash. Getting the rental car reminded Tommy that Keiko’s car was now gone, something he fully intended to remedy once this was all over.

      Once more, Sean and Tommy found themselves driving through the rolling evergreen mountains of northern Japan. For a while, the only sound in the car was that of the tires rumbling against the road underneath, interrupted intermittently by the clicking of the car’s blinker as Tommy switched lanes to pass the occasional slower vehicle.

      “Do you get scared?” Tommy asked.

      His voice was a sudden change in the mesmerizing quiet of the engine’s hum and the road’s vibrations.

      “You mean other than with heights?”

      Tommy laughed, and Sean’s lips parted in a smile. “Yeah, I mean like when we’re getting shot at. Most people would be terrified. You never seem to be.”

      Sean rubbed his face in silent contemplation for a few seconds before responding. “Yeah, sure. Sometimes. Usually, I don’t have time to think about stuff like that, though. Once I sense trouble, I go into survival mode. Some people switch into the flight option and run away. I switch into fight mode and try to take out the trouble. Everyone’s different. You get scared?”

      Tommy guffawed. “Absolutely. But I’m not gonna be a sissy and run either. Can’t imagine how much crap you’d give me if I did.”

      Sean nodded. “That’s true. I definitely would give you some grief over that.” He paused and stared out the window. The evergreens and their brown trunks whizzed by in a blur. “I mean, sometimes, running is the best option.”

      “A tactical retreat.”

      “Yes. I like that,” Sean gave an exaggerated nod. “A tactical retreat.” He kept looking out the window as he continued. “I wouldn’t be human if I weren’t a little scared, Tommy. I know that you think I did all this training and it makes me more like a robot, but it doesn’t work like that. You still think, still feel, still remember everything.”

      The car’s interior returned to relative silence for the remainder of the drive. When they arrived, it was no surprise the parking area was completely vacant. A thick blanket of snow covered the ground surrounding the lot. Winter certainly wasn’t the busy time of the year for people to make their pilgrimage to the sacred site. The soupy gray sky above trickled intermittent snowflakes to the ground, but nothing that would cause the visitors to worry. Every weather report they’d checked both before leaving and during their journey said that the region would only get a few flurries.

      “Looks like another beautiful day here in sunny Japan,” Tommy joked as he got out of the car and looked around.

      Sean took in the surroundings too. The serene setting was both beautiful and desolate. With no one else around, an eerie feeling pervaded the area.

      Tommy slammed his door shut. “Looks like if Taka’s men are coming this way, we beat them to it.”

      “Which poses another problem,” Sean added.

      Tommy finished his thought. “Yeah. We go up there. and they arrive before we get back, we’re stuck.”

      “Did you notice that access road on the way in?”

      “Yeah. About a quarter mile back that way.” Tommy pointed toward the driveway leading into the parking lot. “Think we should ditch it there?”

      “Might be our best bet. There’s a lot of other tracks there so if the Yakuza pass by, they might think nothing of it.”

      Tommy sighed at the thought of taking the car back to the side road and then walking back. Sean must have read his mind and offered a solution.

      “I’ll take the car back and hide it. Why don’t you check out the area, scout up ahead a little. I’ll be back in under ten minutes.”

      His friend’s face visibly brightened. “OK, thanks. Will do.”

      Sean hopped into the driver’s seat, started the car, and eased it across the snow-covered lot. It was a little less than a quarter of a mile when he saw the access road appear on the left. The single-bar gate was open with a lock and chain dangling from one end. He veered the car onto the little road and continued another hundred feet until the path curved to the left again behind a small hillside. Sean looked back through the window to make sure the car couldn’t be seen from the main entrance and, satisfied it was sufficiently hidden, shut down the motor. He reached into his gear bag and pulled out the pistol and two spare magazines, stuffing the latter in opposing coat pockets.

      He got out of the car and trudged through the snow back toward the gate, sniffling against the cold as he moved. To make moving easier, he walked in the path his and other tires had created, but the packed snow still crunched a little under his boots. When he reached the gate, he swung it closed and ran one part of the lock hook through the gate loop—giving the casual observer the appearance that it was locked. Satisfied with his dummy lock, Sean started toward the main entrance road when he froze in place. A familiar sound cut through the otherwise perfectly silent forest. It wasn't animal noises, it wasn't tree branches shaking from the extra burden of snow; it was the sound of vehicles coming in his direction. The noise was faint at first but grew louder by the second. And Sean was out in the open.

      He turned and ran for a dip between two small rises in the land to his right. There was no time to worry about leaving fresh tracks in the snow. He’d just have to hope the passersby wouldn’t notice them. His boots plowed through the powder as fast as he could drive them, while the sound of the vehicles drew ever closer. He forced himself to raise his knees high with each step to increase his speed. The sound of the cars was close now, maybe a hundred yards away. Just before they appeared around the turn near the access road, Sean dove into the snowdrift between the two little humps and disappeared from view. He didn’t see the four SUVs drive by two seconds later, but he could hear their tires crunching snow along with the sound of the engines as they eased their way down the road.

      Sean’s heart pounded in his chest. He gasped for breath as he lay in the snow. A clump of snowflakes melted on his nose. The cold stinging sensation reminded him of when he was a child having snowball fights at school with Tommy.

      Tommy, who was now surrounded by the Yakuza.
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      Sean moved through the snowdrifts and trees as fast as he could without making much noise. His heart hadn’t slowed down since he got up. In fact, it was beating at near capacity. He climbed over a short rise and plunged ahead, the heavy blanket of powder coming up to his knees in places.

      Even though it was only a short distance back to the parking area, the going was much slower than it would have been had Sean been able to walk back on the road. He could have even jogged. But off the beaten path, he struggled to maintain a snail’s pace. After five minutes of leg-burning hiking, he finally made it to the edge of the clearing. He dropped down belly first into the snow again to keep out of sight and crawled over to a nearby fir tree for cover. The skinny trunk barely provided enough width to keep him out of sight. but it would do for now. Sean peeked around the edge of the bark to see what was going on.

      He expected to find Tommy being apprehended by the Yakuza, but his friend was nowhere to be found. He must be up on the trail, Sean thought. That would make sense since he suggested scouting ahead. A faint hope sprang up in Sean that his friend had heard the cars coming and gotten out of sight.

      Sean watched from his hiding spot as the gangsters filed out of their cars. Most of them were of similar height, build, and with the shaved heads that many Yakuza sported, though upon stepping into the cold, they all put beanies on to keep warm. Sean could see that most of them were carrying Heckler & Koch MP5K submachine guns. A few had pistols. Hideo stepped out of one of the SUVs and looked around. He was wearing sunglasses, but Sean recognized him immediately. The group leader surveyed the area, trying to assess the situation, probably making sure he wasn’t walking into a trap.

      One more figure got out of the SUV on the nearest end. Sean didn’t recognize the person, but they were slightly shorter than the rest, covered from head to toe in snow gear. They’d already put a hat on and had pulled the hood of their coat up over the beanie atop their head. From the facial structure and shape, Sean believed the person was a woman, but he couldn’t tell who it was because she was also wearing sunglasses.

      Hideo said something to her, and she turned to face him. A second later, she pointed at the wide staircase at the trailhead and said something back to him in Japanese. Hideo nodded and started barking out orders to the rest of the men. The woman looked around one more time, scanning the edge of the woods in a full circle. Sean retreated to the cover of the tree trunk and waited a few seconds until he believed she’d ended her search. He poked his head out again and watched her and the others begin their ascent up the steps toward the pagoda.

      Sean cursed himself. If Tommy were up there on the trail, he’d be a sitting duck. Another problem came to mind too. Hideo and his men were going to beat them to the pagoda. If they reached the location first, nothing could keep them from getting whatever secret was kept in the ancient reliquary.

      It wasn’t until the last man disappeared over the ridge that Sean burst out of his hiding place and took off at a sprint across the parking lot. He reached the first SUV and checked inside, making sure no one had lingered behind. A quick check of the other three vehicles revealed they were empty, too. So we’re dealing with sixteen people, he thought, recalling how many had exited the SUVs and gone up the trail. He’d been outnumbered before, but this was getting out of hand. He needed a way to thin out the herd, but for the moment his primary concern was making sure his friend was safe. Sean didn’t have a clue how to do that yet. Right now the only option was to follow the group up the trail and figure out the rest once they reached the pagoda.

      He ran on the balls of his feet to keep as quiet as possible, though it was an exercise in futility considering the heavy boots on his feet and the snow on the ground. Still, it was better than clomping along like a Clydesdale. Sean hurriedly climbed the wide, shallow steps, keeping close to the edge in case one of the last people in the group happened to be watching the rear. The evergreen trees that dominated the forest ran along the edge of the path, so if he had to, he could duck behind one for cover.

      As he neared the top of the ridge, Sean slowed his pace and crouched low to keep out of sight. Up ahead, he saw the last man in the line disappear around a bend in the trail, reappearing intermittently among the trees before he was gone completely. The group certainly wasn’t taking their time. Sean picked up the pace and jogged ahead, careful to make sure he didn’t draw any attention.

      He slowed to a stop at the curve and took up a position behind a nearby tree. Pressing his shoulder into it and keeping his weapon near the front of his face, Sean took a peek around the trunk. The gangsters dipped in and out of view amid the hundreds of trees. They were a good two hundred feet ahead of him, which was fine. Sean was about to leave his hiding spot when he heard the snow crunch behind him. He spun around, leading with the barrel of his gun, but his wrist was snatched and held by a firm hand. Sean’s go-to move for this sort of scenario was to yank back on his arm, thereby pulling the assailant at him. Using the attacker’s momentum against him, Sean would drive his opposing elbow up and into the person’s throat. It was an effective move and had crippled many would-be assassins, crushing their larynx and literally leaving them breathless. But as he began to instinctively jerk his arm back, he halted the counterattack midway.

      “Easy,” Tommy whispered. “It’s me.”

      Sean froze for a second, then relief filled his chest. “You shouldn’t go sneaking up on people like that. Could get you killed.”

      Tommy snorted. “Sorry. I figured shouting at you from the trees, ‘Hey, Sean! Over here!’ would be less than subtle.”

      “True.”

      “What do we do now? They’re going to beat us to the pagoda.”

      “We need to press ahead and keep them within sight. Have to see what they do next. When we get there, we can assess the situation and come up with a plan of attack.”

      “Attack?” Tommy looked uncertain. “You did see how many of them there were, right?”

      “Yeah. But we have the element of surprise,” Sean said. He winked and took off up the trail.

      Tommy shook his head, bewildered, but chased after his friend. They trotted along the winding trail and slowed down when they reached another long set of stairs.

      “What’s with Buddhists and all these stairs?” Tommy asked, panting for breath.

      “Maybe it has to do with ascending to a higher state of being,” Sean said. His breathing was barely faster than normal.

      “Right.”

      Sean started up the steps, and Tommy tagged along, pairing up with him on the other side.

      “I was worried they had you pinned in,” Sean whispered as they reached the halfway point of the climb.

      Tommy shook his head one time. “No. I heard them coming from a mile away. First sound of a car, I took off into the woods and hid in the trees until they passed by.”

      “Smart.”

      “I have my moments.”

      Sean smirked and kept climbing.

      At the top of the stairs, the men stopped and crouched low on the second to last step. A little over a hundred feet away, the big group was clumped together staring up at a massive five-story pagoda. Snow covered the top of it and most of the sloping, curved roofs below. Hideo was in the middle of the group, closest to the pagoda’s base. The woman was next to him, bending at her knees to get a closer look at the small wooden door set into the wall.

      “OK, general. We’re here. Now what?”

      “Honestly,” Sean said, “I thought it would be a lot farther before we got here.”

      “How would that change anything?” Tommy asked. He kept his eyes forward and his voice low.

      “It doesn’t. We’ll still execute the plan.”

      “Which is?”

      “Cut the head off the snake.”

      Tommy finished his thought. “And the body dies. Yeah, but how do we get to Hideo? There are fifteen people between us and him.”

      “I’ll flank him.” Sean pointed to an area of forest to the left. “I’ll go around and take him from the other side.”

      “Yeah, but they’ll see you coming. You’ll never make it.”

      Sean’s eyes squinted with his grin. “That’s why I’ll need a diversion.”

      It took longer than he would have liked to circle around to the other side of the pagoda. Every time he could get a glimpse of the big group of gangsters huddling around it, Sean felt sure they could see him. But every one of them was staring at the giant structure as if trying to figure out a puzzle. Almost ten minutes later, after wading through a field of snow, Sean was on the other side of the sacred structure.

      Tommy lost sight of his friend about halfway through Sean’s journey. He’d been told to wait ten minutes and then get the gangsters’ attention and to use whatever means necessary. He checked his watch. Go time, he thought. He stood up in full view of the group and waved a hand around, keeping the one holding his pistol behind his back.

      “Oh, hey there, guys!” he shouted. “Mind if I crash this little party?”

      Everyone in the group spun around, startled by the American’s voice piercing the tranquil forest.

      Hideo pointed at him and shouted something in Japanese. Tommy didn’t need to speak the language to know what the words meant. He got the translation the next moment when the men spread out and started firing.

      Tommy retreated down the steps for cover just as bullets zipped through the air over his head. Some clipped tree branches nearby while others splashed harmlessly into the snow near where he’d been standing.

      “OK, Sean. I hope this works.”

      On the other side of the pagoda, Sean took off at a sluggish sprint from his hiding place. The snow was so deep it made the act of running nearly impossible. He pressed his leg muscles to their limit, going as fast as he could until he reached the clearing where the snow had been tamped down around the reliquary. He jumped up on the wooden platform at the base of the pagoda and slid around to the other side, his momentum carrying him all the way off the landing and onto the ground right behind Hideo. He popped up and pressed the muzzle of his gun to the back of the gangster’s shaved head.

      “Tell them to stop firing!”

      The woman next to him spun around, but Sean jerked Hideo to the left in case she had any designs on taking out the American from the side. Using Hideo as a human shield, Sean wrapped his free arm around the man’s neck and squeezed, keeping the gun muzzle jammed firmly against his head.

      Some of the men turned at the sound of Sean’s voice to see what was going on. Soon, all fourteen shooters had spun around and were facing Sean and Hideo. Every weapon was pointed at the two men.

      “Tell them to drop their weapons.”

      “You cannot escape,” Hideo answers. “Even if you take all of our guns, we will still get the sword. And you will die.”

      “Maybe. But I’m willing to take my chances. Do it.” Sean mashed the gun harder into Hideo’s temple.

      The gangster winced and ordered his men to drop their weapons, barking out the Japanese words harshly as if angered to be caught in this situation. His men lowered their guns reluctantly, placing them on the packed snow at their feet. Sean motioned with his head to the left. “Tell them to go over there, away from the pagoda.”

      Again Hideo hesitated, so Sean gave him a little more encouragement through the pressure of cold metal against the man’s head. Once more, the captive issued orders, and the men obeyed, stepping away from their weapons and over to the side of the clearing. The woman didn’t move, standing still with a confused expression on her face.

      Tommy appeared at the top of the steps, warily checking to make sure everything was OK. He was pleased to see all fourteen men moving to the side, completely disarmed. He quickly covered the distance between the stairs and the pagoda.

      Before he could say anything, the woman took off her glasses and pulled back her hood. “Tommy, I’m so glad you’re here. These men came and took me. It was awful. I think they may have killed a police officer.” She was blabbering hysterically, ending her rant with “Thank you. Thank you. You saved me.”

      Sean stood there—still holding his prisoner—in stunned silence. He wasn’t so shocked that he dropped the gun in his hand, but it was close. Feeling a little resistance from his prisoner immediately brought him back to full alert.

      Shocked and suddenly relieved of a burden he didn’t know he had, Tommy stepped toward her and reached out his arms. “How did they find you?”

      “Yeah,” Sean added. “I thought you took her someplace safe.”

      Sean had been a poker player for over ten years. He’d seen bluffs of every kind. His background in psychology combined with the keen ability to read body language gave him a huge advantage both at the table and away from it. As his friend moved toward the young woman, he stared at her eyes, watching them as a hunter watches his prey.

      Then it happened. It was subtle, but Sean saw it. Unfortunately, his friend was moving in too fast for him to do anything about it. Keiko’s eyes flashed to the gun in Tommy’s hand, and then it all became clear. The gun lowered as Tommy wrapped his free hand around Keiko’s waist.

      “Tommy, wait!” Sean shouted. He spun Hideo to the ground and extended his pistol at the pair.

      But it was too late. With swift precision, Keiko grasped the gun in Tommy’s hand, twisted it sharply backward, and yanked it away. Before he could react, Tommy was twisted around with a gun muzzle jammed into the base of his skull.

      In a matter of seconds, the situation had been reversed. Now Tommy was a human shield, and Keiko’s little frame provided no clear shot for Sean to alleviate the problem.

      “Keiko?” Tommy whined. “What are you doing?”

      She didn’t answer immediately, instead ordering the men to pick up their weapons. She snapped her head at the guns on the ground as she barked at them in Japanese.

      The men moved quickly to reacquire their arms and surrounded the standoff, every one of them pointing their guns at Sean.

      He’d had dozens of weapons trained on him before. But this was different. “Put the gun down, and no one gets hurt, Keiko.” It was a desperate offer and one he didn’t think would work. If he so much as twitched the wrong way, there wouldn’t be much left of him when the gangsters were done unloading their magazines.

      She shook her head. “You two are idiots. Do you know that?” Her voice was far more confident and commanding than before. It was as if she was a completely different person.

      “Keiko?” Tommy continued to wallow in confusion.  “We’re on your side.”

      He struggled momentarily, but a quick jab in his lower back finally sent the right signal to his brain and he stood still.

      “She’s working with the Yakuza, buddy.”

      The realization was one Tommy didn’t want to believe, but the pistol against the back of his skull underscored the truth. There was nothing he could do to avoid it. Keiko was Yakuza.
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      Sean kept his weapon level, staring through Tommy at the woman behind him.

      “Put the gun down, or I will kill him,” Keiko said.

      “You’re going to kill us anyway. It’s what your kind do.”

      “True. But you should cling to life as long as you can. And if you do as we say, you might get to see the Masamune before you die. It would be a great honor for you.”

      Tommy cut into the conversation. “You’re Yakuza? Why? I don’t understand.”

      “That’s right, Tommy. She’s Yakuza.” He directed his next comments at her. “I knew something didn’t feel right about all of this. The way your lackey here kept showing up everywhere, the easy escape we made from that factory. It all adds up. But I have to say I didn’t really expect this. Not from you.”

      “We all have our secrets,” she sneered.

      “And yours is an underworld empire. Let me guess, Taka isn’t the one in charge. It’s you. Your story about how he killed your uncle is probably true. I believe that. You wouldn’t do the dirty work yourself. Once he sent you the clue, you didn’t need him anymore. So you had Taka throw him off a building.”

      Keiko smiled behind Tommy’s back. “Very perceptive, Sean. I can see why my uncle trusted the two of you. But he was old, and the information he had could stand in our way. So yes, I had Taka eliminate a loose end. Regrettable, but it had to be done.”

