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Аннотация
The wait is over for fans of the worldwide bestselling Raising Atlantis novels. Archaeologist Conrad Yeats and Serena Serghetti return for the first time since The Atlantis Revelation in an all-new adventure that introduces adventurer and "exotic matter" tracker Hank Johnson. Their quest takes them to the dark heart of Africa in search of the secret behind King Solomon's gold. But they unleash the curse of the legendary Queen of Sheba and must stop an ancient evil before it destroys the world.




Thomas Greanias
The Alignment: Ingress

To the Enlightened and Resistance players of Ingress
who together are helping shape the world’s vision of reality.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

[image: ]
Writing is a dangerous game. You take the word in your head and put it onto the page, but then the page suddenly picks the next word, and before you know it you are falling between the lines into a world you scarcely imagined.
Such was the case for me in researching this tale. An interview here with astro-archaeologist Conrad Yeats would lead to an interview there with adventurer Hank Johnson, each of whom shared often compelling but at times contradictory accounts. And there was no hiding from linguist Serena Serghetti, who for years has taken exception to my depictions of her in my novels, and who had plenty to say for herself.
Finally, nothing prepared me for my introduction to the Ingress “game,” or “inquiries” and “cautions” from Niantic Labs. Or to players like Mistyayn and the Blue Herons in Seattle — thanks for watching over the @lantis Media Tower — without whose support this story would not be possible.
The result is The Alignment: Ingress.
Fans of my Atlantis series will find it helpful to note that this story falls before the events of Raising Atlantis and as such is a prequel of sorts. For Ingress players and new readers alike, The Alignment: Ingress now becomes the first book in a whole new series of adventures.
As a former journalist, I’m often asked why I choose to publish my books as fiction. Truth be told, these days fiction can be closer to fact than nonfiction. Many of my friends in the intelligence community, for example, have taken their own cracks at writing novels only to see the good stuff redacted due to national security and nondisclosure agreements.
I suffer no such restrictions.
I do, however, accept a moral responsibility to not disclose specific tactical details involving exotic and chaotic matter, which pose dangers to private individual players and the general public alike. Also, exact archaeological locations, per Serena Serghetti’s wishes, have been fictionalized to protect the integrity of the actual sites.
And so, with palpable excitement, I’m writing down what I've witnessed thus far in the world of Ingress, a tale that in its own right is a transdimensional portal for all of us.
Thomas Greanias
April 2013



CHAPTER 1

The tavern was on one of those uncharted islands in the Cape Verde west of Africa where pirates, smugglers and other globe-trotting rogues have gathered for a thousand years to swap tales. Visible only from the secret cove below, the watering hole looked like an old Portuguese galleon lodged into the high cliffs, because, in fact, it was. How it got there was as much of a mystery to Conrad Yeats as the friend he had come to meet.
The two men sat at a small table on the creaky poop deck overlooking the crashing waves of the horseshoe bay, the fiery copper sun sinking on the horizon, Conrad Yeats with his pint of brown ale and Hank Johnson with a questionable but potent local brew. Between swigs Conrad noticed Hank scoping out the boats anchored further off — a rogue’s flotilla of smuggling freighters, pirate ships and playboy yachts with half-naked women sunning themselves in the late afternoon rays. Hank was looking for something or, more likely, looking out for somebody.
That was the trouble with Hank Johnson. Conrad never knew which Hank Johnson he was talking to. Was he the fellow archaeologist, anthropologist and host of the upcoming “Nomad” TV documentary series, here to rub it in after Conrad’s own “Ancient Riddles” show failed to get picked up on the Discovery Channel? Or was he the “exotic matter” seeker from the top-secret Niantic Labs in Geneva, still on the hunt for the mysterious forces that he claimed were shaping humanity? Or was he up to his old tricks as an ex-Special Forces and current PSYOP soldier for the paramilitary contractor IQTech? In that case, Conrad would have to be extra careful, because IQTech’s chief, General Montgomery, was an old buddy of his estranged father, USAF General Griffin Yeats.
The only thing Conrad knew for sure was that every one of Hank’s superhero suits seemed to attract its own set of supervillains. The guy had so many grenades in the air there was always one going off, and Conrad didn’t want to be around when the next one dropped.
“What do you see out there on the water, Hank? One of your transdimensional portals or something?”
“Something.” Hank smiled boyishly, the faintest crinkles of age showing around his eyes along with the first flecks of gray in his hair. Conrad, barely into his 30s, wasn’t there yet, but every adventure with Hank sure seemed to add a few years. “So how are things going for you, Conrad? Still searching for Atlantis and those — whaddya call ‘em— Pillars of Creation that reveal the secrets of all time?”
“First Time,” Conrad corrected him. “And I’m here in this netherworld, talking to you. That’s how things are going for me.”
Hank nodded his condolences. “I hear your underwater city dig beneath Lake Titicaca tanked, and that Abdil Zawas got the whole damn Peruvian army after you. How much did you lose for your so-called investor?”
“Nothing a spectacular artifact can’t take care of. Did you look at my celestial map?”
“Yeah. But tell me what happened in South America. I gave you all those XM maps.”
“You know what happened. She happened.”
“Sister Serena Serghetti,” said Hank with a broad grin as he leaned back on his straw chair. “The Vatican’s top linguist, beloved environmentalist, Mother Earth. Mess with that virgin, and you get the wrath of God.”
“So I’ve discovered.”
“Look, Conrad, guys like you and me, we’ve got a better shot at finding the Queen of Sheba than the perfect girl.”
Too true, Conrad thought, and part of the steep price he had paid for this life he had chosen for himself. “Let’s forget about Serena, Hank. Tell me about this girl of yours that you’ve been raving about.”
“She’s Persian.” Hank slid his Nexus 10 tablet across the table.
Conrad angled the screen and saw a Byzantine-like painting of a woman reclining in a garden under a tree. Actually, it was an unusual Islamic illustration.
“Nice, Hank. What am I looking at?”
[image: ]
“Just flip the picture and you’ll see.”
Conrad used his finger to swipe from left to right. The illustration curled up like a page to reveal on its reverse side the celestial map he had forwarded to Hank — the constellation Virgo reclining in the heavens.
[image: ]
He flipped the page back and forth. Hank’s girl in the garden was the terrestrial match of his celestial Virgin in the sky. They were perfectly aligned. Hank’s girl was a royal, a queen, and probably associated with a king’s fortune somewhere.
“She got a name, Hank?”
“Bilqis.”
Conrad froze. Bilqis was the Arab name for the legendary Queen of Sheba. “I thought you said guys like us didn’t stand a chance with girls like her.”
“No, I said you had a better chance with her than the good Sister,” Hank said, grinning at him. “The secret is flowers.”
Conrad took a closer look at the flowers in the painting. Then he followed the woman’s gaze to the hoopoe bird nested in the ferns at her feet. The ferns were connected to a long, snaking root that ended at the tree over her head. The root, he realized, was a representation of the Nile River.
It was a coded map.
Conrad glanced up at Hank, who said nothing but nodded knowingly as he took another swig.
It all made sense now to Conrad. The tree was Jerusalem, where the Bible said the Queen of Sheba delivered four tons of gold to King Solomon in his Temple in exchange for his wisdom. The long root from the Jerusalem tree represented the Nile as it wound through ancient Egypt and Nubia, from whence the Queen of Sheba’s gold was mined — or thought to have been.
King Solomon’s mines.
So Hank obviously thought he had found them, and that they were, in fact, the Queen of Sheba’s mines.
Hank said, “I think we’re dating the same girl.”
“Maybe,” Conrad told him. “We have alignment between the celestial and terrestrial maps. But you’re looking for the ingress to her bank, and I’m looking for the entrance to her tomb. Each hides something different, and each is in a different location.”
Hank narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”
“If I’m figuring out this illustration correctly, the flowers you’re interested in represent locations in the Congo.”
“Maybe.” Hank glanced around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “It’s certainly rich in gold.”
“Yes, but I think my lost Pillars of Creation are buried inside her lost tomb, which is buried under her lost palace, which I think is buried here.” Conrad pointed to the hoopoe bird in the ferns that the Queen of Sheba was staring at. “The hoopoe was Solomon’s messenger bird, and here it is…in ancient Nubia.”
“The Sudan,” Hank said. “How do you get that?”
“The alignment of your terrestrial map to my celestial chart,” Conrad explained, and showed Hank on the tablet pointing to star 109 Vir. “See how this lines up with this?” Conrad opened Google Earth, telescoping down to the ancient city of Meroe along the east bank of the Nile. “This is where legend says your girl built her palace. And where there was once a lost palace, there is probably a lost tomb beneath it. And inside that tomb are the lost secrets of Solomon.”
“I’ll be damned,” Hank said, at least acknowledging Conrad’s ingress.
“Yeah, well, if we open the wrong door, Hank, we might well be.”
Hank waved his hand dismissively. “The only difference is mine hides a whole lot of something, and yours hides a whole lot of nothing.”
That wasn’t true, Conad thought, and Hank knew it. However much he wanted to drape his discovery in “exotic matter,” the plain fact was that Hank was after the Queen of Sheba’s gold. Conrad, meanwhile, was after the centuries-old secrets she had gleaned from King Solomon — secrets about the very creation of the world that she took to the grave with her.
Knowledge, as King Solomon believed, was a hell of a lot more valuable than gold.
“Look, Hank, if you want to go to your ingress while I go to mine, that’s fine,” Conrad told him. “I just need to know that if I find some relic we can use your friend Azmadi to fence it.”
“What about Abdil?”
“I pay him out of what I find,” Conrad told him confidently.
Hank nodded. “And if you turn up nothing?”
Conrad sighed. “I’ll come to your site and help you out. Assuming you find something. You get my apologies, and I get some of your gold.”
“Agreed.” Hank took a last swig, set his empty pint on the table and then glanced at his watch. “Sorry. Got a date with a lady.”
“Our Persian princess?”
“She’s next. This one is threatening to sail away tomorrow.”
“Sounds like a matchmaker job from Montgomery,” Conrad said, figuring that nobody was going to hear him over the guitarist at the bar hacking away at a spirited version of “Break On Through.”
“Yep, Conrad. You got your people. I’ve got mine. We all sing for our supper.”
Conrad watched Hank walk away and could only wonder what kind of date it was this time. Then he began to ponder life with Abdil off his back and the possession of the knowledge of the ages.
Realizing he had consumed more ale than he thought, Conrad made his way to the bathroom. It was in the back of the tavern, down a long tunnel carved out of the cliffs. The urinals were modified urns, and the walls and ceilings were covered with ancient treasure maps for the tourists.
As Conrad studied a copy of the 1513 Piri Reis map of an ice-free Antarctica, a plank beneath his feet creaked. He looked over his shoulder but saw nobody.
All of a sudden the floor gave way beneath him. His head banged on a trapdoor, and he plunged into darkness.
* * *
A quarter of a mile down the beach, Hank looked out at the Sea Academy gleaming regally in the bay at twilight. The ship billed itself as a floating university for international students, and Hank had been eyeing it for a reason. Conrad guessed it right: he had a job to do for Montgomery.
The Sea Academy’s silhouette looked like the warship it had once been before being reconditioned into a floating university/summer tourist boat and smuggling ship. Stories varied about what the Sea Academy did in its military career, but pretty much all agreed that she had had a checkered history of undercover ops, humanitarian missions and false-flag postings.
No wonder Hank felt a kinship to her. Too bad she’d be an underwater tourist attraction by morning.
Hank stripped down, waded into the waves and swam toward her hull.
She looked to be 55 meters long with a shallow draft. She could go a long way up a good-sized river — the modern equivalent of a paddlewheel. With a few artillery pieces and decent recon, she could stand up against anything she was expected to encounter. She could hold enough men, ammo and gear to drop off a “toehold camp” pretty much anywhere, serving as the base until the actual camp was finished.
She could do basically the same near any island.
Like this one.
As the hull rose up like a giant whale on top of him, Hank had another one of his flashbacks — or flash-somethings — that had dogged him since Afghanistan. This one must have been triggered by a story he’d heard. In his head he saw a WWII battleship going down, and suddenly he was trapped with the crew deep below in watertight rooms with no chance of escape. The captain was telling them what they already knew: their fate was sealed. All Hank could hear was his own voice saying, “Leave the lights on, we’re playing poker.”
Was this some guilt trip for ridding the world of this floating front for nasty bad guys? Because the Sea Academy was no honorable battleship, these guys were fighting no“ good war,” and nothing was stopping them from jumping ship when it went down.
Hank shook the image out of his head and carefully attached a C4 charge beneath the Sea Academy’s waterline, armed the fuse and quietly swam back to shore.
Minutes later he was rising from the surf. He toweled himself off and put on a dry shirt from a bag on the beach. Checking the illuminated dial of his black Victorinox Dive Master watch, for a nanosecond he felt like James Bond in the beginning of Goldfinger. If only there were a beautiful girl in a bathtub waiting for him.
* * *
Conrad awoke in darkness, aware of the smell of the sea and the unmistakable bobbing of a ship on the water. His hands were tied behind his back to some kind of rail. Then something like a hood was ripped off.
Standing on the polished deck of the yacht before him was the foul face of Abdil Zawas, two of his goons behind him. One was methodically coiling a long whip.
“Think you can use my money to find some priceless idol and keep it for yourself, Yeats?”
Conrad saw he was on the deck of Zawas’s yacht. “I was just going to give you a call and tell you I found it.”
“Is that so? Tell me where this idol is.”
“I could do that. But you still need me to dig it up. There’s a curse.”
Zawas laughed. “That curse is me, Yeats,” he said, leaning close. “I would have picked up your friend Mr. Johnson, but then he has a habit of attracting trouble.”
The word was barely out of Zawas’ mouth when suddenly a thunderous explosion lit up the harbor and rocked the yacht.
There were whoops and cheers from the tavern high in the cliffs. Zawas and his men ran to the other side of the deck to watch the Sea Academy light up the night.
Thank you, Hank Johnson.
Crew members from the harborside bars scrambled to get to the sinking ship. But rather than offer aid, their aim from what Conrad could see was to strip the ship of any and all valuables.
“Johnson!” Abdil cried out.
Then came a second, deafening explosion, sending Abdil ducking into a cabin as glowing debris rained down.
“Toldya there’s a curse,” Conrad called out.
Zawas came out from hiding, dazed and furious, waving the whip as he marched straight at him. “Show me the idol, Yeats!” he yelled like some movie villain. “Or I show you the whip!”
But a third explosion hit, rocking the deck and sending Zawas down on all fours. By now Conrad had freed himself. He climbed over the rail and jumped ship into the waters, leaving behind a tangle of empty ropes and a raging Zawas cursing after him into the night.



