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  Part 1: The Constant War


  Through every generation of the human race, there has been a constant war, a war with fear. Those who have the courage to conquer it are made free and those who are conquered by it are made to suffer until they have the courage to defeat it, or death takes them.


  —Alexander the Great, c. 320 BCE


  And now you think to withstand the Kingdom of the Lord in the hand of the sons of David; for you are a great multitude, and with you are golden calves…


  —Second Chronicles, 13:8


  Sure they make a mess of things, but did you ever notice these Believers are never there when we have a parade with the military and tanks and jets? They’re never there where there’s construction workers or police. They’re always there at a casino or an REC recruitment center when they outnumber true Citizens four to one. They’re not a real threat. They’re a false narrative. They’ll go back to their basements and holes the minute we show them our true Republic might.


  —Renata Lopes, Secretary of Defense, 30 October 2056


  Chapter 1


  Hannah MacKenzie paced the once grand lobby of the Hotel Congress in Tucson, Arizona. Nearly nine hundred miles southwest of Horeb, their headquarters in Denver, Colorado. Except, they were Horeb wherever they went now. The army had taken the name of the HQ. Horeb was the seed and the tree. The pebble and the mountain. The storm and the flood.


  Before her stood the one hundred and eighty-seven soldiers of Bravo Company, at attention, three rows deep, waiting for her to speak. MacKenzie hated their waiting. She hated their anticipation. It weighed on her like battle fear, that moment of terror chilling up and down the body’s nervous system a split-second before the first bullet flies. It made her want to delegate this process to a subordinate.


  Not a chance, she thought.


  Allowing fear to prompt her actions, to make her pass off her responsibility, would be a betrayal of herself, of her soldiers, and of God. It would be a betrayal of her guiding hand, the Seer. While there were few things she liked less than disciplining a soldier—and nothing she liked less than making discipline public—this was too crucial a violation to let go.


  “Private Grierson,” she announced, the lobby’s acoustics making shouting unnecessary.


  Grierson came forward. “Yes, General!”


  General. An empty rank. A title, nothing more. MacKenzie had come back from Spain five months ago shaken and hesitant. The Seer had noted it immediately. He’d asked her the very question she’d been thinking. Did she want to give up her command? She’d said no, but he knew better, and he told her what she needed to hear: that she was of more use to God in the field. He insisted that was His plan all along.


  Still, she doubted. She doubted herself. She doubted God. For the first time, she doubted the Seer, but when he insisted, she accepted. Colonel Thomas Aldrich, the Seer said, would be promoted to general and would take over operations in Colorado. She would return to the field to commission Horeb’s first special forces unit: Bravo Company. It was a job for a major or a colonel, but she, still a general, reviewed each dossier in Horeb and chose her soldiers personally. Including Private Grierson.


  Grierson was a good solider. Strong, dedicated, and likely for promotion. The kind of soldier you could clone a hundred and eighty-seven times and guarantee Bravo Company would never lose a battle. The last person MacKenzie thought would break rank and violate radio silence.


  “Do you have anything to say in your defense?” MacKenzie asked.


  Grierson looked momentarily uncertain. “No, sir.”


  “Major Chavez,” MacKenzie said to her second-in-command.


  Chavez came forward to stand beside Grierson. He was a good officer, if somewhat overly fanatical. More interested in clean weapons than clean footlockers. The chatter among Bravo Company was that they appreciated him but didn’t much like him.


  “Your recommendation?”


  “Sir,” Chavez said. “I don’t believe we need to abort.”


  MacKenzie was caught off guard by the major’s statement. She’d intended for him to make a disciplinary recommendation not a tactical one. Certainly not one that mentioned aborting.


  “Aborting is not an option, Major,” MacKenzie confirmed, irritated by the implication giving up would ever be an option for Bravo Company. Especially now. A delay at this stage would forfeit the advantage they’d gained in the last seventy-two hours. In a blitzkrieg advance, the entirety of Second Brigade had charged from Horeb to Tucson, with minimal fighting at the District Border. The revolution had begun, but it would not sustain itself. MacKenzie and the Seer had worked out a detailed plan for these first days and weeks, a plan Aldrich was implementing with audacity and precision, and Bravo Company was the key. They were the only ones who could pull off the rest of the operation to split the Republic’s Southwest District forces in half. They were the only ones who could convince the Republic their precious Wall was in danger. The only ones who could be trusted to take the Wall at Nogales, sixty miles to the south. “Recommend sentence, Major.”


  “Private Grierson broke radio silence,” Chavez said, “potentially compromising the operation. I believe the private’s actions are grossly negligent at best. Treasonous at worst. I recommend stoning, as for an apostate in David’s Kingdom of Israel.”


  Of course you do.


  Grierson stared dead ahead, her face expressionless.


  “Negative, Major,” MacKenzie said.


  “Sir?” Chavez said.


  MacKenzie lined up Chavez with her best glare. She was angry now. She didn’t like being questioned. She didn’t like hiccups in her operations. She didn’t like this damn hotel. It was old and cold, despite a late autumn heat wave. It was annoyingly historical, with placards everywhere about some bank robber named Dillinger who’d been arrested here more than a century earlier. An event Rafe would surely know about, and be willing to lecture on.


  Thinking about Rafe made her even angrier. It made her want to forget discipline and dismiss the company. It made her want to order the assault immediately, intelligence and diligence be damned.


