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Аннотация
It was the most renowned and respected shrine in the Roman Empire, the object of veneration by Julius Caesar, Cleopatra, Octavian, and a host of other luminaries. It stood for centuries within a sacred precinct the size of a large town at the heart of the greatest Greek city in the world. Yet it disappeared without a trace, creating the greatest archaeological enigma of the ancient world. What became of the tomb of Alexander the Great? Does any part of it still survive? Find out in the latest installment of the New York Times bestselling series by Charles Brokaw, THE ORACLE CODE.
When word of the tomb�s secret location and the treasured wisdom of the Oracle of Delphi it may hold materialize in the code of an ancient scroll in Afghanistan, Harvard linguist and archeologist professor Thomas Lourds must quickly find out. That is if the evil forces that wish to obtain the treasure that the tomb holds doesn�t stop him first. Russian President Nevsky and his secret police will stop at nothing to harness the power of what the tomb may hold � power to control the world as Alexander the Great did. When the Taliban catches wind of the discovery they�re also dangerously hot on the trail.
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32 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
June 18, 2012
Fumbling with the small flashlight he�d brought from his tent, Thomas Lourds lurched through the darkness. He felt woozy, and he knew it was the wine he�d had with dinner. His battered, leather backpack felt heavy and made him veer to the side when he didn�t pay attention. He hadn�t known the French archeologists had brought such a large selection of vintages, but he�d happily drunk several with them.
Especially since Dominique had insisted so prettily. But the capacity the woman had for drink was incredible. She was pretty incredible in other areas as well.
Lourds pushed that out of his mind as he clicked the flashlight on. There�d be plenty of time to enjoy her company over the next few days.
The flashlight didn�t work. With the pale quarter moon shining weakly over his shoulder, Lourds squinted at it to make certain he�d pushed the switch the whole way. He had, but the beam still wasn�t on. He tripped on a crack in the parched earth, stumbled, and almost fell. His head spun dizzily.
He wanted to be back in his sleeping bag. Dominique was still there, after all. But his mind had seized on an answer he hadn�t expected to arrive at. Well, perhaps answer wasn�t quite what it was. But there remained the possibility� That was what had brought him up out of his bed still slightly inebriated.
A noise sounded to his right and he froze. He gazed over the tents pitched in the area. There were several different groups working the dig in Herat, all of them for different reasons.
Dominique and her workmates were doing a special on the trade routes that had cut through the Middle East and South and Central Asia. For centuries, civilizations had marched caravans through the area to trade for silk and spices. Traders came from the Mediterranean Sea and passed through on their way to India or China. Herat had been a gateway to Iran long ago, and the modern city it had gradually become still was.
The British team was at Herat to research the Hephthalites, the tribal lords whose origins were still a mystery. Dr. Maureen Bristol had been charmed by Lourds and had let him look at the few writing samples they�d found. Deciphering those narratives had been a fascinating bit of business, especially since the writing had been in the Eastern Iranian languages, an antecedent of modern-day Pashto.
And the American archeologists � from the University of Southern California and much different than the calm, Harvard environs where Lourds taught linguistics � were searching for remnants of the Hotaki Dynasty. The Pashtun tribesmen had taken over from the Safavid Dynasty in the early 1700s.
All in all, there was quite a mix of interests in Herat, and Lourds had been enjoying himself immensely as he roamed between the various camps.
The sound was not repeated.
Lourds scanned the countryside beyond the tents, taking in the low, rolling mountains and sparse forests, and relaxed a little. Although the Afghanistan National Police and the Afghanistan National Army patrolled the territory, along with the International Security Assistance Force, the area was large and those people couldn�t be everywhere.
But there were Taliban in these mountains. All of the people on the archeology sites had been warned before accepting visas for their work. Most of the dig personnel treated the Taliban like the bogeyman � it was something to talk about, but they didn�t really fear it.
Satisfied that he�d imagined the sound, Lourds opened the flashlight and peered inside. Both batteries were there, and they were inserted in the proper order. He put the flashlight back together, then gave the thing a solid whack into his palm.
The pale yellow beam sprang to life.
He looked back at his tent to get his bearings, then took off again. The chilly wind swept through the foothills, making him wish he�d brought a jacket � again. The dig site was reasonably temperate during the day, but the nights could get downright cold. He didn�t want to risk going back to the tent and waking Dominique.
* * *
Inside his tent, Major Dmitry Dolgov lay on his sleeping bag and cursed his luck at drawing this assignment. He had twenty-three years in with the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, or Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, counting his time with the People�s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. Something like this, watching a college professor at a primitive campsite, should have been tasked to a younger agent.
Of course, such an assignment was also the lot of an experienced agent who had mistakenly arrested the mistress of a Russian general. That unfortunate incident had been uncomfortable for the general�s mistress � and the general � at the time, but it was decidedly more uncomfortable for Dmitry now. He wondered how long he would have to suffer.
Lying on the sleeping bag, tired and miserable but somehow unable to sleep, Dmitry realized the futility of cursing and sighed instead. Outside, the wind growled noisily, plucking at his tent like an ill-tempered puppy. He considered another drink from his bottle, but his personal supplies were running low, and it would be three days before he could get another from the black marketers.
�Major Dolgov, are you awake?�
Dmitry sighed. �Yes, Lieutenant Chizkov, I am awake. If I were not, I would be now.� He�d already slid his hand over to the GSh-18 pistol under the sleeping bag. He had not rested since coming to this country until he had the weapon in his possession. He�d heard horror stories of what the Soviets suffered at the hands of the mujahideen in their own Afghanistan War in the 1980s. Now the Americans were paying the price for those monsters they had trained.
�What do you need?�
�It is the American, sir. I believe he is up to something.�
The American was Professor Thomas Lourds, the drinking comrade of Boris Glukov, the man Dmitry had been sent to Afghanistan to shepherd. Dmitry had been interested in Lourds. The professor was an internationally known figure, the author of The Bedroom Pursuits, and the supposed finder of Atlantis.
The man had sold many books about his adventures, and he�d done television specials about his discovery.
Dmitry had seen the television show while visiting his daughter. It had been on Ostankino Channel One late at night. Dmity hadn�t intended to stay up late and watch the program. His daughter and wife had been enthralled by Lourds.
Dmitry�s wife kept a copy of The Bedroom Pursuits in the bedroom. He had read parts of the book. He hadn�t had to read much to know that it wasn�t anything he would wish to read, and he was almost scandalized that his wife was reading it. But since it had come into her possession, she had tried things with him that she never had before.
So he let her keep the book.
�What is he up to?�
�He has gone to see Boris Glukov.�
�So? They are friends.�
Lieutenant Josef Chizkov cleared his throat and sounded embarrassed. �Well, I thought it was unusual, and we are posted out here to watch for unusual things.�
Actually, Dmitry wasn�t sure why they�d been sent to follow Boris Glukov. The man was an academic who had embraced the new capitalism and turned his back on Mother Russia. Other than that, he was just an overly educated man who had an unhealthy interest in the past.
�The American left the Frenchwoman in his tent.�
�Dominique is in his tent?�
�Yes.�
That interested Dmitry only slightly. The Frenchwoman was easily ten years younger than Lourds. He hadn�t made a play for her at the communal dinner they�d joined in with the Germans, but Dmitry had known she was interested in the American professor. Mostly because of that book Lourds had written. The bedroom one, not the Atlantis one.
�And he left her to go see Boris Glukov?�
�Yes.�
Dmitry sat up and reached for his pants, pistol already in hand. �Then we should go investigate what is going on.�
Even though this was a terrible assignment, Dmitry was not going to let a chance to get back in the good graces of Moscow pass. He pulled his pants on, tucked the pistol into the back of his waistband, and reached for his shirt.
* * *
Lourds walked up to Boris�s tent as quietly as possible. He played his flashlight beam over the front of the tent and leaned down. �Boris.� He had to repeat himself three times before his friend responded.
�My God, Thomas, is that you?�
�Yes.�
Boris groaned. �What do you want?�
�I figured it out.�
�You should be with Dominique. She�s young. She doesn�t need her sleep. I do.�
�I figured out the riddle.�
Inside the tent, everything was quiet for a moment, then Boris thrashed around. He shoved his head through the ten flaps. It was a massive head. Bushy and kind and large and gentle-featured, Boris was a man who was equal parts intimidation and kindness. Men often feared him when he scowled at them, but children always seemed to know his heart and that he would never harm them.
�You solved the riddle!� Boris sounded incredulous.
�Yeah.�
Boris let go the tent flaps, grabbed Lourds�s head between his hands, and kissed him between the eyes. �You solved the riddle.�
�I did.� Lourds staggered back.
�You�re drunk.�
�Not nearly so much as I was earlier. Come, my friend. Let�s take a walk.�

2

32 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
June 18, 2012
Lourds trudged along beside Boris as they climbed the incline up the mountain. He wore one of his friend�s coats, which was too big and caught the wind more than deflected it. He carried the tools they would need in a bag in his right hand.
Boris was a fireplug of a man, a couple inches under six feet tall and at least fifty pounds overweight. Years of walking from one dig site to another had kept him fit, though, and he easily matched Lourds�s longer stride. His bushy, black hair was going gray at the temples, giving him a sophisticated look that didn�t go with the wrinkled khaki shirt and pants. He looked like a classic, Russian hard-line politician, but he dressed like a bum. He added his flashlight beam to Lourds�s, forming a big pool of yellow that lit up the craggy ground festooned with rocks.
�How did you figure it out?�
Lourds smiled. �I�d rather show you first.�
* * *
Boris Glukov was one of the foremost authorities on Hellenistic Greece. The timeframe began with the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, and ended in 146 BCE, when Rome annexed the Greek peninsula and outlying islands.
Several times over the past few years, and over Finlandia Vodka, Lourds had heard Boris wax eloquent over some aspect of Alexander�s empire getting broken up and the resulting wars as the world seemed to turn against Macedon.
The period was rife with colorful characters as well. Ptolemy was left in Egypt to carve out an empire for himself, more or less. He had even arranged for the body of his friend and compatriot, Alexander the Great, to be brought to Memphis, Egypt, to consolidate his power. Those efforts were renewed when Ptolemy�s son, Ptolemy II, succeeded his father.
Philip V of Macedon had fought to keep the country free of Rome and had even brought peace to his people and the Greeks, temporarily holding the Empire at bay. His fatal mistake had been in forging an alliance with Carthage, Rome�s bitterest enemy.
Glukov loved the history that followed Alexander the Great, and in that, he had a bond with Lourds, who loved the Ancient Library of Alexandria. The Ptolemys had been the stewards of that great repository of knowledge.
The library had burned in 48 BCE, when Julius Caesar set fire to his ships in the harbor to thwart Achillas�s blockade. Lourds could only imagine how surprised the Egyptian general had been when he saw the Roman ships burning to the waterline, set ablaze by the same man that commanded them.
Lourds loved the idea of the library. Legend had it that the great library housed most of the knowledge of the known world at the time. There were still rumors and myths that not all of the library had burned that day. There were some who insisted parts of it had been carted off and hidden away.
Although none of the rumors had yet turned out to be true, Lourds believed that some of it must have survived. He�d spent a considerable portion of his life trying to find those caches.
�I was very fortunate when I found that scroll.� Boris referred to the scroll that had brought Lourds to the dig. Finding the scroll had been, as many archeological finds had begun, a fluke. Of course, archeologists and historians � and linguists, truth be told � hunted such flukes. He walked at Lourds�s side, and his face looked pale in the moonlight. �There are so many things that have been lost throughout history.�
�It�s good for us that many of them insist on being found.�
�That�s because some things are never meant to be hidden from the sight of man forever.�
Lourds didn�t think about disagreeing, but he knew that wasn�t true. The Vatican had some of the Atlantean scrolls, one of them in particular that would change the way people looked at the story of the Flood. There was another scroll that had lifted a Great Evil from the world, and that scroll would never be seen again. And more recently, there was another scroll, now in the hands of the Israelis, that would have ignited a religious war that might have consumed the world.
There were some things that were meant to be hidden away forever.
Boris continued. �I tell you, I was flummoxed. There I was, standing in a marketplace in Herat, looking at a document that was easily two thousand years old, and the man I bought it from had no idea what he had. But he saw my interest, and he gouged me with bloodthirsty enthusiasm.�
That was how things were in the Middle East. There was so much history in that area that a trained scholar couldn�t go anywhere without tripping over some forgotten historic record or ages-old document. The worst part about it was that so many of the people in possession of those things didn�t know what they had.
Of course, that could be said about the United States as well. In a country not quite two hundred and fifty years old, there were still many things that had been lost and subsequently found. The extra copy of The Declaration of Independence that had been found behind a painting only a few years ago was a good case in point. The possible number of things that had been lost in countries thousands of years old was staggering. And so many of those lost items were documents of one type or another. Some of them were on clay tablets, papyrus, even on turtle shells.
The trick lay in knowing how to read those things, and that was what Lourds excelled at.
�Of course, I immediately thought of you when I saw it.� Boris clapped Lourds on the shoulder hard enough to nearly knock him off his feet.
�You only thought of me after you couldn�t figure it out.�
�This is true. But at least I thought of you.� Boris sighed. �I have missed you, my friend. I�ve missed times like these. And I miss Lev.�
Lev Strauss had been one of Lourds�s best friends. Last year, he had been murdered, and Lourds had taken up the chase to solve the quest Lev had begun.
Boris shook his head. �The good ones always die so young. It is tragic.�
Lourds took a deep breath of the chill air, surprised to note how sober he was feeling. �You never told me what specifically brought you here.�
Boris shrugged. �Hellenistic history. What else am I to do? I love history, Thomas.� He held out a big hand. �Alexander the Great was incredible. Here was this big, handsome young man, only thirty-two years old, and he had the known world practically in his hand. All he had to do was close the deal.� He closed his hand into a fist. �But he never got the chance.�
�Persia got in the way. That might have been the tipping point.�
Boris heaved a sigh. �He was young. He fell in love with new ways too easily. Alexander came here, to Persia as it was then, and he grew enamored of the ways and customs.�
�That didn�t sit well with the hometown people.�
�No, but Alexander really tried to sell it. Gave his men wives, harems. Alas, all of that was to no avail. He was even going to send the older soldiers and the disabled ones back to Macedon while he was in Persia, but they didn�t trust what he was trying to do for them.�
�They rebelled at Opis, as I recall.�
Boris shot Lourds a wry grin. �You�ve heard this story before.�
�Drunk as well as sober, but you tell it well.�
�I do, don�t I?� Boris smiled happily, and the flashlight glow illuminated the expression. �Anyway, after the uprising and disagreement, three days later while he was still stymied by his men, Alexander started appointing Persians to command positions in his army. Can you imagine the shock and chagrin that went through his troops?�
�Probably on the same level with the dean of my school when I present him with an expense sheet.�
Boris hooted with laughter, and Lourds knew he wasn�t the only one still feeling the effects of the grape.
�Anyway, shortly after that, the army capitulated. But the victory was short-lived. Alexander returned to Macedon and discovered that some of his soldiers had desecrated the tomb of Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Persian Empire. He had those soldiers executed at once, of course.�
The tomb still stood in Pasargadae, Iran, and was a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Lourds had seen it and had been awed by it. The epitaph had been particularly moving. He cleared his throat. ��O man, whoever you are and wherever you come from, for I know you will come, I am Cyrus who won the Persians their empire. Do not therefore begrudge me this bit of earth that covers my bones.��
Boris sniffed. �It sounds better in Russian.�
Lourds switched to that language and repeated the epitaph.
�Do you see? It does sound better in Russian. More threatening and less defensive. I think those words were meant as a warning, not a plea.� Boris glanced at the tall hill just in front of them. He flicked his flashlight over the cave mouth.
The cave was situated so that it was hard to see from any direction. Anyone looking for it had to know exactly where to search. Thanks to the document Boris had bought, he�d been looking for the cave. He�d found it three weeks before Lourds had arrived from Cambridge, done considerable exploring, and had finally given up in disgust.
Lourds shone his flashlight into the cave and felt a little more sober. �You know, now that I think about things with a little more clarity, perhaps going into this cave in the dark isn�t such a good idea.�
Boris laughed. �Seriously? Don�t you think the cave will be dark inside during the day as well?�
�I do, but there might be more people awake that we could ask for help if we needed it.�
�Help? Why should we need help? You and I have been in this cave several times over the past few days. Nothing untoward has yet happened to us.�
�True.� Lourds smiled in anticipation. �And there�s nothing like having a discovery all to yourself, is there?�
�Exactly.� Boris clapped him on the shoulder. �Come on then. Let�s go see if you�ve truly solved this riddle.� He led the way into the cave.
* * *
Standing in the dark a hundred yards from Lourds and Glukov, Dmitry watched the two men enter the cave and shook his head wearily. These two were idiots. There was no other explanation for their decisions.
�Lieutenant Chizkov, do you have your sidearm?�
�I do, sir.� The younger man seemed nervous. �Do you think I will need it?�
�How would I know? I don�t know why two professors would get up in the middle of the night to go spelunking.�
�It can�t be for any good reason, sir.�
Dmitry sighed at the ignorance of youth. �Lieutenant, if these men were common criminals, I would vouchsafe that, in the middle of the night, they were indeed up to something clandestine. But these are university-trained professors. They�re as curious and as incomprehensible as a child. They do things simply because they are there to be done.�
�Then we have nothing to worry about.�
�No, I did not say that. We will worry because that is our job. But we will be careful because I think we should be.� Dmitry checked the pistol in his waistband. �Do you have extra batteries for your flashlight?�
�Yes.�
�Good. Then let us go and hope that this � whatever it is � will not take long.� Making his way by moonlight, Dmitry headed up the incline.
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The cave tunnel was tall enough for Lourds, and it was wide enough for Boris and him to walk side by side. The walls were worn smooth from the passage of time, but probably from lots of human traffic as well. Those caravans that crisscrossed the country had to stop somewhere, and the cave would have been a good campsite. Bandits had probably taken refuge there as well.
Phosphorescent chalk marks stood out on the walls after the flashlight beams passed over them. There were several tunnels throughout the cave system. The majority were natural, but some were man-made.
Lourds and Boris followed one of the natural ones.
�You know, Thomas, the scroll mentioned there was a treasure.�
�I know. I read it. I also noticed that it didn�t mention what the treasure was.�
�So?�
Lourds glanced at his friend. �You and I both know that a document that tells about a hiding place generally also mentions what is being hidden. If it is legitimate.�
�Not always.�
�At least it would mention who hid it.�
�Possibly, but that isn�t an ironclad law.�
Lourds took the next left from memory but confirmed the choice with the chalk mark on the wall. Now that he was moving and they were in the cold cave, he discovered he was sobering up rather quickly.
As ever, the excitement of incipient discovery made his pulse race. If they actually found a treasure, they wouldn�t be leaving the country with it, because anything they found belonged to Afghanistan, but � for a time � they would be royalty among the dig teams.
�How did you get on this dig?� Lourds took another left. �The last I heard, you�d been condemned to teaching at the university. And that�s your description, by the way, not mine. I enjoy teaching.�
�As to what I�m doing out in the field once more instead of spending my time in a classroom, I have the newly elected president of Mother Russia to thank for that.�
�His people aren�t as tight with a buck now when it comes to research?�
�Not his people, my friend. Mikhail Nevsky himself signed off on my funding. I even got to meet him. Briefly.�
�You met Nevsky? The man who said he was above kowtowing for backing?�
Wearily, Boris shook his shaggy head. �I grow tired of the classroom. It is four walls and dreary. These days I find myself gazing out the windows as much as my students. It is no place to be. I need to be rejuvenated. I need to�discover.�
�So what�s Nevsky�s angle?�
�Angle? Why an angle? Must he have an angle?�
�Ancient history.�
Boris grinned good-naturedly at his companion. �What possible interest would the president of Russia have in this stuff? For all I know, perhaps my grant writing caught his eye.�
�I�ve seen your grant writing. In Russian and in English. I wouldn�t be so quick to laud your abilities.�
�Faugh.�
�But why would Nevsky fund your work?� Lourds was curious. Nevsky was still somewhat of a cipher. The new Russian president was recalcitrant and talked only of Russia. �Nevsky is Old School Russian. From the talks I�ve seen him give, he wants to see Russia pulled back into the Communist way of life.�
Boris shrugged. �I have lived with Communism, and I have lived with capitalism. I have to say, the Communist way was a lot less complicated.�
�But what is Nevsky�s interest in your work?�
Boris sighed. �Thomas, what is the last thing a needy research scholar asks?�
Lourds smiled. �Why someone decided to donate money to fund that research.�
�Exactly. You�re supposed to thank your blessings and your good fortune, then go cash the check as soon as is politely possible.�
�You know, the old line about being wary of Greeks bearing gifts seems very opportune at this time, given the bit of history we�re studying.�
�Nevsky is a strange man. I watch him posture and preen, and I see him trying to convince Russia that he is the leader they have been waiting for. The scary thing is, there are several in the Russian military who like his points of view.�
�I don�t see Mikhail Nevsky as the kind of man who would waste his time with those who don�t share his views.�
�No, but the man can be rather charming.�
�When he�s funding a grant.�
�Obviously most appealing at that time.�
* * *
�So here it is, my friend. The riddle that has stymied me for weeks.� Boris shined his light over the dead-ended tunnel.
The beam picked up the engraving on the wall. There were two lines on the wall, all of them written in Old Persian. The cuneiform had been cut into the stone a long time ago and had gotten smoothed over during the years.
Lourds had first seen a copy of it, a rubbing Boris had shown him, at the Herat Airport upon his arrival. They had sat in a small caf� next to a group of newly arrived ISAF replacements and talked, in Russian, about what the engraving meant.
Boris, though he was no mean linguist, hadn�t been able to make a complete translation. Lourds had solved it � even though some of the cuneiform had worn away in places � within a couple of hours over three beers and a sandwich.
Looking at it now, Lourds smiled.
�Why are you smiling?� Boris seemed a little irritated.
�You will too, once you know the secret.�
�The secret? Do you mean to tell me that you translated the writing incorrectly?�
�No. Not at all.� Lourds shot his friend a grimace. �Truly, Boris? A wrong translation? From me? You doubt my abilities?�
�No.� Boris held up his hands. �You did not hear me say this.�
�Not in so many words.� Lourds looked at the inscription again. �The document you discovered��
�Ransomed.�
��at the marketplace told briefly of a merchant determined to hide his profits from the tax collectors during the Persian Empire.�
�The Achaemenid Empire.� Boris corrected Lourds immediately.