CHAPTER 2

Hank Johnson’s quest for the Queen of Sheba’s mines had begun in Geneva even before he met with Conrad Yeats in Cape Verde. On the morning of November 23, 2012, Hank slipped away from the Niantic project facility based at the European Laboratory for Particle Physics known as CERN to board a train to Zurich. He left with only his familiar backpack stuffed with maps and satellite overheads of a remote site in Africa.
The site, he hoped, of the legendary Queen of Sheba’s lost mines.
Hank’s official explanation for his sudden departure was that he had found something on an intel map and was off shooting the pilot for his new “Nomad” TV series.
The real story, however, was that he had traced “exotic matter” or XM patterns with a Reverse Big Bang Algorithm to the site — evidence of a significant portal. Portals were transdimensional anomalies through which ordered data was transmitted via XM. Nobody knew what was contained in this data, only that it was sequenced and thus engineered by some intelligence.
All of which begged the question of who or what was on the other side of these portals? Again, nobody knew. For the time being, whatever they were had been coined with the term “Shapers,” because it appeared that this ordered data in exotic matter had for centuries been shaping human thought and influencing human civilization. The existence of the world’s ancient shrines, monuments and cities around XM portals made the link indisputable.
A portal this big and this old in the jungles of Africa promised ancient ruins. For whatever reason, deposits of exotic matter seemed to be linked to religious shrines and cultural landmarks around the world, as well as rare earth minerals.
Those ruins, in turn, were probably hiding the famous gold mines.
If his hunch proved correct in Africa, Hank would call in Conrad to help him explore what was buried below. Conrad was about the only specialist from the outside he trusted for this sort of operation, even if Conrad dismissed exotic matter as a marker of ancient ruins in favor of his astronomical alignments.
Probably the same difference at the end of the day, and cosmically linked in some way.
Everything is.
* * *
On the train to Zurich, Hank texted his colleagues Calvin and Devra back at Niantic that he was sorry he hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye before setting off for his TV pilot. Especially since he had planted the idea in their heads that he wouldn’t be leaving until a few days later on the 26th. This way he’d have a jump on any tail they put on him.
Hank had many masters — Niantic, IQTech and others— but in many ways that made him the master. His cross-agency work gave him a unique drone’s-eye view of global intelligence and geopolitics.
It was a far cry from the narrow silos most operatives existed in, never sharing “their” intel with other agencies. How many inter-agency task force meetings had he attended where he was fully aware of the vital intel each agency knew but that none felt the others “needed” to know?
From his perch at least he could connect the dots that others missed. Ironically, this was the very reason he was so valuable to his different employers. Despite their distinct and at times competing agendas, each master knew what they were getting in Hank Johnson. His primary challenge then was keeping his stories straight with his respective master and not crossing his lines of communications.
He settled back in his seat and looked out the window at the gleaming caps of the Swiss Alps as the train slid through the wintry wonderland. The Congo promised an entirely different backdrop for his pilot, he thought as he pulled out his tablet from his pack and studied the coded image of the Queen of Sheba reclining in her garden.
The Queen of Sheba was just Hank’s kind of girl: straightforward on the surface, but more mysterious the deeper you go.
In very similar accounts, the books of First Kings and Second Chronicles in the Bible simply state that the Queen of Sheba, who has no name and comes from an otherwise unknown land, heard of the great wisdom of King Solomon of Israel and “his relations to the name of the LORD.”
So she appeared before Solomon in his spectacular Temple, bearing gifts of spices, gold and precious stones. She also tested him with questions. The accounts don’t record her questions, only that Solomon answered every one of them. In return for his wisdom, she paid Solomon with gold — more than four tons of it.
Straightforward story, except it didn’t make much sense. Why bring gold to somebody as rich as Solomon? What wisdom could be worth that much? Why hide the Queen of Sheba’s true home? The Bible, so specific with so many locations, is silent on this one. Did Solomon not know? Did he conceal it for a reason?
Ever since biblical times, guesses have been made as to the location of the Queen of Sheba’s mines, ranging from Atlantis to Australia and even the Solomon Islands. But Hank always felt the pre-Islamic tradition was the most plausible, based on his research into ancient Arab trade routes in Africa. That tradition spoke of what was now Zimbabwe. But Hank doubted the Arab traders would have given up the location of the Queen of Sheba’s mines any more easily than the Incas would have given up El Dorado.
It was Hank’s obsession with these early Arab trading routes — and the notion that key mines and points of distribution would be kept secret — that ultimately led him to the coded Queen of Sheba painting.
Now, together with Conrad’s star charts, this painting was pointing him to the Congo as the location of the Queen of Sheba’s mines.
Hank leaned back, closed his eyes and thought about her predicament for a moment. If she came from sub-Saharan Africa, she had to pass through mighty Egypt without having her treasure confiscated or taxed and without encouraging a greedy Pharaoh to torture her for the source of the gold and take the mines for himself. So she had to conceal the location of the mines, hence a circuitous route.
Hank opened his eyes and studied the picture on his screen. It was probably copied from some earlier stele through contact stamping. That meant the image on the papyrus or paper was reversed. Using that orientation, the painting revealed that the two flower clusters behind the Queen of Sheba represented locations in the Congo, which Hank believed to be her gold mines. The green ferns, then, represented an elaborate network of trails to transport the gold. And blue flowers represented falls, or headwaters of the Nile, where the gold would be placed on barges.
So the gold was transported up the Nile in small amounts where it was refined and processed. This was where Conrad’s theory about the location of her palace — and lost tomb — in Meroe came into play. Arab tradition did indeed corroborate modern-day Sudan as the site of her palace. It was entirely possible that her palace was in Meroe, or at least some royal outpost, and that from there the gold was refined and smuggled up the Nile in the form of bricks or jewelry. At last it escaped Egypt by boat or caravan and arrived at the tree, which symbolized Jerusalem — all under Pharaoh’s nose.
But it started somewhere in the Congo, Hank was sure.
His XM maps told him there was something there. And Afghanistan had taught him a deep secret about ancient XM finds: they had a funny habit of happening in places where there was also great mineral wealth. He didn’t know why. Maybe exotic matter affected minerals. Maybe it affected anything. It was just a theory. But this find could conclusively prove it.
A ping from his phone broke Hank’s trance. It was ADA, Niantic’s A.I. interface with a female voice.
Leaving so soon, Hank Johnson? Where are you going? When will you return?
Just then he noticed a reflection in his window as a passenger walked by, the young face looking down in the direction of his tablet. Hank looked up in time to catch the passenger’s backside before he slipped through the sliding glass doors into the next car of the train.
Rosier. So he’s the tail.
Hank liked the kid, but he was green and clumsy. Then again, ADA probably just wanted to remind him that she was watching and that Rosier was a warm body he could use in the field.
Hank smiled and replied to her text, informing her that he would return to Niantic in a couple of weeks, give or take a few days, and would have much to report.
Standard stuff, ADA. No worries.
* * *
By the time Hank’s plane from Zurich landed at the N’Djili International Airport in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, he was a new man: Loud American Reality Star. “I am NOMAD!” was his mantra, and he wanted everybody to know it upon his arrival and to spread the word.
Nothing grants access like celebrity, he had learned long ago. Every step observed and accounted for. His cover was no cover. He was Hank Johnson, soon-to-be celebrity TV host. He had his film poster and the series’ pitch document to flash at customs. He had a column from Showbiz Buzz about his series going to pilot. Most of all, he had a crew — two Americans supplemented by locals, waiting for him at the terminal.
Hank had been around long enough to know that media, especially Hollywood media, opens doors around the world. Everybody likes to get close to the red carpet, even if it’s thousands of miles away. His stated pursuit of lost cities conjured romance in the heads of starstruck state officials who were already spending potential tourism dollars. High officials invited him to dinner. Bureaucrats were helpful, and Hank had a stack of greenbacks from his mixed bag of murky sources for any skids that needed further greasing.
Right now in the airport terminal he had to deal with the country’s new director of tourism, a slim and wide-eyed man by the name of Emmanuel Garamba. The bureaucrat looked excited as they reviewed arrival times for several cargo planes that would be hauling in “ancient ruins” directly from a warehouse in Los Angeles for the shoot in the jungle.
Hank could have had his military patron General Montgomery drop the sets in by chopper, but he wanted the show. He wanted the natives to see, and to know, that the production was a fake — Hollywood magic.
“These props will enhance my great discovery in your country, Emmanuel,” he told Garamba.
A wide smile broke out on Garamba’s face as he nodded, clearly believing Hank’s “discovery” was a complete fraud and this was all a purely commercial transaction between his country and Hollywood. Glamour without the grunt politics of real archaeology, rare earth minerals and conflict threats.
“The DRC welcomes you and your team, Doctor Johnson, and offers you our full cooperation in your production.”
“The pleasure is ours,” Hank said, handing Garamba a thick envelope stuffed with American dollars. “Thank you for the permits. By the way, I’d love to get you on camera for a quick interview before we wrap.”
Garamba practically glowed, like in his head he was already handing out government jobs for wardrobe, hair and make-up to his relatives. “It will be my pleasure.”
“Great. Now here is where I’ll need those props delivered.” He handed Garamba a carefully marked map.
The smile dropped from Garamba’s face.
Hank hoped it was for all the right reasons. “Something wrong, my friend?”
“There is a reason locals have not exploited this area,” Garamba began. “And it is not because it is a disputed tribal region. There is an ancient legend about this particular part of the jungle. There are said to be monsters.”
“Monsters?” Hank smirked.
Garamba chose his words carefully, as if wanting to avoid any association with the uneducated class. “Locals don’t talk about it much. But they say that it is a place of ‘bad death.’ Medieval Muslims wrote of it as the haunt of the Jinn, and Christian missionaries have reported hearing tales of demons in the region. Local officials cannot confirm the tales of people going into this jungle and never coming out.”
The only fear Garamba betrayed was that he might have scared this rich American production away.
“I love it!” Hank assured him, slapping the man’s slight shoulder. “This will be perfect for the show.”
For where there be bogus monsters, Hank Johnson believed, there be real treasures too.



CHAPTER 3

Meroe, Sudan
The sands of time had erased any trace of the lost palace of the Queen of Sheba. But the stars above revealed an illuminated path for Conrad Yeats to follow in his open jeep across the desert of Sudan to the Nubian pyramids of Meroe.
Every now and then he’d glance up to check the location of the three “wise men”—the alpha stars Arcturus, Spica and Regulus — which formed a triangle framing the constellation Virgo. The “Virgin in the Sky” was a celestial map of the ancient pyramid fields on the ground, which Conrad believed were built to hide the even earlier ruins of the Queen of Sheba’s palace. And where there was once her palace, surely he’d find her tomb below, and inside her tomb the answers he had been searching for his whole life.
For all his achievements as a “post-modern” archaeologist in academia — Conrad believed that the information ancient ruins revealed about their builders was more valuable than the ruins themselves — he was still considered something of a smash-and-grab artist in the field.
This rap disturbed him. Especially as what he was about to do in Meroe would only confirm the worst suspicions about him.
He pulled off the road for a minute, stuffed his pack with the Glock pistol and C4 under his seat, and then drove on.
It was true he often went into a site alone, without a full field crew, to avoid drawing attention and to go for the kill in a single dig. That meant he wasn’t digging holes all over the world like the rest of them. Measure twice, dig once was his motto. So, in effect, he was preserving Planet Earth, if only environmentalists like Serena Serghetti would notice.
And, yes, it was true that once he had “smashed” a find and “grabbed” all its information, he split. He didn’t take artifacts with him, and he wasn’t concerned about “credit” for a find like the university suck-ups. He certainly wasn’t up for sticking around the ruins like they were shrines, or engaging in the endless, self-justifying work of cataloging his discovery for years afterward, publishing paper after paper for research dollars. Or, worst of all, condemning grad students to his digs like chain gangs to bolster his legend.
But what bothered him most was how the irony of it all was lost on his critics: They would have nothing to complain about without the archaeological treasures he left behind for them.
This area of the Nile valley known as Nubia was home to three Kushite kingdoms during antiquity, the last of which was centered in the “Island of Meroe.” It was debatable as to whether or not it actually was an island in the Nile at some point, or whether it appeared that way due to its unique position between the Nile and two other rivers. It had been a thriving city of 25,000 with a great Temple of Isis, a rich gold and iron trade with India and China, and enough wealth and power to rival its northern neighbor Egypt in the ancient world.
The real mystery was where the people of Meroe came from, and why they vanished from history.
Nobody knew.
All that remained of the once-great civilization were the 200-plus Nubian pyramids Conrad could now see rising along the east banks of the Nile like black heaps of rubble against the starry night.
The sandstone block pyramids were much smaller and more sharply angled than those built in Egypt 800 years earlier. Many stood at only half their height thanks to the notorious 19th-century Italian explorer Giuseppe Ferlini who smashed the tops off 40 of them in a quest to find treasure. Despite a haul of some notable jewelry from one of the queen pyramids, however, Ferlini discovered that the graves had already been plundered in ancient times and left to the elements.
Conrad had set off from Sudan’s capital of Khartoum as soon as his plane landed, not stopping to pick up a visitors permit for the pyramids from the Antiquities Service, but drove the whole day, the road following the railway line along the Nile, until he reached the town of Shendi, where he had turned off toward the pyramid fields.
Now at last he arrived at the gate with only his bogus ID from the German Archaeological Institute.
“Entrance fee,” he told the gatekeeper in German, flashing some euros.
The gatekeeper took the money and said, “No cafes, no toilets.”
Conrad nodded. The infrastructure was poor because tourists were in short supply here in Sudan compared to the big pyramids in Egypt. Visitors rarely topped 30 a day, if anyone bothered to show up at all.
Which was exactly what he was counting on tonight.
“I have my own food and drink, and plastic bags,” Conrad told him in Arabic with a made-up German accent.
“You should have the place to yourself,” the gatekeeper said and waved him through.