      “You’re in charge of the Yakuza?” Tommy couldn’t believe it.

      “That’s right, buddy.” Sean answered the question. “She’s the one in charge. And if she gets that sword, she believes all the other clans will bow to her.”

      “They will,” she said. “They won’t have a choice.”

      “So you say.”

      “Enough talk, Sean,” she barked. “Drop the gun now, or I will end your friend’s life.”

      Sean sensed Hideo standing close by, ready to pounce as soon as Sean lowered his gun. There was nothing that could be done. It was checkmate. All they could do was surrender and see how things played out. Still, after all the games, all the misdirection, she’d allowed the two Americans to lead them to this point. That could only mean one thing: Keiko needed them. It wasn’t yet clear why. But if Sean had to guess, he’d say it was for their expertise. There might still be a chance for them to get the upper hand. He would simply have to wait for that window of opportunity.

      “OK,” Sean said. He held up one hand and slowly lowered his weapon to the snow. His fingers released it, and a second later, Hideo lunged forward to grab it.

      The gangster stepped back and pointed the pistol at Sean’s head, eager to pull the trigger.

      “Easy, my friend,” Keiko said. “Everything is going according to plan. I’ll let you kill them once we have the sword. But we may have need for these two until then.”

      Hideo didn’t respond. Sean could sense the man’s desire to pull the trigger. Even in the icy cold air, the tension was as hot as a sauna.

      “Now,” Keiko said shoving Tommy toward his friend. Sean caught him, and the two stood together facing the entire group of armed Yakuza. “Let’s see what this thing is hiding.” She waved her pistol toward the façade of the pagoda.

      “What? You want us to go in there?” Sean pointed at the little wooden door. They’d have to crawl through. This time of year, he doubted there would be any spiders or other creatures he’d rather avoid; the cold made sure most of those were gone for the winter. That didn’t make her request any more appealing.

      “Not both of you. Tommy, you stay out here.”

      Tommy’s eyes didn’t leave her, but they’d certainly changed. No longer were they filled with confusion and hurt. Now the orbs flamed with anger and betrayal. He didn’t say a word, instead saying everything with his death-like stare.

      “Fine,” Sean said. “Seems you hurt my friend’s feelings.” He took a slow step over to the timeworn door and investigated the seams to figure out how to open it. “You hurt him, you know. He liked you.”

      “He won’t be the last, I’m sure. You American men like Asian girls. I’ve heard the rumors.”

      Sean shook his head and returned his attention to the task at hand. He spoke while he worked. “Not me. No offense, but I like Spanish women.”

      His fingers found a clasp on either side of the frame and with a little effort pushed them down. One more on the top, and the door nearly fell out of its housing. Sean caught it with his free hand amid a small poof of dust. Stale air escaped through the opening, filling his nostrils with the scent of time, wood, metal, and dirt: a distinct contrast from the fresh air, snow, and spruce that permeated the region.

      Sean carefully placed the door to the right of the opening and looked back to Keiko for further instructions. “Now what, boss?” His tone was overly sarcastic, mostly because he didn’t care at this point. And he had no intention of showing her any kind of respect.

      Tommy hadn’t moved an inch, and Sean was starting to get a little concerned about his friend’s near-catatonic state. “You OK, buddy?” No response. After six or seven seconds, Sean said, “OK, great. You’ve really pissed him off. I’ve known this guy my whole life, and I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him like this. Just saying he’s like a boiling volcano right now.”

      “Shut up, and get inside,” Keiko ordered, taking a step toward the pagoda’s entrance.

      “All righty then.”

      He crouched down low on all fours and crawled into the darkness. Keiko asked one of her men for his phone, and she turned on the bright LED light on the front of it before following Sean inside. It was a bold move to leave the security of her subordinates outside to enter the pagoda alone with the American. With the weapon in her hand, she didn’t feel like there was any threat.

      Tommy watched her disappear into the darkness, barely turning his head as she moved. Hideo followed close behind Keiko, stopping at the threshold of the opening to make sure Sean didn’t try anything crazy.

      “Move over to the far side,” Keiko ordered and pushed herself up from the creaky wooden floorboards. She kept the weapon level, aimed straight at Sean’s chest.

      His hands hung by his sides as he stepped back to the far wall. A musty smell hung in the air, which was surprising considering how dry the air was. Streaks of pale sunlight leaked through narrow cracks in the wall on the left.

      “Now what?” Sean asked. He kept his head still but let his eyes wander around the little room.

      The interior of the pagoda was much less ornate than the exterior. Only a small shrine on the right stood out against the otherwise drab space. A single candle sat atop the miniature devotional altar. The object appeared to be made of stone but was covered in gold leaf.

      Keiko looked down at the shrine. There was nothing written on it and no other items of note lying around in the room. Sean raised his eyebrows as if waiting for an explanation from her.

      “Seems like maybe we’re in the wrong place. Oh well.” His tone didn’t impress her.

      Hideo crawled through the portal and moved over near the shrine. Keiko gave a nod, and he kicked the shrine over. There was nothing on the floor under it, which must have been her reasoning behind the order.

      “It better not be the wrong place,” Keiko said evenly. She took one step toward Sean and stopped. “Because if I think that you and your friend out there led us here, knowing all along that there was nothing to be found…well, that would be bad for you.”

      Sean took a long, slow breath of the stale air. “Yeah, you were the one who read that piece of Japanese on the underside of the stone lantern yesterday. So if we are in the wrong place, you’ve got no one to blame but yourself.” He crossed his arms as if to emphatically end his comment.

      Hideo was listening to the conversation, but he also scanned the room for anything that might resemble what they were looking for. Of course he had no idea what that might be, but he had no intention of letting his boss look like a fool. When he found nothing in the immediate area, his head slowly tilted up. His eyes adjusted to the darkness rapidly thanks to the slivers of light coming through the pagoda’s walls.

      Sean noticed him looking up and sighed. He’d already seen the object dangling from the center of the ceiling high above. And he’d noticed the notch in one of the four posts supporting the structure. It led to another board nailed to the first ceiling level about five feet up. There were several others, going all the way to the top like a sort of ladder. A very dangerous, old ladder.

      Hideo pointed to the ceiling. “There,” he said.

      Keiko looked up and immediately saw it. A cylinder hung from a hook in the ceiling. It was attached to a frail-looking chain that connected to the tube at both ends. She lowered her gaze to Sean, and a wicked grin eased across her face. “You’ll need to go get that for me.”

      His head moved back and forth as if he was watching the fastest tennis match ever. “Why can’t he do it?” he asked, pointing at Hideo. “He’s not doing anything constructive.”

      For a second, Keiko almost looked amused. “That’s right. You have a fear of high places.” She waved her pistol at the rickety first step. “Up you go. It’s cold out. I’m sure your friend doesn’t want to stand out there all day. And neither do my men.”

      Sean knew there was no getting around it. It was climb or get shot. Most of the time, he didn’t mind climbing things like ladders or trees. But once he reached a point over twenty-five feet up, things started to get dicey pretty fast. This climb was definitely over twenty feet, and he wasn’t going up something as secure as a ladder. He wasn’t even sure how the little boards were held in place. As Sean stepped closer, he gripped the wood. The top ledge was narrow, not as wide as a two-by-four. He’d essentially be standing on his toes.

      He pulled down on the board to test its durability. To his surprise, it didn’t budge. Whatever means had been used to secure the piece of wood to the post, they were strong enough. At least for his arm. The real test would come when he hoisted himself up onto it. And that was the next problem. Fortunately, there was a beam going from one post to another. It looked sturdy enough to hold his weight, and he assumed it was the only way he could get up to a standing position on the narrow wooden ledge.

      Sean turned one last time to Hideo, “You sure you don’t want to—”

      “Now,” Keiko said, emphasizing her command by jabbing the pistol at him.

      “OK. Fine.” He looked up at the first support beam. A ninja would have a hard time doing this, he thought.

      He bent both knees and jumped. His hands reached for the wooden beam, and a second later his fingers wrapped over the top of it with his palms pressed flat. Using his upward momentum, he pulled hard. His feet found the narrow ledge, and he relaxed for a moment to test the durability of the board with his arms slung over the higher beam. He drew in a breath and hauled his legs up, swinging them over the beam. Stopping in a straddling position, he let his feet dangle for a moment as he examined the step attached to the near post.

      Sean checked it as he’d done with the first, making sure it was sturdy enough to support him before standing up and readying himself for the next jump. This one was more difficult because he had to balance on the eight-inch-wide beam. A wrong move here, and he’d probably twist an ankle, maybe bang his knee or elbows. Higher up, the danger would get increasingly worse.

      He took a deep breath and jumped again, once more grabbing hold of the beam above, using the toes of his boots to stabilize his body and then eventually pulling himself to the next level. Sean straddled the beam as he’d done before and examined the next step. He was now at the point where his fear started to tap on his shoulder. People always told him not to look down when he was in a high place. He knew that was the best course of action, but human instinct often drove him to do the exact opposite. He couldn’t help himself. Sean leaned over and looked below. That’s not too bad, he thought, half trying to convince himself.

      Pressing his palms against the beam, he shimmied closer to the post, and as he stood up, gripped it tighter than he’d done the two before. Halfway home, Sean. He kept his left hand against the pole to maintain his balance while he looked up at the next beam. His eyes drifted over to the cylinder hanging from the black chain in the middle of the ceiling. How in the world did Iemasa do this? He drew in another breath and jumped. Again, his fingers wrapped around the far edge of the next beam, and he brought his toes to the next step. His breathing picked up, and his heart rate quickened. For a second, he let his weight rest on his toes. Suddenly, his body shifted as the step under his feet broke free. Sean’s arms had relaxed momentarily, and as a result he dropped a few terrifying inches before reacting and squeezing the beam tightly.

      The narrow board tumbled to the floor below and smacked against the floorboards, narrowly missing Hideo as he stepped out of the way. There was no avoiding the forewarned look down now. Sean stared below for a long moment before hauling his legs up over the beam.

      Stupid. He cursed himself for not checking that step. He’d gotten into the routine of the climb after just two levels. His head tilted back, and he gazed at the last beam. The cylinder was close now, looming over his head like a cookie jar on the top shelf to a seven-year-old.

      “Be careful,” Keiko said from below. There was no sincerity in her voice. She had plenty of other volunteers waiting outside who would likely be sent up the pagoda’s dangerous climb should Sean fail.

      He glanced down one more time. His mind played with him. Thoughts of shattered bones, falling headfirst, and breaking his neck pelted his brain like hail against a tin roof.

      “Thanks,” he muttered under his breath.

      He double checked the step attached to the post, tugging on it hard with both hands in one direction and then the other. It seemed firm, but after what happened to the last one, Sean had already decided to pull himself up as fast as he could the second his fingers grasped the beam above.

      “Don’t look down,” he told himself, this time taking the advice to heart and keeping his eyes locked on the wooden landing above.

      He braced himself with a hand against the post and stood up. Just like a Band-Aid, he thought. Just do it fast.

      Sean leaped higher than before, probably due to the adrenaline pumping through his body. He soared up to the next beam and grabbed on tight, planted his left foot on the step, and pushed while pulling with his arms. The move was his quickest so far, and he soon found himself straddling the top-tier beam. He breathed heavily, more from anxiety and fear than from the physical exertion, though the latter certainly added to it.

      Only a few feet away from him, the cylinder dangled from a black iron chain, fastened with looped screws on both ends. He wrapped his right hand around the post to keep his balance and leaned out toward the cylinder. His fingers were close, but not close enough for him to grab it. He let his right hand slip a little to get closer, but it was still just out of his reach.

      “Let go of the post,” Keiko said from below. Her head was tilted back, and she was staring up at Sean as he stretched for the cylinder.

      “You wanna come up here and do this? Be my guest!” he shouted back. In spite of the cold air, sweat trickled down the side of his forehead. “You let go,” he mumbled.

      She was right, though, and he knew it. He was going to have to release the post to be able to reach the tube. Sean swallowed hard and squeezed his thighs together as hard as he could against the beam. He leaned out again, this time only keeping his fingertips on the nearest edge of the post. The fingers on his left hand grasped the end of the cylinder, and he quickly flicked it up to free it from the hook in the ceiling. Thankfully, he got it loose on the first try and shifted his weight back to the right and the relative safety of the post in front of his torso.

      Sean breathed heavily, and he relaxed as if a huge burden had been lifted from his shoulders. He looked down at the cylinder with curious eyes. It was made of wood, intricately carved to a near perfect shape. On one side was a symbol he’d recognized before. It was a Japanese character. Even though he didn’t speak the language, he knew what it meant. It was the symbol for the Tokugawa clan.

      He sighed, satisfied with the difficult task he’d just accomplished. Relief poured over him, and he sat in silence just staring at the tube. The relief was short lived, though, as a new problem presented itself.

      How in the world am I going to get down?
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      Getting down from the pagoda’s fifth level had proved every bit as tenuous and difficult as getting up, though the downward climb was more physically taxing. Sean had resorted to the old rope climbing drill from high school. Most of the kids he hung out with couldn’t climb the rope. Sean could, but he learned that getting down was just as difficult, and somewhat more terrifying. The biggest takeaway he gathered from that exercise was that he had to squeeze the rope hard and lower himself an inch at a time.

      In the high reaches of the pagoda, Sean applied this same logic to the support post. While it was much thicker than a climbing rope, he simply used his arms and legs to squeeze it and lower himself a few inches at a time. He stuffed the cylinder into one of his coat pockets and buttoned it to keep the thing from falling. Then he began the descent.

      Going up took less than five minutes. Getting down took almost twelve, simply because the going was much slower, and for the first two and a half levels, Sean was terrified. Once he arrived at the lowest beam, he hung from it with his hands and dropped to the floor. His heavy boots hit the wooden floorboards with a hollow thud, and he cushioned the landing with bent knees.

      He swallowed and looked at Keiko, who still held Tommy’s gun in her hand. The muscles in his back, arms, and legs were swollen and fatigued. They felt like heavy Jell-O.

      She put her free hand out, palm up. “The cylinder.”

      Sean reached into his pocket and took out the object. His creative mind ran through three scenarios where he threw it into the air and attempted to take the gun away from either Keiko or Hideo, killed them both, and then ran outside to save Tommy. None of them were realistic options, and he knew that, which is why he simply handed the tube over to the young woman.

      Her fingers curled around it, and she narrowed her eyes. “Back outside,” she said and waved the pistol in the direction of the entrance.

      “You’re welcome,” he said and turned away.

      He hadn’t realized how much warmer it was inside the pagoda until the cold mountain air hit his face again when he crawled out. Tommy was still standing rigidly with his hands by his sides, an odd mixture of being both forlorn and angry written all over his face.

      “You OK, buddy?” Sean asked as he stood up and dusted the snow and dirt off his knees.

      “I’m fine.” His lips barely moved as he uttered the words. There was something distant about his tone and an even more distant look in his eyes.

      Sean didn’t express it, but he was worried about his friend. He’d never seen Tommy this way. Usually, he took everything in stride. And getting rejected by girls was something fairly commonplace, mostly because he didn’t get out there and meet many and as a result didn’t know how to interact well.

      This was different from rejection, though. It was a betrayal. And apparently he thought there was a better chance with this one than with the others.

      Sean didn’t push the issue, instead standing silently next to his friend as Keiko and her assistant reappeared through the portal.

      Once she was in the clear light, she motioned for the Americans to take a step back—she’d leave nothing to chance, especially after seeing what Sean was capable of firsthand.

      Half of her men circled around the Americans, hemming them in a human corral full of pistols and submachine guns.

      Keiko handed her weapon to Hideo and set to work opening the vial. It was small, maybe seven inches long and two inches in diameter. She recognized the symbol on the side of the tube immediately and smiled with satisfaction.

      “You might want to be careful with that,” Tommy blurted out. His voice was cold and uncaring in spite of the warning.

      She looked up from her task with a scowl. “And why is that?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes those little things have the worst booby traps. Could be full of acid gas or something. You never know.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she searched his face for the truth. She only paused for a moment as she studied the caps on both ends. The chain dangled loosely from the cylinder. After a moment’s thought, she squeezed one cap with her fingers and twisted.

      To her relief, the end of the tube unscrewed easier than she’d expected. She’d figured it would be on much tighter for any number of reasons. With the cap off, she let it fall, hanging low near her shins since it was still attached to the other end.

      Inside the vial was a delicate piece of parchment, rolled up into a tiny scroll. She turned the tube upside down and let the paper fall into her hands.

      Tommy and Sean both winced at the reckless treatment of such a historic and fragile document. Tommy swallowed hard, hoping the thing wouldn’t crumble in her gloved hand.

      “Be careful with that,” he said. “One wrong move, and that little piece of paper will fall apart.”

      He had no way of knowing that since he didn’t truly know how old the document was, but Tommy always erred on the side of caution when it came to historic evidence.

      She ignored him and unrolled the parchment, only being mildly cautious as she did so. Holding it at both ends, Keiko examined the surface of the sheet with curious and confused eyes. After a few minutes of failing to comprehend what she was looking at, she turned the scroll toward the two Americans and held it up for them to see.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      Two of her men stepped to the side to give them a better view.

      “Looks like a map,” Sean said.

      “I know it’s a map, idiot. But a map of what?”

      “If I had to guess,” Tommy jumped in, “I’d say it looks like a treasure map.”

      Keiko’s eyes roared. She turned to the man closest to Sean and nodded. The gangster immediately raised his pistol and pointed it at Tommy’s head.

      “Jeez, you are impatient,” Sean said. “Take it easy.” He held both hands out in front of him. “If I had to guess, I’d say it looks like a cave map. Wouldn’t you say that’s about right, Tommy?”

      Tommy responded with a slow nod. “Yep. Definitely looks like a subterranean drawing of some kind.”

      “How do you know that?” she demanded.

      Tommy swallowed before answering. He pointed at the sheet. “You can tell because it isn’t a two-dimensional drawing. The lines are in two dimensions, but there are up and down directions indicated by these dots. Of course that’s just an assumption, but I’d say that means whoever made this was trying to tell whoever found it that this path isn’t just two directions. You have to go down, up, left, and right. In our experience, that’s usually a cave.”

      “And believe me,” Sean added, “we’ve seen our share of caves. I’m kind of getting tired of them to be honest.”

      “Shut up,” Keiko ordered. She turned her attention back to Tommy. “Where is this cave?”

      Tommy leaned forward to get a better look at the parchment. His head went back and forth. “I have no idea. That’s Japanese there on the side. You tell us what it says.”

      “It’s a riddle,” she answered. “It says, ‘To the sky you have risen, and to the earth you descend.’”

      “Sounds like a cave to me.”

      Sean’s eyebrows furrowed. “It doesn’t give a name of a cave, a tunnel, a mountain, any sort of location? Nothing?”

      “No. It’s just another riddle.”

      “Well, without knowing where to go next, I’d say that map is pretty much useless,” Tommy said. He jabbed an irritated finger at the scroll. “There’s only a few thousand caves here in Japan, and all kinds of treasure hunters from all over the world have scoured them in search of the Masamune. So good luck with that.”

