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      STRATEGIC EXPLORATION AND RECOVERY AGENCY

      The Strategic Exploration and Recovery Agency (SERA) operates across borders to locate, secure, and protect historically significant artifacts, lost technologies, and suppressed knowledge. Its operatives work with international partners under classified agreements to investigate threats that cross the lines of history, science, and national security.

      

      The mission is clear:
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      Before You Start Reading...

      FREE THRILLER BOOK, EXCLUSIVE ACCESS

      Grant Colson’s origin story begins with Black Ice. Download it for free when you join SERA Clearance.

      Unlock early access to new operations, subscriber-only mission files, and intel direct from inside the agency.

      Scan the QR code or visit:

      

      aaronrlinsdau.com/sera/black-ice

      

      
        
          
            [image: Black Ice]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AREA OF OPERATIONS MAPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Operational overview. Key points of interest marked.
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      Global overview map. Operation zone marked in western northern Spain, within the Basque mountains.
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      Regional focus map. Primary location marked in the Basque mountains, near the Arantzazu sanctuary.
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      ARANTZAZU SANCTUARY, BASQUE COUNTRY, Spain — 0935 Hours Local Time

      

      “Why is there water flooding into this passageway?” Grant backed up a step. “It’s bone dry outside. What is going on?”

      Luis caught up to him, boots sloshing in an inch of rising water. “Probably just our luck. One dry day in the Basque mountains. Next, we’re trapped in an ancient monastery with a twelfth-century plumbing problem.”

      They looked at each other, then around the dim stone room. The unease settled in. This had just been a favor. They were pursuing a lead in an old shepherd’s journal. The pair helped translate the old text and decided to follow the written suggestion. Now, it was starting to feel like bad timing.

      “Hey, Luis,” Grant said, voice low. “I’m gonna move forward a bit, check for anything interesting. Why don’t you head back⁠—”

      He stopped. A low groan echoed through the passage.

      They turned as a flood of water burst through the entrance. Bricks at the bottom of the doorway shattered outward. Then stones from the arch above cracked loose, falling in heavy chunks. The scent of muddy clay filled the air. 

      They jumped back, water splashing high and soaking their lower pant legs.

      The rumbling deepened.

      Grant grabbed Luis, staggering backward as the entire entrance collapsed under the force of the flood. Dust and water rained from the ceiling. In seconds, the last of the light from outside vanished, leaving them in darkness.

      They hadn’t shown up unprepared. They knew better than to assume anything in a place like this. Both had been ready for the slow change to the shadow world. They clicked on their headlamps. White LED beams lanced out into the now black space.

      Neither said a word for a long moment. They just stood there. Water swirled around their boots. They exchanged a look that said it all.

      “I wonder what the heck is driving that water pressure,” Grant muttered. “Did we trigger some ancient trap? The shepherd and his family didn’t say anything about this place being dangerous.”

      Luis plunged forward through the rising water. “You mean the old man? Or the kid?”

      Grant ducked under a low beam. “Both. While chatting with the old man, his son interrupted and said he was hustling tourists. Renting goats for something.”

      Luis gave a dry laugh. “Yeah. ‘Business is good here, Papa.’ Remember?”

      The faint reek of mildew hung in the air as water rippled around their boots. Grant grimaced. “Maybe too good.”

      Luis shook his head. “If they wanted to kill us, there are easier ways.”
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      Luis and Grant pointed their lamps sideways off their foreheads. By doing this, they could face each other and talk without blinding the other. They had learned a few tricks in their several-decade friendship.

      All around, swirling muddy red water churned around their pant cuffs. Sounds of splashing water filled the stone room. They had to stand close to make conversation easier.

      Grant examined the passage. After a moment, he drooped his shoulders. “Besides, what would even be worth defending here? Looks like nobody’s set foot in this place for decades. The locals don’t even come near it.”

      “And yet, here we are,” Luis swept his headlamp across the otherwise pitch black room. “Doing favors. Again.”

      Grant gave a short laugh. “Seems to be our M.O.”

      They started scanning the walls. Water lapped higher, swirling at their ankles. The rushing sound echoed off the stone. The echoes made it impossible to track to a single source.

      Luis probed with his headlamp across the stones. “There are markings everywhere,” he said. “Hard to tell what’s ancient and what’s just graffiti, but the real ones have patina.”

      Grant sighed. “SERA’s directive may be ‘Preserve the Past. Protect the Future.’ But that only works when we’re not drowning in an unground tomb.”

      They worked with retired Colonel Justin Draelen. He was the director of the Strategic Exploration and Recovery Agency. Everyone simply called it SERA. Justin had them pursuing a tough historic lead in the Basque region of northern Spain. While waiting for equipment to arrive, they stumbled on a lead while chatting with locals. The director authorized them to help pursue the shepherd’s lead to make connections and build goodwill with the locals.

      Focusing on his task, Luis ignored his friend’s quip as he pulled out a SERA-issued LEX-4 translator, a ruggedized offline decoding tool. SERA designed it for field agents like them. The translator could convert over a hundred modern and well-known ancient languages. Most importantly, it assigned real-time confidence scores. They knew if the translation was solid or gibberish.

      Luis compared the symbols against the notes from the shepherd’s journal. “There’s definitely something here,” he muttered, guiding the scanner along the wall.

      Most of it looked like trash graffiti. Modern scrawls layered over forgotten history. The translator flickered, unsure, with so many overlapping scrawls. The display showed a confidence of twenty percent. 

      Luis sighed, “Pretty much a mess without a lot of time.”
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