  You’ve lost your peace, the Seer had told her before asking if she’d like to return to the field, surprising her that anyone could think she’d ever had a measure of peace. Now, however, she was sure she had lost something of herself. She’d forfeited her command of Horeb. Her soldiers were ignoring orders and questioning her command.


  This last, she would not abide. Her command was all she had and all she was.


  “Private Grierson,” MacKenzie said. “You will be removed back to Horeb for punishment.”


  Grierson choked out two words: “My son.”


  “Your son what?” Mackenzie asked.


  “My son, sir!” Grierson said, speaking quickly, her words tumbling over themselves. “I had to leave him when I joined. His father couldn’t see God’s plan. I had to leave him, and his father took him to his parents’ place. I couldn’t let him be caught in the middle.”


  MacKenzie had reviewed the private’s service records as she had for each of Bravo Command’s soldiers, but she’d only glanced at her personnel file. Had it mentioned a family? A son?


  “Sir,” Chavez said. “If I may, the private believes her ex-husband took her son to Nogales. She was trying to warn him to leave town in advance of our arrival.”


  For fuck’s sake!


  “And I’m only being informed of this now?”


  “He’s only twelve,” Grierson cried. She broke rank and approached MacKenzie, her steps trembling, her right hand over her heart.


  Chavez cut Grierson off, herding her back in place, shouting down her objections in a grotesque display of callousness that should have been the antithesis of what they were fighting for. Watching Chavez belittle Grierson forced MacKenzie to imagine what she might do to protect her own child in an impossible future in which she could be a mother. She imagined doing nothing. She imagined being a good soldier, disciplined enough to never consider saying fuck it to her duty and her revolution.


  Then she imagined a baby girl cradled in her arms. She imagined her father, who’d spoken his final words to Rafe and not her, holding a red-headed granddaughter.


  “Private Grierson!” she announced. “You will be placed on restricted duty at Horeb until I either return or send orders otherwise. Understood?”


  Grierson stood once more at attention but couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks. “Yes, sir!”


  “Major Chavez,” MacKenzie said. “Your inability to maintain discipline and foresee this security risk is extremely disappointing. You will accompany Private Grierson to Horeb where you will receive a demotion in rank. You will both be redistributed according to Horeb’s needs.”


  A murmur ran through the lobby. Relieving the major of command on the eve of such a crucial operation was not good for the op or for morale. She needed to replace Chavez immediately with a seasoned commander who already had the soldiers’ respect.


  “Captain Talbot,” MacKenzie continued. “You are promoted to major and will take ops command. I want two teams of three each. First team, assess the extent of the comm leak and name all possible targets. You have two hours. Second team, extract the Grierson boy and plug all potential leaks.”


  Talbot stepped forward, clearly already staffing the two teams in his head. “Yes, sir!”


  “We set out at zero-three hundred. I don’t need to tell you how important this op is. Once the Wall comes down, our Mexican comrades can join us in restoring Faith to those who’ve been deprived of it for too long. Understood?”


  The response came swift, one hundred and eighty-seven strong: “To Canaan!”


  Chapter 2


  “Does anyone know what this mountain is called?” Rafael Ward asked his students.


  He’d missed this. Teaching.


  Except that wasn’t quite right. A teacher was a designation of rank and authority. A teacher gave tests and grades. A teacher attended meetings and assessed lesson plans and program outcomes.


  Here, he was a teacher in name only. In truth, he was a storyteller, which was immensely more satisfying than teaching had ever been, even considering the circumstances.


  He’d been here in this desert fortress for five months. Five months of sitting beside Sam while she slept, comatose, beside machines that beeped and clicked as if speaking a language only they could understand. Five months of being attended to by Bar-Ilan—the doctor who’d surgically installed the brace on Ward’s leg—and struggling through the daily workouts he prescribed for physical therapy. Five months of morning chats with Sam’s doctor, Rivka. Five months of not knowing whose army occupied this fortress or who they reported to or when Compano might return with answers.


  “Masada,” a ten-year-old girl named Esther said. She was eager and smart, though she had a heavy lisp Ward assumed would have been addressed long ago had she been in school in the Republic.


  And she was right, which caught Ward off-guard. The geography and history of Masada was not on the relatively small list of approved subjects he’d been given when he began teaching three months ago. In fact, it was the one thing Ward had been explicitly told he should not cover in his classroom. But if his students, even the young ones, knew about Masada, why was it off limits?


  “Correct,” Ward said, “and does anyone know the history of Masada?”


  A murmur of shifting bodies and awkward coughs echoed off the stone walls of the classroom. Like all “rooms” at Masada, or more specifically within Masada, it was a cave. The khaki walls had long ago been worn smooth, leaving few visible tool marks.


  “No one?”


  A subject both taboo and familiar? A subject his students would admit to knowing but wouldn’t talk about? Maybe more than any other moment in the last three months, Ward felt alive. He’d found a mystery. A story to either tell or hear. A reason to think and be, rather than simply sit and talk and rehab and sleep.


  “Last chance,” he said. “If no one speaks up, I’m going to tell it whether you want to hear it or not.”