CHAPTER 4

Congo
After a few days of collecting crew and gear at the site, the City of Sheba set was almost finished. It looked just the way it was supposed to: convincing and interesting to the average viewer and absolutely bogus to the scholar and analyst. Hank Johnson had learned years before that the best way to conceal any truth was to make it appear fake. The ancients were masters of deceit.
Hank glanced over the script again in his trailer. It was exactly what he wanted. Pure reality show fare. The beginning was him presenting a theory. The middle was him “looking for the site”—drone shots mostly, along with some machete stuff through bushes. Some dark caves. A couple brushes with death. Shots of any weird creatures he’d found. Then, at the end of the first act, he would “discover” something. And no recaps. He hated the reality show recaps.
Hank stepped out of his trailer and onto the set and smiled.
Everything was in place. Now, to find the holy grail of adventure archaeology since H. Rider Haggard speculated on it in his novel King Solomon’s Mines:
The legendary mines of the Queen of Sheba.
* * *
“We’re 500 miles from any other known stone structures of similar size and intricacy, yet there does not seem to be any evidence of a nearby civilization.”
As he spoke Hank looked into the lens of a Sony PDW 530 news broadcast video camera. His camera assistant Dow Scott posed in front of some overgrown, fiberglass “stone” ruins. The red light of the camera signaled they were recording.
“In short, somebody came out here in the middle of nowhere, built a wonder of the world and then vanished. Why? But before we get to that, let me tell you about how I found this, because it’s nearly as fascinating a story as the dig itself.”
Hank paused. He’d scripted out an entire section on how he’d used the top-secret equipment at CERN to reverse trace the dispersion pattern of an exotic matter eruption. In a process that is just as much art as science, or instinct as intellect, he had located ancient drifting XM clusters outside the solar system, but inside the range of spysats and other devices. It wasn’t, in and of itself, classified information, but it was certainly information gained through classified means and using secret technology in an unusual way.
Dow looked up from the camera. “Should I keep rolling?”
“Uh, fine.”
Now that he and the crew had arrived on site deep inside the jungle, it was only a matter of time before other parties showed up too — most of them probably armed and willing to slay any and all who got in their way to treasure. Something like 5 million people had already died over gold in the Congo, so a few more was so much spare change to militants and mercenaries. In the 19th century, he might have weeks on them. Here in the 21st century he had hours. That was why he had gone to such great lengths with this bogus TV charade to dupe the competition into thinking nothing was here.
Except maybe monsters.
While he could laugh at poor Garamba’s superstitions, he did harbor his own suspicions about unseen threats. Exotic matter portals — even the old, weak ones, or maybe especially the old, weak ones — not only drew artists, scientists and shamans of different stripes, but they also drew guardians, predators and vultures. As he had discovered in Afghanistan, XM portals have their own ecologies, and they are sometimes extremely dangerous.
So far this morning he’d counted two sets of eyes in the lushly vegetated hills surrounding him, and maybe three.
One was Rosier, the agent attached to Niantic project security who had been sent to shadow him — a little spying, a little protection. Hank could give the noob the slip any time he wanted, and the sad thing was that Rosier knew it. Hank was going to have to ditch him, but he’d make it look good. Didn’t want to hurt the kid’s career. Didn’t want to piss off the kid’s boss either. There weren’t a lot of people whom Hank feared, but Niantic’s security chief J. “call me Jay” Phillips was one of them. Phillips was steely, crisp and missing at least one screw, maybe more. Messing with Phillips could get you dead.
His second audience consisted of a pair of local “security agents.” Friends or more likely relatives of Garamba. Hank couldn’t figure out whether they were utterly incompetent, or they wanted him to know he was being watched.
Now there was a third audience. At least he thought there was. That’s what made him nervous. He couldn’t tell. He had to figure it out before he located any portal here.
“Hey, throw up a scrim, Michaels!” he called out to his second assistant.
He wanted it up there partly to block the sun, and partly to block the view from his third observer, forcing him to move to a better vantage point. He watched in a mirror. He saw something move. He’d confirmed somebody was watching, he just didn’t know who it was.
“OK, I want to get two takes. One is for the teaser and one is for the show itself,” he said, keeping up the charade and keeping his eyes open. “Is this structure behind me part of the legendary kingdom of the Queen of Sheba, or is it the remnant of some long-lost civilization we know nothing about? And if this is the kingdom of the Queen of Sheba, why here in the Congo and not Ethiopia or Zimbabwe like so many have claimed? The curious thing about this site is that it seems to stand as alone in history as it does in the heart of Africa.”
Hank paced around, secretly signaling his crew. Dow took his place behind the camera, pretending to adjust it. Michaels positioned another scrim, trying to see if he could get more movement from the watcher.
Dow actually looked like he knew what he was doing with the film equipment. Hank liked it when operatives took their covers seriously. Back in the States, Dow had gone out and made his own videos and posted them on YouTube. He’d even subbed in as a P.A. on a low-budget film. His videos weren’t bad. From the conversation they had on the plane, Hank got the impression that Dow had half a mind to give real filmmaking a shot. More power to him. Covert ops survival skills would be very useful in Hollywood.
Suddenly a cry in the jungle brought him back to the present. It was primal. Something had just done another lap in the great circle of life, and the “something” sounded human.
Hank looked over at Dow. “You actually have that miked?”
“Yup. I got it.”
Hank stepped over as Dow handed him the headphones and rewound back to the scream-blip on the sound chart that he had been capturing as “sound bed” for the documentary with the idea that it could also sell as ambient background stock for films, themed restaurants and home “mind spas.” Dow was big into never letting things go to waste.
Hank listened to the scream. It sounded human, but there was another sound in there too. It may or may not have been human. The jungle was alive. He listened more closely.
Something about the scream sounded like speech. Ordered information. Like it was a word.
Hank passed the earphones to Michaels. “You’re the language guy. Is this a language?”
Michaels listened and nodded. “Chinese,” he said. “Probably Mandarin, but it’s hard to tell with death screams.” Michaels smiled. He was a dark guy.
It made sense to Hank that the third watchers were Chinese nationals. They were here in Africa for the three T’s: titanium, tin and tantalum, and, of course, the maximum C: coltan. These metals were vital to the manufacturing of mobile phones and key military tech, and more than 80 percent of the world’s deposits were here in Africa. In many ways these rare earth minerals were far more valuable than gold.
The dead man was most likely a member of a “disruption group.” It was a catchall term for post-WTO or World Trade Organizations that operated terror, drug and contraband smuggling groups, trading in human trafficking, animal parts or illegally mined minerals. Their mutual interests had merged them into something greater than the sum of their parts. Some masqueraded as private military companies, some advertised themselves as terrorist groups, and some wore a criminal enterprise moustache, but once you kicked over the rock and analyzed the maggots, they were all pretty much the same.
Hank crossed off any local African groups. They take their curses dead seriously here. Nobody was going to hang in the bush watching Hank Johnson make a pilot while they thought a monster was hunting them. Someone or some thing very dangerous had killed the Chinese operative.
And he was going to have to find out what it was.
* * *
Hank closed the door to his production van and flipped the lock before pulling both sets of curtains fully closed. He reached into a storage locker and grabbed the handle of a large pelican case, carefully laying it on the small dinette table that took up the front half of the compact trailer. He clicked the latches and scanned the contents: a dozen items each carefully packed in custom-cut foam.
Inside were the components for three quadcopter drones. The batteries and payloads were packed separately from the airframes. Hank was not a newcomer to this kind of hardware. He'd been using low-cost micro drones to recon sites everywhere from Afghanistan to South America. The micro-drones were cheap and could be deployed from a suitcase, unlike their larger and more well-known brethren. With a digital SLR camera onboard, the cheap drones could capture shots over archaeological sites that surpassed the dolly and crane shots of Hollywood.
Back when he had first arrived at the Niantic Project, Hank had been happy to learn that drones were a sort of hobby for science chief Dr. Lynton-Wolfe. Hank later combined Lynton-Wolfe’s innovations in “special” payloads with IQTech battery technology, financed by Montgomery’s DARPA budget. The result was a fleet of custom Niantic drones modified for XM research, site reconnaissance, offensive ops and even counter-drone defense.
For this trip, he had packed three of his favorite unmanned aerial vehicles or UAVs.
The first UAV was dual-purpose: Using a fairly traditional quadcopter configuration but with a special carbon fiber airframe, milspec electric power plants, and IQTech’s ultra high-density power packs, it could carry both a gimbal-mounted Canon EOS 4D Mark III, which would do a fine job of collecting HD video footage, and a compact laser target designator. A small forward-facing HD camera and wifi downlink would allow him to see exactly what the UAV was seeing on his Nexus 10 tablet.
Hank had used this bird before. He called it “Establishing Shot”—a play on the film term referencing a wide-angle shot that sets up a scene. It was a good term to be throwing around the set in case somebody was listening in.
The second UAV used the same basic airframe but did not carry a camera for film production work. In fact, it had nothing to do with the world of Hollywood. It carried two very special payloads, one Hank hoped he wouldn't have to use. The first was a heavily modified HK MP7A1 submachine gun firing mechanism, stripped of stock, scope, grip and trigger, leaving only an integral circular-shaped 40-round magazine and a barrel. It was fitted to a target control computer that could lock on targets via either a linked HD video feed or a laser designated target.
Using the drones together, “Establishing Shot” could light up a target with the laser, while this bird — which Hank affectionately called “Long Shot”— could shoot multiple rounds of silenced body armor-penetrating munitions into a target the size of a playing card at up to 50 meters.
The third UAV was “Close Up.” It had no armament or elaborate lenses. It was effectively a flying hand grenade, useful for assassinations. The inner core of the drone was built around eight ounces of explosive. Modeled on the hunter-killer satellites designed for the SDI program, this drone could turn into the closest thing Americans make to a suicide bomber. Hard targets would get a close-up they wouldn't forget, but Hank would lose one of his favorite toys, so he hadn't been eager to try detonating it. Its low cost made it useful for close-in reconnaissance missions where the drone could be lost.
He snapped together the remaining pieces of the drones and checked the battery charge. Then he set them on the table and glanced at his watch. Time for a little site recon.
It wasn’t an optimal environment, with the dense vegetation, vines and enormous spiderwebs, but Hank wanted to know who or what was out there. He powered up “Establishing Shot” and sent it aloft.
After an hour of fly time, Hank couldn’t see anything remotely human in the bush. The drone eventually got stuck in a steel-strength giant web.
Ten minutes later, he went after the drone in the jungle and entered the food chain, which was lingo for any environment where man is not the master. Animal sounds had returned. Cawing birds. Chattering monkeys. Croaking frogs. Moisture dripped from leaf to leaf. Somewhere he heard a snake slither away.
Hank followed the flies and spotted the blood trail on the ground.
He tracked the trail through the dense foliage, carefully pushing away the hanging leaves and vines. Something very dangerous was out here. Dangerous enough to take down a man without a fight, stealthy enough to attack without warning.
Native trackers could follow a man’s movements in the wild as well as Hank could follow a map, but Hank didn’t have that skill set. He had to look carefully to find the blood drops amid the ground cover, while at the same time trying to maintain what was called “total sensory awareness.” He wasn’t good at it. Under any other circumstances, he shouldn’t be out here.
But these weren’t other circumstances.
He had the feeling that he was being watched. He felt a tingling. An energy. He’d felt it before, and not only back at the Niantic Labs at CERN or on the field of battle in Afghanistan. Years ago he experienced the same thing at the Cahokia pyramids in the States, even in Manhattan and L.A. He just hadn’t known what it was until the Niantic Project.
I’m close to a transdimensional XM portal.
Hank didn’t know where it was, and he didn’t want to take a chance of lighting it up until the time was right, but that’s what it was.
And he heard the sound. A low hum. Fuzzy.
He looked around and saw a strange, amorphous shape drifting toward him. More like a shadow or a dissipating waft of smoke than solid matter. He turned to face it, and it stopped. That in itself gave him a jolt. The thing was aware of him, and now he was aware of it. Now he knew exactly what killed the watcher.
Why doesn’t it kill me too?
He remained silent, motionless, waiting.
This thing was not an enemy. He had long suspected the presence of portal guardians, but this seemed to be guarding him. No, it didn’t seem. It was. But why? And from what?
And then it simply vanished.
Hank stood there for a moment, not sure what to do, and then saw the trail of blood again. As he tracked it, the blood soon turned to a trail of bones and metal bits that ended at a crack in the earth that looked like it might lead to a predator’s den. In an hour there would be no trace of the poor bastard who’d been dragged down to hell. The flesh that hadn’t been devoured by whatever killed the guy would soon be picked clean by the minor mammals, flies and insects.
This rainforest is a full-service recycler.
At least the dead Chinese guy’s gun was still there. So was his phone. Whether he’d been using it as a camera or a GPS, or texting to others, Hank knew there would be a treasure trove of information inside. If he could get into it. Better yet, he’d turn it over to Montgomery for analysis.
He retraced his steps and snagged the drone from the pissed-off spider, which was the size of his hand, then headed back to the trailer. Once inside, he pinged Montgomery and told him to pick up the phone. An hour later, another drone showed up on site, this one designed for autonomous transport. Hank dropped the phone in the payload bay, and it shot up and disappeared over the horizon.
Pretty soon he might have to call on Conrad Yeats too.
For there be monsters here.



CHAPTER 5

Meroe
More than forty queens and kings were buried in the South Cemetery, the oldest of the Nubian pyramid sites in Meroe. Because the most honored and visible position in an ancient cemetery was occupied first, with succeeding burials arranged farther and farther away, Conrad Yeats could effectively drive his jeep back through time to the pyramid of King Arkamani-qo, the first ruler on record to be buried at Meroe.
The record, of course, was wrong.
Long before these royals rose and died, one legend said that the Queen of Sheba had built her palace here after her torrid affair with the great King Solomon in Jerusalem. Of course, he and Hank disagreed over whether there was ever any physical relationship between the two royals, let alone a torrid one at that. The Bible said only that she and the Lion of Israel discussed affairs of estate, with the Queen of Sheba gifting Solomon more than four tons of gold in exchange for his great wisdom. But what with all of Solomon’s foreign brides and concubines — documented into the hundreds — Conrad felt comfortable in his speculations about the nature of their relationship. And if the Queen of Sheba took any inspiration away from Solomon’s legendary Temple, then her own palace must have been extraordinary, greater than the ruins of the nearby Temple of Isis.
Conrad climbed out of his jeep, slipped on his pack and looked around the dead graveyard of pharaohs under the stars. The cool desert air made him shiver.
Forty generations of Nubian royalty were buried here, and every royal Nubian tomb was housed within — or rather beneath — a pyramid. The problem was that the tombs were built and buried first, independent from the pyramids on top of them later. Some alignments were so off that the tombs weren’t even under their associated pyramid. Often the entrance to the tomb was a good way beyond the pyramid and chapel.
Indeed, everything was so poorly aligned that Conrad could only wonder if the effect was intentional.
Which was why the stars were a far better guide here than the eye.
Conrad took out his phone and held it up to the night sky. He clicked his modified Google Sky app icon. His screen now framed the stars like a window through the camera lens while a GPS readout fixed his location in time and space. He moved his thumb in a circular motion to “dial back” the stars to their positions around 950 BCE.
Eureka.
Based on his own celestial map, he was standing out in the open over the Queen of Sheba’s tomb, which had no pyramid, landmark or monument to speak of. That being the case, he had to find the stairway entrance.
His contrarian gut told him that since many of these Nubian tomb entrances were found outside their pyramids, it stood to reason that the stairway entrance to the Queen of Sheba’s tomb, which had no landmark, was actually beneath and sealed off by another tomb.
It made a wild kind of sense. It took a few calculations based on the alignments of his position, but he found the axis he was looking for. It pointed him forty meters away — to one of the cemetery’s several “anonymous queen” pyramids.
The pyramid was imposing enough, belonging to a Nubian queen and all. It was about 20 meters tall, made of solid sandstone and a cultural treasure. It was also, if his celestial calculations were correct, directly on top of the entrance to the lost tomb of the Queen of Sheba.
The stairway entrance to the surface pyramid was east of the surrounding wall and north of the pyramid’s central axis. Above the stairway was an offering chapel decorated with various reliefs, but nothing to suggest the identity of the anonymous Nubian queen it honored, let alone any secret Queen of Sheba tomb deep below it.
Conrad strapped on a small headlight and tiny camera around his head, slipped his pack over his shoulders and started down. He descended 19 steps to a passageway cut into the bedrock beneath the pyramid. He followed the long tunnel east to the burial chamber, like many archaeologists and tomb raiders before him.
Nothing new here.
The framed doorway opened to another tunnel, which grew wider and taller the further Conrad walked until he found himself in a cavernous antechamber with a barrel-vaulted ceiling.
Again, so far he was hardly the first to set foot here.
Eight massive pillars carved from some kind of green alabaster divided the burial chamber into two side aisles and a central nave. It almost looked like the kind of set-up he’d expect to find around one of Hank Johnson’s multidimensional portals, as the alabaster pillars seemed to almost glow.
In the middle of the floor was a massive pile of skulls and bones. And not just human bones either. Conrad could pick out horse, camel and dog bones, as well as some other bizarre shapes from creatures he’d rather not imagine.
The Nubians, he knew, had a fine and longstanding tradition of sacrificing or ritually slaughtering humans and animals upon the death of a ruler or important personage. But this anonymous queen didn’t seem to warrant such a fine display. Unless of course the priests understood from their centuries-old religion that there was another, greater queen buried below.
Conrad kicked the bones away with his boots to find a solid granite slab.
The slab had no identifiable seal or engravings that he could see, but it looked like it could well be hiding a vertical shaft or stairway to another passageway below. The only problem was that it looked like it weighed a couple of tons. He’d never be able to pry it open by himself, and if this was indeed one of Hank’s multidimensional portals, he didn’t have the tech to turn on the so-called resonators.
He’d have to open it the old-fashioned way.
Conrad reached into his pack and pulled out a roll of primasheet explosive. He got down on his hands and knees and began to apply it to the granite, molding it into shape. Properly done, the blast would be directed in one direction — down to the passageway on the other side of the slab. Of course, if there were no passage below and only bedrock, the blast would blow up into this burial chamber and probably bury him alive.
He laid a special cardboard backing on top of the primasheet to direct the blast, stabbed a remote fuse into it and stepped behind one of the eight massive pillars. He pulled out his phone, which he used as a remote detonator, and on the virtual keypad pressed the number six button once, twice, and then paused.
Conrad Yeats, what the hell are you doing?
This was a World Heritage Archaeological Site. What he was about to do was technically and morally criminal. It would only solidify his reputation as a post-modern archaeologist whose quest for knowledge about a site was more important than the integrity of the site itself, and that once obtained the relics and ruins were basically rocks to be discarded. Serena Serghetti would have a field day with this, accusing him of being a modern-day Ferlini.
On the other hand, Ferlini and others before him had already had their way with these pyramids, leaving nothing more to be found as far as the world was concerned. For all he knew, Serena was already aware of what could be down here and had persuaded her fellow preservationists at UNESCO to list this as a World Heritage site to hide what he was about to unearth. After all, these pyramid fields had certainly yielded no tourism dollars to speak of.
He could almost hear the Queen of Sheba herself whispering from the Great Beyond into his ear with a faint hiss: Great adventurers have been doing this for centuries, Conrad. Nobody will hear the blast. It’s just you and me here. You’ll never be caught, only credited with the find of the ages. The hidden knowledge of King Solomon, lo, the secrets of the gods, can be yours for the taking. Your virgin wants to see what you find more than anybody else. She wants you to do it. You have to do it, for her….
Unable to resist, Conrad pressed the number six key one more time.
Boom!
The explosion ripped through the quaking burial chamber, spewing shards of granite like a cluster bomb and taking out chunks of the eight massive pillars. For a few seconds Conrad thought the barrel-vaulted ceiling would come crashing down on him. But the pillars held, shielding him from the worst of the blast.
Coughing from the debris, Conrad put on his night-vision goggles and covered his mouth, cursing himself for not doing so before he pressed the detonator button. Slowly he made his way around a battered pillar to the center of the nave and saw the gaping hole.
He peered through the dust into the vertical shaft and beheld stone steps descending deep into the netherworld.
It’s here. It’s real.
At the bottom of the long flight of steps was a passageway. Conrad stepped through the veil of debris, removed his goggles and switched on his headlight. The air was cool and damp, not stale as he expected.
As he started down the passageway, he aimed his light at a life-size relief on the wall. The vivid, striking mural depicted the comforting scene of a long line of bound prisoners marching into a big black hole in the earth.
Conrad could only hope he wasn’t following in their footsteps.
* * *
The passageway ended not in a hole but at a wall with an elaborate relief of the Queen of Sheba sitting on the Lion throne under the protection of a winged figure of Isis who stood behind. Carved above Isis was the star pattern for Virgo.
But it was the two obelisks on either side of the queen that took Conrad’s breath away, and he felt his knees give way in awe.
Besides the Bible, Conrad had found some of his best clues regarding the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon from the Freemasons. The Bible said that Solomon’s father, King David, loved his masons. And to modern Masons the most sacred pillars of all were the twin columns that originally stood in the porchway of King Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem, which the twin obelisks here could well represent.
But even Solomon’s columns were but pale imitations of the original columns of Masonic lore, which even many Freemasons had never heard of. Fewer still knew that another figure in Freemasonry was associated with the Mysteries even longer than Solomon.
And that figure was Noah.
According to the Regius and Cooke manuscripts of 1390 and 1410, collectively known as the Old Charges, the four children of Lamech in the Book of Genesis made the two earliest pillars in readiness for the destruction by the Great Flood.
Knowing that God would destroy the world because of the sins of the people, and being desirous of preserving their knowledge for future generations, Lamech’s children erected a pillar of “marble” and a pillar of “brick,” although Conrad suspected the materials were symbols of some other elements. Indeed, marble was symbolic of a god-given or natural element, and brick was symbolic of a man-made or artificial element.
Both pillars were said to be indestructible in order to survive the Great Flood and inscribed with the priceless knowledge of the crafts and sciences founded since Creation.
Science possibly more advanced than ours today.
One of the pillars was allegedly found after the Flood by a great-grandson of Noah and its inscribed knowledge allegedly imparted to mankind. But the other one appeared to be lost forever.
A major reason Conrad suspected that either the “found” or “lost” pillar lay buried in the tomb of the Queen of Sheba here in Meroe was the mystery of Meroetic language itself. It was indecipherable. The Meroetic alphabet consisted of twenty-three letters derived from Egyptian hieroglyphs. But no one knows for sure what their language sounded like or what their writing represented.
What if it was the language inscribed on the lost Pillars of Creation?
Conrad took a closer look at the obelisks in the painting, but the squiggles that represented engravings on them were intentionally illegible.
Solomon’s pillars, Conrad long believed, were commemorative of the original pillars, and ceremoniously appropriate for the “wisest” king who ever ruled. Which suddenly made the nature of Solomon’s discussions with the Queen of Sheba and her presents of gold all the more interesting.
Was it possible that Solomon and the Queen of Sheba knew the resting places of the Pillars of Creation? Were the pillars the actual source of Solomon’s and the Queen of Sheba’s wisdom, wealth and power? Did he show her his, and she showed him hers? And what “lost science,” exactly, was carved upon these two pillars — or obelisks?
Answering these questions was what drove him here to Meroe and the lost tomb of the Queen of Sheba, and not to the mines Hank was after. Because if there was any place on Earth that Conrad might find one of the two Pillars of Creation, and all the hidden knowledge they represented, then surely it was right here, right now, behind this wall.
If he blew this wall open, however, he’d destroy any relief on the opposite side of the one he was staring at, possibly obliterating the very information he might need to unlock the rest of the tomb.
He reached into his pack again, pulled out his phone and slid into a slot what looked like a special memory card. A thermal-like image of red and yellow splotches filled a green screen. This was his pocket imaging radar originally developed by DARPA and modified by MIT researchers for Special Forces to locate underground cave hideouts for terrorists or weapons of mass destruction.
He aimed the radar at the Queen of Sheba on the wall, and a moment later he heard a ping. The imaging indeed revealed another chamber on the other side, rectangular in size. He could feel his heart pounding now. He was so close. But he had to have a look before he blew the wall.
Once again he reached into his pack, this time taking out his pocket microwave drill. Developed by the Israelis, the needle-thin drill bit emitted intense microwaves that Conrad now used to bore a small hole through the wall. The microwaves softened the rock enough for the glowing bit to push all the way through.
Conrad then snaked a fiber-optic line through the hole and watched the screen on his phone. The hair-thin cable emitted its own light and gave him a view inside the chamber on the other side.
What he saw looked like the antechamber of a true Egyptian tomb like King Tut’s, something that would predate by centuries anything else here built by the Nubians. There was an alabaster statuette of the goddess Isis to the far right of the room. She was wearing some kind of black amulet around her green neck and was most likely guarding the burial and treasure chambers beyond the antechamber.
So close and yet so far.
Conrad pulled out his fiber-optic camera and paused before the great wall relief in front of him, staring at the Queen of Sheba on her throne, standing in his way.
Sorry, babe.
He snapped a few pictures of the relief while it was still in one piece, then slapped on some primasheet. He stuck in a ten-second timer, held his breath and blew the wall open.
He waited only a few seconds for the dust to settle before making his way into the antechamber.
The rectangular room was bigger than he expected, as was the statue of Isis at the far end. The fiery-black medallion around her neck seemed to glow as he approached. He discovered the effect came from several cutouts in the mysterious metal that were filled with gemstones. He felt a tingling in his fingers as he rubbed them against the surface of the metal. It was almost…electric.
The engraved symbol was of an Egyptian pyramid with sun rays shooting out. In some ways it resembled a few of the Masonic symbols and the reverse seal of the United States, although it obviously predated them all.
As for the several hieroglyphic characters, he couldn’t make heads or tails of them and didn’t have time to. He carefully lifted the medallion and its gold chain off the statue of Isis and put it around his own neck.
He had to break through the next wall into the burial and treasury chambers. If the remains of the Queen of Sheba — and the Pillars of Creation — were anywhere, they would be there.
He didn’t bother to drill a hole and run a fiber cam through to the other side. At this point it didn’t matter. Nothing was going to stop him from blasting his way through.
Conrad reached for more primasheet and heard a footfall from behind. He spun around and saw what looked like a mummy at the other end of the antechamber. And it was moving toward him.
No, it was a figure in a burka. A woman. The Queen of Sheba come to life.
“Whoah!” he heard himself shout, backing up against the statue of Isis and reaching for the Glock pistol tucked behind in his waistband. He whipped it out and pointed it at the woman. “Stop!”
The figure actually stopped, the headwrap came off to reveal the impossibly beautiful face of an angel, and Conrad found himself staring at none other than Serena Serghetti.



