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Аннотация
When the coalition of Allied Forces established an international zone in Iraq, they meant to bring peace to the region. They were succeeding — until the moment something hulked into the zone and detonated a nuclear bomb.

The last images from the area prior to the blast are not of drones or the trail of an ICBM. Instead they show a solitary figure carrying the enormous weapon to the soon-to-be ground zero on its back.
Consulting an ancient prophecy, scholars warn that an ancient evil has returned, wielding the power to raise the dead to do its bidding.
Major Jack Hammerson, leader of the elite commandos known as the HAWCs knows that only one one soldier is up to the task. But he cannot do it alone.
Alex Hunter, the Arcadian, teams up with old ally and Mossad spy Adira Senesh to unravel the age old prophecy, tracing it back to the very heart of madness.

Perfect for fans of Matthew Reilly, Steve Alten, Myke Cole, Graham Masterton, James Rollins and Michael Crichton.


Greig Beck
Hammer of God


Dedication

To the four marines and one sailor killed in Chattanooga by hate, ideology and cowardice. Know this: they’ve never beaten you in a fair fight and never will. You will not be forgotten.

Greig Beck

Epigraph

“Father always said that when things were darkest, when evil was everywhere, then the angels would come — and they would strike like the hammer of God.”
Leyla ba Hadid, Soran, Northern Iraq



PROLOGUE

Soran, Northern Iraq, late afternoon
Arki Bapir and Mohammed Faraj watched as the huge man lumbered down the road toward them. He was headed toward the city center. A thick shawl covered his head and body, but still could not hide his powerful frame.
Strapped to the man’s back was a huge pack — oil drum size, and covered in an ancient script. And even though it looked to be of considerable weight, the man came on steadily, bowed forward for balance, but not staggering or straining.
“What is he carrying?” Mohammed asked his friend.
Arki shrugged. “Not sure, but it looks heavy. Maybe dumbbells?” He turned and grinned.
Mohammed snorted. “Well, let’s find out if he is selling something worth buying… or taking.” He turned the car around and pulled up beside the man, slowing. He nudged Arki. “Go on, ask him.”
Arki wound down the window, letting in a blast of hot dry air that mingled with the warm humidity in the car. “Hey, hey, my brother, what is it you bring us today?”
The pair waited for the man to respond. Mohammad coasted to stay alongside him, but the man continued to lumber forward, his face lost in the long folds of his shawl.
“Is he deaf?” Arki asked as he half-turned toward Mohammed. “He doesn’t know who we are.”
“Or maybe just rude?” Mohammed replied. “Shoot him in the leg.”
“Perhaps he’s stupid.” Arki leaned out the window. “Hey you.”
Mohammed’s eyes narrowed. “Be careful, he is big.” He dragged his aging AK-47 up onto his lap.
The lumbering giant was approaching the center of the city now, wooden single story dwellings giving way to multi-level concrete and glass blocks.
“Hey, brother, no need to be rude… oops.” Arki pulled back into the car.
The man stopped, seemed to orient himself. He shrugged out of the pack and it made a resounding thump as it hit the ground. He straightened to his full height of around seven feet, making the men in the car gasp.
“He truly is a giant. Let’s leave him be.” Arki shrunk back into his seat. “We are supposed to be gone by now anyway.” He watched as the huge man reached forward to pull open the backpack.
Mohammed squinted. “I think it’s some sort of machine in there.”
The man drew his hood back, and momentarily looked skyward as though praying or listening to something. His face was now revealed, its patchwork surface scarred and waxen. There was more of the ancient writing, but this time it was carved or branded into his very flesh, along with the zippering of deep stitches.
Mohammed recoiled. “Ach, mother of horrors, what happened to him?”
The giant man’s dead eyes never flickered as he reached into the pack and pressed a single button.
The pair of fighters from Mosul never knew what happened at the moment they were vaporized. The twenty-kiloton nuclear device detonated at ground level. The hypocenter of the explosion reached ten thousand Kelvin and was hotter than the sun. In the first few seconds it melted a crater down a hundred feet, and, within a mile, buildings, streets, trees, and men, women and children were all fused into a black, glass-like slag.
The thermal compression wave then traveled on at around seven hundred miles per hour, crushing everything before it — a heat and pressure tsunami straight from hell.
Before the blast, the city of Soran had a population of 125,000 inhabitants. By sundown, the remaining eight thousand souls, who were unlucky enough to survive, would then die slowly from burns, or from radiation poisoning, as their cells simply disintegrated within their own bodies.
Soran, the ancient city that had stood for nearly two thousand years, had ceased to exist, and the now toxic land would ensure it never existed again.
* * *
The winds blew the radioactive dust and debris back over the western desert, where it would settle over the dry plains. In the mountains to the northeast, Leyla ba Hadid, a girl of just ten, sat and watched as the mushroom cloud rose thousands of feet into the sky.
Her home was gone; everything was gone. Her father had said there would be trouble as soon as the bad men from Mosul had arrived. But even he could not have foreseen this. She sat and hugged her knees tight, her face wet and the skin on her neck peeling and raw.
Her father had told her to run and hide as the bad men maimed and killed, and then finally rounded up hundreds of men, women, and families, and bundled them all into trucks, along with her father, still in his favorite blue shirt. No one fought back — they just let themselves be taken and driven away. Leyla had followed, staying on the mountain slopes. She had cursed their ill fortune. But that changed in a heartbeat. Now, she realized she had been one of the lucky ones.
Soran was now ash and smoke. God had reached down a finger and touched the city, and taken it from them. The back of Leyla’s neck still stung from the heat flash and she wrapped her shawl there to dry its sticky rawness. Her eyes were sore, but it was pure chance that she’d been looking away from the blast and hadn’t lost her sight.
Leyla rocked back and forth, wondering how she would tell people of this moment. What would she say of Soran? Of all the poor souls who stayed; of her friends, neighbors, and when it came to it one day, what would she tell her children?
Leyla knew immediately how she would remember this moment. She would say to them:
I was ten when my world vanished in the flames. When the bad men came and beat us, we didn’t fight back. When they raped and killed us, we stood silent. And when they finally smashed God’s house and took us as slaves, we still did nothing. We were weak and maybe that’s why we were punished. God turned our world to ash.
She rocked faster, feeling tears on her cheeks. Father always said that when things were darkest, when evil was everywhere, then the angels would come — and they would strike like the hammer of God.
She lowered her head. I pray they come soon.

CHAPTER 1

United States Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM) — Nebraska
Major Jack Hammerson stared at his computer screen with a clinical, military interest. It showed an aerial shot of the small Iraqi city — former city.
Data windows beside the images displayed wind direction, rad-count, and drew colored lines suggesting wind dispersal patterns. Body count and survivor numbers were also displayed — the first number was over 130,000, and the second number, showing the survivors, was expected to be only in the hundreds — a maximum kill rate, Hammerson thought.
Already, the VELA satellites had tasted the composition of the blast and supplied their findings: High-grade fission blast delivered by a single twenty-kiloton nuclear device. The bomb that destroyed the city of Hiroshima was only around fifteen kilotons.
Hammerson leaned forward, fingers steepled. He knew this was a tactical weapon designed purely for asset destruction — people and property — it was a city killer. And it was packaged at ground level. This accounted for the high radioactive fallout, and significant cratering of the landscape.
Hammerson exhaled and opened the eyes-only folder and read from the first page. The suspects ranged from the obvious to the far-fetched. No group of the dozens making a mess of Iraq right now had this sort of technology, or the means to develop it. He rubbed at his chin. But there were a few certainly wealthy enough to buy a weapon like this, and a few sellers with a corrupt enough ideology to supply one.
Due to the chaos in the Middle East, they had various orbiting birds watching most parts of the landscape. Hammerson called up the orbit log of the VELA satellites and selected one that had eyes on Northern Iraq. He then tracked the data feed back a month, looking for any high energy particle traces. Most bombs of that size will shed, giving off minute traces of enriched uranium, plutonium, deuterium, tritium, or dozens of other elements used in thermonuclear explosive devices, all tidily collected under the heading of Highly Radioactive Elements, or HREs.
Leaning forward to stare at the screen, Jack Hammerson started with the fireball, and then moved back in time, by seconds at first, then minutes — there, there it was, the hotspot, the trace within the boundaries of the city. He reversed back more minutes. The hotspot was moving, but so slowly, at approximately four miles per hour — walking speed.
Hammerson sat back and folded his arms. He knew tactical nukes could be packed down to suitcase size, but even the smallest would weigh several hundred pounds. And the smaller you made the device the smaller the detonation. But the blast at Soran was twenty kilotons, and for something with that much punch, it would mean the initiation and storage technology had to be between five hundred and a thousand pounds, at least — way too big for any normal man.
Hammerson ran a hand through his iron-gray crew cut, and then reversed the time back more hours, watching the trace continue its slow march. The weapon had traveled west, across the desert, to its ground zero point. He moved it back days, and still it was there, plodding forward. Whoever or whatever it was, was either in the world’s slowest vehicle, or it was on foot, carrying an impossibly heavy nuke.
Hammerson drew the dates back further, and saw that the trace signature was still on a direct path from the east, until it finally stopped. Its genesis point was one of the worst places on earth — Mosul — the viper’s nest of terrorism, and one of the declared state capitals for Hezar-Jihadi, the Party of a Thousand Martyrs.
He lifted his coffee mug, sipping, staring at the screen. “Could you assholes really get access to that sort of weapons tech?”
Hammerson went back another day, then another week, then a month. The trace was gone, vanished. It didn’t exist one day, and then the next, it just shows up in Mosul.
“Well now, who dropped that gift into your laps?”
Hammerson was in luck; the satellite had been directly over Mosul, making drill-down possible. He selected and amplified, diving down to the city blocks and then to the roofs, until he came to a single dwelling — a large flat structure that could be a small warehouse or factory.
“Love to get a look in there.” Hammerson read the Case Activity Section of the classified report — the situation was currently under the jurisdiction of the CIA, who was coordinating with the local Iraqi police and armed forces.
So, a nuke goes off in the Middle East and we let the suits and sunglasses go front and center, he thought. Might as well close the file now. He grunted, drumming his fingers. He knew he couldn’t push his nose into everything, but something about this incident made the hair on his neck prickle. He had the feeling it was like a test run — a prelude to something bigger.
Hammerson turned in his seat to look out of his large office window. He doubted the Israelis would be treating a thermonuclear explosion in their backyard with as much indifference.

CHAPTER 2

Tel Aviv, Israel
General Meir Shavit was the head of Metsada, the Special Operations Division of the Mossad. Short and grizzle-haired, he had served his country for over fifty years in both military theaters and dedicated intelligence services. He could even boast an apprenticeship under the fearsome Ariel Sharon in the infamous Unit 101 — Israel’s very first Special Forces command.
Though the Mossad was classed a civilian bureaucratic security operation, Shavit’s Metsada was the most structured and professional. It was also the deadliest, responsible for assassination, paramilitary operations, sabotage, and psychological warfare. Metsada was Israel’s fist, and Shavit was its brain.
Shavit spread the photographs out on his desk like a hand of playing cards. His stubby finger came down on one with a circle of red around a flat roofed building.
“In here, Addy. That is where we believe the bomb originated.” He looked up at his niece, his eyes yellowed from years of smoking. “There are no traces leading in, only ones leading out.”
Adira Senesh nodded, looking at the building, memorizing every stone, crack and piece of rubble in the streets surrounding it. Noting access points, exits, and potential danger zones from surrounding buildings.
“A bomb factory.” She knew it must be fortified. “They must have landed a helicopter on the roof. Dropped the components or completed device in that way.”
Shavit grunted. “I think yes. They received it there, and then someone, one person, somehow walked it to Soran.” He sat back. “Impossible.”
“Not impossible.” She remembered one man who could do it. And if he could… She stood at attention, waiting for her orders.
“The American Central Intelligence Agency has combined with the Iraqi National Intelligence Service and the Iraqi Army. But none of them can safely enter Mosul while it is under the control of Hezar-Jihadi. And what good is a spy agency when every informant they pay, the terrorists pay more to send them wrong information or entrap them.”
His fingers drummed for a moment. “Addy, we cannot wait for our answers. We must know what’s in there.” He breathed wheezily for a few moments. “Be our eyes in there, Addy.”
“And if we find something?” she asked.
Shavit seemed to hold his breath, and looked up at her with rheumy eyes. “Then destroy every atom of it.”