  Young to old, his twenty-nine students glanced around the room, the younger faces eager for someone to tell them what to do. The older ones daring the teacher to make them say things they didn’t want to. This was the greatest challenge Ward faced teaching these kids: the wide range of ages. Twenty-nine kids too young, some by months and some by years, to serve in the army garrisoned here. The youngest ones were completely literal and devoid of irony. The oldest, meanwhile, veered toward boredom if Ward took too long explaining things to the little ones.


  Twenty-nine of them for around a thousand adults. Another subject absent from the approved list: the fertility and other genetic issues he’d been told had contributed to the small ratio. Questions were not encouraged here by anyone other than Ward himself, as far as he could tell.


  A boy in the front row raised his hand.


  “You don’t have to raise your hand, Jacob,” Ward said.


  The boy lowered his hand sheepishly. Two of the older students in the back—a boy with a healthy dose of teen attitude named Ben, and a girl named Mara sporting a buzz cut like many of the boys—laughed.


  “Do you know the history, Ben?” Ward asked.


  “Is this an open book test?” he shot back with an attitude recognizable as teenage rebellion anywhere in the world.


  Ward waved a hand at the stack of half-century old textbooks on a table beside his desk and said, “Be my guest.”


  But Ben and the rest of the students knew better. Not once had Ward passed out those books or suffered the kids to read them. He was a storyteller, not a test giver, though he knew he risked his role by treading on censored subjects. Just as he’d risked his role when he was Professor Ward of Carroll University. Risk was part of education. You couldn’t truly learn if you didn’t risk. Whatever else his life was worth, he had decided when he took this job not to hide from the truth. Not to fear risks. He’d taken them back then, and he would take it now. He had to. Like coming up for air.


  “What were you going to say, Jacob?” Ward asked, committing himself to this risk.


  “My dad says there was a war here a long time ago,” the boy answered.


  “There sure was,” Ward said. “Two thousand years ago, the name Masada was known throughout the region. It was no secret base like it is today, with all of us living below the surface. It was a landmark. Everyone for a thousand miles knew and feared Herod the Great’s indestructible fortress Masada.”


  No eye rolls this time. Many of the students perked up. They knew Herod. Not much had survived the last two millennia, and even less had been offered to these kids as part of their education, but the name of the man who built the Second Temple in Jerusalem was still known here. As it should be. The greatest difference between Ward’s experience as a teacher in the Republic and here was he was now teaching Believers. Jews. And even with their obviously limited knowledge of secular history, their familiarity with tradition was amazing. At times, Ward felt he learned more from them than they ever could from him.


  “Does anyone know the story of the First Jewish-Roman War?”


  Heads shook side to side. Esther eyed Ward like he was some kind of magician.


  “It’s a story of rebellion,” Ward said. “Of conquest and of mass suicide. Who wants to hear it?”


  Heads bobbed. Hands shot up. Even Ben seemed interested. Ward had them. It took breaking the rules, of course, but he had them. As it had always been for him, the experience was exhilarating.


  He launched into his telling, setting up the impenetrable nature of the mountaintop fortress. The hundred meters of unclimbable mountain cliff on the west. The over four hundred meters of deadly cliff on the east, scalable only via the zigzagging Snake Path. Partway through, his eyes drifted to doorway. He wondered if they were listening now, or if they were recording him and would review it later like the administration had back home.


  Not home, Rafe. You have no home anymore.


  He shoved the thought aside lest it derail his story. He was in the moment. Whatever consequence that brought, he’d learned from MacKenzie and from Sam, to go with it.


  And look how that worked out for them.


  Unwilling to let those memories take hold, Ward went on with his telling.


  “And when Rome sent its legions to put down the Jewish rebellion, a garrison took position atop Masada, housing themselves in the same buildings Herod had constructed a century earlier. The Jews of Jerusalem knew they would have to take the fortress, but they also knew it was impossible. In more than a hundred years, no one had even been able to make it halfway up the cliffs without being seen and killed. But the Sicarii knew a way.”


  “The scary were God’s best soldiers,” Lia, a girl barely six years old, said as if it were her lecture. Like the rest of the kids, she had an Israeli accent that made the word scary sound like the word Sicarii. Also like the rest of them, she was comfortable speaking in English. Such bilingual ability was almost unheard of back in the Atlantic District of the Republic.


  “Not scary, Lia,” Ward said. “See-car-ee. It means the wielder of a sica, a wicked curved dagger used by soldiers and assassins.”


  Lia, and some of the other younger kids, watched him with wide eyes. The older ones shifted as if uncomfortable or bored. Ward didn’t worry about them. He was having a blast. He was almost, for the first time since he’d been brought here, not worrying about Sam.


  She was stable, after all. Her unborn baby, now an obvious swell in her belly, was stable. Nothing in her condition had changed since she came out of the River Lethe in a coma. Virtually every morning, Rivka would tell Ward if Sam wasn’t in a coma, she’d be up and about perfectly healthy, save for the hand Ker had cruelly amputated. There wasn’t a test they’d done that could explain the coma.


  Ward liked Rivka. She was strong but didn’t hide her caring. She was honest. She was also one of the few people he’d met here without a modification. Like the exoskeletons many of the soldiers had on their hands for steady aiming and brute strength, the mods were practical but creepy. Even Bar-Ilan had one, a robotic eye he said helped him with his surgeries.


  It was Rivka who’d convinced Ward to take up teaching again rather than sitting by Sam all day, holding her hand and waiting.


  Slowly Ward became aware the class had gone silent again. Waiting.


