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			For the real Ethan.

			This is what never giving up looks like.

		

	
		
			
			
				I obtained a weapon called Brahmasira which could never be futile and which was like unto thunder itself, capable of consuming the whole earth.

				Mahabharata

				What we often call supernatural is simply the misunderstood.

				Louis L’Amour

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Johnson Space Center

			Houston, Texas

			Only the dead silence of space replied for the crew.

			“Station, Houston,” the tech said. “How do you read?”

			A tonal chirp like the one from a tiny bird followed the broken sound waves from the digital speakers throughout Johnson Space Center’s Mission Control. The sound was a carryover from an old technology and was no longer produced by the radios organically; now, the artificial Quindar tone bookended all transmissions. This tone echoed across dozens of blank faces. Again, the radio pinged, but this time it was followed by a thick Japanese accent.

			“Station, Tsukuba. Come in?”

			Everyone in Mission Control listened, holding their breath. Still, there was no answer. Then the radio pulsed from Germany. “Station, Munich.”

			Then more.

			“Station, Montreal. Over.”

			“Station, Moscow.”

			Korolev, Moscow. The Russian Center for Control of Flight (TsUP), known by American astronauts as “soup.” Korolev was the sister to Houston for control of the International Space Station (ISS).

			“Station, Moscow. We’re transmitting in the blind. If you hear us, we’ve lost link to station and cannot control thruster. Be advised, orbital creep is approaching critical altitude. Station, Moscow. Come in, Station?”

			Jordin Devine sat at her desk in Mission Control, perched on the second floor of building 30 at Johnson Space Center. A tiny cog in the international machine of space exploration. A very tiny cog. Each of the twenty long desks, stacked with computer monitors, handled a different area of the station. Jordin tucked her hair behind an ear and focused on the monitors so hard her eyes stung. She handled audio and video, and among the important problems growing for the ISS, audio and video took priority for the Flight Director. He needed to see his astronauts. Hear their voices.

			She furiously tapped away at her keyboard, rifling through the endless lines of code.

			“Devine?” the Flight Director said, projecting his voice over the room. The Flight Director was an astronaut himself and the one responsible for the ISS in orbit. He was known to all by his call sign, Remi.

			Jordin spun in her chair. “Sir?”

			“Devine, we need something—”

			“Yes, sir. Working on it,” Jordin said.

			“Well, work faster.” Remi remained stationary, staring at the opposite wall full of giant digital screens streaming the orbit of the ISS around the globe.

			The orbital path fell, displayed by a colored line playing in a looped graphic, blinking from green to white—then to red.

			Jordin leaned into her keyboard, fingers keeping pace with the dizzying speed of her cast gray eyes. An eagerness preceded the last rap of her hands on the keys.

			“I’ve got a feed…”

			“Audio or video?” Remi said.

			Jordin clicked her mouse and lifted her gaze to the big screens on the far wall of the control room.

			“Both,” she said.

			A crackling hum filled Mission Control as the audio came through. Then a live video feed flickered on from inside the Destiny laboratory and the Unity module (node 1), connecting the US and Russian orbital sections. It was muted in dark shades of red and slipped into a black screen at irregular intervals before finally establishing a continuous live stream.

			Everyone glued their eyes to the screen. Gasps settled across the room like a falling tide. The Flight Director turned away and whispered into his headset. Remi spoke to the “back room,” or executive NASA leadership. It was a one-way flurry of information without reply.

			Then Jordin stood, covering her mouth with a trembling hand as the video resolution tightened. “Oh my God…”

			

			—

			The International Space Station

			The internal lights of the International Space Station flickered and dimmed, twitching a slow death. With every spark from a bundle of split wiring, the station’s lights guttered. The constant gentle drone of the station was interrupted only by the radio, churning clipped static as the station flew over the horizon, away from the frequency’s reach.

			“Station, Moscow?”

			“Stat—oscow—”

			A single eggshell-colored Extravehicular Mobility Unit (EMU) glove moved through the Unity module. It wasn’t flying; it was falling. Falling off the edge of the Earth as the station executed its orbit at over seventeen thousand miles per hour. Spinning like a ballerina, the glove impacted a padded wall, sending it twirling on its axis through a swarm of floating orb-like marbles and into the Harmony module—the heart of the ISS.

			The burgundy-colored spheres stretched and blobbed. Some clung to one another and formed larger orbs, while others multiplied and stained the glove red.

			That’s what blood does in outer space.

			The woman hooked her feet under rungs on a wall of the module, holding herself in place among the zero-gravity environment. She took a deep breath and brushed the wet nodules away from her face as if they were flies. Her cheeks were smattered with blood, tissue, and tiny fragments of debris. The circular window only made it worse; without it, she wouldn’t have ever known the station was rotating. But every two seconds, the light reflected off the Earth’s surface and flashed over her almond eyes, strobing a reminder of the station’s motion hurtling out of control through orbit.

			The radio continued to crackle, but the woman continued to ignore it.

			“—tation, Mosco—”

			She wore an EMU, but the helmet and gloves had been removed. Bloody handprints marked the suit and partially covered the red, white, and green of the Iranian flag on her shoulder. A Velcro patch on her chest held a name written in both Farsi and English:

			
				Mojdeh “Moj” Zahedi

			

			Her eyes locked in on a computer screen as she fought back the flutter in her stomach and the bile rising in the back of her throat. Vertigo. She could throw up at any moment. But there wasn’t time for that now. There was only time to complete her task. She wiped away the beads of sweat that pooled on her skin.

