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        Giza Plateau, Egypt

        6:23 PM GMT+2, March 19th, 1939

      

      

      The sun sank to the horizon over King Khafre’s shoulder, the dark silhouette of the pharaoh’s massive pyramid towering over the dig site, an explosion of white, yellow, and orange casting tall finger-like shadows across the Great Sphinx of Giza. Scaffolding climbed over the colossal statue, the pharaoh’s ancient limestone face pocked with cavities and cracks, his nose an empty hole. Safety lines, portable lights, and a myriad of equipment were scattered about the area, the great monument’s front paws half buried in sand from a recent storm. Gusting wind shrieked and sang as the desert ushered in the scent of camel dung and smoke, specks of dust and grit filling the air like sparkling snow in the failing light. The rumble of a power generator and the chanting of the Egyptian excavators carried over the plateau as William Harvey Cash peered down into Shaft C2, a tremor of anticipation tickling his spine.

      It had taken four days to widen and expand the existing shaft at the Sphinx’s rear, and Cash was losing his patience. Dr. Moore had assured him the stone chest they sought would be no more than twenty feet down. When he’d objected, reminding the professor that they had no baseline elevation to start from, she’d simply shrugged. Few places on Earth had been prodded, poked, and mined more than the Great Sphinx of Giza, and the monument’s original land grade was long gone.

      Dr. Moore stood next to Cash, staring into the shaft, raven hair falling over her right eye, her pale white face twisted with determination.

      The pit was now forty-one feet deep, the walls a series of jagged rocks and ribbons of hardpacked sand, thousands of years of history reflected in their strata. A rope ladder trailed into the pit and a square of new masonry, lighter in color than the earth’s natural patina, stood out on the shaft’s wall just below surface level.

      Dr. Moore whistled. “So, it’s true.”

      “Sure is,” Cash said. “I paid Baraize to see the original pictures, and they left no doubts. There was a tunnel at ground level on the north side of the rear, and it’s been covered over, as you can see.”

      “The tunnel went nowhere,” she said, her tone acid. Cash needed to remember to let her educate him, not vice versa. That was the only time the woman was comfortable around him.

      Sodium-vapor lamps buzzed and hissed, the floodlights illuminating the area in garish black and white tinged with yellow. Sweat dripped down Cash’s back, his impatience poking at the underside of his skin.

      “Won’t be long now,” Dr. Moore said.

      Cash still wasn’t fully convinced. He’d been after the artifact in question for a long time, and when he heard the doctor’s strange story, how the elephant tusk figurine was the start of an ancient scavenger hunt, he dropped his other projects and agreed to finance the expedition via a generous restricted grant to Dr. Moore’s university.

      Tales concerning the empty cavity at the rear of the Great Sphinx had been circulating for years. Cash was intrigued, but he’d found it hard to believe there was anything of value buried at the location. If there was an artifact at the site, a crowd of archaeologists and tunnel borers would have already torn up the area, though there were many hurdles that needed to be cleared before that could happen. Having just waded through that puddle himself, Cash knew permission was required to dig at any site deemed cultural by the Egyptian government, which included most of the Giza Plateau. Dig authorizations were only granted to famous and credentialed archaeologists affiliated with the world’s most prestigious museums and bastions of higher learning. Funding was needed for workers, administration, travel, equipment, bribes, and even digging up pottery in the Mojave Desert involved a bit more than putting on a fedora and leather jacket and grabbing a bullwhip.

      With his money and Dr. Moore’s contacts and prestige, getting permission to dig at the location had required only three bribes and the acceptance of basic oversight. The professor from the local university and the government inspector assigned to monitor their operations had yet to show up at the site, though underlings had come to get updates and take pictures. No one of importance seemed to care that the dig was happening because all attention was focused on the search for the Hall of Records and the various restorations that were underway.

      “Are they seeing any signs of flooding down there? Water marks or other damage?” Cash believed that the Giza Plateau was flooded twelve thousand years ago and that the deep erosion patterns on the Sphinx were caused by a thousand years of heavy rain. Such conditions last existed in Egypt at the end of the last ice age, about 10,000 to 9,000 B.C., which meant that the Sphinx could be more than twelve thousand years old, not forty-five hundred years as the bigheads had believed for years. His theory was considered ridiculous, but what made the closed-minded old school diggers even more irate was when he explained that when flooded, the pyramids and the Great Sphinx revealed a special mystery or message.

      The professor sighed, rolled her eyes, and called down to the diggers. She asked if they’d seen any signs of flooding, and the answer was short and sweet, “No.”

      Dr. Moore had listened patiently to Cash’s flooding theory and then dismissed it like he believed dinosaurs lived underground in a vast chamber unreachable by modern man. He had been able to persuade her that the Great Pyramid of Khufu was aligned with the cardinal points with an accuracy of better than one-fifteenth of one degree. An amazing feat that convinced Cash there were greater mysteries at play. Khafre’s and the Red pyramid were similarly aligned, and all three pyramids had the same error.

      Stung by the lack of evidence to support his case, Cash said, “I’ll check when they’re done.”

      “Can’t accept that nobody agrees with you?”

      Cash knew if he argued he was just setting himself up to be mocked, but he couldn’t help himself. “You know the accuracy of the pyramids’ alignment shows a high degree of advanced knowledge and intelligence, and the design must serve a purpose, just like the flooding of the plateau.”

      She put up a hand.

      “They could have utilized the fall equinox to achieve the feat, which also would have coincided with ceremonies and myths regarding the sun god, Ra.”