  “The Sicarii,” he said, “were like special forces of the time. Stealth soldiers with the best training. Assassins.”


  “Who did they assassinate?” asked Ben.


  “The Sicarii believed they killed at their god’s command, like most fanatics, which meant their targets were Romans mostly.” He left out the stories of Sicarii ravaging local villages, even massacring several hundred in one, including women and children, because the locals weren’t revolutionary enough for their tastes. “Remember that the Sicarii were of this land. They had lived here for generations. Centuries, even. They were the only ones who knew how to penetrate the mountain. It was impervious to assault, but a few highly trained assassins were a different matter. They came at night, maybe climbing in the darkness, or maybe as some historians think, using secret tunnels to get inside the mountain. Whatever the case, a small number of them snuck into the fortress and killed the Romans while they slept.”


  “Even here?” a boy with bright blue eyes named Uri asked.


  “In the palace, Herod’s palace where we are now, you mean? Yes, probably. The Sicarii took the untakeable fortress then held Masada for six years during the war. The Romans couldn’t figure out how to get inside. They couldn’t climb up a mountain in heavy armor. They didn’t have drones or helicopters, right? It was two thousand years ago. So, they built a giant ramp.”


  “Why did they let the Romans build a ramp?” Ben asked.


  Smart kid, Ward thought. The answer was because they couldn’t stop the Romans. There were legions at work, and only a thousand or so Sicarii, including families, on the mountain. Not all that different, or larger, than the small army here now.


  “They sabotaged when they could,” Ward said. “But they were under siege. You’ve seen the giant squares drawn in the desert, right? Those are the outlines of the Roman camps.”


  “No way,” a red-headed boy named Yakov said. “From that long ago?”


  “They weren’t playing around. A Roman camp was a permanent military station. Walls. Guard towers. Imagine how many soldiers could live in those camps. Plus all the slaves the Romans brought. That was their trick. In addition to simple numbers, they used Jewish slaves to do a lot of the work, so any attack the Sicarii tried would kill their own. It was only a matter of time.”


  A matter of time.


  How long would it be until he got in trouble for going off script like this? A day? A week? What if they threatened solitary confinement? Torture? What if they took Sam off her machines? All of a sudden, the plans Ward had been working on when they were first brought to Masada popped back into his head. Plans for escape.


  But such plans were pointless. He would never leave without Sam. Whatever punishment was coming for breaking the rules, he would accept it. He would learn from it. Because eventually, Sam would wake. Then he could worry about escape.


  “What happened next?” Ben asked.


  “The Romans finished their ramp,” Ward said. “They sent their legions in.”


  He paused for effect. His students’ eyes were wide. A few kids’ mouths hung open.


  “Who won?” Yakov asked.


  “We did,” a fourteen-year-old named Shira said.


  “Not so fast,” Ward said. “Here’s the thing. We have no records from Rome to tell us what happened next. The only recording of the assault was by a man named Josephus, and what he wrote has never been verified by another source.”


  “So it’s all bullshit?” Ben said.


  Mara elbowed Ben again.


  “Look,” Ward said. “The story is the story. We accept it because it’s what we have, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be skeptical. Josephus says the Sicarii defenders took an oath to never be slaves nor to ever convert to Roman paganism, even under pain of torture or threat of death. They decided instead to deprive Rome of its victory. They drew their weapons and used them on each other.”


  “They killed themselves?”


  “No,” Ward said. “Suicide was prohibited in Judaism—still is, as far as I know—so they took turns killing each other until only one man remained, chosen by lots. Only he committed suicide.”


  The younger children sat blank-faced. Normally, Ward wouldn’t tell a story like this to children, but here they were, at Masada. In a fortress whose history was taboo. What better reason to tell it?


  “That’s crazy,” Uri said.


  “No, it isn’t,” Mara said with a heavy voice and a strong glare.


  “For them,” Ward said, “it was the greatest middle finger to the Roman Empire they could offer.”


  “This finger?” Jacob asked, extending his middle finger.


  Ward laughed. “Yes, that one, but it’s not a nice thing to show people.”


  “Wait,” Mara said. “If they all died, how do we know how they did it?”


  “Good question. The story says one mother couldn’t bring herself to let her children be killed and hid them in a water cistern. The Romans found her, and she told them what had happened.”


  “Seems kind of convenient for the storyteller.”


  “Maybe,” Ward said. “We know the Sicarii were here and the Romans laid siege and built their ramp. The tangible evidence tells us all that, but history is more than just evidence. It’s stories. Just because there’s no record of the story doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Just because the Romans made no record of it and no bodies were ever found doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Sometimes truth is simply waiting for historians to discover the corroborating evidence.”


  “What’s corroborate?” Lia asked, her eyes shifting to the doorway before she finished her words.


  Ward turned. A soldier stood at the entrance, rigid and unmoving.


  That was fast, Ward thought, certain the soldier was here to order him to stop talking about prohibited subjects.


  The soldier, however, didn’t enter the room or interrupt. He stood, statue-still, as if waiting permission to enter. Ward sought recognition in the young man’s face, but so many of the soldiers here looked alike. Medium height, medium build, strong jawed, variations of olive-toned skin.


  “Yes?” Ward said.


  “You’re needed,” the soldier said.


  “I’m teaching.” The declaration came out automatically, as if it was a trump card for whatever orders the soldier had been given.