			Moj released the Russian Makarov 9mm pistol from her hand, and it gently drifted away before the stiff corpse of a man in a navy blue flight suit bounced off the wall, a bloody orb growing over his body like an inflating balloon. She nudged him along and returned to her work. Fingers jabbing at a breakneck pace, she worked her way through the station’s systems.

			
				LIFE SUPPORT—FAILING.

				ACTIVE THERMAL CONTROL SYSTEM—LEAK WARNING. STATION TEMPERATURE CRITICAL.

				ORBIT—DEGRADED. ORBITAL DECAY CRITICAL.

				WARNING. FIRE THRUSTERS.

				WARNING.

				WARNING…

			

			Moj muttered in Farsi, then Arabic, then Russian, before closing her eyes and slamming a fist into the keyboard. The station shook.

			Moj screamed something in Farsi.

			

			—

			Houston

			The video feed cut to a black screen.

			
				CONNECTION LOST.

			

			“What?” Remi said. “What the hell just happened?” He paced the floor of Mission Control. “Get me that video feed back, Devine.”

			“Yes, sir,” Jordin said. “It wasn’t a live feed, like I originally thought. There’s a delay.”

			“How long of a delay are we talking here?”

			“Maybe an hour…or more?” she guessed.

			“I need that feed yesterday.”

			Jordin Devine sank back to her desk, staring at the computer, shaking her head.

			“No,” she said.

			“Is the station over the horizon?” Remi said. “Switch to Germany—”

			“No,” she said louder. “No, it’s not the feed, it’s—”

			“What?”

			Jordin clicked her mouse, and the wall of monitors in Mission Control now displayed the orbit of the ISS. A warning tone continued in the background, synced with a flashing red banner across the screen.

			“Warning,” a digital voice repeated. “Orbit degraded. Fire thrusters. Warning. Orbit degraded. Fire thrusters.”

			“The entire station,” Jordin said. “It…it’s just…gone.”

		

	
		
			
				
					Part One

					Rhapta
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			Maputo

			Mozambique, Africa

			Ethan Cain jolted awake in the darkness.

			Sweat soaked his body and the sheets of his bunk. His arms frantically reached out for the wall, and its presence grounded him as his chest settled into a rhythmic breathing pattern.

			A glance down at his Garmin Fēnix 7 Solar smartwatch told him it was too early. But it was always too early.

			
				4:32 a.m.

			

			Ethan swung his legs over the side of the twin bunk and his feet found the floor. After a brief exhale, he stood and shook the sleep from his face.

			Not bothering to dress, he exited his stateroom and crept down a narrow hall as the boat rocked gently. A lap of dull waves thudded against the fiberglass hull. Ethan crept past several other stateroom doors, still shut.

			His employees.

			His friends.

			His responsibility.

			He ascended a short set of teak stairs into an open salon, complete with a galley, living room, and dining area. The far bulkhead held a nautical chart of the eastern coast of Mozambique, fixed to the wall with packing tape. He flicked on a light and the modern interior burned to life. Ethan stood in his shorts studying the charts.

			He wore his past on his skin as if it were a wax patina. Starting at his feet, off-color burn scars enveloped his entire body like the rippling bark of an ancient oak tree. They wrapped him in gruesome patterns of crosshatched lines known to plastic surgeons as “fishnet” scars—the result of partial-thickness skin grafts. A lot of them, halting only at the neckline. Only his face had been spared the same trauma. Except for his hands, with pants and a long-sleeved shirt, none were the wiser to his injuries.

			But Ethan could never hide them from himself. To him, the fire that caused them was always burning in him, an eternal flame.

			Skin—the largest organ—protects the body from germs and regulates body temperature. Packed full of nerves, it transmits hormonal and electric sensations to the brain, differentiating hot from cold. But without these nerve bundles and glands intact, burn-scarred skin can’t regulate temperature in the same way. Like the sensation of warmth flooding a pair of cold feet, pins and needles constantly plagued him. The pain was unrelenting. A living nightmare he could never wake from.

			The only solution he’d devised was staying in nearly perpetual motion.

			Ethan scanned the map, pulling the cap off a purple marker. His hand brushed past hundreds of tiny boxes laid out in a grid pattern, some with lines hatched across their interior. The grids worked their way offshore like a frustrated game of Tetris. The marker squeaked as Ethan added a few more to the stack.

			Through the port window, the eastern horizon glowed indigo. In the middle of it, the waking sun peeked through, offering a hint of pink.

			At the steering console, Ethan typed a series of coordinates into the GPS and synced it to the boat’s autopilot. He twisted a steel key and depressed a pair of igniter buttons, starting overpowered twin turbo-diesel inboard engines. A heavy chug rumbled the deck to life. The boat crept forward as the navigational touchscreen computer blinked:

			
				AUTOPILOT ACTIVE.

			

			In the same touchscreen, Ethan turned on a hull-mounted side-scan sonar. His rough-textured finger moved through a series of operating modes, landing on one titled SEA FLOOR MAPPING.

			He ran the program.

			
				CALIBRATING.

			

			“Early bird gets the worm,” he said.

			Ethan stepped out into the morning darkness. The churn of the engines gurgled water astern and gently pushed the fifty-two-foot Bluewater 5200 custom monohull yacht at just over one knot. A snail’s pace.

			At the bow, Ethan pulled up the now slack, salty-wet line that was attached to a fixed-bottom mooring of concrete blocks. Free of its tether, the boat gently turned to port.

			Ethan’s eyelids fell and he inhaled deeply. A pair of hazel-green eyes flared open before he dove off the starboard bow, slipping smoothly underneath the ocean swells of East Africa. The initial shock of the cold water sent his heart racing—then calm. The water was a solace from the constant plague of his injuries and his mind. Surfacing, Ethan remained close alongside, matching the boat’s languid pace as he swam.