      Hideo didn’t need a signal from his boss. He raised his pistol and aimed it straight at Tommy’s face. When he spoke, his tone was cold and matter-of-fact. “Then we have no further use for either of you.”

      Sean eased one foot in front of the other and stood between his friend and the barrel. He remained cool on the outside, even though his heart pounded deep in his chest. “You guys need to settle down with all the threats. That’s, like, six times you all have pointed those guns at us in the last five minutes, not counting when we were inside the pagoda there. If you want to shoot us, go ahead and shoot us, but if you do, you won’t find what you’re looking for.”

      Keiko’s eyes narrowed again. “So you know where this cave is?”

      “I didn’t say that. I’m not saying that.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Hideo answered for Sean. “He’s wasting our time, like a dog begging for one more treat, he’s trying to stall to get in a few last breaths of life. This American doesn’t know anything.”

      “Like a dog?” Sean tilted his head to the right. “Now see, that’s just insulting and quite frankly unnecessary.”

      “Shut up! All of you!” Keiko raged. “Enough games, Sean. Tell me where the cave is. Now.”

      Sean didn’t say anything at first. He just stared back at the entryway of the pagoda. It was a hunch, really. He didn’t know for sure if the cave entrance was there. But it was in keeping with the riddle and some of the other signs he’d noticed when they were inside: the dry air but musty smell, the hollow thud when his boots hit the floorboards as he dropped from above, and then the clue, “to the earth you descend.” If the clue were talking about rising to the sky and descending to the earth, why would those two things have to happen in separate places? Sean saw a flicker of movement in the trees off to his left. Had anyone else noticed it? From their lack of reaction, the answer was a clear no. He shook his head slowly back and forth, signaling to whoever was out there. He had an idea who it might be, but there was no way to be sure. Sean found himself in an odd place, hoping it was Aoki’s man hiding in the trees.

      It took Keiko a moment before she realized what Sean was insinuating. When it hit her, she turned her head to follow the line of his gaze back into the dark interior of the pagoda.

      Tommy glanced at his friend out of the corner of his eye. Part of him hoped Sean was right. Part of him didn’t care if all of them went out in a blaze of glory right now with fists and bullets flying.

      Hideo looked in the direction Keiko and Sean were looking, and more than a few of the other men did the same.

      “If I had to guess,” he said, “I’d say we were just standing right on top of it.”
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      The floorboards inside the pagoda didn’t come up easily despite being held in place by very old wooden pegs. Finally, Sean had the idea of breaking through the boards instead of pulling them up. He and Tommy cringed at the idea of wrecking a historic national monument, but from the looks of it not many people went inside. And when the next monk finally did come for a visit, he’d likely think the floor rotted away.

      Sean stared at the floor. “We need a big rock. As big a rock as three or four of your men can carry.”

      Keiko gave the order, and four of her men disappeared into the woods. Several minutes later they returned with a huge stone that probably weighed 150 pounds. It was covered in mud and snow.

      Tommy wondered how they’d dug it out of the ground, but it was a pointless question to ask.

      “They’ll need to take it inside. If I were to guess, I’d say dropping it dead center would be best. It should be the weakest point, and that rock will go right through.”

      “You hope,” Tommy said.

      “Well, it’s not perfect. Might take a couple of tries. But I’m pretty sure there’s an empty space under that floor.”

      “And if you’re wrong?”

      Sean shrugged and smiled at his friend. “It’s been a good one.”

      Tommy sighed. “I wish I could be so laid back about it.”

      Sean glanced over at his friend with a smug expression. “The cave is there. What you need to be thinking about is how we’re going to get out of this mess once we find whatever’s down there.”

      “Isn’t that usually your department?”

      “I’ll be pondering it too. Just keep your eyes open.”

      Keiko’s men set the stone down on the floor just outside the doorway. Two of them squatted behind it and shoved the rock, moving it back and forth to work it over the threshold. Once it was far enough through, the same two men crawled inside while a third continued to push from the outside. After another few seconds of work, he joined the other two on the inside, and the three men hefted the heavy object off the ground once more. They heaved and grunted, raising it up to about chest level, and then when one gave the signal they simultaneously released the rock.

      The thing crashed through the floor, splintering the aged boards as if it were made of toothpicks. Keiko’s three men all jumped back to avoid the debris. A massive cloud of dust erupted from the damaged floor and rolled out of the reliquary’s entrance.

      Hideo and Keiko both took several steps back to avoid inhaling the dirty air or being covered in dust. All eyes focused on the darkened doorway until the dust settled a few minutes later.

      After a dramatically long wait that seemed to last an eternity, one of the men inside shouted. His words came out in a frantic rush. Sean and Tommy didn’t know exactly what he was saying, but from his excitement they figured there was something of interest under the pagoda’s floor.

      Keiko turned to the two Americans with a slightly impressed look on her face. “It would seem you were correct. There’s a hole in the floor that drops down into the mountain. He says it’s not man-made.”

      Sean’s know-it-all expression beamed. “You should know better than to doubt me.”

      Keiko’s eyes closed slowly and reopened. “Perhaps. But if there is nothing down there and this proves to be a waste of time, you will suffer.”

      “Way ahead of you, sister,” Tommy chimed in.

      Sean made an offer he knew wouldn’t work. “Tell you what. Let us go down there and check it out. If everything is safe and there’s something worth seeing, we’ll come back and get you.”

      She laughed in his face. “My man says there are grooves cut into the rock; a ladder of sorts. We’ll all go down there together. I suggest you don’t try anything foolish.”

      “Foolish? That doesn’t sound like us.”

      Keiko turned and started snapping out orders to her men. The three inside the reliquary took phones out of their coat pockets and turned on the LED lights. Two stood near the hole while the third hovered over the opening. He lowered himself through the shattered boards and disappeared into the cave as the other two watched. A moment later, the man in the hole shouted something back up to the others.

      “He says there’s a tunnel,” Keiko translated. She ordered the other two men into the cave and then turned back to the Americans. “You’re going in next.”

      Back inside the reliquary, Sean and Tommy stared into the cavity at their feet. The cave definitely was a natural occurrence, about six feet in diameter with jagged edges of rock jutting toward the middle from every side. The first three men to enter waited below, their phones shining a bright corona of light onto the ladder cut into the stone. The steps were cut about four to five inches deep, and nearly that high, to make climbing up or down easier. This time of year, the air was much drier than normal, so getting up and down wouldn’t be a problem. However, in the wetter seasons, Sean had experienced his own problems with caves that had vertical entrances.

      As he climbed down the steps, Sean noted the raised bump along the edge of each step. Whoever had carved the rock ladder had possessed the foresight to include a lip to make gripping with fingers easier. Smart.

      He stepped off the ladder and eased his way toward the three men standing in the dark with their lights and guns pointed at him. His hands remained palms out by his sides to make sure they didn’t think he was going to try anything. Even so, the three took a collective step backward just to be safe.

      Tommy made his way quickly down the ladder and stood next to Sean, staring at the three men. “What do you think? We take them right now?”

      The three guys looked at them suspiciously. They obviously didn’t speak English, which Tommy assumed to be the case.

      Sean snorted. “Yeah, if we had a diversion, absolutely. As it is, pretty sure we’d be dead.”

      “I dunno. They don’t look so tough to me.” Tommy eyed them with disdain.

      “Step back,” Keiko’s voice came from behind on the stairs.

      Sean looked over his shoulder at her and complied, moving forward two steps to keep out of her way. Hideo came down next, and after a few minutes all but two of the Yakuza had joined them in the cave tunnel. Sean didn’t need to ask where the other two were or why they weren’t coming down. He assumed Keiko had left them up in the reliquary to keep watch in case someone else showed up. He hoped if someone did, that it wasn’t a pilgrim showing up to worship. Then Sean’s mind snapped back to the person in the trees. If it was Aoki’s guy, he might be able to overpower the two guards above. Of course, the young Yakuza hadn’t been difficult for Sean to overpower, so maybe he was stretching his hopes a bit.

      Keiko cut off his thoughts. “Move, gentlemen. I’d prefer to get out of here before it gets dark.”

      The three in front went ahead, shining their lights into the darkness. Sean and Tommy didn’t dare make a move for their phones. They knew better. Doing something like that would look suspicious and they’d been in enough sticky situations to know what actions to avoid.

      “Another cave,” Sean muttered to his friend.

      “Most of the lost relics and artifacts in the world are found in caves. They make for great hiding places.”

      The tunnel bent to the left and then back to the right, descending down at a gentle slope. The walls were wet, and the rock floor was slick from water trickling down from the ceiling. At first, the corridor was narrow, only four or five feet wide. As the group continued, though, they found that it opened wider. More and more natural cave formations began appearing. Stalactites and stalagmites dripped from the ceiling or grew from the floor next to the walls in their seemingly infinite journey to the opposite.

      The passageway suddenly opened up into a large room, full of the calcified formations. And for the first time upon entering the cave, a problem presented itself to the gangsters. There were two new tunnels imbedded in the far wall.

      “So,” Sean piped up, “which way should we go?” He unzipped his coat and stretched his neck to the left and right.

      One thing he’d learned a long time ago was that the temperature in caves was much more consistent than above ground. Sure, it was cool, usually in the high 50s Fahrenheit, but in this case it was much warmer than where they’d been.

      Keiko pulled the scroll out of her coat pocket and examined it. Uncertain about what to think, she passed it to Tommy, all the while keeping her gun pointed at him. “Tell me. Which way do we go?”

      Sean could tell his friend wanted to tell her where to shove that map, but he resisted, instead taking it reluctantly from her fingers and prying it open. He was much more careful with the document than she’d been. The respect and care for a historic document was imbedded in him.

      He and Sean eyed the sheet. Sean traced a finger along the drawing from where he assumed they’d begun and then stopped where two lines forked out away from the first.

      With a huge layer of sarcasm, he spoke up. “Well, looks to me like this tunnel goes in two directions from here.”

      Tommy couldn’t hold back the snort of laughter as his friend overstated the obvious.

      “Before you go pointing that gun at me again,” Sean stopped her, “I’d guess we have to make a difficult decision at this point.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked. Her eyes were slits, concealing the irritation behind them.

      “Well, you see,” Sean pointed at the line to the right, “this one represents what I think will be a difficult journey. That is illustrated by the jagged drawing. Usually in history when a line is jagged, say, on a cave drawing or an ancient scroll of some kind, it means there are tough times ahead. Whereas this line is smoother, but it appears that taking it will cost us quite a bit more time.” He pointed at the other one that was smoother but looked like it went up and down with dots and circled around to where the lines joined again.

      She drew in a breath and sighed, pondering the options.

      “Which will it be, boss lady?” Tommy asked. “Short and tough or slow and easy?”

      Keiko looked up after a long moment of silent thought. “You decide.” She aimed her weapon at his forehead. “Which way would you go?”

      “I like things to be nice and easy, usually,” he answered. “Although most of my paths in life seem to be fairly difficult. It depends on what the trouble might be if we take the shortcut. There could be any number of dangers, even traps of some kind.”

      “But?”

      He shrugged. “But in the interest of saving time, it might be the best thing to do. You said you want to get back up to top level before it gets dark. Time goes by pretty fast down here, so saving as much as we can is probably for the best.”

      He could tell she was assessing his answer.

      “For the record,” Sean chimed in again, “I agree with him. We should take the shortcut.”

      His reason for the comment was less about saving time and more about hoping they could find a way to use whatever danger the path provided, against the Yakuza.

      “Very well. We will go that way.” She nodded at the three men who’d been leading the way, and they took off toward the tunnel on the right. She peered at the Americans through wary eyes. “But if you’re thinking of leading us into some kind of trap—”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’re gonna pay. We get it,” Sean finished her sentence, which only served to irritate her further. Without saying anything else, she spun around and motioned for them to go ahead of her.

      The tunnel narrowed considerably just a few feet beyond the entrance. And the ground was much wetter, with pockets of mud and silt here and there. They were fortunate to be wearing boots suitable for snow; otherwise normal shoes would be completely ruined in the filth. The passage cut to the left, then right, down, and then back up until the group reached a wall about five minutes into their journey. A piece of the ceiling had collapsed in front of it and provided a step up to a shelf atop the barrier. The first three men clambered up and over the edge. Two of them went ahead while the third waited for the Americans, shining a light on the surface so they could see. He also made sure to keep his gun trained on them.

      Sean hopped up onto the landing and then pulled himself up to where the gangster was waiting. The man cautiously took a step back as Sean joined him. Tommy followed immediately and waited atop the plateau for further instructions.

      Keiko said some words to the man watching the two Americans. Whatever it was, he relayed it to the others who’d already gone over the other side. For a moment there was no answer. Sean and Tommy glanced at each other with curious expressions.

      “Where’d they go?” Tommy whispered.

      “Down there,” Sean pointed into the darkness. “I guess they decided to scout ahead.”

      The lights the men had been using were gone, replaced by a complete void. Then the sound of water splashing echoed through the pitch black and reverberated up to the shelf where the Americans were standing.

      “Was that water?” Sean asked.

      “Sounds like it. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Quiet!” Keiko shouted and then said something in Japanese to the guy with the Americans.

      The man chirped back a reply and glanced over the far edge to see if there was any sign of the other two. A second later, lights began dancing off the walls of the narrow passage. The first of the two appeared with a forlorn look on his face. The other followed shortly behind with a similarly distraught expression.

      The first shook his head and said something quickly to the middle man, who relayed the information to Keiko. She frowned at what she’d heard. Then she turned to Hideo and asked him something. Her right-hand man shrugged and pointed at the Americans.

      “Have them check it out,” he said in English.

      “Have us check out what?” Tommy asked. He didn’t like the sound of that. Usually, when a bad guy wanted to send one of the good guys in to do something, it was because they weren’t sure the situation was safe. Better to lose expendable strangers.

      “It appears there is an underground river just beyond a turn in the tunnel ahead. The ceiling drops down into the water so the only way to get through is to swim. One of you is going to go through and see what’s on the other side.”

      Both Americans balked at the idea.

      Sean spoke up first. “That water has to be way too cold. Even if we make it to the other side and back, we’ll die of hypothermia. You need special gear to do a job like that, preferably a dry suit.”

      “Yeah, not a good call,” Tommy said. “Not to mention we don’t know how far it is to the other side, and once we get there we won’t be able to see what’s there.”

      Hideo fished a flashlight out of his coat pocket and tossed it up to Tommy, who fumbled it for a second before securing it out of the air.

      He turned his head and glanced questioningly at Sean.

      Before he could say anything, Sean turned his attention back to Keiko. “Why don’t we take the other route? That way no one has to die. Say I make it to the other side of the wall down there. OK, great. Now what, you’re all going to come through? Not a chance. Some of your men will drown. And those who don’t will freeze to death. Including you,” he jabbed a finger at her. “Might be a good idea if we turn back and take the long way.”

      She started to object, but he cut her off. “I know you want to save time, so you may as well start marching because the longer we stand here and debate about it, the darker it’s going to be when we get back topside.”

      Keiko stared at him for a long moment, assessing his statement.

      “If it makes you feel better,” Sean added, “Tommy and I can run ahead of the rest of you and check it out. You know, make sure everything’s clear.”

      She sneered at him and started barking out orders for the others. The men in the rear spun around and started trudging back the way they’d come. The one with Sean and Tommy on the shelf jabbed Sean in the back with his gun.

      “OK, OK. I got ya. We’re heading the other way.” He looked down at Keiko, who was steaming like a cup of hot tea on a cold winter morning. “I don’t know why you look so angry. You’re making a good decision here.”

      He could tell she couldn’t wait to kill him. He’d seen that look before when his sarcastic wit started to rub to the bone. He’d gone beyond that, grating on every last nerve she had. In some cultures, sarcasm didn’t translate so well from English to another language. In the case of Keiko, she knew enough to understand fully.

      Sean hopped down from the plateau and marched ahead. Tommy followed behind, passing the female gang leader and her henchmen to catch up with his friend. When he did, he whispered to Sean in a tone only the two of them could hear.

      “Nice work getting us out of that. I guess you bought us some time.”

      “Yeah,” Sean said. He glanced over his shoulder and then diverted his eyes straight ahead. “I just wish I knew how much.”
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      After making their way back up to the fork in the cave, the group turned right and filed into the other passage. Like the other corridor, it was narrow and descended downward—at a much steeper angle at first—before sloping up again. The tunnel then bent to the left, taking them farther away from where they assumed their destination would be, at least based on their previous direction.

      Sean considered jumping the guy in front of him, bashing the man’s skull against the jagged rock wall, taking his gun, and blasting his way out. He immediately discounted the notion. By the time he’d wrested the gun from the unconscious gangster, Tommy—behind him—would have been shot dead, followed shortly by Sean. As much as he hated waiting, Sean was good at it. He had a fisherman’s patience, which probably came from years of fishing with his Uncle Ben when he was younger.

      The first time he’d ever gone out with his bushy-bearded uncle, the biggest lesson young Sean learned was patience. They’d stood there for hours on the banks of a small lake in the mountains of East Tennessee. The day had grown long, and dusk was approaching, as were a legion of dark, roiling clouds. Of course, Ben had been catching fish all day. Brim and largemouth bass were champing at the bit to get a taste of what he offered on his line. Meanwhile, Sean barely had a nibble. The raindrops started pecking away at the rippling water at first—a sprinkled warning of what was about to come. Sean turned to Ben and asked if they should go, but his uncle shook his head. The words his uncle said to him at that moment carried with Sean all his life, and likely always would.

      “Just give it a little more time. If you’re patient, your chance will come.”

      As if said by a prophet from the Bible, mere minutes later Sean saw the bobber on his fishing line dive beneath the surface. He was so excited, it was all he could do to not panic and jerk the rod back. But he didn’t. Remembering what Uncle Ben had told him before, he suppressed the adrenaline and calmly twisted the rod’s tip to the right and began reeling it in.

      Sean’s parents had already left the camping area to head home. But as his uncle guided the jeep down the mountain in a deluge that would have impressed even Noah, there was nothing that could squelch the pride on Sean’s face.

      He recalled the event as the group continued their march through the cave’s eerie darkness. Just give it a little more time, he recited Ben’s words in his head. Your chance will come.

      The path started to curve back to the right but again veered left, sending the group back off course. After fifteen minutes of hiking, Keiko yelled out an order for the men in front to stop.

      Sean and Tommy turned around, wondering what the problem could be.

      “What now?” Sean asked.

      “We are going the wrong way,” Keiko answered.

      “This is the only way. Unless you want to go back and risk drowning or freezing to death.”

      She shook her head. “The direction we were going before was far away from this.”

      Sean risked getting shot and took a step toward her. “Give me the map,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Keiko hesitated for a moment. She deliberated and then finally passed it over to him. Sean held it up and pointed to the line representing the path they were on. “See here?” he asked. “This thing circles all the way around. I told you it would take longer to go this way. But we’ll get there.”

      He analyzed the drawing and then said, “It looks like we are close to here,” he tapped the paper. “Which means we don’t have far to go. OK?” He shoved the scroll back into her hand and turned around to start marching again.