      The professor sighed, but it sounded more like a laugh. “I’ve got my own doubters, so I know how you feel, even though I don’t agree with you.” Dr. Moore straightened and brushed jet-black hair from her face. “I can’t wait to put the artifact on display at the university,” she said, her voice smooth gravel. “I’ll request that it be displayed in the administration building so that dimwit president has to see it every day when she goes to her office. That will teach her to call me unrealistic and over-enthusiastic.”

      He felt the woman’s eyes on him, but he didn’t turn to meet her gaze. Cash had heard the story so many times he could recite it word for word. How her colleagues didn’t respect her. How they didn’t believe her evidence that said the ivory sphinx was buried at the Great Sphinx’s rear below Shaft C2. They’d said she had nothing that proved a dig was worth the effort and expense. That was why she’d come to him, her nose held high like she was dealing with the person that cleaned her loo.

      Cash was under no illusions. He knew what the establishment thought of him. His public persona was that of an explorer and amateur archaeologist, and he’d been accused of illegal antiquities trafficking numerous times, but none of the charges stuck. He was also a venture capitalist, a one-time state senatorial nominee, and his family money gave him a head start in the search for prized artifacts and fossils. This made him an unpopular person among the scientific elite. Add to that his propensity to skirt the edges of the rules and the law, and only those desperate for his monetary support sought him out.

      “You there? Or am I talking to a ghost?” the professor said.

      Cash chuckled and said, “I hear you, and I’ll be there with you when you present your prize to those smug assholes. We’ll toast with champagne.”

      Dr. Moore cackled.

      Cash disguised his exasperation with a smile. For a PhD, the woman wasn’t very bright. Once the artifact was in his hands, that’s where it would stay.

      The ring of metal on stone, and the clink and clang of shovels moving rocks and sand stopped. A burst of yelling and cursing carried up the shaft.

      Cash’s stomach tingled, heat filling him as Dr. Moore clutched his hand, her viselike grip sending shards of pain knifing up his arm.

      “Have you found something?” Dr. Moore shrieked.

      A long string of angry Arabic Cash didn’t fully understand made the professor’s eyes go wide. “They’ve hit a flat black stone,” she said. “It’s free of markings…” Her voice trailed off as if disappointed. She’d believed the cover of the stone chest would be marked with a warning, instructions… something.

      He wasn’t deterred. “Black?” Cash knew the Giza Plateau’s temples, pyramids, and the Great Sphinx had been carved and constructed from the limestone that made up the area, and though there were other types of rock in the vicinity, the excavation of Shaft C1 and its extension C2 had yet to reveal any geologic anomalies, which meant the black stone wasn’t a natural formation.

      A stream of Arabic floated up from the hole.

      “The stone is rectangular, and they want to know if they can break it. Or do we want to lift it out for examination?” she said.

      Cash didn’t give a jackal’s fart about the trunk lid, but he knew Moore did, so he said, “Why damage it if it isn’t necessary?”

      A smirk spread over her face as she called to a crowd of workers awaiting orders. The group’s leader stepped forward, there was a fast exchange, and the men disappeared into the growing dusk to fetch the tripod hoist.

      Cash’s lead man inched from the shadows and Cash motioned him back with a tight shake of his head. In addition to acting as his security team, his men had surveyed the entire plateau, measuring the angles of the pyramid’s foundations and their relation to the Sphinx and the other temples and ancient structures in the area. His ambitious project back home required exact measurements if he were to truly test his theories.

      Dr. Moore’s crew arrived with the tripod, and they set it up over the shaft. With the growing darkness pressing in on them, the floodlights glaring, the professor’s crew fed a rope through a large block and tackle and hung the rigging from a chain attached to the peak of the tripod. The chain rattled and the wind shrieked and whispered as the hoist line descended.

      Cash’s heart hammered. The verge of discovery never failed to excite him. That was something he and the doctor shared. Digging something out of the ground that’d been buried for thousands of years brought a unique thrill, one he’d never get used to, regardless of how much history he uncovered or how much money said history made him.

      The stone lid was the size of a standard doormat, and its black surface was dulled by time. As the workers moved the stone away from the shaft, Cash noticed the worn outline of a round marking on the lid, but it was too faint to make out.

      Screams, yelling, and cheers of jubilation echoed up from the hole.

      “What are they saying?” Cash asked.

      “They’ve found something…” She paused, finger in the air as she bent toward the chatter below. “Sounds like our piece.” She screamed into the shaft, giving orders to bring the artifact up immediately, and the ruckus fell still.

      Cash stepped away from the shaft as he peered toward the shadows where his men waited. He raised a hand, and five treasure mercenaries stepped into the cloud of light illuminating the dig site. The crew eased in behind Cash, their shadows falling over the shaft opening.

      The top of the rope ladder swayed and bucked, the sound of sifting sand and boots scraping on stone rising above the wind. A mound of dark curly hair emerged from the pit, then hands and a sun-darkened face. Sharif pulled himself over the lip of the hole and lay on his back, staring up into the star-filled sky.

      “Where is it, Sharif?” Dr. Moore said in Arabic.

      The man responded in broken English. “Water… please.”

      Dr. Moore sighed so loud Cash thought the woman might wake Ra, but a canteen appeared in her hand.

      The assembled crowd inched forward, huddling around Sharif as he drank. A leather satchel hung from his shoulder, and when he was done drinking, Sharif handed it over to Dr. Moore.