�I beg your pardon. The Achaemenid Empire, which everyone else knows as the Persian Empire.�
Boris blew out an irritated breath. �Inaccuracies and shortcuts abound. This is one of the reasons no one gets a decent education these days.�
Lourds took a pass on the verbal sparring for the moment. His argument was that information was passed on best these days when it presented quickly and understandably. �According to that document, the merchant hid a portion of his profits within this cave, always packing it away while he was on caravan returning to Herat. Unfortunately, the merchant died and was unable to reclaim his treasure.�
�It�s not the promise of gold and lucre that drives me, you know.�
�Of course not, Boris. I would never think that of you.� And in truth, Lourds never would. Boris didn�t follow his explorations for the money. He just wanted to know things. Lourds understood that implicitly.
�Good.� Boris gestured toward the wall. ��My son, I love you, and if you would have your inheritance, you must seek beyond these words.�� He shook his head. �How can you have had an epiphany about this while you were with Dominique?�
�Because she surprised me, and I realized that she was more than meets the eye.�
Boris rolled his eyes, and they glowed white in the reflected flashlight beam. �If this is going to get into sexual athleticism, I will not be able to restrain myself. They will find your corpse stretched out in this cave on the morrow.�
�No. But realizing that Dominique held qualities that most men wouldn�t see because they were too busy taking in her beauty led me to thinking about the message here.�
�Perhaps I am just tired, because you are making no sense.�
Lourds knelt to his pack and brought out a special plaster mix he�d had in his tent from earlier casting duty to get copies of some of the clay tiles that had been written on. �I think there�s a message beyond the message the merchant left for his son. Something that probably his son would understand when no one else would.�
Boris trained his light on the cuneiform writing and stepped closer to the wall to see the inscription better. �Beyond the message?�
�Yes. Actually, I�m thinking underneath the message.� Lourds took a small tray from his backpack, poured in some of the plaster mix, then added water and mixed it into a gray-white paste with a trowel. He scooped some of the plaster onto the trowel and approached the wall.
�Wait! What are you doing?�
�Going to see if I�m right.� Lourds smoothed the plaster onto the wall, totally covering the message and extending beyond the edges of the cuneiform to make certain it was all covered.
He spent the next several minutes making sure the plaster was thick. When he was finished and he�d used all of the mixture, he stepped back and admired his handiwork.
The wall looked like it had a huge Band-Aid in the center of it.
Lourds cleaned the tray and the trowel with water from his canteen.
Boris surveyed the patch job. �What is this supposed to mean?�
�Remember when we did an analysis on the carving? Testing to see the depth to which the cuneiform had been cut into the rock?�
�Yes. They�re of various depths.�
�Right. That was the first clue. I just missed it. I blamed the differing tolerances on the carver. Totally my bad. As you can see, the carving is very accurate, almost machined in. The cuneiform is spaced precisely, and the symbols are all uniform. A very, very skilled craftsman created this. So, I reasoned, the tolerances had to be equally planned.� Lourds scratched his goatee and stood. The plaster was supposed to be a quick-drying compound, and it turned out that it was.
�Well, I still miss it.�
Lourds took out his Swiss Army knife and flicked the smaller blade open. �Give me a hand with this, and I�ll show you.� He set the flashlight on the ground on its butt so the beam would diffuse against the ceiling and fill the cave with light. Boris did the same.
Working carefully, Lourds inserted the blade under the edge of the plaster and gradually made his way around. Boris drew a pocketknife of his own and started doing the same on his end.
Gently, they pried the patch free and pulled it from the wall, lowering it to the floor.
The plaster form had reached into the cuneiform cuts, but the whirling spikes forming the layers of the depths of the carved niches could be plainly seen.
�I still do not see it.�
�Patience.� Lourds reached into his backpack and withdrew a roll of paper. �Let�s see if my theory is correct.�
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Just as Dmitry was about to enter the cave after the two professors, shadows flitted across the incline ahead of him. He still wasn�t using a flashlight because he hadn�t wanted to alert Glukov and Lourds. Reaching back unerringly with his left hand, he caught Chizkov�s wrist and held the young lieutenant in place.
Chizkov froze instantly.
Dmitry�s hand closed around the butt of his pistol. He whispered almost in the lieutenant�s ear. �Be very still and do not say a word. Do not move.�
After that, Dmitry followed his own advice. He did not try to stare at the shadows ahead of him. He watched them from the corners of his eyes, where his vision would be at its sharpest.
Gradually, the shadows turned into men dressed in loose trousers and shirts. They carried bags over their shoulders and looked warily about. Some of them carried rifles in one hand.
Tomb robbers? Dmitry tried that logic in his mind, but it didn�t feel right. Men who were interested in stealing artifacts would be looking nearer to camp. This was interesting, and he had no explanation for it. He stood in the shadows and remained unseen.
After the last one entered the cave, Dmitry again leaned toward the young lieutenant. �Go get help.�
�Who?� Chizkov was nervous. They were the only two agents at the camp.
Dmitry thought quickly. During the time he had been at the dig site, he�d quietly assessed the people he came in contact with. That was how he had known Glukov was obsessed and the American linguist was a man who would get into trouble.
How much Lourds had to do with the men entering the cave had yet to be seen.
�You have met Layla Teneen, yes?�
�Yes.�
Dmitry had known the Afghanistan professor would have attracted the young lieutenant�s attention. She was a very beautiful woman, very strong in her independence.
�Go to her and tell her that she needs to bring security personnel to this place.� Dmitry felt certain that, as the liaison for the dig site, Layla Teneen would have access to the Afghanistan National Police and Afghanistan National Army. Perhaps she would even have someone in the International Security Assistance Force.
�What should I tell her?�
�That she should hurry. Now, go. I am growing a beard waiting on you.�
Chizkov sped away across the incline, almost tripping in his haste.
Pistol in hand, Dmitry squared himself and walked toward the cave. There would be numerous questions about his presence there if he was right, but there would be only dead men in that cave come morning if he took no action. He went forward.
* * *
�Hold the paper across the tips of the mold.� Lourds straightened his own end and placed it under his backpack, anchoring the paper to the ground.
On the other side of the mold, Boris stretched the paper to the end of the mold and waited. He looked expectantly at Lourds. �Am I to be given no explanation?�
Lourds grinned, enjoying the situation. �It�s magic. If I�m right, you�ll be amazed.�
�And if you�re wrong?�
�I�ll be twice as embarrassed as Geraldo Rivera was when he opened Al Capone�s safe on live television.�
Boris grinned. �A good archeologist should be like a good magician.�
�How is that?�
�Before he performs for an audience, he should always know how the trick turns out.�
Lourds reached into his backpack and took out a stick of charcoal. �Hold that end taut.�
�I will.�
�It�s important that there is no play in the paper.�
Slowly, carefully, Lourds dragged a stick of art charcoal across the paper. The tips of the plaster where the charcoal touched was a dark gray, distinctly opposed to the light gray film that covered the rest of the paper.
Diligently, Lourds stayed with the task until he finished it. Once he had, the paper was covered in symbols that looked a lot like the cuneiform engraving on the wall. He put the charcoal away and picked up his flashlight. He traced the beam across the writing.
After a moment, he shook his head.
�I can�t read this.�
�You thought you would be able to?�
�Yes. There should have been a message here.�
�Why would you think that?�
�Because of the carvings. Come here.� Impatiently, head still spinning, Lourds walked back over to the wall. He shined the flashlight beam into the engraving. �See? Do you see?�
Boris peered into the holes. �What am I supposed to see?�
�The tool markings on the edges of the excavations deeper into the writing.�
Dutifully, Boris looked again. �I see what appears to be tool markings.�
�It is. Trust me.�
�I trusted you enough to follow you up here. And I held the paper as you directed. Only to have you tell me that you cannot read what you thought you would be able to read.�
Lourds frowned and reconsidered. There was something he was missing, but it continued to elude him, flitting just beyond his mental reach. �It suddenly came to me that the only reason there would be so many markings was if the deeper excavations in that writing were to leave a second message.�
Boris looked back at the paper then back at the wall. Then he smiled. �You are a brilliant man, my friend, if there truly is a message here.�
�I would have sworn there was. That was why the writer had said, �you must seek beyond these words.� Because there were other words that had to be ferreted out.�
�Absolutely brilliant, I will give you that. However, not above making mistakes. And you have made one.�
�What?�
Boris walked back to the paper, picked it up, and reversed it. �You were looking at it backwards.� He grinned in delight.
Lourds grinned as well, for there was a message on the paper, and it was written in the same Old Persian tongue. �Here. Hold it up with the flashlight behind it.�
Boris held one end of the paper in one hand and the flashlight in the other, shining it through the paper from underneath.
Slowly, Lourds used the charcoal stick to draw in the cuneiform symbols, making them easier to read. When he finished the whole message, he read it aloud. ��Go north. Third cave on the east. Between the camel.� At least, I think that says camel.�
Excitedly, Boris patted Lourds on the shoulder. Then he carefully folded the paper. �You are an amazing man, Thomas Lourds. I have always said that.�
�I seem to recall earlier that you weren�t so certain I�d even gotten the first translation right.�
�I�m certain now. Let us go see what we can find.�
Lourds grabbed his backpack and followed Boris back up through the passageways.
* * *
In her tent, Professor Layla Teneen stared at her notebook computer screen again and tried to think of how she wanted to compose the e-mail she was going to send. When she�d first been offered the job as liaison for the dig site, she�d been honored � and wary.
Afghanistan still didn�t like women in power. The old way of thinking was to keep the country a man�s world.
For the past seventeen years, since the age of sixteen, Layla had dodged the advances of men. Marriage for her in Afghanistan would have ended her life of independence.
She wasn�t willing to give up her dreams of being her own person. She was thirty-three years old, and most of the girls she had grown up with were already grandparents.
She could be an independent woman, but she would also be a lonely one. Shaking her head, Layla focused on the small LCD screen.
Someone rang the small bell she�d hung from the front of her tent. �Professor Teneen.�
Startled, Layla glanced at the time/date reading on her computer. It was far too late for someone to come calling. Unless something was wrong.
Layla got up from the small folding desk and walked across the tent floor in her sock feet.
�Yes. Who is it?� She answered in Russian, matching the speaker�s language.
�It is Chizkov, ma�am.�
�Chizkov?� Layla recognized the name. She was very good with names. Chizkov was an attach� for Dmitry Dolgov, who seemed in no way to be an archeologist and not very informed about history either. �What do you want at this hour?�
�It is Major Dolgov. He requests that you bring some security personnel.�
Anxiety shot through Layla�s stomach. The Taliban in the area had been very quiet for the past few months. She really thought she might get through her tour this time without seeing them.
And what about Major Dolgov? There had been no mention of a Major Dolgov. Only Professor Dolgov. The man�s papers had been checked and verified.
But it wouldn�t have been the first time someone had gotten into a dig and turned out not to be who he � or she � was supposed to be.
�Did he say why he needed the security people?�
�No. Only that he did. We were following Boris Glukov and Thomas Lourds up to the cave where the professors have been spending their time.�
Followed? Layla picked up her boots and pulled them back on. �Give me a moment, Chizkov.�
�Certainly.�
Layla picked up her satellite phone from her desk and used the speed dial.
A voice answered in Dari. �Yes.�
�Captain Fitrat? This is Director Teneen. I have need of you.�
�I am on my way.�
Before she left her tent, Layla took a flashlight, extra batteries, a first-aid kit, and the Beretta 9mm she kept in her tent for emergencies.
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They found the third cave on the east readily enough. It was a large room, at least sixty or seventy yards across. Not big enough to get lost in but certainly large enough to stash a house. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, and stalagmites stood up from the ground. Several scars that had been smoothed over in the center of the floor showed where other stalagmites had been removed to make room, presumably, for people who had spent the night in the cave.
Boris looked around madly. �I don�t understand. I have been in this cave several times while looking for clues. I never found anything before.�
�Were you looking for a camel before?�
�No.� Boris sounded exasperated. �There is no camel in this room. Not a living one and not a dead one either. Don�t you think I would have noticed a camel?�
�Perhaps a pictograph.� Lourds moved off and began shining his light over the walls. The rough surfaces were clear except for phosphorescent chalk marks on the floor that declared the area as CAVE ROOM #16. The chemicals would easily wash off later, but for the moment, it helped with cataloging everything.
Lourds�s beam froze on two stalagmites against one wall. �Boris, when you think of a camel, what do you imagine?�
�An ugly, ungainly-looking beast with a savage temperament and a stench that absolutely reeks. What do you imagine?�
�Aside from those things, what do you think of when you visualize a camel?�
Something in Lourds�s voice drew his friend around. �Humps, I suppose. Why?�
Lourds waggled his flashlight beam over the two stalagmites he�d spotted. �One hump or two per camel?�
�The stalagmites?�
�Yes.�
�No way.�
�The writer did mention �between the camel,� so maybe we�re not looking for a whole camel.�
Boris flicked his light around the room, but Lourds already knew there wouldn�t be another set of stalagmites that looked the same. These two were rounded on the top, as if the ends had been artificially knocked off and sanded.
As if hardly daring to believe what he might find, Boris closed in on the stalagmites. The light caressed the dark gray-brown color of the stone. Boris halted at the pair and stared at them. �These have to be the camel�s humps the message was referring to.�
�I think so as well.� Lourds stood beside Boris and looked around some more.
�What are we supposed to find?�
�Perhaps whatever was here has already been taken. It has been hundreds of years.�
�No.� Boris stubbornly shook his head. �Whatever the author of that carving had hidden, it wouldn�t be hidden in plain sight. There has to be a trick.� He knelt and began feeling around on the humps.
Lourds knelt beside his friend. �The message said between the humps.�
�Well, there�s the floor.� Boris slammed his fist into the floor a few times experimentally. �But that appears to be solid enough.� He switched his attention to the wall and banged the butt of his flashlight against the stone surface in a few areas.
Some of the flashlight�s thumps sounded hollow.
�Let me see your canteen, please.�
Unslinging the canteen from his shoulder, Lourds passed it over.
Taking his time, Boris poured water along the wall at shoulder height, then watched it run down the stone. As the water ran along the surface, it unveiled a horizontal groove that hadn�t been visible to the naked eye. Two other lines ran vertically on either side of the horizontal line.
�Look.� Boris could scarcely speak.
�I see it.� Lourds�s pulse beat at his temples, and he couldn�t help smiling. This was what he lived for.
Boris stuck out his hand. �Could I borrow your knife?�
Gently inserting the blade into the horizontal gap, Boris pried at the crack, slowly opening it. A whole section of the wall popped out, leaving an opening three feet across and three feet tall.
For a moment, Boris froze. �Me first?�
�It�s your discovery.� Lourds gestured the man forward. �I�ll gladly follow you into the promised land.�
Lourds gestured with the flashlight. �Are you going to go? Or do you want me to take the lead?�
�I�m going. I�m going.� Diligently, Boris surveyed the tunnel again. �Why couldn�t they have made this big enough for a grown man?�
�Because it�s supposed to be hidden.�
Footsteps scraped the stone floor behind Lourds. He turned swiftly and shined his flashlight toward the center of the cave.
Six men dressed in dark desert clothing that looked black in the shadows stood behind them. The men looked hard and worn. They carried packs over their shoulders and rifles in their hands. Three of them carried small oil lanterns, and Lourds realized that he hadn�t seen their light because he�d been blinded by his own.
�You see, Ghairat, I told you I heard someone inside the caves.�
One of the men dropped his pack, and all the other men did too. �Get your hands up.� He gestured with the AK-47 he held. �Get your hands up or I will shoot you.� He spoke in broken Russian.
�Boris�� Lourds elevated his hands.
Awkwardly, Boris clambered back out of the tunnel.
�Are you spying on us, Russian dogs?� Ghairat strode forward with more confidence.
Lourds cleared his throat. �No.�
�Then what are you doing here?�
�We are archeologists.�
One of the men snorted derisively. �More of the dirt diggers. I say we kill them now and be done with it.� He spoke in the Turkmen language, which Lourds knew well enough to understand.
�Young fool.� Another man cuffed the speaker on the head. �If we kill them, the other dirt diggers will start looking for who killed them.�
�If we don�t kill them, they will tell others they have seen us. They will come into the cave and find the opium we have stored here.�
The leader, Ghairat, turned to the young man. �Close your mouth.�
The young man bowed his head in obedience.
�It is a simple solution.� Ghairat grinned. �We will kill them here, then stuff them in that convenient hole in the wall they found.� He raised his rifle.
Lourds grunted at Boris under his breath, �The tunnel. Now!�
Boris didn�t hesitate. He threw himself into the tunnel like a mouse returning to its home ahead of the cat. Lourds dropped as well, expecting to feel a bullet between his shoulder blades at any second.
Ghairat opened fire, but the bullets slapped against the wall Lourds had stood in front of, then tracked down. For a moment, the camel hump-shaped stalagmites offered protection from the bullets, but Lourds knew that was fleeting at best. The men were already jockeying for new firing positions.
One of the ricochets caught a man and knocked him down.
�Brothers! Help me! I am shot!�
Ghairat stopped firing and screamed in frustration. �Get them!�
Lourds dropped behind Boris and hurled himself through the small passageway. Another thing the men hadn�t thought of was that the small arms fire would carry out of the caves and alert the camp. He didn�t know if they were using drugs or were truly just dim-witted, but hanging around to find out wasn�t an option at the moment.
Even a fool�s bullets could kill him. And he was certain the men wouldn�t be without the long, curved herdmen�s knives so many carried out in the wilderness.
* * *
Heart pounding, Dmitry stood in the passageway leading to the cave where he�d followed the men. He hadn�t known the men had reached Glukov and Lourds until he heard one of them speaking to the pair. Then there had been exchanges in a language that Dmitry couldn�t understand, but none of it sounded good.
Quietly, he stole up to the cave entrance. He took a fresh grip on his pistol. During his time with the SVR, he had killed sixteen men. Most of those had been shot while trying to kill him or his partners. He had mortally wounded his first man when he was twenty-three.
One of the men inside the cave cried out in pain. Since it was in the language that he didn�t understand, Dmitry was certain that neither Glukov nor Lourds had been shot.
However, that didn�t mean they weren�t about to be.
Dmitry drew in his breath and let it out, then he flicked on his flashlight in his left hand, placed it under his pistol in his right, and swiveled so he faced the opening in profile.
The flashlight beam caught the black-garbed men flatfooted. One of them lay on the floor, and two others administered to him. They looked at the opening, holding up hands against the brightness of the light, and tried to see.
One of the men in front raised his rifle to fire.
Dmitry focused on that man first, firing three bullets into the man�s body and noting with professional satisfaction the way the target staggered back. Then he fired several shots into the knot of men trying to boil into action.
He went through the door at a steady run, committing himself to his action. Targeting the men who were still moving, Dmitry kept walking toward them and shot them in the head, one after the other.
Heart still beating rapidly, Dmitry kept the pistol at the ready in both hands. He still had twelve rounds of the eighteen in the magazine in his weapon. Looking around, he saw that no one else was in the cave.
�Put the weapon down! Do it now!�
Even with his ears ringing from the thunderous noise trapped inside the cave, Dmitry recognized the threatening timbre of a professional soldier�s voice. Quietly, he bent and placed the pistol on the ground.

6

32 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
June 18, 2012
Anger filled Layla�s body as she surveyed the scene of the executions. That was how she thought of what she saw before her. Even though the men lying on the ground had had weapons in their possession, they hadn�t stood a chance against the man before her.
�Do not move!� Captain Jamshid Fitrat stepped into the cave himself.
In his early forties, the Afghanistan National Policeman was a professional fighting man blooded in many battles. He was short and squat, powerfully built, and always watchful. He never asked questions until he had first spent time figuring out a situation for himself.
Layla liked the captain for his professionalism, attention to detail, and because he had gone to college in the West. He had ultimately disappointed his wealthy parents because he�d chosen to become a soldier instead of the medical doctor they�d wanted him to be. He had served in the army before college and had returned to it a few years later.
During his time in the West, Fitrat had also learned to treat women as equals. Layla had met the captain�s wife and children on occasion. The woman and the two boys seemed very affectionate. Very Western.
Later, after she�d gotten to know him and learned that she would be appointed liaison and director over the dig site, Layla had asked that he be assigned to the security post.
Fitrat himself had never said whether he preferred the assignment one way or the other. He was totally professional.
The captain kept his pistol pointed at the man standing before them. �Put your hands behind your head. Do it now.�
�Of course.� The man spoke with a Russian accent. �I will do everything you say.�
Fitrat kicked the pistol away. �Down on your knees.�
Without a word, the man knelt. He remained calm and kept his eyes forward.
Layla couldn�t believe the man could be so matter-of-fact. He wasn�t even trying to defend himself.
�Don�t hurt him. That�s Major Dolgov.� Chizkov tried to get into the cave.
Two of the men Fitrat had brought with him grabbed the young man by the arms, lifted him bodily, and hoisted him across the outside passageway.
One of the Afghan soldiers pointed at Chizkov. �Do not move.�
�All right. But don�t hurt him. Obviously those men came in here to hurt Professor Glukov and Professor Lourds.�
�Are you alone?� Fitrat stepped around in front of the man, his pistol always pointing at the man�s head.
Dolgov, if that was his name, glanced idly around at the dead bodies scattered across the cave floor. One of the men had ended up falling back onto a cluster of stalagmites and now looked like an Indian fakir on a bed of oversized nails.
�I am now.�
�What are you doing here?�
�I came to the aid of two professors from the camp. These men were going to kill them.�
Fitrat examined one of the packs on the floor. When he opened it and shined a flashlight beam inside, Layla saw the pile of fist-sized dark bags inside. �This is opium. Black tar.�
Dolgov inspected the revealed contents of the bag. �Yes, I believe it is.�
Opium ran through Afghanistan. In the beginning, it had been grown by the Sumerians, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and the Egyptians. The drug had been used at a lethal dose to kill people. Possibly Socrates himself had drunk hemlock laced with opium. But the drug had also been used as medicine, as a pain reliever and to adjust people with emotional problems.
The Islamic people had picked up the crop, improved upon the strain, and sold it to the Chinese for medicinal purposes. Of course, that wasn�t the entire use. Criminal enterprises had flocked to it, including British, French, and American trading companies.
Even today, opium remained a stable currency in Afghanistan when the economy constantly teetered on the brink of poverty. The American Central Intelligence Agency had used opium as a monetary bargaining chip during their involvement in the country in the 1980s. Now the Taliban used it, but there were warlords who remained solvent selling it to evolving markets as well.
Any pity Layla might have felt for the dead men evaporated immediately.
Fitrat released the pack, and it tumbled onto its side, spilling the dark bags across the rough floor. �You said you were here to aid the two professors.�
�Yes.�
�Where are they?�
�I don�t know. When I was in the passageway outside, I heard the American, Lourds, speaking. I entered when guns were fired. Glukov and Lourds were nowhere to be seen.�
Fitrat gestured his men into the room. Two of the soldiers remained outside to secure the passageway. The rest took up the search for the missing professors.
At a nod from Fitrat, Layla entered the cave as well. She stepped carefully, trying to avoid stepping in any of the slowly spreading pools of blood.