CHAPTER 3

Central Baghdad — outskirts of the International Zone
The International Zone, formerly known as the Green Zone, or just “the Zone”, was home to American, British, Australian and Egyptian embassies, as well as numerous private military contractors.
It was an oasis of modernity and what the Iraqi government hoped would one day be a template for the rest of the country. Access was heavily guarded, and few thoroughfares were larger or better monitored than the Arbataash Tamuz Suspension Bridge that crossed the Tigris River, a border to the Zone.
A watch tower and a series of gates slowed the traffic across the bridge, and a couple of M1117 Guardian Armored Security Vehicles, or ASVs, were parked off at each side, both with their turret mounted M2HB Browning machine guns pointed at the roadway.
There had been no attacks in months now, and slowly, hour by hour, the city seemed to be moving back to a sense of normality.
Zaid Surchi was one of six guards in the span tower that stretched across the entire roadway. His automatic weapon was slung over his shoulder, and in a large hard covered case at his feet sat an RPG rocket launcher. The barriers would slow any foolhardy suicide bomber in a vehicle and then the RPG would send them to hell long before they got to the Zone.
Zaid checked his watch — four more hours to go of his shift. The sun was high, and a small mercy of working on the bridge over the river meant a constant cool breeze; he knew there could be a lot worse places to be stationed.
On his rotation he had five shift partners, and they were currently spread along the long watchtower’s platform. Three chatted quietly together, one watched the boats moving on the river with a powerful pair of field glasses, and the last, his friend Hajii Mahmoud, watched the road, his neck straining.
Hajii pulled the glasses away from his face momentarily before going back to staring, his brows knitting together. From the roadway there came the sound of car horns blaring.
“Hey…” he said. “Hey, Zaid, come look at this.” He was grinning now. “Looks like some oaf has decided to bring their washing.”
Zaid turned and squinted at the rows of cars. One lane of the approaching traffic was being held up, slowed by a figure walking ponderously down the center of the road with what looked like a huge sack over his shoulders.
“Pretty big for a washerwoman.” He clicked his fingers at one of the other men. “Hey, get the ASVs on the line; get us a visual.”
All the five guards now strained to see the approaching figure. Zaid frowned. “Looks like they’re wearing a niqab, but… I think it must be a man, or the biggest woman in the world.”
Hajii still grinned as he lowered his field glasses. “It is a washerwoman. See, she brings her washing machine with her.” He guffawed.
Jamal Barzani, their superior officer on watch, joined them. He motioned with his head. “Someone better get down there and get that fool off the road. The traffic is backing up.”
Horns blared, and the lanes still open became sluggish as drivers slowed to stare or yell abuse at the slow moving man. But on he came, one foot after the other, bent forward, his deep shawl hanging loosely, totally covering his face. The giant man never looked left or right, just walked on as if the world around him didn’t exist.
Zaid heard Jamal call his name and he turned to his officer. “You’ve notified the ASVs?”
Zaid nodded.
“Good.” Jamal leaned on the railing. “Go down there, take Hajii, and be careful. Could be a diversion.” He went to turn away, but paused then spun back. “Call it in to HQ. Just in case.”
Zaid and Hajii both groaned, but nonetheless shouldered their automatic weapons, went to the end of the tower platform, and descended the steps to the street. Shoulder to shoulder they jogged down the roadway.
“By all the prophets.” Hajii slowed. “It is a giant.”
Zaid also slowed. “Still think it’s the local washerwoman?”
Even hunched forward, the figure was taller than both men; straightened, he would have stood nearly seven feet tall.
“Cover me.” Zaid walked forward while Hajii, who was cradling his rifle in his arms, brought the barrel around in the direction of the huge figure.
Zaid held up a hand. “Hey, you there, stop.”
The giant ignored him, or didn’t hear him.
“Hey, you. I said, halt!”
The huge person lumbered on, neither looking one way nor the other. Zaid turned to shrug at his colleague. In turn, Hajii shook his head and then pointed his gun in the air. He fired twice, the reports loud even over the sounds of the traffic.
The being stopped, and there was an almost imperceptible lifting of his head, as though checking on his whereabouts. He was now over the river and only a half mile from the direct center of the Zone.
“Identification papers.” Zaid came forward, feeling his heart race in his chest. There was a strange smell surrounding the figure, like old meat left out in the sun. Zaid kept his hand on his gun. Even though the person’s head had lifted slightly, he still had no hope of seeing the face underneath the folds of the long cowl.
The man suddenly shrugged off the large pack, and let it slide to the ground. Chips of road pavement flicked out, and Zaid felt the thump of the impact through the soles of his feet. Whatever it is, it must have enormous weight, he thought.
The huge hands came around to the pack, and Zaid saw they were ripped and scored with raw scars in the shape of some sort of unintelligible Arabic script. The fingers worked slowly and methodically to unstrap the pack, and flip the top open. Zaid leaned forward, his eyes suddenly going wide.
“Bomb!”
The single shout seemed to freeze time and space for a fraction of a second. In a city once wracked with shootings, kidnappings, and sectarian tension, this one word was the most feared. It was like yelling shark at a crowded beach.
People screamed and ran, cars sped away or tried to futilely back up. Zaid and Hajii raised their weapons, screaming orders, their training taking over, and the ASV machine gun turrets swung around.
With the pack now open, the man straightened, flipped back his cowl, and looked skyward, revealing his dead gaze, and a patchwork of scars and differing hued flesh, as though the huge, monstrous being was a human quilt sewn together. On his carved face, his lips opened, as if the thing wanted to speak, but could not.
Zaid fired first, immediately followed by Hajii. Their M16A4s each had thirty round clips, and both were set to full automatic. Two streams of 62-grain rounds smacked into the massive body at close range. The giant being’s clothing dappled and jumped from the strikes, but the man didn’t go down. Instead, he simply bent back to the drum-sized package.
The two Guardian Armored Security Vehicles opened up with their turret mounted M2HB Browning machine guns. The heavy caliber weapons chewed up the road surface as they traced a line toward the figure, at last belting into him. One of his trunk-like arms was nearly blown from his shoulder, and fist-sized chunks of flesh exploded from his neck and trunk. But if the thing felt pain, if he heard or sensed anything, he didn’t show it.
Finally, he reached into the pack with his remaining good arm, and then pressed down hard on something. The world turned white-hot.
* * *
“It’s all gone.” Five-star General Marcus “Chili” Chilton threw the folder onto the desk. “The International Zone is gone; even the surrounding land will be uninhabitable for the next decade, and that’s only if we get scrubbers in there.”
He sat down heavily. “Sixty thousand dead. That’ll end up more like a hundred thousand once the critically injured die. And that included a helluva lot of our people.” He sighed. “Greg Swan and his family were in there. Good people, all vaporized.”
Chilton turned to Jim Harker, his staff sergeant. “Thirty fucking kilotons, Jim. Bigger than Nagasaki and Hiroshima combined, and the first goddamn thermonuclear device to be set off in a major city for over seventy years.” He clasped one fist in another. “A big tactical weapon, a city killer, brought right to our front door.”
“Walked to our front door,” Harker said softly. “Jack Hammerson is calling them Travelers; he’s sent us some images you should see.” He called up the data on his tablet and handed it to Chilton. “It’s just like Soran.”
Chilton stared at the small screen for a moment. “Yeah, just like Soran.” He snorted softly as he watched the satellite trace track backwards in time. “And emanating from Mosul again.”
Harker nodded.
Chilton laid down the tablet and sat back. “We burned through a lot of blood and treasure in Iraq, we’re pulled out for less than a year, and already its cities are being overrun by medieval barbarians. They’re beheading, burying alive, butchering, and raping their way across the countryside. Many can’t even read or write, and now they suddenly get access to nukes? This is not a good picture being painted here.”
Chilton stared into the distance. “We should go back in, to Mosul. But it would take a thousand troops and a mountain of armor to fight our way into that city. Congress would never allow it.”
“And even if you got approval, what if you managed to get your troops and mountain of armor to kick down Mosul’s front door, and they had another nuke, just waiting for you?” Harker shook his head. “Can’t bring ashes home in body bags, sir.”
Chilton turned, his face grim. “We still need to go in.”
“We need to go in, but can’t be seen in there. Need something that can travel under the radar, but has high lethality.”
Chilton picked up the small computer tablet, and looked once again at the screen images. “Hammerson gave us this, did he? Seems he’s already taking an interest.”
Chilton’s finger tapped on the desk for a moment as his eyes narrowed. “If I know that old hardhead, he’s already halfway there.” He leaned forward and snatched up a phone. “Get me Jack Hammerson, now.”
* * *
Hammerson put the phone down — the Iraq mission was a green light. He looked back to his screen. It was a shot of the Middle East taken from low orbit. A huge oily stain spread across the landscape, from the center of Baghdad, out for a hundred miles, almost touching the city of Fallujah to the west.
He recast the impression timeline. Once again the HRE trace had emanated from Mosul, and this time it was a 220-mile walk. Hammerson frowned, and pulled out a calculator, tapping in numbers. He wrote the result and began again. When he finished he compared the numbers and then sat back.
“You sons of bitches left at the same time, didn’t you?”
Based on his calculations, the walking bomb vectors, the Travelers, had set off from Mosul at the same time, the extra distance to the ground zero point at the Zone had delayed the second bomb detonation. Hammerson looked at the time line — the speed and pace were constant for days on end. This vector didn’t sleep, didn’t deviate, and never stopped, not even for a sip of water.
“Who or what the fuck are you guys?”
Hammerson rubbed both hands through his iron-gray crew cut before springing forward and snatching up his phone to call their electronics surveillance factory beneath the base. He sought out Gerry Harris, a friend and the man responsible for coordinating the constellation of orbiting birds that fed back a lot of the high-altitude intelligence from over the United States mainland, and also much of the globe.
He got him on first ring. “Gerry, it’s Jack, I need a favor. Can you tap into the Iraqi communications grid and find me any data from the last twenty-four hours relating to the Zone?”
“Easy. What are you looking for, Jack? Ah, wait, the nuke in Baghdad, right?” There was a furious tapping of keys. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll extract comms and bounce around the security grids for any stored CCTV.”
“Good man, Gerry, I’ll be here.”
Hammerson went back to his mission files and started to select a team. He wanted a small unit — two or three bodies, max. He had several HAWCs off-mission. He needed the best, the most formidable and experienced, and given they might need some local support, he had the perfect candidates in mind.
He selected several classified HAWC files, and then called up each individually. Firstly, there was Alex Hunter, the mission leader. His picture was at the side of screen file. Hunter was six foot two and had a brutally handsome face that could turn women’s heads or deliver a stare that’d freeze combatants to the spot. Alex Hunter was his protégé, and in some ways he was like a son. After all, Hammerson knew he was responsible for raising Alex from nothing — first to the HAWC ranks, and then later bringing him back from the brink of death.
Hammerson stared at the photograph. Hunter was older now but didn’t show it, other than a haunted sadness behind his eyes. After a mission in Chechnya, Hunter had suffered a catastrophic battlefield trauma and was brought back to the HAWCs more dead than alive. He’d been expected to live out his life in a vegetative state until his body withered, perhaps with his mind trapped inside, screaming to be free. But Hammerson had handed him over to the newly formed ASRU, the Alpha Soldier Research Unit of Fort Detrick’s Medical Command Installation. Hunter was to be their test subject for the experimental Arcadian treatment. It wasn’t expected to do more than deliver some cerebral stimulation for enhanced cognizance and muscular mobility. After all, the man was little more than a vegetable. But Alex Hunter had woken — and was much more than he had been. In fact, much more than anyone had ever been on the planet.
He was the one real success of the Arcadian treatment. Something already in Hunter’s system had bonded at the DNA level, changing him — mostly for good. He had increased strength, increased speed, improved cognitive abilities and wound recovery. But there were dark psychological side effects, some which nearly destroyed him. Hunter managed them, but the monster from the Id lurked inside the man. His fury was chained for now, but always there, waiting to break free.
Hammerson half smiled. The codename had stuck; Hunter wasn’t just the only Arcadian subject, now he was the Arcadian.
Hammerson’s phone buzzed and he lifted it to his ear. “Gerry?”
“Got something, Jack. Weird, but it might fit. No footage, but a call from the suspension bridge’s watchtower over the Tigris. Seems they had someone walking across the span bridge, carrying something on their back. The words they used in Arabic translated to: it looked like a giant.”
“Carrying a thousand-pound nuke on its back?” Hammerson frowned. Even Hunter would struggle with that. And this guy carried it, day and night, for hundreds of miles. Impossible, he thought.
“A walking WMD; like I said, weird,” Gerry said. “Give me a call if you need anything else.”
“You got it, and thanks, Gerry.”
Hammerson put the phone down and looked again at Alex’s picture. “Send a WMD to find a WMD.”
He flicked to the next screen. The scarred face of Second Lieutenant Casey Franks appeared. She had been HAWC Special Forces for a number of years. Standing five foot ten she was the most ferocious HAWC they had for hand-to-hand combat, and spent her time training her body — ripping it and punishing it — until she looked like she was assembled from whipcord and iron. With ice blue eyes and a snub nose, her face may have been called attractive once, but a cleft scar running from just below her left eye down to her chin pulled her cheek slightly to one side, giving her appearance a permanent sneer. If you ever needed someone to kick a door down and go through it to Hell, she’d be your first choice.
Hammerson selected her for the mission and moved to his last team member. The next image made him smile as the broad face of Sam Reid stared back at him. Sam was a two-legged tank, standing at six foot eight.. He was older than the rest of the team by a few years, and a man who exuded total confidence and calm. He was as laid-back as they came and was “Uncle Sam” to the team. Sam had been personally recruited by Hammerson himself — he was an ex-Ranger, 75th Regiment, just like he had been.
A previous mission to the Amazon had ended badly for Sam, with him shattering his L1 and L2 spinal plates, and worse, severing the cord. But fortuitously, advancements in bionics and battlefield armor had moved to field-test phase, so a few years back, Hammerson had authorized Sam for a trial of the new MECH suit — or part of it. The Military Exoskeleton Combat Harness was designed as the next-generation heavy-combat armor. On Sam, the half-body synaptic electronics were a molded framework built onto, and into, the unresponsive lower half of his body.
The hyperalloy-composite exoskeleton framework was light, flexible and a hundred times tougher than steel. Sam could now do anything he could before, with a few small advantages like being able to run at fifty miles per hour and kick a hole in a metal door.
Hammerson selected him for the mission. Sam also had another role. He was the closest thing to a friend that Alex Hunter had. If Alex suffered one of his fury-episodes and things started to go bad, then Sam was probably the only guy able to talk him back down.
Three top HAWCs was all Hammerson needed. The team was small enough to reduce chances of detection, but each member was the equivalent of a platoon when it came to skill, experience, and lethality. Working on foreign soil came with added risk. And when it was a war zone, that risk was magnified a hundredfold. They’d need local Intel.
Hammerson laughed softly. “Better the devil you know.” He lifted his phone. “Margie, get me General Meir Shavit.”
* * *
“Do you know how many countries in the Middle East would like to see the total annihilation of Israel, Jack?” Shavit breathed noisily as he waited.
“Most of them,” Hammerson replied evenly.
“Yes. We can engage and defeat any army in our neighborhood; we have done it before. But if one of them suddenly had the ability to carry out that desire to totally annihilate us, or to arm a proxy to do it on their behalf, without even having to show their face?” There was a low growl over the line. “Jack, this is a scenario that cannot be allowed to stand.”
“Then we have common objectives. This is not just your problem, General. This is a global problem,” Hammerson said.
“We have two simple objectives — find the current stockpile, and destroy it. Then we must seek the source, and that too must be destroyed.” Shavit breathed raspingly for a few seconds. “And we must seek that source on whatever path it takes us. Are you ready for that, Jack?”
Hammerson knew what Shavit was saying. There were only a few countries in the region that had the technology and capability to supply nuclear material, or perhaps even a fully functioning bomb to the rogue states. Pakistan and North Korea were suspects, but the crosshairs were also on Iran. No one knew exactly what they were capable of, and every time they refused UN inspections, stalled for time, or played politicians for fools, they were suspected of furiously building up their own capabilities in their underground sites.
Hammerson’s mind whirled. If the path led somewhere dark, would he be forced to look away for political expediency? Hammerson smiled with little humor; his role was without politics — Chilton made it that way. In his world, he decided what was right and what was wrong. A threat to the USA or its allies had to be met head on and totally obliterated. And in that regard, his and Shavit’s objectives aligned.
“We stand with you, General.”
“Good, Jack. It is a nasty business, and one we warned would come one day,” Shavit rasped. “I fear these detonations are but the opening act to a much greater performance yet to come.”
“What do you know about them, General?” Hammerson sat forward.
“We know they were brought in by a new type of suicide bomber. But how can this be? Our experts tell us that the first device, detonated at ground level in Soran, would have weighed about five hundred pounds. The next detonation in Iraq was even larger, and the containment and detonation package was estimated to be closer to nine hundred pounds. How can a single man even lift that, let alone carry it for over two hundred miles?”
“They can’t,” Hammerson said. “Or at least no ordinary man can. We call them Travelers, and something isn’t right about them.”
“There are forces who would consign us to a fiery end in the blink of an eye. I fear they are marching to our door. This cannot be left unanswered.” Shavit coughed dryly. “I know you are with us, Jack. But are your masters? That I’m not so sure about.”
“They also obliterated our people, and hundreds of thousands more. We’re all in this together now. If this is a new form of tactical device and delivery methodology, then our military bases in the Middle East are at risk, as well as all of Europe.”
“This is true,” Shavit said, coughing dryly.
Hammerson winced, wishing the guy would take a sip of water. He waited, but the old warrior didn’t continue. Hammerson had a sudden thought — they’d already gone in by themselves. He took a gamble. “General, we know you’re already on the ground in Iraq. You need our support on this.”
There was a hoarse laugh. “Your Intel is good, Jack. But support is a capricious thing. We cannot afford to be constrained by our supporters when it comes to our own backyard. You get to go home, and we are left to clean up the mess, before it becomes everyone’s mess.”
“We’re going in, General. We’d like your assistance, but with or without it, we’ll be there in a few hours.” Hammerson had nothing to lose, so gambled some more. “We’ll see you in Mosul.” He smiled as he waited.
The silence stretched until there came a long, weary sigh.
“General, you won’t be taking orders and you won’t be constrained,” Hammerson said evenly. “We’ll be working together as partners.”
“And if we find anything… provocative?” The general’s voice held a challenge.
Hammerson knew this was the final test. “If we find anything, then we destroy it. We leave zero capability.”
Once again there was silence, and then another soft exhalation of breath. “We have sent three agents. Their orders are immutable, and will not be swayed by your own people. Too much is at stake now, Jack. We will seek and destroy. Join us in this mission, or stay away from us.”
“Then we have similar mission objectives. Where can we rendezvous?”
Hammerson heard some ruffling of papers. “There is a town in the Ninwa Province, called Jurn. I will send you the coordinates. We will be there in six hours, Jack.”
Hammerson looked at his watch and whistled. “Give us ten.”
Shavit laughed. “You were never really on your way, were you?”
“We are now.” Hammerson sat back and smiled.

CHAPTER 4

From the ground the Rockwell B-1R Lancer bomber was invisible as it slipped through the atmosphere at around 42,000 feet. The high speed, high altitude bomber was doing a tick over Mach 2, and at that speed and height, it was well beyond the range of guided missiles. The craft had been cleared by the Iraqis on the pretext it was examining the radiation bloom traveling across the continent — but only part of that data had been true, as the examination to be undertaken would be a little more intrusive than the locals expected.
The three figures seated in the back looked more like assembled robots than human beings. From head to boot, they were encased in an armored uniform that reflected the inside of the bomber’s rear cabin. It was an adaptive camouflage that interpreted their surroundings to provide a suitable cloak, blending them to their environment.
For now, it was as black as the shadows they sat within. Some of the molded plating looked like the exoskeleton of an insect. Further adding to this image was the full-face helmet that had dark lenses, glossy black, and impenetrable insect-like eyes. Over the back and shoulders were aerodynamic packs in a twin-bulbed case that contained a simple thruster propulsion system. Not that the HAWCs would need any more speed on their way down, but as they had no parachutes, there would be a reverse blast from the turbine fans when they needed to slow. Parachutes could be seen from the air, and in some cases even picked up on radar. A single falling body, with low metallic trace, was harder to see… and therefore harder to hit.
Weapons were stored in pouches and sheaths. Heckler & Koch USP45CT pistols, a HAWC favorite, were smooth and matte black sidearms made of a molded polymer with recoil reduction, and a hostile environment nitride finish. The variant trigger made it lightening quick, and the upgraded frequency shifting pushed discharge noise beyond the range of human hearing. The HAWCs also had K-Bar knives — long and short, their tanto edge was like that of a chisel and they were laser-honed so they were sharp enough to perform surgery, and strong enough to cut bone.
The lights in the rear cabin’s bomb bay went to red, and everything took on a gothic gloom. Alex stood and looked at his small team. Both Casey Franks and Sam Reid rose to their feet. Alex held out a fist and they all brought theirs together at the center, the plated knuckles clacking as they struck one another.
“We are ghosts; in and out without a trace.” He waited as they repeated the phrase, knowing it by heart. He stared into the glossy black eye-shields. “We are the sword and the shield. If any get in our way, they will fall.”
“They will fall,” came the response.
Thirty seconds to target zone. The voice from the cockpit sounded just as the bomb bay doors whined open. A blast of sub zero air screamed in. Beyond the doors, there was nothing but a dark void.
“Form up.” Behind Alex, the huge form of Sam and the muscular Casey got into line, waiting.
Five, four, three, two, one… drop.
Alex walked forward and without hesitating, dived. Neither Sam nor Casey flinched before following. Yet both probably remembered one of the things that Major Jack Hammerson had told them many years before — HAWCs rarely died of old age.
The outside atmosphere at forty thousand feet was a staggering sixty degrees below zero with little oxygen. Their suits would provide air and thermal protection, but only for a while. As they fell, short wings emerged from their packs, and they accelerated quickly. Within a minute they were traveling at two hundred miles per hour.
Alex and his small team moved into an arrowhead formation, hands back by their sides and feet only slightly spread. The ground was still just patches of yellow and brown with a huge mountain range to the north. It was a strange sensation and one Alex never stopped being thrilled by, being at such a height, free falling, and looking down onto snow-capped mountains. The sun was just peaking over the horizon, but they would outpace it, and when they reached landfall, there would still be predawn darkness.
In the distance Alex could see Mosul, their target, perhaps another fifty miles to the north-north east, and just below them was the much smaller town of Jurn, where they were to meet an old friend. Alex smiled in his helmet at the thought of the encounter.
He dropped his shoulder by about an inch, causing his body to bank. Casey and Sam banked with him. They needed to land on the outskirts of the township, and nowhere near any houses or people. The entire area was under control of the terrorists now, and though the people might not have been sympathizers, they were in such fear of the butchers that they might inform on the HAWCs, just to try and buy some safety for their families.
Together the human gliders in the sky corkscrewed down in a two-mile wide loop. They passed through the five-thousand-foot barrier, and Alex’s eyes moved over the landscape, searching for anything that could hint at danger while they were vulnerable in the air. They were still traveling too fast for any snipers to pick up, but he certainly didn’t want helicopters following them to earth.
“Begin our slow.” Alex said to his team, then spread his arms and legs. “Brace.”
The buffeting was instantaneous and punishing. He heard the grunts from Sam and Casey. Alex had done this many times, and he was well aware of what the high velocity turbulence could do to muscle and bone. The suits would insulate them from most traumas, but still, it was like being beaten with a hundred baseball bats.
“Still coming in too hot, boss.” Sam’s voice was tight as he probably gritted his teeth through the beating he was taking.
Time to throw out the anchors, Alex thought, and then: please work. A lot of the HAWC kit was experimental, and they got to field test some cool stuff. Most of the time it worked just fine.
“Fire ’em up.” They each started their thruster packs. One after the other, the turbines began whining to life, and Alex breathed a sigh of relief. Vents opened, front and rear, and air was grabbed, compressed, and then blasted out. The packs were not strong enough for actual flight, but could hold a single passenger’s weight just long enough to give them a soft landing — or at least that was the plan. Sam wasn’t exactly your usual passenger’s weight, though.
At a thousand feet from the ground, the human missiles spun in the air and spread their arms out, their feet directed at the ground. The thruster’s bulb engines sitting over each shoulder started to get hot as they furiously vented the air behind and below them.
They slowed, and then the only problem became keeping upright for a perfect landing. Still, it would feel like jumping off a two-story building, so rocks were best avoided.
Alex and the team headed for a patch of hard-packed sand, just a mile away from the oasis town of Jurn. Alex came in first, landing hard with an audible thump and sinking to his ankles in the sand. He went down on one knee with one fist striking the ground like he’d been taught. He immediately straightened.
Two more thumps and then grunts around him told of his team landing close by. He turned in time to see the huge form of Sam Reid sunk in to his knees, and then dragging his trunk-like legs free to stand tall. If anyone were watching, they would have just seen three huge figures fly in and land.
The thruster engines whined down to nothing as they powered out, their batteries exhausted. Each of them then quickly shrugged off the winged machines that now glowed red from the heat. The dust swirled around them and then settled. On the eastern horizon, a hint of orange told of an approaching dawn. Alex clicked on his throat mic.
“All down; proceeding.”
He knew there would be no response. The information would be compressed, and then bounced off numerous satellites to Hammerson back home. The granite-faced man would read it, his face impassive, knowing the hard work was yet to come.
“Let’s move.” Alex began to head toward the tiny town of Jurn with Sam and Casey at each shoulder.
* * *
Leyla had her hands clutched to her chest, and could feel her heart beating under her tiny fingers. She had seen the light in the sky and had at first thought it was a shooting star. But it had been much, much more. She barely believed her eyes.
She remembered what her father had told her before he was taken, before the fire. That when things were darkest, then the angels would come.
The dust cleared some more, and then there they were — the three huge angels with glowing wings on their backs. She swallowed down her fear. They were giants, and powerful, but not as she had pictured them — they were frightening to look at.
Good, she thought. Father also said that they would strike like the hammer of God.
She stepped back further into the shadows. She watched them head toward Jurn, and she crushed her eyes shut, and prayed that her father would be rescued.
And if he was dead, then she prayed for a bloody vengeance.