			

			—

			Splashes of alternating freestyle strokes and gasps focused Ethan’s thoughts. Rhythmic. Smooth. Almost meditative. No matter how turbulent the surface, the water beneath always remained constant—unwavering. He aimed to be the same.

			Suddenly, a harsh spotlight surrounded him, making everything else seem darker. He stopped swimming and treaded in place, shielding his eyes. The boat drifted ahead of him before the engines cut to an idle. A deep, panicked voice projected over the water.

			“Man overboard! Man overboard!”

			All the boat’s lights came on at once. Ethan looked up at a burly, oxlike man with dark skin who hurled an orange life ring into the water. It splashed ten feet away from Ethan.

			“Grab on, man. I got you! Grab the ring!”

			Ethan spat salty water and smirked. “Who are you yelling to, Hank? The only other person on the boat is Mona Lisa, and you know she doesn’t wake up before the sun. For anything.”

			Hank Goodwin’s shoulders seemed to relax. Ethan watched the life ring drift farther and farther out of reach.

			“Good to know, if I was actually drowning,” Ethan said, “you’d at least try and save me.”

			“Very funny, man.” Hank hauled in the rescue line, hand over hand. “You doing your little swim ritual again?”

			“I was.”

			Hank nodded. “Damn, E. You know that shit freaks me out. We’re already at high alert on this job enough as it is.”

			“C’mon, whoever they are, they won’t find the artifact before we do. They’re just treasure hunters. We’ve got the scroll.”

			“Yeah?” Hank said. “And what happens when they find us first?”

			Ethan didn’t reply. His brand of optimism wasn’t a widely shared quality, but he knew better what could happen. The thought of risking his friends’ lives hadn’t been lost on him.

			Far from it.

			He also knew that no matter how much he lied to himself, whoever was pursuing them—they were much more than just treasure hunters.

			Ethan swam closer and slicked brown wavy hair out of his eyes. He surveyed Hank, who was naked except for a pair of red-white-and-blue superhero-branded boxer shorts.

			“Really?” he said under a smirk. “Captain America, huh?”

			Hank’s face grew long and he pulled the life ring back onto the deck. “You really are nuts, you know that? Trusting a computer to drive the boat—”

			“Computers are wrong less than people are.”

			“Yeah, well, I ain’t so convinced yet. Look, if you wanna swim laps with the sharks—you do you…” Hank tapped his bulging chest and followed it with a wide grin. “But I’m drivin’.”

		

	
		
			2

			
			

			150 kilometers west of Maputo

			Eswatini, Africa

			“Tell me again,” the man said. “What was his name?”

			“E-Ethan,” the woman replied as she sat motionless in a chair opposite the man holding a gun.

			“Ethan…who?” the man said.

			“Cain. Ethan Cain.”

			“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

			His head and face were cleanly shaved. He wore a gray suit over a white linen shirt, the collar open, letting a tuft of chest hair spill out the top. He was Arabic, the woman figured. Likely Moroccan, from his accent maybe?

			The man smiled as he released the magazine of a Walther PPK .380 pistol, snapping the slide to the rear.

			The woman flinched. Her hands gripped the table, and its uneven legs trembled with the ever-increasing pulse of her heart.

			A nickel-plated bullet spun through the air, and the man caught it with ease.

			“You see,” he said, placing the bullet on the table like a chess piece. “I don’t need to hurt you.” He ejected each of the five remaining rounds from the magazine, standing them in a line like figurines.

			“Then let us—you let us all go,” the woman said.

			The whites of the man’s bulging eyes contrasted his burnt and leathery skin. He stared at her. Her eyes moved to the table. The silence that followed only made the woman’s heart beat faster, and the table shook in concert. Wind lapped the waxed canvas walls of the field tent, shading them from the midday southern African sun. The silence built like a symphony of fear.

			“Maybe we got off on the wrong note,” the man said. “I’m Azhar Arbab.”

			She looked up at him. “I know who you are.”

			Azhar sat back and placed the gun on the table, clapping. With every crack of flesh and bone, the woman winced. “Please, indulge me. Who am I?”

			“You are the man who funded our expedition.”

			“Wrong.” Azhar picked up a bullet and loaded it into the magazine. “I am the owner of the company—the company that funded your expedition. What was it you were supposed to find for me?” Azhar said.

			“A scroll.”

			“And did you find this scroll?”

			The woman paused. “Yes.”

			“And where is that scroll now?” Azhar asked.

			Silence.

			Azhar slammed a fist on the table—the bullets jumped and fell over. “Where is it now?”

			She swallowed, her reply delayed by the sound of ammunition rolling like marbles along the table.

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			“Because why?” Azhar said.

			“Because another company—a subcontractor—took it. Stole it. Pathfinder Survey Systems.”

			Azhar picked up each bullet and loaded them back into the magazine. He repeated her answer before snapping the magazine into the pistol. He nodded to a man in the doorway who blocked the sun. The man left, allowing light to cast shadows over Azhar’s face like the dark side of the moon.

			“How long ago did he leave?” Azhar said. “Ethan…Cain.” The name generated in his ears with a thunderous contempt and he flicked the words off his tongue as if spitting out a poison.

			“Maybe…one week ago.” The woman’s eyes followed the muzzle of the pistol as Azhar brought it up to his own temple and tapped his bony skull.

			“I don’t have to hurt you,” he said. “I know this—”

			Suddenly, bursts of gunfire filled the air outside of the tent. Azhar didn’t flinch. Tears flowed down the woman’s face.

			“—but you failed me. It’s not that you lost the scroll…Allah knows, these things happen.”