* * *
Galvanized by the crash and thunder of the gunshots in the cave behind them, Boris Glukov traveled quickly through the passageway. Lourds found himself suddenly hard-pressed to keep up with his friend.
The rough stone bit into Lourds�s palms and knees as he scrabbled along. Somehow, Boris had managed to hang on to his flashlight, and it was the only illumination they had in the tunnel, and even then it bounced around so much as Boris scrambled that it was like a dance floor light show.
�Are they coming after us?� Boris sounded partially out of breath.
�I don�t know. Don�t slow down.�
�We�re coming to a dead end.�
�What?� Lourds tried to estimate how far they�d come.
�A dead end. Here.� Boris flattened as much as he could in the passageway and shined the flashlight beam steadily at the wall ahead of them.
Lourds groaned.
Boris crawled forward a few more feet until he was pressed up against the wall. He trailed the light across the carved message. �This is the same language as that on the wall, yes?�
�Yes.� Lourds reached around his friend and brushed dust from the symbols. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he remembered the men with guns and all the shooting, but at the moment, that didn�t matter.
They�d found the hidden secret.
�It is, Boris.� Lourds clapped the other man on the back. �You have indeed discovered a prize. Now we just need to see what it is you�ve found.� He squinted at the writing. �I need to be closer.�
Boris tried to back up and discovered that he couldn�t. �I fear I am too large for such gymnastics.�
�I don�t really like our chances of crawling back out.�
�Neither do I. We survived once. I do not care to press our luck.�
�Agreed.� Carefully, Lourds slithered up beside the Russian. He brushed at the dust again, uncovering more of the symbols, then blew on them and nearly choked in the dry backdraft. He took Boris�s flashlight and shined it on the wall.
Boris�s labored breathing was practically in his ear. The cramped position was uncomfortable for both of them.
The symbols translated easily.
��For the treasure you seek, you only have to look to Heaven.��
Boris looked at the ceiling of the passageway. �There is nothing there.�
�You have to think of Islamic customs. Heaven isn�t up. It lies to the east.� Lourds flicked the light around the walls and discovered a small indentation on the wall beside Boris. �Can you reach that?�
�I don�t know. Let me try.� Boris rolled and twisted. His finger hovered over the indentation less than an inch beyond his reach.
Suddenly light flared at the other end of the passageway.
For a moment, Lourds thought the light might be a muzzle flash. Rigid, he waited for a bullet to tear through his body and to hear the sound of the shot roll over him. Instead, he heard a woman�s voice speaking in Russian.
�Professor Glukov? Professor Lourds? Are you all right?� The questions were repeated in English.
Lourds thought he recognized the voice. �Professor Teneen? Layla?�
�Yes. Are you all right?�
�Yes. There are men with guns��
�They have been dealt with, Professor Lourds. The two of you need to come out here at once.�
For a moment, Lourds felt like a schoolboy about to get scolded for improper behavior. �Boris and I think we have found something.�
�If you have, there will be time to come back in the morning and have a better look at it. At the moment, I�ve got quite the mess to clean up here, and to find out what is going on with some of our fellow dig personnel.�
�Thomas, I can almost reach it.� Boris sounded strained. �Perhaps if you could give my arm a shove.�
�Professor Lourds.�
�We�re on our way.� Lourds turned to Boris and placed his hand on the man�s elbow. �Are you sure?�
�Of course.�
�I don�t want to break or tear anything.�
�And I don�t want to wait till morning � or possibly later � to find out where this trail has led us. Push.�
Lourds pushed. Boris�s middle finger made contact with the indentation.
�Push again.�
Lourds did as he was requested.
This time something clicked. At first, he thought the sound might have been made by cartilage tearing in Boris�s arm.
Then a spear point came out of the ceiling and smashed into the stone below, sliding between the two men and missing them by less than an inch.
�My god.� Boris stared at the weapon in wide-eyed wonder. �If we�d been in the middle of the passageway instead of plastered on the sides, that thing would have skewered us.�
�But it didn�t.�
�That was meant to kill whomever was here.�
Before Lourds could reply, a series of clicks sounded. Without any warning at all, the section of the passageway they lay on yawned open, and they slid forward.
Frantically, Lourds tried to grab any purchase he could find, even closing his hand on the spear for a moment. But it snapped even as he reached for Boris, and he slid off into the abyss with the other man.
One of them � Lourds wasn�t sure which � screamed.
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Squatting in front of the passageway and holding a high-intensity lantern, Layla Teneen watched in disbelief as the bottom dropped out from under Lourds and Boris. The two screamed, but their cries didn�t last very long, indicating that the fall probably wasn�t high enough to break their necks but was sufficient to knock the air from their lungs. Layla had almost cried out herself, but she�d simply been too stunned, and the moment was gone before she knew it.
An instant later, she heard Boris speaking painfully. �Thomas, I think my leg is broken.�
�Hang on, Boris. Let me get the flashlight.�
Layla sighed. �Idiots.� Since she�d taken over the directorship, she�d learned she could count on some archeologist � or master�s student � being too brave or not resourceful enough. It was maddening. She looked over her shoulder at Fitrat. �Captain, we�re going to need some rope.�
�Here, Boris. I�ve got the flashlight. Just a moment and I�ll�� Lourds stopped speaking.
Layla�s imagination played havoc with her. One thing was certain: whoever climbed into the passageway wasn�t supposed to survive. The fall was supposed to take care of a body.
�Boris.� Lourds spoke more quietly, and the faint voice barely reached Layla�s ears. �Do you see that?�
* * *
Dmitry sat on the other side of the cave beside Chizkov.
The young lieutenant gazed at the dead men. �Did you�did you kill them?�
Dmitry shrugged. �I did. If they had killed me, I would not be here for you to ask me questions, would I?�
In the reflected glow of the flashlights in the hands of the Afghan soldiers, Chizkov looked pale and younger than ever. �No, I suppose you wouldn�t.�
Studying his young prot�g�, Dmitry waved to the dead men. �Does this bother you?�
The Afghan soldiers gave the corpses no more attention. They were attendant upon their commanding officer and the dig director.
Chizkov started to shake his head in reply to Dmitry�s question, then he stopped. �Yes, this bothers me. I am not used to this.�
�In the SVR, you may need to get used to such things. This is a sad revelation, but times in Mother Russia are not very restful. In addition to the Chechen terrorists, we are starting to attract Islamic extremists as well.�
�I know. My father is a politician. He worked to keep me out of the army and to get me someplace safe.� Chizkov looked embarrassed. �I was willing to be in the regular army, and to go to fight in Chechnya if I needed to.�
�Chechnya is no place for you, Lieutenant.�
Chizkov bristled at that. �I am not afraid, Major Dolgov.�
�Perhaps you should address me in such a manner again. In case one of the soldiers did not hear you.�
Face flushing, Chizkov looked away. �I am sorry.�
Dmitry patted the young man�s arm like he would his own son. �It is all right. You did well. You went and got help.�
�You didn�t need it.�
�No, as it turns out, I did not. But those two in that passage, Glukov and Lourds, they may yet need help that I was unprepared to give.� Dmitry looked at Chizkov again. �And when I said that you did not belong in Chechnya, I only meant that no one should have to fight that kind of war. It is a very terrible thing.�
Chizkov was quiet for a moment. �We are found out.�
�As liars? Yes, that is true. But not as spies.�
�What else will these people think of us?�
Dmitry shrugged. �We are not here spying on them. That is something.�
�My father says President Nevsky is very interested in Professor Glukov�s work.�
�This I know. But I do not know why. Did your father happen to tell you that?�
�No.�
�When we get back to Mother Russia, perhaps you might find out.�
�Why? Won�t we be off this assignment by then?�
�Possibly. But it is still a curious matter, Josef. I would not mind knowing the answer so very much, if it is not a problem.�
�I will see what I can do.� Chizkov was silent for a moment as one of the soldiers returned carrying a coil of rope. �What do you suppose they found?�
Dmitry looked at the dead men again. �Tell me, do you believe in omens?�
�You mean like the gypsies talk about when they wish to entertain a crowd?�
�Yes, I mean that. And when the gypsies talk of such things to frighten listeners. I think that is what I mean in this instance.�
Chizkov shrugged. �Sometimes. Sometimes I listen and I think maybe there is some truth in what they say about cursed things.�
�So do I.� Dmitry gazed at the passageway. �I do not know what our two professors have found in that place, but I think it is one of those things. Having the opium traffickers find them here tonight was an ill omen. I would not want anything to do with what they have found in that place.�
* * *
Lourds shined the recovered flashlight around the ground where he and Boris had landed after their surprise fall. His left side and arm still throbbed from the impact, but he hardly noticed the pain. He reached down, picked his hat off the ground, beat it against his leg for a moment, then clapped it onto his head.
The flashlight beam played over several skeletons laid out around them. For one insanely creepy moment, no doubt summoned by the potboilers Lourds loved to read when he wasn�t translating documents, he imagined that at any moment the skeletons would jump up from their impromptu resting spots and come at them.
�Thomas, give me a hand.� Boris beckoned for him and Lourds went. �Help me to my feet.�
�Are you certain?�
Boris stared at him. �Are you mad? I took a tremendous fall, I was nearly harpooned by a deadly spear, I braved gunfire��
�I don�t think either of us braved anything.�
Boris frowned. �You know what I mean.� He nodded at the skeletons. �I want to see what we have uncovered.�
Lourds pulled Boris to his feet and took as much of his friend�s weight as he could. Together, like very weak three-legged race contenders, they limped around the huge cave.
�Look at how the bodies are laid out.� Boris pointed with his free hand. �In a large circle.�
The geometric pattern was hard to make out due to the way the earth had reclaimed many of the skeletons, but the berms of bones defined the circle.
�I bet you a bottle of good vodka that the skeletons on the outside of these will be those of males.� Boris smiled.
Lourds shook his head. �No bet.�
�You know who buried people in circles like this, don�t you?�
�The Zoroastrians.�
�Exactly, and it was the Zoroastrian religion that so defined Persia as it was back in the day of Alexander the Great.� Boris waved at the skeletons. �Do you know how much history we are talking about here?�
�Potentially back to the sixth or seventh century BCE, but I doubt it goes back that far. More likely this dates later than that.�
�Why do you say that?�
Lourds flashed his light onto the ground and picked up a heavily pitted knife. He examined the item briefly, then handed it to Boris, who accepted the blade gratefully. �Greek, don�t you think?�
The knife was nearly ten inches long, single-edged, and had probably been an example of craftsmanship back during its day. The ivory hilt had designs worked into it that showed a beautiful woman archer, a full moon, a cypress tree, and a stag in mid-leap.
Boris traced his fingers over the hilt. �Surely it is Greek. This has to be Artemis, goddess of the wildlands and mistress of animals. See? The stag and the cypress tree are symbols that represent her.�
�I do see. It appears you have found quite the treasure trove. You�ll be buried in research work cataloguing the things that you find here.�
�Only if there�s more of this.� Boris grimaced as he moved his injured leg, but his mood remained ebullient. �Come. We should look more while we are able.�
�While you are able, the two of you should fall to your knees and give thanks that you didn�t get impaled by that spear. I thought you were both dead.�
Drawn by the woman�s voice, Lourds gazed up at Layla Teneen framed in the opening some twenty feet or so above them. �Good evening, Director Teneen.�
�More like good morning. You do realize you�ve probably thrown off everyone�s workday for tomorrow with all the gunfire and excitement.�
Lourds grinned mischievously. �I beg to differ, dear lady. Boris and I are not responsible for the gunfire. We came here unarmed. In fact, all I have to defend myself with now is this dagger, which was probably once very fine but, as you can see, is no longer in good shape.� He held up the ancient dagger for inspection. �As for the excitement, any archeologist worth his or her salt should thank us for that.�
Layla frowned at him as she played her flashlight beam around the circle of skeletons. �You do realize this was probably a Zoroastrian burial site?�
�Of course. We were just discussing that. Once we get a good anatomist in here��
Boris harrumphed. �I am more than adequately trained in such matters.�
Lourds nodded and continued smoothly. ��like my good friend Boris Glukov here, we should be able to confirm that the skeletons along the outer edge of the circle are male and the skeletons in the center belonged to women in the second circle and children in the final circle.�
�Yes, and with that being the case, you do realize that the two of you are probably traipsing around in lime mortar, don�t you?�
Frowning with irritation, Lourds realized he hadn�t thought about that. Lime was often used by the Zoroastrians to hasten the decomposition of bones. �No. I hadn�t given it a thought.�
�You should. The Zoroastrians believed that the body of a dead person was filled with pollutants and got rid of it as quickly as possible.�
�You know your history.�
�Several histories, in fact, Professor Lourds.� Layla continued to play her light around. She swept the hair from her face. �This is a bit unusual, isn�t it? Didn�t the Zoroastrians bury their dead in dakhmas?�
The term translated loosely from Parsig to �tower of silence,� and they were initially loose constructions designed to hold the bodies of the dead until the flesh rotted away � or was taken by animals, birds, and insects � and the bones could be collected and stored for final burial.
�They did, but eventually they gave up the open-air burial practice for pits.�
Layla gestured to the passageway she was in. �This seems a little user unfriendly.�
�When you throw in the spear, it was tremendously unfriendly.�
Layla smiled, and the sight made Lourds smile even broader.
�I would not have expected a sense of humor after being nearly killed twice tonight, Professor Lourds.�
�I should think the fall would count as well, because I didn�t really think Boris and I would survive it when we tumbled out of that.�
�Neither did I.�
Boris sighed. �Please. The two of you will have all the time in the world to speak about these things. For the moment, I would like very much to see what I � Thomas and I � have found.�
�I have a rope coming. We can get you out of here soon.�
�Don�t hurry on my account.�
�What about your leg?�
�I�m not going to think about my leg.� Boris tried to limp away under his own power. Lourds had to catch his friend before he�d gone three steps. He grimaced and looked up at Layla. �Perhaps you could send a physician down.�
�If I can find one curious enough and sober enough to agree to it, I will.� Layla started to crawl away.
Lourds called after her. �Director Teneen.�
�Yes?�
�Thank you very much for the rescue.�
Layla hesitated a moment, then nodded. �You�re very welcome. And you owe me a story.�
�A story?�
�Of what brought you down into this place.�
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32 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
June 21, 2012
Three days later, after much of the cataloguing of the hidden cave within the mountain had been done, though much also remained, Lourds and Boris invited Layla Teneen to the Russian�s tent for dinner.
At first, Layla hadn�t known whether or not to attend. After all, if anything, she should have been punishing them for risking their necks the way they had.
But there was something about the tall, good-looking, American professor that drew her. He was unrepentant and irrepressible, a man every woman should stay away from and yet so many were drawn to.
Even during her years in the West while at college, Layla had taken only a handful of lovers. The concept of sleeping with a man while not married to him went deeply against her moral fiber, even though she refused to conform to a typical Muslim woman�s role.
Still, Thomas Lourds interested her, but she would not allow herself to become involved with him. That just wasn�t going to happen.
As she walked through the tents, one of Captain Fitrat�s soldiers dogged her trail. The man was experienced and aloof, no more bothersome than Layla�s own shadow.
She stopped at the front of Boris�s tent and waved the soldier off. He took up a post only a short distance away. As she stood there, the twilight deepening into full night, she realized music was coming from inside the tent.
The jazz was a surprise, filled with light and airy movement. In spite of herself, Layla smiled. So�Professor Lourds had something else in mind other than dinner.
She spoke loudly enough to be heard over the music. �Professor Glukov, it is Layla Teneen. I have come at your invitation.�
After a moment, the tent flaps opened, and Boris stuck his shaggy head out. �Ah, good evening, Director. So good of you to come.�
�The two of you still owe me a story, I believe.� Layla stepped into the tent.
�Indeed we do.� Boris waved her farther into the spacious tent.
Over the past three days, Layla had been dealing with the dead men and the media blitz that had settled on the dig after the announcement of the find was made. She�d had no time to speak with the professors about the events of that night.
Layla was amazed at the smell of food. She recognized the spicy scent of palao and qorma. It had been weeks since she had enjoyed a decent meal. All of her meals had come out of the microwave lately, or a cereal box. Occasionally, and generally only if she was entertaining an archeologist group, she grilled on a small stove outside her tent.
In the center of Boris�s tent, a table stood under a burden of food and braziers that held small flames to the undersides of dishes. Pots held several different foods, including bata�sticky rice, mantu�pasta dumplings, and aush. Layla loved noodle soup, and she felt hunger pangs chew at her.
�Oh, this smells wonderful.�
�It does, doesn�t it? We thought you�d like it.�
�Like it? I�m amazed.�
�Thomas and I will settle for amazed.�
She looked at Boris. �The two of you did not cook this?�
Boris shook his head. He stood on crutches, his right leg bandaged in a protective, inflatable boot. �Of course not. We�ve been busy working with artifacts. We had a caterer deliver.�
�From Herat?�
�There was no closer place.�
�But this must have been very expensive.�
Boris raised a hand. �Please. We owe you our lives.�
�Not exactly me. Major Dolgov had the situation in hand by the time we arrived.�
�Ah yes, my illustrious spy.�
�Do you know why he has been watching you?�
Boris shrugged. �I am opinionated and a university professor. Before the Wall, well, either one of those things would have garnered the attention of the KGB.�
�Major Dolgov is SVR.�
�I do not know their agenda, nor do I care. I am doing nothing that would get me into any trouble. I am simply a man who has dedicated his life to discovering what I can of the past. As you yourself have done.�
�I fear I�m more fascinated than dedicated. History holds my attention.�
�Then let us hope it holds your commitment for a great many more years to come. You are an excellent director.�
Layla looked around the tent. �Where is Professor Lourds?�
�He will be along. He��
��Is here, actually.� Lourds stepped through the tent flaps carrying a vase of flowers. �I�d forgotten to ask the caterer to bring a table setting. By the time I remembered, he�d already left Herat. I had to ask another courier.�
Layla watched in perplexed wonder as Lourds put the setting on the table. The bouquet included several large sunflowers, which she loved. �You had another courier dispatched simply to bring the flowers?� She couldn�t believe it. �Do you know how many of my people that would feed?�
�I do.� Lourds faced her squarely. �And I�m hoping that the courier I paid, as well as the flower shop owner, spends their profits within their communities. That�s usually how free enterprise works. You make money. You spend money. I�m a big advocate of that.�
Knowing what he said was true, Layla still felt a bit irritated.
�I know I have been very fortunate when it comes to money, Director Teneen. If you�d like, I can show you a list of foundations I endow and charities I donate to on a regular basis as the sales of my books permit. But don�t think for a moment that I won�t spend some of my ill-gotten gain to enjoy myself. Or to share a fine meal with my friends.�
�Of course. I stand corrected. This is not my business.�
�No, it isn�t.� Lourds smiled. �But I like the fact that you stand by your priorities.�
�I could have lived without the flowers.� Layla was embarrassed at her comments now, because he was totally correct. She had no right to counsel him on his spending.
�Perhaps you could have. But I could not. I wanted this celebratory dinner to be everything that it currently is. Not to impress you, but to congratulate Boris on his dogged pursuit.�
Boris delivered a mock bow while on his crutches and nearly fell over. Lourds had to steady him with a hand on his shoulder. �Thank you, Thomas, and thank you even more for this fine repast. I shall probably not eat this well again until I see you next time.�
Lourds grinned and patted Boris on the stomach. �I know. You�ve been practically wasting away. I noticed that when we were squeezed together in that passageway.�
�Hello, the tent.�
Layla turned at the man�s voice.
Lourds went to the tent flaps and opened them. �Major Dolgov. Please. Come in.� Lourds waved the man inside.
Dmitry Dolgov appeared a little uncertain, but he kicked his boots off and stepped into the tent. He smoothed his shirt, which was clean but was one meant for work rather than a feast. He gave a small smile. �I appear to be somewhat underdressed for the event.�
�Not at all. Boris and I are glad to have you and twice as glad that you�re a crack shot and a brave soul.�
Dmitry smiled and bowed his head. �As needs must.�
Boris shifted on his crutches. �Perhaps we could sit. Standing isn�t doing much good for my leg, I�m afraid.�
Layla pulled out a chair for the Russian professor, then was pleasantly surprised to find Lourds doing the same for her at the end of the table. �Thank you.�
�You�re welcome.�
Instead of sitting beside her as Layla had thought he would, Lourds sat at the other end of the table. Layla didn�t know how she felt about that, and she was even more surprised to find that she felt anything at all.
Boris picked up a bottle of wine and offered it to Layla. She refused, and he offered her bottled water instead, which she took. While at school in the West, she occasionally drank alcohol and did not feel as though she were offending God. But while she was in Afghanistan, she held to the edicts of her culture and religion as closely as she was able. Being unchaperoned with three men for dinner was already excessive.
Lourds took wine as well, but Boris offered a bottle of vodka to Dmitry. �A bottle of the best vodka our sources told me could be had in Herat, Major.�
�Danka. But please call me Dmitry. That way, when I am drunk, you will remind me who I am.� Dmitry grinned.
After pouring himself some vodka, Boris held up his glass. �A toast, my companions. To this fine dinner, to Thomas for providing the meal, to Dmitry for his marksmanship, and to Layla, the best director I have ever had.�
They toasted, and then the eating began.
* * *
As he ate, Lourds found himself mesmerized by Layla�s dark gaze. She was enchanting, witty, and effusive once she had relaxed, and she matched Boris and Lourds story for story when it came to swapping tales � and even lies, which Boris told with the absolute best authority.
�In your exploration of the cave where the passageway dropped you, you have found no indication of the promised treasure?� Layla picked at the kofta, the meatball made of ground lamb and spices and onions. The dish was a staple of many Afghanistan restaurants and family tables.
Lourds had enjoyed kofta on several occasions and enjoyed it now. Boris had been diligent in keeping the meal properly heated. He drank more wine and picked up a khameerbob, a pasta dumpling filled with onions and ground beef. Biting into it, he savored the rush of flavors and spices from the yogurt topping filled with sour cream and garlic. The dried mint it was topped with mixed in as well.