      Wind gusted and squealed as the crowd tightened, and Cash positioned himself over the professor’s right shoulder as she pulled the artifact free.

      The sphinx was carved from hippo tusk, the ivory yellowed by time. It was the size of a house cat, and gold inlays detailed the statuette, which sat atop a base that had symbols running around its edge. The sphinx held a tablet inscribed with symbols between its front paws as if presenting a prize, its rear legs tucked beneath it in the traditional pose. Gold accents sparkled, darts of light reflecting off the artifact, energy crackling in the air like lightning.

      “It’s beautiful,” said the professor.

      “Which pharaoh does it represent?” Cash knew, but he wanted to know if the doctor did.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “All the research says it’s Psusennes I, but now that I see the piece, I’m not sure.”

      Cash was. “Let me see it.”

      Dr. Moore handed over the artifact, the crowd pressing in tighter, Cash’s men falling in around him.

      The ivory was cold to the touch, and Cash found the sphinx’s eyes unnerving as he stared at the face of Siamun, the sixth pharaoh of Egypt during the Twenty-first Dynasty.

      As Cash eased away from the shaft, he said, “I’ll take the piece to be photographed and recorded in the registry.” With any luck, he’d be on a plane back to the states by morning, the artifact safely in hand.

      “I’ll handle that,” said the professor. “I get the academic credit, remember? That means the chain of discovery needs to be indisputably clear and documented, like the chain of evidence in a legal case.”

      He knew that very well and didn’t care. “You can do what you need to when I’m done.”

      “I won’t allow you to cut me out,” she yelled. “I knew you’d try this.” The professor whistled and yelled something in Arabic, and her men came forward.

      “I said I’ll handle it!” Cash yelled as he retreated and his men advanced.

      “No, you won’t,” came a harsh female voice from the shadows. A tall woman wearing a black pantsuit and flanked by officers with automatic weapons eased into the cloud of light.

      Panic crawled through Cash like he’d eaten bad chicken, sweat rolling down his back, the tips of his fingers and toes stinging with tension. With a nod to his lead man, Cash’s team drew their guns as he eased back into the shadows.

      There was yelling and screaming, threats to put down weapons in English and Arabic. Sharif retreated into the shaft, and the professor’s men, who were local hired guns and wanted no part of the fight, retreated.

      Dr. Moore’s wail rose above the clammer when she realized Cash had slipped away.

      Cash held the artifact like a ball, cradling it with both hands. It weighed at least ten pounds, and it was difficult to run while carrying the piece.

      Armed men appeared out of the gloom from both sides of the Great Sphinx, their guns shining dully. There was only one way for Cash to go, up. He dropped the artifact into his bag and mounted the scaffolding that climbed up the Great Sphinx’s hindquarter, the metal supports creaking, the wood decking moaning under the strain.

      Flashlights came to life, their beams arcing over the giant monument.

      Cash was bathed in light, and he froze for a heartbeat like a spider caught walking across the rug when the lights came on. A gunshot rang out, and stone splintered to his right. Harsh admonishments in Arabic, most likely someone yelling about not damaging the Great Sphinx.

      He doubled his pace and reached a wooden ladder that climbed the remaining distance to the back of the Great Sphinx. The wind hollered as Cash scurried up the ladder and ran across the Sphinx’s back, the lights of Cairo lighting up the desert before him, the dark outlines of the three great pyramids rising from the night sea behind him.

      There was scaffolding on both sides of the Sphinx, but before he could decide which escape route to take, a huge man aiming a pistol at Cash stood in his path.

      The man screamed something in Arabic as he thrust his gun forward like a knife.

      Cash put up his hands.

      

      Back on the ground in handcuffs, the lead officer tore the bag from Cash’s shoulder. She fished out the artifact and held it up with both hands for all to see. Then she got in Cash’s face. “I will say this in English so even you can understand.”

      Cash licked his lips, the cuffs digging into his wrists.

      “Pursuant to law number fourteen, which was enacted in 1912 and regulates artifacts discovered in Egypt, I hereby seize this piece of antiquity in the name of the Egyptian people.”

      Dr. Moore started to protest, but the officer held up her hand.

      “Said law requires special licensing and permits to remove any such artifacts. You may appeal this decision and state your case in a court of law. Until then…” She paused and pointed a finger at Cash. “The artifact will be going nowhere.”
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        Christiansted, Saint Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands

        2:19 PM AST, Present Day

      

      

      Idamay Denny’s funeral was a farce, but one had to keep up appearances.

      The burial procession was a solemn affair, the old nanas and broken tatas believing the young buck of the Denny family was dead. Ellis Parker suspected otherwise, and he intended to prove it.

      Idamay’s family and friends walked beside an old, dented hearse, the deceased’s picture in a plastic frame propped between the windshield wipers. The dry heat of afternoon settled in, and an oven-like breeze stirred the dirt road, dust and grit filling the air. Children in school uniforms streamed through the crowd, playing amidst the sorrow as they took advantage of their early release. The hearse carried a coffin that allegedly contained the burnt and unrecognizable body of Idamay Denny.

      Ellis left the Church of Nazareth behind and followed the procession, his Virgin Island Police Department escort trailing after him. If there were arrests to be made, the locals would be the ones doing the handcuffing.

      Lush tropical vegetation pressed in on the road; stunted banana palms, broad-leafed elephant ear trees, and dense underbrush creating a green wall. Shacks were nestled within the trees, their rusty metal roofs dull in the bright sunlight. The dirt lane bumped up onto worn blacktop as the procession reached town, and tightly packed buildings filled the sides of the road.

