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  About In the Shadow of Thieves


Under the blazing sun and shifting sands of North Africa, Lieutenant Commander Elijah Kravitz—structural engineer and Officer in Charge of a detachment of the U.S. Naval Mobile Construction Battalion (the SeaBees)—is pulled into a world where history refuses to stay buried. Cadassi Pangelina grew up on stories of survival—of the Japanese occupation and the liberation of Guam—told by the Chamoru elders who shaped him. He’s spent his adult life chasing the echoes of war: looted artifacts, hidden crimes, and whispered legends. His latest mission brings him deep into the desert, following a trail of clues to Rommel’s lost gold. But what he finds instead is the man he thought he’d never see again. Cadassi is convinced the universe is telling him not to let Elijah slip away again, but just as they lay the foundation on which to build a relationship, they’re caught in a deadly race for a treasure that might not even exist. Beneath shifting sand and rising floodwaters, Cadassi and Elijah must follow cryptic leads, outmaneuver their enemy, and survive long enough to reach what’s hidden in the dark. And the deeper they go, the more they uncover—not just about the treasure, but about each other. In a world of shifting loyalties and buried truths, love may be the greatest discovery of all. 
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  Author's Note


While this book draws on historical accounts of World War II and the enduring legend of Rommel’s gold, its plot is entirely a work of fiction born from the author’s imagination. 
Thank you and happy reading,
Trina 






  
  Military Acronyms


As with all my books, I strive to portray military life as authentically as possible. To that end, I use the same jargon in dialogue and the narrative that are used in the field. Here is a list of acronyms used in this story and their meanings. 
ECP: Entry Control Point
EMF: Emergency medical facility
FOB: Forward Operating Base
NMCB: Naval Mobile Construction Battalion
FTX: Field Training Exercises
QRF: Quick Reaction Force
UAE: United Arab Emirates
OIC: Officer in Charge
TAD: Temporary Assignment of Duty
NBG: Navel Base Guam
PMC: Pangelina Marine Corporation
SDF: Sudanese Defense Force
THAAD:  Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 
SCIF: Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility
DSS: Diplomatic Security Service
MSG: Marine Security Guard
JETDS: Joint Electronics Type Designation System 
IDF: Israeli Defense Force
OMPF: Official Military Personnel File
CONUS: Continental United States 
AAR: After-Action Report






  
  Chapter One


"Chief, get alpha unit to tighten up the perimeter. I want fighting positions established every twenty meters. That concertina wire on the north side looks like an uncoiled slinky. Good job setting the HESCO barriers. The north ECP needs to get that M2 into position." 
"Yes, sir."
"Bravo team, keep working on structure. I know it's late, but we have to get those surgical tents up and wired. I need power and communications up and running by 2100 hours. Charlie, get on those dozers and start clearing ground cover in sector three where the dental and orthopedics tents are going. We've got medics arriving in five days. Go… go… go!"
Elijah studied the blueprint for the 125-bed expeditionary medical facility his unit was to construct on Tinian. The EMF and the constructed FOB would serve as a training ground for U.S. Joint Forces. It had been eighty-one years since Seabees built and bled on the island, but to Elijah it looked like they were gearing up for a return to their island-hopping ways, especially given the Navy's focus on jockeying with China and the Marine Corps’ Pacific focus. Those decisions were above his pay grade, but as a lieutenant in the Naval Mobile Construction Battalion, or NMCB, he was responsible for making sure the infrastructure to support the troops was in place.
He had a company of reservists arriving tomorrow to produce the aggregate for the roads, port, and airfield construction. Not to mention the detachment of underwater construction specialists that needed to assess and repair the heavily deteriorated steel piers left over from WWII. It was like juggling three flaming balls above a pit of vodka. 
Lightning flashed, and Elijah looked up at the darkening sky. All day, gunmetal-gray clouds had billowed in from the sea, and it appeared the storm had finally reached land. The gentle sway of the palm trees disappeared, and the fronds whipped in a frenzy. "Great."