�Well, that�s a rather humorous story.� Boris looked more embarrassed than amused. �Have you heard of those Internet scams that start something like, �I am a Nigerian ex-patriot who was a banker in my country and left a large sum of money in the Bank of Nigeria�?�
�Of course. But that is a con game.�
�Yes. Only one not so deadly as the one I apparently found.�
Layla smiled uncertainly. �You�re saying there was never a treasure.�
�I�m afraid so. Think of all those poor, greedy merchants lured off the trail as they went to and from Herat. Here they were, sold a bill of goods by some thieving murderer and ended up getting impaled by that hidden spear.�
�But why not simply kill the victims where they were found?�
Lourds finished swallowing and picked up the thread of the tale. �Possibly the thieving murderer, to use Boris�s term, was an old person.�
�Or a young one, or possibly even a woman.� Boris shrugged. �We don�t know, but changing the sex and age makes the tale much more interesting, doesn�t it?�
Layla frowned. �Whoever did this was very bloodthirsty.�
�But very thorough as well. And that person could only prey on those who were greedy.� Lourds picked up another kofta. �You can�t con an honest man. Using the passageway was a much easier way to dispose of the bodies. That way, the con could be done again and again.�
�You think all of those people in that cave were killed by this person?�
�Or persons?� Lourds shook his head. �No, Boris and I have theorized that whoever came up with this scenario found an actual ossuary used by the Zoroastrians. We�ve dug up evidence of habitation here, some of it Zoroastrian, so that�s no stretch of the imagination. This was just a case of need meeting a fortuitous circumstance. At least, that�s how we�re going to write up our findings.�
�Would you mind going public with your story first?�
�What do you mean?�
�There is a young woman who has impressed me with her work.� Layla nodded at Boris and at Dmitry. �A fellow countrywoman to the two of you. Her name is Anna Cherkshan.�
Boris shook his head. �I�m afraid I haven�t had the pleasure.�
Layla picked at the palao on her plate, isolating a fried raisin with her fork. �It will be a pleasure. She is a very bright young woman. Very diligent about her duties, and she loves what she does. You can see it in her eyes.�
Dmitry cocked his head to one side. �Did you say Cherkshan?�
�I did. Do you know her?�
After a brief pause, Dmitry shook his head. �No, I don�t. No Anna Cherkshan.�
Layla switched her attention back to Lourds and Boris. �She would like it very much if the two of you would grant her an interview. She�s a journalist with The Moscow Times.�
Lourds stretched his legs under the table. �That�s impressive. The Moscow Times only publishes the best writers in the country, and the articles have to be in English.�
�Exactly. I believe this would be a good experience for her, and it wouldn�t hurt to embellish your careers, and mine. Perhaps it would help if the two of you found the Holy Grail or a lost Russian ikon that somehow found its way out here��
�Given the trade through this area, that�s not as impossible as you might think.� Boris smiled.
��but your story, especially with the added trappings of the deadly con game, will probably seize the attention of her readers. As well as armchair archeologists throughout the world.�
�Only for a brief time.� Lourds sipped his wine. �Fame is very fleeting.�
She looked at him. �Not always fleeting, Professor Lourds. Bedroom Pursuits continues to hit the international bestseller lists.�
Lourds met her gaze for a moment and didn�t say anything.
Dmitry nodded, and it was apparent the vodka was affecting him as well. �Yes, my wife has this book. She hides it from me, but I know where it is.�
Boris looked at the SVR major and smiled. �Because you are a spy.�
�This is true. Because I am a spy. A very good one. Just not so discreet about it when I am among friends.�
Lourds flicked his attention to Dmitry. �So, why were you spying on Boris?�
Dmitry shrugged. �Is orders. I am given orders, I follow them. It is what I always do. I am called back to Moscow already. There I will get new orders.�
�They know you�ve been caught out?�
�Of course. I told them. I am no longer effective to spy on you. If they wish you spied upon further, they will have to send another spy.�
Boris shook his head. �But I�ve done nothing to draw the attention of spies or spymasters.�
Chuckling, Dmitry patted Boris�s hand on the table. �Is Russia. You don�t have to do anything wrong. Sometimes we spy on you just as practice. Sometimes we spy on you to let you know we will spy on you whenever we wish. To keep you from doing anything wrong.�
Lourds stared at the man in disbelief. �But that doesn�t make any sense.�
Dmitry shrugged magnanimously. �Is Russian way.�
And that settled the matter.

9

The Moscow Kremlin
Moscow
Russian Federation
June 26, 2012
With his hat under his arm, General Anton Cherkshan strode through the quiet halls, trying not to appear nervous as he marched to the most important meeting he�d had in his career with the Federal Security Service.
A little under six feet tall and heavier than he should be, though still a strong, fit, and able man, Cherkshan would take on a bear with a pocketknife if he had to. This meeting with Mikhail Nevsky, the current president of the Russian Federation, was like that: extremely dangerous but something he had to do. Cherkshan would meet the man, but he wished he had a pocketknife.
His personal weapons and his pocketknife had been taken by Nevsky�s personal security detachment. They were good men. Cherkshan had served alongside many of them.
Meeting with the president � alone � was mystifying. No one Cherkshan knew was aware of the meeting, and it had been kept in utmost secrecy. If there was one thing Cherkshan had learned over the years, it was that secrets were very dangerous things, able to cut anyone they touched.
* * *
A few minutes later, Cherkshan reached the room where he had been told he would find the president. Through the open doorway, the general saw Nevsky gazing through one of the bulletproof windows out over the Moskva River to the south. The morning sun glittered on the water as boats passed under the Borodinsky Bridge.
That bridge represented the spirit of change to Cherkshan. As a boy, he had traveled on it with his father and sometimes floated under it because his father worked as a tugboat operator and occasionally took his son along with him while at work. But Cherkshan only got to go if his schoolwork was exemplary, which had been difficult because book knowledge didn�t come easily to him. Not like knowing the military life. However, the same honor and courage his father had taught him had served Cherkshan in good stead in the Russian army, then in the FSB.
As a young man, Cherkshan had traveled the bridge, proposed to Katrina on it, and scattered his father�s ashes across the Moskva River. Then Cherkshan had joined the Russian military to help provide for his mother and two younger sisters.
In 2001, the bridge was torn down and replaced with a larger version, and Cherkshan�s memories of his father and his childhood were no longer as firmly anchored as they had been. From his office, Cherkshan had sometimes watched the construction, and he�d hated the necessity of it. Not enough things in the world remained the same.
Even Russia had changed. Her people, and not just the younger generation, had embraced the ways of the West. Cherkshan did not agree with the leanings in his country, and the unrest further bothered him because Russia might one day tear herself apart.
But Mikhail Nevsky held the promise of turning Russia back into the great country it had once been. The president had worked hard to purge the Mafiya and black market dealers from the city as well as the country. Nevsky had worked even harder to shut down the oligarchs, the Russian businessmen who trafficked in smuggled goods, going after the heads of business and charging them with tax evasion and other crimes. Nevsky had locked some of them up, and he had sent others scurrying away.
The previous administration had protected such men, and unrepentant capitalism guided by unfettered greed sucked the lifeblood from Mother Russia. Nevsky had led a team of FSB soldiers into one office building, tearing through the new �privacy� laws those men tried to import from the West to protect them.
The Russian people seemed divided on the subject. Some wanted the new protections, but others � those who realized their country was being given away by the bushel and they would have no futures to give to their children � were happy and embraced Nevsky�s tough love of the country and its people.
Cherkshan believed in what Nevsky was doing and in how he was doing it. He just wasn�t certain why the president would send for him or what the coming discussion could possibly be about. He wondered if Anna had done something again, and Cherkshan�s heart went cold. His daughter was a grown woman and no longer under his immediate care and protection. He told himself that Anna had done nothing, that his friends would have told him if she had. He made himself breathe.
After a moment, the general knocked on the open door.
* * *
Nevsky turned to face Cherkshan. The Russian president wore his suit well, but it was not an expensive outfit. It was plain and gray, a common suit that fit him well only because he was in shape. He stood a little taller than six feet, and had dirty brown hair that fell over his high forehead. His hazel eyes were so dark they were almost black. In his late forties, he had creases at the corners of his eyes and a pinched mouth.
He rarely smiled. Some of the Western reporters had mentioned the fact that they wouldn�t have wanted to play poker with Nevsky because the Russian president could not be read. His thoughts and intentions and actions were only revealed when he chose to reveal them.
�Good morning, General Cherkshan.�
Cherkshan bowed slightly. �Good morning, Mr. President.�
�Please come in.�
The room was a small reading room. Volumes of Russian law and history filled shelves on two walls. A small table, not a desk, occupied the center of the room. There were two chairs. The third wall held a large monitor and various pieces of electronic equipment.
�You may leave your hat on the table.� Nevsky pointed. �And your jacket as well. I�d like for you to be comfortable.�
Reluctantly, Cherkshan removed his jacket and left it with his hat on the table.
�Would you like some tea?� Nevsky stood at another table that held a tea service that included a ceramic and silver samovar. The hot water container looked rustic and well used.
The smell of the strong brew tickled Cherkshan�s nostrils as he sat. �If it is no trouble.�
�No trouble at all, and I would hate to drink alone.�
�Then of course.�
Nevsky poured tea from the pot atop the samovar into two cups and brought them to the table where Cherkshan sat. The liquid in the half-full cup was dark as coal and had a smoky aroma that had gone missing in new Russia as well.
Cherkshan�s grandmother had made black tea like that, flavored it with oolong as a delicacy and kept the pot brewing all day so it became thick and strong.
Nevsky gazed at the tea with satisfaction. �I like my tea potent.�
�As do I.�
�Good.� Nevsky returned to the table and brought back a carafe of hot water. He finished filling his cup with the water, then added milk and sugar.
Cherkshan did the same. When he picked up the cup, he blew on the tea and sipped the nearly scalding liquid. Then he folded his hands, placed them on the table, and waited.
�I am very familiar with your work, General. You are a punctual man, and you see a job through to the bitterest end.�
Cherkshan didn�t say anything.
�I understand that you had to kill your mentor fourteen years ago.�
The floor seemed like it had opened up and drank Cherkshan down. He was in freefall, looking for something to grab on to. No one had known what he�d done to Viktor Kudrin fourteen years ago. He made himself continue breathing.
* * *
Viktor Kudrin had been Cherkshan�s mentor in the FSB. The intelligence service had taken him from the Russian army when he was twenty-nine and made him an agent. In that position, under Kudrin, Cherkshan had hunted Chechen terrorists with grim efficiency. He had also gone after black marketeers.
It was the latter operations that ultimately led to Kudrin�s downfall. Too much money had been in play, and Kudrin had embraced the West�s penchant for gambling. On his vacations, he would travel to the satellite countries that had turned their backs on Russia. There, he would gamble and womanize.
Cherkshan had seen the hounds getting close, although he hadn�t known what Kudrin was doing. Cherkshan had stalked the stalkers and ambushed one of them, ultimately getting the truth of the investigation without revealing himself.
Even then, even knowing what the agency suspected, Cherkshan hadn�t wanted to believe. Then, three weeks later, Cherkshan caught his mentor taking a bribe from a British opium trafficker to look the other way while he made his escape. The man had been on several international lists as a wanted fugitive.
Cherkshan had caught the man and forced him to the ground. The whole time, the trafficker had bellowed at Kudrin to help him, that he had paid him to help him. Kudrin had first ordered, then had begged Cherkshan to let the man go, but he refused. In the end, Kudrin had pulled his service pistol and shot Cherkshan in the thigh, narrowly missing the femoral artery. In return, Cherkshan had shot Kudrin between the eyes, then shot the trafficker when he had grabbed for the gun. With the death of an FSB agent involved in the crime, the man would have been executed anyway, no matter what his nationality. Cherkshan had only saved the courts the time and cost of a trial.
He�d saved more than that though. He�d saved the investigation into Kudrin that would have ruined the lives of his wife and three daughters.
* * *
Nevsky watched Cherkshan in silence for a moment. �No denials, General?�
�I would not argue with you, Mr. President.�
�Do you know how I knew about Viktor Kudrin?�
�No, Mr. President.�
�Because I was the FSB agent who was in charge of the resulting investigation into his death. I knew what you had done then, and I knew why you did it.� Nevsky sipped his tea thoughtfully. �I had my eye on the presidency even then. Perhaps it surprises you that I was so ambitious or so certain of myself.�
That was a dangerous statement to respond to, so Cherkshan merely sipped his own tea.
�I knew that once I got into this position, I would want someone I could trust to work with me on special projects. Someone who, like me, was very Russian. You, General, are a true Russian.�
�Thank you.�
�You made mistakes with Kudrin, you know. Other than trusting the man.�
Cherkshan sipped more tea and waited, not knowing where the conversation was going.
�He shot you in the leg, and you covered that well enough by saying that the trafficker had taken you prisoner and Kudrin had shot to kill him. But you had trouble explaining how Kudrin and the trafficker were both shot with the same weapon. You didn�t think the situation through.�
Cherkshan knew that. He had known that the very minute after he�d pulled the trigger and killed the trafficker.
�You claimed that the trafficker had taken your weapon, killed Kudrin, then you�d managed to take the weapon from him and shoot him.�
The story had been thin, but it had been the only one Cherkshan could come up with as the other FSB agents had closed in on him. Questions had come at him like machine-gun fire.
�Of course, there was no time to think, General. Not then. Still, you recovered quickly, thinking on your feet while still reeling from your partner�s betrayal and death at your hands. I applaud you.�
Cherkshan said nothing, but for a moment, he was back in that tunnel in Little Odessa, and the gunpowder stink and scent of blood filled his nose. Under the table, he squeezed his hand into a fist and relaxed it. He would play whatever game the president wanted, but he would get out of the room with a whole skin, if that was still possible.
�If you were to have to handle the situation again, what would you do differently?�
Cherkshan shrugged. �Given the scenario you just outlined, I would kill the trafficker with his own weapon and change mine out with his. Or I would shoot him with Kudrin�s weapon and say that they�d shot each other.�
�There would still be problems with your story.� Nevsky�s dark hazel eyes glittered. �If someone checked, and I did check all weapons involved, the switch would have been discovered. Then, if someone investigated further, they would learn that the bullet had not been fired from where Kudrin had been standing.� He put his teacup back on the table. �As it was, you had no signs of an altercation on your body. The only thing found was the bullet hole in your leg. I examined the reports of your physician. I also checked with the coroner. Likewise, the trafficker � Hammond Brett � bore no signs of a physical altercation.�
Cherkshan waited. He concentrated on Nevsky�s unreadable face and wished he could do what no one else could.
�I know you are wondering where I am going with this and why I have waited fourteen years to tell you what I know. It�s because of this, General Cherkshan. You are a true Russian, as I have said. Truly the last of a dying breed. I want you to be the new head of the FSB.�
�I was not aware that the director had left his office.�
�He didn�t. Last night he died in his sleep at his home. The media is only now being informed of this tragedy.�
Cherkshan�s heart thudded to renewed life. For a few moments, he�d thought he was a dead man, or at the very least, an unemployed one. Now, to find that not only was he being given a pass on all those events long ago, he was also getting a political appointment, was staggering.
�Well?� Nevsky waited.
�I am overcome, Mr. President. This is a lot to take in all at once.�
�I know. But as we have just discussed, you are a man who thinks on his feet. I am asking you to do that now.�
�Of course I accept.�
�The first order of business will be handling the previous director�s murder investigation.�
Cherkshan was certain he hadn�t heard right. �Sir?�
�The director was murdered with an esoteric injection. Almost undetectable, I�m told. Something that makes the person appear to have died from a heart attack.�
Cherkshan wanted to ask how the president knew these things, but he remained silent.
�No crime, it seems, is completely perfect. No matter how hard one tries.� Nevsky leaned back in his chair. �Over the next few days, some of my detractors will come forward. They will talk about the arguments I have had for the past several weeks with the previous director. They will try to make something of this. They won�t be able to. The actual murderer is a prostitute who will turn out to be an Islamist Chechen Black Widow.�
The Shahidka, the Black Widows, were the young women left behind by Islamist soldiers who died fighting for their country�s freedom from Soviet rule. According to Chechen culture, the widows were forced to become weapons to be used against Russia, waiting only to die to escape the constant rapes and narcotics that comprised their �training� for their roles.
Cherkshan did not ask how Nevsky knew that either.
�I am sorry the man is dead.� Nevsky spoke somberly. �But I am looking forward to exploring the new relationship we are about to forge.�
�As am I.� Cherkshan�s mind raced. He loved Russia, and he would fight for his country to regain its rightful place in the world.
�To remake Russia into what she once was, things must be undone.� Nevsky spoke calmly. �Men�must be undone. You understand this?�
�Yes.�
�The mission we have before us will not be an easy one, Director General. We will face many enemies. We have no choice except to overcome them.�
�Of course.�
�But there are weapons that we may yet add to our arsenal. Ones that the rest of the world has forgotten about.� Nevsky paused.
It wasn�t hesitation. Cherkshan was certain of that. In all the times he had seen Nevsky talk on television or heard him on the radio, there had never been any doubt in him.
�Have you heard of Alexander the Great?�
�Yes.�
�Good. Because we will talk more of Alexander the Great in times to come. For the moment, I want you to use the resources of the FSB to find me the top five authorities on Alexander the Great and have their names on my desk at the end of the week.�
�I will.� Cherkshan was already thinking about whom he could assign the task to. Being a good leader wasn�t so much about leading as it was about knowing whom to choose as point man.
�There is one name that will turn up on that list almost immediately.� Nevsky straightened his tie. �Boris Glukov. That man is currently in Afghanistan. I thought he had some insight on Alexander the Great�s final resting place. As it turns out, he was incorrect, and I was wrong about him. I have already cut the funding on his project. He will be getting the news at the end of the week as well.�
�I see.�
�Find me these experts, General, and I will give you a Russia you can once more be proud of.�
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SEVEN MONTHS LATER

Dean�s Office
Boylston Hall
Harvard University
Cambridge, Massachusetts
United States of America
February 10, 2013
�Are you out of your mind?�
Over the years of their association, Richard Wither, dean of the Department of Linguistics, had asked Lourds that question several times. Usually it was in response to a funding request for a research project or travel money for a conference.
Lately, though, with all the notoriety afforded from publication of The Bedroom Pursuits as well as the Atlantis book, Lourds hadn�t asked for money. He�d asked for time off to go do the projects and conferences he�d been invited to and fully funded for. Having his name attached to various things brought a cachet these days, and he was proud of that.
�No.� Lourds kept his voice even, but inside he was a maelstrom of emotions. He didn�t think he�d ever been so scared or so excited at the same time.
Dean Wither sat across the immaculate desk that was the antithesis of Lourds�s own � any desk, no matter where he was. A gaunt, gray man in a dark suit, he looked like an undertaker.
The office reflected care and a lifetime of achievements. Books neatly lined the shelves on one wall. Certificates, awards, and photographs of Wither shaking hands with important political figures � and a few movie stars � occupied another wall. A large, saltwater aquarium filled with vibrantly beautiful fish sat against the third wall. The tank was Wither�s pi�ce de r�sistance and held fragments of Grecian urns and pottery carefully placed around a shipwreck.
Lourds suspected Wither dreamed about doing the things that Lourds himself did on a regular basis. The dean was almost sixty, almost old enough to be Lourds�s father. Maybe he even wanted to be treated like a father figure to a degree, but Lourds wasn�t interested in a mentor.
Before Wither could react to Lourds�s response, Lourds changed his mind. �Maybe.�
Wither�s eyebrows knitted. �Maybe?�
�Maybe I am out of my mind. I honestly don�t know. Being in love is more complicated than I�d imagined.�
�What?�
�Being in love.� Lourds lounged in his chair across from the dean. His hat sat on the desk between them.
Wither shook his head. �You�re not in love.�
�I�m afraid I am.�
Wither sighed. �In all the years I�ve known you, you�ve never found a woman who could pull you away from your work.�
�Yes. But that�s only because I�ve never been in love before.�
�On that, we can both agree.� Dean Wither paused, then went on, �You�re asking for another leave of absence.� He checked his computer screen. �Ten days, in fact, this time.�
�Yes.�
�It�s out of the question. We�ve just gotten the semester underway. Your classes can�t afford to be without you for the next ten days.�
�I understand that, and I�ve already talked to Tina Metcalf. She�s willing to take over my classes.�
�Professor Metcalf has classes she�s teaching.�
�No, she�s teaching a class. Singular. One.�
�She�s currently an adjunct.�
�An adjunct who took her doctorate under me. In addition to being my graduate assistant. If anyone knows my classes, Tina does.�
�She�s already busy. We�re not going to pay her for classes we�re already paying you to teach.�
�I�m going to pay her out of my own pocket. And she�s going to be co-author on a book I�m doing on languages spoken along the Silk Road.� Lourds�s time out in Afghanistan with Boris had inspired the book, and Lourds had presented it to a publisher, promising a lot of anecdotal stories that would give the reader a flavor of what it was like on the trade caravans.
�Tina is impressive,� Dean Wither said grudgingly.
�Of course she is. And she�s more than qualified to work with the classes I currently have. She welcomes this opportunity. And, frankly, the money. She�s trying to make a living wage, you know. Working for me will keep her from serving at the diner where she also works. We can�t have a potential adjunct coming in smelling like burgers and French fries every day.�
Wither sighed. �Why do you need this time?�
Lourds reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. He opened it to show the sparkling diamond ring nestled inside. �Because I�m going to ask Layla Teneen to marry me.�
For a moment, Wither was speechless. �Oh. My. God.�
The Dingo Diner
Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, Massachusetts
United States of America
Lourds strode into the diner and looked for Tina Metcalf, spotting her easily in the sparse afternoon crowd. He waved, she waved, and he sat in a booth against one of the long walls.
The diner was small, with booths all down one wall and the opposing wall outfitted with booths halfway down, then stools in front of the counter and grill area.
Lourds dropped his hat on the table and slid his backpack over. He took out his Kindle and opened the e-book he was currently reading. Despite his love of thriller literature, he was having a hard time staying focused on the storyline.
�So? How�d it go? Do I get to sub for you?� Tina stood beside the table and smiled at him. In her late twenties, she was gorgeous, a petite brunette with an upturned nose and smattering of freckles. She was lean and athletic, and her jeans hugged rounded hips. The T-shirt advertised the diner. She had her hair pulled back and gazed at him through her glasses.
�Yes, as a matter of fact, you do.�
�Cool.� Tina�s grin widened. �In fact, thank god. If I had to keep schlepping burgers back and forth to tables much longer, I was gonna scream.�
�Well, we can�t have that.�
�I miss being your GA, prof.�
�I miss having you there. You were the finest GA I�ve ever had.�
�That�s what you put on all my rec letters. I thought you were just being nice.�
�No.� Lourds held up a hand. �Nothing but the truth. Otherwise, I would have never asked you to do that book with me.�
Tina�s grin grew. �Did I tell you I was totally psyched about that?�
�I believe you did mention it.� Lourds couldn�t help being happy for her. He�d spent three years with her as a doctoral student, and he�d watched her grow in so many ways. She had truly come into her own. He took pride in her. �It�s going to be a lot of work.�
�You should try schlepping burgers.� Tina sat across from Lourds. She held her forefinger and thumb a fraction of an inch apart. �I�m going to take a little break.� She sighed. �This is killing my ankles. And I will love being back in front of a class.�
�You�re a natural. You�ll do splendidly.�
�I saw you pop into my class last Tuesday.�
�Really? I thought I was being covert.�
�Kind of hard to miss the hat.� Tina picked up the hat brim and let it flop back down onto the table.