      Keiko said nothing but motioned for her men in front to once again begin moving. The path wound its way back to the right after another three minutes of walking. Both the Americans were surprised at how smooth the floor was. It had bumps, crevices, and cracked spots, but for the most part it was an easy walk. Most of the mud had been closer to the cave entrance, leaving them an easier task of navigating the damp rock underfoot.

      Eventually, the tunnel opened up into another room. At first it was difficult to see how large the space was. The darkness engulfed the tiny phone lights like a sea monster swallowing a rowboat. The LEDs did little to penetrate the black air, only brushing the nearest walls a few dozen feet away. When everyone had arrived in the middle of the room, the combined power of the lights made seeing the surroundings easier, but still their beams didn’t touch the farthest reaches of the enormous cavern.

      The room was an huge natural formation. More stalactites and stalagmites surrounded the group on all sides, these much longer and taller than those they’d seen previously. A musty scent of old water and ancient rock filled the air. It was a smell all caves seemed to possess, at least in Sean’s experience. The faint sound of rushing water filled the room, a signal that the other tunnel was somewhere nearby. Sean couldn’t help but wonder how much shorter the other route was. In spite of his curiosity, he hoped he and his friend didn’t get to find out.

      Keiko’s men fanned out to investigate the area while she and Hideo kept a close eye on the two Americans. The men continued to spread out, inspecting the walls and corners of the room. One of them shouted something back at Keiko.

      “He says this room just keeps going,” she translated for Tommy and Sean.

      She stared wide eyed at the incredible work of nature. It was obvious that being from the city, she’d probably never seen anything like this in her life. Most of the men probably hadn’t either.

      “What’s that?” Tommy blurted. He pointed to something in the far left corner of the room.

      A second later, the man closest to it turned around and shouted back.

      Sean’s heart pounded a little faster. It always did whenever he and Tommy found something of historical significance, especially something that had been hidden from the world for a long time.

      Keiko turned to Hideo. “Watch these two,” she said.

      He nodded, and she trotted over to where the anomaly had been spotted. Her man was standing over something with a glittering surface, staring down at it. She slowed to a stop next to him and shone her light at the object.

      She looked back at Hideo and ordered him to bring the Americans over to her.

      “You heard her,” Hideo said. He wagged his pistol to reiterate the command.

      The two friends walked slowly toward her as several of the other gangsters were starting to hover around the area as well.

      “It’s a shrine,” she said, pointing down.

      The shrine was diminutive, only a few feet tall. It consisted of a torii with faded greenish beams supporting a red one over top of the gate. Underneath the crossbeam, a golden Buddha statue sat smiling at the first light it had probably seen in over seventy years.

      “Yep, it’s a shrine all right,” Tommy agreed. “Now what?”

      “You tell me,” Keiko demanded. “Where is the sword?”

      “If I may venture a guess,” Sean piped in, “I’d say it’s not here. But before you get all huffy and puffy, maybe we should take a look.”

      He took a step forward with all eyes on him and knelt down at the little place of prayer. A half-burned candle was positioned next to the idol. It likely hadn’t been burned since the person who placed it there had visited.

      “It’s another shrine to the god of the mountain,” Tommy said. “Common in these parts of the country, as we discussed before. Although I’ve never heard of one being placed in a cave like this, I’m sure it’s not the first.” He scratched his chin. “Kind of poetic, actually, that they would place it here.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Whoever placed this here wanted to put it close to the heart of the mountain. If there is or was something here, it must have been extremely important.”

      “The Honjo Masamune,” she whispered.

      “Maybe,” Sean interrupted. “Or maybe it’s just another clue.”

      He tilted the base of the little statue back by pinching the head and pushing. Underneath it, a new object came into view in the sterile glow of the phone lights. He reached out and picked up the golden disk.

      “What is that?” Keiko asked, instantly curious.

      “It's a coin of some kind.” Sean knew she was going to take it from him so he took as many mental photos as he could.

      The golden disk was about an inch in diameter and maybe an eighth of an inch thick. On one side, a picture of a building was engraved into the surface. It was framed by another torii, as if the artist was standing in the perfect position to create that view. The other side featured a short sequence of characters that Sean couldn’t read. In spite of that fact, he was awed by the incredibly intricate craftsmanship of the engraver. Every character was perfect and all of equal size.

      “Give it to me,” Keiko interrupted Sean’s moment of admiration.

      He pressed the coin into her palm and took a step back. Two men were behind him against the wall. The rest were surrounding Keiko and Tommy. Right about now would be a good time for a diversion. He wished he had one of those flash bang disks from his friend at DARPA, but the few he’d brought along on the trip were up in the reliquary.

      “There’s some stuff on the back I couldn’t read, obviously,” Sean said.

      Keiko went over the lines and then translated. “Find the master, and recite the prayer of power.”

      Sean and Tommy twisted their heads toward each other. Their faces mirrored an expression of sarcastic curiosity with lips puckered and eyes wide.

      Sean looked back at Keiko. Her face was almost ghost-like in the creepy darkness. “Well, what do you know? Another riddle. That’s interesting.” He laid the sarcasm on thick. Based on the bewildered, drawn expression on her face, Sean could tell that coin had just bought them some more time. Keiko had no idea what it meant.

      Again, she pointed her weapon at Sean. “Where is this place, the one on the coin? What is it?”

      “Looks like a shrine. Could be any of them. Your country’s got, like, a thousand or something crazy. So who knows?”

      Keiko’s facial muscles relaxed, and she cocked her head to the side. “Well, I guess we won’t need you anymore.”

      Her finger tensed on the trigger. Sean could see it start to pull back, and he readied himself for the blast.

      “No, wait,” Tommy stepped between the two. “We can figure it out.” He held his hands up at shoulder level. “If you kill us, you’ll never get the sword. We just need some time. And you’re going to have to let us contact our research team back in Atlanta.”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. You must think I’m stupid.”

      Tommy tilted his head to the side and started to say, “Well…” but he refrained. Sean listened to his friend as he pled their case.

      “Maybe our friends in Atlanta can figure this out for us. But only they can do it. They have access to software that can cross-reference every known shrine in the area with the image on that coin. But we’re going to have to call them.” He paused for a second and added, “And we’re going to need a computer to send them an image of the coin.”

      Keiko considered the proposal. The Americans knew it was a long shot. Any number of things could go haywire if they were permitted to call anyone. All it would take was a word and wherever they were would be crawling with police. While Keiko had a good number of the police in Tokyo on her payroll, out here in the northwest her resources were limited.

      She passed the coin over to Hideo. “Do you recognize this place?” Keiko asked. She kept her eyes on the Americans, staring at them with a gaze that told them if her second in command did know, they would both die right here in the cave.

      Hideo analyzed it carefully as one of the other men held a light over it to give him a better view. He flipped it back and forth, inspecting the image and the writing. The seconds ticked by like a sledgehammer on an anvil. Sean and Tommy both prayed silently that the gangster had no clue what he was looking at. The smug expression of confidence on Keiko’s face didn’t exactly give them a great deal of hope.

      Finally, after what seemed like days, Hideo passed the disk back to his boss and shook his head. “Sorry, madame. I don’t know where that is. I’ve seen several shrines, but I don’t recall that one.”

      The Americans didn’t sigh, instead keeping their feelings hidden. But inside, they were flooded with relief.

      Keiko’s face drooped with disappointment. “Shame,” she said. “I was hoping to get rid of this excess baggage right here. Looks like you two will have a little more time to live. But don’t worry, you'll meet your end soon enough. We will return to the city. When we get there, you will call your team in the United States. If you utter a single word that is suspicious, or doesn’t have anything to do with the image on this coin or the writing on it, you will die. If you mention anything about needing help, calling the police, or any words other than getting the location of this shrine, I will kill you myself. Are we clear?” Her voice echoed through the massive chamber and faded off into the abyss.

      The two friends nodded slowly.

      “Good. Now move. I’m growing tired of this ridiculous puzzle.”

      She said a few words to the men in the rear, and they immediately spun around and started back toward the tunnel. Sean and Tommy simultaneously turned their heads toward each other and exchanged relieved yet questioning glances, as if to say, “What do we do now?”

      As the big group made their way back through the pitch-black passage, Sean continued to wonder where the person was that he’d seen in the forest. If it was Aoki’s guy, why hadn’t he done anything yet? Maybe he was waiting for the perfect moment. If he kept waiting, the moment would never come. But after the group reached the rock ladder, climbed back up to the reliquary, and were back out in the cold, dry air, no rescue had come. The two guards left at the pagoda were clearly tired of being in the frigid air, but they reported seeing nothing out of the ordinary.

      They trudged through the snow, back down the trail to the parking area, and still Sean saw no sign of the mysterious figure. His head turned back and forth as he searched the trees but found nothing.

      Tommy noticed what his friend was doing. He could tell Sean was looking for something but what it was, he didn’t know. “What are you looking for?” he whispered as they descended the final steps to where the first vehicle was parked.

      Sean shook his head. “Nothing.” He was bewildered but kept his composure. “Just hoping for a miracle.”
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      The Americans weren’t surprised to discover that the hotel Keiko’s men were in was only a few blocks away from where they’d been originally staying. When the convoy of Yakuza vehicles arrived back in the city, they filed their way into the rear parking area, which was a six-story garage filled with cars. The first men out swept the area to make sure no random people were milling about and then returned to give the all-clear.

      Entering the building was quick and efficient. No one seemed to pay any notice to the group, and if they did, they probably knew better than to draw any attention to themselves.

      Keiko left the majority of her men in the SUVs, choosing to only bring Hideo and two others into the hotel for additional security. It wouldn’t make much sense to bring more than a dozen people into the building. If no one was suspicious before, they certainly would be if they saw a group that size enter.

      For as innocent as she’d played during her little ruse, Keiko had turned out to be a cunning villain. She didn’t make many mistakes, which was beginning to concern Sean.

      Once they were in the hotel, she nodded at Hideo and ordered him to set up a laptop. The shaved-headed man nodded curtly and stepped over to a corner near the window where a black bag sat on the floor. He picked it up and pulled out the computer, set it on the desk, and flipped it open. The screen flickered to life, and after he entered the access password he stepped off to the side.

      Until that moment, Keiko had concealed her weapon inside her coat. She brandished it again as one of her men helped her remove her outer layers since there was no need for winter wear in the warmth of the hotel room. She was wearing a tight T-shirt with a skull on the front. For the first time, the Americans noticed the top portions of her gang tattoos peeking out from under the shirt’s collar. It was the telltale sign of the Yakuza. While they had room for personal expression, there was a uniformity to all the body art the gang required of its members.

      Tommy noted the splotches of ink on her skin but said nothing. He was disgusted now more than anything, though anger still boiled inside of him. Part of it was due to the fact that he’d been so blind. But Sean had been fooled too, and that was no easy task. He consoled himself with that reminder, telling himself that if Sean couldn’t see it coming, no one could.

      She nodded at Tommy. “Well?”

      He shrugged. “Well, what?”

      “Call your friends. But remember what I said. If you try anything, say anything I don’t approve of, I will kill you right here.”

      Tommy snorted and called her bluff. “You’re not going to fire that thing in this room. Everyone on this entire floor would hear it. The place would be crawling with cops within five minutes.”

      She raised her eyebrows as if to say, “Really?” Her free hand reached out to the side with palm up. One of the other henchmen reached into his coat pocket and produced a suppressor. He placed it in her hand, and within twenty seconds the silencer was fitted into place. Her face tightened with menace. “No one will hear a thing,” she said.

      Tommy pursed his lips and nodded. “Right.”

      He slid into the chair and checked out the computer. Then he turned back to her. “I’m going to need my phone. They may not answer if they don’t recognize the number. But if they see it’s me, they will pick up right away.”

      The gangsters had taken the Americans’ phones earlier as a safety precaution before loading them into the SUVs at Mount Haguro. Keiko drew in a long irritated breath and then turned to one of the men and gave him an approving nod. She said something in Japanese, which must have meant, “Give him his phone,” because the guy reached into an inner pocket and pulled it out.

      Tommy eyed her suspiciously as he tapped the contact for the laboratory in Atlanta. He didn’t even think to consider what time it was back on the East Coast. They would be nearly a day behind, so he figured Tara and Alex would be in the building, as they almost always were.

      Tommy put the device on speaker to alleviate Keiko’s suspicions during the conversation. The phone only rang twice before Tara picked up.

      She answered in her usually perky voice. “Hey, Tommy, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Trouble, Sean and I are doing fine over here. We just needed to ask you a question about something we found.”

      Tara paused for a second and then responded. “OK, what can we do for you?”

      “I’ll just cut through the chase since I know you’re busy and we’d really like to figure this out quickly.”

      Keiko’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

      Tommy continued. “We found a golden disk in a cave out in the northwestern mountains here in Japan.”

      “A golden disk?”

      “Yeah. It’s a coin of some type, but we’ve never seen anything like it.”

      They could hear her pecking away at her keyboard through the speaker. “And you say you found it in a cave?”

      “Yep. It has some writing on the back that we’ve already translated, but the image on the surface is a little confusing. We think it’s a clue as to where we’re supposed to go next, but we have no idea where it is.”

      “OK. What’s the image?”

      “I’m going to take a picture of it and send it to you. Give me a second.”

      “Okeydokey. I’m ready.”

      Tommy looked up at Keiko and put out his hand, demanding the coin. She glared at him, surprised by what seemed like a sudden change of plans. He was insistent with his tone. “I have to send them a picture, or none of this works,” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Tara asked.

      “Nothing, just talking to myself. I have the coin here somewhere. Just trying to remember which pocket.”

      Sean watched the entire thing transpire. His friend was handling himself well under the circumstances. And Sean continued to keep an eye open for a chance to take the weapon from Hideo, who stood only a few feet away with eyes locked on him.

      Keiko relented and withdrew the coin from her pants pocket. She handed to him cautiously, like a zookeeper tossing a T-bone to a lion, and then stepped back.

      Tommy nodded graciously, opened up the photo app on his phone, and snapped a quick picture. A few taps of the screen later, and the image zipped away to Tara’s email.

      “I just sent it to your email,” he said.

      A ding came through from the other end of the line, telling everyone that the email had arrived.

      “Got it,” she said.

      The keyboard clicked several times again before she spoke up. “Wow. That is incredible. You’ve got that thing right now?”

      “Yeah. Pretty amazing craftsmanship, right?”

      “Definitely. Though I’d say it doesn’t look very old.”

      “It’s not. Less than a hundred years.”

      “That makes sense.” She went silent for a moment, and the sound of a mouse clicking and more keys being pecked came through the speaker once more. “I’m scanning the image now and cross-referencing it with images from the Internet. Should only take a minute.”

      The IAA computers were some of the best on the planet. And Tommy made sure his team’s equipment was updated every six months to keep ahead of the curve. With top-of-the-line quantum processors, Tara and Alex could find answers to things that would take a normal computer hours of searching—maybe even days.

      Within forty-five seconds, Tara spoke up. “Looks like we have a match.”

      “Gimme what you got.”

      “I’m double checking this image with the one the computer pulled off the web. Give me one second.” The mouse clicked two more times, and then she came back on. “Yeah, I’d say this is definitely it. Looks like a perfect duplicate.”

      Tommy tried to remain patient, as much as he could with a gun pointed at his head. “Where is it?”

      “This is the Fushimi Inari-taisha Shrine. It’s almost dead center of mainland Japan, in Kyoto. Where are you guys right now?”

      “Sendai, in the north.”

      “Oh, yeah. OK. It’s going to be south and west of where you are. Need me to send you directions?”

      Tommy could tell she was half kidding. She knew he could find his way around almost anywhere in the world, especially now with the benefit of GPS. He laughed uncomfortably. “No, I’m good.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “No, I think that’s all,” he said. “We just needed to know where to go next. Thanks for your help. We appreciate it.”

      “No problem. Always happy to assist.”

      He ended the call and turned to the laptop. Tommy’s fingers flew across the keyboard as he typed in the name of the shrine. It took him a few guesses to get the spelling correct, but eventually the search engine helped him get it right.

      “What are you doing now?” Keiko asked. She moved an inch closer to make sure he wasn’t doing anything suspicious.

      “Relax. I’m looking up this shrine.”

      He clicked the first result on the search page, and dozens of images filled the screen: red toriis, trails, and a massive structure with sloping roofs just beyond one of the crimson gates. In most of the images, hundreds of people were gathered around the structure, some tourists, some probably parishioners there to worship. Either way, both Americans knew that could be a logistical issue for the gangsters.

      “Looks like an awful lot of people visit that place,” Sean voiced the concern he knew Keiko might have been considering. “Will be difficult to get in there with all your men and guns.”

      She remained stoic. “Leave that to me.” She turned to Hideo and said, “We leave for Kyoto at once. Take these two back out to the cars. I want to arrive before midnight.”

      Hideo gave a curt nod and waved his gun, signaling the Americans to get moving. Tommy stood up and stepped to the side. No one noticed as his left hand brushed over his phone and picked it up, concealing it in his palm as his hand disappeared into his coat sleeve. It was a pickpocket trick he’d learned a long time ago. Typically, he only used it for fun to mess with friends. On this occasion, it proved to be useful. The other two opened the door, and one stepped out and stood guard as the little procession made its way back out into the hall. Keiko lingered behind for a moment to put her coat back on.

      As Sean crossed the threshold of the room, she stopped them. “Wait.”

      He spun around and looked back at her. She stepped toward them with her pistol leveled. She directed her question at Tommy. “Did you really think I didn’t see what you just did?”

      Tommy’s eyebrows lowered. “What do you mean?”

      She put her hand out. “Give me your phone.”

      He sighed. “You saw that, huh? And here I thought I was getting pretty good at that sort of thing.” He reluctantly tossed her the device.

      Keiko snatched it out of the air and put it back in her pocket. Her eyes opened wide, and she pushed her head forward. “Get moving. We don’t have all night.”

      The group made their way back to the rear parking lot and stepped out of the elevator onto the fifth floor. A cold gust of wind blasted through the openings at the end of the garage, sending a chill down everyone’s spine. The SUVs were only sixty feet away from the elevator doors. As they started to walk over to the vehicles, the sound of tires screeching on concrete reverberated through the area. It drew closer and closer, approaching in what must have been a hurried pace. The noise was accompanied by that of multiple engines revving, causing the six to stop in place.

      Suddenly, a black Mercedes sedan appeared around the bend in the driveway at the other end of the lot. Another came into view just after it, followed by three others. The first car sped across the concrete until the driver slammed on the brakes thirty feet away from Sean and Tommy’s position.

      The two Americans looked at each other with questioning eyes. Keiko swallowed hard, but her two captives didn’t notice. They did, however, see Hideo take an exaggerated step to the side, which told Sean all he needed to know. Whoever was in the car wasn’t with Keiko.

      The driver’s side door of the front car opened first, followed immediately by the rear door on the same side. A man with a buzz cut stepped out from behind the wheel and waited for the person in the back. The other cars were lined up in single file behind the lead sedan, and every one of them emptied quickly, spewing forth men in sunglasses, white shirts, and black jackets. They all produced guns, mostly H&K submachine guns and Glock 9mm pistols, aiming them at the six people near the elevators. Sean was fairly certain he’d never seen a cloned human being, but these guys were the next best thing.