CHAPTER 5

The HAWCs followed the signal frequency given to them by the Israeli Metsada, and it led to a small building on the edge of town. It was still dark, but dawn was coming fast. The small flat-topped building had curtains drawn and was tomb silent, but Alex knew they were being watched from the moment they approached.
He turned to Casey Franks. “And you behave, or you can walk home.”
Franks nodded, her mouth never losing its scar-pulled sneer. “Always.”
Alex knocked on the door, standing slightly to the side of the frame. He looked to Sam. “Give me thirty seconds.”
The HAWCs spread each side of the door as it was pulled inwards a crack. Alex pushed on the door and stepped into the ink-black room and waited. He could sense the people, three of them, without seeing them. One to his left and another to the right, both watching him from their dark spaces; the third was seated directly in front of him.
An oil lamp was suddenly lit, but it was turned down so low it only cast a tiny yellow circle of light over the person beside it. Alex lifted an arm and pressed a small stud at his neck. The full face shielding telescoped back into the collar of his suit.
There came a soft laugh. “Of course it would be you.” The woman smiled, and in her eyes there was genuine interest, and perhaps even delight at seeing him.
Alex gave a small bow, looking at her more closely. She seemed relaxed but he knew there was lethal power coiled in that athletic frame. She wore two Israeli designed Barak pistols, which meant “lightning” in Hebrew. They were blunt and business-like — the power punch of a magnum without the weight. She had them both strapped on her front so the gun barrels pointed down toward her groin, creating a “V” shape for rapid access and firing.
“Adira.” Alex straightened, waiting.
He expected her, and knew she expected, or maybe hoped, it would be him. He knew everything about her — her name meant “mighty” in ancient Hebrew, and it suited her. She was related to the famous Chana Senesh, who was sent by the Kibbutz Sdot Yam to save Jews in the Nazi-occupied countries and was betrayed to the Nazi regime. Severely tortured, she never informed on her friends, never gave in, and for that she was sentenced to death. Adira Senesh had all of her ancestor’s grit and courage.
She rose to her feet; above average height, with a smooth olive complexion and dark eyes like pools of oil. She smiled disarmingly, but Alex knew she was a fierce warrior in the Metsada, and was responsible for single-handedly entering a Hamas terrorist tunnel network and rescuing a captured twenty-two-year-old border guard from a nest of ten Hamas butchers. No terrorists had survived.
Alex looked to his left. “Come into the light.” He turned to the right. “You too.”
Adira nodded. “It’s okay, we’re old friends.” The two large men came forward. Both cradled skeletal-looking automatic weapons in their arms. “Friends…” Adira repeated and shrugged. “Sort of.”
Alex half turned. “HAWCs.”
Casey and Sam came in fast, taking up positions just inside the door. Sam’s bulk filled the space, and Casey slowly shut the door behind them. They both retracted their face shields.
Adira looked coolly at Casey, the female HAWC returning the steady gaze. The last time they had met at the foot of the Black Mountain, Adira had bested her in a one-on-one fight. Casey hadn’t forgot it. Adira nodded, but turned away, not interested in the woman’s blazing glare.
Adira’s smile returned and she stepped forward to tap on Alex’s armor. “There’s still a man in there, yes?”
“It’s good to see you again, too.” Alex smiled. “And yes, still here, just a little more battle-scarred.”
“Like us all.” She stood in front of him, looking into his face. “Unfortunately, it’s the business we are in.” She turned to the giant figure in the room. “Sam Reid; big as a house as ever, I see. Still part robot, I assume?”
Sam grinned. “Only the best parts… and they all still work.”
She shook his hand warmly, and then called her own team forward. She motioned first to a dark eyed, formidable-looking man, whose eyes darted from one HAWC to the other, missing nothing.
“Agent Eli Livnat.”
He nodded almost imperceptibly. She then turned to other man. “And Moshe Levy. Both are experts in explosives, weaponry and combat.”
The three HAWCs examined each of the men. They appeared capable and if Adira had selected them, then they’d be as good as they looked.
“We’re in your hands… for now,” Alex said. “We should compare Intel, and then investigate the Mosul facility.”
“Tonight, we go in. Today, we scout the area and make a plan.” She half smiled, her eyes going to Casey and Sam. “Where we are going is into the belly of the beast — over a thousand fanatical jihadis, light and heavy weaponry, and unfriendly eyes everywhere. You walk around looking like that, you’ll have exhausted your ammunition before you even get inside the city walls.”
“What about the local population — any chance of friendlies?” Alex asked.
“Maybe once.” She tilted her head. “Most of the sectarian civilian population fled months ago. Those that stayed were either killed or learned quickly to become informants, sycophants, or themselves turned into butchers. Daily, the Hezar-Jihadi brings back captives to either sell as slaves, rape, torture, or simply execute for the enjoyment of the blood-hungry crowd and the western media. This place has been turned into hell, Captain Hunter.”
She walked to a large plastic bag and emptied it on the ground. Mounds of clothing piled on the floor of the cabin and she began sorting and then throwing garments at the HAWCs.
“Thawbs. Traditional robes of men in the area; it will conceal everything. One for each of us.” She tossed one to Casey. “You get one too as you can pass as a man.” She half smiled.
“No shit,” Casey said, snatching the robe from the air.
“Moshe, the map.” Adira moved to a small table.
Moshe Levy brought a tablet computer to the table and opened a satellite view of Mosul. He drilled down to the building they had targeted.
“In here.” Adira moved the image around, pointing at different sections of the street and other buildings. “There will be people watching. I would place them up here, in here, and here.” She looked up at Alex. “They need to be taken out first.”
Alex nodded. “But we go in together.”
“Then you better be quick.” She looked back down at the map. “In and out, because if we stall and get trapped inside, no one is coming to our aid.” She drew the image back to take in the entire city center, a sprawling metropolis, with many of the roads blocked now either by formal gates, or simply piled high with the rusting hulks of cars.
Adira looked at the HAWCs. “Which of you speaks Arabic?”
Sam nodded and said a few words to her.
“Not bad, but a terrible accent,” Adira said. “Though the primary language is Mesopotamian Arabic, most other dialects are spoken and understood. For you, Sam, I can hear a touch of American, so speak only if in an emergency. I suggest each of you accompany one of us. Team one, Alex with me. Team two, Sam and Moshe.” She turned and grinned. “And Eli gets Casey Franks all to himself, as team three.”
Eli Livnet’s eyes went to Casey, and hers to his. She seemed to snarl, and he looked away slowly, clearly not impressed with his choice.
“We’ll do all the talking,” Adira said. “But hopefully we can avoid anyone else.” She looked at a wristwatch and then opened another plastic bag full of clothing. She sighed. “And a niqab for me.” She holstered weapons and knives, and then pulled on layer after layer, the clothing even covering her face, leaving just a slit for her eyes.
“Stifling.” She adjusted the heavy cloth, and pointed again at the map. “Alex and I will take this route — Jalba, the direct one, and leave first. Five minutes later, team two will enter through Al Jaddid Road, this route. And then in another five minutes, team three will walk east toward Yarmuk, here. These are fairly small thoroughfares and unlikely to be guarded.” She looked up. “But they’ll be watched by a dozen eyes; hopefully none of them Hezar-Jihadi.”
“Good.” Alex, Sam and Casey pulled on the thawbs. The loose fabric concealed most things, but not that each of them was oversized.
Adira looked at them and then shook her head. “Shizza. Both of you bend forward slightly. The only ones to stand so cockily upright are the fighters. Everyone else should be bent, humble, and permanently living in fear.”
The HAWCs rounded their shoulders and hung their heads.
“Better,” she said. “We meet back here at 1200 hours. That will give us plenty of time to observe from many different perspectives. There are numerous coffee shops still open — better to be seated in one, than to be loitering.” She looked at each of their faces, her eyes narrowing behind the niqab. “If you hear gunfire, screams, anything, you ignore it; it is a common thing here. You will see things that will frustrate you and horrify you, things that will demand your intervention, but do not engage. We have a priority mission, and that is not to spend our time rescuing individuals.” She waited. “Got it?”
“Got it,” Alex said.
She held his eyes. “I mean it.” She turned back to the table and pulled on a pair of black gloves. “Pull your cowls over your heads.” She leaned forward onto the table. “And one more thing; don’t get captured. The last high-value foreign fighter they managed to take prisoner ended up locked in a cage and burned alive for the pleasure of the online wanna-be jihadis still scattered around the world. The more barbaric the act, the more it works as a recruitment tool.”
Alex’s jaws worked as he remembered the brave Jordanian soldier. He ground his teeth. Inside him something stirred, whispering for revenge, wanting to obliterate, to crush and butcher the butchers. He shook it away; they had bigger fish to fry this day.
Adira pulled up her sleeve and checked her watch one last time. Her dark eyes found Alex. “Don’t be taken alive. Being beheaded would be a mercy compared to what these animals would do to you.”
“It won’t be us that dies this day,” Alex said evenly.
She nodded and then turned. “Reid, hunch over more, you’re still as big as a mountain. Let’s go.”
* * *
The groups left at their allotted times, and entered the sprawling city from different roads.
Alex kept his head down, but marveled at the mix of new and ancient structures. He also noticed how quiet it was, and worse, saw there were huge patches of rust-brown in the dusty streets, and knew it for what it was: old blood. Mosul was an age-old city first mentioned by the Greek historian Xenophon in 401 BC. At its peak just a decade ago, it had nearly two million residents. Now over a million had fled, and the modern city was rapidly sliding back to being a medieval stronghold, complete with torture, stonings, and beheadings.
New military hardware was stationed everywhere — ever since the Iraqi armory in Kirkuk was overrun and around a billion dollars of American equipment was stolen, each barbaric terrorist now had modern weaponry, anti-aircraft batteries, and tanks and armored vehicles were parked at strategic places in the streets. Alex had no doubt that many of the rooftops would have surface-to-air missiles and heavy RPG launchers ready in the event someone was brave enough to try and drop in. And a full airborne strike, the preferred option, would be impossible while there were still so many inhabitants living there.
They continued along Jalba Street, moving swiftly along its rubble-strewn pavement, close to the industrial area and the gas power plant. There were a few people moving around now, and a few sullen-looking soldiers glared from vehicle windows, but a woman, seeming old and bent over, accompanied by perhaps her son, should not have raised suspicions. At least that’s what they hoped.
They turned into Al Shazani Road and spotted the flat two-story building they needed to examine. At the far end, coming in the opposite direction, was a pair of figures in brown shawls, their size unmistakable to Alex.
“Your Franks and Eli, — don’t even look at them,” Adira said.
Alex grunted his acknowledgement, and just kept his head down. He allowed his eyes to move over the streetscape.
“Here, Café Jaralqmar.” Alex nodded to a shop entrance where a roller door had gone up. An old man was placing chairs on the pavement, and wiping down tables.
Adira half turned, her expression impossible to gauge behind the heavy head covering. “Good, but too early; we don’t want to be the first in. We’ll circle the block.”
Alex spoke softly into his throat mic as Casey Franks came abreast of them. “Franks, on your left; target is flat-topped building with the green paint.”
“Got it, boss,” came the immediate reply.
“And we already called the café.” Alex smiled within the hood.
“Shit, I need my caffeine hit,” she growled.
Adira stopped, and pulled a packet of cigarettes from a slit in her niqab. She turned and handed them to Alex. “Light one, take your time.”
Alex nodded and took the pack. “I thought it was banned.”
“It is. Like a lot of other vices it has been declared haram. But men can flout the rules.”
Alex opened the red and white pack and first took the small plastic lighter out, then one of the filtered cigarettes. He put it in his mouth. Adira stood facing him, but her eyes wandered over the rooftops, windows and dark door entrances of their target building.
“Seems abandoned,” she said. “Big enough for a chopper to land on the roof, but if it is some sort of bomb factory, then it should be heavily guarded.” She looked along its façade. “Its ground floor is fortified, steel grills across windows and doors, but the second floor is wide open.” She frowned. “Those symbols painted on the walls and door are strange. It’s very ancient Arabic, in fact I think it’s an extinct dialect of Northern Arabic — not spoken by anyone anymore.”
After a moment she said, “Hard to read, doesn’t make sense.” Alex saw her frown as she concentrated on a translation. “It says something like, praise those who choose, or are chosen, to become the fire of god.” Adira spoke softly. “Maybe a jihad reference, but why write it in a language that is mostly forgotten?”
There was a flicker of movement in one of the windows.
“Time to go,” Alex said. “Seems there is somebody home after all.” He flicked the cigarette away, and together they ambled down the street and turned the corner.
* * *
Casey walked beside Eli. Both were looking at the street, assessing, searching for anything that would hint at danger or higher risk. She spotted Sam and Moshe at a far intersection but ignored them. Theirs, Alex’s, and also Sam’s risk assessment would all feed into the coming night’s insertion plan.
“Fucking graveyard,” Casey muttered. There were a few people about but behind the walls and doors, there was silence.
“Music is banned, singing is banned, secularism is banned.” Moshe snorted. “Welcome to paradise under Hezar-Jihadi rule.”
“Yeah, real fun place,” Casey growled back.
They turned into an alley, this one more decrepit, with a few of the buildings looking abandoned. Doors hung open or teetered on bent hinges, and beyond their entrances was nothing but darkness. From further down in the alleyway there came a squeal, like that of a hurt animal.
“We should go another way,” Moshe said.
“Why? If there’s a risk, I want to see it and assess it now, rather than tonight.” Casey lifted her pace.
“Hey… ach.” Moshe scurried after her.
At an open doorway, a man lay sprawled in the street, and an older woman was trying to cover him with her hands. A girl was being held by the hair by one of two men in army fatigues who stood over the group.
“What the fuck?” Casey hissed through clamped teeth.
“Do not intervene,” Eli said, grabbing at her. “These men are Morality Police. They enforce strict religious rule. Leave them be.”
“What? Like maybe they saw her through a window singing, or more likely with her hair uncovered? That’s not policing.” She half turned. “What’ll happen?”
“That depends. They may beat them, or maybe just imprison her for her crime.”
“What freaking crime?” Casey’s teeth were bared as she yanked her arm free of him.
Eli shrugged. “They make up rules that suit them. But we cannot get involved.”
“Like hell we can’t,” Casey growled. “Think I’ll show them my rules.” She continued toward the two men, who still held so tight to the girl’s hair that her head was pulled back, exposing her neck.
Casey could see that the elderly father had already suffered severe blows to his face, probably just for the insult of trying to defend his own daughter.
“This will be bad.” Eli tried to keep pace with Casey.
“Damn right it will be,” Casey spoke over her shoulder. “If the strong do not protect the weak, what is the point of being the strong?”
“Shitzn, wait, let me do the talking.” Eli sped to overtake her.
Both men attacking the family paused as Eli and Casey came down the lane toward them. Eli raised a hand. “Brothers, can we help with this foolish family?”
The men looked briefly at each other and shook their heads. “No, be on your way.”
“Then the girl… is she for sale?” Eli put his hand in his shawl. “She is a beauty; what is her price?”
One of the men snorted. The other looked down at the girl, nodding. “Yes, she is that. But she must be taught a lesson. If she acts like a whore, she will be treated as a whore.” He looked at Eli and grinned. “You can have what we leave… for free.”
He started to drag her away. The girl screamed and the mother wailed, wanting to stand, but the father was in too much of a mess to release his bloody head from her hands.
“Well, you’ve had your turn,” Casey said to Eli as she threw her shawl back. Her white crew cut, fair skin and ice pick blue eyes glared at the two Mosul fighters. Both froze momentarily, not sure what they were actually looking at.
The man holding the girl dropped her like a sack and fumbled with his gun. Casey crossed to him in three quick steps and brought a blade up and under his chin, jamming it through his larynx and up into his brain. His mouth opened, showing a hint of dark steel at the back of his throat, and his eyes rolled back.
“Bye bye,” Casey said into his face.
Eli still had one hand in his pocket, and through the folds in the material a soft spitting sound emanated as a tiny hole appeared. The second soldier stood shocked momentarily with a corresponding hole between his eyes, before he fell back like an axed tree.
Eli turned to the family. “We were never here, they were never here.” He pointed at the blood on the ground. “Clean this up and speak of it to no one.” He bowed. “Enshallah.”
Eli then turned to Casey as he grabbed one of the bodies by the shoulders. “Take the other one. We’ll hide them in one of the empty buildings.”
Casey grabbed the other body and together they dragged them twenty feet down the street to the first abandoned building they could find. They pulled them inside, past broken doors and smashed furniture. Piles of rubble created perfect burial mounds. Casey lifted a huge sheet, and scoffed.
“You’ve got to be shitting me.” She pointed. There was already a body hidden there, desiccating in the dry air. She grinned down at it. “Would you like some company, pal?” She lifted the sheet higher and then threw the new body on top of the old. Eli added his corpse, and together they dropped the huge sheets and more debris on top.
Eli turned to her, his hands on his hips. “You feel better now?”
Casey shrugged. “Sorry. Hey, what did you say these guys called themselves?”
“Hezar-Jihadi; Party of a Thousands Martyrs,” he responded.
She snorted. “A thousand minus two now, huh?”
“This is not funny.” Eli looked at her from under heavy brows. “You should follow your captain’s orders, and his example.”
“Yeah, right.” She started to turn away but paused. “Come on, and I’m warning you; no distractions this time.” She laughed as she pulled her hood up once again.
Eli groaned and followed.
* * *
Alex and Adira sat outside at the café, several hundred feet down from their target building. There were a few other patrons inside, but they were the only ones seated on the street. Half a dozen other tables sat waiting for their food and drinks.
Adira had ordered coffees, and the dark thick rich liquid was poured at the table. A plate of dates was also set down for them. Alex lifted the small glass cup in the ornate gold holder to his lips.
“Whoa, like a triple espresso on steroids.”
Adira laughed softly, the sound muffled from under the folds of her niqab. “It’s Turkish style — brewed, rebrewed and then cardamom pods added. It enhances the flavor and strength. Why do you think they’re all wild eyed in these parts?”
Alex ate a date, and let his eyes travel down the street. “If that’s the right building, then I think we’ve missed the party.”
“Someone may be still inside, but I think you’re right. If nuclear weapons were being assembled and dispatched from that place I would have expected a fortress. Or at least a significant military presence.” She looked at the surrounding rooftops. “And much more security in the adjoining structures.”
“I think they’ve done what they needed to do, and then moved on. Still, we need to go in and check it out,” Alex said. “Front door is too visible from the street.” He looked along the rooftops; the buildings were jammed up against each other and all were of comparable height. “Be better to enter next door, and drop down through the roof.”
“Yes, this might work.” Adira faced the building, peering at the ancient Arabic writing on its façade. “What happened here? That writing is only on the one building. I can partly understand its words, but not its meaning.”
Alex remembered her translation of the script. “Praise those who are chosen to become the fire of god.” He turned to her. “And what better fire than a nuclear one?”
“Yes.” Adira continued to stare at the writing. She turned back. “It is time we take a small risk.”
The café owner was approached. “Enshallah, brother,” Adira said. “We are visiting relatives from over the far side of the city. My brother here,” she motioned to Alex, “is a teacher of languages, and was wondering about the writing on the wall.” She pointed one gloved hand at the Arabic script.
The man looked down the street to the wall. His eyes narrowed. “One day it just appeared. I cannot read it, but an old customer who comes here told me that it is a warning.” He became furtive and leaned toward her. “Dark magic,” he said.
“Shukran.” Alex slid a five thousand dinar note across the table. The man took it and bowed his thanks before departing.
“Dark magic,” Adira repeated. “That would work to keep the superstitious away.”
“Maybe that’s why there are no physical guards — the superstition provides enough of a barrier for the locals,” Alex said, sipping his dark liquid. “And they’re not expecting there to be anyone else in this place.”
Adira sat back. “I have seen enough to know that you cannot discount magic. This land has known human habitation for nearly ten thousand years. Long before the machines there was alchemy and sorcery, and there are ancient tomes written by the foremost scientists of their times. The things they included would not make sense in these modern times.” She looked around. “Unless the modern times were being rolled back.”
“And that’s exactly what’s happening here; no music, no women on the streets, education outlawed. Barbarism is rushing to reclaim this part of the world.” He sighed and nodded toward their target.
“Looks wide open. We enter via the next building, and then onto the roof.” Alex finished his coffee. “We should head back. See what the other teams have found for us.”
As the morning began to give way to midday, the streets started to fill with people, and Adira led them quickly to their house. Suddenly the few woman started to scatter, and the remaining men moved to the walls, clearing a path and watching and waiting.
“Heads up,” Alex said, turning back along the street from under his shawl.
Adira turned away, looking in the reflection of a window. From down the street jogged a group of armed men. There were three lines of them — the outside lines all wore black balaclavas. They were strung with ammunition and were armed. The inside men had hands on their heads and were tied together, a rope looping each of their waists. Each of them was barefoot, and many had blood to the ankles, the sharp debris of the roadway uncompromising on bare flesh.
“Hezar-Jihadi,” Adira whispered.
Occasionally one of the soldiers would reach inwards to slap one of the prisoners over the head, urging them on. In among them was a man dressed in the remains of a flight uniform. This one also had the extra disadvantage of being tied to a huge man on both his left and right — a special prisoner. As he approached, Alex and Adira could see a tricolor patch in his sleeve. He was French, then. The man’s mouth hung open, and his eyes were already vacant,in a slack, blood smeared face.
At their rear, one of the men — stouter than the rest — carried a hard suitcase. Alex could tell by its size and shape that it was recording and satellite equipment. It seems there was to be a show.
“They make them run to their execution,” Adira said.
“Enemy fighters?” Alex asked.
“Maybe the wrong religion, maybe a petty crime.” She shrugged. “Who knows? Everything is punishable by death in this city.” She watched them from the corner of her eye. “And the one big prize — a captured western pilot — him they will undoubtedly burn alive.”
Alex was still staring at the lines of men as they jogged down the street and around a corner. “I’ve seen it before. They’ll take them to a killing field, set up their cameras and film it for consumption by their fan boys around the world.”
“And fan girls.” Adira snorted. “Weekly, hundreds of young women flock to this land, even from comfortable homes in the west. They seek to become jihadi brides, or even frontline fighters.”
“A madness,” Alex said, but then shook his head. “No, more an infection that is contaminating the Middle East.”
“It is a madness and an infection. But like all severe infections, it will burn itself out.” Adira shrugged. “We have been dealing with the terrorist mind for decades, you have not. You need to be patient. Guns alone will not solve this problem.”
“Guns will do for now,” Alex said, as he continued to watch the now empty street. “We are the sword and shield.” His words were whispered. “They want a show? We’ll give them one to remember.”
“No, you will not intervene.” Adira came and stood in front of him. “We can call in their position for a strike. But if we intervene, we may put our mission at risk.”
Alex looked down at her. She was right, but logic didn’t matter now. The coiling hate inside him was demanding something more. “Where will they take them?”
She stared, perhaps wanting to argue more, but she saw something in his face that changed her mind. Perhaps she remembered what he could be like. She sighed loudly. “A field, a vacant lot.” She looked up at the sky. “They will want to be away from the city crowds, and will need good light for the filming.”
“So, they’ll be away from their main command, isolated?” Alex smiled grimly, pulling the shawl further down over his face. “Let’s go and enjoy the show.” He spoke quickly into his throat mic. “Sam, on my position, now.”