CHAPTER 6

Congo
Jungle rains put a crimp in the “Nomad” pilot shoot for weeks. It was already January 27, 2013, and no wrap was in sight for Hank Johnson. There were fewer visitors now, and fewer pings on the virtual tripwires around camp. Even tourism director Garamba’s local security guys showed up less often.
The rains, however, did offer him some breathing room. Now he could concentrate on his research. Inside his trailer, Hank listened to the drops drum on the roof and reviewed his Google+ social media streams for crowd-sourced intel about the Queen of Sheba’s mines.
His G+ leaks had paid off big time. People who thought they were playing a game in Ingress were a lot more useful than constipated academics or rung-climbing analysts who were afraid to embarrass themselves. The posts created supercharged collective thinking. One woman named “Linda B” had put everything together in a single post. She thought that the Queen of Sheba went to King Solomon for advice.
Why Solomon?
Solomon was known for his wisdom, but he was also known for his wealth. Jerusalem sat at the end of a trade route that would much later be known as the Silk Road. It was a center of trade. Solomon was the richest as well as the wisest man in the world, and in his Proverbs implied the two were related through some metaphysical alchemy.
Which could explain the mythological object known as the “Philosopher’s Stone,” which could turn lead into gold.
The philosopher’s stone wasn’t a rock. It was a ruse.
Hank instantly considered the concept of banking — what the ancients called hawala. Solomon’s “wisdom” for the Queen of Sheba was how she could “multiply” her gold by leaving it with him, like many other nations probably did. The Royal Bank of Solomon probably functioned as a safe money laundry between the Egyptian kleptocracy and the vicious Assyrians — charging interest on all the gold and being paid in gold!
What could be more magical in the Queen of Sheba’s time than multiplying gold? That had to be the business she conducted with Solomon in his Temple in Jerusalem.
And yet, Hank knew there was more to this alchemy than financial witchcraft. After all, if the Temple Mount wasn’t the mother of all XM deposits, and if the Ark wasn’t some kind of power cube device, then what on Earth was?
Exotic matter had to be behind the alchemy.
Hank now suspected that XM was the invisible link between the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, the secret behind his gold and her mines.
In short, a portal. A very special portal. Right here, nearby.
The ultimate question was who or what exactly was on the other side of this portal, generating this “ordered data” in XM. Not one bone in Hank’s body believed these so-called “Shapers” were angelic beings, let alone gods. They were, however, entities with an agenda.
Whether it was for good or evil remained to be seen. But if the Shapers had wanted to destroy humanity, they could easily induce humans to destroy themselves. So far, however, he hadn’t noticed any violent intentions from the Shapers.
The only thing anybody knows is that the Shapers want something from people, and that nobody knows what it is.
Hank decided to give his G+ streams and endless speculations a rest and turn his attention to his private communications from Calvin at Niantic. Several emails in, however, he could sense between the lines that something was wrong.
Something big has gone south at Niantic, he thought. Something Calvin’s not telling me. But maybe the kid will.
Hank put on his rain poncho and stepped out of his production van into the downpour of the jungle. He slogged through the mud to a nearby tree and looked up to see a soaked-to-the-skin Rosier hiding inside a camouflaged UNI Tent.
“Hey, Rosier, wanna come in from the rain?”
A few minutes later his hugely embarrassed “tail,” wrapped in a blanket and cupping a hot mug of coffee in his hands, sat shivering in the trailer.
“We don’t have to tell Niantic you blew the tail,” Hank told him warmly. “We could just say you decided to make yourself useful.”
“Thanks, I’ll think about it,” Rosier replied with a cough. “Have you picked up any more about those mysterious watchers?”
Hank paused for a moment to get his story straight. He liked to keep his work with the military in Afghanistan and his work with Niantic in Switzerland separate. General Montgomery knew about Niantic and about XM, because Hank owed him that much. But Montgomery didn’t know everything, because Hank owed Calvin and Niantic his silence. He knew he was serving two masters, and they both knew it too, but nobody talked about it. And anything to do with IQTech was a tangled web indeed.
This story was for Niantic.
Hank said, “Only some Slavic and Chinese chatter. No physical evidence. I’m thinking they’re mercenaries now, not nationals. Hard to say. The infrared satellite images I got on the mystery man in the jungle are smudged. Maybe it was the night, but I suspect it was XM interference. All the indicators here are the same as in Afghanistan- smudged shots, GPS anomalies, distortions, guardians and, yes, metals, if that’s what you want to know for ADA, Calvin and gang.”
Rosier nodded, sipping his coffee. The kid was coming around and seemed grateful that Hank had entrusted him with this latest info to relay back to Niantic.
Now Hank was waiting to see if the kid would return the favor.
“There’s something you should know,” Rosier finally said. “Something bad happened at the Niantic Project Facility a few days after you — after we — left.”
Hank said, “Doctor Lynton-Wolfe’s Power Cube experiment?”
Rosier nodded.
“How bad?”
“They told me everything kind of blew up. There was a massive XM event and things went weird. The CERN facility was put on lockdown. You know Devra Bogdanovich and Roland Jarvis?”
Of course he knew them. “What happened?”
“Jarvis was killed and Bogdanovich took off on the same train you did — we did — from Geneva.”
“And?”
“She got whacked on arrival at the train station in Zurich. Well, at least we thought Bogdanovich got whacked. Turned out to be somebody else dressed like her.”
“So she’s still alive?”
“We think so.”
The whole story was a leaky bag to Hank. “Women don’t just dress themselves up to look like Devra Bogdanovich only to be knocked off at train stations by hit men, Rosier. Somebody set that up.”
“The obvious suspect is Bogdanovich herself, but even then she couldn’t have acted alone,” Rosier said. “Those security agents didn’t ace two people because they felt like it. They must have had kill orders. Those orders came from up high. Who could issue them?”
“Not Phillips,” Hank said, starting with his mental list of Niantic suspects back in Geneva. “And probably not Calvin, whom I suppose you’ve been conversing with all these days from your little treehouse.”
“No, sir! Of course not. It couldn’t be Calvin. Could it?”
Poor kid. “Relax, Rosier. Can’t say for sure, but it’s not his style. The kill orders had to come from somewhere else upstairs at the NIA.”
“Like Ni?” Rosier asked, offering up another name.
“Who the hell knows?”
That left another suspect that Hank didn’t want to discuss with Rosier, if only because she could be listening in somehow.
ADA: A Detection Algorithm. Artificial Intelligence so good that she had passed the Turing test. If you were to talk to her on the phone, you would not have known she wasn’t human.
She has the wherewithal to initiate a kill order, but does she have the will?
Hank remembered a high-end geek conversation at Niantic about ADA’s rules of engagement. She had been coded to protect the Niantic Project and, certainly in some of the infrastructural security protocols, had the ability to make life-or-death decisions.
Had ADA issued the order?
She wasn’t dangerous, supposedly. At least that’s what Bowles, head of non-human security at the Niantic Project, said that his colleague Loeb had concluded. Still, a security agent on the other end of a communication with her, believing she was human, would accept her directives.
But why would ADA issue kill orders for two Niantic scientists? Her directive was to protect the project.
Hank could see a cyber entity over-enforcing its directive, but the situation Rosier had described took some genuine plotting: ADA would have had to hire the woman who was killed in Bogdanovich’s place. She would have had to tell the woman how Bogdanovich was dressed and what time she was arriving.
Maybe ADA and Bogdanovich were collaborating.
Rosier, who had been watching him think, opened his mouth to say something, but what Hank heard instead was another death scream from out in the jungle.
Hank was out the door in a flash, followed closely behind by Rosier. It didn’t take long to find the source of the scream. Once again, there was no body to be found, not even shreds of fabric, only metal bits and bone fragments.
“I don’t think a lion did this,” Rosier offered up nervously.
Of course no lion did this. No creature known to man did this. This was a horror flick in real time, but without the popcorn.
Hank scanned the jungle but got nothing.
Time to check in with Montgomery, see if he extracted any intel from that phone from the jungle.
Though the sat phones were encrypted to military standards, Hank didn’t trust them. Neither did Montgomery. IQTech had spent way too much white hat hacking encryption for the intelligence community to believe that the other side wouldn’t be able to crack them. But he had to report this latest development immediately. He’d get his message out fast.
Montgomery’s voice answered on the third ring. “I was just about to call you.”
“That’s what they all say,” Hank responded.
“Finally got into that phone far enough to know that it belonged to a Chinese mineralogist attached to Strategic Explorations, which of course has close ties to Hulong Minerals, which of course is a wholly owned subsidiary of Hulong Transglobal which is owned by either the Tongs or the government; analysts debate that point.” Montgomery’s voice had that weary tone that he always seemed to adopt when a lot of explaining was involved.
“Yeah, I know about Strategic Explorations. They’re the sharp edge of the blade that China is using to carve up Africa.”
“They’re dangerous, Hank.”
“Yeah, well, they may have met their match. Because we think we just heard another one in the jungle bite the dust.”
There was a pause on the other end. “Do what you came to do, Hank, and exfiltrate immediately.”
“Got it.” Hank hung up and addressed his crew. “OK boys, we’re about to step up the pace. When we get a break in the rain, we get this done.”
“If whatever is out there wanted to kill us, it probably would have killed us already,” offered Dow. “What’s the hurry?”
“Strategic Explorations is in the area,” Hank explained. “The guys who were killed were probably with them. If they’re missing people, they’re going to come looking. SE is filled with vicious bastards — mercs. They specialize in pitting tribes against each other and then helping whoever is losing until the two sides wipe each other out. Wet ops are run by a guy named Antoine Smith.”
“Antoine?” Dow repeated. “How vicious can a guy named Antoine be?”
“Murderer, sadist. Combines the worst aspects of Charles Manson and Reinhard Heydrich,” Rosier added.
Hank smiled. “Let’s break out the drones.”
* * *
Sometimes you put your line in the water and get a bite right away. While Michaels was piloting Establishing Shot high over the jungle where he couldn’t crash into anything, and Rosier was flying Long Shot just above treetop height, Hank slipped Close Up through the jungle. Half an hour into the flight he caught the shiny glint of metal in an overgrowth.
Shiny ancient metal.
He pulled closer. Imaging told him that it was a rock obelisk inlaid with metal patterns. Silver, gold and black.
Black is tantalum.
“Boys, we just found ourselves a man-made resonator. Stone, gold, tin and tantalum.”
“How in the hell did the ancients know how to make resonators?” Michaels asked, pulling a toothpick out of his mouth.
“Don’t know that, but I do know what the Queen of Sheba was talking to Solomon about,” Hank said. “And based on Lynton-Wolfe’s circular eight-pattern, now that we’ve found one resonator we’re bound to find seven more. Tonight we’re going to light this place up.”