      Dramatically, a black Italian leather shoe stepped out of the lead car’s rear door. It was shined to a perfect gloss and was followed by a second. The man attached to the shoes exited the vehicle and stood up straight behind the door and its darkly tinted window. His hair was thick and matched the color of his suit and shoes. He was probably in his mid- to late forties, if Sean had to guess.

      Surveying the area, Sean didn’t see the man who claimed to work for Aoki. A sickening feeling crept into his gut as he realized the man he was looking for was nowhere to be found. That meant these new guys weren’t working for Aoki. They were something else entirely.

      The guy in the suit crossed his arms and stared at Keiko. “How is the search for my sword going, Keiko? Are you making progress?”

      “Taka,” she stuttered. “What are you doing here?” Her voice trembled as she asked the question. “I was going to call you to inform you of our progress. We just learned the location of the sword and were about to go to retrieve it.”

      “For me?” he asked. His eyes searched her for the truth that it appeared he already knew.

      Her head half nodded, half shook back and forth. “Yes. Of course for you. It is in a shrine in Kyoto. We were just about to—”

      “About to go retrieve it for me? Yes, I know. You just said that.”

      Taka took a few slow, tense steps forward.

      Sean realized what was going on as soon as Keiko had said the man’s name. She’d lied to them, again. Keiko wasn’t running the operation. And Taka didn’t work for her. She was using all of them to get the sword for herself. To what end, Sean didn’t know for sure, but if he had to guess he’d say it was a power play on her part.

      “I’m wondering,” Taka said. “What was your plan once you acquired the Honjo Masamune? Were you going to try to kill me and take over my position?”

      She shook her head quickly, defensively. “No. Of course not.”

      He stopped walking twenty feet away from the group and put his hands behind his back. “I think you’re lying, Keiko. And you’re playing me for a fool. If there’s one thing I won’t tolerate in my organization, it’s dishonesty.”

      Sean and Tommy felt the urge to comment on the irony of the man’s statement, considering he ran an organized crime syndicate, but they thought better of it and kept quiet.

      Sean did take note of the two henchmen to his right and Tommy’s left. All of their focus was on Taka and his men. He shifted one of his feet back a little, a centimeter at a time so that the guy closest to him wouldn’t notice.

      Keiko’s voice was starting to sound desperate. “I know you’re not a fool, Taka. I swear. I would never betray you. I gave you my uncle. It was I who brought this information to you. It will make you an unstoppable force in the Yakuza underworld. Your rule will be unquestioned.” Her pleas were a stark contrast to the domineering confidence she’d expressed just moments before in the hotel, and in the cave earlier.

      Taka clicked his tongue and held up a warning finger. “I know all that, my dear. And I appreciate your help. It was your idea to find the sword. And I appreciate your help in getting the information from your uncle. But Hideo here has told me everything.” He motioned at the shaved-headed man who had stepped clear of the line of fire. “Did you really think my friend of all these years would betray me for you?”

      “Taka, please,” she begged. “You’re making a big mistake.”

      “Silence!” he roared. “I’ve heard enough of your lies. I brought you in. I made you Yakuza. I shared everything with you. And this is how you repay me?” His voice bounced off the concrete walls and ceiling, filling the air with his rage.

      He calmed himself for a moment and straightened his jacket in an attempt to look dignified. “Now, where are you going with these two? Where is the sword?”

      Keiko swallowed. She was about to answer but paused. Sean noticed movement near one of the cars close to the end of Taka’s convoy. “Yes,” she said. “I used you and your resources to help me find the sword. Yes, I am going to overthrow you. The Yakuza will kneel before me, their new queen. And no one will be able to stop me.” The confession was bold. And Sean knew why.

      “Buddy?” he whispered.

      “I see them,” Tommy answered.

      “Time to find cover.”
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      A gun popped at the end of the line of sedans, and one of Taka’s men dropped to the ground. In a second, he and the others instinctively spun around to see where the attack had come from.

      The gangsters next to Tommy and Sean raised their weapons to fire at the Yakuza leader, but the Americans lunged at them, both planting shoulders into the would-be shooters before they could pull the triggers. The tandem crashed to the concrete as Keiko turned to Hideo, her pistol at waist level. Hideo already had his gun aimed at her, and he would have shot her dead at point-blank range if not for a freak occurrence.

      As Sean drove his opponent into the ground, the man’s trigger finger twitched. Just before the guy’s head smacked against the hard surface, the muzzle erupted with a bang and sent the chambered round into Hideo’s knee.

      Hideo howled in pain, reaching down with his free hand to grasp the destroyed kneecap. The hand with the pistol wavered and gave Keiko the chance she needed to eliminate him. She fired twice from the hip, planting a bullet in Hideo’s chest and stomach. Then she raised the gun and finished him with a shot to the head.

      He collapsed to the ground, bent in half at the knees as he fell over backward.

      Taka had already turned and started running back to his car. Gunfire boomed through the garage. The constant popping was amplified by the surrounding concrete and steel. Taka’s men were firing on the rest of Keiko’s troops who had exited their SUVs and flanked the unsuspecting newcomers. Four of Taka’s men were already dead, and the situation wasn’t getting any better. He ran past his driver and dove into the back seat as the man continued firing toward the rear of the convoy.

      Keiko stalked toward the front car with big strides. Her pistol was outstretched as she took aim at the Yakuza leader. She squeezed the trigger over and over again, but her jarring movements caused her volley to be inaccurate. One of the stray rounds struck Taka’s driver in the back of the neck, and he fell forward against the open rear door just as his boss disappeared into the back seat. For a long moment, the driver clutched the top of the window with both hands. As his strength waned, his fingers loosened, and he slid down to the ground, leaving a dark streak of crimson on the glass and paint.

      Tommy hadn’t had the good fortune Sean did when he struck the man closest to him. While Sean’s had been knocked out cold, Tommy’s target landed on his shoulder and immediately twisted his arms and torso to point the gun in the American’s direction.

      Tommy grabbed both wrists and squeezed hard as he pushed and pulled, desperately trying to keep the gun’s barrel from lining up with his face. The gangster grunted and tightened his muscles in an attempt to steady his aim, but Tommy was much larger and considerably stronger. Even so, with Tommy straddling him, the guy put up an unrelenting fight. The man’s arms started to shake from the exertion. His muscles would give out soon, and Tommy knew the gangster was getting desperate. His arms flailed wildly back and forth to try to throw the American off him. The fight had gone on long enough, and Tommy reverted to the only move he could use in such a stalemate. He leaned back, pulling the man off the ground and then lurched forward.

      The American’s forehead drove hard into the gangster’s nose, shattering it in several places and driving part of the bone back into his face. Blood spurted out of the nostrils, and the man instantly dropped the gun and grabbed for his broken appendage. The dark red liquid seeped through the cracks between his fingers, and he yelped in agony. Tommy reached back with a tight fist and plowed it into the man’s jaw, knocking him out with a single blow.

      He stood up, panting for breath as he stared at the guy to make sure he was out cold, then grabbed the pistol lying on the ground a foot away from a limp hand.

      Sean rushed over to his friend and looked down at the unconscious gangster. “Nice work,” he said.

      Tommy was still breathing heavily. “Thanks. What took you so long?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      A stray bullet zipped between the two and struck the elevator door behind them with a thud.

      “Over there,” Sean said, pointing at a car parked against the wall nearby. Hideo lay motionless near the bumper, his eyes fixed on a random point in the ceiling.

      The two Americans sprinted over to the car and dove behind it for cover as the hailstorm of bullets continued to fly through the air.

      Sean risked a peek around the rear bumper of their hiding place and saw Keiko stalking toward the open rear door of car number one. He raised the weapon he’d picked up from his guard and squeezed the trigger. The shot missed, and the round pinged into the front quarter panel. Keiko somehow heard the recoil amid the sound of dozens of weapons. Or maybe she heard the bullet hit the car. Whatever the reason, she spun around and saw Sean taking aim at her. She whipped her pistol around and fired three rounds at his position, sending him ducking for cover behind the car once more.

      Keiko turned her attention back to Taka. She arrived at the door and swerved around it with the weapon extended. He was sitting across the back seat and holding a huge hand cannon at arm’s length. Taka squeezed the trigger as she came into view, but she kept moving, spinning out of the way. The blast sounded like a massive explosion coming from the confines of the car. He shot twice, but with his target gone was forced to wait for her to reappear.

      She slid around the back of the car, keeping her eyes on the gun battle blazing between Taka’s men and her own. She was pleased to see that his troops were losing; only four remained while she’d only lost three. Creeping low around the back quarter panel, Keiko reached the rear door and was about to open it, hoping it would send Taka spilling onto the ground. But the door opened from the inside instead.

      Taka had anticipated her move and as soon as he saw her through the bottom edge of the side mirror, he opened the door and pointed his pistol through the gap. She rolled out of the way, and he missed twice more.

      Now he only had two shots left in the big revolver. It was one of the reasons she never liked those weapons: They didn’t hold enough ammunition. Even so, a single hit from a gun like that would be devastating.

      She rolled all the way to the front tire and stopped with her arms extended, aiming her weapon at the rear door. Keiko kept her breathing steady so she wouldn’t waver. It was a chess match now. What did Taka think she would try next? Go through the other side again or come back to the door she just tried? That’s what he’d assume. He’d figure she was going in for the point-blank kill shot. What he didn’t anticipate was her attacking from the front.

      The car shifted once and then again. He was probably inside moving back and forth, checking both sides.

      Keiko’s eyes narrowed, and she shimmied back to the front bumper, keeping low as she did so. The car continued to wobble. She knew Taka was getting paranoid now. He must have been panicking, switching from one side to the other, wondering which side she would come from next.

      She pushed herself up off the ground and calmly extended the pistol, aiming through the windshield at the back seat. It wouldn’t be bulletproof. She knew that much. Taka was too full of himself to think he needed such protection. His ego wouldn’t allow it. Plus bulletproofing everything made vehicles too heavy, almost impractical to drive. Keiko knew of no Yakuza members who took those measures simply because it was impractical.

      She closed one eye and lined up her gun’s sights with the man in the back seat. He was looking out one side when he caught sight of her with his peripheral vision. His reaction was much too slow. When his shoulder jerked to the left to bring his big gun around, she’d already started to pull the trigger.

      The muzzle flashed over and over again, faster and faster, peppering the windshield until the whole thing was a tangled mess of spiderweb cracks stretching from one side to the other. The epicenter was a collection of bullet holes, all tightly grouped between the driver and passenger seats. She lowered the weapon, its muzzle seeping hazy smoke and its magazine empty.

      All movement in the car ceased, and she paused for a moment to stare at the carnage. Then she stepped around to the back of the car and looked inside. Taka was lying across the seat. His right hand hung out of the door, loosely clutching his big shiny gun. His eyes were vacant, staring blankly out at nothing. A little trickle of blood oozed from the corner of his mouth. His chest and shoulders had taken the brunt of her barrage. At least one or two rounds had pierced his heart, ending his life instantly.

      It was an oddly serene moment as she stared down at her lifeless rival, the man who’d brought her into this world she now controlled. Guns popping from farther down the line brought her back to the fight at hand. There were only two men left from Taka’s crew, and she still had nine. They were moving in to pin down the last two standing, flanking them by using the cars in the convoy for cover.

      Keiko watched with grim satisfaction as one of Taka’s men ran out of ammunition. He turned and started to run for the rear drive of the garage but was cut down after only five steps.

      The last guy saw his comrade fall, taking multiple shots in the back. He knew there was no way out, no way to win. Determined and desperate, he stood up from his hiding spot and started firing at will, taking aim at every target he could. One of Keiko’s men took a round to the shoulder and spun to the ground in pain. But the others opened fire, tearing the last of Taka’s troops apart. His body shuddered from round after round as it ripped through his muscles and organs. Eventually, he dropped to the ground and gurgled his last breath.

      Keiko stepped away from the car and walked quickly toward her men. “Magazine,” she ordered the one nearest her. He reached into his jacket and produced what she wanted. With the press of a button, Keiko ejected the empty one from her weapon and slid the new one in with a click. She pulled back the slide and turned toward the elevators.

      “Sean? Tommy? Are you still here?” She paused for a second and let her words echo through the garage. The acrid scent of burned gunpowder loomed in the air amid a cloud of bluish-gray smoke. She didn’t wait for them to answer. “I know you are. I can see your feet underneath that car. Throw down your weapons, and come out. Maybe I’ll let you live.”

      Sean and Tommy stayed in their hiding spot, crouching low to keep cover.

      “What now?” Tommy whispered. “They have us cornered.”

      “Yeah. But we have the element of surprise.”

      Tommy was staring ahead at the side of the car when he heard Sean’s comment. His head turned slowly toward his friend and he glared at him as if he was crazy. “What? Element of surprise? What are you talking about?”

      Sean giggled. “They’d never expect us to just come out with guns blazing.”

      “Yeah, I’m with them on that. I don’t expect us to do that either,” he hissed.

      “I was kidding.”

      “You’re an idiot. Seriously, what are we going to do?”

      Keiko’s voice interrupted them again. “You are outnumbered, boys. There is no way out of this alive if you don’t surrender. I am in charge of the Yakuza now. I might even decide to let you work for me, as slaves of course, but it would be better than death.”

      “No it wouldn’t,” Tommy said under his breath.

      Sean answered her offer. “Without us, there is no way you’ll get that sword. You throw down your weapons, and maybe we’ll let you tag along.”

      He knew it was a ridiculous thing to say, but he was trying to buy time to figure a way out of the pickle they were in.

      The Americans didn’t see Keiko make a motion with her hand for one of her men to move down the wall toward their position. He would have them pinned down at point-blank range in a matter of thirty seconds. Then there would be no escape.

      “I like you, Sean. You’re funny. Perhaps I have a better use for you.”

      Tommy’s nostrils flared, and he stood up from his hiding place with gun drawn. He took aim at her and fired. He yelled in full rage as his finger squeezed the trigger six times. While he didn’t hit Keiko or her minions, he did send them sprawling for cover before Sean grabbed his friend’s jacket and pulled him back to safety.

      “Have it your way!” Keiko shouted. “We will find the sword with or without you!”

      Guns started popping from near the location of her voice, and soon the car they were using for cover started taking the brunt of the onslaught. Windows shattered, doors thunked, and the rear left tire spewed air from a fresh bullet hole.

      “Good one, buddy,” Sean said. He shook his head. “Now what are we gonna do?”

      Tommy breathed angrily through his nose as he leaned against the car door. He said nothing.

      Suddenly, like a banshee screeching in the night, the sound of tires squealing on concrete mingled with the gunfire. An engine revved from the driveway just beyond the elevators. A moment later, a black BMW appeared around the curve and whipped around with the front passenger-side door open.

      Behind the wheel, Aoki’s observer stared at the two Americans. “Get in.” He was ducked down behind the dashboard to keep from being hit by any bullets directed his way.

      Sean and Tommy didn’t need a second invitation. They launched off the ground, keeping low as they ran hard to the car. The two dove into the front seat, landing on each other in an awkward pile with feet dangling out of the door. The driver didn’t wait for them to get sorted. Keiko and her men had already taken aim at the intruder and started peppering the hood, windshield and grille with bullets. He stepped on the gas, and the wide tires squealed again as he jerked the steering wheel back to the left, fishtailing the sedan into the driveway and around the curve.

      The Americans pulled themselves into the car the rest of the way. The door closed itself from the force of going around and around in the circular driveway.

      Tommy sprawled to get off Sean and climbed into the back seat. When he was sitting upright, he swallowed hard while catching his breath. “Who’s this guy?”

      Sean clambered up into the front seat and fastened his seatbelt. “He works for one of the rival gangs. It’s OK. He’s a good guy.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows knit together, and he shook his head. His voice was full of confusion. “Wait. You just said he’s in a rival gang, but he’s a good guy? Those two don’t go together.”

      “He just got us out of there,” Sean said and jerked his thumb toward the rear window. “I’d say we should give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      The driver was focused intently on the narrow driveway ahead. They reached the bottom floor, and he punched the accelerator again, speeding the sedan out onto the main road.

      “I guess,” Tommy said.

      Sean looked back in the side mirror to make sure no one was following them. The driver yanked the wheel to the right and sped down a quiet side street. After a few blocks, he turned again, back onto one of the main roads that stretched out toward the south.

      “Do you have the sword?” he asked. He’d been silent since the Americans got in the car. Now his question seemed blunt and awkward.

      “Does it look like we have the sword?” Tommy blurted out. “Oh wait. Let me check up my butt and see if I hid it there.”

      Sean snorted a short laugh. And took over the conversation. “No. We haven’t found it yet. But we know where to look next. And we’re going to need a ride there since our car is unavailable.” Sean thought about the rental they’d left in the mountains. Eventually, the police would locate it and return it to the company. That was the least of his worries.

      The driver ignored Tommy’s comment and spoke to Sean. “Do they know where it is?”

      Sean nodded. “Yeah. So we’re going to need to hurry to beat them to it. Keiko said something about getting there before midnight.” He momentarily switched subjects. “Hey, if you’re going to drive us for the next several hours, you mind telling us your name?”

      “Hiroki.”

      “OK, Hiroki. Thanks for getting us out of that mess back there.”

      The younger man kept his eyes locked on the road, steering by a few slower vehicles and then merging back into the right lane.

      “You’re welcome. But I didn’t do it for you.”

      “I know. You did it for your boss.”

      Tommy’s mouth was wide open as he listened to the conversation. “Hello? Wait a minute. How do you know this…Hiroki…guy again? And why are you cavorting with the Yakuza?”

      “It’s a long story,” Sean answered. “But don’t worry. His boss doesn’t want the sword. He just doesn’t want Taka to have it.”

      “Well, here’s the good news. Taka’s dead! So he’s the least of your worries.”

      Hiroki’s expression changed for the first time since they’d gotten in the car with him. His head twisted slightly, and he looked at Sean for confirmation. “Taka is dead?”

      Sean nodded. “Afraid so. Turns out Keiko was the mastermind behind all of this. She engineered the whole thing, even the execution of her own uncle. She and her men just took out at least a dozen of Taka’s guys. And she killed Taka herself. It was Keiko’s idea to find the Masamune. She wants to be the head of all the Yakuza in Japan.”

      Hiroki frowned at the new information. “I will have to inform Aoki of this matter.”

      “Well, let's get to where we’re headed first, and then you can tell him all about it.”

      The driver thought for a second and then asked, “Where are we going?”

      Sean looked out the window at the buildings and pedestrians passing by.

      “Kyoto.”
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      The drive from Sendai to Kyoto took longer than expected. Fortunately, Hiroki knew exactly where he was going, and as they were making the journey at night, it eliminated much of the usual traffic they would have experienced during the day.