			The gunfire ceased. The pace of the woman’s breathing quickened.

			“Why I had to find out from someone else—one week…a whole week later—remains a problem.” Azhar adjusted the fine linen of his collar. “So, you see, I don’t need to hurt you…I want to hurt you.”

			

			—

			Azhar Arbab dipped his head and slid out of the canvas tent into the burning sun. He pulled a pair of Armani sunglasses from his breast pocket and covered his bulging eyes, disregarding the blood splattered across his white linen shirt.

			“Azhar,” a man called out. He wore glasses with a heavy prescription that distorted the size of his eyes beneath.

			Azhar walked toward the man, stepping over the limp blood-soaked bodies of dozens of his former employees. Like the woman in the tent, the archaeological field team was useless to him now.

			“Kali, tell me good news, my friend,” Azhar said.

			Kali removed his heavy glasses and mopped sweat from his face. “Azhar, come see.”

			The men traversed a series of unoccupied dig sites and empty tents. They climbed down a ladder into an uncovered structure of weathered stone. The floor of the structure, some ten feet below the ground, peeked through the partially uncovered sand. Azhar scraped the dust and gravel with his boot. A multicolored mosaic of vibrant tiles appeared.

			“What is this?”

			“A Roman fresco,” Kali said. “This whole site was a Roman outpost.”

			“Where was it?” Azhar said.

			Kali crouched and pointed to a chiseled cut in the stone wall.

			“The scroll was here, but Cain removed the entire surrounding stone, too, so there’s nothing left.” Kali tossed Azhar a small coin. “But we found a lot of these.”

			Azhar looked down at the faded mold of a silver coin.

			“They’re Roman, AD 68,” Kali said. “It was here. It was the scroll we seek. Right here, damn it,” Kali said.

			Azhar examined the coin, turned it between his fingers, and dropped it into the breast pocket of his coat. “Calm yourself. It is Allah’s will that we must face hardship in our endeavor. Ethan Cain is one step ahead of us again, but we have an advantage now.”

			Kali looked at him.

			Azhar said, “There are only three people in the world—alive today—who can decipher that scroll…and you, Kali, are one of them.” He brushed rubble off the fresco, revealing a bearded man with a golden halo around his head. “We know who Cain will bring the scroll to.” Azhar stared at the fresco. “Time to pay a visit to an old acquaintance.”

			Kali smiled. “Allah is good.”

			“Allah is most great.”
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			Friday Evening Shabbat

			Willow Street Synagogue

			Lakewood, New Jersey

			“Shabbat shalom.”

			Rabbi Ira Loeb finished his words as the simple acoustic music began to fill the Orthodox Jewish temple. A circular window of blue stained glass tinted the faces of all in attendance as they rose from their seats and embraced one another before the crowd ushered itself toward the exit.

			The building was modest in size, and a musty odor clung to the old and new construction—the smell of distant memories. It was a beautiful temple once. Now an abundance of time and a lack of money had worn it out.

			Ira was no different.

			Wrapped in a tallit prayer shawl, with its fringed edges hanging off his hunched shoulders, he stood at the exit. His face held a wiry white beard, and what was left of his hair had grown long at the sideburns, curled down in Orthodox fashion. He leaned into every handshake, greeting the face of each person as they passed him. Some had been coming here for ten years, and some were new. Only some.

			“Thank you, Rabbi,” a woman said.

			“Shalom.”

			Ira’s warm smile generated others in reply.

			“Shalom.”

			One man, alone, stopped in front of Ira and shook his hand, wrapping his other around Ira’s elbow, pulling him in gently. The man’s eyes were like the stained glass window, shining and brilliantly blue.

			“A man’s most noble deed is one of quiet desperation.”

			Ira’s smile fell before he nodded at the man. “Sh-shalom.”

			Eyes widening, Ira watched the man turn and walk away. For five long seconds, he stared after him. Then he pulled himself back to reality and continued ushering out the patrons. Every so often, Ira’s gaze searched the crowd for that man. But he was gone.

			

			—

			The synagogue remained quiet. Every step echoed throughout the sanctuary, empty now except for Ira Loeb. He walked slowly between the long benches and stopped at one in particular. He bent down, creaking at the knees, and ran his hand under the wooden seat before stopping. Something he thought he’d never touch graced his fingertips, wedged into the underside of the bench.

			Ira looked up and twice clicked his tongue to the ceiling before pulling out a small package wrapped in plain brown paper.

			In the back room, a twin-size bed sat next to a small writing desk with an old computer. Ira placed the package down and deftly unwrapped the parcel. He put on a pair of reading glasses and held up two metal rectangles about the size of a paperback novel. Once connected as a thin scroll made of bronze, the two fragile pieces had become split and broken by oxidation and time. A desk lamp burned to life, casting soft shadows onto the aged bronze, intensifying the cast script. A script that Ira hadn’t seen in a very long time.

			Old Hebrew.

			But this was not the traditional biblical proto-Hebrew that scholars studied and read. No, this was something even older. Few had ever laid eyes on it. Even fewer could read it.

			Ira Loeb was one of these few.

			There was a note accompanying the strange tablets:

			
				SIR ALISTAIR LORD, HERE IS THE SCROLL YOU HIRED MY COMPANY TO RETRIEVE. PATHFINDER IS STANDING BY TO COMPLETE THE SECOND PART OF OUR ARRANGEMENT WHEN YOU HAVE DETERMINED THE LOCATION OF THE ARTIFACT.