CHAPTER 6

Tel Aviv, Israel — Satellite Command
Yuval Goldmeir, a satellite technician, watched the OPsat satellite’s data feed of his section of the Golan Heights. It was a strategic piece of land, captured during the Six-Day War, and over three thousand square miles of basaltic plateau bordered by the Yarmouk River in the south, the Sea of Galilee in the west, Mount Hermon in the north, and the Raqqad Wadi in the east. He and many others each monitored multiple grids of the vast area, night and day.
Today Yuval Goldmeir’s area of interest was the town of Nawa, close to Syria. He leaned forward, frowning. The analytics built into the geo-security systems had picked something up, and alarms had demanded his attention.
He drilled down to a view position a few miles above ground. There seemed to be a single figure walking alone in the desert, about three miles southwest of Nawa. After rewinding the feed, he could see that the person had skirted the city, but had effectively walked across the landscape.
Goldmeir leaned back in his chair, half turning. “Yev… oy, Yev, what do you make of this?”
Yev Cohen, his closest technician colleague, swung around and craned to see his screen. He shrugged. “Miles away, and only a single person. Forget it.”
“We’re supposed to call in anything strange… and risk analytics has flagged it as a level-one threat.” He circled the figure and then typed some queries into his system. His eyes narrowed. “In seventy-four minutes, this person will walk into the Golan.”
“Then border patrol will pick him up.” Cohen turned back to his own screen.
Goldmeir continued to watch for a few more seconds before commanding the image magnification to drill down even further. The huge weight on the figure’s back now became apparent. The technician’s brows were furrowed as he hurriedly entered more commands, asking it to search for a high energy particle trace. His eyes went wide as a second warning began to flash on detection confirmation.
“A Traveler. I think it’s a Traveler… and radiation is off the scale.” He spun from his desk, his mind spinning. “What do we…?”
Beside him, Yev Cohen snatched up a phone.
* * *
The IAF F-15E Strike Eagle came in at just under Mach-1. Its radar saw the target long before the pilot would obtain a visual.
“Target acquired; deploying Vulcan.”
The bottom of the Strike Eagle opened and a multi barrelled weapon lowered. The weapon chosen was the M61 Vulcan, a pneumatically driven, six-barrel, air-cooled, electrically fired Gatling-style rotary cannon, which fired 20mm rounds at a rate of approximately 6,000 per minute. The laser-sighted and the computer-directed gun locked onto the lone figure.
“Clear to fire, Fox-1,” came the mechanical voice directly into the pilot’s headset.
“Firing.” The pilot let loose a short burst of fifty high penetration M56 rounds.
“Good strikes, command. Coming around.” The pilot banked, taking multiple pictures and preparing to head on home.
“That’s a negative on kill shot, Fox-1. We still have movement.” The mechanical voice had a touch of urgency this time.
The pilot looked back at his targeting screen. “Impossible on a miss, command. Confirm miss.”
“Computer says you had good strike rate, but target is not down.” There was strain in the voice over the radio. “Target has stopped and is now removing pack. Suggest immediate missile deploy.”
The pilot banked hard, coming in on another run. He knew there was no way a normal human being could have survived even a single strike from a huge 3.6 ounce M56 round. He should have had a hole the size of a hubcap in his chest.
It didn’t matter; the next weapon he chose to deploy on the single, slow moving target was an AGM-84HK SLAMER. It was a precision-guided, air-launched cruise missile specially designed for striking both moving and stationary targets. To add to its accuracy, the pilot could control the SLAMER all the way down.
The pilot’s targeting system locked in.
“Target acquired and locked.”
“You are go on launch, Fox-1.” The voice had regained its confident edge.
The pilot pressed a small button on his joystick, and the shining spear shot away from the plane.
“Bird away.”
The 500-pound destex-packed warhead would destroy anything it hit, and it never missed. The SLAMER rapidly picked up speed, arrowing forward and then down. From the air, the explosive force of the strike seemed small as the pilot banked away. As he looped back around, he tilted the Strike Eagle, and looked down. There was nothing there but a blackened crater.
“Target destroyed, confirm, command.”
“Confirmed, target destroyed. Good day’s work. Bring it home, Fox-1.”
“Roger that, command. Coming home.”
* * *
General Shavit continued to look at the screen for many minutes. The satellite image had drilled down to a perspective of only a few feet from the ground. Nothing remained larger than a few smoking fist-sized pieces of debris, and it was impossible to tell if they were biological or something other. He pressed a button on his comm. unit, and was put through to his bio-defense unit.
“Send a cleanup crew. I want every scrap from that site brought back here for analysis.”
Shavit sat back, sucking in wheezing breaths. So close, he thought. Too close.
* * *
The cleanup crew was on site within the hour and moved as quickly as they could manage in the bulky radiation suits. The residual HREs were high, but containable, and they were easily identified and secured in lead lined casing.
The biological remains were less easy to identify, as many of the fragments were nothing but splintered bone or flesh charred down to flakes of ash. However, outside of the impact crater, some blackened lumps of meat were found, and bagged to be sorted and tested back at base.
Later, Yair Shamir, the head scientist for the Bio-Defense Unit, stood beside Major David Mitzna, both in simple biohazard suits and masks. The physical debris collected was laid out in a refrigerated room. Yair stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking down at the assembled flesh fragments laid out on a long steel bench top before them.
“So, he, it, is not dead then?” Mitzna continued to stare down at the blackened lumps.
“Oh, it’s a he all right. Has definite XY heterogametic sex chromosomes, and I think alive or dead are very loose concepts in relation to this sample.” Yair picked up a long probe and used it to prod at one of the lumps of charred meat. Dark, sticky liquid oozed from one end onto the gleaming bench top.
“You know, if you hadn’t told me when and where you had recovered this from, and shown me the footage, I’m not sure I would have believed you. I mean it’s still functioning at a cellular level. You see, we can even see its cells attempting to wound-heal.” He pointed with his probe. “Platelets adhering to the site of injury, coagulation, cross-linked fibrin proteins in a mesh. It’s amazing, and not real.” He straightened.
“Not real? What does that mean?” the major asked, leaning forward.
“I mean, it just seems… unreal, and I can make out some stitching. Also, there are several DNA samples, suggesting multiple people, all sort of attached or melded together.” Yair shook his head, frowning now as he searched for the right words. “Like it was made from scratch, pieced together like a quilt.”
“And it’s not dead,” Mitzna said softly. “How can I explain this to General Shavit?”
Yair shrugged. “Not dead, but not alive; something in between I think. It’s probably why the bullets didn’t stop him. I wish I had more to test.”
“How is that possible?” Behind the Perspex plate of his mask, the military man’s face betrayed his revulsion. “And who can do this?”
Yair walked along the bench to a scrap of flesh, no more than the size of a cigarette packet. It was blacked at the edges, but there were rents in it that could not have come from the bomb’s obliteration. It looked like script, but in an ancient language.
“These are words, carved into the flesh.” He looked up. “How? Why? I have no idea. And who? No one, no one has the capability to do this… today.”