Lourds grinned ruefully. �I suppose it is.�
�Checking me out?�
�Not your ability. You�re an excellent teacher. But I didn�t want to push you under with the increased workload and cause you to sink before you�d truly gotten started.�
�Not me. I�m unsinkable.�
�That�s what I gathered.�
�So tell me��
�What?�
�Why are you going to Afghanistan?�
Lourds hesitated. After enduring Dean Wither�s reaction, he didn�t know what to expect. �Do you remember me mentioning Professor Layla Teneen?�
�Mentioning? Please. You only talk about that woman all the time.�
�Well, we�ve been in contact a lot since I met her last June.�
�You�ve flown out there five times in the past eight months. House sitter when you�re gone, remember?�
�Yes.�
�So what�s the deal?�
�I have never met a woman like her in my life.�
Tina blinked and looked astonished. �You�re in love with her?�
Lourds nodded. �Emphatically so. She�s beautiful, intelligent, giving, independent, self-aware. During these months I�ve been away from Layla, I�ve been thinking about her more and more. I can�t stop. It�s like a disease, or an aberration.�
Tina laughed. �Yeah, love can be like that. I can remember when I met Joey, couldn�t stop thinking about him.� Joey was her significant other, and they had been together since high school. Tina had told Lourds the story a number of times. �Still can�t, actually.� She focused on Lourds. �So, how in love are you? Obviously enough to go see her for Valentine�s Day. Which, may I remind you, is named after Saint Valentine, a Christian martyr, and not one presumably embraced by someone of Islamic faith.�
�I hadn�t actually thought about that. I thought all women loved Valentine�s Day.�
�It�s not genetic, though you�d think it might be. So is she excited that you�re coming?�
�It�s a surprise.�
�Oh.�
�Oh?�
�If it�s a surprise and Valentine�s Day is a Western holiday, she might not be expecting you.�
�She isn�t. If she was, it wouldn�t be a surprise.�
�Well, it might be a really big surprise.�
�Why?�
�Because it�s a surprise. This is Valentine�s Day. If she�s not expecting you, but she does know that this is Valentine�s Day, she could be expecting something else when she sees you.�
�You mean, like this?� Lourds took out the ring box and popped it open. The fluorescent lights sparkled from the diamond�s facets.
�Wow!� Tina snatched the ring and looked at it more closely. �Look at the size of that sucker!�
Lourds chuckled. �A doctorate in linguistics and that�s the best you can come up with?� But he hoped Layla was equally impressed.
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39 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
February 13, 2013
�Are you sure we should be out here this late, Professor Glukov? It�s dark, and digging around inside this cave seems dangerous.�
�Trust me, Evan. This will only be dangerous if opium traffickers show up.� Boris took his hat off and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He had once again overdressed for the cave climate, but it was colder outside the cave, and it was a long way to the tent.
The Afghanistan winters could be cold and cruel, especially with the unfettered wind sweeping through the mountains, but it was not as bad as Russia, where the snow sat in piles and the river froze. Here, the snow came, and most of the time, it simply melted and ran away down the mountain.
�Opium traffickers?� Evan Foley looked at Boris curiously, then got a little paranoid and flashed his light around the passageway.
�Never mind. It is a joke.� Boris tried to brush the memory away, but he could still remember that night in the cave where he and Lourds had nearly gotten killed. It wasn�t a joke, and the memory had suddenly come back full force tonight.
Boris didn�t believe in omens. He was a man of science and of knowledge. Childish fears of the unknown were beneath him. But tonight, he�d felt a stirring in his gut that something was not right.
He wished he could have returned to his tent, opened a good book, and relaxed with some wine. Maybe vodka, if he was feeling like this. Vodka worked much more quickly than wine. In spite of the sweat trickling down his brow, he shivered.
Evan shifted beside him. The young college intern was from New York University, helping out with Boris�s dig to get a few extra credits for his course work in the Department of Anthropology. Evan was actually double majoring in anthropology and video game design, but he�d gotten behind in the anthropology classes while playing Warcraft, Halo 3, and The Sims.
Boris had never played any of the games, and he often tired of hearing the young man talk about them. In fact, Boris had politely suggested that Evan give up the anthropology degree and concentrate on the video games. Evan�s reply was that he needed the anthropology so he could build better games.
Tall and lanky, Evan still remained something of a couch potato. It was from all the sitting and playing games. In the camp, he charged his laptop and managed to play through the Internet with his gaming group. His fair hair and pale skin stood out in the darkness of the passageway.
They stood at an unexplored juncture of the cave. Three passageways spread out ahead of them.
Boris reached into the messenger bag he carried and took out a laminated piece of paper. It was a copy of a map he�d found in the trove he�d discovered in the original Herat dig only a few miles away. He�d found it with Lourds while cataloguing their find.
Lourds had been infatuated with Layla, and Boris hadn�t wanted to interfere with that budding relationship. That the woman would ultimately be attracted to Lourds was never an issue. In the years that he had been friends with the American, Boris had seen such things happen again and again. Lourds barely even noticed the women, really. They were just speed bumps in the path of his next discovery.
But Lourds had noticed this one.
Through the e-mails they sent back and forth, Boris had watched as the infatuation between the two lingered and finally built into something more. For the past few weeks, Lourds had talked about Layla a lot, and he�d seemed like he was dodging questions he was afraid to ask himself.
In fact, Boris had had his own troubles. Only a few days after the discovery in the original Herat dig, he had received a communiqu� from Moscow letting him know his funding for the project had been rescinded. He didn�t have the money to fund his own research, and he was going to have to pay for his own way home.
That was when he�d come to love and appreciate Layla Taneen in his own way. Seeing how despondent he was, she had made a couple of phone calls, then presented him with new funding from the New York Natural History Museum to continue his work. Lourds had never known the original Russian funding had been rejected until it had already been replaced.
In Boris�s opinion, the woman was a godsend and a miracle worker. She�d even gotten a new position for herself four months ago. She was now in Kandahar, serving as a committee head for the International Monetary Fund that was dedicated to helping the people of Afghanistan find new ways to prosper at home and abroad.
Boris shined his flashlight over the map again. It had taken him months of searching geographical maps to find the mountains where he thought the site might be. The museum people had been satisfied with what he�d brought them so far, secured with Afghanistan�s blessings, but they were getting antsy.
Lourds had helped with the translation of the accompanying text, but it had been vague and uninformative to a degree. Whoever had ended up in the ossuary he and Lourds had discovered only a few miles away had also traveled here. That was what Boris believed. According to the text, the man had delivered a shipment to the caves and off-loaded it into the care of a foreigner. The writing was Old Persian, and Lourds hadn�t been able to date it with any accuracy. The papyrus it was written on was sitting in a lab, waiting to be carbon-dated.
That was the way it was in the true life of an archeologist. Things often didn�t get tested for months, and in some places, Boris had heard of year-long waiting lists. Most archeologists had to figure out timelines based on their own observations.
Boris felt certain the writing went back to first century AD. And it gave him hope that he might uncover something extraordinary. As to the identity of the foreigner, the text had said that the man was from the country of tall people.
Macedon was an abridgement of the Greek word makednos and the Indo-European root mak. Both of those, as Lourds had explained, confirming what Boris already knew, meant tall, long, slender, or highlander. Or all of those things.
And now, here he was, at a crossroads.
�Maybe we should go back. Whatever was left here might have gotten taken a long time ago. This thing the delivery guy brought here a couple thousand years ago, it could have been stolen.�
Boris looked at the young man.
Evan folded his arms and looked sullen. �I�m just saying, is all.�
�We�ll go back soon,� Boris said. �We have three passageways ahead of us. The text translation suggests that the cargo was delivered here. Pick one of those passageways, we�ll explore, then we�ll go back to camp.�
�Cool.� Evan pointed. �The one on the right.�
�Of course.� Boris promptly started down the one on the left. Boris had heard so many inaccuracies from the young intern that he�d felt more certain choosing the opposite.
* * *
A quarter mile farther down the tunnel, the distance measured by the Leica 764558 Laser Distance Meter that Boris had bought when he�d received his new funding and which he used religiously, the tunnel came to an end in a pile of fallen rock.
Boris sighed in frustration. The new passageway had borne tool markings, and he�d grown hopeful that there would be something to show for his time and effort.
Evan summed up their experience in one word. �Bummer.�
Boris turned to shoot the younger man a baleful glare but stopped as something in the ceiling gleamed. He lost the gleam as his flashlight swept the passageway. Slowly, he brought the flashlight back around in what he hoped was the same kind of arc.
Boris�s flashlight beam cut across the bright surface again.
Evan leaned against a wall. His backpack thumped against the stone, and it sounded hollow. He stepped away from the wall in surprise. At the same time, Boris spotted the flash again. He trained his flashlight on the shiny sliver and knelt. His fingers picked at the thin, uneven edge he found there.
Evan knelt beside him. �What is it?�
�It looks like a coin.�
�Someone dropped a penny in the wall?�
�I don�t know.� Boris pulled the messenger bag strap over his head and placed it beside him. Rummaging inside, he took out a small rock pick and banged at the wall around the coin. The stone was surprisingly soft and gave way at once.
A moment later, the silver coin tumbled to the floor.
Awed by what he saw before him, Boris put the pick aside and picked up the coin. The silver coin was about the size of a dime and bore the profile of a man wearing a tight-fitting helm. On the other side, a man seated on a chair held out his hand and clutched a spear in the other.
�What is that?� Evan peered over Boris�s shoulder.
Exasperated, Boris turned on the young man. �If you�re going to create a game that is going to hold the attention of a world of gamers and you�re going to use your knowledge of history to do it, you should know what a drachma is.�
�I know what a drachma is.�
�What?�
�A Greek coin. Percy Jackson uses them to call the Greek gods.�
�What?� Boris couldn�t believe his ears. Then he held up his hands. �Never mind.� He picked up his messenger bag, took out a ziplock baggie, and dropped the coin into it. �For your information, that drachma is a coin minted in the time of Alexander the Great. You do know who that is, don�t you?�
�Of course. King of Macedon.� Evan had slumped back into sullen.
�Stand back over there. Out of the way. And hold that flashlight on this wall.�
Evan moved back and held the flashlight steady.
Excited again, Boris attacked the wall with the pick. �You see, Evan? This isn�t real stone. Under normal circumstances, and by that, I mean torchlight or candlelight from centuries ago, the false nature of this wall would have escaped notice.� He struck the wall hard enough to make his hand ache and his arm vibrate. Stone chips flew, and a few blows later, he broke through.
Breathing hard, pulse thrumming within him, Boris switched the pick for his flashlight. He stared through the fist-sized hole he�d broken through the wall.
�My god.� His voice was a hoarse whisper.
On the other side of the wall was a tomb. And in the tomb was a stone sarcophagus that bore a sword and shield. On the floor in front of it was a chest plate. Spears stood against the wall.
With renewed vigor, Boris put down the flashlight, took a fresh grip on the pick, and attacked the wall.
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Kabul International Airport
Kabul, Afghanistan
February 13, 2013
Thomas Lourds deplaned in Kabul, made it through customs without a hitch, and started for baggage claim. He hadn�t made it twenty feet past the checkpoint when he spotted Layla standing next to the wall.
She looked a lot different in Afghanistan than she did when they were in London or Rome or New York. They�d arranged to meet in all those places when her work had taken her there and Lourds could get away.
In Afghanistan, Layla observed more of the customs. She wore a black-and-white-print hijab that covered her head and circled her neck. She honored the traditions, but she did so with her own flair at the same time. The loose-fitting jelbab, the outer cloak, offered no hint of the beautiful body that lay beneath it.
Lourds had seen her in a black evening dress, a bikini, and in the altogether. He didn�t care how she was dressed. She was lovely. For a moment, he just stood there � ignoring traffic � and drinking in the sight of her.
Then she glanced in his direction and saw him. She came across the floor to meet him, and he went to her. When he reached her, she turned and headed to baggage claim with him.
Not being able to hug her or kiss her bothered Lourds deeply, but he knew in Afghanistan, such actions could get her killed. Women still lived tightly regimented lives in the country, which was one of the missions Layla had undertaken to change.
But the change had to come gradually.
�Good evening, Thomas.�
Local time was eight thirty-seven.
�Good evening.� Lourds was used to the stiff, formal greeting. It was a learned behavior while they were in country.
�I trust your flight went well?�
�It did. Thank you.�
�I do wish you hadn�t come here unannounced.�
Lourds grinned ruefully at that. �Since you were waiting at the airport for me, I would hardly say my arrival was unannounced.�
�I talked to Tina.�
�How did you manage that?�
�I called your office. She answered. She seems like a delightful girl.�
�Young lady, actually. An adjunct at the university. She�s taking over my classes while I�m visiting you.�
�That�s very nice.�
�It was.�
�About the visit��
�Yes?�
�I was unprepared for it.�
The flat statement didn�t hurt Lourds�s feelings. One of the things he most treasured about Layla was her ability to say exactly what was on her mind. �I�m sorry.�
�It is not you. It is me. I should have remembered Valentine�s Day and that you might be tempted to do something special.�
Lourds hadn�t even been able to send flowers because of the culture. Neither he nor Layla wanted to run the risk of some kind of retaliation for her behavior. Trying to manage the Islam rules was proving more difficult than he would have thought.
�You�re right, Valentine�s Day is tomorrow. I thought maybe we could get away. Maybe to Bucharest or to Istanbul. Either one of those places is less than five hours away by plane.�
�It is a very pleasant thought, but tomorrow is a Thursday. That is a workday for me, and I have booked it solid, I�m afraid. In fact, I had to work hard to get off in time to meet your plane here.�
The drive from Kandahar to Kabul was over three hundred miles. There were no available hotels in Kandahar, and large pockets of the city remained without electricity.
�You didn�t have to do that.�
�Nonsense. I care about you deeply. I didn�t want to leave you unattended and unwelcomed.�
�Well, I thank you for that. Perhaps we could have dinner tomorrow evening.�
Layla looked at him with sad, dark eyes. �I wish I could do so, but I have been booked into a fundraiser.�
Lourds refused to be crushed by the distressing news. �Perhaps I could crash the fundraiser.�
�I do not think that would be a wise idea. You would be a distraction.�
�Surely I�m more than a distraction.�
She smiled at him. �You are more than a distraction. And when I get you to your hotel, I�ll show you how distracting you can be.�
Lourds grinned. �We can skip baggage. I�ll have my luggage delivered.�
�I won�t hear of it. We�ll get your things.�
* * *
When they arrived at the Kabul Serena Hotel, twenty minutes from the airport, Lourds confirmed his reservation and accepted his room key. Layla stood apart from him and didn�t speak. They took the elevator up to the second floor, then slipped into his room.
Once inside, they didn�t waste time on words. He reached for her, and she was in his arms. He hadn�t seen her since Christmas, and for a moment, he just held her, feeling her warm body against his, smelling the shampoo that filtered through the hijab, and hearing her breathing in his ear.
Then the clothes came off, and Layla became his again.
* * *
Afterwards in bed, Lourds lay on his back and wondered at how being with her made him feel. There was a completeness that he had never experienced before and a calm that fell over him. He thought about the ring in his pants pocket, but he knew he didn�t want to have that discussion now. Having it on Valentine�s Day was apparently out of the question. With everything Layla had planned, he didn�t want to disrupt everything she was balancing.
She lay at his side with an arm across his chest, holding him tightly.
�I am sorry that I cannot be there for you on Valentine�s Day.� She spoke softly.
�It�ll be all right.�
�Yes, it will. I will have some time this weekend, I think.�
�Good.�
�Tina said you will be returning to the university next week?�
�That�s right.�
Layla sighed. �Timing is such a problem.�
�We knew that going into this. We�re both busy people. A relationship like this, you have to work at it.�
�I know. The fact that you�re willing to do so means a lot to me.�
Lourds kissed her tender lips. �You mean a lot to me.�
She smiled and snuggled against him. �As you do to me.� She yawned. �Excuse me. I have been really tired of late.�
�That long drive probably didn�t help.�
�No, and I have to make it again in the morning.�
�I could drive you. Let you sleep on the way back.�
�No. That would cause complications if we were seen. It would be better if you found something to do until we can be together again. I�m afraid I won�t be able to see you until the weekend.�
�All right.�
�I�m sorry, Thomas, that your Valentine�s Day is not going to be as perfect as you had planned.�
�It�s fine. It�ll be fine. I�m sure I can find something to do. I�m in a city that�s thousands of years old. I�m sure there�s some part of it I haven�t seen.�
�I do wish things were different, but they are not.�
�I understand.� Lourds did understand, but he didn�t like the situation either. Perhaps once they were married, things would be different. He looked forward to that. For a moment, he thought about getting the ring, showing it to her, and asking her to marry him right then and there.
But he didn�t. Instead, he felt her soft breath against his bare chest and knew that she was asleep. He closed his eyes and just held her.
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Tverskaya Street
Moscow, Russia
Russian Federation
February 13, 2013
�You do not look like you are having a good time.�
Blearily, through a vodka-fueled haze, Colonel Sergay Linko stared at the young woman before him. She was beautiful in the way that young women always were when they took care of themselves. She exercised and kept her body fit, but her hair was too brunette, with a blue and white streak on the right side. The artificial green of her eyes told him she was wearing cosmetic contact lenses. She wore a dark red dress, almost the color of blood. She spoke English with a Russian accent. Evidently, she�d thought he was American.
She believed that because his suit was too good to be a Russian suit. In truth, he had gotten it from a black market dealer. The suit was dark, fashionable. Not like some of the colorful rags other men in the nightclub wore.
The crowd around them moved with the basso beat of the heavy metal rock music thundering through the speakers. Huge wallscreens showed snippets of video footage of the patrons. When the men and women saw themselves on the screens, they waved in triumph, like they had instantly become famous.
It was ludicrous. Linko only came to the bar to pick up women and to hate the New Russians even more than he already did.
�Are you shy?� The young woman smiled at him.
Linko knew he was an attractive man, but at thirty-six, he was almost twice her age. He was dark and virile, and he kept himself in tip-top shape with regular visits to the gym and to martial arts dojos. He was a soldier, but more than that, he was a survivor. He carried scars from Chechnya. He stood a little over six feet tall and was well built. He kept his black hair cut short and had a permanent five o�clock shadow that allowed him to look Middle Eastern when he needed to. As a colonel in the FSB, sometimes missions carried him into the satellite countries that had once been under Russian rule.
�No. I�m not shy.�
The woman came over to him and bit her lower lip. Perhaps she had seen this in an American movie and thought it was sexy. Perhaps she believed all American men loved women who bit their lower lips in such a way.
It was attractive, but Linko was no fool. The woman was here for a reason.
He had left enemies in Chechnya, and there were more in the Middle East and the satellite countries. People who knew him, who knew what he truly did under the cover of the FSB, feared him. He was a ghost, a man who could do the impossible, get into fortified places and kill those marked for death.
In the past eight years, he had slain forty-three targets. He kept count, and he remembered their faces, how they had been afraid and begged for their lives at the end.
Linko knew he�d gotten too good at the killing though. His superiors used him as a small, tactical nuclear device, but they were wary of him at the same time. It was regrettable because he had surely risen as far in rank as he could under the circumstances.
�That�s too bad.� The woman bit her lip again. �I like shy men.�
Scanning the crowd over the woman�s shoulder, Linko spotted the two men watching her. Both of them wore loose clothing and weren�t lost in the bar�s party atmosphere. They were working, hounds preparing to meet the fox.
Linko smiled. They were bearding no fox. They were on the trail of a true Russian bear.
�You have a nice smile. You should smile more often.� Boldly, she seized his glass and drank the rest of his vodka.
�Perhaps I will.�
�Come with me. I will put a smile on your face. I will teach you to love Moscow. You will come back again, even more excited than you were the first time.�
Linko gave a show of hesitation, but he knew he was going to go. The young woman and her friends were what he had been needing to break the restlessness that gripped him between missions. He was used to being in play, used to chasing or being chased. Downtime did not agree with him.
His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. When he checked the phone, the woman�s smile faltered a little. No doubt, she was thinking she was about to lose her prey. Nervously, she glanced back at the two men. She lacked professionalism, but the men did not appear to notice her. They were holding to their covers.
Linko�s estimation of them went up, and excitement climbed within him. He had thought they were merely street thugs. Evidently, they were more experienced than he�d thought. That was promising.
The caller ID on his phone showed NO DATA. That was curious because no one had this number.
He punched the button and held the phone to his face. �Yes.�
�Colonel Linko?�
�Yes.�
�This is Mikhail Nevsky.�
The world tilted crazily around Linko. In all his years with the FSB, a Russian president had never contacted him. He had acted on their orders several times, to be sure, but never direct contact.
Paranoia gripped him, and he at first believed he was being set up. But that was foolish. There was no reason to do such a thing.
�I trust you know who I am?�
�Yes. Of course.� Linko wasn�t certain if the president was joking or truly making certain that he knew who he was.
�I have a task I need you to perform. One that must be done quickly and quietly.�
�Of course.�
�I have made arrangements for you on a charter plane to Herat, Afghanistan. Once there, I want you to find a man named Boris Glukov. I will send you further instructions at that point.�
�When do I leave?�
�As soon as you can get to the airport.�
�I am on my way.�
�Do this right, Colonel, and that promotion you�ve been longing for will soon be yours.� The connection broke.
Linko put the phone back in his pocket.
The woman looked at him quizzically. �You�re smiling again. You have a beautiful smile. You have good news?�
�Possibly.�
�I thought you were going to be called away to business.�
�Not yet.�
�Good. That would have made me sad.� She put on a little pout to give him a preview of her sadness. �Would you like to go now?�
�Yes.�
The woman put her arm through Linko�s and guided him out of the bar onto Tverskaya Street. The two men at the bar waited an appropriate time before following. The fact that they weren�t overeager gave proof to their expertise.
* * *
Outside, cars whisked by. Neon lights spilled out over the street and reflected from the buildings. Snow fell in small flakes, dancing as it was caught in the wind. Dirty snow lined the streets, and only half a block away, a truck equipped with a plow blade ground along, keeping the thoroughfare clear.
The winter chill cut into Linko and made him draw his coat more tightly, but not too tight. The woman leaned into him as if for warmth, but he knew she was only anchoring him, controlling him.
She looked up at him. �Do you have a car?�
�No. I do not like rentals. I took a taxi.� Which was true enough. Having a car meant potential trouble when he needed to disappear quickly.
�It�s fine. I was going to suggest using my car anyway. I have a permit for my building.� With her arm in his, she guided him to the alley. �It is just at the other end of this. Be careful. The alley is always very dirty.�
�At least it blocks the wind.�
�Yes.�
The lights behind Linko gave him all the warning he needed. They penetrated deeply into the alley and revealed the refuse piled outside of buildings. The shadows of the two men fell in behind him. Their footsteps were very quiet, but Linko heard them all the same.
�Just a moment.� Linko stopped in the alley, far enough in now that the men had no choice but to reveal themselves. His coat was left unbuttoned, and his GSh-18 rode in shoulder leather.
