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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.
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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
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      Global overview map. Operation zone marked in western China, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.
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      Regional focus map. North of the Kunlun Mountains, south of the Tian Shan range.
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      THE BONE ROAD

      NORTHERN TAKLAMAKAN DESERT, XINJIANG PROVINCE, CHINA — 0720 Hours Local Time

      The skull shouldn’t have been there. It was over a thousand years old. Two dry, empty eye sockets stared into the sky.

      Grant stood at the tomb’s blocked entrance high on the slope. From here, he could see the dunes spilling away toward the basin below. Warm air carried debris from the brewing storm. Low sun lit the sand in gold. The light wavered in the heat rising from the surface. Wind raked the desert, pushing sand in restless waves.

      A long shadow lay across the lower slope at the wrong angle. It sliced deep and black against the gold sand. He tracked it to its source.

      Sun-bleached bone sat exposed. Golden light rimmed its edges. Dew clung to the brow ridges from a rare passing rain the night before. A black desert beetle crawled over the skull, its legs ticking against the bone before it dropped into the shifting sand.

      “There’s something out of place far down the slope,” Grant called. “Luis? Doc? You need to see this.”

      The wind whined through the dunes. It carried the dry rasp of sand over rock and the faint metallic tang of the storm pushing in from the west.

      Luis kept working on the tomb’s blocked entrance, shovel biting into the packed wall. “We could blast it.”

      Grant smiled, tasting grit between his teeth. “Quit having explosion fantasies.”

      Dr. Zhao Jian straightened from the tomb wall and brushed dust from his goggles. “In the old days, the communists would have done exactly that. Blow it open. Dig it out. Move on.”

      He was a Chinese field archaeologist and an old friend. Grant trusted him to run a dig in this part of the desert. He had called him Doc since the day they met.

      “Yeah, well,” Grant said, eyes still on the slope, “we might have something even better down there.”

      Luis finally set the shovel aside and started toward Grant. Zhao crouched again at the entrance, clearing loose sand with his trowel. Heat shimmered across the slope. The wind peeled another layer from the pale dome, exposing more of the skull.

      Luis muttered, “Well, doesn’t that beat all.”

      They closed in together. Each step kicked up the dry scent of ancient dust.

      A dull flash caught Grant’s eye. Not the sparkle of sand. A muted glint of old metal.

      He stepped wide around the skull and crouched. The air here felt still, like the desert held its breath. Bronze coated with desert patina jutted out of the surface beside the skull.

      “This just got interesting,” he said. “Dead bodies are one thing. But a bronze shield is rare.”

      Luis frowned. “How do you know it’s a shield?”

      Grant swept sand away with his goatskin gloves, the dust whispering across the leather. The curved rim surfaced, dark and pitted. “Because it is.”

      Zhao tilted his head. “There’s no record of military action here.”

      Grant stood. “We know the Persian army that marched through here in the 1200s and pushed along the Silk Road.”

      Luis looked up. “And then vanished without a trace.”

      Grant walked a short distance upslope toward the tomb. From here, the placement of the skull and shield made sense. The way they lay didn’t feel accidental but rather purposeful.

      The ground under his boots shuddered with a soft, unnatural tremor. The wind kept blowing. There was no reason for the quake.

      A deeper rumble rolled through the sand. Luis and Zhao straightened and scanned the slopes.

      At the tomb entrance, a slab of packed sand fractured and collapsed inward. Dust blew into the sky. The sharp crack of it breaking cut through the rising rumble as the ground shifted under Grant.

      The desert floor vibrated like water.

      It snapped without warning. The sand under Grant’s feet turned liquid and dropped away.

      Grant stomped hard for traction and clawed at the ground. Nothing held. The sand slid out from under him like a trapdoor. Luis shouted his name as though it would help his fellow SERA agent escape. The vacuum of the buckling sand dragged Grant downward without remorse.

      The desert swallowed him in a burst of amber sand.

      In seconds, the earth sealed over. A deep divot was all that remained. The soulless desert took the man and left nothing.

      No trace remained that Grant had ever stood there.
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      “Grant. Where are you?”

      Luis and Zhao sprinted to the spot where Grant had stood seconds earlier. Only a shallow depression remained. Wind pushed drifting dust across it, filling it in grain by grain.

      It looked like some giant ant lion had dragged the agent from the Strategic Exploration and Recovery Agency straight into the earth. Luis knew digging with his hands was pointless. He tried anyway. He clawed at sand that flowed back in as fast as he moved it.