  “There’s a problem.”


  “Are we under attack?” Ward meant it to be glib, but the sound of his students shifting nervously in their seats said it didn’t come out as intended.


  “No.”


  “Am I in trouble?”


  The soldier cleared his throat. Suddenly, however, Ward knew what he was going to say. Panic rose from his gut. He was already moving before the soldier spoke.


  “There’s a problem with Samantha.”


  Chapter 3


  Ward ran, the brace on his leg clicking and whining. His limp was virtually gone, but the bones in his knee still felt like they were grinding together. Not bad. Just there. The kind of irritation he was conscious of during normal activities, but which disappeared once adrenaline got pumping. Like during physical therapy when Bar-Ilan ratcheted up the resistance level on the treadmill each week. It was a wood-framed device, with exposed cogs and pulleys, devoid of modern displays or meters. The only assessment tool it offered was a single red cable Bar-Ilan plugged into the brace on the side of Ward’s knee at the start of each session. The cable then connected the doctor’s Port, the only Port Ward had seen at Masada, and apparently told the doctor everything he needed to know about his patient’s progress and vitals.


  As he navigated the tunnels of Masada, Ward pushed harder than he ever had during physical therapy. He bounced off walls as he rounded corners. He knocked people over as he shoved by them, barely hearing their complaints. He didn’t care about their bumps or bruises. He didn’t care about decorum or rules. Sam was in trouble.


  It was his fault she was here. His fault she no longer had a home or a family. His fault her dog, Reina, was seven thousand miles away, maybe alive, maybe not.


  Like Sam.


  The first choking sobs hit him as he slammed into a wall at an intersection.


  I did this to her.


  The thought was both crushing and stirring. He tried to get moving. His legs, even his braced leg, wouldn’t comply.


  Slowly, he became aware someone was shouting his name.


  From up the corridor, the soldier came running, waving his arms. Bar-Ilan had told him that even with only one leg in a brace, he would be able to run faster and kick harder than any unmodded person. The soldier had no visible mods on his legs. Ward put the advantage to action and kicked back into a run. A few turns later, he reached the infirmary where Sam had slept—her status stable and unchanging—for five months. He didn’t slow for the door. A single kick shattered it, splinters and hinges ricocheting off the walls all around.


  The infirmary was an oblong cave of khaki dolomite, its walls and ceiling indistinguishable from the other rooms below the surface at Masada. Only its floor, a buffed and smooth poured concrete, set it apart. Ward hit this concrete and kept going, his boots sliding like skates on ice. He slammed into a gurney and knocked over a med kiosk and landed on his ass. He got up, trying to make sense of what he saw.


  He’d come here every day, at least twice a day, for five months. First thing in the morning, then again in the afternoon. The same routine each time. Maneuver through the regimented rows of gurneys and patients, machines and kiosks. Sit beside Sam on her gurney, listening to the endlessly perfect beat of her heart on her monitor. Wheel her up to the surface once a day for fresh air, keeping her hidden beneath the canopies so no surveillance drones, or Eye-Ds, could see her. Talk with Rivka, the two of them sometimes sitting close enough their thighs pressed together.


  The infirmary no longer resembled that room he’d sat in every day for months. Half the gurneys were gone. There were no patients. No doctors, nurses, or techs.


  No Sam.


  The solider arrived, his boots clomping on the concrete.


  “Where is she?” Ward shouted.


  “I tried to tell you,” the soldier said, panting.


  “What?”


  “The baby,” the soldier said.


  Ward was running again before the soldier could finish, before he was even aware of starting to run, as if his leg brace was wired directly into his brain and knew what he wanted before the signal could reach any other part of his body. He shoved the soldier aside. He knew where Sam was.


  The infirmary was for minor injuries and stable patients. Sam was no longer stable. There was only one place they would move her. One place where Bar-Ilan did his work, installing mods in soldiers to keep them alive, and cutting them up to save them when their mods couldn’t.


  He ran for the operating room despite not knowing exactly where it was. He’d only seen it once, during the initial tour Compano had ordered for him the day they’d arrived. He knew it was in the southern portion of the subterranean complex, the opposite end to where he was now. It was enough direction to get started.


  When he saw a tunnel he remembered he took it. When he reached an intersection he couldn’t recall, he trusted his instincts, or maybe trusting the leg brace, to lead him the right way. Through brightly lit tunnels. Through dark corridors. Down hand-cut stairs. Across an ancient mosaic of exotic birds he’d examined sometime in his first weeks here. It was two thousand years old. Part of Herod’s initial design, most likely. Now, however, he stomped across it as if it were no more than dirt and brick.


  Sweating. Running. Slamming into walls. Running. Turning. Running.


  Somewhere inside the mountain he became aware he was speaking, almost shouting, willing himself forward, faster and faster.


  “Come on. For fuck’s sake. Come on!”


  He needed to get to her. He needed to be there. To save her.


  Too late, Rafe. So long too late.


  He rounded a corner, his toe catching his opposite heel, slinging him forward into a wall. He bounced off and landed on his knees and hands. The pain was surprising and inconsequential. He didn’t have time for it.


  Sam doesn’t have time for it.


  He got to his feet only to find himself facing a door he knew.


  Control.


  The room he’d only been allowed to enter once, to receive a comm—approved by Compano, presumably—from the Republic. From his brother Daniel.


  The Seer, his brain corrected.