				—ETHAN CAIN

			

			Ira didn’t waste any time. He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a small writing pad and pencil along with an oversized magnifying glass. After several hours of diligent study, he removed his glasses and rubbed his aching eyes. Ira sat back in the chair and inhaled deeply, followed by a shaky exhale.

			Among the many old books laid open on his desk, his eyes fell to several pictures—ancient depictions. First, the Indian epic the Mahabharata, where a blue-skinned man fired an arrow at an entire planet, destroying it whole.

			“Brahmashira-astra,” Ira said.

			Then a Greek text, Hesiod’s Work and Days from 700 BC. He ran his fingers over an 1881 painting of the naive Pandora opening a clay jar. The pictures that followed held scenes of sickness and death.

			Ira picked up another heavy book, written on goatskins. It was a fourteenth-century Ethiopian text known as the Kebra Nagast, written in the ancient liturgical language Ge‘ez. The book’s aging spine ached as he carefully laid it aside, revealing a reprint of a colorful painting underneath. The picture centered on a box, gilded in gold and carried on long poles. Ira’s eyes followed the arcs of purple lightning emanating from the box as it destroyed a fortified city, and the entire army that defended it.

			“Tevah,” he said cautiously, like the devil himself would overhear. “Aron Ha-Elohim.”

			With the aid of his glasses, he read what he’d just translated from the bronze scroll. But it was the ending—a warning—that provoked him to read it again, only slower this time.

			No man can serve two masters, he read. Those who seek to claim the Tevah for blood or treasure…will find both.

			Ira took another measured breath. His eyes remained anchored on the last painting like a line-caught fish.

			The desk drawer opened again, and this time he retrieved a clear bottle of arak, the spirit of Lebanon. He walked to his modest studio kitchen within the walls of the synagogue and returned with an empty glass in one hand and a small bowl of ice cubes in the other. He uncorked the bottle and poured the clear liquid into the glass, filling it a third of the way. Its odor was of sweet licorice pierced by ethanol. From an opened bottle, he poured water to fill the remaining two-thirds, then dropped a single ice cube into the arak and watched it transform into a milky white substance. The aroma lit up his eyes.

			Halib al-Assad.

			Lion’s Milk.

			Ira sipped it, savoring the cool bite on his tongue before returning to his notepad.

			It was right there…all this time…Rhapta, he thought to himself.

			Among a stack of books on the floor, he lifted an old tattered copy of Ptolemy’s Geographia and the Greek text The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea. He opened dog-eared pages and laid them down while he awakened the computer. After reviewing his notes, he typed an email to Ethan Cain, along with a series of latitude and longitude coordinates. He typed quickly, signing the email “Sir Alistair Lord, CEO, McMann Holdings Corp.” But that wasn’t his name, either. Ira didn’t know who he was anymore. A brief pause over the keys, then he hit send.

			
				SENT.

			

			Another long exhale as he looked to the ceiling and clicked his tongue twice.

			The ends will justify the means. They must, my Dina.

			Noises came from outside his door and down the hallway. Bumps and knocks in the sanctuary. Ira tapped a few keys as lines of white code scrolled down a black screen.

			
				<DRIVE ERASED>

			

			The entire computer twitched before the acrid tinge of burning wire insulation filled the room. Ira covered the tablets with the brown paper and laid his glasses on the desk before walking out of his studio and into the sanctuary.

			“Hello, Rabbi,” a man said in Farsi. “Been a long time. This suits you.” The man gazed up at the high-ceilinged architecture of the expansive vacant room—empty no longer.

			Rabbi Ira Loeb stood in front of three men. They were young, Ira perceived, and dangerous. Heads buzzed clean, skin mahogany. Their faces were stubbled, maybe a few days since a fresh shave. The man in front of the podium, closest to Ira—the leader—wore a leather jacket.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t know who you men are,” Ira said.

			“We know who you really are…or were. Azhar Arbab sends his condolences for your wife,” Leather Jacket said. The other two men flanked Ira’s left and right—Lefty and Righty.

			Lefty remained quiet. Ira could feel him inching closer.

			Righty said, “Azhar told me to tell you, she was a whore, and you’re better off now.”

			The three men stared at him, their eyes like stone.

			“What do you want from me?” Ira said. “I have nothing. Take what you want and be gone with you. May God have mercy on you.”

			“We know you have it,” Leather Jacket said.

			Ira said nothing.

			“We know you have the scroll. Where is it, old man, and I will make your death an honorable one.” Leather Jacket produced a karambit knife with a four-inch hooked blade concealed inside his pocket. Through a finger hole in the handle, he spun it like a professional showman.

			Ira said, “I don’t know what—”

			Lefty advanced, arms outstretched, to grab Ira Loeb.

			Suddenly, the prayer shawl swirled into the air like a wave of water. The old rabbi’s hand raised to catch the wrist of Lefty just as Ira lashed out with his other hand, gripping a Glock 17, seemingly produced out of thin air. The muzzle flashed and barked four times, hitting Righty and Leather Jacket each twice in the chest. Ira sidestepped and twisted the wrist of Lefty, kicking his legs out from under him in one motion. Lefty screamed as he landed on his back, arm bent awkwardly as the muzzle of the gun pressed into his chest and popped twice before sliding up to his face and firing again. Ira wrapped both hands around the gun and turned back toward the other two men. Dropping to one knee, he opened fire three more times into Righty, shooting him continuously as he dropped.

			The prayer shawl floated to the ground, covering the spent brass casings still rolling to a stop along the oak floorboards.

			Leather Jacket was on the ground, leaning against the podium, still trying feverishly to maintain his grip on the knife. He coughed up blood, and the pool of it he sat in was growing wider by the second. Ira loomed over him. The man tried to say something in Farsi, but Ira shot him through the mouth. The gunshot sounded ten times its power amid the expanse of the sanctuary.