The eardrum-vibrating rumble of the bulldozer and grader ricocheted off the trees. In the past week, his Bees had constructed the triage area and wards. Prior to their arrival, the hospital area had been overgrown with jungle; their first order of business had been to get the land cleared and graded. Unfortunately, they'd had some broke-dick equipment they had to fix and got behind schedule so Elijah made the decision to clear and construct in phases. They had three more days to complete the project and about 800 items left on the checklist. 
He checked his watch. He'd been working for fourteen hours. From the moment the wheels of their planes touched down, they'd been on the move. These field exercises really showed the mettle of a sailor. As an officer, Elijah got a better understanding of his shipmates’ core strengths and weaknesses. He knew it was tough. FTX were designed to be uncomfortable. Case in point, he'd been sweating his balls off in ninety-degree heat with 120 percent humidity all week. His kit pulled on his back and shoulders, and his weapon was a lead weight against his thigh. Sweat dripped off his hair beneath his helmet, and he already knew he'd need that burn cream tonight despite slathering on sunscreen the moment he rolled off his rack. Normally, the Seabees worked in an office or on a construction site, but being out in the field like this was very different. Take, for instance, when those clouds above his head unleashed their fury, there was no building for him or the troops to hunker down in until the storm passed. They had to keep building because they were deployed in a combat zone. War didn't stop when Mother Nature got pissed off at human stupidity.
He stepped away from the sawhorses and plywood that was his makeshift office and took a walk around the area. Shadows of night crept into camp. High-powered generators rattled, and lights with enough wattage to blind a person kept the construction area illuminated. Sailors buzzed around in controlled chaos. Curses and commands rang through the air. He was home. 
Elijah tilted his head with his ear to the sky. "What are the rotorheads doing up there?" He ducked when a jet buzzed the island and fired down the beach. "Motherfuck!" Another jet went in the opposite direction. He covered his ears as the scream of the turbine engines thundered overhead in its wake.
He ran for the central command center a football field away. Along the way he passed several Bees standing around with confused looks on their faces. "Fighting positions! Now!"
A shrill alarm blared, and like a cattle prod to the ass, the Bees moved into defensive positions around the construction zone. They had to protect the EMF and any troops about to arrive. Fuck, they only had three medics and limited supplies. This was not good. He sprinted behind the perimeter just as the searchlights snapped on, slicing through palm fronds and thick jungle mist. Thirty feet away, sand and dirt exploded into the air when a mortar round hit.
"Lieutenant, what should I do?"
He looked over his shoulder at a young E-2 likely right out of high school standing in the open with wide eyes. "Keep working on the surgical tent. We're going to need it."
"Yes, sir!"
"Chief! Move that dozer over to the south ECP, use it as a barrier, then coordinate the fighting positions. Radio me if there's any contact."
"Roger!"
Elijah scanned the jungle. He couldn't see beyond the tree line. Who was out there? The rat-a-tat-tat of machine gun fire sounded in the distance.
"Theirs or ours?" Master Chief Vega asked.
"Can't tell. Launch the flares—I can't see shit."
"In this weather?"
"Got a better idea?" The next set of explosions made his asshole pucker they were so close, and the flying debris obscured his vision. Beyond the perimeter of the EMF, he had Bees stationed in defensive gun pits. His radio crackled with updates and commands from the petty officers in charge of the various units defending or working. The skies opened up, and sheets of rain smacked into the ground. Tracer rounds sliced through the rain only to disappear before Elijah could identify their origin. 
He keyed his radio. "Havoc, we are under attack. Launch QRF."
"Negative, Ringo. Nobody's flying in that weather. Defend and maintain your position."
"Figured they’d say that but didn’t hurt to ask."
Lightning flashed overhead, and Elijah spotted movement. "Form up! Suppression fire on that tree line! No one breaks the line!" He keyed his radio. "Fire Mission Bravo, grid reference 17-J. Mark it now!"
Static crackled from his radio. There was all kinds of interference from the storm. Ghostly figures dashed between trees, firing from the shadows. In his peripheral vision, Elijah saw sailors fall and their shipmates doing their best to drag them behind cover. Shouts of 'medic' blended into cracks of thunder. From the pits he heard the M240s send their projectiles toward the attackers.
"They're breaking through on the north side!"