�What is wrong?� The woman tensed then, and some preternatural instinct must have warned her that her confidence game was no longer working.
�I want to say hello to your friends.� Linko turned and the two men came at him at once.
There was no hesitation and no mistake about what they intended to do. They worked well as a team, one automatically going to the left and the other going to the right. Combat knives gleamed in their hands, revealing their intention to kill him quietly.
Linko shoved the woman away so she couldn�t interfere, then, instead of running from the men, he ran toward them. They were already too close to stop themselves, and he�d robbed them of any time to react.
The man on the left swung his blade at Linko�s head while the one on the right tried to plant his knife in Linko�s stomach. Linko dove between them, sliding under both blades, then catching himself on his hand and rolling forward so that he came at once to his feet. He reached under his coat as the men tried to turn around to once more face him. When he drew the pistol and pointed at them, they froze and put their hands up.
Calmly, Linko put his hand in his coat pocket and took out a suppressor. As he threaded it onto the barrel, the two men ran for the end of the alley. But Linko had guided them to a trap of his own. He knew where he had chosen to stop, and he knew that over fifty meters remained before they reached the alley�s mouth.
Almost detached, he shot both men in the back of the head. Motor functions gave way immediately. They stumbled and fell, then lay still.
Trembling, her mouth wide with fear, the woman stood against the alley wall. She took a breath, and Linko knew in the next moment she would scream.
Crossing over to her, he clapped a rough hand over her mouth and put the heated barrel of the pistol up under her jaw. He spoke in Russian. �Scream and I will blow your pretty little head off.�
The woman closed her eyes, and her breath whistled between his fingers.
�Do you understand?�
The woman nodded.
Gently, Linko took his hand away. �Good. I knew about your friends in the bar. A pretty little scheme you have, yes? Pretending to be attracted to American men, then leading them out into the alley where your friends can kill them.�
�They weren�t going to kill you. Only rob you.� Tears glittered in her eyes.
Linko stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. He knew she was lying. �Okay. That is too bad for them. But it doesn�t have to be so bad for you.�
�What do you want?�
�I want what you teased me with.� Linko turned her around to face the wall, then he lifted her coat and short skirt and tore her panties away. He was ready for her, and he took her roughly, listening to her squeal and cry out, but not too loudly. Her reaction made the moment even more exciting.
When he was finished, he put the pistol to the back of her head and squeezed the trigger. He put his clothing back together and headed for the street.
Once at the curb, he thought about the promotion President Nevsky had promised, and he felt very satisfied. He pulled his coat tighter and flagged down a passing taxi. He looked forward to getting out of Moscow. Afghanistan was never so cold as Russia at this time of year.
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Kabul Serena Hotel
Kabul, Afghanistan
February 14, 2013
Lourds woke to an empty bed. Layla had left a note on the pillow next to his. She�d written in her language, knowing full well he could easily read it.
Dearest Thomas,
I thought of waking you before I left, but you looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn�t have the heart. I already miss you, and I know that you will miss me too. There is no reason to start that on your part any earlier than need be. And, truthfully, I don�t want to test my willpower by trying to walk out of this room while you are asking me to stay.
I�m afraid I wouldn�t be that strong. I find it harder to do each time we separate.
I took the time to put your things away. I will call as soon as I am able.
Love,
Layla

Groggy from jetlag and from the lack of sleep, Lourds forced himself out of bed long enough to sit on the edge and look out the window over the city. The blue towers in the distance looked like something out of a fantasy world. He thought of going to the Kharabat neighborhood, thinking that perhaps a casual stroll through the workshops where musicians made their own instruments and composed daily might be a diversion.
When the Taliban had been in power, the musicians left the historic quarter, but they�d been coming back since the terrorists had been routed. That section of the city had almost been destroyed during the Soviet occupation during the 1980s, but the musicians had returned then as well. Now, their sons and daughters worked to rebuild the area after the Taliban had been sent packing.
There was something eternal about walking through the neighborhood. Musicians occupied half-built workshops, and they sang and laughed amid the rubble, finding their muse in the darkest corners. The trips Lourds had made through the Kharabat had always been uplifting.
But he didn�t feel like going today.
Normally, he�d be excited to greet the new day while in one of the ancient cities. There was so much to study, so much to imagine. But the familiar wanderlust wasn�t in him at the moment. He felt�empty. And that wasn�t something he�d ever experienced in quite this way before.
He didn�t know what he was going to do. He didn�t want to do anything. He simply wanted Layla back with him. Reaching into his pants, which were neatly folded on the nearby chair, he took out the engagement ring and examined it again.
Sunlight filtering through the curtains covering the window splintered light from the diamond. After a while, he closed the box, put it away, and lay back down on the bed.
Mercifully, he slept.
* * *
The phone beside the bed rang and woke Lourds. Instinctively, he threw out a hand and managed to snare the handset. �Hello.�
�Mr. Lourds?�
Lourds almost corrected the man, ready to tell him it was Professor or Doctor, but not mister. But that was irritation at being awoken, and at being alone, not a true pride thing. Instead, he just confirmed his identity.
�This is the hotel desk, sir. I have an urgent phone call for you.�
That announcement woke Lourds more fully. His first concern was for Layla, that she might have fallen asleep while driving and had an accident.
�Of course. Put it through.� He glanced at the clock and saw that it was a few minutes before nine. The whole day still loomed before him.
The phone clicked a couple times.
�Thomas?�
It took Lourds just a second to put a name to the voice. �Boris?�
�Da.�
�You�re calling early.�
�It�s almost nine.�
�How did you know I was here?�
�I called your office number, hoping you were working late, and talked with some young woman named Tina. I�m also told nuptials are in order. Quite surprising, actually, but not so surprising in another light.�
Lourds worked out the time differential between Kabul and Cambridge. It was almost midnight Monday in Cambridge. The only way she would have gotten Boris�s call was if she was working late at the university or had forwarded his phone calls to her phone the way she used to do. He resolved to have a talk with young Dr. Tina Metcalf when he returned to Harvard. She was far too free with his surprises.
�Well, keep the nuptials to yourself, Boris. I haven�t gotten to ask Layla yet.�
�I tender my good wishes anyway. You two will make a fine couple.�
�Thanks. I�m going to have to have a word with Tina in order to make sure the first person Layla hears this from is me.�
�Layla won�t hear it from me. And don�t punish Miss Metcalf for me calling you. I told her that it was a matter of life and death.�
That caught Lourds�s attention immediately. �Are you in trouble?�
Boris chuckled. �No. I am in euphoria. But I thought it would be better to deliver more dire tidings to that dear girl. She wasn�t going to give me your location at first.�
�Why didn�t you call my sat-phone?�
�I did. In fact, I left several messages.�
Lourds fumbled with his pants and extracted his sat-phone. He looked at the blank screen. �I forgot to turn it on when I deplaned.� He powered it up now, then saw that he had missed several phone calls from Boris and other people.
There was no phone call from Layla. He resisted the urge to call her.
�Thomas?�
�I�m here.� Some of his friend�s good-natured ebullience touched Lourds and awakened him even further. �Why are you in euphoria?�
�Because, my friend, I have made the find of a lifetime. Of course, it doesn�t rival Atlantis, but it could be quite possibly the most striking contribution I will ever make to the field of archeology.�
�You�ve got a lot of good years ahead of you, Boris. Don�t sell yourself short. What did you find?�
�A tomb. Tucked away in the mountains only a few miles from where you and I discovered the ossuary. This is a complete tomb, Thomas. The body is still in the sarcophagus, in almost pristine shape. I�ve held up any further exploration of the tomb and the remains until you arrive. How soon can you get here?�
�I�ll have to get a car, then drive to Herat. It�s four hundred miles of bad road.�
�Don�t drive. Charter a plane.�
�If I can find one.�
�There are plenty of local pilots who would be willing to make a short hop. You can be here in three hours or so. I�ll pay for it.�
�You�re awfully free with the museum�s money.�
�This is important, Thomas.� Boris sounded deadly serious. �I need you. I need your expertise to decipher some documents that were with the body. And if they�re what I think they are, this will be a nice feather in your cap as well.�
The mention of documents captured Lourds�s attention immediately. He loved doing translation work on things no one in the modern world had ever seen, the chance to try to decipher something before anyone else ever laid eyes on it.
�Who�d the body belong to?�
�I don�t know, but I suspect this corpse was once Macedonian.�
�Why?�
�Because I can pick out some things in the scroll, but not much. Enough, though, to pick out the name of Alexander the Great.�
Galvanized for the first time that morning, Lourds smiled. �I need to get off the phone so I can find a plane.�
�You�ll have to hurry. News has already leaked to the media about the discovery.�
�Really? Did you call them first thing?�
�I called you first. You didn�t answer. And I might have mentioned your name.�
�That�s going to start a circus.�
�Oh, it already has.� Boris sounded pleased with himself. �Rather nice turn out, if I must say so. Of course, the crew from National Geographic has been here since the beginning. And there is one young lady whose reacquaintance I�m sure you�ll look forward to.�
�Who?�
�Do you remember Anna Cherkshan?�
Lourds only had to think for a moment. �Yeah, I remember her. Young? Pretty? Reporter for The Moscow Times?�
�That�s the one.�
�I do like her. Every quote in her piece was exactly what we said and not taken out of context for once.� Lourds started toward the closet and quickly reached the end of the phone cord. He wasn�t used to talking on corded phones these days. He stopped. �I�ve got to get off the phone and get moving if I�m going to find a plane.�
�Hurry.�
Lourds started to get off the phone, then caught himself. �Boris?�
�Yes?�
�Congrats on the find. You deserve it.�
�Thank you. And I do deserve it. And I�ll feel better once you�re here to straighten away the documentation. I want to know what I�ve truly found as soon as possible.�
�I�m on my way.�
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39 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
February 14, 2013
Anna Cherkshan strode through the dig camp and felt the excitement in the air. The emotion was like a live thing, a tiger that thrummed through the atmosphere. That was how she would write it. That the discovering was a living thing ripped free of a dead husk. Only she would use words that would turn Boris Glukov�s find into poetry, into something solid and enduring � something like Russia could be if they could only unclasp the dead fingers of the Old Regime once and forever.
Perhaps the piece would go beyond the simple news of an archeological discovery by a Moscow professor, but she knew her editors at The Moscow Times would enthusiastically embrace the idea. They would understand what she was saying about the world and about her place in it. That was something her father never understood.
General Anton Cherkshan, to Anna, was the epitome of the Old Regime. Her father wanted nothing to change. He claimed that capitalist freedom was something that the Russian people would never understand. The Americans had over two hundred years to experience and master freedom and its attendant prices.
The Russian people only had a little over twenty years. And this was now the twenty-first century, not the eighteenth. Things happened more rapidly now. Situations changed more rapidly. The Russian people had only thrown off the yoke of the Tsarist government less than a hundred years ago.
Anna sighed. She could hear her father ranting and raving about the story already. Over the years, she had grown tired of his voice in her head. It wouldn�t go away. She couldn�t shut it off. Sometimes she thought that if she didn�t love her mother so much, she would never see her father again. Then, when the anger and the frustration were not so deep in her, she knew that was not true. She loved her father. He had taught her so much of what she knew.
It was just a pity that he didn�t agree with how she used that knowledge.
Adjusting her sunglasses, she stared through the bright reflection of the snowdrifts surrounding the dig site. In many places, the snow was three or four feet deep, and trails had been made by people passing. Now, much of the snow in front of the cave had been flattened. So many people had braved the cold and gathered outside the opening, beyond the sawhorse barrier the Afghanistan National Police had erected, waiting expectantly for news of Boris Glukov�s discovery.
�Excuse me. Miss Cherkshan?�
Anna turned at the voice.
A tall, dark man with short-clipped hair and a beard that was more a neatly trimmed five o�clock shadow than anything else approached her. He wore boots, khaki pants, and a Russia Today Television coat with the distinctive RT rendered in gold and black on green.
Petite and slender like her mother, Anna only came up to the man�s shoulder. Also like her mother, she had strawberry blond hair, but she had gray-hazel eyes like her father. Her blue parka hung to her knees.
�Yes, I am Anna Cherkshan.� Anna stood her ground. All her father�s old warnings about talking to strangers echoed in her head, too, but these days, she mostly laughed at them. A news reporter could hardly talk to only people she knew. She would never learn anything that way. Or she would learn only what people wanted her to know.
�I am Yakov Fursin. With Russia Today.� He smiled, and it was a nice smile, but he was too old for her. She was only twenty-six, and he had to be nearly forty.
She took his proffered hand and smiled back at him. �Russia Today, eh? I think I got that from the coat. What can I do for you?�
�I was wondering if you could help me with something.�
�I suspected as much, Comrade Fursin. I don�t run into many fans this far from Moscow.�
�Well, you have today. I read your pieces in The Moscow Times on a regular basis.�
�Oh really?� Anna cocked a skeptical eyebrow.
Fursin put his hand over his heart. �Truly. I do. You wound me. I especially loved the piece you did on President Nevsky�s comparisons of himself to Alexander Nevsky. The artist you had working with you on that piece has a fantastic eye.�
�Zagnetko? Yes, she is wonderful. Very witty all on her own as well.� Anna warmed slightly to the man as he mentioned other articles she had written. �What can I do for you?�
�I am told that Professor Glukov is only allowing select members of the media in to the cave.�
�That�s correct.�
�I�m also told that you are one of those members.�
�I am.�
�You also did the piece on the dig months ago not far from here where Professor Glukov first picked up the trail to this place.�
�You are very well informed.�
He smiled again and appeared even more dashing than ever. �I would like very much to get inside that cave when Professor Glukov performs his unveiling.�
Anna smiled and shook her head. �Sadly, that is beyond my power to do.�
�Please.� He placed his hand over his heart again and looked entreating. �This will mean very much to my career.�
�You can be charming all you want, Comrade Fursin. I will enjoy your efforts, but in the end it will be for naught. The passageway, I am told, is very small, and Professor Glukov is keeping a short list of attendants. I am sorry. But hopefully this story will be big enough that you will get something that helps your career.�
Fursin nodded. �I completely understand. Please do not hold my need to ask against me.�
Anna laughed. �You were very pleasant. You should see how much I push, beg, shove, and plead to get my foot in the door for a story.�
�Be well.� Fursin bowed his head and walked away.
For a moment, Anna watched the man. There was something about him that caught her subconscious attention. She wasn�t sure what it was, but she thought that beneath that charming exterior, there was a very hard man.
In that way, he reminded her of her father.
* * *
As he walked away from the woman, Colonel Sergay Linko gazed in frustration around the campsite and cursed his situation. During the flight to Herat, he�d learned his orders were to get close to Professor Glukov and find out what the man had discovered.
The news stations Linko had watched had revealed that Glukov had found something related to the missing tomb of Alexander the Great. Glukov had stated as much but had given nothing further.
Linko didn�t know why President Nevsky would be interested in Alexander the Great�s tomb, and Linko hadn�t even known the man�s tomb was missing. And he was only vaguely knowledgeable about who Alexander the Great had been.
To Linko�s way of thinking, Alexander the Great had been on the same par as the bogatyr of Slavic mythology. When he had been a child, his grandmother had read him epic poems written by the storytellers of the Kievan Rus�, the old nation of Rus. Linko had liked the stories of the wandering knights, then discovered they were much like the European knights, such as King Arthur.
But it wasn�t real. And childhood things had to be put away. Just as he had put his grandmother away when it fell to him to take care of her when she grew too frail to live without assistance.
Linko�s mother and father were gone by that time, one to cancer and the other to drink, and no one had survived to take care of the old woman. After a month of assisted care and the first bill had come due, Linko had decided he didn�t want to pay the monthly fee. So he had visited her late one night, pinched her nose shut, and held a hand over her mouth.
The next month�s bill was reduced, and that was the end of it.
Calm in his frustration, Linko went to the next group of journalists and hoped he would have better luck. He would not be deterred.
* * *
Lourds got out of his rented four-wheel-drive pickup and walked down to the dig site. To his relief, none of the media pointed him out or came hurrying over for a quote.
During the short flight to Herat, Lourds had looked at the photographs of the tomb that Boris had sent him through e-mail. He�d downloaded them while at Kabul International Airport, then examined them at his leisure while in flight.
He was thankful for the diversion because it had kept his mind from being preoccupied with thoughts of Layla, but she was never far from his mind.
It was confusing.
And it was daunting.
He needed to get his head back in the game.
Except that he had the ring in his backpack, and thoughts of it and Layla weren�t going away.
He walked up to one of the ANP patrolmen and showed his passport to the man.
The young man nodded gravely. �Professor Lourds. We�ve been expecting you.� He made a path through the sawhorses.
�Yes. Thank you.�
�Watch your step as you go up.�
�I will.� Lourds started up the incline, and then the feeding frenzy hit.
�There�s Professor Lourds!�
Lourds didn�t know who had first vocalized his arrival, but the hue and cry rose.
�Professor Lourds. Could we get a picture?�
Lourds turned back toward the crowd and waved. Several cameras and camcorders were in evidence.
�Professor Lourds, could we get an interview?�
�In a little while, perhaps. At present, I�m afraid you people know more than I do.�
The ANP talked to a lithe young woman in a blue parka for a moment then let her through. She leaped up the incline, quick as a deer, and joined Lourds.
She threw back her parka hood and revealed strawberry blond hair and an innocent face. �Professor Lourds, you may not remember me, but I�m��
�Anna Cherkshan. Of course I remember you. Boris is delighted that you�re involved with this.�
�And you�re not?�
�Of course I am. I was deferring to Boris. This is his circus, after all.�
�Thomas!�
Gazing uphill, Lourds saw Boris emerge from the cave and couldn�t help thinking of the groundhog that came out and checked for its shadow. It wasn�t a very flattering comparison in one respect, but Boris�s presence had certainly changed the weather.
The slight noise that had started at Lourds�s arrival became an avalanche of questions and demands for information.
Anna gazed at the crowd in wide-eyed wonder.
�Shocked to see your fellow journalists worked up into such a lather, Miss Cherkshan?�
Anna turned to him, raked hair from her face with her fingers, and shook her head. �I�ve never been on this side of it, you know. It�s a bit much, isn�t it?�
�It can be.�
�Do you ever get used to it?�
�No. Trust me, you don�t see this kind of thing every day in the field of archeology.�
�You must. You have found so many amazing things.�
�Well, I didn�t find this one. I was back in Cambridge while Boris was risking the elements and a broken neck climbing this mountain.�
�Can I quote you?�
Lourds smiled. �Of course. He�s only asked me in as a specialized consultant.�
�To translate the documents he found inside the tomb?�
�Exactly.�
Boris waved Lourds up the mountain, and Lourds went. When he reached Boris, the Russian professor scooped him up in an immense bear hug that drew laughter and catcalls from the crowd of journalists.
�It is good to see you, Thomas.� Boris placed him back on the ground.
�It�s good to see you as well.�
�I see you discovered Miss Cherkshan.�
�Actually, she found me.�
�And Layla?�
�Working, as I said.�
�Ah, that is too bad.� Boris frowned, but the expression lasted only a moment before being replaced with his broad smile again. �Does she know what has been found?�
Lourds smiled. �Boris, I still don�t know what you�ve found.�
�Then come. Let me show you.� Boris made his apologies to Anna, promised that she would be the next person he brought into the tomb, and led Lourds into the cave.
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Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation
Lubyanka Square
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 14, 2013
Seated at his desk, General Anton Cherkshan watched the live broadcast of President Nevsky in front of Lenin�s Tomb. A large crowd had gathered in Red Square, and Cherkshan waited anxiously for some sort of violence or terrorist attack to break out.
He had wanted to be at the speech, but Nevsky had forbidden it. None of the military leaders were present. Nevsky had planned this to be a solo effort, a way to implore the Russian people to embrace his plans for the prosperity of their great country.
However, there were snipers in the area, in the buildings surrounding the Tomb that had clear fields of fire into the crowd. Cherkshan knew this because he had signed off on the placement of those men.
Nevsky looked good on the camera, but he didn�t look great. As always, he wore a gray suit, never changing his appearance, always remaining constant.
�My friends, I come here today to face the accusations of the faceless detractors who hide in the shadows and tell you that I am somehow going to be responsible for the downfall of Russian freedom.� Nevsky spoke slowly, allowing his words to reach all who were listening. �They claim that I am stockpiling munitions, that I am planning to make war on the satellite countries that have left our fold.�
Cherkshan had seen the figures reported in the newspapers. Someone inside the Kremlin was talking, and one of his jobs was to find out who it was. The newspapers didn�t have the exact numbers. In fact, they had less than half of them. But the numbers they had printed were enough to worry the people and some of the neighboring countries.
As well as the West. Already the United States had started rattling its saber, but its military � for a change � was financially stressed as well after years of the Middle East involvement and the rising cost of fuel.
The Russian scientists that Nevsky had funded had designed more economical war engines, and Russian oil corporations had found more ways to get to the oil resources within their own country. After all these years of the Cold War, the boot, so to speak, was finally coming back to the other foot. Even the Chinese were feeling the pinch of economic hardship as the spending by their citizens grew out of control.
But the reporters didn�t have access to the figures that Cherkshan did. The actual amount of military buildup was staggering.
Nevsky continued speaking. �My detractors fail to realize that I am simply trying to create business for this country. I am creating jobs for my fellow countrymen at a time when the West is staggered by the failure of their capitalist dreams.� He paused. �I am giving my countrymen jobs, providing a way for them to remain in their houses, and I am reshaping our dream for the future.�
Cheers broke out in the crowd.
�These accusers will tell you that I am going to take away the rights of the people. I say that they have already been taken away. Would any of you have thought that the day would come when you had to stand in line for bread, only to find out it had gone up in price as you had stood there waiting?�
The crowd reacted again.
�I did not. I find this evidence of capitalism ruin to be abhorrent to everything that is Russian. I see young people in our streets who wear American clothing they got through the black markets instead of outlets that are designed to protect our economy. I see men my age wearing expensive suits.� Nevsky pulled on his own jacket. �Do you know what this is, comrades? Russian manufacture. Made by Russian hands. Right here in Mother Russia. This is where my loyalty lies. Not with some seductive vision of a capitalist society like the West.�
The crowd cheered again, but this time, a pocket of the group exploded into violence. Nearly a dozen people were locked in mortal combat before Moscow uniformed policemen pushed their way through to them, stunned them with Tasers, and carried the unconscious men and women from the crowd.
Cherkshan picked up the phone on his desk.
It was answered at once. �Yes, General Cherkshan.�
�There has been an incident at the President�s speech. I want to know the names of the people involved immediately.�
�Yes, General.�
As Cherkshan hung up the phone, he looked at the pictures of his children sitting on his desk. Rodion was employed with the Alga Bank Group, one of the most powerful in the country, and was expecting his second child. Cherkshan was proud of his son.