      “How did you find out about Denny’s death so fast?” asked VIPD Zone Commander, Captain Ricky Magras. “The Dennys usually keep their personal affairs private.” The tall man showed no signs of sweating, his dark face free of perspiration, and no wet stains marred the armpits of his white dress shirt.

      Ellis was perspiring like a marathon runner who hadn’t trained, despite his casual golf-like attire. He said, “Idamay is wanted back on the mainland for illegal artifact trafficking and one of the A.T.T.F.’s techs had a red flag on him.”

      Captain Magras nodded. “Local chatter is Idamay has been down on his luck, on the outs with the family. Last I heard he owed some bigwig money, and Obeah’s skull is worth at least one million U.S. on the black market.”

      Ellis said nothing. His ear itched, and he removed his earpiece, scratched, and stuffed it back in.

      The procession entered the town, a series of ramshackle structures that looked newly painted in various pastel colors. There were houses with first-floor bodegas, the closed school, and people stared from windows or ventured out onto their front porches to watch the hearse roll by. The air was thick with the scent of burning palm fronds and charred meat, and wooden sandwich boards announced ninety-nine-cent beers, oxtail specials, and an assortment of local snacks, sodas, and cigarettes.

      “Until you called, we weren’t a hundred percent positive that the Denny family had the artifact,” Captain Magras said.

      “Nothing is a hundred percent, but the file says Idamay’s great-grandfather stole the skull from a Caribbean cultural exhibit.” Ellis pulled his phone, swiped, and read. “The exhibit was in Road Town, British Virgin Islands.”

      Captain Magras chuckled. “Yeah, mon. I know that story. Pissing in the Brits’ punchbowl was the main reason the U.S. didn’t pursue the case back then.”

      “What of the skull myth?” Ellis said. “Do you… do folks believe it?”

      Made of solid gold with accents of jewels and inlays of white gold, the artifact was half the size of an actual adult human skull. Santeria myth claimed that when Obeah’s skull is placed in a deceased person’s casket for the first six days of interment, the relic ensured that the soul of the dead found a new body and was born again.

      Captain Magras hiked his shoulders. “In matters of death, who knows? I assume that’s his play?”

      Elise nodded. “Even though Idamay is the black sheep of the family, he knows that no matter how angry his mother and grandmother might be at him, they’ll place the skull in the crypt with his corpse.”

      “So, he fakes his death via car crash, sets everything on fire, and a burnt body is presented,” Captain Magras said.

      “Right,” Ellis said. “The Denny family is rich, powerful, and they often skirt the law. They didn’t want law enforcement involvement, so the charred remains were prepared Godfather style. In secret, no witnesses, no records, or evidence trail to follow.”

      “We’ll set up surveillance and wait for him to rob his own grave?”

      Ellis nodded but said nothing. He knew it sounded just crazy enough to be true.

      “That be pretty thin,” said Captain Magras.

      The Denny mausoleum was in a cemetery on the outskirts of town, and the procession bunched up as the mourners passed through rusty metal gates that looked like they hadn’t been closed since the island was under Denmark’s control.

      Ellis’s nerves jackhammered as he surveyed the scene, an uneasy feeling prodding and poking at him. His senses went on high alert, his body and years of experience telling him something was wrong despite the children playing and the old women weeping.

      The Denny family was clumped together behind the hearse as its rear door was opened and the polished gray coffin was removed.

      “Give me a second,” Ellis said to the captain as he tapped his earpiece. “All hands give me a radio check, please. Something is in the air.” He could almost hear his crew sighing.

      The gruff voice of Harold “Hammer” McMurty burst over the comm. “In position and all looks clear.” One of Hammer’s men, Freckle, gave the same report.

      Belinda’s silky voice came next. “I’ve got two wolves on the east side of the crypt.”

      “Affirmative,” came the voice of Belinda’s sidekick, Mio Sanada.

      Ellis rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck, unease washing through him, memories of the incident rushing back like the tide.

      Captain Magras put a finger to his earpiece, his face scrunching in confusion, his eyes going wide. “Wolves?” he said.

      Ellis leaned in and said, “The Wolf Syndicate.”

      The captain hiked his shoulders.

      “A corrupt organization that specializes in historical artifact recovery, sale, and preservation, including related exploration, security, and counterintelligence.” Ellis had recently discovered that the leader of the clandestine group was Wolf van Salmuth, a German expatriate living in South America in the Andes. That discovery and the incident surrounding it had gotten him busted down, his position as a senior FBI field agent stripped from him.

      Ellis stared through the crowd, scanning the east side of the Denny crypt.

      Two white men wearing Bermuda shorts, designer sunglasses, and loud shirts covered in tropical foliage stood away from the crowd within the spidery root-like appendages of a huge banyan tree. The tree clawed from the ground amidst a field of standard headstones, their white marble cracked and blackened by time, weather, and dirt. The men were watching the pallbearers carrying the casket, and one of the guys had his cellphone up recording the scene.

      “Watch my back,” Ellis said as he surged forward, his hand finding the butt of his Glock as he worked his way through the mourners.

      Anger burned his stomach. It was the bad guys you don’t see coming that are truly dangerous, but the two mooks he was charging toward looked like they’d just flunked out of the police academy because of failure to grasp the concept of covert ops. But no, it wasn’t a lack of training or skill. The Wolf Syndicate only hired the best and most ruthless, so the only explanation that made sense was the syndicate was so powerful and arrogant that their operatives just didn’t care how deep they hid in the shadows.