      For the first hour of the drive, all three men in the car kept a close watch on the road behind them to make sure they weren’t being followed. Their getaway from the shootout in the parking garage had put them a step ahead of Keiko, but there was always the chance she’d catch up or had someone waiting outside in case something crazy happened. With no sign of trouble for over an hour, Sean and Tommy relaxed a little, though Hiroki seemed to be on edge the entire drive.

      They found a hotel on the outskirts of town and holed up for the night since venturing out to the site in the darkness wasn’t an option. The Americans banked on the fact that Keiko would have the same problem. The glaring problem was that the head start they’d achieved would be wiped away.

      Hiroki wasn’t sure about letting Tommy pay for his room, but the American insisted: an apology for his initial reaction in the car, and as a way of saying thank you.

      “If it weren’t for you,” Tommy said, “we’d be dead in a parking lot right now.”

      Hiroki reluctantly allowed him to pay, and he retired to his room for the night.

      The conversation between Sean and his friend had been minimal. They were both exhausted, and even though Sean wanted to address the elephant in the room regarding Keiko, he decided to leave it for another day.

      The two friends woke up the next morning and went next door to wake up Hiroki. At first, the young gangster didn’t answer the door when Sean knocked. After a third knock, the Americans were starting to get concerned that their new friend had bailed. As Sean was about to knock a fourth time, the door swung open. Hiroki was standing in the doorway, rubbing a towel behind one ear.

      “Oh, sorry,” Tommy said. “We thought you’d already be up.”

      “You’re ready to go?” Hiroki asked. “I’ll get my things.”

      Tommy turned to Sean. “I like this guy. He just snaps to it. Maybe he should come work for me.”

      Sean guffawed. “This from the guy who, just a few hours ago, was incensed that I would be associating with a gang member.”

      “Maybe I was too quick to judge. He seems solid enough.”

      “Well, just remember that he has probably committed any number of crimes. I’d suggest doing a background check before you bring him on with IAA.”

      Hiroki appeared again at the doorway, apparently unaware of the conversation between the two. Tommy grinned awkwardly at him as if trying to convey everything was normal.

      The morning greeted them with a dense fog that hung in the air like thick miso soup. Hiroki made sure to drive a little slower to be safe. And because of the heavily restricted visibility, both Americans appreciated their driver’s caution.

      The trip from the hotel to the grounds of the Fushimi Inari-taisha Shrine only took about twenty minutes. With every precious second that passed, Sean and Tommy felt a greater and greater sense of urgency to get where they were going. It was still early in the morning when Hiroki parked the car at the base of the mountain where a sparse but growing crowd of people had started gathering.

      They shut the doors to the BMW and started walking toward a trailhead underneath a red torii gate. Sean glanced back at the sedan and noticed the bullet holes in the hood and one of the headlights.

      “Lucky none of those hit any vital engine parts,” he commented and pointed at the damage.

      Hiroki nodded. “Or any of us,” he added.

      “True.”

      The three made their way over to the red gate and looked up. What they saw was unlike anything they’d ever imagined. The steep path forged its way up the mountain under the cover of hundreds and hundreds of torii gates. It was like a tunnel of red poles and beams.

      “This is incredible,” Tommy said. He marveled at the spectacle. “Imagine how many man hours went into this.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty awesome,” Sean agreed. He looked around the parking area, surveying it to make sure there were no suspicious onlookers.

      Satisfied they were in the clear, he passed through the gate and started up the trail.

      “I’ve been thinking about the riddle from the coin,” Tommy said as the group passed under the seemingly endless red beams. “It said something about a prayer of power or something.”

      In spite of the fact they’d only been walking for a minute or two, Sean was surprised his friend wasn’t already gasping for air. He nodded, acknowledging Tommy’s comment, but kept his head on a swivel and his eyes wide open. Through the narrow gaps between each torii, he could make out the snowy ground beyond, layered like melted marshmallow among the endless stands of evergreen trees. He wasn’t admiring nature, though. Something in his gut told him they’d not seen the last of Keiko.

      “You know?” Tommy urged.

      Sean snapped out of his focused daze and answered. “Yeah, sorry. The prayer of power.”

      They reached a bend in the trail and kept moving at a steady pace. Sean tried to make sure they weren’t moving so fast that his friend would wear out too quickly.

      “Well, what do you think about it? We’re here. And if we get to meet this master or whoever the guy is, according to that coin, we’re going to have to say some kind of prayer.”

      Sean breathed evenly. He could feel his heart rate increasing, pumping blood through his extremities as they continued the climb. He could smell the snow and spruce in the air. The touch of the cold brushed over his skin like a frigid feather.

      When he spoke, his voice remained steady. “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess maybe there will be another clue. Or maybe we’ll just have to figure it out when we get there.”

      The trail bent back to the left and evened out for a short patch before sloping up the hill once more. Tommy was breathing heavier now, and when he spoke his sentences were more fragmented than before.

      “I just think we should have a game plan before we go walking into a monastery, that’s all.”

      Sean smiled and stared at the path ahead. “Sometimes the best plan is to just feel it out and go with the groove. You know, take what’s given to you and work with it as best you can.”

      Tommy frowned. He was trailing behind Sean by a few feet with Hiroki next to him. “I guess. I’m just worried that one of these days your little method of shooting from the hip is going to catch up to you. And I’d rather not be there when it happens.”

      Sean feigned offense. “So you don’t want to hang out anymore? Oh, I see how it is.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Hiroki had remained silent for the entire hike, listening into the conversation between the two but not completely sure what they were talking about. Finally, he interrupted. “How long have you two known each other?” he asked innocently.

      Tommy answered first, joking. “Long enough to almost get killed plenty of times.”

      “All our lives,” Sean corrected. “We’ve only been almost killed a handful of times.”

      “A handful is more than most people experience in their entire lifespan.”

      Sean shrugged. “Hey, you called me for this little expedition. Remember?”

      Tommy recalled the coffee spill that covered the floor and counter at Sean’s house and snorted. “Good point. That coffee really was everywhere.”

      It was Hiroki’s turn to frown. He had no idea what the two Americans were talking about.

      Sean diverted the conversation to involve their new companion. “So what’s your story, Hiroki?”

      The young Japanese man’s confusion grew. “Story?”

      “Yeah. You speak great English. And you don’t strike me as the criminal type. Throw in the fact that you saved our necks back there, and the idea of you being in the Yakuza seems a little far-fetched. So what’s the deal?”

      Hiroki hung his head for a second before answering. “My parents were killed in a fire when I was young. I was in and out of different homes, orphanages, all sorts of places. The Yakuza took me in. They became my family.” His words hung in the cold air for a second and then vanished through the cracks in the red beams overhead.

      “Sorry to hear about your family,” Tommy said. Their companion’s story was a sobering reminder of his own loss years ago.

      Hiroki gave a short nod.

      Sean still didn’t feel as if they had all the pieces yet. “OK, so you joined the gang, but there’s something you’re not telling us. I don’t think you want to be with them. Maybe you’re too scared to leave, or maybe you don’t want to. But if I had to put my money on it, I’d say you don’t approve of the Yakuza’s actions.”

      Hiroki stopped on the trail. His face scrunched with a hint of anger. “Aoki took me in when no one else would. He became my family. He fed me, gave me a place to sleep. Maybe I don’t approve of the things I have to do for him, but it is a duty of honor for me to serve him.”

      Sean and Tommy had stopped and turned to listen to the younger man.

      “Sounds like quite the conundrum,” Sean said. “You know that what you do for Aoki is wrong, but at the same time you feel a strong sense of responsibility to do his bidding. Weird. But I get it.”

      “Weird?”

      Sean turned around and started walking again. He did not intend to let their conversation slow them down. “Yeah. Weird.”

      The other two hurried to catch up.

      “Why weird?” Hiroki pressed.

      “You know why. It’s what bothers you deep down inside. There is no honor in committing crimes against innocent people.”

      “I leave the innocent alone. I’ve never done anything to anyone who didn’t have it coming.”

      “Based on your own thorough investigations? Or based on what your boss told you?”

      The question sank in deep and left Hiroki speechless for a few moments.

      While he was thinking, Tommy jumped back in. “What he’s saying is, it’s great that Aoki took you in when no one else would. He gave you a shot in life. But eventually, the gang is going to get you killed. Or when they run out of uses for you, they’ll just take you out themselves.”

      “Once someone is in, there is no getting out,” Hiroki answered. “I saw what they did to a man who wanted to leave the Yakuza. They peeled the skin from his face before they cut off his hands and feet. Then they threw him into the river. He was never seen again. There is no getting out of the Yakuza.”

      “Well,” Sean said. “If you ever change your mind, I have connections that can make that happen. I’m sure there are places in the world where the Yakuza’s arm doesn’t reach.”

      “Not in this country.”

      Tommy chuckled. “Then maybe you need to get out of this country.”

      “I wouldn’t know how to start. And getting into America—it’s not the welcoming country it used to be.”

      “It is if you know the right people,” Tommy said. “We help people who help us. If you want out, we could use a good man like you in IAA. Just a thought.”

      “IAA?”

      Sean shook his head. “We’ll tell you all about it when this is over. Tommy’s got a whole recruitment speech on the topic.” He turned back to his friend. “I didn’t realize you guys were hiring again.”

      “Pay no attention to this cynic, Hiroki. We’re always looking for promising young talent. The question is, have you ever had an interest in history?”

      Hiroki’s eyebrows stitched together. “History? No. Science was something that always fascinated me, though.”

      Tommy gave a shrug. “Well, that’s something I can work with.”

      In another thirty seconds the path leveled off, curved around to the left, right, and back again, winding its way up the mountain until it came to a stop where the tunnel of toriis ended at a single massive gate. The three stopped and stared through the tall red posts at the green-roofed shrine beyond. Ornately designed and decorated, the main building of the shrine was only two stories tall, maybe three. It was hard to tell due to the massive open door on the main floor. A veranda wrapped around the second floor with a short railing accompanying it. Bright reds offset the gold and dark green trim of the windows, posts, shutters, and walls.

      “This is it,” Tommy said. “It’s the view engraved on that coin.”

      Sean nodded. “Sure looks like it.” He also noted the absence of the many people they were expecting, with only a few loitering around a circular pool of water off to the left of the entrance. “Let’s see if we can find this master the coin mentioned.”

      “Yeah, the sooner, the better.”

      The three walked through the main gate, across the courtyard, and up the steps to the entrance. Tommy started to go in, but Hiroki grabbed his shoulder and stopped him. He pointed at Tommy’s shoes.

      “You must remove these before going in.” He demonstrated by taking off his own shoes and walking softly into the building.

      “But it’s cold out,” Tommy said to Sean, who was already removing his shoes.

      “I know. But it’s bad juju if you don’t. It’s part of their culture. Who are we to argue with that?”

      Tommy rolled his eyes and untied his shoelaces.

      Once they were inside, the group was greeted by a large bell with lettering engraved all over it. “A prayer bell,” Sean said.

      “Yep,” Tommy nodded, admiring the simple beauty of the object. “Wanna ring it?”

      Sean shook his head. “Maybe some other time. Probably best if we don’t draw too much attention.”

      Just as he finished his sentence, a man in flowing white robes appeared from behind a partition at the rear of the bell and smiled at them. His head was clean shaven, and he had a peaceful, welcoming look about him. He said something to the group in Japanese, to which Sean and Tommy looked to Hiroki for translation.

      Hiroki replied to the monk’s question, which produced a broad smile on his face.

      “Ah, so you are visitors from America?” he asked.

      Sean bowed low to show respect to the monk and then answered. “Yes. And we are here on a quest.” He waited for a second and drew in a quick breath. No sense in beating around the bush. “We were told to seek the master.”

      The monk’s eyebrows raised halfway up his forehead, and he stared at the two with wide-eyed curiosity. “You were told to seek the master? Pertaining to what?”

      Sean glanced over at his friend and then back to the monk. Once more, he chose to forego mincing words. “The Honjo Masamune.”

      Puzzled, the monk cocked his head to the side, but his expression never changed save for his mouth opening in a tight circle as he spoke. “Oh?”

      Tommy stepped in. “Hello, sir, my name is Tommy Schultz. I’m an archaeologist and a historian.” He waved both hands as if the introduction wasn’t important. “Anyway, we found some evidence that suggests the Masamune might be located here, in this shrine.” He pointed to the floor. “Or if it isn’t, there might be some more information here as to its whereabouts.”

      Sean took over again as the monk listened to the explanation with a stoic curiosity. “We discovered a coin on Mount Haguro. On one side it had a picture of this place.” He motioned to their surroundings. “The other side said to find the master. We assume it meant the master of this monastery.” His eyes pled with the monk. “Is there such a person here?”

      The three visitors waited for several long seconds as the monk assessed them. His eyes went from one to the other until he finally spoke. “Come with me.”
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      The monk’s robes fluttered behind him as he seemingly floated down a short corridor and then turned left. The next hallway extended out away from the main building. Sounds of chanting and prayers echoed throughout, reverberating off the wooden walls and ceiling.

      As the group continued, the noise grew louder until they reached another smaller building and the doorway inside. The chants were obviously coming from the room just beyond the door.

      “What are they saying?” Tommy whispered. “Just curious.”

      The monk smiled. “They are praying.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Tommy said. “I wish I knew the words.”

      Their guide continued to smile. “The words are not what is important. To them, the words are just a way to connect with their feelings. The feelings the words produce are the true prayer.”

      Sean was interested in what the monk was saying. He’d always considered himself to be a sort of philosophical and spiritual person. But this was something new. “The feelings are the prayer?”

      The monk nodded. “Yes. Words themselves have no power. But feelings invoke belief deep inside. And belief is the most powerful form of prayer. Many great religious masters have taught this.”

      Sean recalled a story he’d learned from the Bible as a child. In it, Jesus sent the disciples to cast out demons and heal the sick, but when they returned, they claimed to be unable to perform the miracles. Jesus told them that it was their unbelief that kept them from being able to perform the miraculous events. Now this monk was sort of telling him and Tommy the same thing.

      “What feeling are they trying to invoke?” he asked.

      The monk’s smile broadened by an inch. “Appreciation.”

      Sean nodded and stowed that away for the moment.

      The monk turned and slowly opened the door. The volume of the chanting increased fivefold. Inside, dozens of monks were chanting in long drones. Some leaned forward and back in a slow, trancelike movement. “We must go through here to reach the man you seek. He is in his personal quarters at the moment.”

      Uncertain about walking through the prayer room in the middle of a big session, the three visitors lingered at the threshold. They looked at each other, wondering what the other was thinking before deciding they should follow the monk through the chamber instead of standing there looking like idiots. The monk never looked back and didn’t see the three scrambling to catch up as he reached the far side of the room and started ascending a set of steps to another door.

      Once they were through the door, they found themselves in another shorter hallway. This one contained no windows to let in outside light and was only illuminated by dozens of candles lining the walls in a number of sconces. The monk closed the door behind them and motioned with his hand for them to follow him down the passage. At the end of the hallway, another sliding paper door waited. Yellowish candlelight danced on the white paper from the other side.

      The monk once more twisted around to face the visitors. His face no longer carried the smile it had before, which was replaced by a drawn, somber expression. “The master is through this door. It is highly irregular for him to see unannounced visitors. You must wait here while I tell him you are here and what you want.”

      Sean bowed his head to thank the monk before the man opened the door and sidled through the opening. The door closed behind him, leaving the two Americans and their companion waiting in the hall.

      Tommy looked over at his friend. “I hope this works.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because we still don’t know what the whole power prayer thing is. Or maybe because this master guy has probably had to deal with the issue of treasure hunters coming here before.”

      Sean frowned, dubious about Tommy’s concerns. “Come on. No one has found that coin before. If they had, they wouldn’t have left it in the cave. I seriously doubt many people have come by bothering this dude about the sword.”

      Hiroki watched the interaction between the two but said nothing.

      “It’s been well documented how several treasure hunters believe the Masamune is in a shrine just like this one. There was even a television series about one guy’s search for it. He came to a place not unlike this and bugged the monks about it.”

      “I’m guessing he didn’t find it,” Sean joked in a hushed tone.

      “That isn’t the point,” Tommy hissed.

      Hiroki pointed at the paper door, and the Americans noted the silhouette moving against the white surface. A second later, the door slid open, and the smiling monk reappeared.

      “He will see you. Please come in.”

      He pulled the door wide open and stepped back, extending his hand with palm up to make way for the visitors. Tommy and Sean bowed awkwardly in thanks and stepped through the opening into the room.

      Inside, they were greeted by an incredible sight. Hundreds of candles lined the floors and walls. The floor itself was tiered, with three steps leading to a lower central floor. Candle wax had piled up on the wooden floorboards over what appeared to be years. Off to one side of the room, a little prayer altar was placed against the wall. An old man with a face full of wrinkles sat atop a white pillow in the middle of the low point in the floor. He wore a robe that matched the one in the visitors’ guide, with one distinct difference: it had a golden ribbon sewn into the collar.

      He was staring straight ahead at a random point on the far wall when they entered the room. The door closed behind the three visitors and startled them. The two Americans turned and realized their guide had left them alone with the man known as the master.

      They exchanged wondering glances as the man in the room’s center continued to stare ahead. Sean shrugged as if to say, What do we do next? But neither man said anything.

      Finally, after the awkward wait, the master’s head twisted slightly to the right, and he looked at them with a calm, peaceful gaze. He extended a hand out before him to three pillows positioned a few feet away from his.

      The visitors shuffled down the steps and made their way to the pillows and sat down, mimicking the way the old monk was sitting. No one said a word, instead thinking it best that the master speak first, though they weren’t exactly sure about the customary way to proceed.

      He looked at each one of them individually for several seconds before switching to the next. When the old man spoke, it was with a voice that could soothe a raging tempest.

      “So you are here seeking the great sword?”

      The two Americans nodded simultaneously. “Yes, sir.”

      “And what makes you think it is here?”

      Tommy and Sean glanced at each other. Tommy gave him a nod, preferring to let his friend do the talking.

      “We found the cipher of the last Tokugawa who possessed it. That riddle led us here. We have faced many trials on our journey. A coin we found in a cave on Mount Haguro said that we should seek the master of this place. And so we sit before you.”

      The old man’s head tilted back as he appraised Sean’s explanation. “And you seek this weapon for the fame and fortune it will bring?”

      “No, sir,” Tommy interjected. “We are historians—well, I am. He’s retired.” He jerked a thumb at Sean. “But we seek to restore something to the Japanese people that has important cultural significance. It should be put in a museum for all of Japan, and the world, to appreciate.”

      The master drew in a deep breath and sighed. “Many people have come looking for the great sword. I have entertained many audiences with treasure hunters from all over the world.”

      Tommy shot Sean an I told you so glare and then returned his attention to the old man as he continued speaking.

      “It is a noble thing you say, that you would like to return the blade to the people. But the sword will only be revealed to the right person, to someone who is of pure heart and who fights for honor.”

      “So it is here?” Tommy asked. His voice was suddenly full of hope.

      The old monk smiled and held out a finger. “I did not say that. I merely said the Honjo Masamune would reveal itself to the right person.”

      Sean was confused now. “So it isn’t here?” he asked.

      “I did not say that either.”