His daughter, Anna, was something else. While Rodion had been educated in Switzerland, Anna had chosen an American school, the Columbia School of Journalism. If Cherkshan had had his way, his daughter would not have gone to the United States. She had already been too defiant as it was, a victim of the encroaching capitalist ways.
But Katrina had stepped in and insisted. Cherkshan loved his wife and would until the day he died. However, he would also regret sending Anna off to the United States. She was forever lost to him these days.
He preferred to remember her as the small girl he had shared make-believe tea parties with. The one who�d insisted on taking care of him when he was sick or recovering from a bullet wound. That was the daughter he�d been proud to raise.
The one he knew now would have been among those dozen or so protestors carried out by the Moscow Police.
Thankfully, she was at the archeological dig at Herat. Cherkshan had been watching that, as well, because a link to Alexander the Great had come up. Since his promotion to his current position, he�d taken to heart the location of the top five historians who knew about Alexander the Great. All of them were currently digging through mounds of research material.
He turned his attention back to Nevsky.
�I will admit to this buildup, if that�s what my detractors want to call it. But I call it this: a munitions corporation. We are making Russian pistols and rifles that anyone would be proud to own. We�re going to sell them to buyers around the world. Like many other countries in the West, we are going to become munitions suppliers. People want guns. We will provide them. And it will create Russian jobs.�
The crowd cheered again.
After thanking the people for coming, Nevsky departed the podium with his personal security detachment from the Federal Protective Service. The FSO agents were watched over by FSB agents. Cherkshan didn�t feel relieved until the men had Nevsky inside the ZIL limousine provided by the Special Purpose Garage.
A few minutes later, as Cherkshan knew it would, his phone rang. He picked it up and muted the television. �Yes, Mr. President.�
�How do you think the address went?�
�I think it went well. I also think that news services in the West are going to make a lot of the story.�
�Let them. It doesn�t matter. They can�t stop what I am doing even if I were to announce it aloud.�
Cherkshan knew that was true. The United States and NATO, due to the way they had been stretched throughout the Middle East and Africa lately, wouldn�t be ready to go head-to-head in retaliation. The United States had moved a few ships around in the Mediterranean Sea and the Pacific, but that was to be expected. They had to show strength.
However, they weren�t going to pull the trigger.
Using the remote control, Cherkshan flipped through channels, coming to a halt on a CNN feed. The view was of the dig site in Herat. He watched as the camera showed some of the faces in the crowd, looking to see if Anna was there.
�I would like to talk to you about another matter, Mr. President.�
�Of course.�
�The dig at Herat.�
�Yes.�
�It was announced that the tomb has something to do with Alexander the Great.�
�So I heard last night. It seems I was a bit hasty in cutting Professor Glukov�s funding. I should have stayed with him.�
Cherkshan chose not to respond to that. �I would like to send some agents out there. To look things over and see what � if anything � he has found.�
�It�s already taken care of, General. I sent a man last night. I didn�t want to distract you from our plans for the Ukraine.�
The Ukraine was a totally different issue. The former prime minister of that country had created difficulties concerning the natural gas supplies Russia shipped to Western Europe through the Ukraine. She had pushed for her nation to become a member of the European Union and step away completely from Russia.
If that was done, and the West was hoping it would happen, the Russian economy would be dealt a devastating blow from which it might not ever recover.
In a matter of days, Nevsky intended to send an invading force into the Ukraine, to turn the country back into a Russian satellite. It was going to be dangerous, but Cherkshan had confidence that the attack strategy he had worked out with his generals was feasible.
If�when�they secured the Ukraine, things would be different. Russia would be different.
�I want your focus to be totally on the Ukraine, General. That is why I took care of this situation myself.�
�I understand, Mr. President. If you need anything from me regarding this matter, let me know.�
�I need the Ukraine, my friend. Bring that country under Russian control, and you will lay the largest stepping-stone we have had in decades.�
�It will be done.�
Nevsky said goodbye and ended the call.
For a moment, Cherkshan watched the television screen. He was thinking of Anna when he saw the camera suddenly zoom in on a man who had staggered and gone down. As the image came into better focus, Cherkshan saw the blood streaming from a huge wound in the man�s face as his eyes stared into the camera.
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39 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
February 14, 2013
Lourds�s excitement built as he followed Boris down the passageway. Electrical cables ran the length of the tunnel, and bright lights ripped away the darkness. Somewhere from deep in the cave system, a generator thumped out a steady rhythm. Uniformed ANP guards stood at junctures in the cave system.
�I�ve been very careful to preserve the site since I found it.� Stone dust coated Boris, and he sounded tired.
�You found it last night?�
�Yes. And started calling you immediately.�
�And the media in between that.�
�Of course. This has the potential to be stupendous. Did you know that no one knows where Alexander the Great�s final resting place is?�
�Yes.� Lourds negotiated a sharp turn and reflected on what he could remember of the Macedonian ruler from the information he�d reviewed on the plane trip. �Alexander died in 323 BCE��
�Of mysterious circumstances.�
Lourds nodded. �Possibly mysterious circumstances. He might have died from an overdose of hellebore.�
�That was never proven.�
�No, but it is known that Alexander was grieving over the death of Hephaestion, one of his generals and a nobleman in his own right. They had been friends since childhood.�
�Yes, and Aristotle wrote of them that they were �one soul abiding in two bodies.� There is some conjecture that they were also lovers. But that is neither here nor there. So much about Alexander isn�t known, not the least of which is how he was able to conquer so much of the known world. And remember that Hephaestion�s death was also a mystery.�
Lourds�s interest was piqued. �What we do know is that after Alexander died, he was laid to rest in a gold sarcophagus that bore the shape of a monkey or an ape. That was placed inside another gold casket.�
�Then Ptolemy hijacked the funeral procession and took it to Memphis. Memphis, Egypt, of course, which contributed its name to the Decree of Memphis that collected the second round of the Ptolemaic Decrees.�
�Ptolemy kept Alexander�s body for a time. Supposedly to fulfill a seer�s vision that Alexander would be laid to rest in a place that �would be happy and unvanquishable forever.��
�Yes. There was already talk circulating that possession of Alexander�s body would bring fortune and favor from the gods.�
�The Greeks, Macedonians, and Egyptians all looked to the gods for everything under the sun. That was the way their cultures were set up.�
�I know. And there Alexander lay, until he was moved to Alexandria. He didn�t fare so well after that. Ptolemy IX Lathyros, the last of the Ptolemys� offspring, had many problems, not in the least of which was a fickle mother��
�Cleopatra III. Reportedly a madwoman.�
��who forced him to marry his sister��
�Cleopatra IV.�
��and then forced him to divorce her and marry still yet another sister, this one younger than the first.�
�Cleopatra Selene I.� Lourds often marveled at the family histories he uncovered in his studies. �The Kardashians pale by comparison. People these days don�t know how convoluted familial relationships and injustices can be.�
�True.� Boris shot him a glance. �I cannot believe you even know who the Kardashians are.�
Lourds shrugged. �I teach college. I have to keep up with popular culture so I can speak to students in their own language. I speak Lady Gaga as well.�
�As much as the world changes, the more I think it stays the same. Most people will forever be enthralled by gossip and theatrics.� Boris took another left and continued on. �Cleopatra IV was angry at being ousted from her marriage to her brother and being replaced by her younger sister. She went off to Cyprus and married Antiochus IX Cyzicenus, the ruler of the Greek Seleucid Kingdom, which was created from conquests made by Alexander the Great in the Near East and in Asia.�
�Where Turkmenistan, Pamir, and some of Pakistan is located today.�
�Yes. In the meantime, Cleopatra III ruled for a time with Ptolemy IX, then claimed he tried to murder her and had him deposed. She put her favorite son, Ptolemy X � Ptolemy IX�s younger brother � on the throne.�
�You know, I don�t understand how the Greeks didn�t invent psychology back when things like this would have been going on. Freud would have had a field day with mothers like her.�
�I agree. At any rate, she started a chain reaction of murders while playing her games with her sons. She grew tired of Ptolemy X and put Ptolemy IX back on the throne. Ptolemy X killed his mother and resumed the throne, only to be killed in battle. When Ptolemy IX resumed the throne yet again, the kingdom was strapped for cash. He replaced Alexander�s gold sarcophagus with a glass one and had the gold melted down and converted into drachma to pay off his debts.� Boris halted in front of a carpet that had been draped on one wall of a passageway that ended in a tumble of rock. �That angered the citizens of Alexandria, and they rose up and killed him. A case could be made that Alexander was not lying at rest in a land that was �happy and unvanquishable forever.� In fact, it almost seems that a curse followed Alexander around.�
Lourds surveyed the carpet but didn�t move toward it. He didn�t want to rob his friend of his presentation. But he was anxious to see what was on the other side of it.
�The citizens of Alexandria took Alexander�s body back to their city for safekeeping. While the body lay there, the Roman emperors came calling. According to documentation, Pompey, Julius Caesar, and Caesar Augustus visited the tomb.�
�It�s a wonder that Augustus didn�t trigger a war when he accidentally knocked Alexander�s nose off.�
�That�s a story that was never verified. Caligula was also supposed to have taken Alexander�s breastplate. Then, in 200 AD, Emperor Septimius Severus, who sacked the Ctesiphon, the capital of the Parthian Empire, closed the tomb to the public.�
�Enough time had passed by then that the Alexandrians didn�t protest.�
�Also, the Roman Army was in full bloom. The emperor would have dealt harshly with any kind of uprising. Supposedly, his son � Caracalla, one of the most evil emperors ever to spring from the loins of the Caesars � visited the tomb because he was a great admirer.�
�That man would have never held a candle to Alexander the Great.�
�Agreed. Alexander would have killed Caracalla for the massacres and other atrocities he committed.�
�Not in the least of which was his granting of Roman citizenship to all freemen so he could tax them. They became Romans whether they wanted to or not.�
�And they paid their taxes or faced the consequences.� Boris nodded. �You also know of the Alexander Sarcophagus that was found in Sidon in 1887?�
�Of course. But it never belonged to Alexander. It was only named that because it had bas-relief images of Alexander fighting the Persians at the Battle of Issus.�
�Exactly. That sarcophagus is believed to be the final resting place of Mazaeus, a Persian noble and Babylonian governor.� Boris smiled and his weary eyes gleamed. �Through all of that, no one knows the final resting place of Alexander the Great. But you and I, Thomas, through our good fortune��
�I would attribute whatever fortune we have to your dogged perseverance, and that�s how I�m going to present it to those news people waiting outside.�
Boris nodded. �As you wish. By whatever means, we now have a chance to find out where Alexander the Great has been laid to rest.� Pulling the carpet aside, he waved Lourds into the tomb.
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Lights hung from the tomb�s low ceiling and splashed brightness around the rough stone walls. The ceiling made an arch over the small room, but even the highest point was close enough for Lourds to reach up and touch.
The stone sarcophagus occupied a carved niche in the wall. The niche was about eighteen inches taller than the sarcophagus, whose heavy stone lid sat slightly ajar.
Lourds spoke without taking his eyes from the bas-relief on the sarcophagus�s side. �You opened it?�
�I could not resist.�
�I wouldn�t have been able to either. Did anyone help you?�
�An intern. Evan. He�s probably off sleeping. Or playing one of his videogames. He has no true vision for what we do.�
Lourds crossed over to the sarcophagus and knelt. He dug a flashlight from his backpack and played the beam over the carved images, bringing them into sharper view. Boris had obviously spent some time cleaning them up. They were dust free.
The images were plain, rough, and beautiful at the same time. The central figure was a caped warrior on horseback, a shield on his left arm and a spear in his right hand. His cape streamed out behind him, floating over the warriors that rode at his heels. Another army lay in the distance on the right.
Most curious of all, though, was the image of a man sitting behind the army on the left. Small and unassuming, he was in a crouched position and held a stylus in one hand as he worked on a sheet of papyrus.
There was writing under the man. Lourds leaned forward so he could examine it. �This is Ancient Greek.� He knew the language intimately. It was an independent language that had come from the Indo-European family. Originating in the Balkans, it had the longest history of being in use, spanning thirty-five hundred years.
�You can read it?�
Lourds did. ��Here lies the scribe Callisthenes of Olynthus. Placed here after his murder by his friends at court.�� He paused. �Some friends they turned out to be.�
�The sentence construction and word usage is comparable to that used in Alexander�s time, isn�t it?�
Lourds nodded. Excitement stirred up in him, building quickly now. He worked to keep it tamped down. Boris was already excited enough for both of them. He needed to be the steady one, the one who would challenge the enticing leaps of both logic and fantasy.
�The language has been around for three and a half millennia. You know that. Let�s get our ducks in a row.�
�This ties to Alexander, Thomas. I can feel it in my bones.�
�We need to find out what�s in these bones. Where are the documents you said you found?�
�Inside the sarcophagus. I didn�t want to chance moving them any more than I had to. Not until you were here.�
�I�m here now.� Lourds stood. �Let�s have a look at Callisthenes.� He grabbed one end of the sarcophagus lid and Boris grabbed the other. Together, they managed the massive stone slab and lifted it from the bottom, gently settling it onto the floor with a series of scrapes.
Inside the sarcophagus, a skeleton lay draped in rags. Whatever else Callisthenes might have been, he was a small man. His hands lay over his heart, and his feet were crossed.
Lourds shined his flashlight over the skull. �He has all of his teeth. He was probably a young man when he died.�
�When he was murdered, you mean.�
�I don�t see any signs of fractures to the skull or the ribs. They all appear intact.�
�You can kill a man by slicing his throat too. Or by forcing him to drink hemlock. Either way, it�s still murder.�
Lourds nodded.
�But there is something more.� Boris pointed to the skeletal feet. �Have a look here.�
Moving down the length of the body, Lourds shined his light on the dead man�s feet. Several of the metatarsal bones were broken, and there was a hole through the talus of each foot.
Boris stood grimly at Lourds�s side. �Crucifixion, yes?�
�That would be my guess, but you�ll need someone more expert on it to give a better opinion.�
�No, I trust us. We�ve seen these kinds of things before. And look at how the ankle joints are shattered and separated. I would bet that this man was crucified upside down.� Boris shook his head. �That would be a most painful way to die.�
Lourds silently agreed.
�The documents are here.� Boris pointed to a collection of clay pots that occupied one corner of the sarcophagus.
Lourds had been so engrossed in studying the skeletal remains that he had overlooked the pots. Scrolls filled the pots. Gently, Lourds removed one of the scrolls. The Greek language was easy enough to read. Callisthenes had possessed a good hand for his craft.
��Now it came to be that my lord, King Alexander III of Macedon, also known as the Great, was in terrible wrath after discovering the excesses and abuses committed by the satraps he had put into power to govern in his name while he sought out more glories on the battlefield.
��There was a military governor named Vahyadata who had caused to be executed three young women he took to be wives and later claimed to have lied to him about their virginity. When my lord discovered this, and that the young women lay in fresh graves, his righteous anger knew no boundaries.
��My lord rode his horse into the palace of Vahyadata, threw a rope around the man�s neck, and dragged him from the palace and into the street. There, the populace of the city spat upon the foul murderer, cursed him each in their way, and cheered on my lord.
��The satrap proved not to be hardy enough to make it to the end of the street. Still, my lord�s anger was so fierce that he did not give up dragging the body until dogs ran up after it and tore it to pieces.��
Boris shifted and smiled slightly. �Not exactly bedtime reading, is it?�
�No, but it does have the ring of authenticity about it. What makes you so certain the location of Alexander�s tomb is revealed in here?�
With great care, Boris lifted one of the scrolls from the pot. �This is the scroll I read from.� He handed it to Lourds.
The scroll was different from the others, and it took Lourds a moment to spot the snakes engraved on the ends of the wooden roller that held the papyrus. �You saw this?�
�It was what first caught my eye.�
Lourds ran a finger across the roller end. The carving had faded over time and only stood out faintly. �Evidently, you have better eyes than I do.�
�I stared at them for a long time before I chose one to look at. I had the benefit of patience.�
�I am being patient.�
�I know. Now, the scroll, please.�
Lourds opened the scroll and began to read. ��I am Callisthenes of Olynthus, from the town founded by Olynthus, the son of Heracles and Bolbe.�� He grinned. �Well, now we have proof that Heracles was real.�
�You say that in jest, my friend, but there are many things in this world that we do not know.�
Lourds paused, recalling the showdown he�d had with United States Vice President Elliott Webster. Webster�s disappearance from the world was still an unexplained mystery, but Lourds knew the truth of it, and it was the most supernatural thing he had ever witnessed.
�You are right, Boris. I stand corrected.� Lourds cleared his throat and continued reading. ��Now am I come to recite the last will and testament of my lord, King Alexander III of Macedon, also known as the Great. It has come to my lord�s attention that death waits for every man, even a man like him, after the passing of his beloved friend, Hephaestion, son of Amyntor and General in the army of my lord.
��These final tenets are written in the secret language devised by my lord and will describe what will be done with his mortal shell, as well as his personal armor and sword. These things must be done to preserve balance in the world.�� Lourds stopped reading.
�Well?� Boris gestured impatiently. �Don�t stop now. Go on.�
�I can�t.� Lourds sighed with frustration. �This is where the code begins.�
�That should be simple enough for you.�
Lourds showed his friend the scroll. �This isn�t the Greek alphabet, and it isn�t cuneiform either. This is something new.�
�Ah, well, we knew this couldn�t be all easy. There had to be some stumbling blocks.�
�Stumbling blocks? Do you know how long it could take to decipher a code?�
�No. But I know I have the right man on the job.� Boris clapped him on the shoulder. �Come on, my friend. Put those scrolls away for further examination later. For the moment, let us go bask in the glory and accolades the media is primed to deliver unto us.� He smiled. �After that, we will drink vodka the Russian way.�
Shaking his head, Lourds knelt and packed the seven scrolls into a protective box inside his backpack. �This is not going to be as easy as you seem to think it will be, and I still have every intention of spending some kind of Valentine�s Day with Layla.�
�As well as proposing?�
�Yes.� Lourds stood and hefted his backpack over his shoulder. He resettled his hat.
�Come on then. After you are a newly minted celebrity � again � she will most certainly be in love with you.�
They headed out together. Just as they entered the passageway, the distinct, staccato roar of rifle reports echoed from the front of the cave.
A few feet away, Anna Cherkshan stood working on a computer tablet, doubtless reviewing her notes for the story or already writing parts of it. Startled by the cracks of the small arms fire, she looked up, then shoved her tablet PC into her messenger bag and ran toward the front of the cave.
�Anna! Wait!� Lourds�s shout seemed to galvanize her into greater effort.
�I can�t! There�s a story going on out there, and I need to see it!�
Fearing for the young woman�s safety, Lourds held the backpack strap crossing his chest and ran after her with Boris racing along behind him.
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Lying in the frozen waste overlooking the mountain where the diggers worked so diligently, Mafouz Abu Walid took aim again through the telescopic sight of the Dragunov sniper rifle that was his pride and joy. He�d carried a lot of black tar opium through the mountains to purchase the Russian long gun, and he had never been more enthusiastic in using it than right now.
He ignored the searing cold of the packed snow against his left cheek as well as the hard ground and winter�s chill embrace that tried to leach the warmth from his body. Instead, he let his desire for vengeance and his bloodthirstiness run rampant.
The Dragunov was capable of delivering its 7.62mm rounds out to thirteen hundred meters and still kill a man. At eight hundred yards it was extremely lethal. Most of his men carried AK-47s, which only had an effective range out to four hundred yards.
Below Mafouz�s sniping position, his scattered men squeezed off concentrated fire at the group of Westerners in front of the cave.
Mafouz didn�t know or care what the dirt diggers had found that was so important. All that mattered to him was avenging his brother�s death by killing the man who had murdered him. Ghairat had died back in June, in another cave not far from here. At the time, Mafouz had learned of the Russian professor Boris Glukov and the American professor Thomas Lourds, but going after his brother�s killer hadn�t been possible then because the ANP had locked down the area.
Now, though, there were too many people for the ANP to protect. In fact, they couldn�t even protect themselves.
Mafouz peered through the telescopic sights, caught sight of an ANP policeman taking cover behind an SUV, and focused on the man. When the policeman popped up again to fire a volley of rounds at the ridge where the Taliban warriors lay, Mafouz stroked the trigger and felt the Dragunov bang against his shoulder with the force of a camel kick.
He managed to keep the sniper scope locked on his target and saw the man�s head turn into a raging mist of flying blood and broken bone. He searched again for another target and found one. This was a woman, one of the Westerners who worked with the dirt diggers. She ran from one of the vehicles, obviously frightened at being alone, and headed back to the cave.
Mafouz led her slightly, practiced at his skill from years of using the sniper rifle against fleeing victims. He squeezed the trigger again, and this time the bullet caught the target in the side at heart level. The bullet�s velocity and mass knocked the woman aside like she was a doll.
The cacophony of rifle shots cracked again and again. Mafouz had brought in forty-three warriors during the night, and they�d lain there all day, waiting for the reporters to cluster. He�d planned to attack at dawn, while the Westerners were still in their tents and unprepared for the death that would come for them. Then one of his men had overheard that Thomas Lourds was coming to the site as well.
Giving in to his desire for revenge against both of the men responsible for Ghairat�s death, Mafouz had told his men to wait, that there would be even more Westerners for them to kill soon. And so they had waited.
Twenty-two of his warriors remained with him on this ridge to the west where the sun was now starting to drop. The ANP policemen below were partially blinded, staring into the sun as they tried to return fire.
The other twenty-one men were making their way around to the south side of the mountain and would be in place any moment. Then they would have the dig site trapped in a lethal crossfire.
Herat was thirty minutes away even by the fastest military Jeep. Unless the ANA or the ISAF arrived in force, they would only be targets awaiting Taliban vengeance as well.
One of the vehicles suddenly raced from the pack.
Mafouz took aim and put a round through its left front tire. Out of control in the snow, the truck jerked hard to the right and careened into a ditch. Unable to handle the steep grade, it rolled over onto its side.
Patiently, Mafouz waited, knowing the driver was probably not badly injured. A moment later, the man clambered from the truck. Mafouz took aim again, then squeezed the trigger, and another dead man joined those already lying on the blood-drenched snow.
Bullets chopped into the icy ridge, but they didn�t get close enough to Mafouz to drive him into hiding. He searched for new targets, found yet another journalist, and grinned with glee.
Ghairat would be avenged several times over today.
* * *
Taking cover behind a cargo van filled with television equipment, Colonel Sergay Linko knew he was a lucky man. He hadn�t been one of the first people targeted when their unseen attackers had launched their offensive. If he had been, he would have been among the first casualties.
He�d been drinking hot coffee from one of the media trucks, crouched down out of the wind, and thinking furiously about how he was supposed to get close to Boris Glukov while the professor was still inside the cave. Now he wanted a gun, something with more range than the 9mm pistol he�d set up in the video camera shell he�d been given by the crew aboard the airplane that had brought him to Herat.