      A priest dressed in black robes bearing the symbol of batá drums wailed and preached, old women wept, but still Ellis didn’t buy any of it, even if Idamay’s family and friends did. The procession clustered around the Denny family crypt, an elaborate mausoleum carved from a limestone hillock.

      The mercenary filming didn’t look in Ellis’s direction as he approached, but the other man turned to meet him. The guy had a twelve o’clock shadow, and his hair was slicked back in the ’70s style. He looked like a young Don Johnson minus the light blue sport jacket. White beach poppies covered his faded Hawaiian shirt, and they shimmered in the sunlight. As Ellis looked the guy up and down, he noted a bulge on the man’s right ankle. Getting guns in the Virgin Islands was hard, expensive, and the penalties for illegal possession were harsh, but the syndicate had logistics and legal support everywhere.

      “Well, lookie what we have here. Washout extraordinaire Ellis Parker.” The guy smiled, revealing yellow and brown teeth.

      “What? No dental at Wolf?” Ellis said.

      The guy’s smile vanished, and he licked his lips.

      “Why are you here?” Ellis asked, though he knew very well.

      The goon chuckled and slapped his partner on the back. “You hear this shit?”

      “Yup,” said the second man without taking his eyes off his cellphone.

      The lead mercenary got in Ellis’s face. “We’re here for the same thing as you. What? You think you’re the only one interested in preserving Obeah’s skull? It’s a valuable cultural antiquity, I’m told.” The guy’s breath reeked of onions and beer.

      A bolt of white-hot anger ran down Ellis’s spine and settled in his lower back, but he held back. Arguing with the goons would serve no purpose and was exactly what they wanted. A burst of static made him bring a finger to his earpiece.

      “Do you need assistance? Over?” It was Hammer. “Please tell me you need assistance.” The divemaster, ex-soldier, and jack of all trades was always eager for a fight.

      “Negative,” Ellis responded. “Stay in position.” He stepped forward until his nose was an inch from the mercenary. “Back off or I’ll back you off.”

      The guy’s eyes glittered as he considered the consequences of a fight. His face softened and he smirked. “Wouldn’t want to get the chief over there angry.”

      Ellis looked over his shoulder and saw Captain Magras watching the exchange. The goon might not be a genius, but he’d been taught to exercise control.

      The coffin was carried into the mausoleum, the priest chanting and swinging a thurible, scented smoke billowing over the murmuring crowd. The family went inside, and everyone waited.

      Goon Two pocketed his cellphone and rolled his shoulders.

      “Do you think the old lady has it on her? Or will she wait?” Goon One asked.

      Ellis concealed his mild annoyance. He knew the syndicate had friends in high places, but it always annoyed him when the organization had information it shouldn’t have.

      “How long do you think Idamay will wait before he makes his move?” Goon One pressed.

      It was a good question Ellis had no intention of discussing with Tweedledee and Tweedledum. “Just stay out of my way,” Ellis said. “So much as park in the wrong spot and I’ll have your ass.”

      Both the mercenaries laughed, and Goon Two said, “Really? Do you even carry a badge anymore?”

      Ellis did, but he said nothing.

      “It’s been a hard fall, huh?” Goon One said.

      “I heard they had you cleaning the FBI offices,” Goon Two said. “The Antiquities Trafficking Task Force.” He whistled and snickered.

      “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” said Goon One.

      Ellis’s face burned. He couldn’t help it. The frustration that these men knew so much about him and there was nothing he could do to them, at least at the moment, ate at his stomach like acid. “Just stay out of my way,” he said lamely.

      “Or what?” Both men pressed forward, an attempt at intimidation that had little effect.

      “Or… I’ll roll over you.”

      Whether it was the tone of his voice, the police captain creeping toward the fray, or the look of pure rage on Ellis’s face, Goon One tapped Goon Two on the shoulder and the two mercenaries disappeared into the crowd.

      Captain Magras fell in beside Ellis and said, “Do you want me to put a tail on them?”

      “No need. They’ll be doing the same thing as us.”

      “I wasn’t eavesdropping but…” The St. Croix police officer stared down at the sparse covering of grass that fought through a layer of white limestone pebbles that looked like broken teeth.

      “Spit it out,” Ellis said. He knew what was coming. The surprise would fade to concern, then pity.

      “You got busted down?”

      Ellis felt the familiar tension of betrayal and embarrassment, and he decided to keep the man guessing. “Another time,” he said. He didn’t owe the captain an explanation. He didn’t owe anybody an explanation.

      The captain nodded and wandered off to pay his respects.

      A gentle singing cascaded over the graveyard, a lament for the dead and hope of a better life in the next world. The crowd dispersed, many of them heading back down the road toward town, where food would be consumed, and beers lifted in the deceased’s name.

      Ellis tried to pay his respects to Idamay’s mother and grandparents, but they wanted no part of him. The family matriarch, a wizened old hag with eyes like a snake, refused to see him and asked her grandsons to remove him from the premises.

      Normally, Ellis would’ve pushed the issue and tried to find a kink in the family’s armor, but it wasn’t the time or the place. Regardless of how dirty the Denny family was, a woman believed she’d lost her son and grandparents their grandson. He knew if the situation were reversed, the courtesy wouldn’t be extended to him, but that was the price of the righteous.
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      For three days Ellis and crew watched, waited, and debated when Idamay would make his move, the purr of the island wind and the calming warmth of the Caribbean sun easing the team’s tensions and smoothing their rough edges.