CHAPTER 7

Alex and Adira followed the line of Hezar-Jihadi who continued to jog, dragging their captives across the sharp stones on the outskirts of the city. They drew with them a few resident stragglers, caught in the tail of the brutal comet, as they were morbidly interested in the promised spectacle.
From a corner, Sam appeared, followed by Moshe. The big HAWC nodded imperceptibly to Alex, and they too followed the procession as it made its way to a large languid river.
“Of course, the Tigris,” Adira said. “They will execute them here, let their blood flow into the river. It is symbolic, as it will then flow all the way to Baghdad, and other areas not yet under their control.”
“Yes, a symbol and a message to Baghdad,” Alex said. “The blood of your people comes first, then we will follow.”
The Hezar-Jihadi came to the riverbank, and forced the line of captives to their knees. A man set about digging a deep hole, and then dropped a stout pole around ten feet in length into it, which he then covered in, so just five feet of it remained above ground. The French pilot was lashed to this pole, and a small metal drum of liquid was put beside him. It was clear what his fate was to be.
The cameraman set up his tripod, and then arranged a dish to transmit their gruesome display directly to the satellite.
Adira snorted angrily. “There will be waiting fans right across the world. Also some news services all too willing to give them a platform. It is a barbaric time.”
The twenty kneeling captives had twenty Hezar-Jihadi in black balaclavas line up behind them. Each had been filmed taking a shiny new blade from a bin, and stood ready for their performance. Alex saw that the captives’ expressions were a mix of abject fear and resignation, right through to anger and defiance.
A crowd was gathering now, some calling out their support to the terrorists. Many of the curious were looking for excitement, or others to satisfy a bloodlust, and thank whoever they prayed to that it was being inflicted on someone else for a change. Alex, Sam, Moshe, and Adira were able to blend in and move closer.
Alex kept his eyes on the line of men. “Sam, you and I will take the butchers. Moshe, any man that lifts a gun is to be taken down. Adira, you free the pilot.”
“What about the camera? Will we knock that out first?” Sam asked.
“No,” Adira said fiercely. “Let it run. Nothing would insult them more than to see their brave warriors smashed, and their captives set free. We will send our own message today.”
Alex smiled grimly. “I doubt this episode is going to feature in their next recruitment drive.”
A single older man with a heavy silver-streaked beard cleared his throat, as two of the terrorists kept the crowd back and out of camera shot. The cameraman grinned as he adjusted his focus, and then held a hand up with one thumb raised. He set the camera to run on auto and stepped back, arms folded.
The silver-bearded man started to intone, calling to their faithful, and issuing dire warnings to any who would oppose them. He listed the sins of the captives, and then began to call for death to…
There was coughing from the assembled crowd, and silver beard waved his hands, probably yelling: cut, cut.
Sam snorted. “Just like Hollywood, isn’t it?”
“Damned amateurs.” Alex laughed softly. “Let’s not wait until they get it right.” He turned. “Adira, you’re up.”
The Mossad woman nodded. “Wait for my signal.” She walked calmly toward the French soldier, her dark niqab concealing her entire body and face. She was the only woman, and even though garbed, she caused heads to turn — women, even fighters, were not allowed to witness executions. Unless of course they were on the hit list that day.
The pilot watched her with trepidation. Sometimes individuals from the crowd would take it upon themselves to inflict some sort of minor torment on the prisoners, ensuring that their last few minutes before execution were as loathsome as possible.
Adira spoke to the man, who seemed shocked at first, but then nodded jerkily. He hung his head. The silver bearded man came forward to take Adira roughly by the arm. His face registered shock, probably because the arm he clasped was more muscular than his own.
Adira turned, wrenching her arm free, and lifted a hand to her face-covering, pulling it from her head. She grinned like a death’s head into his stunned face, then turned to the group, all now watching open-mouthed as she sucked in a deep breath.
“Am Yisrael Chai!” It was one of the battle cries of the Israeli forces, simply meaning, “Israel lives on!”
The silence on the riverbank was like a physical weight. The cameraman swung the lens toward her, and the bearded one grabbed for the AK47 slung over his shoulder.
Adira’s arm came out of the folds of her niqab holding one of her Baraks, which she fired point blank into his face. He was kicked backwards off his feet by the powerful handgun. She spun, picking up the barrel of fluid and heaved it toward the crowd, who had been cheering for the death of the captives only seconds before. Before it even landed among them, she fired several shots into the barrel. A single spark of a bullet piercing the steel ignited it like a firebomb, covering many of the audience, and sending them scuttling away like flaming roaches.
“Enjoy the show,” she yelled in Arabic.
Shock and confusion rooted the terrorists to the spot for only second, but by then Alex and Sam were already in among the butchers, smashing heads together and twisting necks so violently that the terrorists fell, still holding tightly to their brand-new knives that would never taste blood.
The cameraman had turned to film the chaos, but after a second or two had decided to run for his life, leaving the camera on auto to shoot scenes from a madhouse. Adira took him down before he made a dozen paces.
The screams of the terrorists were now those of fury and confusion. They had seen their leader shot dead, and now from nowhere, huge men were tearing them limb from limb. Whether it was two or two dozen, they couldn’t know as it felt like they were in a storm of pain, and too late they realized that lions were now loose among sheep.
Sam had smashed down two of the men, kicking a third with his MECH suit leg hard enough to send him spinning fifty feet out into the Tigris. Suddenly, there was an oasis of calm around the big HAWC, as the fighting had been drawn away from him. He looked up in time to see Alex gripping two men, flinging them around like they were bags of meat. Broken bodies flew through the air, and only the terrorists’ wild-eyed fanaticism still drove them on in their fight to the death.
Sam was frozen, watching, as Alex’s face registered insane enjoyment. His shawl was thrown back, and a huge gash had been opened across his forehead. Blood ran down his face, making his eyes seem to glow through the bloody visage. The HAWC leader’s movements became faster and faster, until they became a blur, and the screams of the men he fought were mixed now with the sound of breaking bone and rending flesh.
Sam pushed forward, but Alex was already before him. The rest of the Hezar-Jihadi fighters were just crushed remnants at their feet, with Alex raining blows on the last, the sound a sickening wet crunch.
Sam lunged to grab at him, trying to restrain him, but Alex spun to grip Sam’s forearm. Though Sam was taller and outweighed him by fifty pounds, Sam felt the bones in his forearm begin to grind together. He immediately realized that the person that grabbed him wasn’t Alex anymore.
“Boss!”
Sam grimaced from the pain, and used his other hand to try and reduce the pressure. “Ease it back, boss. We’re done here.” Sam gritted his teeth, waiting for the bones in his arm to snap. He ground his jaw, groaning.
Alex blinked. He looked down at his hand on Sam’s arm, and then into the big HAWC’s face. He immediately released his grip.
“Job’s done. We need to go.” Sam rubbed his forearm, knowing that if he hadn’t been wearing the HAWC armor underneath his shawl, he might have ended up with only one arm.
“Job’s done,” Alex repeated, looking around at the obliterated bodies. He nodded. “Done.”
They turned at the sound of gunfire to see Moshe and Adira, legs planted, putting bullets into the few fleeing terrorists. Adira’s powerful Barak was blowing apart balaclava-clad heads, and she never missed. It was brutal, but with Alex’s returning clarity, he realized she was tidying up the chaos he had started — there could be none left alive to come after them or call the dog pack onto their heels, when their mission was not yet over.
After a moment, there was no more movement, no more terrorists, no cheering crowd, no Mosul film crew. Only the four of them were left standing, and a nervous-looking French pilot. The other captives still huddled on the ground, hands over their heads. In the sky above, large birds had begun to circle.
Moshe looked up. “Vultures. They find plenty to eat in the days of the Hezar-Jihadi.”
Alex nodded, watching the birds. “Death always draws a crowd.”
Adira slit the bonds of the French pilot, and said a few soft words to him. She then walked calmly toward the camera, and when she was close enough, smiled into the lens. She pulled off a glove, and held up her hand. There was a small blue Star of David tattooed in the meat between her thumb and forefinger. She showed it to the camera and then kissed it.
She spoke clearly in English. “Lions eat Jakals.” Then almost faster than the eye could follow she drew both her guns and fired point black into the lens.
Adira walked over to where Alex, Sam, and Moshe were freeing the kneeling captives, and helping the shocked men to their feet. The pilot followed, staggering, and watched as Adira walked along the line of them, speaking to many in their own dialects. One man in a tattered blue shirt hugged her and shook her hand, thanking her.
She turned. “They’re mostly locals. Seems their crime was to fall foul of these creeps — wrong religion, wrong words, basically wrong anything.”
“Send them home,” Alex said.
The pilot came and stood before Alex. “Merci, thank you.” He looked around at the decimation. “Are you part of a larger force? A rescue mission?”
Alex half smiled, his gray-green eyes staring through the blood still running down his face, but then the blood suddenly slowed and then stopped. “No, we’re alone. And we’re not here to rescue you. So until our mission is complete, you’re a passenger; understand?”
The young man’s face was still bleached of color, except for the bruises and tears to his flesh, evidence of his treatment while in captivity. “Oui, er, yes, I understand. I am Lieutenant Jon-Pierre Duval, at your service.” He saluted, still looking unsteady on his feet.
Sam slapped him on the upper arm, making him stagger. “Well, Jon, it looks like it’s your lucky day.”
The pilot’s eyes were on Alex. The wound on his forehead bubbled for a second or two, and then began to knit closed like a red zipper. Jon-Pierre’s eyes rolled back, and he fell into Sam’s arms.
Alex looked at the big HAWC and shrugged. “Well, you hit him, he’s yours.”
Sam groaned and threw the pilot over his shoulder.
* * *
The group assembled again at midnight. They’d rested and then had a quick meal of dried beef. Jon-Pierre even looked refreshed, but his eyes were still haunted and his pallor was that of mortuary wax. From mission go-time, there would be no sleep or even rest until they made their way to a rendezvous point twenty miles out in the western desert.
They had pooled their information. Alex stared at Casey Franks, whose shawl had traces of blood all over it. He gave her a hard look, but she simply shrugged and pointed at his own thawb. Alex looked down and grunted; it was now more like a butcher’s apron. He ripped it from himself — the time for hiding was over.
They had decided on entering a building two doors down that bordered an alley. They would find an accessible door or window and break in, making their way to the roof, and then scaling across to their target building. If things went bad, there’d be no cavalry, so the backup plan was to make it to the Tigris and steal a boat. Luckily the dam was upstream, but the smaller river blockages could be worked around.
“What can I do?” Jon-Pierre asked.
“Just stay alive, sucker,” Casey said, checking her weapons. She looked up at him, her hands still running over her gun tech. “And stay out of the way. If things go well, we all go home whistling. If they don’t, you might just wish you were back lashed to that fucking post.”
“That’s not needed.” Adira glared at Casey, who scar-sneered back. Adira turned to the pilot. “You just keep up, say nothing, do nothing, other than what you’re told to do. Understand?”
Jon-Pierre nodded. Adira and her men had on night dark combat fatigues and faces streaked with blackout paint. Alex and the HAWCs were back in their adaptive camouflage suits, that were now as dark as their surroundings. Sam extended the armored hood up and over his face, and began to check and then calibrate the eye lenses’ thermal to night-vision technology.
Each person had fitted silencers to their weapons, and Alex checked his watch one last time. “Time.”
They moved out; all would use the path that Alex and Adira had taken earlier that day — it was the shortest route, and time mattered now.
At the late hour, the streets were near empty. Major roadblocks would be manned and stolen radar equipment would also be watching the skies, but down in the dirt, there was nothing except the odd lonesome dog or fleeing roach.
Casey continually swapped between thermal and night-vision lenses, and Sam sent pulses down the long streets as he checked his motion scanners. Both teams used the sprint and cover approach — each pair sprinting forward to the next place of concealment only when clear, then the next pair would do the same. Each moved fast, silent, and near invisibly within the night-shadows.
Alex was first into the side alley two buildings down from their target. He came to a locked steel grate. Sam appeared beside him, braced and readied himself to launch a mechanical assisted kick to the framework. Alex held up a hand.
“Opens outward,” he whispered. “You’ll wake up half of Mosul.” He reached forward and took the handle, bracing his other hand against the metal frame, and began to pull. After a few seconds, there came a popping sound and then the screech of complaining steel, before the metal locking plate flicked out of the frame and clattered to the ground.
Alex turned and winked at Sam. “Brought my own key.”
Eli looked at Moshe and pointed at the fallen grate, raising his eyebrows. Adira nudged him. “Must have been rusted. Focus, gentlemen.”
Alex entered; inside it was tomb-dark and they switched to night vision. Jon-Pierre placed a hand on the shoulder of Moshe and stumbled after them.
Alex went first up a set of decrepit steps, sensing the sleeping bodies behind each door. On a landing there was a threadbare cat, watching the huge human beings with indifferent eyes, as if it had seen the same thing a thousand times before.
The door to the roof opened with a squeal of rusted hinges, and Alex held up a hand to the group. He went out a few paces and crouched. There was no one on the roof, or any movement close by. He called them out.
Each Special Forces soldier stayed low and took a position up at the small rampart at the building’s edge. They used sensors and scopes to scan the other rooftops, looking for snipers. In the distance they could see a few anti gun batteries, but there was no one manning them. They would only fly into action if their radar picked up an approaching solid object. Alex doubted they’d be focused on their own rooftops even if they were awake.
He motioned with a flat hand toward the target building, and they moved quickly, but carefully — the ancient rooftops were scoured by years of harsh weather. One wrong footfall and they could end up in someone’s bedroom.
Alex leaped across the first divide between the buildings, then the second, and then ran over to their target building. This one had a new roof, and looked to have been recently reinforced. He called Adira over and pointed to some marks on the concrete.
“What do you think? Looks like the skids of a chopper, wide, possibly a SeaCobra.”
She bobbed her head from side to side. “Close; but I think it is more likely to be a Toufan. They’re direct copies of your SeaCobra but are developed by the Iranian Aviation Industries.”
“Iran? What are they doing here?”
“Why not? It makes perfect sense. They want the world to believe that, like the rest of us, they are fighting the Hezar-Jihadi. But they will covertly back anyone who makes life difficult for the west.” She looked around. “We need to be cautious. The Toufan helicopters are used primarily by the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution, or Sepāh.” She turned to Alex. “You know them as the Iranian Revolutionary Guards.”
“Great.” Alex exhaled, and called the team in close. “Heads up; we might have IRG on the ground.”
“Here? I thought those guys were really only active inside Iran, and just used more as financial muscle outside their borders,” Sam said.
Adira shook her head. “You underestimate them, Sam Reid. The Sepāh now have over a hundred twenty thousand military personnel in all type of forces — land, sea and air. They also control the paramilitary Basij militia, which has another ninety thousand active personnel. And you’re right, they do use their financial muscle, because they have a lot of it — they are now a multibillion-dollar business empire.”
Alex knew she was right. During his own research he’d found that the Iranian IRG were like a state within a state, and had a finger in everything. These days they were already a more dominant force then even the Shia clerical system.
“Damned nightmare,” he said. “Iran and Hezar-Jihadi cuddling up. But it would sure answer a lot of questions about how these militia jihadis get their funding, intelligence, and advanced weaponry.” Alex grunted. “Hammerson is going to be real interested in this.” He looked around, seeking his egress, but there was no visible door or skylight. “Franks, those guys from the chopper must have got in somewhere, find me where. Sam, take some readings. Let’s see if there’s more heavy particle trace below us.”
Casey moved off like a bloodhound, searching the rooftop, looking at the smallest edge or crack until she eventually stopped and crouched. She raised a hand, and clicked her fingers once. Alex joined her. There was a three-foot square cut into the roof, flush with its surroundings — a trapdoor. Alex ran a hand over it.
“Steel, solid.” A single tiny hole was near one end. There’d be no breaking this door or its lock without alerting everyone within a mile.
Sam finished his reading. “Traces of HRE, higher than background normal, but non lethal… as long as we don’t spend the night down there.” He looked up. “This is the place.”
“Good.” Alex pointed. “That’s a locking mech. Cut us in.”
Sam immediately kneeled at the trapdoor. He pulled something like a thick pen from a pouch on his leg, which he then pointed at the lock. A wire-thin red beam shot out, and the smell of burning steel and oil filled the air. Something popped from inside the lock, and then the door sprang up half an inch, still dripping molten steel.
Sam gripped it with his armored glove and lifted. He stuck his head inside, and then eased back. “Clear.”
They moved in fast. The stairs were metal and new, but the rest of the building was mired in dust and the grease from a thousand cigarettes. There were footprints everywhere, proving recent high activity. Alex motioned with one hand.
“Spread.”
The group sprinted off, searched the rooms, and then came back quickly. There was nothing to report.
“Let’s head down to the ground floor.” Alex led them on.
“Down where all the crazy squiggles are,” Casey whispered.
“Ancient Arabic, and I’m betting it’s incantations.” Sam responded.
Casey snorted. “Yeah, and maybe this is Hogwarts.”
Alex turned to glare, and the silence returned. As they eased down an older flight of stairs, staying close to the wall, Alex felt the tingle of a warning on his neck. He couldn’t sense life, or the feeling he got when there was an enemy combatant concealed close by. This time it was more a sensation of something not being right.
“Stay alert. Something’s down there.”
They came off the stairs on the ground floor, and found themselves in a single large room. It seemed most of the inside walls had been knocked down, and save for a few support pylons, it was a dark, warehouse-type open space. Even the windows were bordered over.
“There was someone in here; we saw movement. Be ready,” Alex spoke quietly as he turned. The huge room was strewn with debris, building materials like stacked cinder blocks and flat iron girders were piled everywhere, indicating ongoing construction work. Against one wall stood a small forklift truck. Other than that the room would have been completely empty if not for the line of five long crates — each around ten feet in length — pushed up against a wall. All were open except for one. There was a table near the long boxes, strewn with paper.
“Give me a count.” Alex swung to Sam, nodding to the crates. He wasn’t sure if there was any form of high energy particle waves coming off the boxes, but he could sense something strange had been in them as keenly as if there was light showing at their edges.
Sam finished at the boxes, and moved around the floor, stopping at the forklift. “This thing is registering a spike — it sure lifted something contaminated.” He half turned. “The nukes?”
“Maybe,” Alex said. “Franks, Moshe, Eli, do a perimeter search.” The three took off in different directions. “Sam, Adira, Jon-Pierre, let’s take a look at what they left us.”
Sam and Jon-Pierre headed toward the crates, and Alex and Adira approached the table. There were scraps of paper, strips of cloth, and maps strewn everywhere. Alex took the maps and Adira lifted the papers, frowning as she tried to read the ancient words.
“Doesn’t make sense. It’s all jumbled phrases and lists of items.” She shook her head. “It looks like a recipe.” She lifted a strip of cloth with more of the ancient Arabic calligraphy on it in red. “Al-Rûm.” She frowned, looking up at Alex. “That’s the ancient name for Rome. Is that where this came from?”
“No,” Alex said, spreading out some of the maps. “Soran, Baghdad, Israel — the Sea of Galilee.”
“What?” Adira came over and looked at the map. Her jaw clenched. “So, this is what they were attempting to do — cross the Gaza Strip and explode their bomb near the Sea of Galilee. It is the largest freshwater lake in Israel — sixty-five square miles of water that Israel needs to survive.”
“I think these are targets, destinations. Look.” Alex turned one of the maps to her. It showed both the northern edge of Libya, and the southern tip of Italy. “Misrata.” Alex pointed. “Seems they start here, and travel here.” The map circled Pachino, in southern Italy.
Adira exhaled, her eyes narrowing. “The Hezar-Jihadi are almost in total control of Libya, then it’s just a few hundred miles of uninterrupted Mediterranean Sea to Italy. Takes less than a day by boat. Pachino was ruled by the Arabs a thousand years ago — they never forget.”
Alex grunted. “Seems they’re expanding out of the Middle East.” Alex looked at the crate, still feeling the tingle down his spine. “Wait.” He held up a hand to stop Sam, who was just bending toward the unopened box. “Let’s all see what’s behind door number one.”
Jon-Pierre stood back as Alex went to one end of the crate and Sam the other. The rest of the team stood watching, curious but alert, guns ready. Both the HAWCs drew K-Bar blades and jammed their chisel ends in to lever up the nails holding the top down tight.
The lid lifted with the sound of groaning wood as it tried to hang onto the metal spikes. It popped free, and they slid it to the side.
“Mon dieu!” Jon-Pierre grimaced, walking backwards.
“Jesus Christ; that is fucking gross.” Casey eased her gun around, her eyes wide.
There was a body lying inside the box, dressed in a flowing shawl. But the figure was far from normal. It was enormous — even spread flat they could see it would have been over seven feet tall.
“What the hell did they do to this guy?” Sam moved slightly to the side of the crate and leaned closer.
The body was heavily scarified, with swirls and script carved straight into the flesh. The wounds were still open.
“Fresh cuts, but no blood.” Adira said. “I think this mutilation was done after death.” She touched the skin and pulled her hand back, rubbing thumb and forefinger together. “Feels like wax.”
“A Traveler,” Alex said. “Just like the thing that strolled into the International Zone.”
“Big fucker. This one must have died before it got its orders.” Casey grimaced as Alex reached into the crate, turning the massive head one way, then the next. Then he grabbed the shawl and ripped it away.
The flowing script was covering its body, but that wasn’t what riveted them. Zippering the body were masses of surgical scars knitting together a patchwork of different skin types. There was darker olive skin sewn to fair, and one huge hairy pectoral, not matching the smooth dark one on the other side of the chest, and a third in the center.
“Notice anything missing?”
“Besides my sanity?” Casey immediately responded. She pointed with her gun. “No belly button.”
“Keep going,” Adira said.
Casey scoffed. “Holy shit, where’s the freaking cock?” She craned her head. “There’s nothing down there. Hey, maybe its not a man after all.”
“What the hell is going on here?” Sam couldn’t hide the disgust in his voice.
Alex reached into the crate to turn the head again. “It’s not a man, not a woman, not an anything. Mary Shelley, eat your heart out.” He felt an odd sensation under his fingertips. “No pulse, but there’s… something.”
Adira held up a strip of material she had kept from the table. “This cloth, I believe it’s a headband. Terrorists carry a prayer, or a plea to enter paradise when about to go into battle. Perhaps this, this thing, was meant to carry the name of its target — Al-Rûm.”
“Giant pack mules. The damned Iranians are loading them up here, and then setting them loose. But…” Sam rubbed a hand up through his hair. “But this one is dead, if it ever was alive.”
Adira turned the strip of material over. “More words.” She frowned, trying to make sense of the ancient script. She spoke them softly, halting and starting again until she had the translation right.
Alex felt a tingle run up his spine to his scalp, as if static electricity had filled the room. “Jesus.” The lump of flesh beneath his hand quivered, and the thing’s eyes opened. Alex went to jump back, but one huge hand shot up to grab him by the throat.
Alex gagged as the large hand compressed. He used both his own hands to tear at the huge fingers, but he had never felt such power from another human being in his life. As the fingers started to close together, the thing sat up, its expression as slack and indifferent as if it were waking up, simply rising from bed.
Sam and Jon-Pierre rushed forward, grabbing at the hand, then forearm, without any effect.
“Feels — like — iron—get back!” Sam let go of the thing’s arm as it started to rise up. He then raised one huge boot, intending to use the MECH assisted framework to stomp down on it with pile-driver force.
In one rapid movement, the being swung Alex’s body like a baseball bat into Sam and Jon-Pierre, knocking them both to the ground, and then flung Alex into a far wall with enough force that some of the bricks shifted in their mortar.
Alex looked broken, and the French pilot and Sam lay still.
* * *
The thing then rose to its full height, and towered over all of them, its face slack. As it went to step from the crate, Casey braced her legs.
“Fuck you — fire!”
Casey, Adira, Eli, and Moshe opened up, dozens of silenced rounds smacking into the dead flesh with a sound more like that of a paddle on a side of beef.
Where the flesh was exposed, they could see holes puncturing the flesh, but no blood flowed. The being reached down to grab the ten-foot crate it had risen from and flung it at Casey, who had to dive fast to avoid the massive projectile.
“Do not let it leave,” Adira shouted, holding a handgun in each hand, and firing up into its face. Holes opened in the skull and chips of bone were blasted away, but if the thing registered pain, it gave no sign.
The patchwork being then moved fast, grabbing a reloading Moshe Levy, who managed to yell a curse before it took him in both hands and lifted. Moshe pulled free a dark blade and slashed at the hands and wrists of the thing, but he might as well have been trying to cut steel cables. In one quick movement, the huge thing’s hands came together, twisting and screwing Moshe’s body like an old rag. Gurgled pain was now overlaid with the sound of bones crunching and flesh and tendons popping as the Mossad agent was mangled together.
“No-ooo!” Adira yelled, running in and side kicking the thing. But she bounced off as ineffectively as if she had kicked a wall.
“Form up,” Casey screamed. “Concentrate firepower on…”
The thing opened its mouth but no words came. Its totally white orbs seemed to fix on her, and she sensed it tense, coiling for an attack. She knew what was coming. Bullets were useless and she dropped her gun. She then pulled out two of her longest blades, holding one in each hand.
“Then come and get it, motherfucker.”
Ignoring the bullets Eli and Adira still pumped into it, the being opened huge arms, and just as it began to accelerate the few dozen feet across the floor to Casey, there was a flicker of movement from behind it. One of the large flat girders that had been stacked near the wall chopped down and across in a blur.
One moment, the thing’s deformed face was glaring down at Casey, and the next, its head was rolling across the ground. The huge being then collapsed like a giant sack of meat.
Alex stood behind it, the girder in his hand. There was silence for several seconds as they all continued to stare at the thing.
Casey still gripped her blades tight. “What the fuck was that thing?” She jammed her knives forcefully back into their scabbards.
Adira shook her head, her lips working in a silent prayer. “Takwin.”
“What did you say?” Casey asked.
“Franks.” Casey turned at the sound of Alex’s voice. “Get me a bag.” Alex held up the huge head by the hair and stared into its face. The thing’s lips still moved.
Sam came back to the group, helping the French pilot to stand. Jon-Pierre looked at the ghastly trophy Alex held aloft, his face chalk-white.
“Can we go home now?”
* * *
Ten miles south of Mosul, Alex and the small group moved fast, heads down and racing the approaching dawn. Alex slowed his pace, dropping back to come abreast of Adira, who seemed lost in thought.
“Hey, I’ve known you a few years now.” He looked across at her, but she didn’t look up. “Never seen you like you were back there. You were scared.” He waited, but she trudged on, head still down. “And I don’t think it was that thing that scared you, but something else… maybe what it represented.”
Sam eased up beside them and Adira looked up then, first to the big HAWC, and then Alex. Her jaw was set. “Have either of you ever heard of something called the Golem?”
“Sure, who hasn’t. Something like the Hebrew superman, wasn’t he?” Alex said.
She snorted softly. “Something like that.” She sighed. “This might sound crazy, but the story of the Golem begins with a Prague rabbi in the 16th century, called Judah Loew ben Bezalel, who created an artificial being. He named it Golem, and called upon it to defend the Jews from attacks by Rudolf II, under the Holy Roman Emperor.”
She looked up, as if checking to see if either of them was laughing. Satisfied, she went on. “The Golem was made from nothing but the clay from the banks of the Vltava River, and brought it to life through rituals and Hebrew incantations. It is said a prayer was either inscribed on his forehead, or inserted into his mouth.” She smiled weakly. “Golems are extremely powerful, but are not thinking creatures. They act on commands only — you tell them to do something, and they do it without question. And they don’t stop until that task is done, or they are destroyed.”
“This thing was certainly powerful,” Alex said. “But it was flesh and blood, not clay.”
“Yes, flesh and blood, sort of,” she said. “But there are similar legends from other cultures. The Middle East is an age-old place, with civilizations dating back thousands of years, before science, to a time of magic and alchemy. I recently had the pleasure of working with an old friend of yours, Professor Matt Kearns. You might like to ask him about ancient magic.”
“We will.” Sam grinned. “As soon as he’s out of therapy.”
She nodded, as if expecting it. “In our search for the Necronomicon, Matt and I came across many ancient texts. But there was one I remember, named the Book of Stones, that referred to something called the Takwin — the creation of artificial, or synthetic life. In the 9th century, long before the Golem was even thought of, there was a man, a great Muslim alchemist, Jābir ibn Hayyan, who believed it was possible to create this type of life.”
Adira looked up at the glow on the horizon and inhaled deeply before going on. “Jābir ibn Hayyan’s work was purely focused on Takwin, and he even had several maps or recipes for creating false creatures such as scorpions, snakes, and, it is said, even humans in a alchemical laboratory. The created beings were without thought or conscience and totally under the control of their creator.” She looked up. “Who wouldn’t want an army of warriors like that?”
“You seem to know an awful lot about this,” Alex said, his eyebrows raised. Then he slowly turned, looking back the way they had come. Sam did the same.
“Anything?” Sam asked. He lifted a scope to his eye.
“No. Just a feeling.” After another moment, Alex waved them on. Casey caught them up as the HAWC leader turned back to Adira. “What you’re telling us is all just one big weird puzzle,” he said.
She nodded. “Yes, it is like pieces of a puzzle that mean nothing by themselves, and are therefore easy to ignore. But when more start turning up, a picture starts to emerge.” She looked at him. “This is what is happening now. The picture is emerging and becoming horribly clear.”
“You know, there are recent precedents for using dark magic,” Sam said.
“Like what?” Casey asked.
“During the final stages of WW2, Hitler started to search for anything that would give him an advantage. He turned to mysticism, and began a global hunt for holy weapons. There were two items he desperately wanted. The first was the Ark of the Covenant, the final resting place of the Ten Commandments, which he never found.”
“Bullshit. That’s just a made-up story,” Casey sneered, but then her brow knitted when Sam shook his head. “Isn’t it?”
“Oh, it’s real all right,” the big HAWC said. “The second item Adolf searched for, the Spear of Destiny, sometimes known as the Holy Lance, he had more success with. This is the weapon used by the Roman soldier who pierced the side of Jesus of Nazareth as he hung dying on the Cross. Hitler obtained it, used it, and nearly conquered the world.”
Adira nodded. “Napoleon, Caesar, Mao, all megalomaniacal leaders, sought and used dark magic or second sight — mages and seers — to gain a military edge. The Iranian mullahs also seek this advantage, and perhaps they have finally found a way to translate the Book of Stones’ secrets.”
Alex exhaled, his mind whirling. Part of him wanted to scoff like Casey, but he had seen things in his life that would tear at a normal person’s sanity. And he had seen with his own eyes the thing in the room — its dead flesh, suddenly becoming reanimated. The world still had so many secrets.
Adira looked up at him. “You asked if I was scared? Yes, I was, but not for myself. There is an old Jewish prophecy that says that Israel will stand until the dead rise to wage war against it. Maybe someone has managed to find a way to get the dead to fight.”
“The rabbi stopped the Golem by erasing part of the inscription carved into it,” Sam said. “Maybe there’s something similar we can use.”
Alex shrugged. “We beat it. We proved it could be stopped.”
“We beat it?” Adira looked back at the ground. “There were five crates, four empty. You beheaded one, and we know of three more that were deployed. Two carried out their mission, and one we took down in the Golan Heights. That leaves one unaccounted for. Where is it? Whose country is it walking toward right now?”
They walked in silence for another few minutes, until Alex reached out to grab her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll find them and figure this out — together.”
She smiled weakly, but didn’t look convinced. Alex had wanted to tell her that they’d kill them all, but he knew they hadn’t even killed the one whose head he carried. He felt the head now, still squirming, as if silently screaming in his backpack.
* * *
The Mosul captives, now free, ran from the city. They headed back to their hometowns, by stolen pushbike, by car, or on foot.
One man in a tattered blue shirt half ran and half staggered back to a small oasis he knew. With still a quarter of a mile to go, he saw a tiny figure running toward him, her ragged dress flying, her long dark hair waving behind her like a shining banner.
Leyla leaped into his arms, hugging him and sobbing into his neck. After a moment she pulled back.
“Papa.” She smiled, blinking away wet eyes. “I prayed, and you were right; they came. The angels. Did you seem them — was it them that saved you?”
He nodded. “They saved us all, and sent the bad men all to hell.”
“Good.” She nodded, satisfied, and then closed her eyes. “Please God, now bring down your hammer on Hell itself.”

CHAPTER 8

Hammerson read the intercepted Israeli information brief, and collated it with Alex’s data from the desert. The debris from the Golan Heights indicated enough raw high energy material to construct a bomb of about thirty-five kilotons — bigger than both Soran and the Baghdad blasts. They were getting more audacious and deadly.
Alex had said they uncovered plans to transport one to Italy. That was a horrifying thought in anyone’s book. But more worrying was the fact that they believed it was the Iranian IRG that might be behind it. Hammerson exhaled, sitting back, his mind working on plans and permutations.
If it was true, that the Iranians were behind the nuclear blasts responsible for killing hundreds of thousands of innocents — including many Americans — it was grounds for a full-scale war.
Hammerson stared into the distance as he thought through the implications. The blasts also meant the Iranians had nuclear capability, no matter what they professed to the UN inspectors. Hammerson knew they didn’t have perfect ICBM technology, so missile delivery was still years away. But someone walking, driving, or flying a big tactical nuke anywhere in the world, meant nothing other than an aggressive plan of gross annihilation.
Why? he wondered. Why this huge risk? We could turn their entire country into slag.
His fingers tapped on his desk. There were the final negotiations between the Iranian government and the White House going on. Washington was seeking to enlist their help in fighting the Hezar-Jihadi in return for allowing them to keep their uranium enrichment program.
By having the terrorists seem to be using weapons of mass destruction, then it would add to a sense of urgency on the West’s part. Time was the enemy of good negotiation, and creating this pressure on the adversary was the key to pushing them into a bad deal.
The Iranians had even called for a combined military force, and wanted the US and other western armies to gather, to help overwhelm the terrorist fighters. They had even suggested a staging point outside of Dabiq, near Syria. The White House was hailing it as a grand gesture of cooperation. And following two nukes going off in the Middle East, the idea had already gained traction.
Still, it didn’t make sense, Hammerson thought. There was something he was missing. He steepled his fingers at his chin, thinking. If he could prove the Iranians were behind the blasts, or that they already had working nukes, then the negotiations would collapse. There’d be a lot of pissed off people on both sides. Not to mention the grounds for war. But he knew if he passed this up the line, there would be immediate political interference. The CIA would intercept any Intel he provided.
He knew they needed more information. They needed to go in. Hammerson’s senior confidant was General Chilton, theirs was the Commander in Chief himself, who seemed to want this deal as much as the Iranians. Hammerson would be outranked and outflanked. But only if he decided to share what he knew.
Chilton’s last instructions were for him to follow the leads, then find and remove all threats to America and the free world.
Hammerson smiled. He already had his orders.