CHAPTER 7

Meroe
Beneath the Nubian pyramids of Meroe, Conrad stared at Serena as a half-dozen armed militants poured into the antechamber behind her. From their rags and badges Conrad recognized them as local thugs. The jarring juxtaposition of the Catholic Church’s “It Girl” with Egyptian extremists gave him a start beyond the AK-47 machine guns.
“What’s a nice little Catholic girl doing in a place like this with these fanatics?” he deadpanned, but his heart skipped a beat and he didn’t know if it was from the AK-47s or his first sight of her in the flesh since South America.
“Trying to stop you from ruining the integrity of another archaeological site, Conrad Yeats.” Passion filled her soft brown eyes, but her hard Australian accent and use of his full name gave her voice an edge. “Look what you did to the relief on this wall you blew up! Gone forever! We’ll never know what was on it.”
She was pointing to the rubble on the floor, and it was indeed a jigsaw puzzle nobody could put back together, much like their relationship.
He looked up and saw a doorway beyond that wasn’t there before. How could he have missed it? It probably led to an adjoining annex chamber. But it didn’t explain how she got to that annex chamber in the first place. “Why do I have the feeling that you already know everything about this place?”
“Please,” she said with that dismissive air of the academic she employed whenever she wanted to put distance between them. “This tomb was already robbed centuries ago by workers building the adjacent pyramid. We came through the tunnel they dug from there to here. It was carefully blocked.”
Conrad called her bluff. “Who knew nuns made such great liars?”
“I’m not a nun, you wanker, I’m a sister,” she fumed, terrifying in her raging beauty. “There’s a difference.”
“Well, Sister, I think you’re protecting something.”
“Yes, I am,” Serena insisted. “I’m protecting this World Heritage Site on behalf of UNESCO, NCAM and the government of Sudan. Meroe bears a unique testimony to perhaps the greatest civilization of sub-Saharan Africa before it disappeared.”
“You should talk. It was the arrival of Christianity in the sixth century that expunged the Kushite civilization. I’m surprised these fanatics are helping you.”
“Helping me keep this tomb buried, Conrad. Modern extremists consider all that is ancient Egyptian to be pagan, pure evil. The last thing they want is for what’s down here to come back to Egypt.”
“What happens in Nubia stays in Nubia?” Conrad raised an eyebrow.
Serena sighed. “Something like that.”
“And what gives you the right to keep this buried from the world?” Conrad demanded.
“I’ve been to United Nations refugee camps all over Africa,” she told him, her voice suddenly soft. “More than five million souls have perished in the Congo alone over conflict metals. The last thing Sudan needs is some spectacular find to start more bloodshed.”
She was looking over his shoulder now, past the statue of Isis to whatever was beyond the wall.
He narrowed his eyes. “Who said anything about a spectacular find? You said nothing was left to find down here.”
She reached toward him and grasped the medallion around his neck. “Do you even know what this says? Who it really belonged to? There’s some bad stuff here.”
“Like you know,” he scoffed, secretly baiting her. If anybody knew it, it would be the Vatican’s top linguist.
“It says Adwa of Asaba.”
“Translation, please?”
“Ada the queen of Sheba,” Serena told him.
“Her name is Ada?”
“Yes, Ada,” she repeated and yanked the Isis amulet from his neck, its gold chain snapping off.
“Dirty deeds, done dirt cheap,” Conrad said as he watched her pocket the medallion. “So that’s the way the Dei does it.”
“I’m not part of Dominium Dei.” She actually looked hurt at the very suggestion. “And I’m most definitely not cheap.”
Conrad lunged for the medallion only to be confronted by the staccato bolt clacks of six AK-47 barrels in his face.
“No, you’re not.” He slowly tossed his pack into the far corner and held up his hands to show he was unarmed. “I suppose you’ll add that trinket to the Vatican’s vast collection amassed over centuries of crusades.”
He glanced at the Muslim militants and back at Serena.
“Crusades,” he repeated.
Serena smiled. “It’s not working, Conrad.”
“We'll see about that, Sister,” he shot back as the timer in his pack against the far wall went off, exploding what was left of his C4 and bringing down part of the ceiling.
Conrad used the diversion to shove one militant into another and grabbed the latter’s AK-47 to ram a third militant in the neck. The gun sprayed a burst of bullets across the chamber, raining down debris and causing chaos.
When Conrad blinked his eyes open, Serena was gone — out the annex escape. He turned and bolted back into the long entrance passageway from whence he had come. He could hear loud cracks behind him and saw sparks as bullets ricocheted off the stone relief of bound mutants being marched into an abyss.
See ya, guys.
He emerged outside under the stars in the pyramid fields and chased after Serena. She had kicked off her sandals and was sprinting barefoot like a cheetah toward two military choppers near the quarries. His boots, meanwhile, kept catching on the iron slags in the sand, slowing him down. Either she could walk on water — or a bed of nails — or she was shredding her soles on the rocks as she ran.
He could hear the rotors of one of the choppers whirring as he approached. By the time he reached the choppers, he saw two pilots on the ground, a trail of blood from Serena’s feet and one chopper lifting up with a roar.
A pillar of blinding light fell on him from the sky, a tornado of wind kicking up rocks and dust around him. Conrad covered his face.
A moment later he was alone in the dark, looking up at Serena’s chopper as it floated away against the constellation Virgo. With rage and resentment, he realized she had stolen more from him than some medallion. She had stolen his heart. Again.
There was a shout, and he looked back to see the angry militants bearing down on him. Their apparent leader, still nursing a swollen jaw where Conrad had struck him with the AK-47, cracked his own across Conrad’s skull, and the last thing Conrad saw was a flash of light before he blacked out.



CHAPTER 8

Congo
That night Hank moved stealthily through the eerily quiet jungle. Something must have spooked the animals. Maybe they had sensed alpha predators and had taken off. Suddenly he felt “the tingle” and came to an abrupt stop. The portal was close. He hoped his guardian was too. If it was a guardian.
Operating more on instinct than knowledge, Hank pulled out his Ingress scanner. That’s how he was told to refer to it, despite the fact that it looked just like a Nexus 4 smartphone. The Ingress app popped up on the screen. The app was the same one that every Ingress player downloaded from the Google Play store. But this one was modified with a few extra Lynton-Wolfe “custom buffs” that Hank wasn’t enthusiastic about trying out given what had happened at Niantic. Things hadn’t gone so well with the power cube during Lynton-Wolfe’s test at CERN.
He hoped he had enough XM to get everything done. He hadn’t harvested XM since he was at CERN. His battery was good though.
The app opened. He heard ADA’s recorded voice and realized that she was going to know exactly where he was, because the portal was going to show up on the Ingress dashboard.
For that matter, the whole world was going to know about it.
The field was updating on his screen when he caught something out of the corner of his eye. A hunter drone, homing in on him. It wasn’t his. Had to be from Strategic Explorations.
He jumped as it fired.
A winged dart shot through the air and shattered the branch in front of him. If the wind were blowing the other way, the dart would have hit him. The drone hovered in the air, and Hank could see the camera rotate in its gimbal to retarget him.
It can’t miss now.
Then bam! It exploded into a cloud of shrapnel and plastic. Rosier’s drone blew through the debris.
“Good job, Rosier,” Hank said into his headset.
“Yeah, they’ve got some pretty neat stuff,” Rosier’s voice replied.
Until now, Strategic Explorations was only a theoretical presence. Now their remote tech had reached deep into the jungle and nearly stabbed Hank. He also knew another thing: their drone tech was on par with his. And where there were drones, there would soon be troops. Faceless, nameless mercs led by Antoine Smith. Wouldn’t surprise Hank if he knew some of them, but he could expect no special regard. He’d just be another heat signature in an infrared scope to them.
He considered his options. There was no hope for reinforcements from Montgomery. He couldn’t stand and fight with only three men. So the decision was either withdraw now or resonate the portal and then withdraw. The latter was the more dangerous option, and the former wasn’t an option. Hank was going deep in.
This was as good a night for dying as any.
“It’ll be slow going to the site,” he radioed Rosier, who was probably just as nervous back inside the trailer. “If I go down, do not attempt a rescue. Evac immediately. Assume they are aware of your position.”
Rosier’s voice said, “Copy that.”
“Cover me,” Hank said with grim resolve. “I’m going in.”



CHAPTER 9

Egypt
A douse of acrid liquid from an urn brought Conrad back from the dead. He blinked his wet eyes open. He was inside a dark cellar, battered and bruised and sore all over. A shaft of moonlight filtered through the iron grill of a round window onto the black and white tiles of the floor. He was sitting in a wrought-iron chair, his feet clapped in leg irons and his hands in chains. He could stand up if he wanted to, but he wouldn’t get far.
“Welcome to the afterlife, Doctor Yeats,” said a voice with a thick Egyptian accent.
Conrad looked up to see a stranger in an Egyptian military uniform tower over him, his hands on his two pearl-handled Colt six-shooters. But there was something familiar about his voice.
“Where am I?” he demanded.
“Outside Cairo,” the Egyptian said. “My family villa. We’ve had the land since the 25th Dynasty, long before the wheelbarrow taught your ancestors how to stand on their hind legs.”
Conrad looked around the cellar. Behind the officer stood two soldiers. They were leaning against the stark white wall. He wondered how long he had been in this place, and why the proverbial U.S. Marines hadn’t arrived yet. A remote server was programmed to emit a distress call if his phone failed to sync every four hours, and it had certainly been more than four hours from the time of his capture in Meroe.
The officer seemed to read his mind. “Your phone, by the way, is on its way to Timbuktu at this moment, Yeats. Unfortunately, you won’t be there to be rescued.”
Well, that explained that. “How did I get here?”
“The Egyptian army has had close ties with the Sudanese for decades, centuries really,” the officer told him. “I’ve trained many of them, just like your father the American general trained my generation of officers under a special program years ago.”
“My father?” Conrad repeated, confused.
“Yes, he wants you back in Washington. It’s funny, you know. The CIA often used this cellar for tortures and renditions. Now tell me, what has my pathetic, weak brother put you up to in Nubia?”
Suddenly Conrad got it. He was looking at Abdil Zawas’s even more ruthless brother, Colonel Ali Zawas of Egypt’s elite Republican Guard.
Why can’t I get away from these people?
“You’re the one with the special friends in Nubia, Zawas,” he said, trying to work his situation out in his head. “You mean to tell me they found nothing in the tomb?”
“Only a tale about a medallion that you found and that the Vatican’s Sister Serghetti took off with — along with one of my choppers.” Zawas talked like he actually admired her. “I swear that pretty little desert flower is one of the Dei.”
“The Dei?” Conrad asked, playing dumb. Maybe Zawas knew something he didn’t know.
“Dominium Dei — the Rule of God,” Zawas stated, as if he couldn’t imagine the great Conrad Yeats had not heard of it. “A centuries-old order from Roman times. They know more about Egypt and the Ancient Mysteries than we do. They have been hiding everything from us, keeping us in the dark, laughing at us. And now they possess the very necklace worn by the Queen of Sheba herself.”
She lied to me!
“You’re sure there was absolutely nothing else in the tomb?” he pressed. “Nothing in the burial or treasury chambers?”
“Only this, Doctor Yeats.” Zawas held up the decapitated head of the statue of Isis. “What good is this to me except to break over your skull? Will that help your memory?”
Conrad braced himself as the bust came down and a shockwave of pain exploded through his head. He saw pieces of something on the tile and was sure it was his head. But apparently his skull hadn’t cracked, because Zawas looked disappointed and tossed the head of Isis back to one of his minions.
Conrad groaned in pain. His head was pulsing.
Zawas leaned over. “The least you can do is tell me what my brother has done with my money.”
“Blown it all on booze and babes,” Conrad said. “You know Abdil.”
Zawas drew one of his Colts and pistol-whipped the pearl butt across Conrad’s face. “Tell me what I don’t know, Yeats!”
Conrad spat out blood. “He says you’re still honked off that he absconded with the family fortune to Switzerland before the Arab Spring. He’s sorry that you and your comrades here have to serve the government of the Islamic Brotherhood. But it’s your own fault because you’re a loser and deserve it.”
“The mullahs won’t last for long. Mark my words. The pharaohs will return to Egypt. We will make Egypt great again.”
“Tell me when they do, Zawas, because I don’t see any here.”
Zawas smiled. “I was warned about you, Conrad Yeats. You make everything a joke.”
“Not everything, Zawas. You did a good job on yourself.”
“We’ll see how funny you think Doctor Omar is in the morning. He’s a real doctor, not like you,” Zawas said. “He’ll get you to talk, tell me more about this medallion made out of a fiery black metal. A medallion that could lead me to the Queen of Sheba’s gold.”
“Gold?” Conrad asked. “That’s what this is all about? You’re just after money?”
“Of course I want gold. Who would take the American dollar? I would use it to blow my nose if it were more absorbent,” Zawas said. “At one time it was pegged to gold and worth something. Then President Nixon went off the gold standard. It was Henry Kissinger who, with my family’s advice, got the Saudis to peg the U.S. dollar to oil. The House of Saud and the United States have been joined at the hip since, all thanks to the petrodollar. Any country that wants to buy oil has to pay for it in U.S. dollars. The United States, meanwhile, can simply print those dollars to buy its oil.”
“And all good things must come to an end, is that it?”
“Yes, especially now the Russians and Chinese have moved to price oil in currencies other than dollars. If that should actually happen, if the U.S. dollar is no longer backed by the price of oil, then it becomes what we all know it already is — worthless. And all of Uncle Sam’s billions in aid to Egypt’s armed forces, outside of hardware, evaporates.”
“And you think some gold mine is going to save you?”
“No. I think the alchemy that creates gold is going to save me. And Doctor Omar is going to get it out of you.”



CHAPTER 10

Congo
With the discovery of the ancient resonators in the jungle on everybody’s radar now, Hank could assume that Chen, the psycho tech geek from Strategic Explorations, would be trying to claim the portal, just as Hank was. SE was out there somewhere. Hank knew he had to max the portal to level eight, shield it and get the keys to Calvin. Niantic could sit on remote recharge until they could get somebody out here to watch this place.
A few hours and only a few hundred meters away from where he had dodged the drone attack, Hank peered into his Ingress scanner. The faint outline of an unclaimed portal suggested a central “altar” surrounded by eight tantalum, inlaid neolithic resonators in Ingress formation.
He could only marvel at the brilliance of the ancients. By what process had they figured out that tantalum reacted to an invisible transdimensional substance? How had they figured out the octagonal resonation pattern? Niantic’s chief scientist Lynton-Wolfe had nearly crashed the Niantic servers calculating it. Was it lost science or primitive sensitive instinct?
The immediate question, however, was how these ancient resonators were about to interface with 21st-century technology. If it was anything like the time he tried to marry his father’s 1950’s stereo with his modern portable music player, the outcome might not be so pretty.
But it was now or never.
Hank selected a resonator from the Ingress software interface and hit the button.
Deploy.
Everything suddenly crackled green around him. The scenery before his eyes changed. Even the sky seemed to shift color. He felt a rush in his inner ear, and then…
Hank was back at Cahokia Mounds, his first real dig two decades ago, young and naive, excited about discovery.
* * *
At that very moment, half a world away, the operative known as 802 for Niantic Labs had just arrived at the Cahokia Mounds in southern Illinois.
It was the dead of winter, already dark at 4:59 CST on January 27, with icy winds whipping across the American Plains.
Now, after a bumpy plane flight and stolen rental car, 802 was freezing his butt off with sixty other Ingress players in some little town just outside St. Louis amid the closest things the USA has to ancient pyramids, in the ruins of a city that in 1256 was as large as London.
Niantic Project investigators had received an “emergent anomaly indicator” that there was going to be an “event” at the portal at Cahokia Mounds involving what they referred to as the Exotic Essence of Henry Holland “Hank” Johnson, a researcher on the Niantic Project who was believed to be in the Congo at this very moment.
802 had asked one of the higher-ups what Exotic Essence was, and he got a convoluted answer about quantum entanglement of a person and an XM-rich site through repeated and intense exposure. 802 was one of the few on the team without a PhD, but having hung around the eggheads long enough, he’d gotten good at parsing what they were saying. “You mean, they left a piece of their soul at the portal.”
“We do not use the term soul,” the attractive Asian scientist had said. “Soul is in the realm of theology, we are in the realm of physics. The state of particles and energy patterns in sensitives can become entangled with the state of matter at certain sites. In a sense, part of the sensitive stays at the site. They can be influenced by it throughout their lives.”
“You use the term ghost?”
“No. We try not to delve into the realm of popular culture either. And as Mr. Johnson is, by all appearances, still alive, it would not be an appropriate term.” She was having fun with him. That was OK, he was having fun with her. After a lifetime as a “cleaner” at various three-letter agencies, it was a fun job.
“So what do you want me to do?”
“Just be there. Report what you see. It will be of great interest to us to see whether the Enlightened or the Resistance control the portal at 5 p.m.”
His watched signaled 5 o’clock had arrived. He peered into his Ingress app. A shout went up. It was green. The Enlightened had won. 802 would be buying beers. No part of him believed that this was going to have any effect on a Niantic scientist several thousand miles away sweltering in a jungle.
* * *
Hank’s mind snapped back to the present. As the resonator came online, the portal began to glow green and bright for the first time in probably millennia. Lights flashed in the jungle. Some kind of energy surged within him. He didn’t know it yet, but he was enlightened.
Power coursed through his body as Hank deployed seven more resonators. On screen Hank saw the last resonator drop into one of the pre-defined octant slots, the perfect point in space where string theory meets Euclidean geometry.
And then suddenly it was all over. The ancient portal was now pulsing bright green, radiating with stable and elucidating energy.
Hank had never felt more alive.
* * *
Back inside the production van not far away, Rosier watched what was happening to Hank from the monitors while Michaels could see it with his own eyes from behind the bulletproof windows.
Hank was standing at the edge of a portal, the ancient stone resonators flashing all around him. The portal suddenly lit up like a bonfire of green XM. Sparks flew everywhere.
The skyline was green with XM. XM clusters erupted. And for a few moments, it was all visible to the naked eye.
It was spectacular, at least to the spectators.
Rosier zoomed in on Hank, who was just standing there, holding his scanner like Benjamin Franklin controlling his kite in a thunderstorm. He was motionless, bathed in cosmic fireworks.
Rosier had turned on the comms and was flooded with mercenary voices shouting in different languages. He picked up enough to know that the locals had broken and were on the run.
The curse, for them, was true.
Then Rosier heard retreat orders from the outside mercenaries, who didn’t believe in curses but weren’t going to stick around to find out if they were wrong. They were getting paid to fight, not die.
As quickly as the explosion of sights and sounds had erupted, it was over outside. Hank stood out there alone as stiff and silent as one of the stone resonators that had suddenly gone cold. The sky faded from green to black. Rosier exchanged glances with a stunned Michaels. The only thing he could hear now were a few raindrops on the roof.