  It was a connection he still had trouble making. How could Daniel, his big brother, be the Seer, the scourge of the Republic?


  Daniel, who’d died when they were children, only for Ward to discover three years ago he was still alive, a prisoner in a Labor Camp.


  Daniel, who’d died again in an attempted escape from that Labor Camp.


  Daniel, who’d appeared five months ago on a monitor on the other side of the door Ward faced, alive for the third time.


  “Hi Raffi,” he’d said in Control that day, as if they’d only been apart a few hours.


  They’d stared at each other in silence a few moments before Daniel had asked him to do something dangerous. No smiles. No tears. Just a declaration that some part of his army had become corrupted and Ward had to help root that corruption out. He asked Ward to retrieve a device that an operative inside Masada had hidden in Control for this very moment. A device that would tap into Masada’s comms. Ward found it behind a fuse box. He connected it inside the panel Daniel told him to open. And then he tried to ask his brother every question that had weighed on him for more than twenty years, but the comm link shut down before he could say a word. His brother was gone again.


  But Daniel wasn’t the issue now. Sam was. And she was in trouble.


  He ran harder, aware his endurance was almost comical. Six months ago, he couldn’t have jogged fifty meters without collapsing. Now, thanks to his physical therapy and the fact that alcohol wasn’t allowed at Masada, he kept finding higher gears. Even as the brace on his leg began making sounds like a transmission chewing itself up, he knew he could go faster if the damn thing would let him. If Bar-Ilan would unlock the thing’s potential rather than limiting it to prevent Ward from overexerting the damaged leg.


  He reached the OR seconds later. This time, he hit the door with his shoulder. It offered the briefest moment of resistance then flung open, smacking the wall like a gunshot and spilling Ward inside.


  The OR was huge. Carved out of brighter stone than most of Masada, it was so vast Ward couldn’t see the far end. It could have been a hanger for small airplanes or large Eye-Ds. Rows of beds lined the poured concrete floor. Lights blinked incoherently atop machines next to every other bed. Like the infirmary, however, there were no patients in the beds.


  “Hello,” Ward called out as he moved deeper into the cavern.


  Slowly, the darkness at the far end disgorged a series of drawn curtains hiding pockets of the OR from sight.


  “Hello,” Ward called again.


  “You can’t be here,” a voice declared from behind the closest curtain.


  Ward went for the curtain. Before he could grab it, however, the soldier was suddenly beside him. Telling him to back away. Grabbing at his arm. He fought for the curtain. Got a grip. Yanked. It came down with a series of pops, like shower curtain rings snapping, revealing a circular stall with a gurney in the center.


  Sam’s gurney.


  She lay there, hair buzzed to her scalp, arms hanging wide, the cuff on her wrist heavy and absurd like a piece of drab robotic jewelry. Her face held the same serene look she’d had since she was pulled from the River Lethe five months ago, but below her neck was absolute carnage. Her abdomen was splayed open as if something had clawed its way out of her. Clamps and tubes and hoses ran from her gaping body like bones and intestines.


  The room twisted around Ward. He was barely aware of Bar-Ilan standing over Sam, his scrubs splattered with her blood. Barely aware of the absence of the steady beeping from Sam’s heart monitor. Of his legs, even the braced one, wobbling. Of the fact that he might fall. Might faint.


  Then Rivka was beside him, holding him as his eyes locked on the expanding pool of blood beneath the gurney. She forced him back, keeping Sam’s blood from touching his boots.


  “You should have waited,” she said.


  He tried twice before he could force words from his throat. “What happened?”


  “The umbilical cord,” Bar-Ilan said, the surgical mask over his mouth bouncing with his words.


  “What does that mean?”


  “And then an aneurism, I think.”


  “The baby?” Ward asked.


  Bar-Ilan’s masked head shook.


  I killed her baby, Ward thought. He wanted to cry.


  He needed a drink.


  “But Sam’s okay, right?”


  Look at the body.


  “Shay,” Rivka said, using Bar-Ilan’s first name.


  The doctor shook his head again, refusing to look at Rivka. Refusing to look at Ward or at Sam. As if he was ashamed of what was on the table.


  Ward tried to speak, but the room was spinning again. He leaned on Rivka who held him tighter.


  Bar-Ilan’s voice, coming from somewhere far away, said, “Samantha is dead.”


  Chapter 4


  Rafael Ward was going to escape.


  It was a fact as sure as any he’d ever known. Daniel was alive. MacKenzie hated him. Sam was dead. Fact: he wasn’t going to spend one more night as a prisoner in these tiny quarters, sleeping on this tiny bunk, and then he was getting out of Masada.


  He’d been planning it from the start, knowing they might discover the comm tap he’d placed for his brother at any moment. He’d been memorizing the steps the way he used to memorize the lines of epics like Beowulf or the Kush-Nama. Step One: get out of his quarters. This was the key to everything. He was a “guest” at Masada, but no one made any secret about what that really meant. His single room, about the size of a small prison cell with no door handle on the inside, was locked each night. Though there were no handcuffs or escorts, he was as captive as anyone in a cell. More so even, and they all knew it.


  Alive, pregnant, Sam had been better at keeping him here than the cliffs surrounding the mountain. Better than a GPS locator strapped to his ankle. Better than a gun to his head. The fact that she was in a coma didn’t matter. The fact that she might never wake didn’t matter. Compano, or whoever was in charge here, knew he would never leave Sam.