			A deafening quiet followed.

			Ira Loeb closed his eyes and raised his head to the ceiling, clicking his tongue twice.

			Without another thought to the dead men in the synagogue, he walked briskly to his studio and retrieved a fresh glass. He poured another arak alongside his first glass, then water, and again dropped a single ice cube into the liquid. The milky white liquor found his mouth and was gone in a single upended motion.

			Kaasek, my Dina.

			He put the gun on the desk and removed his clothes. In a tiny bathroom mirror, he used an electric clipper to shave his curls and what hair he had left. He clipped his beard as close to the skin as it would allow, leaving only a light salted scruff along his wrinkled face. Dressed now in jeans and a light jacket, he placed the Glock into the waistband of his belt and removed a stack of cash from behind his bathroom mirror along with a creased black-and-white photograph of a beautiful woman.

			“Forgive me, my Dina, for what I must do now.”

			Crumpling his translation notes, he diligently shredded the paper, then chewed and swallowed the scraps. Carefully, he folded the twin halves of the bronze scroll back into the brown paper and tucked them inside the pocket of his jacket. As he walked toward the back door of the synagogue, he stopped in front of a picture frame hanging on the wall. Through the glass, he caught the reflection of his own face—aged—almost foreign to him now. In that photo, a much younger version of his face stared back. Next to the young Ira Loeb stood another man with hard, deep-set Italian eyes and a square jaw.

			“I’ll see you soon, old friend.”

			He said a quick prayer in Hebrew:

			You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done…

			And then, Ira Loeb walked out the door.
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			Maputo

			Mozambique, Africa

			Ethan toweled off his wet hair as rays of sun infiltrated the salon. The Bluewater 5200 cut through the swells as it followed a GPS track, scanning the ocean floor on the first of many passes. Sitting at the galley table, he opened a laptop, and it prompted him for a four-digit password. Ethan pecked away at the keyboard with one hand; the other lifted a steaming mug of black coffee to his lips.

			“Columbus sailed the ocean blue,” he said between sips, “in fourteen hundred and ninety-two.”

			
				1492.

			

			The computer flashed a black screen, then granted him access. The desktop photo was of Ethan with his arm around a stunning blond woman, kissing him on the cheek. He sipped coffee and lost himself in the picture for a moment before opening an Excel spreadsheet, sheet two, titled PATHFINDER SURVEY SYSTEMS, LLC—FINANCIAL STATEMENT.

			A cascade of red numbers flowed down the right-hand columns of cells one through eight of the document.

			“Let’s be honest,” he said to himself, homing in on the red numbers in cell four—the balance sheet for his present job. “You’ve always sucked at money…”

			He opened his email next. The first unread message was a prompt for an overdue reply to an email he’d sent seven days ago to Lana.Foster@K5news.com.

			“Relationships—another thing you suck at.”

			His eyes momentarily trailed back to the woman in the photo on the screen hiding behind the email’s window.

			Maybe in another life.

			Tap. He deleted the message alert.

			Below that, there was a new email that captured his attention. Ethan clicked it open and sipped more coffee.

			“Why not stick to what I am good at.”

			The email was from a Sir Alistair Lord and listed a series of coordinates along with a short translation. He skipped the translation and went right down to the bottom of the email.

			
				…Second payment transferred…

			

			Ethan sighed, nodding, and a weight fell from his shoulders.

			Pathfinder is alive for another day. Another job. For now.

			Ethan picked up an aged silver coin from a small stack of them on the desk and habitually scrubbed the weathered bust of what was once the Roman emperor Nero, AD 68. His eyes never left the computer screen as he read portions of the email.

			
				…This is a possible location of the stone chest. Recover and deliver it to my office in London and you will be paid twice what you’ve already received…

			

			Ethan smirked. “That I can do, Alistair. That I can do.”

			For a second, his eyes hung on a particular phrase in the translation, as if it were haunting him. Giving him one last chance to alter course.

			
				…Those who seek to claim the Tevah for blood or treasure will find both.

			

			Great. Just great.

			Ethan put down the coin and his coffee and walked to the nautical charts on the opposite wall of the salon. With a purple marker, he roughly placed the four new lat-long coordinates from the email. They made a square, offset from the others they’d already searched.

			He shook his head. It was right under our noses all along, huh?

			Ethan grabbed a corded radio and depressed transmit. “Hank, haul everything in,” he said. “We’ve just got word from Alistair. He’s got a location. We’re moving shop.”

			Ethan picked up his coffee and stared back down at the negative income statement on his laptop.

			“Let’s go find this stone chest…and get paid.”
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			Johnson Space Center

			Houston, Texas

			“I want to know everything that happened up on that station,” the Flight Director said over a bustling crowd of dazed NASA employees.

			Joe “Remi” Murphy, the Flight Director—or Flight, as it was called—was a legendary astronaut in his own right and had served as commander of the International Space Station for a year. During that time, he executed safe haven protocols more than a dozen times. The protocol protected the astronauts from space debris and rogue satellite orbits by conducting orbital jumps known as Hohmann transfers to avoid impact and station destruction. The crew would fire the station’s thrusters and shift orbit, then wait out the passing debris inside the Russian Soyuz as an emergency escape vehicle.

			This seemed like a safe haven protocol gone sideways.

			“Gimme something, anything!” Remi yelled over the mass of people who typically flocked to a problem.

			Not to help, but to chat about it.

			And watch.

			“If you’re in my control room, you’re part of the solution,” he said. “Propulsion…”

			“Flight?”