      More riddles, Sean thought.

      Before he could ask another question, the master continued. “The warrior who fights for honor and the cause of justice must also know peace. He must know the true source of power in its purest form. Only then will that warrior be permitted to hold the great sword.”

      There it was, a reference to the part of the riddle regarding the prayer of power. Sean recognized it, and he was pretty sure Tommy did too.

      Sean spoke to this effect first. “The coin we discovered, it said that we should pray a prayer of power. Is this where we do that?”

      It was a tenuous question, and Tommy wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to ask. Then again, he had no idea what to ask next.

      The monk nodded. “Yes. This is a place of prayer.”

      The two Americans glanced at each other. Hiroki, who sat to Sean’s left, simply watched, unclear as to what was going to happen next.

      Finally, Sean faced the monk and stood up. He walked back up the steps and over to the little altar behind the master’s seating position. He reverently took a place on another floor pillow and crossed his legs. Sean had meditated before, usually as a means of dealing with stress. Now he wasn’t going to meditate. He had to think of which words to say.

      Sean’s mind raced through a million ideas. He knew his friend was watching him from the middle of the room, probably wondering what the heck he was about to do. Out of the barrage of words, thoughts, and prayers that came to mind, only one made any sense. It was something he’d gleaned from their guide’s comments on the way into the monastery. Just before entering the big prayer room, he’d said that the monks were trying to evoke feelings of appreciation, and that that sort of feeling was the most powerful form of prayer. Sean closed his eyes and internally crossed his fingers that his assessment was correct.

      He drew in a deep breath and then spoke two words loud enough for the other three people in the room to hear. “Thank you.”

      He kept his eyes closed, sealing them off from the flickering light of the many candles. His focus was entirely on feeling grateful for something, anything, good in his life. For the fact that he’d lived as many years as he had, for his home, for his car, for his motorcycles. The more he thought about it, the more the appreciation in his heart grew. He’d lived a blessed life. Sure, he’d nearly been killed more times than he could count. But he’d survived and served his country and mankind dutifully. And he had friendship. Tommy was as loyal a friend as anyone could hope for. His thoughts soon drifted to Adriana. He couldn’t wait to see her again. Love and appreciation for her flowed from his body and coursed through his heart.

      Suddenly, his thoughts were interrupted by a set of fingers pressing on his shoulder. Sean opened his eyes and looked up to find the old monk standing over him. The man’s wrinkled face stared down at him with a beaming smile.

      The old monk spoke kindly. “Did you mean what you said about the sword? That you do not desire it for personal gain?”

      Sean nodded slowly. “Yes, sir. We aren’t treasure hunters. We just want to make sure it ends up in the right hands. It would be awful if the wrong people found it.”

      The master gave a single nod. “Then follow me.”
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      The master led the three visitors through a side door and into a dark antechamber. The room was only ten feet wide and about that long. A humble cot sat against the near wall with plain white sheets and a matching roll pillow. By the residual light coming from his main quarters, the old monk was able to find a match and light a single candle that was sitting on a plain wooden table in the corner.

      Hiroki and the two Americans watched the old monk as he turned his attention to a woven burlap rug in the far corner. He moved over to the rug, bent down, and yanked it away from the wall. In the wooden floor was a trapdoor with an old iron latch. The master stood up and smiled energetically.

      “I have waited a long time to reveal this to someone. Two masters before me protected this secret. And now, finally, I am the one honored to reveal it.” He paused to think for a moment and scratched his chin. His eyes had a mischievous flare about them. “I have to admit, though. I did not expect the ones to solve the riddle would be Americans.”

      He leaned over and pulled on the circular latch. With a good heave, the trapdoor came loose and tilted up. The rusty hinges creaked loudly, and a cloud of dust tumbled up and out of the opening. The old monk laid the door down on its back and clapped his hands together as if cleaning them of debris.

      “It seems destiny is not without a sense of irony.”

      Hiroki didn’t know the story of the sword, so he had to ask, “Irony? What do you mean?”

      The master reached over and patted Hiroki’s shoulder. “Americans. It was the Americans who took Japan’s weapons, including all the swords they could find. The last Tokugawa wouldn’t allow it, and so he hid it here. Now, after all this time, Americans have come to return it to its people. And that is ironic.”

      Hiroki nodded, finally understanding.

      “I apologize I do not have more candles. I assume you have phones?”

      Sean shook his head.

      The master almost looked impressed. “Oh. Well, then. Stay close. I would not want you to stumble. And it is quite dark down here.”

      As the old monk descended into the cavity, the light from his candle cast upon a set of ancient-looking wooden steps, much like an attic ladder.

      “Go ahead,” Sean said to Tommy, and as his friend disappeared into the hole he motioned for Hiroki to follow him. Warily, he took a last look around the cell before climbing down the ladder and pulling the trapdoor closed.

      The interior of the tunnel was cramped. Its breadth was only three feet wide. The hewn walls were smooth to the touch, carved out of the rock with a machine-like precision. Sean and Tommy figured they’d been done by hand, though. It was unlikely the monks had allowed any kind of machinery to do the task, although it would have made more sense.

      The master scurried along the passage and into the dark. His candle cast an eerie corona around him. At various points, he stopped and wiped down some cobwebs. Spiders, it seemed, had been making quite the home for themselves in the tunnel. Sean’s spine tingled. He hoped that the cold had driven most of the arachnids away for the winter. While heights were his biggest fear, spiders and snakes were a close second. The old monk, however, seemed unaffected. Sean stole a glance behind into the pitch black, more out of habit than from cause. Nothing was there, but he kept repeating the paranoid gesture anyway.

      The group had only been walking in the tunnel for two or three minutes when they arrived in a square room cut entirely out of the mountain rock. In the center, the candlelight helped display a wooden box sitting atop a stone plinth. The container was covered in decades of dust and debris. A few chunks of rock from the ceiling had fallen down and lay on top of it. A circular metal clasp was on the top, much like the latch on the trapdoor. The object appeared to still be in good condition but hardly seemed like the appropriate container for the greatest sword ever made.

      There was a singular Japanese character on the side, burned into the wood.

      Sean and Tommy stared for a long moment at the box, until the master cleared his throat and stirred them from their trance.

      “Are you going to open it?”

      The two Americans nodded and stepped closer. They looked at each other, silently asking the question: Who should open it?

      “Go ahead,” Sean nodded.

      Tommy didn’t wait to be told twice. He lifted the clasp and pulled up on the lid. The layers of dust shook free and hung in the air for several seconds, but the light from the old monk’s candle pierced through and shone onto the long, slender object within the container. The outer shell of the box had taken the brunt of age’s punch, keeping out the dust and moisture to preserve the black scabbard in pristine condition, showing off a dim gloss even after all the years of being underground. The sword’s handle was perfectly wrapped in black fabric, capped with a golden hand guard that hadn’t lost its shiny luster through the decades.

      The two Americans swallowed hard as Tommy reached out to the weapon with both hands. He eased his palms under it in two places and carefully, inch by inch, lifted it off the two holders. His breath came heavily but steady as he brought the sword away from the box and close to his chest. He stared down at it for a moment; they all did, seizing the chance to pay homage to the gravity of their find.

      “In your hands,” the master cut the silence, “is the greatest sword ever created by man. It is a masterpiece by the ultimate master.”

      Tommy and Sean glanced over at him and nodded. They knew how important it was. People had spent their lives trying to locate the Honjo Masamune. Fortunes had been lost in their vain pursuits. Now, at last, the Masamune would see light once more.

      Tommy turned to his friend, holding the sword out to him as if he were a king presenting a weapon to a knight long ago.

      In turn, Sean looked to the master. “You have protected this secret all these years, but you’ve never laid eyes on it?”

      He shook his head. “No. I have only been in this room one time when the master before me brought me here to see the box. But you are the first to open it since Iemasa Tokugawa.”

      Tommy knew where his friend was going with the question. “Then you should be the first to unsheathe it.”

      “Yeah,” Sean agreed. “That’s only right.”

      The old monk was overcome by the kind generosity of the two Americans. He bowed low and smiled. “You truly are the right ones to have found this. I thank you.”

      He set down the candle next to the box, reached out his hands, and grasped the sword’s scabbard. The three visitors expected him to draw the blade out slowly but instead, they were startled when the old monk yanked it out as if going into battle.

      The steel slid easily from its housing, ringing at a high pitch in the chamber of rock. The old monk smiled at the elegant beauty of the craftsmanship. The steel still shone brightly, glimmering in the candlelight. He held his hand back to keep the blade close, as if ready to attack an invisible enemy, and stared at the sharp edge.

      “Still perfect after all these years,” he said. “Truly a magnificent weapon. Its balance is unparalleled.” He twisted to the right and then to the left, feigning a few easy strokes but careful of his tight quarters. Then after only a minute or so of testing out the sword, he bowed, put it back in its sheath, and passed it back to Tommy.

      “I thank you again,” the master said. “I am greatly honored.”

      Tommy handed it to Sean. “You have to feel this thing.”

      Sean let a childish grin escape as he took the sword. Holding it in both hands, he slid the blade out much more cautiously than the old monk had done. He held it out at arm’s length, inspecting it by twisting it to the right and then the left.

      “The balance is remarkable,” he said.

      The monk nodded.

      Sean handed it to Tommy, who took the handle and kept the blade low. He let it rise and fall a few times to test the weight before shaking his head. “It’s absolutely incredible.”

      Hiroki had been silently watching the scene unfold. Tommy could tell the younger man was curious, so he held the weapon out for Hiroki to take. Uncertain at first, Hiroki deliberated until he could see Tommy wasn’t going to let him get away without at least touching it.

      “It’s OK. Feel it. Once we take it to the proper authorities, you’ll never get another chance.”

      Hiroki reached out and grasped the end of the handle. He waved the tip of the sword back and forth in short arcs, testing the weight and balance for himself. Then he put his other hand on the long grip and twisted his torso to the side in an attacking stance, holding the sword at an angle like someone who’d done it a thousand times.

      “This is a fine weapon,” he said.

      Tommy and Sean suddenly didn’t like the sound in Hiroki’s voice.

      “And you should not have given it to me. Americans. Always so trusting.”

      A sickening feeling crept up into Tommy’s gut. Sean’s initial reaction was to reach for the weapon tucked away inside his coat. But he refrained. Not because of any danger; he could draw the pistol and take out the kid in less than two seconds. He had a feeling Hiroki was messing with them.

      His suspicions were confirmed when a wicked grin creased across the younger man’s face. He lowered the weapon and held it back out for Tommy to take.

      Tommy, relieved and a little pale, smiled uneasily and grabbed the end of the handle. “You really had me going there for a second.”

      “I know,” Hiroki said amid a round of chuckles.

      The old monk joined in the laughter, and soon all four men were nearly roaring. When things settled down again, Tommy put the blade back in its scabbard and handed it to Sean.

      “Mind carrying it?”

      Sean shook his head. “Nope.”

      He slung the strap over his shoulder and looked back at the old monk. “Sir, it has been a pleasure. We thank you for your help. But we must be going. This sword tends to have a good bit of trouble chasing after it, and we’d rather not bring any of that to your peaceful monastery.”

      Something in the master’s eyes told Sean he understood, even though the man wasn’t entirely sure what Sean was talking about. He nodded at the three visitors, picked up his candle, and started back toward the tunnel entrance. Five minutes later, the group had returned to the master’s main room and were once again surrounded by the warmth of the candlelight.

      “Have a safe journey,” the old man said. “Take good care of that sword.”

      Sean nodded. “Don’t worry. We will.”

      The master smiled. “I never worry. I am a monk.”

      “Right.”

      “Thank you,” Tommy said. “We appreciate your help, especially considering we are foreigners.”

      “Goodness knows no nationality.”

      The three turned and walked to the sliding door. Tommy and Hiroki went through first. Sean lingered for a second and looked back. The old monk had already returned to his meditative position in the middle of the recessed floor. His eyes were closed, and his hands rested palms up atop his knees.

      Sean closed the paper door behind him and started down the hall after his companions. The guide who had met them at the door was standing just outside the main prayer room. He smiled at the group as they returned and noted the sword strapped to Sean’s back.

      “I see you received what you came for.”

      “Yep. Thanks to the master. We appreciate your help.”

      The monk bowed low. “And we appreciate you carrying this burden to where it belongs.”

      “We will,” Tommy said. “We’ll make sure it’s well taken care of.”

      The guide led the way back through the prayer room where dozens of monks were still focused on their chanting. As soon as the visitors had exited through the paper door on the far side, their guide bid them farewell and went back in with the others.

      The three hurried back to the front door where their shoes were still sitting by the frame. They slipped them on quickly, wishing to waste no time in getting back to the car.

      “We should probably get out of here fast,” Sean said. “There’s no telling when Keiko and her crew will show up.”

      “That’s a good idea,” a familiar feminine voice said from around the corner of the entrance. “It would be a shame if they arrived before you could get away.”

      Sean grimaced. Tommy felt his heart drop into his gut. Neither of them knew what Hiroki was feeling, but it couldn’t have been positive.

      Keiko stepped around the edge of the building, followed by several of her men. They poured into the front room and surrounded the group of three before the Americans could react. Guns were aimed at them from every angle. Keiko simply stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. There was no escaping this time.
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      “I see you found my sword,” Keiko leered. Then she took a dramatic step forward and stopped a few feet from Sean. “Give it to me. Slowly.”

      Sean reached back and took hold of the strap. He pulled it up over his head as carefully as he could and then held it out with both hands to Keiko. She took one more step toward him as if approaching a coiled rattlesnake, aware that any sudden move might bring terrible consequences. Once her fingers were wrapped around the black sheath, however, she snatched it away and jumped back in case the snake tried to bite her.

      Sean stiffened but didn’t make a move. He couldn’t with so many guns pointed in his direction. Tommy was frozen in place, but that didn’t keep the fire from blazing in his eyes.

      “Thank you,” Keiko said, inspecting the scabbard.

      She took hold of the sword’s handle and jerked it out. Once more the steel rang its high-pitched siren’s sound up to the ceiling and out the door. Her eyes went from the hilt to the tip and back again as she admired the ancient weapon. In the light of day, it was even more magnificent.

      The two Americans doubted she appreciated the historical significance of the Masamune. To her, it was a means to an end. She would be the unchallenged queen of the underworld in Japan. And her reach would extend far beyond the country’s borders to wherever the Yakuza presence lurked.

      Her wrist flicked to the left, and the blade sliced through the air, the tip stopping right at the base of Sean’s jaw. She gently pressed the sharp steel into his neck, the edge easily cutting through the skin. Blood started to ooze out of the tiny wound. A little of it smeared onto the blade.

      “I could end your life right now,” she said.

      He stood undaunted. “Go ahead, then. Or maybe you don’t have what it takes.”

      She snorted cynically. “I guess you didn’t see how I executed Taka in the parking garage yesterday.”

      “No, we saw it. But shooting a man from a distance and killing them with your hands up close are two completely different things.”

      She raised her eyebrows as if accepting the challenge. “Very well, Sean. I will kill you. But not in here.”

      “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Suddenly have a conscious about doing evil deeds in a place of worship?”

      Keiko tilted her head to the side. “Let’s just say I’d rather not tempt fate.” She turned to the men on her left and ordered them to bring the prisoners outside.

      Three men grabbed Sean and dragged him out the door and down the steps. Four others split the duties of getting Tommy and Hiroki. The gangsters threw the three companions to the snow and stood over them like bullies in a schoolyard.

      Keiko descended the stairs and walked around in front of the three men. “On your knees.”

      Hiroki obeyed, but the two Americans were less eager to oblige. She motioned to one of her men, who kicked Sean in the stomach and then pulled him up by the back of his hair until he was in a kneeling position. The gangster kept a firm grip on Sean’s scalp, exposing his already bloodstained neck.

      “You were a worthy adversary,” Keiko said. “Unfortunately, there is no parting gift like you Americans love so much. All you will receive is a swift death, which, honestly, is far too easy, but I don’t have time to torture you. I have an empire to build.”

      A million clever responses ran through Sean’s mind, but he didn’t voice a single one. Instead, his eyes stayed locked on a spot far behind Keiko’s back. He’d been staring at it since they were brought outside.

      “What are you waiting for?” he yelled.

      Keiko looked almost impressed. “My, you are eager to die.”

      She twisted her body and raised the sword high over her shoulder.

      “Take the shot!” Sean shouted.

      The moment passed like sap running down the side of a maple tree in the middle of winter. One second, Keiko’s arm was tensing, ready to strike. The next, a shot rang out from somewhere far behind her, near the edge of the woods.

      A splash of blood and tissue erupted from her shoulder, and the next instant, the sword fell from her hand and onto the snow. She screamed, clutched the wound, and dropped to one knee. The man holding Sean’s hair looked up into the woods to find where the shot had come from, but it was already too late. Another blast sent a round through his chest, sending him five feet back, where he crashed into a fence and collapsed to the ground.

      The rest of the gangsters panicked. Their leader was down, another man dead, and they had no idea where the shooter was. They fanned out, instinctively looking for cover, but another one was cut down before he could find a hiding place.

      Sean lunged forward and grabbed the sword’s handle from amid several red splotches in the perfectly white powder. The gangsters had started to return fire, most of them aiming at random places among the trees. Branches snapped from the trunks, and bark flew through the air. If the shooter was in the woods, the gangsters didn’t see him.

      Sean ran at the nearest one who was hiding behind a barrel and launched at him with the sword. He cut through the man’s arm as he turned to protect himself a moment too late. The severed limb dropped to the ground amid the man’s howls. Sean cut the screaming short by spinning him around and running the tip of the blade through his abdomen. He yanked it out and kicked the gangster back to let him die on the ground next to his fallen limb.

      Tommy pulled the gun out of his jacket and fired at two men on the left. He hit the first one in the back and the second one in the leg, but he and Hiroki were exposed at the front of the shrine. As the wounded gangster turned to respond, Tommy grabbed Hiroki and charged up the steps to take up a position behind the railing. Wood splintered along the rails going up the stairs. The corner of a post shattered into a dozen jagged pieces. Tommy knew the rails weren’t enough, so he dragged Hiroki back into the interior of the shrine’s entrance.

      He poked his weapon around the corner and fired twice. There was little chance he would hit the target, but scaring the enemy could be just as useful in a frantic situation such as this. The wounded guy scurried clear of the volley and hopped on one foot over to a tree on the courtyard’s edge where two other men were busy shooting into the woods.

      Only seconds after the wounded man made it to the others, they turned their attention to the shrine’s entrance. Their strategy was immediately apparent. One was going to run around to a side entrance, and the other would take the front. The guy with the bullet in his leg would remain by the tree and cover them.

      Tommy pressed the release button on his weapon and freed the magazine. A quick check on the back told him he only had one shot left. He’d forgotten to account for those he’d used prior to the journey to the shrine. Now it looked like it would prove to be a costly mistake.

      He turned to Hiroki. “They’re going to come after us. I only have one shot left. I’ll try to take out the guy coming in the front. Then we can fight the other one by hand.”