CHAPTER 9

Tel Aviv, Israel Defense Forces, Biological Containment Room-7
Alex, Sam, and Adira stood around the steel surgical table. The fragments of charred flesh recovered from the Golan Heights were now all in sealed jars. But the thing that held their riveted attention was the head of the being Alex had brought with him.
It balanced on the stump of its neck, twitching, eyes rolling, and mouth working. Thankfully, the eyes never seemed to focus, because if the thing managed to stare into their eyes, it might have been too horrifying to comprehend.
“How?” Adira said. “That’s all I want to know; how?”
Yair Shamir unfolded his arms. He had on plastic gloves and in one hand he held a long steel probe. He put the probe beside the head, and then gripped it in both hands, rolling it gently to the side, exposing the ragged flesh of the neck.
“See, no blood.” He bobbed his head. “When did you say you removed the head?”
“Last night… approximately ten hours ago.” Alex kept his eyes on the thing’s twitching features.
“Yesterday?” Yair raised his eyebrows, picking up the probe. “There’s no blood, and there hasn’t been blood in this thing for weeks, perhaps months.” He indicated the tubes and flesh hanging from the neck, and then scraped at it with the probe. But all that came free was a sticky black substance more like tar than any sort of bodily fluid or excretion.
He leaned forward onto the table, resting on his forearms. “Cells are wonderful things. They can grow, they can repair themselves, and even replace their own parts. They can also split and duplicate themselves. We have cells that are highly specialized — some programmed to be sensitive to light, heat, sound, or pressure; others for the creation of materials such as hair and bone; and still others for the manufacture of things like milk, hormones and adrenalins.”
He saw Adira’s impatient expression, and sped up. “We also have nerve cells, which transmit electrical impulses — how our brain gets our biological mechanics to work, which gives us movement. In fact, some would say, we are nothing but water, and small packets of electrical charges stored in the minute back alleys of our mind.”
He used the probe to rake at the darkened flesh again. A sweet cloying smell was filling the room the more he scraped at it. Yair narrowed his eyes, and leaned in closer to the stump.
“But all cellular processes require energy, and among the basic properties of cells is the ability to generate energy. The energy is obtained through controlled oxidation of foods, and called cellular respiration. And this is what’s confounding me. You see, there are seven characteristics of life — movement, sensitivity, growth, respiration, the need for nutrients, excretion and reproduction. A thing can be classed as living if it exhibits some of these.”
He straightened, his face creased in a frown. “But this thing? This thing, he, is moving, but what else? He won’t grow, his cells don’t need food, or least food as we understand it. He’s not respiring, excreting, and is certainly not sensitive to light, heat, or anything really.”
“But it attacked us,” Adira said. “It saw us, moved fast, and was stronger than ten men. How can it not be alive?”
Yair shook his head. “I don’t know. Its brain is near mush, but it obviously sees, hears and has motor control.” He shrugged. “Yes, it’s moving, but this thing is no more alive than a wind-up toy. In fact, the cells are actually decomposing, right before our eyes.” He turned to Alex. “Did you destroy the body?”
Alex shook his head and took the long metal probe from the scientist to prod at the thing’s cheekbone.
“Ah, well, then it’ll make for a nice surprise when their cleaners come in the morning.” Yair chuckled.
The thing’s eyes seemed to fix on him. “It can’t see us — I don’t think so, anyway. It’s just like attaching electrodes to a dead frog. It’ll jump all right, but it isn’t alive.”
“Well, this here little frog killed one of our team and nearly broke me in half.” Sam glared, making Yair seem to shrink before him. “So, Doc, what exactly are the electrodes making this freak jump?”
Yair nodded. “Good question, Lieutenant Reid. Answering that from a scientific perspective, I would say some sort of power source we still need to determine.” He rested his knuckles on the steel bench top. “But if I were to answer as a religious man, and totally off the record, I would say, the scarification on his face is that of mystical incantations, and they have somehow imbued him with life.” He shook his head. “No, no, let me correct that; animation, not life, more a sort of… living death.”
“Living death?” Sam growled. “Well, ain’t that great? So if you sewed this thing back together, it’d try and attack us all over again.” He placed huge hands on his hips. “This is why it couldn’t be brought down by being blasted with around a hundred high velocity rounds; because it’s already freakin dead.”
“Great infiltration capabilities,” Alex said quietly, using the probe to prod one of its fluttering eyelids. “Immense strength, unbending focus, immune to fear, immune to any of the mortal requirements of sleep, food, water, or shelter — the perfect damned delivery mechanism.”
“And someone is launching them… right at us,” Adira said.
“Not just someone,” Alex said. “Hezar-Jihadi and possibly Iran.”
“I don’t get it.” Sam shook his head. “These jihadis loathe Iran as much as we do, and vice versa. They’re already fighting border skirmishes with them now.”
“No, it makes sense when you look at their underlying philosophies.” Adira began to pace. “They both believe the end of the world will begin in the Middle East. In fact, their core beliefs are of a final decisive war, and that the new caliphate awaits the army of Rome, that’s the West, and whose defeat at Dabiq will start the countdown to the apocalypse — the end of the world. To them, death is the pathway to heaven.”
“Iran’s a theocracy, sure, but gambling with possible nuclear retaliation is suicide on a mass scale. Their people would revolt.” Sam shook his head. “Not sure I buy that.”
Alex exhaled. “Maybe not so far fetched. Hammerson told me that Iran has invited us to join them in a military coalition… in Dabiq.”
“Fuck it, they’re trying to sucker us in.” Sam rubbed big hands up through his hair.
“Doesn’t matter,” Alex said. “Whether or not Iran believes in any of this, or even cares about it, they know that dragging America into another war in the Middle East only helps them. They get to watch us waste blood and treasure. And imagine if they could arrange for another nuke to be walked into the center of our army.”
Sam groaned. “That’d hurt us bad.” He folded huge arms. “Still begs one huge question — how the hell are they sewing bodies together and reanimating them?”
“I doubt you and I could do it, but someone has found the right mix of chemistry, alchemy, or perhaps even magic,” Adira said.
On hearing the word, Yair Shamir cleared his throat and Adira shot him a murderous glare. “What?” Her eyes blazed. “What?”
The scientist shook his head and waved both hands before him.
“Clarke’s third law.” Sam looked from under his folded brows, his eyes going from Yair back to Adira. “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”
A sticky sound drew their gazes back to the thing’s head. Its mouth opened and closed as if trying to speak, but its lips were gummed with the tar-like slime. Alex couldn’t take his eyes from the loathsome thing.
“I don’t care how they’re doing it,” Alex said. “Frankly, I’m not sure I even care why they’re doing it. But I think something else is driving them — there’s another motive we’re not seeing yet. The end result is the same: a lot of death rained down upon us. I only care about stopping it dead, and if it’s a single person or a whole lab full of high tech wizards creating these things and launching them at us, then we need to deal with it, conclusively.” He punctuated the word by stabbing down with the probe, driving it into the center of the thing’s skull and down into the steel bench below it.
“The stakes are high. We just don’t know how many nukes they have ready to go. We could set the whole Middle East on fire. Israel would be first into the inferno.” Adira grimaced.
“As far as I’m concerned, the inferno will be upon us if we don’t act.” Alex straightened. “They like playing with the dead so much; I say, we go and help them join the ranks.”
“Into Iran?” Sam asked, a grin beginning to split his face.
Alex looked back down at the head and saw its eyes were firmly fixed on him. Alex’s smile was grim. “Hammerson said we’re to follow the leads, wherever they take us. Then we terminate with extreme prejudice.”

CHAPTER 10

Hammerson scrolled through a screen of the latest Intel. “We’re blind and deaf in there now. I can use our orbiting hardware to guide you, but we’re just eyes from a long way up. The rest is up to you.”
“Got it,” Alex said. “It’s a weird one, Jack. These… things were not really alive. It was more like someone jump-started a Mac truck. They were all sewn together, no blood, just a weapon delivery system on two legs. Got the strength of a dozen men — hard to kill.” Alex snorted. “No, already dead; make that, hard to stop.”
“But you took one down,” Hammerson said.
“Yes and no. I beheaded it, but I didn’t see what happened to the body. Might still be jerking around down there, or worse, having another head fitted, and then coming right back at us.”
“Jesus Christ.” Hammerson spat the words. “These things are hard to see. They don’t show up on thermal, as there’s no body heat. And trying to find a single slow moving person in the entire Middle East is damned near impossible.” Hammerson exhaled. “And now they plan to take their war to the armies of Rome. One goes off in Italy, and we’ve got a world war on our hands.”
“Got to find that Traveler, and find the source. Both need to be totally destroyed,” Alex said.
“Agreed — find them, and take them down, hard.” Hammerson sat back, thinking. After a few seconds, he ran a hand up through his hair. “I can swing the satellites in on this to watch borders and sniff for any high energy particle traces. I’ll arrange for coded updates to get to you, but for the most part you’ll need to go dark when you cross into Iran. They’ve got some pretty sophisticated surveillance equipment in there — mostly Russian and Chinese, but top of the line. As soon as you start talking, they’ll begin to close in on you.”
“Blackout might be a good thing,” Alex said. “From now on, the less you know, the less you’ll have to deny to anyone who asks.”
“Works for me. You got any firm leads?” Hammerson asked.
“Maybe. Adira seems to think she has an idea where to start, but it’s a long shot. She told me that this reanimation process was thought to be a myth or a legend about an alchemist named Jabir ibn Hayyan, who lived over a thousand years ago in an ancient city called Tous — it’s still there today in northeastern Iran. She thinks that should be our first call. Best way in for us is to cross from Afghanistan into Turkmenistan, then drive a few hundred miles through empty desert.”
Hammerson whistled. “Wild West; nothing but a graveyard of fallen military power up there.”
Alex snorted. “Compared to Mosul? Walk in the park. I’ll contact you again when we’re on the ground. Good luck finding that last Traveler.”
“Same to you, and stay alive. Over and out.”
* * *
“Just you. A smaller team is a faster team.” Adira folded her arms.
“My full team, you and Eli, that’s five; all we need,” Alex said. “We’re better trained, and ready to go.”
“Than who?” Adira snorted. “Too many, and which ones can speak fluent Farsi? Which ones know where the safe houses are? Which ones know how to spot Sepah or Quds commandos on the ground?” She shook her head. “I know you’ll fight to the death, but what good are dead HAWCs to me?”
Alex exhaled. “Sam Reid can speak Farsi.”
Adira raised her brows. “Like an American.”
“Sam and Franks, and Big Brother looking down over our shoulder. You need the Intel.” He folded his arms. “We’re ghosts, and we’re going in, with or without you.”
“The Intel I need, ghosts I don’t.” She folded her arms tighter and narrowed her eyes. “But you have proven useful before, and there is something I need.”
She waited, and eventually Alex raised his eyebrows. “Well?”
“Clear me with Jack Hammerson. I may never go back to America, but if I do, I don’t want him expending any energy getting in front of me.” She shrugged. “And I’d hate to have him send you to bring me in.” She smiled, tilting her head. “Or would you like that?”
Alex grinned. “I’ll talk to the Colonel.” He straightened. “So, we’re all good; three HAWCs for the price of one.” Alex half bowed, and then Adira led him to a small table where they sat down and she poured a coffee. He sipped and then looked up at her. “Afghanistan is a risk — bad country in the border regions. Turkmenistan at least pretends to be neutral. Easier in and out.”
She nodded. “Normally true, but it also has more IRG spies than most other countries. Many live and work out in the open, but they are flush with cash, and pay locals handsomely for information. A group of strange-looking people flying in or moving around would attract high-value attention. They’d be on us in an hour.”
“I agree. Do you know the city of Tous?” Alex asked.
She shook her head. “I only know the area; it’s in the Mashhad Province. Not much out there — mountains, cold grassland plains, and some nomadic tribes. The city itself is old, like most cities in the area. It’s changed hands many times, even been captured by Alexander the Great in 330 BC. Then almost totally destroyed by the Mongols around eight hundred years ago. It was always a city of poets, sciences, and learning, and a natural fit for an ancient alchemist’s dark magic. I have my network gathering information before we leave, but an interesting thing to note is that there has been heavy traffic in and out of the area lately — by land and air.”
“Crossing into Iraq — by helicopter perhaps?” Alex half smiled. “Looks like our number one suspect after all.”
“Yes, and a good place to start. We leave tomorrow morning, early.” She smiled. “Time for another outfit change; I get to wear a simple abaya. But you and Sam look too much like soldiers to pass as anything else, so… we have some Iranian regular army uniforms.” She grinned. “And please let me tell Casey Franks she will be in fetching all-over black this time, just like me.”
Alex went to turn away, but she reached out to grab his arm. “Not so fast. I have just one more change of clothing for you… and one more request.”
His brows came together, and she tilted her head. “You owe me, Alex… at least for that thing I did for America. I saved your friend Matt Kearns, and probably half the country.”
Alex raised an eyebrow, but then slowly nodded. “Fire away.”

CHAPTER 11

5 Gvulot Street, Tel Aviv
Alex laughed as he stood in the doorway of the Joz Veloz restaurant. He remembered Casey’s face when he told her of their plan, and what she would need to wear. She had at first rebelled, but then realized she’d be able to conceal a lot more weaponry under the abaya than he and Sam combined. She relented, but still looked like she wanted to break something.
Even though Adira had given him a cotton shirt, blue chambrays, and a pair of lofas — casual garb — he still stuck out like a banged thumb, as he near filled the narrow doorway.
He waited impatiently. Adira had gone to speak to the owner, an old friend she had said, and he craned his neck to see into the dining area. It was a small, candlelit décor of flea market finds, with what looked like red wine served in small tumblers. He would have called it cramped; she would have called it cozy. More couples sat at a small bar talking softly or in high backed booths. He liked the place. It was private, and the smell or roasting lamb made his mouth water.
Adira reappeared from the back of the restaurant clicking her fingers to get his attention. He watched her approach and realized he hadn’t seen her out of army fatigues in years. He’d forgotten what a figure she had. She wore a light dress to just above her knees, showing off long, brown legs. She had perfect honey-olive skin, and a hint of makeup made her dark eyes glow.
He stepped inside and she took his arm. A young man nodded to him, and introduced himself as Lev. He led them through to the back, where a single table sat against the wall, with extra space between them and any others.
“Private; our best,” he said.
“The best,” Adira repeated, with a smile and raised eyebrows. She leaned close. “I saved Lev’s father from a bomb attack.”
Adira turned and thanked Lev, and he went to hand her some menus, but she waved them away and spoke rapidly in Hebrew.
“Excellent.” He spun and disappeared.
“I hope you don’t mind; I ordered for us. The house specials.”
Lev silently returned with a bottle of red wine — Yatir Forest, which he showed to Adira, who nodded. He poured, she sipped, and then closed her eyes momentarily.
“Yatir Forest is an oasis in a dry and dangerous land. And this is its finest gift.” She nodded to Lev, who poured them both a tumbler full.
She lifted her glass. “To us.” Alex paused, raising a brow. She smiled. “And to our success.”
He clinked glasses, smiled and sipped. She was right; it was a gift. Alex felt her eyes on him, and lowered the glass.
“So, Alex, you found your way home… to Jack Hammerson at least. That is good, I think.” She sipped again, watching him, her gaze intense. “He will forgive me, or at least forget me, yes?”
Alex shrugged. “Hammerson forgets nothing. Maybe he’ll tolerate you. He knew you were in America, and did nothing. And you know he could have.”
“I paid my debt,” she said, lowering her glass. “After the Black Mountain, even my own country wanted me gone.” She sat back. “Like I said, I paid my debt. I always pay my debt.”
“I know you did. We all have to atone for our sins at some time. Perhaps that’s why we do this… us type of people,” Alex said, toasting her.
“You found your way home.” She fiddled with her glass. “Found your way back to Angie, or was it Aimee?” She looked up with a twinkle in her eye. “Everything is good now, huh?”
“Aimee.” Alex nodded. “I found her, but haven’t spoken to her yet. It’s not easy. Things are still… complicated.” He scoffed and sat back. “And look, here I am, nearly eight thousand miles away. Like I said, not easy.”
“I know it’s not easy.” She held his gaze. “That’s because us type of people are the only ones that understand us type of people.” She slid forward, placing fingers on the back of his hand. She rubbed his knuckles. “And perhaps that’s why I am still a wandering soul.” She turned his hand over, palm to palm. “I missed you. I can say that, even if you don’t remember us, together. But I do.” She smiled sadly. “If I had a wish, it would be to have that time again, just you and me on that beach.”
“Another life,” Alex said.
Lev brought the first platter of food, and their hands separated as he laid it down with a flourish. “Flame seared, peppered lamb on a bed of cous cous.” He bowed and departed.
Alex inhaled the aromas of the spices and roasted meat. “Looks magnificent.”
Adira continued to stare at him with liquid brown eyes. “Yes, magnificent.”

CHAPTER 12

Afghanistan, 10 miles north of Herat
They were speeding away in the car before the helicopter was even out of sight. Alex, Sam, and Eli all wore well worn Iranian Republican Guard uniforms and had perfect IDs, all courtesy of the Mossad Infiltration Division. Adira and Casey had on the dark robes of the abaya and had identification as government functionaries — roles appropriate to be in the company of IRG — on some sort of government sponsored mission.
They would need to drive across the porous border — hundreds of miles of featureless, arid landscape. They followed a broad highway, and in the hours of travel only passed a single truck loaded with wood. It was only when they came to the town of Serhetabat that they knew they were already in Turkmenistan.
Traffic increased, and so did the number of checkpoints, but flashing their identification, while wearing both the uniforms and a disinterested expression, usually resulted in a deferential or panicked look on the faces of the officials. It seemed the IRG was a big player up here, and potentially an impatient one.
More hours stretched as they sped up the broad empty highway. It was another three hundred miles to the ancient city of Mary, and then they were turning west toward the Iranian border. Outside of Tejen they left the highway, following Adira’s instructions, and took to small roads, and then dirt tracks that appeared on no map. The car bounced, lighter now that the fuel was near exhausted, and Alex ached to be able to stand and stretch.
They had lost the sunlight hours back, and when they passed the city of Khvosh Hava, they knew they had only ten more miles to go. Tous was a much smaller satellite town in the northern Mashhad District.
Though they were dressed as IRG with perfect cover stories, any newcomer would attract attention, so they had decided to stay outside of Tous, and instead continued on to Shahrak-e Gharb, where they had booked several rooms at the Abtin Apartments. It was full dark when they rolled in, and their identification was barely looked at, each member of the team was treated with deference.
In the elevator, Sam spoke softly. “It’s like the KGB in old Russia — no one wants you here, but once you are, you’re everyone’s best buddy.”
“Old Russia?” Casey raised a brow. “You must have missed the guy currently in charge? It’s the good old days are back in there now.”
Out of the elevator, they split in different directions. Casey’s face had dropped when she found out she would be sharing a room with Adira. The last Alex heard from Casey was her warning to Adira that she snored… and loudly.
In their rooms, they immediately felt the pull of fatigue settling over them, and after securing the door and doing a quick bug sweep, they fell like trees onto their beds.
The next morning, a knock on Alex’s door brought Casey into the room. “She snores worse than I do.” She cast Alex a look. “But I’m thinking you know that.”
Alex grunted, as a second knock brought in Adira. She grinned at Casey. “I needed that. A good night’s sleep; feeling good.”
Casey groaned, but then she grinned. “Yeah, and you talk in your sleep. You must have hot dreams, huh?” She winked at Alex.
“What?” Adira rounded on her but Casey waved her away.
They found seats or stood waiting as both Sam and Eli opened large cases. Adira and Casey had their abaya scarves around their necks.
“Are we okay to be in here together?” Alex asked. “With unmarried women?”
Adira shrugged. “If you were just an Iranian citizen, I would say definitely not, and you could expect a visit from the morality police. But they’ll turn a blind eye as you are IRG.” She sat at a table and flipped open a small computer tablet and switched to satellite feed. She then selected the Mashhad District, and drilled down on Tous, but the angle and height of the satellite didn’t allow enough clarity on the images.
“Ach, not close enough.” Adira threw her hands up.
“We’ll need to go in — hard and fast,” Alex said.
“Belly of the beast,” Sam said.
“Just the way we like it.” Casey had a twisted grin on her face. “Fight or die.”
Adira nodded. “Fight or die? Yes, and if they take you, you will want to die. And it will be death, eventually, after a long and painful few weeks of psychological and surgical torture.”
Alex got to his feet. “Every second we are here increases our chances of being detected. We need to get this over with before the odds shift.”
“Agreed.” Adira stood. “We need better eyes in there first.” She turned to Eli. “Send in Tweety.”
“Onto it.” Eli flipped open his case and was pulling out a small device in pieces which he began snapping together. When he finished, he had what looked like a small bird in his hands, complete with fake feathers.
He laid it on the bed and then went back to the case. He adjusted the lid, which became a view-screen, with a joystick pad and a few other small controls. Adira went to the window and opened it, and stuck her head out momentarily. Then she pulled back and stood aside. “All clear. Let him fly.”
Eli fiddled at the controls, and then three spikes, one on each wing and a third on the tail, started to spin. Blades flicked out, and then like a small helicopter, the bird lifted soundlessly. Eli guided it to the window. On his screen, their room was displayed in high resolution.
Sam clapped his hands. “Now that is cool.”
Alex grinned. “Spy cam, and all wrapped up in a local bird of prey package. We now have our eyes. Nice work.”
“It’s more than just eyes.” Adira nodded. “Shaped like a desert kestrel, and just like them, can hover on thermals for hours. Perfect camouflage for a spy drone.”
Tweety zoomed past Adira, and the group crowded around Eli’s screen as it darted out the window. The drone rose to several hundred feet and zoomed across the several miles of desert to the town of Tous.
It was small, not more than a single square mile, with only a few thousand residents. The structures were a mix of 1950s modern and extremely ancient, dating back thousands of years. Many of the central structures were enormous sandstone monuments; some towering many stories and built from blocks larger than trucks, and all fitted together with barely a seam showing.
“What are we looking for?” Casey asked, putting her hands on Eli’s shoulders and pretending to massage the Mossad agent.
Eli grimaced but kept his eyes on the screen. “Something that doesn’t fit — Northern Arabic script, or something guarded with no clear reason, and of course, traces of high energy particle radiation.” He looked at a small readout on the side of his screen. “So far we have nothing above background normal, but as we have seen from Mosul, even moving the radioactive matter through the area leaves an atomic trace. Tweety can pick these up.”
“Clever bird,” Sam said.
“Israeli tech.” Adira smiled. “Tell Jack Hammerson I’m happy to trade him some.”
There were few people on the street, and Adira started to point out different buildings to the group. “The Mausoleum of Ferdowsi, and that’s the grave of Akhavan-Sales. All just relics now.” She nodded toward a long wall so old it was now crumbling back into the desert from which it had come. “The Darvaze Razan Gate.” She snorted. “It was an ancient barrier and a place of kings and magic. Many wanted to be buried here, simply because it was rumored to be one of the portals to the afterlife,” she went on. “That large structure there is the Harounieh Dome…”
“See that?” Alex pointed. “Wait, back Tweety up.”
“The dome?” Adira asked.
“Yeah, someone’s inside, pulled back into the shadows, but they’re there.” Alex frowned as he stared at the dome. It was a huge foreboding structure, but something seemed to call to him, draw him to it. He blinked and shook his head to clear it.
“Got something.” Adira pointed at the data rolling up the screen. “Tweety sniffed a trace.”