			“Did we have a close approach?” Remi brushed the tears forming in his eyes but kept barking orders.

			“Not that we’re aware of.”

			“Life Support…”

			“Yes, Flight?”

			“I want full profiles of our astronauts before we lost monitoring on their vitals,” Remi said, still wiping the tears cascading down his cheeks.

			He wasn’t crying. After his stint in space, he’d spent time in Iran, training the Iranian Space Agency as part of a denuclearization agreement, where the geniuses at the White House allowed Russian-sponsored Iranians aboard the ISS.

			They are likely rethinking that decision right now, Remi thought.

			While in Iran, he contracted a rare eye virus. To prevent the destruction of his corneas, he had to have both tear ducts removed. It halted the progression of the virus but left his eyes with the inability to drain fluid. The consequence? He looked like he was crying all the time. And as a bonus, he was no longer eligible for space flight.

			“Flight,” someone said from behind the rows of computers.

			Remi walked over. “What you got for me?”

			The attitude determination and control officer ran a model of the station’s orbit. “The station jumped orbit—”

			“Without talking to you?” Remi said. “Was it a safe haven?”

			“No,” the control officer said. “They executed a manual unauthorized burn on all station thrusters and shifted several orbits lower.”

			“Lower? Why would they go lower—into more satellite debris? Doesn’t make any sense, a manual station thruster burn. You mean it wasn’t Moscow?”

			“No, it was organic to the station.”

			Remi shook his head at the computer monitor. “Keep working—”

			“Flight,” Jordin Devine said.

			“You got that video back yet, Devine?”

			Jordin rolled her chair to the side and made room for Remi. “I’m sifting through the last burst of downlinked code from the station, but it’s a mess of over 1.5 million lines of flight code. I did, however, pull this.”

			Remi put on headphones and leaned over the desk. As the audio file progressed, he cocked his head and held the earphones. “Play it again,” he said.

			Jordin pushed a button, and Remi held the earphones even tighter to his head. “When was this?”

			“Just before everything went to hell,” she said.

			“Is that”—Remi winced—“gunshots?”

			“I think so. What does that mean, sir?”

			Remi’s eyes blurred with tears as he tried to make sense of the audio he was listening to.

			“Flight!” someone else yelled.

			Remi took off the headphones. “Devine, get me more of that.”

			She nodded as he walked over to another flight control officer.

			“Between orbital jumps,” the control officer said, “there was an EVA.”

			Extravehicular activity. In other words, a walk in outer space.

			“I didn’t authorize any EVAs!” Remi said. “How long were they outside?”

			“Fifty-seven minutes, sir.”

			“Without decompression? How many crew? Who was it?”

			“We don’t have names yet.”

			What the hell were you guys doing up there? Remi thought to himself.

			He patted the flight controller on the back. “I want to know who those astronauts were, and why they went outside.”

			

			—

			Jordin diligently worked before overhearing that there was an EVA. She knew the lines of code for the external video ran through the flight control signals. A quick dip out of her swim lane and she had something almost instantly.

			She yelled so loud that the entire room stood still. “I’ve got a partial video of the EVA!”

			The entire room watched the main monitor play an unbroken video from the station’s external camera. The Canadarm, a massive robotic utility arm, twisted and reached above the station, out of view.

			“What are they using the arm for?” Remi said. “Can we get another shot? Another camera?”

			Jordin dug into her computer. Seconds later, the camera switched to a higher-angle shot. A few quiet moments took hold of flight control. Everyone needed to digest what they were seeing. A metallic black object—like shimmering onyx—became discernible, taking up the entire video screen.

			“What the hell is that?” Remi said. “There aren’t any assets on file for that orbital location. Shit, it’s bigger than the whole damn space station.”

			

			—

			Cheyenne Mountain

			Deep underground, in the mountains of Colorado, a man in a green flight suit stared at his checklist for shift change. During night shift work, the lighting reverted to red to help workers maintain their circadian rhythms. His shift was seventy-two hours in the hole, as they called it. Nothing was ever off in the slightest. Even the cool fifty-five-degree temperature never wavered by half a degree.

			The man was officially part of Space Command, the newly formed US Space Force. Unofficially, he was in charge of satellite monitoring for the National Security Agency.

			He ran through his checklist and stopped at a line that failed the check. Assuming he’d done it incorrectly, he ran through it again, but the computer screen flashed back at him:

			
				UNRESPONSIVE. NO CONNECTION.

			

			As with all military checklists, he flipped to the corresponding section for this exact response, like one of those Choose Your Own Adventure books he’d read as a kid. The page he found differed from the typical white or yellow with black stripes for emergencies. Some pages were blue and contained charts or precalculated math.

			In all his time, he’d never flipped to this card before. A simple red card with no fancy headings. It read:

			
				IF NO CONNECTION ON SECOND ATTEMPT, CONTACT NATIONAL SECURITY AGENCY DEPUTY DIRECTOR IMMEDIATELY ON SECURE-ENCRYPTED LINE.

			

			He read the card again. There was a phone number listed on the card and a code word.

			The man picked up a red phone and dialed the number.

			“Code word?” the phone chirped in his ear.

			“ASTRA,” he said.

			The woman’s tone on the other end darkened. “Say again?”

			He could hear the concern in her voice.

			“ASTRA,” he said.

			“One moment…”

			Warbling sounds squelched in his ear before the gruff voice of a man, likely just awoken from a deep sleep, came over the net.

			“This is National Security Agency Deputy Director Victor Cashmere.”

			“Sir, sorry to bother at this hour,” the man said, “but there’s a problem. We’ve lost control of ASTRA. A complete connection lockout.”

			It felt like an hour if it was a minute.