      Idamay came on the fourth day when Ellis had least expected it, during the fading of day between darkness and light, that space of indeterminable questions and sight.

      “Sir! Sir!” The voice of the officer manning the van’s control console nudged Ellis from sleep.

      “What? What is it?”

      “He’s here,” the officer said.

      The van stank like dirty socks and fried food. Ellis sat up and glanced at his watch: 6:16 PM. “Shit! Send out a call. Get everyone here ASAP.” The crew had taken to resting during the day so they could be fresh at night, which had been the consensus time of day when Idamay would come for the skull.

      “10-4,” the officer said.

      The question of what time of day Idamay would make his move, during the daylight or at night, had seemed easy. The cover of darkness provided the most protection, but Hammer had argued that while that was true, Idamay had spent considerable time off island and was young, and surely, he knew about infrared cameras and how sometimes darkness is more dangerous than light.

      Ellis pushed to his feet and looked over the officer’s shoulder into the anti-glare shield covering the man’s computer monitor. Ellis’s hairline had pulled back like a receding tide frozen in time, the round slope of his forehead easing down to thick brown eyebrows that hung over blue eyes that were so light they looked almost white. His blonde hair was a notch above a crewcut, the stubble on his chin mostly gray.

      By technical standards, the St. Croix VIPD ops van was up to date. The vehicle itself? Not so much. The white 2011 Ford transit van had no windows on its sides, and its command console was scratched and chipped veneer. New monitors were mounted over the holes that had contained old tube displays, and touchpads had been added next to traditional keyboards. The van was parked in a barn out of sight, but the cemetery had been outfitted with a series of cameras that gave Ellis a complete view.

      A man matching Idamay’s description had eased from the thick line of foliage at the rear of the cemetery and was slowly walking among the tombstones. Nothing else moved except a few dirty pelicans sauntering about and pecking at the ground.

      The VIPD officer had finished making his calls and fallen silent, his right hand adjusting the angle of the main camera so Ellis could get a good look at Idamay’s face.

      Ellis stated the obvious, “That’s him for sure.”

      The officer nodded but said nothing.

      “What’s the ETA on our backup?”

      “They were at the B&B back in Christiansted,” the officer said. “I’d say they’re ten minutes out.” Suddenly the officer was sweating, streams of perspiration running down his face.

      Sensing the guy’s unease and putting two and two together and reaching the conclusion that the A team wouldn’t be assigned to day duty, Ellis said, “Good job. You did well.”

      The officer nodded and smiled, the tension slipping from his face.

      Idamay walked past the family mausoleum like he didn’t have a care in the world, his head slowly panning left to right as he scanned the graveyard. Apparently satisfied nobody was watching, he turned and moved quickly toward the front of his family crypt. A spray bottle appeared in his hand, and Idamay took out the surveillance camera mounted above the crypt’s main entrance.

      The officer opened a channel to his dispatch and gave orders to notify the watch commander that he should be expecting a call from Ms. Denny complaining that her mausoleum was being vandalized, and they were to tell her a car was being dispatched.

      “Good idea,” Ellis said. “I’m figuring she must have someone watching the place, though she can’t be too obvious about it because supposedly there’s nothing of value in the crypt.”

      The mausoleum door was locked and sealed, but Idamay either had a key or made fast work of picking the lock. The old wooden door swung open after only a few seconds, and Idamay slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

      “Get on the horn and tell Hammer, Belinda, and the others to come in dark.”

      The officer regurgitated orders as Ellis stared at the carved limestone that comprised the front façade of the Denny crypt.

      Time stretched. A minute. Two. Ellis felt his skin going cold, a nuclear heat building in his stomach as his instincts told him something was wrong.

      The tension in the van was so thick the officer, whose last name was Bomrie, tried to make conversation and take the air out of a balloon that was about to burst. “The guys were saying you were a Marine Corps Captain?”

      Ellis nodded as he stared at the camera feed of the closed crypt door. It had been five minutes since Idamay had entered.

      “Cap said you investigated the looting of Iraq's national treasures after the fall of Saddam Hussein?”

      “Yup,” Ellis said, pride attempting to drive out the unease that had taken control of his body and mind. He spoke without thought, his eyes locked on the viewscreen. “Other places also. I had several recoveries in Greece and South America as well.”

      “Then the FBI?”

      Ellis said nothing, his pride fading as fast as a racehorse after he bets on it.

      Bomrie said nothing as he stared at his controls.

      When he could wait no longer, Ellis drew his Glock and said, “I’m going in. Be ready to back me up if I call you.”

      The fear in the young officer’s eyes was palpable. Bomrie looked no more than twenty-five, and his gun had probably never been out of its holster except at the shooting range. The kid nodded.

      Ellis slid open the van door.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for backup? Where can he go?” said the officer as he found his courage.

      Bomrie had a point, but… Ellis had spent most of his life following his gut, and though it sometimes betrayed him, it always kept his moral compass pointed in the right direction. “Noted,” Ellis said as he jumped to the ground and slid the van door closed. The old barn that the van was hidden in smelled of hay and horse manure, and as he bolted out wide double doors Ellis was assaulted by the falling sun.

      A sweet Caribbean breeze redolent of hibiscus and burning vegetation carried through the dense foliage as Ellis worked his way across private property to the eastern side of the graveyard. He liked the intense heat, and as he slipped from the cover of the greenery, he couldn’t help but feel lucky. He’d been through the wringer but chasing thieves under a tropical sun was much better than crawling through dusty and dark tunnels deep beneath Iraq.