CHAPTER 13

Tweety landed on the bed and Adira lifted it and stroked it like a real bird. “So, we have a marginal high energy particle spike at the dome, but everything else is insignificant.” Adira shook her head. “Should be more, if what we seek is in there.”
“Might be. Hammerson says they’ve detected mole-holes out in the desert off Kashaf-Roud’s river valley. Just like at their Arak facility — hard to see, very well concealed, but they’re there. He thinks it might indicate something interesting below ground. Like a nuclear facility, or something they felt needed to be bomb-proof. They’ll do further deep penetration scans when the satellite is in a better proximity orbit.”
Alex felt the pulse in his comm. pad, and pulled it out — it was more data from Hammerson. He exhaled with his eyebrows raised as he looked at the images.
“Eli, sending this through to you. Put it up on screen.”
Eli grabbed the data and pulled it into his device and then opened the image file. There were several shots of Tous and the surrounding geography. The first shot was a surface image taken from a few thousand-foot resolution, then what they sought became clear as the layers were pulled back through stratigraphic imaging.
“Ho-leey fuck,” Casey scoffed.
Below the ancient town was a network of tunnels, like a giant many-armed creature with its head directly below the monolithic dome. A single long tunnel extended out to the desert, to the Kashaf-Roud area.
Sam folded huge arms. “Big network. Going to be a lot of bodies in there.”
“That big, that hidden, definitely something worth protecting.” Eli flipped through the images. “Perfect place to assemble tactical nukes.”
“And reanimate freaking corpses,” Casey added, mouth turned down.
“Then let’s shut ’em down,” Alex said, straightening. “Leave nothing behind. We’re not coming back.”
“I heard that.” Casey clapped once, eager to get going.
The group went out fast, piling into the vehicle with Eli in behind the wheel. They sped along the highway, pulling over on a rise above the small town. Alex stepped out with Sam and Adira.
Sam put a scope to his eye. “All quiet.”
“Above ground.” Alex looked over at the tight cluster of dwellings with the huge dome structure toward its center. “We go in fast. If we encounter aggressive resistance, we remove it.” He turned to nod at Casey, who was leaning out of the car window. She gave him a thumbs up.
“Okay people, let’s suit up.”
The HAWCs removed their clothing, once again pulling on the HAWC armored suits. They checked and then holstered, pocketed, and strapped on their weaponry. Adira and Eli pulled on fatigues and gloves, and also armed themselves, Adira slotting her twin Baraks into her favored v-shape holster at her groin. Throwing spikes and numerous other knives, bombs, and instruments went into various slots and scabbards at her waist.
Sam checked his M203 with the single shot 40mm under-barrel grenade. Sam’s, however, had a modified drum clip attached that held a dozen rounds. He held it up, grinning.
“My All-Areas-Pass.”
Adira frowned. “That dome is over a thousand years old.”
Casey sneered. “Then they better open up when we knock, lady.”
“Communications check.” Alex pushed a small pellet into his ear. The others did the same, and immediately their voices, even whispered, were carried directly onto the occipital bone behind the ear.
“Good.” Alex inhaled the hot, dry air and smiled. “Then let’s go meet the locals.”
The car slid to a stop outside of the Harounieh Dome, its colossal, sandstone structure casting deep shadows and looking more like a fortress than a place of worship.
“Where is everyone?” Sam asked.
“They’re here. Keep your eyes open and stay cool,” Alex said, feeling the presence of multiple bodies crowded close by.
The heavy wooden front doors were thirty feet across with ornate metal hinge brackets. Above were teardrop lintels all carved with magnificent Persian stonework.
Sam went to them and tried the ring handle, and then pushed hard with a shoulder. The doors were locked and didn’t budge.
“That was option one.” He stepped back and lifted one huge boot, the MECH suit’s hydraulic assisted leg levering back and then flicking forward in a blur.
The lock exploded inwards, the wood and ancient metal no match for the punch of the titanium-alloyed steel. Alex went in quick, Casey followed next, then Adira, Eli, and lastly, Sam. They had guns up, and moved like hounds on a scent. The dome inside was a huge shell with numerous doors and arches — a labyrinth, and impossible to explore quickly. Alex knew there were people concealed, waiting for the ambush.
He spun, sensing the danger, just as the stun grenades exploded among them, their throwers lobbing the small cylinders from their places of hiding. The detonations were an explosion of light and sound, and then came the thick fog-like smoke to shroud everything.
“Go to thermal,” Alex yelled, not sure if his words were heard following the near deafening grenade explosions. Cutting through the fog came a patter of gunfire, then a grunt of pain.
Alex sprinted now, darting from side to side. He found Casey, who waved him on. Then he located Adira and Sam, standing back to back in the swirling smoke of the bombs that finally started to clear.
Alex could feel the emptiness of the huge sandstone structure — whoever had been here was gone… and so was Eli.
“Eli!” Adira turned about. “Operative Eli Livnat, report.”
Alex closed his eyes, reaching out, trying to locate the Mossad agent’s presence. After a moment he opened his eyes and walked over to Adira. “He’s gone.”
“Gone?” She continued to search, her teeth momentarily bared. “Gone? Then we find him, before they start their work.”
Alex reached out to grab her arm. “We’ll search, but we have a mission priority, and our clock is ticking. We’ll do what we can, okay?”
She grimaced, and Alex could feel the tension and frustration boiling away inside the woman.
“We’ll do what we can,” he repeated, and then turned away. “Sam, Casey, find me a path.”
Adira and Alex joined Casey and Sam, spreading out, searching alcoves and opening doors, until Casey stood back.
“Yo, boss! Got steps here — and recently used.”
They gathered, peering down. The steps were new, barely a decade old, the smooth, gray concrete incongruous just inside the old stone-lintelled doorway.
From deep down below, Alex could feel the sensation of probing rising up at him in waves. There it was again, the attempt at an intrusion into his mind. “Something, it’s like we’re being… scanned.”
“What by? Motion sensor, thermal read?” Adira asked.
“No, something else, something trying to read us — I think we’re expected.” Alex stared down into the depths of the stairwell.
“Bet it’s booby-trapped. You’d have to be crazy to go down there.” Sam grinned at Casey. “Ladies fir…”
Casey started down, at speed.
Alex groaned and followed, down, and down. The stairs were dimly lit, but solid. There was a smell of fresh concrete, and underlying it, the stink of a charnel house. There were no doors or windows on their way down, and after descending about half a dozen stories, Alex called a halt. He leaned out over the railing. It got darker the lower it dropped.
Sam leaned out with him. “Anything?”
Alex could see down further than the rest, but it seemed to drop for hundreds of feet, and still continued into the void.
“Got to be a level where we can exit soon.”
“Something stinks,” Sam said. “Like a corpse.”
“We’ve been here too long already. I don’t like it,” Adira said, looking over the railing.
Alex also continued to stare down into the darkness. “I can detect a living presence, strong, and an intellect that is watching us carefully, as if there were cameras on every floor.” Alex pulled back. “Let’s go meet them. Franks, back in line.” Alex took the lead. “Eyes out — I think we’re getting close.”
They slowed as they descended, and after another twenty minutes came to the first gleaming white door on a small landing. Alex laid his hand on the handle, and then shook his head.
“Nothing in there.”
When they passed another three, Adira stopped them. She held up the small Geiger counter. “Here — off the scale.” She stepped back. “In there.”
Alex held up a hand to the team, and then spun back to the door, grasping the handle and turning it. It was locked. He gritted his teeth and gripped harder, turning more, until the steel started to groan and bend. After another few seconds, there was the popping sound of spring steel as it reached its tensile barrier. Something clattered inside, and the door opened slowly. Behind the white paint, it was solid and heavy — lead lined.
“Stay here. We don’t have rad-suits.” Alex pushed the door open a little further, and then eased in. Lights came on, but the large space was empty save for half a dozen drum-sized cases. Alex could feel the radiation tickling his body and turned, just as Casey was leaning around the frame, the door wedged open with her boot.
“It’s hot. Stay back.” He should have worn a suit as well, but they needed to see what was inside and he’d just have to rely on his own metabolism repairing any damage to his system… at least for a while.
Alex crossed to the sealed canisters, and then moved to the only one that was open. The ball top was visible, and he recognized it immediately — it was the casing holding a nuclear bomb’s initiator. He sighed, these days nukes were so easy to assemble that a high school kid could put one together if he had the right material, and access to the Internet.
He looked down at the assembly, assessing the design. It was an old model but with new technology. Most likely it’d be a fission blast, as they were the most basic. All that was required was to bring two subcritical masses together to form a supercritical mass. This needed to be done at speed to generate a high-energy collision. Basically, you just needed to make a giant gun, and fire one mass into the other. Alex placed a hand on the sphere, and his fingers tingled. In his mind, he saw how it would work — Uranium-235, fashioned into a bullet, placed at the one end of a long tube with explosives behind it. At the other, another mass of 235, as a target. The casing holds the particle collision together until criticality is reached, and then boom; simple as that.
He removed his hand when he saw the large button. Big and uncomplicated, so something like the giant, drone-like Travelers would only need to punch down on it to initiate the nuclear event.
He straightened, feeling dizzy; he needed to leave. There were a half dozen of the huge packs. He stopped at another, tilting it slightly. The weight was immense. The things that carried these, in some case for hundreds of miles, were unnaturally powerful. He hoped Hammerson was able to find the last of them.
Alex backed out of the room, sweating profusely, and then leaned against the wall, waiting for his stomach to settle. “Okay, there’s six bombs in there. Just waiting for their pack mules to walk ’em out.” He turned his head, feeling a compulsion drawing him on. There was also something else — Eli’s pain, the feeling of the man crying out to them.
“Further down. It’s further down.”
“Eli?” Adira crowded in close.
“I thought it was the bombs we were after,” Casey said. “Let’s fuck ’em up.”
Alex shook his head. “I think Eli is down there. But also the one responsible for them… and the things that carry them.”
“Is it… a person?” Adira asked.
Alex concentrated, but it was like pushing against a brick wall. “I can’t tell. So let’s go find out.”
They came to a final door, this one not the laboratory-white of the previous entrances. Instead it was age-old, the hinge braces and locking mechanism solid but heavily corroded.
Alex laid a palm against it and grimaced, as it felt like a fist had clenched in his brain. He stepped back.
“Whatever it is, it’s in there.”
“Is it Eli?” Adira asked.
“I think so, but it’s strange, like… he’s different.” Alex pushed at the door. Even though the hinges looked centuries old, they swung smooth and soundlessly.
“Looks like they ran out of money for decorating,” Casey said, grinning.
The air was fetid, and unlike the other rooms, the walls were rough-hewn stone, and more like a cave that had been hacked and chiseled from the surrounding rocks. The ceiling was high above them, and coated in slick moss that hung in glistening green stalactites.
“This place gives me the creeps,” Sam said quietly.
“I’m here for you, big guy.” Casey turned and winked.
“This looks like the original structure that existed below the dome. The new tunnels were recently added. Got to be a thousand years old down here — they probably had to tunnel down to get to it.”
“One thousand two hundred years, five months, three days, and eleven hours.” The voice came from above, below, all around them.
“What the fuck.” Casey spun, gun up.
“Do not be alarmed. I have been waiting for you.” There was a sound of excitement in the voice. “I know all about you.”
“Who are you?” Alex asked.
“Come now; you know me. Did you not come to find me? After all, I know you, Captain Alex Hunter, and you Ms. Adira Senesh, and Casey Franks, Samuel Reid, and even Eli Livnat.” There was a sound like a sigh. “I have been here for an eternity, waiting… in fact, waiting just for you, Alex Hunter, sometimes known as the Arcadian.”
Alex turned slowly, trying to pinpoint the voice. “Why are you producing the bombs?”
“I am not.”
“There are nukes here. I just saw them.” Alex concentrated, an image beginning to form in his mind.
“Yes, you did.”
“This is getting us nowhere.” Casey gritted her teeth. “Come out with hands up, or we’ll find you and drag you out.”
“I cannot, and no you won’t.”
There was a scream, but it only tore through Alex’s mind. It could have been Eli, or could have been some caged animal being tortured.
“Eli,” Alex said, through gritted teeth.
“Eli?” Adira spun. “Where is he? Our friend, you have him.”
“Yes, Eli. But he has joined with us now.”
“The hell he has,” Casey said, her voice turning to a growl. “You got thirty seconds, mister.”
“Hell?” There was a grating sound that could have been a dry laugh. “You have no concept of hell. Hell is to be trapped without seeing my beautiful land for too many centuries.”
“Jabir ibn Hayyan,” Adira breathed. “The great alchemist.”
“Yes. You see? You do know me.”
“How is this possible?” Alex started to move around the dank chamber, searching for the source of the voice.
“How? Life is easy, death is hard,” the voice rasped. “Crossing from one to the other sometimes takes a bravery I do not possess. So I decided to wait, making myself immortal, choosing those who can help me travel through the ages. Choosing only those strong enough to bear my burden.”
“What is your burden?” Alex noticed several large openings in the back of the chamber.
“My intellect, my secrets, my… self.”
“You are creating these things, the Travelers?” Adira asked.
“Yes. Do you like them? The people who currently live in these lands do. They help me, but wanted something in return. So I showed them how to make life from non-life. I gave them their ultimate warriors, the Zhayedan, the mighty Immortals of legend — single purposed, unthinking, strong beyond measure.”
There was a grating laugh of pure malevolence. “I told them I could create an army of Zhayedan, just like the ten thousand I gave to King Xerxes. With them, they would be able to defeat any army at Dabiq. I told them, like him, they could conquer the world.”
This time, the laugh was more disdainful. “Fools, they were mere dirt to me. All I really needed was to learn more about the outside world, draw on the weak minds of those brought before me. To search for the one, the next one to bear my burden… to search for you, Captain Alex Hunter.”
There was a soft sigh. “I can spare the lives of your people. I can stop the Zhayedan; stop the bombs from ever being used again. But in return you must give me something.”
“What.” Alex had a sense of deep foreboding. This was no chance meeting, but now seemed to have been engineered, everything planned, even from the very first detonation.
“You. I need you, your strength, your regenerative abilities. You alone are worthy enough to carry my burden — to carry me!”
“Carry you?” An image formed in Alex’s mind as he peered into the rear of the dark cave-like room. It horrified and intrigued him. He sensed eyes on them. “Where are you? Come out and we can talk properly. I’m ready.”
“Yes, yes you are. I think we are both ready. First, lay down your weapons.”
“Like fuck I will.” Casey had her gun pointed toward the dark alcoves at the rear of the room.
“Ah, the warrior woman; a small display then, just for you, Casey Franks.”
“Hey wait…” Alex never finished, as there came a sound like a wet slap, and Casey fell to the ground, her face bloody and her body jerking as if in a fit. Guns came up, and the team formed up, back to back around her prone body.
“What the fuck just happened?” Sam yelled.
“I punished her.” The voice was indifferent. “She isn’t dead, but I could have killed her. I just flicked her brain a little — a pinprick embolism, I think you would call it. A little display for both her, and you, Alex Hunter.”
“You son of a bitch.” Alex felt a surge inside his mind — a storm of aggression building.
There was a sound like a bored sigh. “I could have turned her brain to liquid. I can do it to all of you. Do you need another display, maybe something a little more visual, perhaps to the other warrior woman? You like her, don’t you, Alex Hunter?” The voice had turned ominous. “Now, lower your weapons.”
“You don’t need to fear us.” Alex sensed something approaching. A wave of evil like he had never experienced in his life.
“I don’t fear anything. And so, we begin; 10 — 9–8 — 7–6… there will be no zero, Captain Hunter… 5–4…”
“Do it,” Alex said.
The small group lowered their guns.
“And now drop them to the floor.”
Alex let his fall, and the rest followed. Sam immediately squatted by Casey, lifting her head. The female HAWC groaned.
A vile smell began to fill the dark and ancient chamber, and then from deep within one of the alcoves a monstrous figure appeared. Its head towered above even the huge Sam Reid, and in the dim light they could see it held something, cradled gently in its arms.
It stepped out, and Alex heard Adira suck in a breath. She backed up, her voice so high, Alex barely recognized it. Her words — only in Hebrew — were muffled as her hand went up in front of her mouth.
“Oh God.” Casey was now sitting forward, her eyes blood-red from the brain trauma. She got to one knee. “You motherfucking son of a bitch.” She searched the ground for her weapon.
“Leave it,” Alex yelled, his eyes transfixed on the horror.
Sam just stood, arms at his side, his mouth open. The gruesome thing was dressed in a long shawl, like a surgical smock. There were patches of fluid dampening the material — some bloody, some yellowish, as if it had just slipped from an operating table.
Alex’s fists were balled, and his teeth were clamped so hard his jaws ached. In his head he could hear the screaming of the poor soul trapped forever in the living cadaver.
It was Eli, or parts of him. There were swirls of stitches holding the flaps of skin together, and only half of the face was the recognizable visage of the Mossad agent they knew. The other was a darker skin, and the eye a different color. The entire patchwork of flesh was sliced and rent with vivid scarring that wept no blood, as the flesh was as drained and dry as hung beef.
Eli’s eye rotated to fix on them, but there was no recognition there, no words formed by the tongue. Still, Alex knew the man was inside somehow, his soul trapped within the mechanics of the huge carcass.
“You used him… mutilated him,” Alex said. “You took him apart and then sewed him into this, monstrosity.”
“He serves me now.” The voice was amused, perhaps by the reactions on their faces.
Alex searched for its source, and for the first time, he looked away from the slack face of the giant. In its arms was a tiny figure, like a blackened doll. It was all gnarled and twisted, its eyes little more than yellowed slits.
“Jesus Christ. You little freak, you butchered him.” Sam had moved out and to the side.
Alex could guess what he was doing — the big HAWC was going to take a run at the thing. Use his body in a linebacker-type tackle to bring it down.
“Don’t Sam.” Alex knew the being was obviously able to project some sort of force with its mind, and Sam wouldn’t have made two steps.
“You are Jabir ibn Hayyan?” Alex asked.
“This is what is left of him.” Its yellow eyes narrowed. “The years, the centuries, have left little of the man that once was.” It sighed, but then its expression became sharper. “Ah, I feel your aggression.” The eyes seemed to glow. “No, not your aggression, Alex Hunter, but the other one inside you. It boils in its fury, and you hate it as much as it hates you. It is your weakness, and your strength.” It laughed, and it used its small claw-like hands to lift itself slightly, as if to see Alex better. “You were worth waiting for, Arcadian. Join me, and the others all go free. You have my word.”
“Join you like Eli there?” Sam said. “Just say the word, boss.”
“Stand down, soldier,” Alex said softly. He looked up at the ripped and sliced face of the giant figure. “Is that what you want? Another pair of hands, like that?”
Jabir ibn Hayyan’s hideous little face twisted into a grin. “The Zhayedan are no more than marionettes to do as they are told. But Alex Hunter, you will join with me, and me with you. I will supply the mind, and you will supply the body. What a pairing we will make.”
“And what happens to my mind — where does that go?” Alex asked, already guessing the answer.
“It will not be lost. It will come here, into this body, which you can keep.” Jabir ibn Hayyan looked up at Eli. “And this Zhayedan will carry you.”
“No way,” Sam said.
“Then you will all join me.” The thing leered at Sam, like a cross between a small monkey and a goblin. “Perhaps I will make another Zhayedan, this one just using all of you, sewn together. Won’t that be cozy? Friends bonded by war, become bonded by flesh, forever.”
From the corner of his eye, he saw Adira’s arm drop. He knew where she kept her throwing knives, and he edged in front of her.
“And if I agree, then you’ll let everyone else go.”
Excitement showed on its face. “Yes, yes.”
Alex could read the sense of excited anticipation in the tiny, gnarled features. But why did it need him to agree? If it was so all-powerful, why didn’t it just smash everyone in the room, and then simply take him? It must need his consent to be able transfer its mind, its essence, or whatever it planned to force into his head. It needed a willing offering.
He looked into the tiny decrepit thing’s eyes. Its face was like a shrunken head, as it hung in the hammock-like embrace of the monstrous being that had been Eli. There was something else that didn’t add up — if it was a true immortal, then why did it need them to drop their weapons?
Because it could be hurt, he realized. And if it could be hurt, it could be killed. He half turned.
“Everyone out.”
Sam shook his head. “Not a chance, boss, we can…”
“Now!” Alex’s roar filled the room. “Take your weapons and leave.” Alex felt the ancient creature about to object. “They’ll need to fight their way home.”
Jabir ibn Hayyan eased back, sneering. “Of course, I forget that mortals break so easily.”
Alex watched his group leave, each grumbling or casting deadly glances back at the deformed creature in the giant’s arms. Adira stopped at the heavy wooden doors.
“For what you have done to Eli, I promise you, you will finally know death.”
She immediately grimaced and held her head as blood gushed from her nostrils.
“Stop it!” Alex jumped in front of Adira, holding up both hands. “Please.” Adira fell to the ground, and Sam came back to help her to her feet.
“Get her out.” Alex looked hard at Sam. “Don’t worry, I’ll see you again.”
“But will it be you?” Sam almost growled. He lifted the Mossad agent as if she weighed nothing and left the room.
Alex turned back to Jabir ibn Hayyan. The Eli monstrosity had shuffled a few steps closer. It towered above Alex, standing mute as it gently raised the twisted little being higher until it was at Alex’s eye level.
It grinned, and a small putrid tongue licked blackened lips. “We will make a fine team, Alex Hunter.” It closed its eyes and inhaled, drawing in the very essence of Alex as if it was a delicious aroma. It eased back, looking pleased.
“I call tell you are already destined for a very long life. You have been… changed somehow. Something inside you is different to other men.” The yellow eyes closed momentarily as if in ecstasy. “You will be, peeerfect.”
“Tell me something,” Alex asked.
“Of course.” Jabir ibn Hayyan sighed.
“I know who you are, but how are you, you? What are you?”
The ancient alchemist exhaled long and slow, and seemed to draw on favored memories. “I was like you — human, once. But through my studies I found that there were spells, recipes if you like, that could open doorways. There were things you could call to, and then partner with, that would keep your intellect robust, no, more than robust, magnificently expanded.” It sighed again. “But too late, I realized that while the mind was blossoming, the body was shriveling around it.”
The giant Eli moved forward a few more inches.
“There’s something inside you.” Alex tried to step back, but felt his legs rooted.
“Ye-eees.” The yellow eyes looked deep into Alex’s face. “It is what I will pass to you. The devil’s kiss, you might call it.”
Jabir ibn Hayyan was lifted higher, and Alex tugged again, then harder. He began to strain at the invisible bonds that now even encircled his arms. He felt no fear or revulsion, just a growing fury at the thing trying to overwhelm him. A storm was growing in Alex’s mind. As if sensing the conflict within him, Jabir ibn Hayyan was pulled back a few inches by the monstrous figure of Eli.
“Calm yourself, Alex Hunter, or I can have your friend here constrain you.”
“I wouldn’t try it.” Alex’s words hissed from between his teeth like steam. “You might not like the result.”
“Really? I don’t fear you, Arcadian.” It laughed cruelly. “Did you know that the Arcadians were made to fight by the Spartans? They were savages, brutes, who were treated like attack dogs by the warrior Spartans. Who do you fight and kill for now, Arcadian?” Eli lifted the yellow eyes even closer. “I have nothing to fear, as you have all been my puppets for centuries.”
“It’s not me… you need to… fear.” Alex strained even harder.
“But it is me you need to fear.” The huge figure shuffled forward, lifting Jabir ibn Hayyan higher, and then leaning him out toward Alex. The yellow eyes were glowing in their intensity, and Alex could smell the stink of breath that told of age-old corruption.
“Open your mouth, Alex Hunter.” Alex’s mind burned, not from the powers of the small being, but from the force of the Other One, caged in his mind, refusing to submit to the monster. He strained again, not against the invisible bonds that held him, but instead now trying to keep the Other at bay, long enough to give his team time to get out.
The vile, crumpled little thing held up at his face opened its mouth. Jabir ibn Hayyan’s grin split wider, and then the dark hole of its mouth gaped. There were no teeth in the maw, but Alex could see what he assumed was a pale tongue moving languidly at the back.
The glistening tongue wormed forward, and Alex tried to jerk away, revolted. It wasn’t a tongue at all, but something living that squirmed toward him.
“Open your mouth, Alex Hunter, and… receive me.” The pale grub-like thing, half an inch thick, with multiple arms and tiny black eyes, quested in the maw, waiting.
Alex now knew that this was the great alchemist’s secret to eternal life. To somehow have conjured, or called, to some sort of “thing” that had arrived from the heavens or hell, or from some other madness, to take him as its host. Perhaps Jabir ibn Hayyan was the latest vessel that it had occupied, and now, as the body shriveled down to nothing, it wanted another vehicle to take it out of the pit where it had existed for too many centuries.
Alex kept his teeth clamped, speaking through his grimace. “What… is… that thing?”
“It is beauty incarnate, Alex Hunter. Perhaps it is a god. Perhaps it is a Traveler that has been trapped here since before mankind even climbed from the ooze. Its lifespan is measured in millions of years, not like us feral insects that are here and gone within the blink of an eye. It needed protection, and in turn it gives us, gives me, greatness. And it will give you that same greatness. You ask what it is, Alex Hunter? It is a gift; receive it willingly.”
“A gift? I’ve heard that before.” Alex strained with every ounce of his being. His teeth remained clamped shut, and he tried to turn his head away. The thought of the thing climbing into his mouth and worming its way down his throat threatened to make him vomit. His body strained, but in his mind something fought against its bonds even harder.
“It is normal to resist at first. The unknown is frightening. I will help.”
Another layer of pressure wrapped around his mind, and then Jabir ibn Hayyan reached out tiny withered arms to embrace Alex’s jaw. The sharp little claws dug into his skin, and the yellow eyes burned into him. The gummed mouth creaked open another fraction as his head tilted back. The thing in his mouth started to extend, its multiple tiny arms also reaching out to him.
Jabir ibn Hayyan clung onto Alex’s face, suspended there, and the huge Eli figure reached forward to grip Alex by the shoulders, holding him firmly in place. Alex could feel the colossal strength in the hands that enfolded him, pinning his own arms flat to his body.
“No.” Alex felt perspiration break out on his face.
“Don’t fight me. I will hurt you and your friends. I have called hundreds of guards, and they wait for your friends above. Only if you submit, will I allow them to pass, unmolested.” Jabir ibn Hayyan’s small, sharp hands pulled at his lips.
A knot of pain started to burn in Alex’s mind, but the reaction was not one of crushing submission or even surrender. It was an urge to fight, to kill. Alex’s body flooded with adrenalin and natural steroids, and his frame felt like it hummed with a furious energy.
“You are not immortal.” Alex’s words hissed from between clamped teeth. “You are mortal, and you can die.”
“What is this?” Jabir ibn Hayyan’s tiny blackened brow furrowed, and his small claws now scrabbled at his flesh, trying to furiously tear his mouth open. “If I need to hurt you, break your body, then I will. Hurry now.”
The huge Eli being started to exert enormous pressure on Alex, and he felt the bones in his arms and shoulders begin to creak. A rib popped in his chest, stabbing him like a dagger. Then another. Finally the pain, frustration and fury became too much. Alex opened his mouth to scream his rage. He could chain the beast no longer, and it burst free like an animal in all its primal fury.
His own monster was now free, the Other One, and it wanted nothing but blood. Alex felt he could only watch as his body seemed to act of its own accord, not in his control anymore. It swung itself one way, and then the other, harder and faster, becoming ever more violent. The giant’s hands were rapidly losing their hold on him. Jabir ibn Hayyan squealed like a small animal and the creature in his mouth snapped back, as if on a spring. The tiny, withered alchemist threw himself from Eli’s arms, and crawled across the floor to one of the dark alcoves, looking back briefly to cast Alex a murderous glare.
“I’ll crush all of you down to pulp before you leave this building. You’re not free, and if I cannot have your body, then neither can you.” It looked to the huge Eli thing. “Pull him to pieces — we’ll use them again later.” It eased back into the shadowy alcove, until just its yellow eyes remained floating in the velvet darkness, before they too vanished.
Alex was lifted off his feet by the giant, rising into the air to stare in Eli’s broad face. It was a ripped patchwork of scars and different colored flesh. The eyes were dead, unfocused, and the scarification of ancient script still wept a clear fluid.
Alex strained until he felt his shoulders begin to pop from their sockets. He flexed, screamed and writhed, and then flexed again, feeling his own strength begin to bend back the colossal power of the giant. The whole time he could feel Jabir ibn Hayyan in his mind, watching, screaming his own fury at losing his prize, promising a pain beyond madness to be rained down upon Alex.
But there was also frustration from the withered alchemist, since Alex’s mind refused to be dominated and controlled like so many humans had been in the past. Alex wrenched hard, and one of his arms came free, then the next. The Eli thing just held Alex by his chest, which had already suffered broken ribs. It immediately began compressing his rib cage. Alex’s bones screamed and began to shatter, and Alex knew he had mere seconds before his diaphragm was totally collapsed, and his lungs and heart shredded by the daggers of his own splintered bones.
Alex jerked forward, gripping Eli by the head. He tugged, swung, and ripped at the huge melon-sized cranium. The face remained indifferent to the attack, passive even, but Alex felt the hands increase their pressure on his torso. He tasted blood in his throat, and with one last burst of strength, he jerked his hands upwards. There came a sound like tearing canvas, and the line of stitching at Eli’s neck started to pop open. Alex gave one last mighty heave, and then the head totally ripped free, and a spray of dark jellified, coagulated fluid splattered stickily around them.
The hands dropped and Alex fell to the ground. He threw the head into the dark shaft where Jabir ibn Hayyan had disappeared, now screaming his own rage. He sensed the thing that had once been a man was already fleeing deep into the labyrinth below the ground. Behind him the headless giant still lumbered about, perhaps searching for its face and eyes.
Alex got to one knee, holding his chest and carefully sucking in deep breaths. Every movement was like a hundred knives piercing his flesh. He shut his eyes, grimacing, but remembering his learned techniques to quell the agony of his body and the tormented screams from the damaged psychology rampaging through his mind.
Alex searched out sun-sparkling waves breaking on a deserted beach, the smell of green apples, and an image of his son, Joshua, holding up a favorite toy. He stayed silent, immobile, ignoring the lumbering monster and the grotesque whispering of the small being somewhere in the dark caves, and just concentrated on calming himself. After a moment he opened his eyes and pressed the comm. stud in his ear.
“Sam.”
“Boss.” The response was immediate. “Goddamnit, you’re alive. I knew it.”
“For now.” Alex backed away from the headless giant which was snatching at things that came within its grasp. “We need to get to that escape tunnel that Hammerson found to take us out to the Kashaf-Roud area in the desert. Jabir ibn Hayyan has hundreds of IRG waiting up top for us. We’ll need to go down. Where are you now?”
Sam snorted. “Just outside. Where else would we be?”
Alex grinned; there was obeying orders, and there was obeying orders. “This isn’t over yet. You start down, I have one more thing to do. Be with you in a few minutes.”
“You got it, see you soon.” He heard Sam issuing orders as the connection was broken.
Alex then weaved his way around the lumbering thing that had been Eli, its stained smock sticking to its huge lumpen body as sticky fluids leaked from the stump on its shoulders. At the door, he turned back, trying to see into the small alcove where the goblin-like creature had scurried. There was nothing there to see, but he knew the evil thing watched him from somewhere.
“See you in hell.” He smiled, and then raced to the stairway, taking five steps at a time, until he felt the familiar tingle of radiation in his gut behind a nearby door. Pushing it open, he crossed quickly to one of the bombs, and ripped the lid from its top. Each device had a different kiloton setting and a timer. The one he selected was ten kilotons, and he set it to sixty minutes.
His hand hovered over the initiator button. They needed to be at least five miles away, and if the exit tunnel was what, and where, he expected it to be, they had a chance. He almost laughed out loud. It also needed to be open, and unguarded. And if there was a vehicle waiting, then it’d be a piece of cake, and they had a chance.
Better than having zero options, he thought, and punched the button. He ran to the door, locking it, and then ripping the handle free — if anyone needed to enter, they’d need to bring a blowtorch or battering ram.
Seconds mattered as Alex flew down the steps, an entire flight at a time. In a few minutes he had caught up with his team.
“Let’s go, people. Gonna be one helluva fire in the hole.”
“Yo.” Casey clapped her hands and screamed her delight, immediately putting a hand up to her temple. “Ow, that hurts my brain.”
“There’s a brain?” Sam nudged her. “Let’s go, soldier.”
At the bottom of the steps was a pair of formidable looking silver doors that were sealed. Sam didn’t hesitate, lifting the M203 grenade launcher and firing two M433 high-explosive rounds. The plugs could easily penetrate two inches of armored steel.
“Hit the deck!”
The group flung themselves to the ground, covering their ears and crushing their eyes shut. Before the smoke cleared and the debris settled, they were moving again. The steel doors were bent inwards as if a titan had punched through them. Inside there was a garage, a workshop, and a long roadway as large as a four-lane highway, and in pristine condition.
But what made Alex feel a surge of elation was the line of new Iranian military trucks, sitting idle as if waiting for them.
“Load ’em up.”
The group leaped into back and front cabins, Sam taking the wheel and immediately flooring it before the doors were even closed. “Buckle up, children, and keep your arms inside the ride at all times.”
Alex checked his wristwatch. “Thirty minutes. We need to be outside the tunnel or it’ll be like being in the barrel of a cannon when that nuke goes off.”
“You set a nuke?” Adira’s brows went up.
“Sure, Jabir ibn Hayyan is still in here somewhere, pulling the strings. And I can guarantee he’ll be plotting his revenge on all of us. I gave him a choice and he chose the wrong option.” Alex’s smile was grim. “Like I hoped.”
Sam had the truck up to eighty miles per hour in the tunnel, but the smooth roadway surface made them seem like they were floating.
“Faster,” Alex said.
Sam’s foot stamped down, squeezing the last few ergs from the engine. Alex’s eyes moved from the hands on his watch to the distance ticking over on the odometer. In his mind he calculated, remembering the tunnel network schematics from Hammerson’s stratigraphic sonar readings. They had twenty minutes until detonation, but at the rate they were traveling, he allowed himself a glimmer of hope.
Alex jolted upright as a door in his mind creaked open, and like a cloud of greasy smoke, the words of Jabir ibn Hayyan leaked in.
“You think you are free?” The evil little voice croaked with laughter. “I will send a thousand of my Zhayedan to your home. You know you can’t stop them all, and I only need to win once, to obliterate millions of you.”
Alex groaned, crushing his eyes shut.
“I will be free, and when I am, I will find you, Alex Hunter.” It seemed to laugh and then the voice became sly. “And I will find your Aimee Weir, and then perhaps I will find your son, Joshua. I’ll save him for last. His pain will be the most unbearable.”
Alex put his hands up to his head, but the sound of Adira’s warning jarred him back to the truck’s cabin. Up ahead a line of soldiers was waiting for them. Two jeeps had also been parked nose-to-nose as a barrier.
Alex growled. “Sam, give me the M203, and keep flooring it.” Alex took the grenade launcher and checked the rounds still in the modified drum clip — ten left — plenty.
Bullets started to whack into the armored sides of the truck, and he could see at least two men preparing shoulder mounted RPG launchers — now or never, he thought.
Alex leaned out of the truck and fired round after round of the plug-like grenades, targeting the jeeps, the RPG handlers, and then the phalanx of soldiers, until all ten rounds had been expended.
The detonations were almost instantaneous and a curtain of fire, flesh and debris filled the tunnel. Alex pulled himself back into the cabin.
“Brace!”
They passed through the flaming wall, bumping over the remains of one molten jeep, and heading toward a massive set of steel doors that still hung open. Beyond, a dark sky beckoned.
Alex checked his watch. “Three minutes. About to get real hot, people.”
The deep detonation was an earthquake that threw them around like they were encased in a toy, and a vent of flame shot from the tunnel, blasting into the dark sky, making the night into daytime while Sam struggled to hold the wheel.
The flame was shut off, as the tunnel caved in on itself. They sped on, and behind them the world collapsed. They had over 150 miles of night desert to cross, in a hostile territory, while outpacing a toxic, nuclear shock wave.
Not a single one of them would complain for a second.