He knew that wire was too loose. It was a weakness in the position. Elijah ran across the field. He spotted an infiltrator and fired. The body went down. Another followed, climbing over their battle buddy's body. Elijah aimed his weapon center mass and fired. The attacker stumbled but didn't go down. They must be wearing vests. He aimed lower to take out a leg and fired again. A scream hit his ears, and he grinned. 
"Hold the goddamn line! They want this camp, they better pay for it in blood!"
As if Mother Nature turned off the spigot, the sheets of rain stopped. The field had transformed from a muddy mess as a result of all their heavy equipment rolling over and around for the past week into a bog that threatened to swallow his Bees as they repelled the attackers. The sound of gunfire slowed. 
"All positions, check in."
"South clear."
"West clear."
Elijah waited. "East ECP, check in." Silence met his order. "East ECP, check in."
"Sorry, sir. They got Nicholls. This is Seaman Cross. I think we're clear, sir."
Elijah closed in on the north perimeter. He approached the body of the attacker he'd shot. "Cease fire! Cease fire! Cease fire!" he shouted in all three directions.
Elijah held out his hand, and the body on the ground groaned. A hand reached up, and Elijah pulled the man to his feet.
"Fucker, that Simunition hurt. Now I'm going to have to explain the big-ass welt to my wife."
Elijah chuckled. "You should have gone down the first time."
"What was that 'They better pay for it in blood' line? This some bad Hollywood movie about the battle of Saipan?"
"I thought it was inspiring. And we're on Tinian, not Saipan. I know you jarheads are kin to Neanderthals, but figured you could read the map I drew you in crayon." 
"Fucking frog. My boot will find its way up your ass real quick."
"Careful, I might like it." Elijah turned his back on Sargeant Major Lee, the ranking member of the marine unit tasked with infiltrating their camp. He took the megaphone his master chief handed him. "Bees assemble!"
Sargeant Lee snorted, then held up his hands. "Sorry. It’s just, you know, Autobots assemble. Bumblebee? Transformers? Tell me that was intentional."
Elijah reached back to itch his neck while flipping Lee the bird. All the officers and Bees gathered around. Elijah put the megaphone down. "Great job! You successfully defended the EMF. For those of you who survived, go get some chow from the mess. Those of you who are dead, I want you to report to Petty Officer Lincoln. You're going to do some additional small arms fire and sniper attack training." He heard a few low groans. "Next time don't get killed! Now, if I call your name, step forward. Seaman Barker! Seaman Clarke! Seaman Klossner! And Seaman Pajes!" Elijah waited until all four sailors stood in line before him. "Congratulations, sailors, having successfully survived this exercise and passed all the assessments this week, you have officially earned your Bug Badge."
Elijah pulled the pins from his trouser pocket and stepped forward to pin the silver medals on each of the sailors. Elijah saluted the group and acknowledged their return salutes. 
Elijah stepped back and looked across at the sailors that had made him proud during the exercise. "Seabees!" 
"Can do!" the entire unit shouted.






  
  Chapter Two


Elijah sat back in the seat of the plane and opened his tablet. He needed to review the information for his dinner meeting with the Near East Affairs Regional Director for Security Engineering, Mosiya Lacy. He peered around the seat to check on his travel companion, Chief of the Overseas Support Branch, Edmond Proulx. The man appeared to be fast asleep. Elijah had hoped to use the long flight to pick the legend's brain about what to expect when they landed in Cairo and maybe get a few pointers on thriving in his new role as the officer in charge of a detachment of the Naval Mobile Construction Battalion. 
Proulx was the type of person Elijah strived to embody. As a senior enlisted leader, he'd already received the Department of State Award for Heroism for his actions during the attack on the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad back in 2019. When protesters attacked the compound, it was Proulx's quick thinking to move people into secure locations, providing protection and coordinated support for employees as the fires raged around them. 
Elijah supposed there'd be plenty of time to get to know Proulx over the course of their trip. They'd already visited South Africa and Senegal. Next on the itinerary was Egypt, then the UAE, Israel, and finally Saudi Arabia. Traveling like this for work differed greatly from the trips he'd done in college and with his family on vacation. Elijah considered himself a seasoned traveler. He'd ventured into East Asia to explore places like Bangkok, New Delhi, Jakarta, and Hanoi. Travel fed his soul for cultural experiences. Elijah thirsted to see how the rest of the world lived. That was one reason he was so eager to take on this new role for the Naval Support Unit. He’d spent the last several months in training as the role transitioned from the previous OIC to him. For the next three years, he would travel to locations around the world to manage Seabee projects. 