      The Denny family mausoleum was beautiful, its entrance door the centerpiece of an elaborate façade carved from the white limestone that made up the hillock that housed the crypt. Faces and symbols associated with Santeria adorned the tomb, mythical depictions of Orishas, the deities called forth to protect the dead and help them transform and prepare for the next world or reincarnation. A brass plaque was mounted next to the door, and it listed generations of Dennys and their dates of birth and death. The first entry was in 1851.

      As Ellis yanked on the door handle, he noticed prayer verse in an odd language running around the door’s edge. Tiny fairy-like spirits burst from the white limestone around the doorframe, all their eyes focused on the mausoleum’s entrance.

      The door didn’t budge, and Ellis looked over his shoulder. There were no signs of his backup, but he couldn’t wait. He stepped back and drove his foot into the door. It creaked and moaned but held fast. He tried again and again but had no success.

      Sweat ran into his eyes, his heart racing as Ellis felt the situation going sideways. He chambered a round, aimed the Glock, depressed the safety trigger, and fired two shots. The wooden door splintered around the doorknob, and Ellis kicked the door open.

      Darkness spilled into dusk, dust motes floating in the air, shadows writhing and fading into the blackness within. The sense that something had gone horribly wrong grew in Ellis like a cancer, heat spreading through him as fear of failure, worry, and anger fought for control of his emotions.

      Ellis pulled his phone and swiped and tapped until the cell’s light came on. He panned the light around, rows of drawers like a giant file cabinet filling the roughly hewn walls on both sides of the mausoleum. Nameplates in brass were stacked up and down the walls in-between the cavities that held the sarcophagi, each burial pod sealed with a rough plaster patch and marked with the symbol of double-headed drums.

      The graves were all sealed except for one.

      At the far end of the chamber, just within the light’s glow, one of the grave seals had been broken open.

      Ellis swept into the crypt Glock up, his phone lighting the way. He moved silently through the mausoleum, the bones of two hundred years of Dennys crowding the narrow aisle that ran down the center of the crypt.

      The open grave was Idamay’s, but the coffin was still in place. Ellis pulled it out and opened the lid. He brought his hand to his face and covered his nose, the scent of burnt decaying flesh stinging the back of his throat and making his eyes water. A blackened pile of bones and leathery cooked sinew filled the casket, but there was no gold skull.

      He scanned the inside of the crypt with his light. Idamay was gone, and only the dead remained.

      “Shit!” screamed Ellis as he tapped his earpiece and contacted Bomrie out in the van.

      “What’s happening?” Bomrie said.

      “Notify everyone that Idamay has given us the slip.”

      “How? What? That’s not possible.”

      “Well, since he’s not in here I guess it is.”

      “How could he have gotten out?” Bomrie shouted.

      Ellis splashed the light around again, saw nothing new, and his frustration boiled over, icy invisible fingernails raking down his back. He closed the flashlight app and headed for the gray rectangle of light that marked the crypt’s open door.

      Something caught his eye, and he jerked to a halt.

      A thin shard of gray light cut through the burial chamber, its point of origin buried in the blackness at the far end of the crypt, a hole the size of a golf ball letting in the last light of the dying day.
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      Ellis tapped his cell light back on and scanned the far end of the crypt.

      “What’s happening?” screeched Bomrie through his earpiece.

      “I think I’ve found something,” he said. “Standby.”

      Ellis stalked through the tomb, Glock aimed at the eyeball of light. Ghosts whispered and murmured as he slipped past the graves for the second time, the suffocatingly hot air tickling his nose.

      How had he let this happen? Outwitted by a two-bit artifact thief. Idamay had probably planned his escape long before he faked his death and Ellis felt the fool.

      One of the crypt seals at the far end of the mausoleum was brass instead of hard plaster. The dead’s name and mortality information had been wiped clean by time… or something else. Pale light shone through a tiny hole.

      Ellis pushed on the brass plate, and it swung open on a hinge like a door. Darkness filled the space beyond, and Ellis trained his cellphone light therein.

      A dirt tunnel burrowed through a crack in the limestone foundation of the island, the scent of rot, moisture, and earth filling his nostrils. He hitched himself up, gun thrust out before him as he climbed through the narrow opening.

      Unmarked graves ran along the walls, hollows filled with bones that had rotted wooden identification tags. Ellis had been in many crypts, and the medieval feel of the place reminded him of the Vikings and their burial sites. Shards of limestone and broken shells crackled beneath his feet, and the echo of trickling water grew louder as he walked. A layer of earth was stacked atop the limestone walls like icing on a cake, and the dirt was pocked with thousands of tiny holes. St. Croix had emerged from a coral reef, and much of the white rocks, limestone, and marl found around the island were the remains of a reef destroyed twenty million years ago when the ocean floor compressed the area.

      A beep rang through the tunnel.

      Ellis turned three hundred and sixty degrees, the cell light pushing away the darkness. Hope brought a smile to his face. He’d once seen a news story about a thief who robbed a convenience store. The genius escaped into a dark section of woods to elude police but didn’t realize the soles of his sneakers glowed in the dark. Didn’t Idamay know about airplane mode?

      When Ellis realized it was his phone issuing a battery warning, he turned on low-power mode, and the phone’s light dimmed.