  But Sam was dead. He’d refused to accept this at first. Refuse to be taken from her side. Someone must have guided him back to his quarters, though he didn’t remember the journey. Bottom line, however, was she was dead. Their leverage over him was dead. It was time to leave.


  Getting out of his quarters, however, was a problem. There were no adjacent rooms or guards stationed outside he could call in under the guise of being ill so he could overpower them. There were no ducts to crawl through or ceiling tiles to climb up into. He would have to break out. Somehow.


  Which would lead to Step Two: supplies. The storerooms were one level down and easy enough to get to. There were no guards. Everyone at Masada was, as far as Ward could tell, here by choice. They were soldiers and soldiers’ families. They were all believers in whatever it was this army was fighting for. Or against. He hadn’t bothered asking after the first few days of his inquiries were met with stone-faced silence.


  Step Three: get topside. Again, this would initially be easy enough. Though there were a thousand people in Masada, the subterranean base, with at least four levels and miles of tunnels, could hold many more. Most days, Ward could stroll the corridors for hours and only run into a few soldiers if he kept away from key areas like the barracks, the mess, or the training caves. Assuming he could make it above ground, he would head to the western cliffs and climb the casemate wall near the fortress’s beehives. This was the difficult part. Even where the wall was most eroded, it would still be a haul and scramble to get over. And it was exposed. Most of the plateau was under the camouflaged canopies, but there was a gap between the canopies and the wall, necessary to keep the shadows natural so the Eye-Ds would be fooled into thinking Masada was as barren as it had been for almost two thousand years.


  Step Four was the hard part: the climb. Once over the casemate, he’d be visible to both to defenders and Eye-Ds all the way down. A hundred meters—he was sometimes surprised how quickly he’d taken to thinking in metric after only a few months away from the Republic—almost as vertical as a wall. An impossible climb, treacherous and hopeless, for an out of shape guy in his mid-thirties with a bad leg. However, thanks to Bar-Ilan, he wasn’t out of shape anymore, and his leg brace gave him strength and stability he hadn’t had in a decade at least. These facts took the climb from impossible to merely improbable, but if he made it, he’d be free.


  Sort of.


  The desert extended seemingly forever to the south and west. To the north, the impenetrable wall called the Jerusalem Line. To the east, across the Dead Sea, the Riyadh Quarantine Zone.


  Which way was freedom?


  I could stay, he thought.


  Without Sam? Compano’s pawn? A prisoner?


  You can work in the status quo, Compano had once taught him. You can learn its rules. Exploit its loopholes. But once it changes, all bets are off. All allies are potential enemies. All advantages are nullified. Everything needs to be re-evaluated.


  Except the status quo hadn’t changed; it had been obliterated. Rivka was no longer his ally and confidant. Bar-Ilan was no longer his physical therapist and friend. They were military doctors. Soldiers. Enemies.


  There was no time for grief. No time for questioning or guilt. Compano was returning at the end of the week, Rivka had told Ward yesterday. He had to be gone before she arrived. He had to shove his anger and anguish at Sam’s death deep inside, deeper than where he kept his desire for the fuzzy clarity a shot of whiskey offered. He had to hide it until he could indulge it.


  Maybe with a few explosions on his way out like he had at the Tower.


  Stop it. These aren’t the people to blame.


  No, he couldn’t help telling his brain. I am.


  The anger, the need for a drink, lessened for a brief moment before swelling within him once more. He flipped the mattress off his bunk. Kicked over the wooden stool he used as a nightstand. Grabbed the metal bunk frame and threw it against the wall. The desire to claw through the sand-colored stone all around him was worse than the thirst tearing at his throat and hammering in his temples.


  He was crying again. He let it run its course and then wiped his face and examined the mess he’d made of his quarters. The stool was on its side, one leg broken. The mattress was folded in the corner. The bunk frame was wedged at an angle in the other corner. His clothes, usually folded in a pile beneath the bunk, were scattered about the floor.


  “Stupid,” he muttered as he kicked the broken remains of the stool aside. With nowhere to sit, he set about righting the bunk and gathering his belongings from the mess.


  It took longer than he expected, the small confines making it difficult to maneuver the bunk and mattress, but soon enough he sank heavily onto the squeaky bed, the only things he’d brought with him to Masada clutched on his lap. He looked at the jacket in his left hand as if it had worked its way there on its own. He squeezed its worn leather. It was reassuring of nothing, so he looked at his right hand. At the golden bee cradled in his palm.


  The last of Childeric’s Bees.


  Once a symbol of wealth, of power, it was now a simple trinket weighing almost nothing. Its ruby inlaid wings reflected the room’s single fluorescent bulb in a dull sheen. It looked lonely. The last of a swarm of three hundred. A sad reminder to Ward of forgotten history. Of faded empires. Childeric and his Merovingian descendants. Napoleon and his First French Empire. What remained of the conquerors who’d championed the Bees?


  What did Ward himself have?


  Nothing.


  Tears were coming again. He clung to the bee, the stupid hunk of gold and ruby he’d stolen even before he met Sam, and let them come. He tried to force the bee into a reminder of her, but it wouldn’t cooperate. The only images it conjured were of Commandant Gaustad and MacKenzie and Daniel.


  “Stop,” he whispered to the bee.