CHAPTER 11

Egypt
Another day, another hosing down in the cellar beneath the Zawas villa for Conrad Yeats. Today, however, the Egyptian guards unlocked his irons and tossed him a white cotton galabeya to slip on for his soiree with the mysterious Doctor Omar. The Egyptian guards escorted him up some stone steps and out into the blinding light of day.
As they crossed a lush courtyard, he could hear the sound of babbling water and smell almond trees. They passed through an iron gate into the villa’s library.
Well, this is certainly better than I expected.
Then again, his left forearm was sore. He began to rub it and looked down to see a needle track where they had injected him with something while he slept. Hopefully it was something relatively benign like the truth serum sodium pentothal and not some ancient nasty scorpion poison or something.
The good doctor was seated in the far corner of the library under an impressive wall of ancient books and scrolls. Next to Omar was an Egyptian funerary table with an old book on it and a silver tea set.
The tea was karkade, brewed dark from dried hibiscus flowers and steaming. Omar had poured himself some and offered a cup to Conrad in a crisp British accent. “Tea?”
“I’m OK,” Conrad said, waving it off. “Colonel Zawas has quite some collection of books and artifacts here.”
Omar nodded as he sipped his tea through a sugar cube between his teeth. “The Zawas family has built up an extraordinary library over the past two centuries. A number of books are on display at the British Museum. A few scrolls may even be traced to the Library of Alexandria.”
So they obviously want me to look at something. Something connected to the Queen of Sheba’s tomb. The more I tell them, though, the less likely I’ll survive.
Conrad took a closer look at the funerary table depicting the jackal-headed god Anubis and the goddess Isis. “Magnificent.”
“Dug up in 1790 not far from your own dig in Meroe.”
The table was inscribed with Meroetic writing. Conrad asked, “I don’t suppose you know what these hieroglyphs say?”
“Nobody outside the Vatican has cracked the meaning of Meroetic writing,” Omar said with a clearer voice now that his sugar cube had melted. “You know that.”
“Yeah, I do,” Conrad said. “So what does it say?”
“We sent a photo to the Vatican some time ago, and Sister Serghetti sent us this.” Omar handed him a papyrus-like note with the Vatican seal on it.
Written in her own hand, Serena had translated what appeared to be a poem or a song:
Oh Isis! Oh Osiris!
It is Ada.
Make her drink plentiful blood.
Make her eat plentiful flesh.
Make her be served a good meal.
Make her leave only bones behind.
“I’m detecting a theme here,” Conrad said, unconsciously rubbing his sore arm again. “Death. That book there on the funerary table. I suppose that’s a copy of the Book of the Dead for me?”
“Actually, it’s the journal of a Scotsman by the name of James Bruce during his passage through your pyramid field in 1772.”
Ah, so this was what this whole charade of a meeting was all about.
Conrad knew about Bruce. The Scotsman was also a Mason during the time of the American Revolution. Washington and the other Founding Fathers who were Masons took a keen interest in Bruce’s travels through Egypt and Nubia. Suddenly the link between the Masons, Solomon, Ada and the rest made sense.
“Bruce was the first person in the modern era to connect the pyramid fields to ancient Meroe,” Omar went on. “He’s the reason you even know it as Meroe.”
Conrad muffled his reaction to this amateur know-it-all and picked up the book with genuine excitement. He began to flip through its pages. The journal was rich with descriptions in the first person as Bruce described the “heaps of broken pedestals and pieces of obelisks.” Conrad turned to the back and read the conclusion: “It is impossible to avoid risking a guess that this is the ancient city of Meroe.” Previously, the earliest record of that assessment was in a book Bruce published 18 years later in 1790.
Omar said, “It’s the drawing on page 57 that has intrigued the colonel for some time.”
Conrad thumbed his way to page 57 and found Bruce’s diagram of a great hole of some sort, an abyss. There appeared to be a zigzagging bridge over the abyss that ended not quite in the center. “Strange,” he said.
Omar echoed, “Isn’t it?”
Conrad flipped back a page and saw a drawing of the passageway mural from the Queen of Sheba’s tomb in Meroe. It was spread across two pages and showed the march of bound prisoners toward a black hole, where they disappeared into some abyss. The circle on the next page was obviously a more detailed depiction of that hole — or portal.
“I can see why Zawas is interested in this, if he thinks it's the entrance to the Queen of Sheba’s mines.” Conrad closed the book and set it down. “What’s your angle? I thought you were a medical doctor.”
“Not in the traditional sense.” Omar smiled. “I specialize in a particular field of alternative medicine.”
“Really? What kind?”
“Ancient biotoxins.”
“Interesting.” Conrad unconsciously rubbed his arm again. Perhaps this whole ruse this morning was simply an observation of the effects of whatever concoction they had pumped into his bloodstream. “What kind of biotoxins?”
“The kind that comes from metallurgy, and how elements can shape us in ways we are only beginning to comprehend,” Omar said, as two guards suddenly appeared beside Conrad to drag him back to the cellar. “I believe Colonel Zawas has a few blunt objects he’d like to try out on you.”



CHAPTER 12

Congo
After all his Sturm und Drang with the resonation of the ancient portal here in the heart of the African jungle, Hank Johnson should have been feeling on top of the world. He had found stone resonators and proof the ancients understood transdimensional portals. Still, he couldn’t fight the sting of anticlimax and frustration as he had yet to find any sign of the Queen of Sheba’s lost mines.
Hank looked down and saw his own footprints in the mud, prints he’d made more than five hours earlier. Yes, he’d been here before. This was his third pass through the area. Other than a quarry site for the stones that made up the resonators, there was no hint of civilization here.
What am I missing?
He returned to the production van and reviewed Rosier’s footage of himself at the stone resonators. The drone video replay of his heroics deploying the power cube looked pretty cool in a sci-fi movie kind of a way. And Michaels caught some nice bonus footage of local militants fleeing in terror while the hardened mercs from Strategic Explorations retreated from the fireworks, mowing down the locals as they left. It was Antoine Smith’s doctrine. When there was a big find, dead men tell no tales.
Too bad there was no way in hell Montgomery would let him air that footage as it showed a covert U.S. military operation inside a sovereign country, and American drones engaging international mercenaries in what appeared to be a mineral hunting expedition. Maybe there was something more politically toxic that could be aired, but Hank couldn’t imagine what it would be. This footage wouldn’t be declassified until somewhere around the year 3000.
Hank suddenly wondered how Conrad Yeats was faring. He hadn’t heard from him lately, which was a sure sign Conrad probably had already found something big. He always did. Probably was in trouble for his usual practice of replacing the trowel with dynamite too. But while Hank could complain about Conrad’s techniques over a brew in Cape Verde and wax poetic about his resonation of a Bronze Age portal, Conrad was going to beat him to the Queen of Sheba’s secrets.
As for himself, Hank’s work was done. He’d pack up his City of Sheba, edit the B-roll for the TV pilot and head back to Niantic. He could think of about 13 investigators who would marvel over the results of his resonation.
Not much, Hank Johnson, but not nothing either.
Outside, Hank was ordering the crew to break everything down when his Iridium 9555 satellite phone rang.
It was Montgomery.
“Sir,” Hank began, “I’ve got good news and bad news…”
“That’s not what I’m calling about,” crackled the voice on the other end. “A distress signal came down off the OPS scanner. Relayed from the general himself. Top priority for the African theater. You’re gonna love this.”
“Play it, I’m listening,” said Hank, looking up beyond the tree canopy overhead trying to imagine the RQ-4D Global Hawk loitering at 60,000 feet relaying their conversation across the airwaves.
The encoded transmission buzzed for a moment, then a series of morse code beeps began. Hank listened, trying to sort them out in his head. His morse was rusty as usual. Then it all became clear.
Conrad had been captured in the Sudan by forces loyal to one or both of the Zawas brothers. Intel said Conrad had been moved to Egypt before the signal quit.
“I had a drink with him the night we reefed that floating terror camp,” Hank told Montgomery, the surprise fading into resolve. “I’m done here. I’ll head out today. Can you get me the triangulated coordinates of that signal?”
Montgomery’s voice said, “I’ve got a favor or two left from a guy over at CECOM. I’ll get back to you. Might as well help General Yeats’ son, whether he wants me to or not.”
“OK. Thanks.”
“Yeah, and if you want to deliver hurt to the Zawas brothers, feel free to deal me in. I’ve got my own issues with those thugs.”
“Will do, sir.”
Hank sat there for a moment, swatting away a persistent tsetse fly buzzing near his ear.
I’m not going to miss the jungle.
But Montgomery would have more to do here. Strategic Explorations would be back, and if Hank was right about his theory that XM exposure creates conflict metals, among other things, this whole area would actually look like a quarry in two years if something wasn’t done.
Hank took a breath and began to punch in the number to Calvin back at Niantic. “This month’s bill is going to be expensive,” he said to no one in particular as the satellite call switched into a phone relay, and a very distant line began to ring.
After a moment a voice answered. “Calvin here.”
“Calvin. It’s Johnson. Look, I’m going to be away from Niantic a while longer.” Hank paused for a reaction, but only breathing came back from the other side. “I’ll try to make it short, but I’ve got another thing I have to do.”
“Yeah. I know. Yeats got snagged.” Calvin’s voice sounded perturbed. “How many masters do you serve, Johnson?”
“Too many. But rescuing Yeats might actually be helpful to us in other ways. If we proved nothing else here, we proved that the ancients knew about portals. Yeats might be able to harvest more data about this.”
“I saw your portal light up.”
“Neolithic resonators, Calvin. You understand the implications of that?”
“Yep. Lynton-Wolfe is frothing at the mouth. Lightman wanted to go down and take a look. Dalby wants them in his video.”
“Sounds like Rosier has been filling you in.”
“Yeah. And I want to hear about the drone battle. Sounds like I missed a combat geek-a-thon.”
“Yeah. It was a real party. Tell L-W that his power cube is working fine. By the way, how’s the project going? Anything interesting happening?”
Hank threw out the line to get the spotlight off himself. He wanted to see if Calvin would say anything about Bogdanovich and Jarvis.
“Sorry, you cut out there for a second,” Calvin’s voice said after a minute. “I’ve got to get into a meeting. Be careful with Montgomery. I know you two are old friends, and I saw him in the Hindu Kush anomaly event. He’s as spooky as they get.”
“Duly noted. Give my best to everybody. Good stories to come.”
Calvin didn’t say anything else. He was gone. Hank noted the dodge on how the project was going. He couldn’t imagine Calvin wouldn’t level with him. Maybe Calvin was afraid of ADA. Maybe Calvin didn’t want to taint him with knowledge.
Life was getting interesting.
The text he was waiting for now lit up his phone with a simple set of digits — coordinates to where the SOS from Conrad had likely originated from.
Thank you, Montgomery.
Hank read the numbers aloud to himself as he tried to parse the coordinates in his mind. After a moment, he sat back and frowned. “Any of you guys been to Egypt’s eastern desert? I need a nice hotel.”