      Hiroki nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Tommy spun around the corner of the giant door frame and lined up the gangster who was swiftly sneaking across the courtyard with his knees bent in a crouch. He positioned himself just behind the stone basin at the edge of the steps and waited to attack.

      Forty feet away, Sean lunged after another gangster. He swung the sword wildly, the edge zipping through the air with a low whir. The tip tore through the man’s coat but missed flesh, and he immediately reacted with a counter, kicking high at the American and striking him in the cheek with his boot. The foot moved so fast, Sean barely had time to see it, much less defend the blow. He stumbled sideways, momentarily disoriented, and had to widen his stance to gather his balance. By then, the enemy was upon him, striking out with a sharp jab, another, and then a right hook. Sean was barely able to turn his head to absorb the first punch; the second glanced off his cheek. But the right hook landed squarely on his chin and rocked him backward. He staggered several feet, the chaos around him suddenly sent into a blurry tailspin.

      A dark figure charged toward him. Sean blinked rapidly to regain his bearings, but his body felt heavy. He fought to keep standing, but gravity and the onset of dizziness were winning easily. The dark figure screamed and launched through the air. Sean felt the weight of the sword in his hand. He knew if he fell, the attacker would seize it and end things swiftly. He dug deep inside to muster the strength to lift the blade, and just as the gangster’s boot was only a foot from Sean’s face, he thrust the tip of the sword up through the man’s groin and into his torso.

      The boot struck Sean in the jaw and sent him to the ground, but the wound he’d inflicted on the enemy was mortal. Sean rolled around for a moment in the cold snow. The sting of the icy ground helped steady his senses and stabilize him. He could hear the other man groaning, but at first couldn’t see him. Seconds passed into almost a minute before the world around Sean began to steady. He pushed himself up from the ground and stumbled over to the dying man who was trying in vain to pull the blade out of his body.

      Sean obliged him and jerked it out. He looked out across the courtyard. His jaw and chin throbbed, and the dizziness hadn’t completely dissipated. But he could see someone running toward the woods behind the shrine. Keiko.

      She was clutching her shoulder as she jogged through the knee-deep snow. Sean started after her, but she’d already opened up a huge gap between them.

      Inside the shrine, Tommy was focused on the man behind the stone basin. He kept aim with his pistol and felt the trigger give way under his finger’s pressure. At the very moment he pulled, the wounded gangster by the tree fired. The round smacked into the wooden door frame, but it startled Tommy enough to cause his hand to twitch to the right. His finger was already in the act of pulling the trigger, and the gun blasted the round harmlessly into the snow fifteen feet beyond the target.

      He ducked back inside the building and looked at Hiroki.

      “Did you get him?” the younger man asked.

      Tommy stalled for second. “No, not exactly.”

      “What does that mean? Not exactly? Either you did, or you didn’t.”

      “I didn’t, OK? Someone nearly shot me.”

      In the cloudy sky above, a break in the cover sent sunlight streaking through the area. And with it, Tommy and Hiroki saw the shadow of someone approaching through the front entrance. Around to the side, another door was opening. They were coming in.

      “Take that one. I’ll take this one,” Tommy said and rushed around the corner.

      As Tommy charged into the opening, he saw the approaching gangster. He was creeping up with a pistol held close to his cheek, trying to sneak in. His face turned from sinister to shocked as the American’s big body flew at him.

      There was nothing the enemy could do to stop him. His reactions were too slow, and by the time he even thought about firing his weapon, Tommy’s shoulder plowed into his chest and drove him back down the stairs in a tumbling mass of arms and legs.

      They rolled to a stop on the snow where the struggle continued. The gangster fought desperately to line up the gun barrel with Tommy’s face, but the American was bigger and stronger. Tommy smashed the guy’s hand into the packed snow over and over again until the gun finally jogged loose. It was a short-lived victory.

      Seeing his weapon fall free, the gangster swung his other fist around and landed it squarely on Tommy’s right cheek.

      It did not have the effect he thought it would.

      The brutish American’s head twisted to the side for a moment, and then he looked down at the man pinned beneath him. Tommy roared like a ravenous bear and started pummeling his opponent in a reckless rage. He gave no thought to technique or style, instead using his fists like hammers, pounding the man’s face until it was a swollen, bloody mess.

      Tommy’s muscles grew heavy, and the blows came slower until he realized the man was unconscious. His chest heaved, and it took a moment to catch his breath. Then he reached out past his opponent’s limp hand and grabbed the pistol. He glanced over at the guy behind the tree, but he’d left his position and taken off into the woods, hoping desperately to get away from the American madman. Tommy fired one shot at him to make sure he kept running and then turned his mind to his companions. He quickly surveyed the courtyard but found no sign of Sean and, equally as concerning, no sign of Keiko. A loud thump from inside the shrine brought his attention back to Hiroki.

      “Crap,” he said and rushed back up the steps. “Hiroki!”

      He ran through the big doorway and slowed to a staggered stop. The sight before his eyes was unexpected to say the least.

      Hiroki was standing there with his arms crossed and a devious grin stretched across his face. On the floor at his feet was the other gangster who’d tried to come into the building.

      Tommy wiped a sleeve across his face where he’d taken the punch and continued to breathe heavily. “OK, good. You’re OK.”

      Hiroki nodded. “What took you so long?”

      Tommy coughed a short laugh. “Why does everybody always ask me that?”
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          Kyoto

        

      

    

    
      Sean reached the edge of the woods and stared into the seemingly endless array of trees. He’d seen Keiko disappear into the forest. Where the field ended, the mountain dropped off, sloping down toward the valley below. Once she'd passed beyond that lip, Sean couldn’t see where she went. She was wounded, though, and there was no way for her to cover her tracks in the snow.

      He looked down and noted crimson drops of blood mixed into the path she’d forged in the white powder. The Masamune was still clutched tightly in his fingers. His face ached in multiple places, but the dizziness he’d experienced was mostly gone, replaced by a dull pain in his skull. It was likely a concussion, but he’d have to deal with that later.

      A branch snapped somewhere in the woods beyond Keiko's tracks, and his mind snapped back to the moment. The gunfire back at the shrine had come to a stop, and now he was thrown back into the serene forest silence. Thick clouds rolled across the sky once more, ending the momentary glare of sunlight that had graced the area.

      Sean took off down the hill. He moved fast, planting his boots in Keiko’s path so he could move faster. He paid no attention to how loud he was being. She was on the run, and Sean had to catch her. If she got away, they may never get another chance at bringing her to justice.

      A gunshot popped loudly from below, and one of the tree branches a few feet away snapped off. Instantly, he changed direction in mid-stride and dove to the right behind a big fir tree. He scanned the area the shot had come from but saw nothing. Sean’s eyes narrowed as he searched every inch of the forest for any sign of Keiko. He could have sworn she wasn’t armed, but then he remembered when she’d fallen, no one had bothered to check.

      Another shot fired and exploded in a burst of white powder several feet away. His head twitched in the direction the sound had come from, but again he saw nothing. Sean crouched behind the tree trunk, keeping his left shoulder pressed against it to give her as small a target as possible. A few feet away, he saw a fallen branch in the snow. It was about three inches thick and had broken in half at some point. Flurries began fluttering through the treetops as he cautiously reached out and grabbed the stick. He expected another bullet to whizz by, but none did.

      Sean stood up, keeping his back to the tree trunk. He switched the sword to his left hand and the branch to his right, then stepped out and heaved it through the air. He immediately ducked behind his hiding position as the stick tumbled end over end down the hill. It struck several branches on a spruce forty feet away, causing a significant amount of noise in the otherwise perfectly silent forest.

      The gun fired again, this time taking aim in the direction of his diversionary stick. Now he knew where she was. Sixty feet away, in an outcropping of larger trees that anchored that part of the forest. She must have known that there was no escape unless Sean was dead.

      Using the diversion, he crept from his hiding place and moved back over to where Keiko’s tracks carved a trail through the snow. He found another smaller branch on the ground near the path and threw it down the hill, far to the left of where he knew she was holed up.

      Sure enough, as soon as the stick clacked against another limb, a flash popped from behind one of the trees straight ahead. In the cold, windless air, smoke lingered in a gray haze against the dark outline of the evergreen trees below. If Keiko was trying to hide, she wasn’t doing a very good job of it. This was her last stand.

      He veered out of her tracks and into the powder, finding that the fresh snow crunched less than the stuff that had already been packed down. He waded forward, keeping the sword in a ready position, just in case. She was close now, and he could smell traces of the burned gunpowder lingering in the air. The pistol in her hand came into view, and Sean shifted to the left. She was moving it back and forth. His diversion had caused her to panic, and now Keiko had no idea where the attack would come from.

      Sean wished he still had a pistol with him, but it had fallen out of his coat pocket in the courtyard struggle. He neared the first of the larger trees and stopped next to it. She was less than twenty feet away now. He could hear her breathing, her feet shifting uneasily in the snow as she swept the area for the imminent attack. As soon as Sean stepped around the tree, he’d be an easy target at point-blank range. He thought for a second and looked around at the ground for another stick. But all he could manage were a few twigs. Then he realized what he had to do.

      Sean loosened his grip on the sword and held it by the handle’s end. His lips parted, and he drew in a long, slow breath through his mouth and nose. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest as the tension built. There would only be one shot at this, and if he missed he would likely end up dead. His muscles felt the weight of the sword as he tensed and twisted his torso to the right.

      The world stood still for that moment. Snowflakes seemed to hang in midair as he stepped out from behind the tree, reached back, and flung the blade at the target. The sword flew through the air like a gymnast tumbling head over heels off a pommel horse.

      Keiko saw the movement out of the corner of her eye and whirled around to fire. Her reaction was a second too late, and the sword’s handle struck her cheek just below the right eye. Her weapon fired, but the sword had knocked her sideways, and the bullet dove into the snow, coming nowhere close to her target. Sean hurried forward, knowing that since his plan had only partially worked, she would recover in a second, and then the advantage would be hers.

      She took a step backward and planted her foot in the snow to steady herself. Then she noticed Sean running at her and tried to whip the gun around in his direction. He dove through the air with a loud yell and crashed into her as the gun blasted loudly. The bullet ripped through his coat and grazed his side, instantly sending a fresh twinge of pain through his body, but it wasn’t enough to stop him.

      His shoulder drove hard into her abdomen and sent the two of them falling down the hill. They rolled ten feet until they came to a stop with Keiko straddling Sean. She squeezed both legs and attempted to point the gun at his face, but he grabbed her wrist and, using a move he’d learned from his government training, twisted it down and back, snapping the bone easily. Keiko screamed in agony, and the pistol fell, disappearing into the powder.

      Sean tossed her off him and stood up, clutching her coat. Despite the pain from her broken wrist, Keiko mustered enough strength to attempt a quick jab, but he dipped to the side and threw a right hook that landed on the rim of her jaw. With her eyes blank and her legs suddenly limp, she wavered for a moment before collapsing to the snow.

      The vigorous activity caught up with Sean now, and he panted for air. He put his hands on his hips and stared down at the unconscious woman. “Dad always told me never to hit a woman.” He shook his head. “Pretty sure in this case he’d make an exception.”

      A familiar voice echoed down from the top of the hill. “Sean!” Tommy yelled. “You OK?”

      Sean stepped into view and saw his friend standing next to Hiroki at the lip of the slope. He nodded. “Yeah. I’m good.” He looked back at Keiko still lying on the ground. “I knocked out your girlfriend, though.”

      Tommy shook his head, laughing. “She’s definitely not my girlfriend. After all this, I think it’s fair to say I’ve moved on.”

      Sean nodded. “That’s probably a good idea, buddy. I don’t think she’s the girl for you.”

      The two Americans dragged Keiko back up the hill and across the field to the shrine. Seeing the bodies of the Yakuza gang strewn about the usually peaceful setting, the white-robed monks had gathered in bewilderment. One of the monks was examining the guy on the ground that Sean had run through with the sword. The Masamune was back in its scabbard, strapped to his back as they approached the scene.

      Amid the confusion and the men in robes, the Americans noticed a few faces that stood out in the crowd. Standing over by the large torii, Tara and Alex were standing together. Alex had a backpack slung over his shoulder, while Tara had what appeared to be a hunting rifle.

      Sean and Tommy noticed them at the same time and waved.

      The two newcomers walked toward them, and they met in the middle of the courtyard.

      “Boy am I glad to see you two,” Sean said. “But how did you know we were in trouble?”

      Tara beamed. “Well, when Tommy phoned in, he called me Trouble. He told me that if he ever called me by that name, he needed help. Alex and I figured this was where you’d be headed, so we chartered a flight and came straightaway.”

      “You’re going to need to reimburse us for that, by the way,” Alex added. “Turns out that chartering a last-minute flight to Japan from Atlanta isn’t exactly cheap.”

      Tommy snorted. “I’ll write you a check.”

      Tara pointed at the unconscious girl draped across the Sean’s shoulders. “Who’s this?”

      “This,” Sean said, “was the source of our trouble. But she’s taking a little nap right now, so I don’t think she’ll be a problem.”

      Alex looked across the chaos. “So this is what you two do when you’re not at the lab?”

      Tommy rolled his shoulders. “More or less.”
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          Tokyo, One Month Later

        

      

    

    
      Giving an explanation to the master of the shrine had been a delicate matter, especially to a monk who’d spent most of his life in pursuit of nonviolence. It hadn’t taken a lot of persuasion for him to understand what was going on and that Keiko and her minions were the bad guys. The authorities required a little more convincing. A call from a friend in the White House, however, went a long way to clearing the air. After all, the president owed Sean a favor.

      Sean looked out at the scene. The Japanese government had spared no expense. He and his friends sat atop a stage overlooking the palace grounds in Tokyo. All of Japan’s heads of state were in attendance, as were many of the top historians from all around the world.

      The prime minister—who’d been speaking for the last five minutes—finished what he was saying at the podium and then called Tommy over to make the presentation.

      Cameras flashed from the hundreds of guests and several members of the press who were huddled around the front row. Tommy stood up and strolled over to the podium. He shook the prime minister’s hand and then bowed to him first, then to the crowd. The people applauded, clapping their hands vigorously. When the applause slowed to a halt, Tommy looked out over the audience and smiled.

      “For many years, the Honjo Masamune has been sought by treasure hunters, historians, archaeologists, and anyone else you can think of.” He looked down to his right at a stand with a drape over it. “This weapon has now been returned to its rightful place, to the Japanese people, and to the original home of the Tokugawa clan.”

      The crowd roared again, applauding even louder than before.

      Tommy waited once more for it to die down before speaking again. “I’ve been doing this kind of work for a long time. Sometimes it’s fun. Sometimes it’s dangerous. But it is always satisfying to discover a piece of lost history and bring it back to the world, especially when it is something as important as the Honjo Masamune. This sword represents the enduring spirit of Japan, the toughness and resilience of its people, and the ability to adapt to whatever destiny throws your way.”

      The people whipped into a frenzy, and Sean smiled broadly. He’d never seen his friend play to a crowd so well before. Even the prime minister seemed impressed, perhaps even a tad upstaged.

      “And so, without further delay, I present to you, Mr. Prime Minister,” he nodded at the leader, “and to you, your highness,” he bowed to the emperor sitting off to the left, “the greatest sword ever made. The Honjo Masamune.”

      With dramatic showmanship, Tommy reached down and yanked away the drape. A rectangular glass case gleamed in the light. Contained inside was the black scabbard holding the slender blade.

      The crowd gasped at first, and then the cameras started flashing again. People snapped dozens of photos with their phones, anxious to be the first to share them on social media.

      Tommy’s face beamed with pride as he stared out at the crowd, his head slowly turning one way and then the other.

      Sean scanned the crowd. Adriana sat in the front row, smiling at him with her usual sly grin. She’d been permitted to be a guest of honor at Sean’s request and had flown in from Spain to see the presentation. He couldn’t wait to spend some alone time with her. He needed the rest and a little time in a nice hot tub to sooth his aching muscles.

      His eyes drifted past her, across the rows of curious onlookers. Suddenly, his gaze stopped on a familiar face, one he’d not expected to find here. He blinked several times before he realized he wasn’t hallucinating. It was Aoki. How had the gangster gotten through security? Sean instinctively reached into his jacket but then remembered no weapons were permitted at the gathering.

      He tensed for a second, sensing the threat. Then Aoki smiled at him and bowed his head slowly, as if to say thank you. Hiroki was sitting next to Sean on the stage and had seen the wordless interaction between the two. He leaned close to Sean and put his hand on the American’s shoulder.

      “The boss says to tell you thank you. You have done a great favor to the Yakuza and are always welcome in his home.”

      Keiko had been arrested, though first she required a trip to the hospital to treat her broken wrist and a minor gunshot wound. She would no longer be a threat, at least as far as anyone knew. Her connections in the underworld had been rooted out, mostly by the police, but Sean had a feeling that there were some other things happening as well that were not of a legal nature. It was only a matter of time until the bodies of the men who had sworn loyalty to her would start turning up in random places.

      Nonetheless, Sean relaxed, relieved that Aoki was not a threat to him or anyone else in attendance. At least not now, anyway. His lips stretched to the right in a sideways grin. “Tell him I said thank you. But between you and me, I don’t think I’ll be taking him up on that offer anytime soon.”

      “That is probably for the best.”

      Sean looked back over at his friend who was stepping aside to allow the emperor to take the stage. He nodded at him and gave a thumbs-up to let Tommy know he’d done a good job.

      As the emperor began to speak, Sean’s mind wandered to past adventures. There was no escaping it. This was what he did. And he was good at it. Might as well stop fighting it, he thought as he glanced at his friend again. We are who we are. And this is what we do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      I just wanted to take a second to say thanks for reading my book. You could have chosen to spend your time with a million other stories and you chose mine. For that I am honored.

      If you are new to my stories, swing over to ernestdempsey.net to get some free books in the Sean Wyatt series. All you have to do is enter your email to join the free VIP group. This will also give you access to VIP pricing on new releases.

      Once more, thanks for reading this story. Please take the time to leave an honest review on your retailer of choice. Those reviews are helpful to other readers and to authors too.

      Have a great day!

      Ernest

    

  


  
    
      It is important to note that some of the geographical locations and terrain were altered slightly for this story. However, many of the places I mention in this book can be visited during the warmer months of the year.

      The mountainous Dewa region is a spectacular setting, full of abundant wildlife and natural resources. The shrines and the pagoda mentioned in the story are all very real places. The caves and secret locations mentioned in the story were a figment of my imagination…as far as I can tell. They are, however, entirely plausible.

      One of the pieces of fiction is where the sword was found in the story. No one knows where the great Honjo Masamune sword is hiding, though several Masamune blades are owned by wealthy collectors. Historians and treasure hunters alike are still on the hunt for the fabled weapon.

      The Yakuza are real and extremely dangerous.

      We may never know the true fate of the Honjo Masamune. It is sought after because it was created by the greatest sword maker of all time. Masamune’s techniques were revered by all, and to own a blade made by him was considered an incredible honor.

      If the sword was not destroyed by the allies at the end of the war, it is likely hidden away somewhere safe, protected by those who will never reveal its location.
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