  He was punishing himself. Evading one memory only to flog himself with another. He forced himself to think of Sam. To remember her determination. Her love for Reina. Her integrity, so much stronger than Ward’s. But the only image he could summon was the last he had of her, lying on the gurney, body torn apart. Blood everywhere. Her closed-eyed stare locked on the hand-cut stone of the cave’s ceiling.


  He could still smell the operating room. Like a metallic pollen, the stench of Sam’s blood, of her baby’s blood, filled his head. He feared he might never escape it.


  He got up, ready to go now. Ready for the infamous Rafael Ward to disappear. Compano’s war. MacKenzie’s war. They didn’t matter anymore. He needed to go wherever his past wouldn’t matter. Wherever his name, and his legacy, would be unknown. Disappear into the desert if need be.


  Never see Daniel again?


  “Whatever it takes,” he told the question, as if it were standing before him.


  He slipped his jacket on over the fatigues they’d given him to wear. Stuffed the bee into his pocket. Grabbed the broken leg of the stool, figuring it was his best weapon to either pry or smash open the door. Before he could start, however, someone approached the door from the other side. He felt it more than heard it and went perfectly still. Waiting.


  There was a knock.


  A pause.


  Then: “Rafael.”


  Ward almost let himself believe it was Sam’s voice coming through the door, but he knew better. It was Rivka. But why? Was she here to console him? Or had they discovered the comm tap he’d placed at his brother’s request? Was she here to coax him into opening the door so they could barge in? So they could shoot him in the head?


  He considered staying silent, pretending to be absent, but that would only set an alarm. He needed them to think he was locked in nice and tight.


  “What?” he said.


  The door opened. Rivka looked tired. Her normally strong posture was slightly slumped. Her eyes were red as if she’d been crying.


  “We need to talk,” she said, pain obvious in her husky Israeli accent.


  Part of Ward wanted to. Part of him wanted to open his arms and invite her in and hold each other to share their grief. Another part of him, the angrier part, wanted to go. To taste the desert air far away from here. To never see her again.


  “I’d rather be alone tonight,” he said.


  “It can’t wait.” She pushed into his quarters, forcing him to back up almost to the wall, and closed the door. She looked at the stool leg in his hand. Stood her ground in the middle of the room like a dare.


  Ward’s pulse quickened. Not for a fight. A different rhythm. A beat he hadn’t felt since Madrid. Since MacKenzie.


  “Are you going to hit me with that?” she asked of the stool leg, her words like her. Short. Dark. Strong. She was close enough to kiss him. Or slip a knife between his ribs.


  “Do I need to?”


  She shook her head. “We have to go.”


  Ward didn’t move. At first, he thought she wanted him to go with her to talk about Sam, or about what was changing now that Sam was dead, but he could see that wasn’t it at all.


  She was nervous.


  “It’s not safe,” she said.


  Ward understood. Maybe not all of it, for it was clear there was more motivating her than his safety, but enough to make him willing to go along.


  “Where can we go?” he said.


  “I know a way out.”


  “Of Masada?”


  “Ken.”


  It took Ward a moment to process the word. A simple one. Hebrew for yes. It was not one of the languages he could easily speak, though he could read it competently enough.


  “Drop your pants,” Rivka said, producing a device like the one Bar-Ilan used to calibrate Ward’s leg brace.


  “Why?”


  “Do it.”


  He considered his options. Yes or no, both ended with him on the run, but only one offered a way out of Masada.


  He took down his pants, his shirt and jacket partially covering his briefs, suddenly overcome with the desire to look away, as if Rivka were the one half naked and vulnerable. She knelt before him and attached the device to his leg brace with a small cable extending from its corner. A familiar shiver ran up his thigh and down his calf. She spent a moment navigating menus on the device’s screen while Ward examined the ceiling, the walls, the floor. Everything but the woman kneeling before him.


  “You’re unlocked,” she said. She disconnecting the device, causing that shiver once more. “No more physical therapy protocol.”


  “Thanks.” He pulled up his pants. “Now what?”


  “Now you follow me. There’s no time left.”


  She exited the quarters. Ward, half-certain he was being led into a trap, clutched the stool leg tighter and followed.


  Chapter 5


  They started south, in the direction of the operating room. Where Sam died.


  Ward wondered if Rivka wanted to give him the opportunity to say goodbye to Sam, but they soon entered a corridor that twisted a different direction. Before he knew it, he was lost, and they were descending a set of timeworn stairs far older than most of the tunnels and excavations he’d seen in Masada.


  “Where are we going?” he asked.


  “Down.”


  “I thought you said we had to leave. Leaving means out, doesn’t it? Up?”


  Rivka put a finger to her lips and hurried on, forcing Ward to follow and guess at her intent. Had her status quo changed with Sam’s death too? If so, what did that have to do with him? And where were they going? They were already at least one level deeper than he’d ever been before. The LED clusters that had been embedded in the tunnel ceilings above were gone. Their only light was a small yet bright flashlight Rivka wielded one-handed like a pistol.


  The tunnel they followed forked twice. At the first, they went left. At the second, Rivka shined her light down each new tunnel as if unsure which way to go.


  “Where are we?” Ward asked.


  Rivka returned her light to the right fork. “Almost there,” she said.


  This new tunnel twisted and turned more than the previous ones. They’d long ago left behind any indication of being in a military
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