CHAPTER 13

Egypt
For days Conrad Yeats was treated to the same ritual of humiliation at the Zawas estate: putrid shock showers and blunt trauma in the morning, followed by tea and philosophy in the library, and a whole lot of harsh hosing down in PSYOPS treatment they were giving him. But the beatings had stopped, and the needle tracks were beginning to fade on his arms.
One morning the dousing stopped too, and Conrad knew something was up. The clothing he had been captured in was returned to him, freshly pressed. Then his guards, in dress uniform, escorted him up a different flight of whitewashed steps to a spectacular terrace with travel magazine-quality views of the Red Sea Coast.
The Zawas family villa, Conrad could now see, was nothing short of a Moorish palace boasting arches, fountains and lush courtyards in the hazy heat. There were also majestic swimming pools, but no harem of beauties in bikinis sunbathing like Conrad would expect with Zawas’s brother Abdil. Ali’s estate here, by contrast, was surrounded by a high wall. Beyond the wall palm trees swayed against the backdrop of shimmering waters.
The thought that he had been detained in a dank little corner or two of this palace while Zawas roamed like a mighty pharaoh infuriated Conrad. So did the table beneath an awning on the terrace with the white cloth, gleaming silverware and a couple of bottles chilling in a bucket.
Colonel Zawas was under the awning with a man in a crumpled white linen suit, and it wasn’t Omar. They were laughing, and when the distinguished guest turned, Conrad beheld none other than Hank Johnson, all smiles.
“There he is!” Hank called out. “Hey, buddy!”
“Buddy?” Conrad was stunned as he approached the two men. “What the hell is this?”
Hank moved to the side, and then Conrad saw the bars of gold bullion piled up like a pyramid on the table and stopped cold. “This, buddy, is your ransom. Courtesy of Uncle Sam. But Zawas here says it’s not enough and won’t let you go.”
Conrad looked at Colonel Zawas, who was now lighting up a cigar. “Haven’t you gotten what you wanted, Zawas?”
“I got what I can get, Little Yeats,” Zawas replied, waving out his match and taking a smug puff of his cigar. “Let’s see just how much Daddy wants you back in the States.”
Conrad looked at Hank, who was still smiling, but whose eyes told him to play along. “Your dad found out about your, uh, situation here and relayed it to Montgomery, who sent me, even though it’s been a few years since we last saw each other.”
“Really?” asked Zawas. “My informants, the ones I have looking out for my no-good brother, tell me they saw the both of you in the Cape Verde islands not long ago. I also understand you’ve been to the Congo recently.”
That wiped the smile off Hank’s face. He cocked his ear. “You hear something?”
Conrad and Zawas looked at each other as Hank took out his phone as if it had rung, looked at it for a moment and then handed it to Zawas.
“It’s for you, Colonel.”
Curious but wary, Zawas took the phone and held it up to his ear. “I don’t hear anything.”
“That’s because it’s talking to you from up there,” Hank said, putting on his sunglasses and pointing up at the sky.
Conrad followed the colonel’s gaze to a bright flash way up high, like a mirror reflecting the sun in their faces. It was a drone aircraft of some kind, probably armed with a couple of hellfire missiles. Just then it tipped its wing.
Zawas shielded his eyes and shoved the phone back at Hank. “The U.S. won’t always have the edge in technology,” he fumed, then turned to Conrad. “American, go home.”
Hank coughed and pocketed the phone inside his linen suit, then smiled. “The United States wants to thank you for your partnership, Colonel Zawas. Always a pleasure doing business with you.”
“Until next time,” Zawas replied, not breaking his gaze with Conrad. “Give my regards to Generals Yeats and Montgomery.”
“And I’ll give my regards to your brother and tell him you have the money I owe him,” Conrad shot back, and turned to walk out with Hank close behind.
* * *
Conrad and Hank passed two guards inside and started down a grand stairway curving down into an even grander salon with a spectacular black-and-red mosaic floor.
“What the hell was that?” Conrad demanded when they reached the bottom. “I’m getting the crap kicked out of me in some cellar, and you’re having drinks with Zawas and smoking Cubans.”
“Got here as fast as I could after your distress call, Conrad, but I had to work through official channels.”
Conrad said, “So that b.s. up there about my dad wanting me back in the States is true?”
“Yeah. They say they need you for some big deal in D.C.”
A black Range Rover was parked in the circular drive next to a fountain. Conrad climbed into the shotgun seat while Hank slid behind the wheel and started the engine.The iron gates of the palace slowly opened as two Alsatians on chains at the guard station began barking angrily.
“It took me years to get away from D.C., Hank,” Conrad said as they turned out onto the long drive lined with palm trees, which seemed to be nodding them goodbye in the hot wind. “No way I’m going back.”
“I know that, but Zawas doesn’t. I didn’t want to tip our hand about our private venture. What did you tell him?”
“Nothing he didn’t already know about Meroe.”
“So you found her?”
“Her tomb, anyway. And a medallion made of some black ore.”
“Black?” Hank asked, suddenly very interested. “You sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Had some jewels and an inscription: Ada the Queen of Sheba.”
“Ada?” Hank repeated, like this was too good to be true. “That’s the acronym for the computer algorithm we talk to all day long at Niantic. ADA will be happy to know that she’s a demon.”
“That’s her name,” Conrad said. “At least that’s what Serena Serghetti said before she stole the medallion along with a military chopper.”
“Mother Earth was there too? She’s everywhere!” Hank shook his head. “So did you get anything out of Zawas during your stay at the villa?”
“Yep, but Zawas has probably already figured out it’s missing, so you better floor it,” Conrad told him, and then removed from inside his shirt an old leather journal. “It’s got a map of the entrance to the Queen of Sheba’s mines.”
Hank did a double-take and almost drove them off the road before he recovered the wheel. “You sure you want to do this, Conrad?”
“What are you talking about? I already did it.”
“I mean go to wherever that map takes us. Because if what I think is there is there, you won’t come back the same.”
Conrad wasn’t exactly sure what Hank was getting at. “Do we ever come back from any adventure the same?”
Hank shook his head. “This one’s different, Conrad. I promise you. I’m warning you. This isn’t your regular neolithic smash-and-grab. There will be forces arrayed against us.”
“Aren’t there always?”
“Yeah. But when you’re lying on the ground in some God-forsaken hole in the universe I want you to be able to say, ‘Hank warned me.’”
“I’m all in, Hank,” Conrad assured him. “Where else am I going to go? Back to whatever my father has in store for me in D.C.? Forget it. Back to Zawas’s brother Abdil? No way. Onward and downward. No regrets, no retreats. And I won’t say you didn’t warn me.”
“OK then,” Hank said. “Just wanted to discharge my responsibilities.”
Conrad looked Hank dead in the eye. “You done?”
Hank held his gaze. “Yeah, I’m done.”
“Then stop wasting our time,” Conrad told him. “Floor it. Before Zawas figures out I stole the journal and comes after us.”
“Oh, he’s going to come after us,” Hank said, looking at the speedometer. “Can’t push her any faster. I’m going to have to call in some bird dropping to slow Zawas down.”
* * *
After seeing off Yeats and Johnson, Colonel Zawas immediately went to his private library where Omar was examining one of the gold bricks Johnson had delivered.
“Well?” he demanded.
“It’s been refined to 18 karats, and we can further refine it to a pure 24 karats,” Omar told him excitedly. “But this gold didn’t come from Fort Knox or the Federal Reserve. It was created.”
“Created?” Zawas repeated.
“By some ancient alchemy,” Omar explained. “I suspect from the same black minerals that the Scottish Mason described in his journal here.”
Omar glanced at the leather journal on the ancient Egyptian funerary table beside him.
Zawas said, “Then for your sake I hope that tracking chemical you pumped into Yeats’ bloodstream works, and that he doesn’t simply lead us to Washington, D.C.”
“Yeats won’t return to his father,” Omar promised. “He and Johnson will lead us straight to the mines your family has been searching for ever since your forefathers accompanied James Bruce on his digs.”
Zawas, who was as secular as they came in modern Egypt, picked up Bruce’s journal with the same reverence he would tender the Koran if he were a religious man. The worn leather felt rich in his hands, but something about its weight was different. He took a closer look and suddenly realized it wasn’t the journal of James Bruce after all but a selection of verses from the Book of the Dead taken from the open slot he now saw on his bookshelves.
“Yeats!” he cried out as a hellfire missile hit the villa, collapsing the side of the library by the windows and scattering papyrus and scrolls to the desert wind.
Omar dove for cover over his gold brick as shattered glass and dust rained down. But Zawas ran straight toward the blown-out window, the white drapes twisting in the breeze, and looked out in time to see the glint of the American drone soar away. He could hear the villa’s alarms blaring and the rumble of his two antiaircraft batteries on the roof shooting fire into the empty skies.
His aide burst into the library with a shout, “Colonel! Are you OK?”
“I’m fine!” Zawas brushed the broken bits of glass from his uniform and then felt a trickle along his cheek. He touched his hand to it and saw blood. “Tell the men at the forward base to prepare to move out.”
“Yes, sir!” the aide saluted and left.
Zawas turned to the cowering Omar. “Get up, you fool! If Yeats has the journal, he’s probably already figured out what we couldn’t. We have to track him to the mines and then kill him. Once we control Ada’s mines, we and the world will never have to fear the Americans again.”



CHAPTER 14

Luizi Crater
Congo
Hank abandoned his ATV in the bush and joined Conrad at the edge of a boulder field that rimmed the crater like a bull’s-eye. The old journal that Conrad stole from Zawas had turned out to be invaluable. In no time Hank matched the Mason’s drawing of the Queen of Sheba’s circular “abyss” to the Luizi Crater in the Congo, a few hundred miles from the portal he had activated only days before.
The portal and the crater had to connect somewhere underground, and that somewhere had to be the Queen of Sheba’s mines.
Satellite overheads, meanwhile, revealed the zigzag bridge over the abyss to be, in fact, a deep gorge cut along the floor of the crater — a natural trench much like the man-made passageway Conrad had followed into Ada’s tomb in Nubia. This gorge, if Hank was right, would lead them to the hidden entrance to her mines — and the all-time mother lode of exotic matter, maybe even Conrad’s so-called Pillars of Creation.
Probably one and the same.
Hank started across the cracked terrain toward the crater’s impact cone, a natural dome formed by the gigaton blast. Domes usually blew off in a titanic mushroom cloud. But for some reason this one didn’t. “What do you make of this, Doctor Yeats?” he asked, but got no answer.
He turned around and saw Conrad crouched down with his ear to the ground, M16 rifle on his back, listening intently to the rolling savanna beyond the crater rim that rose around them. “We’re being followed.”
“No surprise,” Hank said, pulling out his Nexus phone and clicking away in code. “I’ve got a strong suspicion that the boys from Strategic Explorations are all over this site. I did my homework on them. What Smith is to sadism, Chen is to diabolical genius. They make a great team. Ten to one they’ve figured out the Sheba map as well, and the Zawas boys aren’t far behind.”
Conrad stood up. “What makes you think that?”
“You’re emitting enough tracking signal to power a small radio station,” Hank said, peering down into his phone while shielding it from sunlight.
Conrad rubbed his arm with the needle tracks. “Might have shared that bit of intel with me earlier, Hank.”
“Didn’t want to make you feel conspicuous, and there’s no way to get rid of it without bleeding you dry. The signal will fade in a week or two on its own. Besides, if we can get the goons from Zawas and Strategic Explorations shooting at each other, the red-on-red conflict might save our asses.”
Conrad nodded. “And since both groups think we know more than they do, we’re safe until we get to the end. Unless, of course, this Chen guy already found the mines, in which case they’ll start shooting as soon as they see us. But that will let us know we’ve found what we’ve been looking for.”
“Exactly.”
The words were barely out of his mouth when a chopper rose from behind the volcano cone and darted across the crater.
“Looks like they spotted the Zawas brothers,” Hank said. “Better make a run for it before they spot us too.”
* * *
Conrad scrambled across a few meters of boulders and dropped into the bottom of a jagged crack in the earth — the zigzagging bridge across the abyss from the drawing in the old Mason’s journal. It was about three meters deep and getting deeper as it headed toward the impact cone.
He bolted down the dried-up runoff gorge, Hank close behind. The sandy floor was studded with oddly shaped rocks. He heard a high-pitched whine and looked up in time to see a rocket streak overhead. The distant explosion came a moment later, followed by the cackling static of automatic fire.
“Smith’s SE guys fired the rocket,” Hank reported. “Zawas and his troops fired back.”
“And we’re in the crossfire,” Conrad shouted over his shoulder. “Maybe this red-on-red idea of yours wasn’t so hot.” As he ran on, head down, his eyes picked up flashes in the riverbed below. “Hank, look. Gold dust. Hell, more than dust — nuggets!”
“C’mon Conrad, this is small-time. Let’s get to the dome before somebody wins up there.”
But Conrad was transfixed. He stumbled over a rock and fell to one knee. He picked up an egg-sized nugget. “Look at it, Hank! She didn’t even have to mine. No wonder we couldn’t find any trails, towns or mining camps around the crater.”
“I get it,” said Hank. “This isn’t a gold mine, it’s a gold farm. Now keep moving.”
They came to a pile of the odd stones that had built up near the edge of the dried riverbed. Each individual stone, upon closer inspection, vaguely resembled a foot or a hand. Cumulatively, they looked like a pile of body parts or shattered sculptures.
Conrad, surprised at his revulsion, spoke like a scientist. “Human anatomical shapes.”
“Statues?” Hank asked.
“No.” Conrad reached down and picked up a piece, which crumbled in his hand. “I’ve never seen statues like this before. Not made of such a fragile substance. How could you sculpt it?”
Hank carefully studied a chunk of it. “The rock isn’t indigenous to the area. Must have been brought in.”
“It wasn’t brought in,” Conrad said. “It walked in. These are fossilized somehow, like the bodies at Pompeii after the volcano erupted.” He held up what appeared to be a horribly mutated hand with a reptilian look to it and webbing between the fingers. “What the hell could do that to a living thing?”
“It's a transmutation,” Hank said flatly.
Conrad said, “Well, whatever morphed this poor bastard happened while he was alive.”
“Maybe it was the pulverizing force of your Great Flood,” Hank said.
Conrad wasn’t sure if Hank was being serious or poking fun.
“Not all of the water would have returned to the oceans,” Hank went on. “Some it had to go somewhere else. Like this crater and gorge, flowing into the deep recesses of the earth like a massive drain.”
Conrad could see it. “The countless bodies of an entire civilization.”
“Yeah,” said Hank. “Had to wash away somewhere.”
The characteristic whoosh of a hand-held surface-to-air missile split the air like the amplified sound of duct tape ripping.
“QW-1 infrared homing missile from the sound of it,” Hank reported. “Well within its five-kilometer range and below its four-kilometer ceiling.”
The first exploding sound was a sonic boom that shook the pile of stones before them, sending some bouncing to the ground where they shattered.
Then came another explosion, followed by the chunky thwack of dying machinery and the growl of a helicopter engine. A shiny object whirled out of control about ten meters overhead, and Conrad looked up to see the contorted face of the screaming pilot for just an instant before he disappeared and a nearby blast concussed the air.
A breath of flame licked over the top of the natural trench as Conrad raced Hank to the impact dome.
“This is it,” Conrad said, breathing hard. “What do you think we are going to find in there? Interior Petra? Lebeaux? My antediluvian Pillars of Creation?”
Hank said, “Blofeld’s lair in ‘You Only Live Twice.’”
Conrad stared at Hank. His deadpan humor seemed to come out at the strangest moments. “You sure you have a PhD?”
“I’m sure,” Hank said. “Let’s go.”
* * *
Hank never expected to march into the Queen of Sheba’s city through a giant “gate of the gods” like those in Nimrod or Babylon with winged griffins. But he also didn’t think that he and Conrad would have to slither on their stomachs through a culvert into the pit of hell.
Hank dropped through the pitch black into a much larger space beneath the crater than he had imagined. Rappelling down his line, he looked up at the tiny hole he and Conrad had squeezed through. It was a pinprick of light now, a remote star in a cold universe.
“This is humongous,” Conrad whispered from the void. “It would take a massive amount of water to hollow out this much earth. Billions upon billions of gallons over many years. I’d hate to be down here in a monsoon.”
“Why?” Hank asked.
“Because this probably functions like some gigantic underground reservoir. You know, like the man-made ones under Hong Kong that collect all the runoff when hurricanes hit. That’s how they fare better with storm surges than Manhattan, which doesn’t have any. Can you imagine what’s collected at the bottom of this?”
“Yeah,” said Hank. “All the sins of the world, if your antediluvian theories are true.”
All the way down to the bottom of the pit, Hank scanned for any signs of Strategic Explorations’ men. But he found nothing.
“Where do you think they went?” Conrad said, as if reading his mind.
“Probably deeper into the mine,” Hank said, switching on his brights.
Metallic stalactites hung from everywhere in perfect natural elegance. It was like they were standing in the St. Peter’s Basilica of Nature, all the way down to the gilding on the columns. The black rock and gold ore together made the cavern a magnificent shrine.
“Rare earth minerals,” Conrad said in awe as he studied the protuberances.
“Something transmuted the living rock into liquid metal. I’m entering this as a prime candidate for the Queen of Sheba’s gold mines, AKA what history commonly mislabels King Solomon’s mines.”
“Or the inspiration for hell.” Conrad was pointing to a metal-splattered petro-form, just like the pile of anthropomorphic stones they had seen at the bottom of the gorge. “Maybe what transmutes this black ore into gold also transmutes humans.”
That would be unfortunate, Hank thought. But it could explain a lot about the Queen of Sheba.
Hank and Conrad unclipped from their rappelling rigs and set out on foot to search the cavern. The walls were far beyond the reach of their puny lights, and all Hank could hear besides their steps was something like a whisper in the still air. It almost felt like the crater itself was breathing.
“Over here,” Conrad’s voice called out, breaking the silence.
“Keep it down,” Hank told him when he found him by a cavern wall. The wall was blackened with some sort of dank substance, sticky and decaying, refusing to reflect almost any light at all.
Conrad lowered his voice and said, “I’ve been in a lot of tombs and caves in my time, and I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Hank looked closely at the blackened goo that coated everything down here. It wasn’t oil or soot. It was something else, and it was trickling down the walls and seeping up from the rock floor.
“Eureka, Hank.” Conrad’s light hit on something further down the wall — a temple façade carved right into the rock.
Hank followed the wall to two thick and brooding pillars. The pillars held up a massive arch, through which he could see a small rotunda and two tunnels that presumably led to the mines.
“Your Pillars of Creation, Conrad?”
“No,” Conrad said, bathing the ebony columns with light. “These have no inscriptions. But maybe we’ll find them down below. I think we’ve found your ingress to the Queen of Sheba’s mines.”
Hank noticed huge gold hinges along the sides of the arch. “You see this, Conrad? I think there were doors here once.”
“Giant doors.” Conrad pointed his light to a massive bronze bolt on the ground just beyond the pillars. “Look at the size of that thing. It’s as thick as a tree. Must have been used to the lock the doors, to keep people out of the mines.”
Bending down, Hank wrapped both hands around the bolt as best he could and tried to lift it. But it wouldn’t budge. “This thing weighs a ton. I can only imagine the doors.” Hank then stood up and looked at the big bolt slider hole in the wall. An epiphany hit him, and it wasn’t a terribly pleasant one.
The doors that once stood here weren’t designed to keep something out. They were here to keep something in.
Conrad had already passed under the archway into the small rotunda beyond, and Hank decided to keep his epiphany to himself for now as they confronted the choice of two tunnels before them.
“Lady or the tiger, Hank?”
Hank looked at the tunnel to their left. It was a jagged crack, barely wide enough for a man to squeeze through. The tunnel to their right, on the other hand, was wide and smooth, the dirt packed with fresh bootprints.
The choice had been made for them.
“They beat us to the mines, Conrad.”
“The Queen of Sheba’s miners, or your friends Smith and Chen from Strategic Explorations?”
“Probably both. They’ll be waiting. It’s going to be ugly. Check your weapons.”
“Wait,” Conrad told him, and pointed his light up at a carving above the tunnel. “Hebrew inscriptions.”
“Can you read them, or do we need your girlfriend Sister Serghetti?”
“I don’t need her for this.” Conrad frowned. “It’s from Solomon, King of Israel.”
“What does it say?”
Conrad read it aloud. “Let us search out and examine ourselves, and turn back to the Lord.”
Hank saw something wrong on Conrad’s face. “What is it?”
“This is a verse in the Book of Lamentations, mourning the destruction of Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple,” Conrad said. “But Lamentations was written more than three centuries after the time of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. So this warning here is either lamenting something that won’t happen for hundreds of years, or it’s referring to something in the past that we don’t know about. Something that happened to the Queen of Sheba and her people.”
“Whatever, it’s a warning,” Hank said, unconcerned. “A monster myth. Like that sign over the gates of hell in Dante’s poem that says ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.’”
“Something like that, Hank.”
Hank put on a brave face and grinned. “Then what are we waiting for? If we’re lucky, Smith and his goons are already extra crispy, and all the gold and XM here are ours for the taking.”