CHAPTER 14

Jack Hammerson leaned back in his chair, a pair of strong blunt hands clasped together across his stomach. He faced a huge screen set into his office wall that showed an image of the nighttime desert in the Mashhad District of Northern Iran. Even though it was night, the illumination settings of the VELA satellite feed made it as clear as daytime.
The small town of Tous suddenly rose about fifty feet in the air, like it was sitting upon a huge blister about to pop, and then with a venting of boiling gasses from a million cracks over a two-mile radius, it simply fell back in on itself, forming a massive sunken crater. Anything and everything below ground would have ceased to exist.
Hammerson continued to watch the screen. To him, it looked like the earth had just been pounded by a mighty fist, or titanic hammer.
“So strikes the hammer of God.” He smiled. “That’s what happens when you play with fire.”
He knew the drill; mining accident, the government would say for the local and international press. Nuclear accident, the Iranian military would agree.
Hammerson grunted. They did it to themselves, Hammerson would say, if any of his superiors asked of their involvement. He turned away from the screen. His recovery teams were already waiting in Turkmenistan to pull Alex and the team out.
He closed the folder and got to his feet, crossing to the window. He stood looking out over the parade ground, hands clasped behind his back.
“You push, and we push back harder.” He watched a storm rolling in from the west for several more minutes before hearing his computer ping with a message. He turned back to his desk, and sat down reading the new data, and watching the new satellite feed.
He grunted. “One last loose end to tie off.” He placed a headset over his head and prepared to initiate the order.
* * *
The huge figure lumbered toward the ancient city of Misrata in Libya. It joined the masses of humanity heading in toward the busy coastal city, once called the Riviera of Libya, now just another boiling pot of sectarian violence.
The figure was bent under the weight on its back, but it still towered over the people around it. The giant plodded on, unfeeling, uncaring, and unswerving in its allotted task. A cowl was pulled forward over a heavily scarified face.
A man fell in beside it to its left, and the giant ignored him. Another fell in to its right. This one was also ignored. The behemoth plodded in, its designated target — Rome — all that mattered.
Eyes watched from a thousand miles overhead, and single word was spoken into the ears of the men on each side of the hooded figure. Immediately, long knives were drawn, and in a single sweep the large head was removed from the body. The two attackers didn’t stop, slashing at the shoulders and removing both arms to the horror of those who watched. The massive drum fell from the torso to thump on the dirt.
The two then didn’t stop their hacking until there was nothing but chunks of flesh, some still twisting and writhing at their feet like small animals.
A covered truck slid to a stop, and small crane swung out to lift the large package into the rear. The driver jumped free with a canister, pouring gasoline over the remains, and then igniting them.
In another few seconds, the truck, and the attackers, had vanished, leaving a trail of greasy smoke rising into the air, the only remnants of the magic and monstrosities of the world’s last great alchemist.
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