      Thousands of luminescent pinpricks appeared all around him in the grayness like tiny black diamonds sparkling with invisible light. Ellis’s heart hammered, and he no longer cared about battery strength and said, “Turn off low-power mode.”

      The phone complied and the tunnel was filled with harsh white light again.

      Red centipedes a foot long and an index finger wide slithered and crawled from the tiny holes that pocked the layer of dirt, rows of legs churning, antennas swaying. Centipedes were among the most feared critters on St. Croix.

      Ellis’s skin crawled. Things that slithered and burrowed weren’t his favorite creatures, and unlike harmless millipedes, centipedes are carnivorous and use their poisonous venom to catch prey.

      The creatures moved fast, their flat bodies slipping from every crack and hole. Despite the eye-like pinpricks of light, Ellis knew many species of centipedes didn’t have eyes, though some possessed a variable number of ocelli, which formed what looked like eyes. But the ocelli only register light and dark, so no centipedes have true vision, not that it mattered. The beasts were having no trouble finding him, their antennas swaying and tracking his movements.

      With a suddenness that sent a zap of energy coursing through Ellis, the swarm of centipedes came at him, their elongated segmented bodies wiggling and churning, one pair of legs per body segment.

      Ellis pushed on and the tunnel narrowed, the roots hanging from the dirt ceiling smacking his face. In his frenzy to escape Ellis recalled the odd fact that centipedes, depending on the type, can have a varying number of legs, ranging from thirty to 382, but centipedes always had an odd number of pairs of legs and no centipede has exactly a hundred legs.

      Flattened heads surged into the light, and Ellis stomped forward, the crunch of exoskeleton crackling beneath his boots carrying through the tunnel. The low clicking of elongated mandibles was like a growing storm, the creatures’ maxillipeds at the end of each limb tapping, sharp claws with venom glands therein searching for prey to paralyze and kill.

      Centipedes crawled up his legs and dropped onto his head, and he felt the sting of a bite on his hand. He jerked his arm and flung the bug as the centipedes swarmed with ant-like efficiency.

      A gust of air pressed down the tunnel, and a gray crack of moonlight appeared in the gloom ahead. He patted and swiped at himself as he ran, centipedes crunching beneath his feet.

      Ellis climbed from the tunnel into a shadowy netherworld of deep dusk, and a bruised sky in the west was all that remained of the sun. Faint moonlight painted a sugarcane field in overexposed black and white, the plants’ sharp leaves casting dagger-like shadows into the growing night. He heard yelling and screaming, and the trill of the crickets, lizards, and frogs. The breeze carried the scent of burnt caramel from the sugar mill that rose from the center of the field.

      He dropped and rolled like he was on fire, pulling off his shirt and shoes, then patting his pants. A centipede crawled from his hair onto his face and Ellis brushed it away.

      A dark form loped across the sugarcane field toward the road.

      With the energy of embarrassment and failure driving him forward, Ellis gave chase, row upon row of sugarcane plants stretching in all directions. The tall, slender leaves of the tropical grass whispered and sighed, and bunches of cane stalks rose like bamboo from the center of each plant, firework-like white flowers atop each cane. The smell of fertilizer and insecticide lay just below the reek of the sugar mill, and Ellis thought he also caught the scent of manure.

      He reached the dirt road that ran toward the mill. A long line of carts lined the road, each one stacked high with cut sugarcane. It was past quitting time, the processing center was closed, and farmers had abandoned their crop to be weighed and sold the next day. To his left, security lights gleamed from tall gantries at the core of the facility where the canes were boiled and manipulated into sugar. A guard sat in a security booth, and to his right the road wound into darkness.

      Ellis went right, thinking Idamay wouldn’t want to tangle with the mill’s security people.

      Idamay sprang from where he hid in a cart mounded over with sugarcane. He bounded into Ellis, who stepped back to brace himself as he brought up the Glock.

      Ellis saw the gleam of gold as Idamay swung the skull at his head, the dark red jewels that were the artifact’s eyes gleaming in the starlight.

      The blow missed its mark and Ellis used Idamay’s momentum to knock the young thief off balance.

      Idamay pirouetted and danced before sprawling to the ground.

      The skull tumbled to the dirt road, rolled, and came to a stop against a wagon wheel with a dull thud.

      Idamay screamed in fury as he tried to get to his feet, but Ellis pistol-whipped the kid with the butt of his gun and the thief gave up the fight.

      With his knee pressed into Idamay’s back, Ellis tapped his earpiece. “I’ve got him. We’re in the line of wagons before the mill. I think⁠—”

      Bomrie bounced from the sugarcane field, gun out, his dark skin slick with sweat.

      “Cuff him,” Ellis said.

      Bomrie holstered his gun and said, “Yes, sir.”

      As the VIPD officer handcuffed Idamay and jerked him to his feet, Ellis retrieved Obeah’s skull. He held it up, gold shining and jewels sparkling in the moonlight. The metal gave him a shock, and a sour wind gusted and shrieked. Ellis said, “What made you think you’d get away with it, Denny?”

      “If it wasn’t for you, I would have,” Idamay said. “Now, thanks to you pompasettin like a peacock, I’ll have to deal with my mother’s crap.” There was no remorse, no pleading for leniency, or offers of bribes. The kid would remain a self-entitled little rich shit for just a little longer, but things would change when he was booked and put in a cell. Ellis had been caged himself more than once, and he’d seen people stronger than the tallest mountain crumble and wither away when put in jail. Ellis only hoped he’d be there when the realization came crashing down on the kid.
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