CHAPTER 15

As they made their way down the big tunnel, weapons at the ready, Conrad could practically hear the sweet, soothing voice of Serena Serghetti in his head, as if she were teaching a school of African children in God’s great outdoors.
Enter through the narrow gate, little ones. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.
“Hank, maybe we’ve made a mistake,” he started to say when Hank cut him off.
“Shhh. Listen.”
There was a woman’s shriek in the distance, from somewhere deep and far below.
Hank bolted, and Conrad had to run to keep up with him, slaloming through shiny metal stalagmites to the lip of a gallery that spiraled down the side wall of an even larger subterranean structure.
Conrad couldn’t believe what he saw down below. He glanced over at Hank, who saw it too. Hank’s lips were moving, but if he said anything, Conrad didn’t hear him. He didn’t need to. Hank’s expression in the ghastly light was all he needed to see. Words could not have been more articulate.
Several stories below was some kind of cosmic lava pool. It reminded Conrad of the crater at Mount Nyiragongo, except it glowed an unnatural fluorescent purplish-red and crackled with shocks of energy.
Conrad asked in a hushed tone, “Is that the classified stuff you weren’t supposed to talk about?”
“Dark XM… Chaotic matter… Pick your name,” Hank said. “It’s only been theory until now. I saw it in Afghanistan, but I had no idea what it was at the time.”
Now and again a tesla-like bolt would streak out of the throbbing mass, and in the toxic light they saw what appeared to be demonic shapes at the side of the pool.
Devil figures.
“What the hell?” Conrad asked.
Hank replied, “You got that right.”
“What are those things?”
“Mercs from Strategic Explorations,” Hank told him. “They’re kitted out in the latest in extremo-ware. I’m guessing the tall one is Smith and the short one is Chen. If you get a chance to kill them, do it. Apparently, you get a drive-on right through the pearly gates to the top level of heaven.”
Conrad could see how the asbestos clean suits, oxygen hooks and guns at the waists and hanging off the shoulders conspired to make the mercs look more mythological than human.
Now, through the strobing light, Conrad watched in horror as the tall one Hank said was Antoine Smith gestured to two of his guards, who pushed a helpless African woman, hands tied and legs flailing, into the pulsating pool.
“Did you see that?” Conrad almost shouted in Hank’s ear. “Who was that woman? Where did they nab her?”
Hank shook his head. “Some villager from somewhere.”
Conrad said, “It almost looked like a sacrifice.”
“Yeah, to science,” Hank said. “They’re testing the effects of dark XM on humans, and we’ve already seen what that looks like.”
Conrad looked down at the bubbling cauldron. For a ghastly moment, the woman’s shape flashed green in the sludge, and then a wispy vapor rose upward like a spectre.
Conrad trained his M16. “Those bastards die.”
“Not yet,” Hank cautioned. “If you miss, they get us. They get us, they get out of here with dark XM. Ergo, end of world. So let’s pick our shots carefully.”
At that moment, the short guy — Chen — took out his phone and began tapping intently on it. His face glowed in blue and green.
“He’s making a call?” Conrad said. “Can he even do that down here? What do you think, pizza delivery or instructions from Dr. Evil?”
“No, he’s opening the Ingress app,” Hank said, pulling out his Nexus.
“More games?”
“This ain’t no game, Conrad. Take cover. When he resonates that thing, it could go bad.”
“How bad?”
“I don’t understand how or why it works, but I do understand what’s about to happen,” Hank explained. “We’re in an Anomaly.”
“A what?”
“A transdimensional vortex where exotic matter meets chaotic matter. In nature they’re kept apart. Think of it as dry ice hitting water. Look.”
Conrad watched as a glowing shield enveloped Chen and Smith at the edge of the black lake.
“You’re seeing something that’s usually visible only to scientific instruments like the Ingress scanner,” Hank told him, like this freak show was some great honor.
Chen deployed a resonator. The dark XM lava pool erupted. Dark matter rose into the air, grasping to take living form. Order and disorder tore at each other. For a brief instant, large tentacles of chaotic matter lashed out everywhere, while lightning blasted from the resonator.
Small clusters of XM drifted from the portal and burst in the air, leaving glowing flecks of plasma on the rotunda and wall. A flying drop sizzled past Hank, who watched as the spattered substance disappeared, leaving a smudge of gold.
So the dark XM creates the gold. We found the philosopher’s stone.
“Get ready for a fight, Conrad. They’re about to find out that we’re here.”



CHAPTER 16

Before Conrad could hear Hank’s last word, a shockwave rocked the caverns. Conrad ducked for cover as the great XM pool erupted, its limbs of dark energy writhing. Exotic goo whipped out from the chaos, splattering him across the face. He expected it to burn like acid, but it didn’t. It simply tingled. Then he felt something like a pebble in his mouth and spit it out into his hand.
It was a tooth.
It had fallen out. He felt another spasm in his gums, and now a second tooth fell out, dropping loosely to the ground.
What’s happening to me?
“Hank!” Conrad shouted.
Hank was busy firing on Smith’s extremo-ware goons, who had now spotted them. He trained his sights on Chen, who was trying to deploy another resonator. The bullet was lost in the eruption of energy.
Hank!
Conrad pulled out his phone and peered into the camera. He started as he looked at himself on the screen. His right eye was no longer blue. The iris had dispersed into a galaxy-like spiral of red specks.
Something was horribly wrong, he knew with a stab of shock. And yet he could still see himself in the mirror through both eyes.
The phone shattered from a gunshot to his left. Conrad turned to see several figures running through a gateway. He hadn’t noticed it before. Even in the lambent, strobing light, he recognized Colonel Zawas and his handful of surviving troops.
Conrad fired off a round from his M16, taking one down. Two others fired back at him, raking the wall of stone over his head. The other Egyptians turned their attention to the SE mercs below.
It had just turned into a three-way furball. Total bedlam.
Antoine Smith methodically fired bursts of lethality throughout the stygian cavern. Chen deployed another resonator, adding to the cosmic chaos. Tentacles of energy whipped, lightning flashed and metal rained throughout the chamber. Hank deployed his shield, but it was too late. Conrad saw Hank’s body get splattered with glowing bits of chaos like a fluorescent leopard. When he turned to shout at Conrad, Conrad’s horror grew. Hank’s eyes glowed red, his face was an unnatural gray, and liquid metal dripped down his face.
Conrad said, “You look like a damn monster.”
“You should see yourself, Conrad. Welcome to hell! Get ready to run!”
If Conrad hadn’t believed in transdimensional matter before this, he did now. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to deploy a power cube. I don’t think we’re going to make it. I think we’re going to die. But it might counter the dark XM.”
“You said a power cube almost blew up CERN!” Conrad shouted. “You said it’s unstable as hell.”
Hank nodded. “That’s what I’m hoping.”
All of a sudden a glowing object materialized and flickered before them. A floating cube, relentlessly pulsing in and out of their dimension. It looked like a videogame object, but it was very real.
This can’t be the end. It wasn’t the end. Not for the Queen of Sheba. There had to be a way.
And suddenly he knew.
“I know where to go!” Conrad shouted. “Follow me!”
In the poisonous strobing light, Conrad could barely see his way out, and he couldn’t see either Zawas’ men or the mercs below. Multiple resonators crashed, tentacles and shocks radiated out. The air was electric. Everything tingled.
Conrad charged toward the entrance of the tunnel, maybe 50 meters away up the dirt ramp. Bullets whistled through the air. Hank ran after him, covering his back and firing at the area where the Zawas troops had been and then blind-spraying at the mercs, now obscured by the chaos of tentacles, lightning and metallic mist.
Conrad stumbled on a short stalagmite and nearly impaled himself on another. Hank tripped over him and slid along the metallic and rock ramp, nearly falling over.
The power cube began to pulse critical behind them, turning everything bright.
Conrad glanced at Hank, who grinned and said, “We’re not gonna make it…”
“Move your ass!” Conrad barked with a whistle through his remaining teeth.
“Save your breath,” Hank said when they made it out the tunnel into the small rotunda behind the great arch with the two pillars and missing doors. “I can’t understand a damn thing you’re saying.”
Conrad pointed to the inscription above the tunnel they had just emerged from. “Turn back to the Lord,” he said, enunciating the words with precision, and then ran into the narrow tunnel on the opposite wall.
“Of course!” Hank said, sprinting behind him as the narrow, jagged walls seemed to close in.
Conrad tore his shoulder on a protruding rock and realized he had actually left a chunk of his flesh behind. He was completely breaking down at some biological and even molecular level.
Then the walls seemed to part to reveal an octogonal cavern with a floor of gold. On either side were two great sculpted cherubs, also made of pure gold. The two cherubs faced one another, their outstretched wings touching each other and forming a canopy over Conrad and Hank in the center.
“They replicated the Ark!” Hank shouted, as flashes of light seemed to swirl through the gold around them. “This is the tech Solomon gave the Queen of Sheba! Lightning in a box!”
Unfortunately, it was a box. As Conrad looked up and beyond the wings of the cherubs he could see the roof of the chamber. There was no opening, no outlet, no escape.
All of a sudden the world went white as the power cube Hank had set exploded in the distance.
For just a moment, Conrad thought he saw an entity standing in the cube flash. It was 15 meters tall. Not human, but definitely a living being.
Conrad felt his body disintegrating into bits and swept into a twister of energy, rising up into a tunnel of light. At the end of the tunnel he saw the face of an angel, and when she pressed her soft lips to his own, he recognized Serena Serghetti. Then everything faded away in an explosion of blinding white.



CHAPTER 17

It was raining when Conrad awoke in the middle of the jungle, flat on his back and surrounded by eight metallic pillars. The raindrops on his face felt…cleansing. He sat up and saw Hank on the ground about ten meters away, groaning. His eyes opened and they looked, well, less green.
Conrad put his finger to his mouth and felt a full row of teeth. “How do I look, Hank?”
“Like hell.”
Conrad breathed a sigh of relief. “Did what I think happened actually happen?”
“Yeah,” said Hank, slowly sitting up. “I think we just got teleported a few hundred miles. This portal must be connected to the one under the crater.”
At that moment there were loud voices coming from the jungle. Leaves parted and out came none other than Serena Serghetti and a party of officials from the Sudanese government.
She was looking straight at him, and Conrad suddenly doubted it was for the first time that day. “Are these the men, Garamba?” she asked a tall, slight man.
Garamba pointed at Hank and said, “Hollywood.”
“Hollywood has littered all over your sacred site, Garamba.” She addressed the two of them. “UNESCO received reports of religious, archaeological and environmental desecration taking place here. Now I arrive to see you two looking like a couple of frat boys after a night you can’t remember. All that’s missing are the beer bottles and pizza boxes.”
“Actually,” Conrad began to speak, but she cut him off.
“You’re going to have to clean this all up,” she demanded. “You’re going to make it look like nothing ever happened.”
Conrad was confused, but Hank seemed to get it in a heartbeat.
“Like nothing ever happened. Of course, Sister Serghetti. And my apologies to Mr. Garamba and the people of Sudan for any mess my film crew made here. I will pay you for your troubles. But I would still appreciate an interview with you, sir.”
Garamba looked delighted, then signaled to his countrymen. They turned back into the brush, picking up bits of real trash the crew left behind along the way.
“The French were right,” Garamba was telling his minions, although Conrad heard one of them call him Uncle Emmanuel. “When you want things done, you call the nun.”
Conrad wanted to call out, “But she’s a sister!” But he bit his tongue instead, and thanked God he had teeth to do it.
Serena lingered for a moment. “Looks like they missed some waste,” she told him, but her soft face betrayed some feelings.
Conrad pointed a finger at her. “You kissed me, Serena.”
“I did not!” she said, her cheeks turning red.
Conrad rose to his feet and looked into her warm, brown eyes. “You took advantage of an unconscious man in the middle of nowhere! Just like you did beneath the pyramids of Meroe.”
“In your dreams, you wanker,” she told him, and turned and walked away into the jungle.
Conrad just stood there, staring at nothing now, and heard Hank laughing.
“You heard the woman, Conrad,” Hank said. “It’s all in your head. Nothing happened here.”



CHAPTER 18

Cape Verde
February 19, 2013
It was a beautiful, balmy evening when Conrad Yeats arrived at the tavern to meet Hank Johnson for drinks and to catch up. Not much had changed that Conrad could see, except the lights of the sunken Sea Academy out in the bay, now a dive-for-gold tourist trap. As for the bathroom in back with the sinister trapdoor for abductions, Conrad had collapsed the shaft with a small pipe bomb. Smoke was still pouring out, along with a few shouts, but the kitchen staff had contained the fire.
Conrad found Hank at the same table overlooking the cove, sucking down his “Nelson’s Blood” made from a recipe that hadn’t changed since Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson’s body was embalmed in a rum keg on his return from Trafalgar for his burial in St. Paul’s Cathedral.
“Well, if it isn’t the respectable Doctor Conrad Yeats, back from washing his hands,” Hank said as Conrad sat down and ordered the house ale from the Portuguese barmaid. “How is your pal Abdil Zawas?”
* * *
“Happy now I paid him off with the gold you gave his brother Ali back at the family villa on the Red Sea,” Conrad told him. “He knew where to find the vault in the villa, but he’s going to stay in Switzerland. He thinks the colonel is out there somewhere.”
“I doubt it, but anything’s possible,” Hank said. “We may never know what happened to him or Smith and his mercs.”
“Hell, Hank, I don’t even know what happened to us down there.”
Hank shrugged. “We beat some bad guys,” he said and took another swig of his rum. “It’s kind of like a western where Clint Eastwood cleans out one town, but there’s another town just as bad down the dusty trail.”
“I mean with the Queen of Sheba,” Conrad pressed. “When we strip the myth, who was she really?”
“She was a good queen,” Hank said, obviously defending his girl. “She ruled as well as she could, and probably didn’t dwell more than she had to on the reality that her wealth came from a hellhole deep in a continent shaped like a skull.”
“Hellhole,” Conrad repeated. “That’s an understatement. Wouldn’t surprise me if the concept of hell itself came from that pit.”
“Well, her miners clearly cut too deep, hit the dark XM deposits and started mutating,” Hank said. “So did her priests, and then finally the queen herself.”
Conrad nodded. “So that’s when she decides to see wise King Solomon in Jerusalem for some supernatural help. She’s heard all about the Ark of the Covenant in his Temple, which is sitting on the biggest portal in the known world. She shows up with her pile of gold, frankincense and the like.”
“Yep,” said Hank. “And I’m thinking Solomon told her to build the jungle portal to disinfect her people, which she did, then sealed the place up and left. She would have forbidden her subjects to disclose the dark XM portal or anything else about the wisdom of Solomon. She probably returned to her palace at Meroe and never left after that. But some kind of stonecutter — one of her masons or Solomon’s — probably wanted to record a way back to the mines. So he cut a coded relief to make a map, which was what my illuminated illustration of the Queen of Sheba was based on.”
Conrad looked up at the stars over the cove. Virgo was sure shining bright tonight. “Wow, I guess we both found what we were looking for.”
“You mean my banking theory about Solomon, the gold-laundering alchemist?” Hank laughed. “I stand by my theory. Einstein called compound interest the greatest secret of the universe.”
Conrad said, “I’ll grant you that.”
“And I’ll grant you that the two portals we found in Africa could well be your legendary Pillars of Creation,” Hank offered. “The crater portal could be considered the natural — as in fallen nature — Pillar of Chaos. And the nearby portal made from Solomon’s tech, the one that ends up in the jungle, that could be considered the man-made or artificial Pillar of Order.”
Conrad could see that. “You could almost call them the Pillars of Good and Evil, like the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of Eden.”
“Or its inspiration,” Hank said. “But now we’re heading off into Serena Serghetti land.”
“Don’t I know it,” Conrad said darkly. “But if the truth behind the Queen of Sheba was supposed to be some big secret, why include it at all in the Bible?”
“To remember.”
“Remember?”
“Yeah. It means nothing to the uninitiated. But to those who study the arcana, the metaphysics, it’s a tangible reminder of the wages of sin.”
The barmaid had finally returned with Conrad’s pint, which sloshed pleasantly onto the table. “But who gets to know the truth?”
“Those who are smart enough to go looking for it between the lines, in what’s not said.” Hank raised his glass of rum.
“Cheers to that, mate,” Conrad said, clanking his glass against Hank’s. “It sure was a hell of a trip. How about another round?”
THE END
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