The engine thrust reduced, and Elijah checked his watch. There was about forty-five minutes before landing. They must be making their descent into Casablanca. A quick layover was scheduled; then they were to board another flight to Cairo. Plenty of time to study up. An alarm blared as oxygen masks deployed. Elijah looked over at his seatmate.
"Do not worry. Happen all the time. Old plane," the man in the seat beside him said.
Somehow Elijah didn't think that was going to be Delta's new slogan. He stowed his tablet. Nobody around him was grabbing for their masks, so maybe it really was a malfunction. The plane didn't feel as though it had lost altitude. He heard fast feet coming up behind him, then rocked in his chair as the flight attendant sprinted past him and started banging on the cockpit door. 
Oh, that's not good.
Other passengers tensed. Proulx jolted awake and grabbed for his mask just as the attendant's voice echoed throughout the plane in Arabic. What did she say? Elijah only spoke English. He knew some Hebrew and a few phrases of Yiddish but not Arabic!
"Put on your masks, immediately."
Elijah did his best to recall the innumerable preflight videos he'd seen on how to put a mask on. He pulled the elastic strings to tighten the cup that surrounded his mouth and nose. It was true the bags really didn’t inflate. God, his mother was never going to let him live this one down. Assuming he lived at all. He could hear her voice now.
"My son, why do you do this to your mother? Ethan and Jacob are good Jewish boys. They live in The Heights. They went to school and joined the firm. They gave me beautiful grandchildren. But you? You have to gallivant across the world and play Army."
It didn't matter how many times he explained to his mother he was an officer in the Navy or reminded her he held a degree from NYU in civil engineering. He never measured up to the golden twins. In an ironic twist, the last time Elijah was home, he overheard his mother bragging about his heroism to her friends at the Harmonie Club. 
He couldn't breathe. Was the outdated technology on the Moroccan-based airliner incapable of supporting life-saving measures and he was about to die at 30,000 feet? Then again, maybe it was better to die from asphyxia five miles in the air versus splattering on the ground? Nothing like dying two months into the job!
His head began to throb. Pain radiated from his sinuses and moved sharply into his forehead. Maybe the masks really weren't working? Screams from the other passengers told Elijah he wasn't the only one panicking. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The lights stopped dancing in his vision, and the pounding in his brain eased a fraction. He really hoped the Navy wasn't going to have to post headlines about two American diplomats dying in a plane crash on the edge of the Sahara. 
Elijah levitated as far as his seat belt allowed when the plane's nose dove downward. Words flew from his brain not so much as a prayer but a lullaby from his childhood that slipped out before he even knew he was speaking.
"Grant, O God, that we lie down in peace, and raise us up, our Guardian, to life renewed. Spread over us the shelter of Your peace. Guide us with Your good counsel; for Your Name’s sake, be our help. Shield and shelter us beneath the shadow of Your wings. Defend us against enemies, illness, war, famine and sorrow. Distance us from wrongdoing. For You, God, watch over us and deliver us. For You, God, are gracious and merciful. Guard our going and coming, to life and to peace evermore." Maybe the words weren’t exactly applicable to this situation, but he figured it couldn't hurt. After what may have been a few seconds or several minutes of terror, the plane leveled out. Elijah opened his eyes.
"Are we dead yet?"
"I think not. Unless Allah is a tall, scrawny American with bushy hair and a big nose."
Elijah couldn't help it. He snorted. "I think you're right. Unless the Garden of Eden is a tin can filled with smells of stale sweat, burned coffee, and curry."
His seatmate held up his fist, and Elijah bumped it. He peered around the seat to check on Proulx. The man was looking back at him and gave him a thumbs-up, just like this was any regular day.
"Ladies and gentlemen. The plane is now below 10,000 feet. You may remove your masks and breathe normally. We should arrive in Casablanca within the next ten minutes."
Seriously? No 'I do apologize for scaring twenty years off your life'? As they came into Casablanca, his seatmate slid open the window shade. The plane touched down, and a squad of emergency vehicles surrounded the aircraft on the runway. Were they going to deplane on the runway or go down the emergency chute? The plane came to a stop, and they remained in their seats while the swirling emergency lights lit up the interior. 