      Zhao rose and steadied himself. “The wall of sand at the tomb entrance broke apart. Air is moving through it. Something may have opened.”

      They hesitated only long enough to trade a look. Luis swept his eyes across the depression where his friend of thirty years had stood moments ago. Grant might have seconds of air. Maybe none. They dashed up the slope toward the tomb in desperation.

      “Grant. Are you in there?” Luis yelled into the gap they had been chiseling minutes earlier.

      They both shouted his name into the darkness. A throaty sound answered. Not a voice. A deep rumble rolling somewhere below. A pulse of dust blasted out and blew their hair back. Zhao stepped away from the opening. Luis kept yelling, covering his face.

      The rumbling grew. It passed through the dune field like a buried drum. Both men turned as a shock of air hit their backs.

      A plume of amber sand erupted into the sky behind them. It knocked them off balance. Neither had seen anything like it.

      The blast dissipated into the uncaring desert sky. Sand rained down. And then a dark mouth opened in the earth where Grant had vanished. The reliable desert sea became an unpredictable enemy.

      “Luis.” The voice rose from deep in the earth. Grant’s raspy voice called out. The sound floated up, faint and strained.

      The desert wind made it hard to know if he imagined it. Luis bolted toward the opening, chasing the sound of the man he had known most of his life.

      Zhao caught him by the shoulder. “Stop. If you get too close, you may fall in. We need to pull Grant out, not lose you with him.”

      Luis clenched his fists. He forced a breath. Zhao was right. If they both went in, there would be no one left to get help. The camp was kilometers away. Clear heads were the only chance they had.

      Luis cupped his hands and called into the pit. He heard nothing but wind. He shouted again. “Grant. Can you hear me?”

      The desert howled back. No answer.
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      Luis stayed at the edge, grit stinging his face. Sand hissed into the pit and vanished in the dark. For a moment, there was nothing. No answer. Only the storm.

      Then it came. A faint rasp floated from below.

      “Yeah. I’m here.”

      Relief hit hard. Grant was alive.

      His voice was weak, but it gave Luis hope. They had been through plenty of scrapes since they first met in middle school decades earlier. This was different. The desert itself had turned against them, something they had never experienced.

      Luis sprinted to the sand buggy near the tomb. He fired it up and pulled it as close as he dared to the pit.

      He jumped out, yanked the back hatch open, and dragged out a coil of climbing rope. Gear clattered onto the ground. Zhao was already pulling packs clear and prepping what they needed.

      Luis clipped hardware to the buggy’s frame, hands steady despite the stress. “Grant. You clear to receive a rope?”

      Grant’s voice came back stronger now that the shock had passed. “I’m good. Just rattled. Hell of a fall. Looks like this chamber leads off to the tomb entrance we found. It’s big.”

      Luis grinned despite the tension, calling out over his shoulder. “Perfect. Rope incoming.”

      He tied in and flung the line over the edge. The rope hissed into the dark and struck stone.

      Luis stepped into his harness. Zhao checked the buckles, eyes narrowed. “Be careful down there. We don’t know what’s waiting. Hidden holes, or the edge collapsing, or who knows what. No one even knew this place existed. Be mindful, my friend.”

      They clasped hands once. Luis clipped in and nodded. “Check it.”

      Zhao gave the locking carabiners a rattle, double-checking each one of them. He then inspected Luis’s follow-through figure-eight knot tied to his harness. “Secure.”

      The rope ran back to the sand buggy, its frame braced against the shifting ground. Luis edged toward the pit. Sand crumbled under his boots, spilling away. He dropped to a knee and shifted his weight to the rope.

      “Definitely pouring sand down here,” Grant called. “Be careful.”

      “Don’t worry,” Luis answered. “I’m tied in.”

      He leaned back on the rope and began his descent.

      The drop was not far, yet the thought of a broken leg or worse pushed his pulse higher. Sand scraped across his gloves as he lowered himself, the pit widening into a silent throat of darkness.

      Zhao stood at the rim, steadying the line. Luis eased down the wall, boots searching for holds. Then his head slipped beneath the edge and into the same void that had swallowed Grant minutes earlier.
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      Zhao watched Luis descend into the pit. The drop was not far, twenty feet at most, but far enough that a bad fall could kill. Heat shimmered against the fractured stone. Dust hung in the air like smoke after a blast.
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