			Deputy Director Cashmere exhaled into the phone. “Thank you.”

			The line went dead.

			

			—

			Houston

			Remi was at a grease board with the other flight control officers, discussing the track of the International Space Station. Despite its apparent fragility, the station could move quite well. The ISS propulsion system, managed by the Russian Segment, uses unsymmetrical dimethylhydrazine and nitrogen tetroxide as the oxidizer. The bipropellant thrusters are directed by four control momentum gyroscopes that can alter course rapidly to avoid collisions, as well as rotate on its axis for Earth-viewing opportunities.

			Food and empty coffee cups decorated the conference table. It was all hands on deck. They needed answers.

			“So, the station jumps orbit, matches velocity with some unknown object—that’s not on any orbital databases—executes a solo EVA for almost one hour…then the station just vaporizes.” Remi stood in front of his rough diagram of the facts they had. “That about right?”

			He was so engrossed in his work that he didn’t even see the mass of people filing into his Mission Control outside the window.

			“That’s not even the half of it,” a gruff voice said, coming from the doorway.

			“Who the hell are you?” Remi said.

			“I’m NSA Deputy Director Victor Cashmere.” As he spoke, men and women flooded the control room and began setting up computer workstations alongside NASA employees. “And I’m in charge here now. Nobody comes in or out of Mission Control without my authorization and armed escort from this moment forward. All your people will report to me, and all your data is now classified above top secret.”

			That meant SCI, or sensitive compartmented information.

			Remi followed Cashmere onto the floor of the control room. “On whose authority?”

			Cashmere turned and stood firm. “Code word authority under the direction of the president of the United States,” he said. “You have no idea what you’re into. And you don’t want to test me on this. It’s a matter of national security.” He elevated his voice over the head of Remi. “I want profiles of all the astronauts aboard the station.”

			Remi nodded reluctantly to his team, and a series of six photographs appeared in two rows of three in the center of the main Mission Control screen.

			It only took Cashmere a quick glance before he stopped on the two Iranian astronauts. “Since when do we have Iranian astronauts aboard the ISS?”

			“Since recently,” Remi said.

			“I want everyone to focus on these two—the Iranians,” Cashmere said. “Give my team any and all data you have—” He cocked his head, staring at Remi. “Are you…are you crying? Listen, if you can’t handle this, then I’ll—”

			“No,” Remi said, dabbing his eyes. “I’m not. It’s a long story. We’ll take care of it.”

			“Thank you for your cooperation.”

			Cashmere’s stare lingered before he turned and walked into the empty conference room. He closed the door and removed a cell phone. Thick fingers dialed a number, which picked up instantly.

			“We have a new serious problem with an old serious problem—Nursery…Copy all, sir…Yes, sir. I’ll let him know.”

			Cashmere looked through the window of the conference room. Glaring back at him were the photos of the Iranian astronauts.

			

			—

			Central Intelligence Agency

			Langley, Virginia

			Bob Moretti hated the pageantry.

			Thirty-five years on active duty, the former Green Beret had had his fair share of the dog and pony show, and he loathed every dog and pony he had met along the way. But it was a small price for what he had done for a living. And still did on some level. He was a warrior. A protector. A killer of men. Long ago, he traded in his M4 for a suit and tie, but the man inside it was no different. Maybe a little older now. His deep-set Italian eyes were unflinching, and his jaw still looked as if it were chiseled from the white marble covering the wall in front of him.

			The CIA Star Ceremony.

			As each name was read off, all 138 of them, thirty-eight were unnamed, and the voice over the audio system read the word “redacted.”

			Bob Moretti heard the names shrouded in mystery. They rattled in his brain because he knew who they really were. Most of them anyway. Every so often, the names built up, triggering a new ceremony. The last name read—the newest addition to the wall—was a star that would stick him with all five points. It was a star thirty-five years in the making. The name was redacted, but Moretti traveled through the movie screen of his mind to Beirut, Lebanon. So long ago.

			Moretti didn’t believe in regret. He saw mistakes as lessons. But when the word “redacted” echoed across the pristine marble, a silk drape was removed, revealing a freshly carved star in the wall. And it cut out a piece of his heart in the shape of a CIA star.

			As he stood in silent reflection, he found himself deep in the recesses of his mind…

			Smoke blew all around him. Blood and gravel scattered underneath his combat boots. The rubble of a building slowly crumbled. He could inhale the acrid stench of burnt flesh and the bite of acetone and cordite. The ringing in his ears wormed into his bloodstream. A bomb had just leveled a building close to where he stood. Then he saw her materializing out of smoke and ash…

			Buzz. Buzz.

			Moretti jolted out of his mind. His nightmare. He looked to his left and right, embarrassed, patting the sweat beading his forehead.

			Buzz. Buzz.

			His chest vibrated gently. A phone. Not just any phone. He had three on him at all times, and this phone received few calls—if ever. If this phone rang, it was the type of call you stepped out of a CIA Star Ceremony to accept. Moretti understood that the world kept spinning. It didn’t give a damn about your problems. Grief. Remorse. Then nothing.

			Move on.

			He answered the phone as he walked out of the building, loosening his black tie and unbuttoning the collar. “Director Moretti, JIATF-South.”

			The Joint Interagency Task Force South. A conglomerate of every lettered federal agency combined under one roof for one simple purpose: seek and destroy transnational criminal organizations. Drug cartels, human traffickers, arms dealers, terrorists—of late, they were all morphing into one and the same.

			“Bobby, it’s Vic. Where are you?”

			Moretti stopped walking when the gruff voice of Victor Cashmere greeted him on the other end.

			“Paying my respects.
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