"Proulx? What is going on?" Elijah asked.
The master chief looked back at him and shrugged. Just as he was about to flag down an attendant, the plane started forward and pulled up to a gate. 
“Thank you for flying Royal Air Maroc. If you have a connecting flight, please check the board in the terminal for additional information."
Elijah stood and exited the plane along with all the other passengers. You'd think nothing out of the ordinary occurred, but frankly, he was just glad to be walking off the plane from safely on the ground. He also made a mental note to never allow the U.S. government to book him on that carrier again. There had to be a blacklist of airliners for official transport based on their safety history, right?
"Oy! I'm never stepping foot on one of those planes again," he said to Proulx.
"It's actually one of the better carriers. I usually look forward to flying them compared to some others in this region. Come on, let's find our gate for the next flight."
Proulx must have had a core of steel or be so desensitized after a lifetime of service that he was physically incapable of responding to their near-death experience. Elijah shivered. He did not want to get on another plane, but the job was the job, and he had to be in Egypt by sunset. Thankfully, five-and-a-half hours later, they landed in Cairo without further complications. 
He collected his carry-on; it contained ninety percent of his necessities. He'd checked a bag too, but he'd learned from talking to the previous OIC to only use that as overflow. 
"We have an expeditor meeting us after we deplane," Proulx said.
"An expeditor? What's that?"
"A miracle worker. Just hand him your ticket and passport." Elijah must have had a questionable look on his face because Proulx chuckled. "Trust me."
When they exited the plane, there was a man standing near the gate with their names on a tablet. Elijah did as Edmond had instructed.
"You have visas, yes?"
Elijah nodded.
"Good. Follow me."
Their expeditor walked away, and Elijah and Edmond took off after him. Expeditor was a good description because they had to practically sprint through the terminal to keep up with him. The immigration lines came into view, and they joined the line for business class. He looked over at Edmond. "Should we be here? Uncle Sam didn't pay for the fancy seats." 
Edmond held his finger to his lips, and Elijah shut up. They got to the front, and their helper had a quick exchange with the agent in Egyptian Arabic. Their passports were promptly stamped. He couldn't believe it. No questions. No document reviews. If paying thirty-five U.S. dollars got him airport security like this all over the world, then Elijah would gladly give up a couple of Starbucks coffees a week. They picked up their checked luggage and breezed through customs with another quick exchange.
"Is this typical?" he asked the expeditor.
"You have a diplomatic passport and visa. It allows you to pass through customs undisturbed. Especially if you are in a country where the United States has a reciprocal agreement with representatives of their government. Nobody wants an international incident."
This was a whole new world to him, and while it seemed like a great benefit, Elijah also felt the weight of responsibility as an official representative of the country. More so than when he'd had early boarding for being an active-duty service member. They had a hired car waiting for them when they exited the airport. The moment their group was out the door, the sultry August air slapped him in the face. It was like sticking his head in an oven. A dry heat, yes, but still stifling compared to the comfort of the temperature-controlled airports he'd been in for the last twenty-four hours.
They had about thirty minutes to reach the embassy where they were scheduled to meet the regional director. The streets were teeming with vehicles, and Elijah was surprised at how urban the roadways were. Six lanes of smooth blacktop stretched to the horizon. Palm trees dotted the cerulean sky. They passed a stunning mosaic that he wished he could study in greater detail. In the brief glimpse he'd caught, it looked like the Nile in ancient times with a large goddess in the background. Maybe he could do some research. After they conducted their business tonight and met with the Seabee on duty assignment here, Elijah was hoping he could explore the sights before they left for Dubai in a couple of days. 
As they made their way into the suburbs outside the airport, Elijah caught sight of his first minaret. The pale tower speared the sky, and the carved dome and stone façade of the mosque were beautiful. As a Jew, his relationship with Muslims was complex. Especially given the Israeli-Hamas war. Elijah always did his best to view world cultures in segmented areas. Ethnic, national, historical, and religious all lived in tiny boxes in his head. He might have fundamentally disagreed with followers of Islam on religious and ethnic issues, but he could appreciate the national and historical significance of how their people shaped the world. 
"If you look to your right, you will see the Egyptian Museum. Many historical and cultural treasures reside within its walls. You must go while you are here," their driver said.
"I believe we have passes to the Grand Egyptian Museum tomorrow."
"You are fortunate. Passes have sold out for almost a year with the grand opening a couple of months ago."
"Maybe another one of those diplomatic benefits. We will visit the pyramids first thing in the morning, then the museum later, after the heat rises."
"Ah, you are smart. Most Americans are not prepared for summer in Egypt. They believe they can stand the heat because your country has deserts, but we take the experience to a new level. I hope you have better clothing than those suits?"
Edmond chuckled. "No worries. I prepared Elijah. We have galabeyas."
A few minutes later, the car pulled up to the gates of the embassy. Elijah and Edmond exited. The driver removed their luggage, and they walked inside. Security inspected their passports, much more carefully than at the airport, and offered to store their cases until they left for the evening. Elijah recognized Mosiya Lacy walking toward them from the dossier provided to him. 
"Commander Kravitz and Master Chief Proulx, welcome to Egypt. I hope you had pleasant travels. I have made reservations at a nearby restaurant. I hope you enjoy Lebanese?" 
"Sounds amazing. I look forward to experiencing the cultural dishes closer to their homeland. In the States, we have ethnic food. Often we get close, but I fear it's always a pale comparison to the real thing."
Mosiya smiled, and Elijah felt he'd scored a point. They exited the embassy and walked a couple of blocks toward the Nile. Elijah was met with a wave of rich herbal and spicy scents as he stepped into the restaurant. A rumbling stomach made him realize he hadn't eaten a proper meal since early morning. Grilling meat and a subtle olive oil scent wafted to him as they were guided to their table. Elijah sat and placed his napkin in his lap. Seated at a table near the windows, he watched the Nile flow north toward the Mediterranean. 
"I didn't think to ask if either of you has any dietary restrictions?" Mosiya asked.
Elijah took a sip of water. "I'll avoid the labneh and dishes with yogurt, but otherwise I'm fine."
"I'll eat anything," Edmond said.
"This is one of my favorite places to dine. I highly recommend the lamb shanks, and we absolutely have to get some hummus."
Elijah was more than happy to take a local's recommendation. After they placed their orders, he figured it was time to get down to business. "Ms. Lacy. With the planned security updates scheduled at the embassy, I want to make sure my Seabees have conveyed an accurate understanding of the scale of the project. I have the projected electrical upgrades required, and I don't think there's been adequate expectations set for the disruption the new electrical system will have on daily operations. I've been told the embassy will continue with typical operations. Have you ever been through a system upgrade like this before? There is a trickle-down effect that spreads out to nearly every component of business. I urge you again to speak to the ambassador to arrange for remote work for at least a week."
"I understand your concern, Commander, and your Seabee has been very clear. Unfortunately, the ambassador will not be swayed."
"Well, you can't say we didn't warn you." Elijah took a piece of pita bread and dipped it into the hummus. Flavor burst across his tongue, and he moaned. "I apologize. That truly is delicious."
Elijah looked up and caught sight of a man watching him from a few tables over. In the dining room's light, it was difficult to identify his ethnicity, but the inky hair and toasted skin tone spoke to a heritage other than Northern European. A bright-white dress shirt fit a pair of wide shoulders and a firm chest. The man seemed vaguely familiar, but Elijah couldn't place the sense of familiarity. He met the man's gaze, and, while his eyes were hypnotic, Elijah didn't want to risk offending the stranger. He nodded, and the other man held up his glass in salute. 
He refocused on the conversation at the table. Mosiya and Edmond didn't seem to notice his lapse of attention. When their meals were delivered, Elijah took a second to glance over at the table where the man had been seated, but disappointingly, he'd vacated the table. The food, however, was not a disappointment. The lamb shanks lived up to their reputation. Several glasses of wine later, Elijah was ready to find his hotel and pass out for the night. Especially after their adventures of the day and the scheduled early morning start. They had tomorrow to explore the pyramids.
Maybe he'd get to dream of the man from the other table. Elijah would love to have the opportunity to discover if his voice echoed the promises in his captivating eyes.  
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