He�d planned on using the handgun to kill Boris once he�d found out what the professor knew. That plan hadn�t come even close to fruition yet. Now, it looked as though it never would.
Calmly, he watched as the journalists and media people foolishly got themselves killed by abandoning their positions in search of another one. If they hadn�t gotten killed in the first onslaught, chances were good that their attackers wouldn�t see them on a second pass through.
Linko crept to the front of the vehicle and peered around the bumper. Scanning the western ridge of the mountain, he counted at least eight men. A dead ANP policeman lay in the snow four meters away. The man was on his back, face and chest bloody and his rifle practically resting in his hand.
The itch to dart out for the weapon was almost too strong to resist, but Linko did. He�d been in bad circumstances before. With the way the ANP police were dying around him, there�d probably be a closer weapon before long.
Running footsteps came up behind him. He turned and watched as a woman ran toward the cargo van. Snow flew in all directions as she sprinted, trying to stay low to the ground. She grabbed the door to the van and levered herself inside, snatching the radio mic and switching on the engine.
�Hello! This is an emergency! The archeology dig thirty-five miles south of Herat is under attack! I repeat, this is an emergency!�
Linko gazed up at the woman and saw that she was sitting up in the seat. He was just about to call up and advise her that such a course of action was foolish.
Before he could do more than open his mouth, a bullet cored through the windshield and exploded the woman�s head. Pummeled by the heavy-caliber, high-velocity round, the woman�s corpse fell back out of the cargo van and on top of Linko, showering him with blood and brain matter.
�Hello? Hello? Caller, this is Foxtrot Leader of the United States Army Airborne. Can you hear me?�
Linko reached up for the mic and pulled it down to him. He tasted the dead woman�s blood in his mouth. �I can hear you.� He spoke in an American accent.
�Okay, you people just keep your heads down. We�ve got planes in the area on recon missions. We can get there in seven minutes.�
Linko didn�t say anything because there wasn�t anything he needed to say. All he had to do was stay alive � and find Boris Glukov.
And he only had seven minutes to do that.
Once that window of opportunity was over, he felt certain getting information from Glukov was going to be even more difficult. He gazed back at the cave where Glukov had disappeared with the American, Thomas Lourds.
Cursing, Linko returned to the front of the van and peered at the cave mouth. He kept expecting Glukov to appear there like a cuckoo bird popping out of an alarm clock, then get shot down.
If that happened, there might be no promotion. Even worse, Linko was certain he would secure the enmity of the Russian president.
Forcing himself up, he lunged from the cargo van and raced for the cave seventy meters away. He counted his steps, hit ten, and threw himself into the nearest pile of snow. He leaped in like a swimmer, hands thrust forward to break the surface before him, then he was kicking to get in more deeply.
Bullets zipped through the snow and slapped into the earth around him. He forced himself to be still, to allow the gunners to think they�d killed him and move on to other targets.
Then he pushed himself up and ran again, knowing that the playing dead trick wouldn�t work again on any of the attackers that had fallen for it before.
Luck was with him, and he made it to the incline leading up to the cave. His breath came in ragged gasps, throwing out gray clouds in front of him. He shoved a sawhorse aside, noting the dead ANP guard draped over another sawhorse only a short distance away.
Linko ran hard, digging his boots into the frozen ground and staying bent over as he ran, using his hands and arms as another set of legs and feet to keep himself balanced and on course. He had a better sense of their attackers now and knew there were a lot more of them than he�d originally thought.
When he reached the same level where the cave was, he flattened against the mountain two meters away. The mountain had a natural crevice there that just fit him and kept him out of the field of fire.
Almost at his feet, a wounded ANP officer lay choking in his own blood. He looked to be about twenty-two or twenty-three, and Linko knew he wouldn�t be growing any older. Part of his neck had been ripped away, and even if Linko had wanted to help him, there was no way to stem the flow.
The young ANP officer reached out toward Linko. He was clearly unable to speak, but there was no mistaking his plea for help.
Linko ignored him, looking around for anything he could use. Almost immediately, he saw that the officer had dropped his service pistol in the snow nearby.
Linko squatted down and picked up the weapon, taking some confidence just from having it in his hand. He popped the magazine out and found that there were still nine rounds in it. Shoving the magazine back into the pistol, he scanned the man for spare ammo, ingoring his rasping, bubbling breath. Moments later, the ANP officer went silent.
Rocks tumbled down across his shoulders, and he knew things had gone from bad to worse. The attackers had set up a secondary force to catch them in a crossfire.
At that same moment, Anna Cherkshan ran out of the cave and froze, staring at the bodies spread out all around her. Gazing at the young woman, Linko knew she was moments away from being shot dead.
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Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation
Lubyanka Square
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 14, 2013
Mastering the fear that vibrated through him as he watched the news camera sweeping across the carnage at the dig, Cherkshan reached for his phone. Helplessly, he watched the cameraman panicking and swinging the camcorder wildly. The dead man vanished from sight, but he was replaced by more than a dozen bodies lying haphazardly on the snow-covered ground.
The camcorder operator�s irrationality vented itself in a litany in English. �Ohgodohgodohgodohgod!�
Cherkshan tuned the man out and punched the number for his attach�s line.
�Yes, General.�
�Get me someone in the United States Army Base covering Herat.� The intel the FSB had access to would have that knowledge. Cherkshan waited, forcing himself to breathe, but he thought of Anna and how � only moments ago � he�d been glad she was there and not in Moscow while President Nevsky gave his speech.
Three intolerable minutes passed. The casualties on the television monitor continued to mount. Obviously shocked but trying to remain professional, an anchorwoman at the news station in the United States tried to bring order to the chaos erupting across the channel.
The anchor was young and had a reddish tint to her fair hair. She reminded Cherkshan of Anna.
The phone clicked in Cherkshan�s ear. �This is General Mitchell Clark�s attach�. To whom am I speaking?�
Cherkshan answered in English. �This is General Cherkshan with the Defense Ministry of the Russian Federation.� He knew the American army would know who he was at once. He had a widely decorated career.
The man�s laconic tone vanished. �General Cherkshan. How may I help you, sir?�
�I need to speak to your commanding officer.� Cherkshan hurried on, watching the events unfold on the television monitor. If something happened to Anna, he didn�t know how he was going to tell Katrina. �I want to verify that you are responding to the Taliban attack on the archeological dig at Herat.�
�Sir, I�m not at liberty��
�My daughter is there. I want to know that you�re aware of the situation and taking steps.�
The attach� hesitated only a moment. �Got two girls of my own, General. This is off the record, but rest assured that we�re already en route. We�ve got a team three minutes out. Your daughter�s not out there alone.�
�Thank you.� Cherkshan broke the connection, then took out his personal cell phone. He punched up his address book and found Anna�s name. He pressed the button and listened to the phone at the other end ring and ring.
39 Miles Southwest of Herat
Herat Province
Afghanistan
February 14, 2013
At the mouth of the cave, listening to the blistering cracks of the rifles all around him and spotting snow spraying up nearby as bullets whistled through it, Lourds didn�t hesitate. But he did realize full well what he was about to do.
�Thomas!� Boris charged after him, but Lourds was in shape from playing regular soccer and left his friend behind. �Don�t go out there!�
Lourds focused on Anna. She stood frozen in disbelief, staring down at a young ANP officer lying dead at her feet. Moving at full speed, Lourds was grimly aware of a line of bullets chopping across the snow-covered ground toward Anna. He lunged, throwing himself forward and spreading his arms. Trying to yank her back into the cave would only have gotten them both killed.
When he slammed into Anna, her breath whooshed out of her. Petite and little more than half his weight, she left her feet like a wide receiver hit by a linebacker. Pain shot through Lourds as they flew through the air. Her elbow struck him in the face and made his eyes water. Then they landed hard, with him on top.
She lay under him, gasping for air, and he tried to keep from smashing her flat. Desperate, Lourds looked around for cover.
A young ANP officer had taken cover at a nearby generator. The man fired a volley at their opponents, then sprinted over to aid Lourds. Before he could reach Lourds, a bullet plowed into him and took his legs out from under him. The officer spun sideways as blood poured from a wound high on his hip.
Get up! Get up! Lourds pushed himself up but stayed low. Anna still lay stunned, flailing weakly. He caught her hand and dragged her across the ground. The packed snow reduced friction and allowed him to easily pull her. Adrenaline-spiked fear lent him the strength to run with her in tow.
Just as he reached the generator, it felt like a baseball bat slammed into his back. He lost his footing and went sideways, knowing at once that he�d been shot. He and Anna had skidded behind the generator, temporarily out of the line of fire. He lay on his side and waited for the pain to kick in. Panicked, he ran a hand across his side and felt for the wound.
Anna sat up and huddled against the generator. She had to shout to be heard over the noise. �What�s wrong?�
�I�ve been shot.� Lourds kept trying to reach behind him. He wanted to find the wound, and he didn�t want to at the same time. He kept expecting to feel the warmth of blood, but there was nothing there.
�Where?�
�My back.�
�Can you move?�
�Yes.�
�Then get over here.� Anna reached for him, caught his foot, and dragged him closer to the generator.
He wanted to fight her off and tell her that moving him could cause paralysis, depending on the severity of the wound. That�s why you can�t feel anything. You�re paralyzed. Except that he could still feel and move his feet. He came to a stop pressed up against Anna.
Bullets created craters where Lourds had been lying.
�Thank you.�
Anna nodded and seemed on the verge of screaming. She leaned over him and inspected his back. �You weren�t shot. Your backpack was. The bullet passed through and missed you. All you felt was some of the impact.�
�No!� Lourds shoved himself into a sitting position and shrugged the backpack off. All he could think about were the scrolls. Before he could reach them, Anna slapped his shoulder to get his attention.
She pointed at the ANP officer lying on the ground a short distance away. The man was wounded, evidently dazed, and lay on his back, staring up at the sky. For a moment, Lourds thought he was dead. Then he saw the young man blink.
�We have to help him.� Anna rose to her feet and ran over to the wounded man.
Thinking the young woman was out of her mind, Lourds was nevertheless unable to remain on the sidelines either. Leaving his backpack behind, he dashed over to the victim. He and Anna grabbed the man�s arms and dragged him back to cover behind the generator. Bullets chased them till they got there, then whined off the generator or cored into the metal housing.
�Thomas!� Boris remained within the cave, safe for the moment.
Only a few feet away from the Russian professor, a dark-haired man in a green Russia Today coat took refuge against the mountain in a sheltering indentation. He looked around desperately, and for a brief moment, he focused on Lourds.
There was something predatory in the man�s gaze. Lourds felt it slash into him, and the innate survival instinct hardwired from Neolithic man on came boiling to the forefront.
Then the man looked up the mountain, and the feeling went away, replaced immediately by the threat of gunmen who had taken up positions on a ridge a hundred yards up the mountain from the cave.
Lourds watched the men and knew the brief shelter the generator had afforded was over. He debated trying to get back into the caves, but that wasn�t a good answer because then they�d be trapped in the tunnels once the dig site was overrun. And he fully expected it to be overrun.
The man beside the cave ran out to the rifle abandoned by the wounded ANP officer. Scooping up the rifle, he dropped to his knees and fired bursts at the Taliban on the ridgeline. The bullets drove the Taliban back for a moment. One tumbled down the mountainside, proof of the man�s accuracy.
Lourds couldn�t help thinking that an excellent soldier had been wasted as a Russia Today journalist.
Evidently out of rounds, the man got up and ran for the generator. He dropped to his knees again and quickly started searching through the wounded ANP officer�s uniform and coat.
Anna helped him, and together they found three magazines for the rifle. Her hand was shaking as she handed the ammunition to the man. �I see you found your way to a meeting with Professor Lourds after all.� She spoke in Russian.
The man stared at the woman for a moment, then he smiled and slapped home the fresh magazine. He answered in Russian as well. �If we don�t die today, I�d like to buy you a drink, Miss Cherkshan.�
�If we don�t die today, I will buy the next.�
Lourds listened to the exchange, but his mind was on the wounded man in front of him. Lourds had had first aid training. He knew how to take care of various injuries, and this wasn�t the first time he�d seen a bullet wound.
He shrugged out of his coat and pulled off his soccer T-shirt. Working quickly, he folded the shirt tightly and ignored the cold air swirling around him. He could be dead before his body had time to get truly cold.
The ANP officer had gotten shot in the side, just above the hip. Lourds pulled at the man�s uniform blouse and hoped that he didn�t unleash a spill of entrails.
The man groaned.
�Are you still with us?� Lourds spoke in Dari, then Pashto, and again in English.
�Yes. I am hurt.� The man spoke in Dari.
�You are, but we�re going to get you out of here,� Lourds said but had no idea how to accomplish the feat. He shoved the folded shirt against the man�s waist in an attempt to stem the blood.
Anna leaned close. �You will need something to secure the compress. We�ll use his belt.� She reached for his pants and expertly snaked the man�s cotton D-ring belt from the loops. �Help me get this under him.�
Lourds straddled the man, aware that the Russia Today man was blazing away with the rifle, and lifted the wounded man so Anna could slide the belt under him. She wrapped it around his middle, then slid the tongue through the rings and cinched it tightly.
Blood had already soaked the shirt.
Lourds glanced at her. �You�re very handy.�
�My father is a military man. He made sure I knew how to properly take care of myself.�
�He must be a very proud man.�
Anna smiled slightly with a hint of sadness. �Not so much. I tend to disagree with him, and he tends to disapprove of me.�
�Well, you get a gold star in my book.�
She nodded, then looked around. �We cannot stay here.�
�No.� Lourds studied their situation as well. Before he could formulate a plan, another ANP officer skidded around the corner.
The man was older, practiced, and � under the circumstances � calmer than he had any right to be. He held his rifle and took in the Russia Today man. �You know how to use that?�
The Russia Today man nodded.
�Good. Then you can cover our retreat.� The officer looked at Lourds. �You and I are going to get this wounded man out of here.�
�Where are we going?�
�As far back as we can go, as fast as we can get there. The United States Army Airborne is on the way. They�ll be here in a couple minutes. Maybe less. They want us out of the area because they�re going to rain hell on this cursed Taliban.� The officer slung his rifle and grabbed one of the wounded man�s arms. He pulled the arm over his shoulder and helped the injured officer to his feet. �Help me.�
Lourds grabbed the other arm, pausing only long enough to grab the straps of his backpack. He looked at the officer. �My friend is back in the cave. We need to get him out of there. He needs to know he�s supposed to evacuate.�
The Russia Today man glanced at Lourds. �I will get your friend.�
Before Lourds could reply, the man was gone, sprinting back toward the cave. Lourds started carrying the wounded man, hastening to keep up with the pace set by the other officer.
Anna followed.
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Colonel Sergay Linko focused on the cave as he zigzagged up the hill, never letting himself think for a moment that he�d be hit by one of the bullets flying all around him. Another body toppled from the ridge over the cave and splatted on the ground. Acting on reflex, Linko shot the man in the face twice as he passed to confirm the kill.
�Get in here! Quickly!� Professor Boris Glukov waved to him from the cave mouth. �You�re going to get shot!�
Linko knew there was no time to waste. In minutes, the ANP, the ANA, the ISAF, and probably a large contingent of the United States Army were all going to descend on the area. Whatever Glukov had found inside the tomb would be impossible to acquire at that point.
As Linko reached the cave, a warhead from an RPG-7 rocket launcher struck a vehicle twenty meters away. Staggered by the concussive force, the colonel almost went down. Then the professor had his arm and was pulling him into the cave.
�Come on. I�ve got you.�
Linko leaned into the professor, accepting the man�s help. From the corner of his eye, he saw the vehicle struck by the rocket settle back to the earth, already a whirling ball of flames. Twisting spirals of smoke spun up into the sky.
�Are you hit?� Boris Glukov checked him over, obviously concerned.
Deciding to try it the easy way first, Linko turned to the professor and spoke in Russian. �What did you find in the tomb, Professor?�
Startled, Glukov drew back. His hands doubled into fists, and his eyes narrowed with suspicion. �Who are you?�
�No one you know, comrade, but I have my orders, and time is obviously running out. Tell me what I need to know.�
Glukov waited a beat too long before making his reply. �I found a dead man in a tomb. Nothing more.�
Linko stared at him. �I do not believe you. You called your friend Lourds to this site.�
�Only to do a translation on some documents that were also found.�
Some of that was truthful. �What documents?�
Glukov shook his head. �I do not know. I could not read them. That is why I called Thomas and had him come.�
From all his years of interrogation, both in the field and in private basements, with fear alone as a prod, and sometimes with terrible torture tools, Linko knew the professor was telling a half-truth at best.
Abandoning the easy way of getting answers due to the time constraints, Linko decided to go with the easier way. He smashed the butt of his rifle into the professor�s face, knocking the man back against the wall, then throwing a hand against Glukov�s chest to keep him upright.
Bleeding profusely from his split lips and broken nose, Glukov swayed drunkenly. He struggled to focus on Linko.
�Can you hear me, Professor?� Linko released his hold on the man�s chest, slapped the professor�s face hard enough to turn his head, and caught him again before he fell.
�Yes�I hear you��
�Tell me what you found.�
�A dead man� Only a dead man.�
Linko grabbed the man�s hair and bounced his head on the stone wall behind him. Glukov howled in pain. Linko punched him in the face, hitting his nose again.
�Talk to me, Professor. I do not have much time, and I have no patience at all.�
Glukov�s fingers worked feebly at Linko�s hand on his chest, but his disorientation stripped his strength, and he couldn�t break Linko�s hold. Setting his feet, Linko threw a shoulder into his prisoner and bounced him into the wall again.
�What else did you find?�
Sucking in air, frightened and hurting, Glukov broke. �Scrolls� There were scrolls.�
�What kind of scrolls?�
�About Alexander the Great��
�What was on those scrolls?�
�I don�t know, I swear. Thomas only got here a short time ago. Even he hasn�t deciphered them yet.�
That excited Linko. He still had a chance to get something substantial for Nevsky. �Are the scrolls still in the tomb?�
�No.�
�Then where are they?�
Glukov thought just for a minute about not answering, or of lying. The thought danced through his watering, fearful eyes. Then it was gone. �Thomas has them. God forgive me.�
When he heard the professor�s final words, Linko knew that the man fully understood his predicament. And he was going out from this life ashamed of himself and his weakness.
Linko smiled at the man and pushed the rifle barrel up under Glukov�s chin. Coldly, he pulled the trigger and watched the top of Boris Glukov�s head shatter as the bullet cored through.
Then the world blew up.
* * *
Captain Eddie Trainor, United States Army Airborne pilot of the 101st Airborne Division � designated the Screaming Eagles � banked his UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter toward the target mountain. Through polarized lenses, he stared down at the white-capped mountain. It was an unusual sight. Three winters out of four in this region of Afghanistan, the snow melted nearly as soon as it hit the ground and ran off.
First Lieutenant Blake Shannon pointed at the line of Taliban warriors on top of the mountain. �Got a flanking position set up.�
�I see them.� Trainor nodded and opened the radio frequency that had been set up with the Afghanistan National Police unit on the ground in the firezone. �Major Sarkhosh, this is Captain Trainor of the 101st Airborne.�
�I read you, Captain.� The man at the other end of the frequency sounded nervous but solid. �Glad to see you.�
�You�ll be gladder in a minute, Major, I guarantee that.� Trainor knew the trapped archeologists were lucky. He and his squad had been running maneuvers and were loaded for bear. In addition to the two 7.62mm machine guns in the cargo area, they also carried a pair of .50-cal GAU-19 Gatling guns and 70mm Hydra 70 rocket pods mounted on the Black Hawk�s stubby wings. �Have you got your people out of the immediate area where the Taliban are?�
�Yes. We have pulled back from the mountain.�
�Excellent news. We�re about to introduce these bloodthirsty terrorists to the twenty-first-century United States Army Airborne.� Trainor nudged the stick forward and armed the rocket pods. �Pick your targets, guys, and make �em count.� His thumb slid over the FIRE button as he got a lock on the ridge.
The Black Hawk stuttered a little as the rockets left the pod. A moment later, the warheads struck the ridgeline, and a bouquet of orange and black explosions blossomed along the mountain. Rock and flaming debris tumbled down the face.
* * *
Lourds panted for breath as he helped support the wounded ANP officer in the rush to get away from the mountain. He kept trying to turn and look over his shoulder to see where Boris was, but he couldn�t manage that and helping out with the injured man at the same time. Finally, he gave up and concentrated on getting the man to the large cargo truck ahead of them.
Several people had gathered at the truck. Evidently, the ANP officers � those who had survived the initial assault � had decided to pull the archeologists and media people back there. Wounded lay on the ground, and other people huddled in whatever shelter they could find.
Lourds still couldn�t believe how the violence had erupted and swept over the dig as it had. He knew about the Taliban. He�d even seen them in action up close and personal before. But this was utter devastation. It reminded him of far too many close calls he�d had of late.
Insanely, he thought of the ring he�d bought Layla and hoped the bullet that had holed his backpack hadn�t damaged the ring. Of the ring and the scrolls, he didn�t know which he was more prepared to sacrifice. Rings could be replaced, the scrolls couldn�t. But there could never again be the first ring he had bought for Layla.
Another ANP officer came to aid him with the wounded man. Lourds gladly handed him off.
Turning back, Lourds slung the backpack over his shoulder, looking back up the hill. Anna was there, her cheeks burned red from the cold and from her agitated state.
�Where�s Boris?�
Anna shook her head. �I haven�t seen him since the cave.�
�The Russia Today man hasn�t brought him out?�
�No.�
Growling curses, Lourds was certain that Boris had probably insisted on going back into the tomb to save what he could of the artifacts in case the site was robbed before he could get back to it. He knew they�d be leaving, at least for a little while. The ANP, ANA, and ISAF would insist on it. Boris would want to get his hands on everything he could.
Thinking only of his friend, Lourds ran back toward the cave a hundred yards away. The Taliban were scrambling to position themselves for the coming aerial attack. No one noticed his approach as he hid behind available rocks and ridges.
The ANP officer yelled after Lourds. �Come back. The United States Army is approaching.�
He was right. Lourds saw the wicked shapes of the military helicopters against the blue sky, with US markings painted proudly on their sides. They were wide-bodied and had stubby wings with cylinders mounted under them.
As Lourds watched, the helicopters started an approach that took them toward the waiting Taliban. He stretched his stride, going so fast now that he almost couldn�t keep his feet under him. The backpack banged against his shoulders and hips, throwing his balance off.
He couldn�t spot Boris anywhere, not even among the bodies on the cold ground, which was a relief, as he�d been fearing that was what had happened to his friend. He didn�t see the Russia Today man either.
Fifty yards from the cave, Lourds saw both men. They were standing in the passageway, looking like they were simply talking.
Lourds started to yell Boris�s name, then he watched in horrified revulsion as the Russia Today man slid his borrowed rifle under the Russian professor�s jaw. The flat crack of the rifle shot blasted out of the cave, unique among the other small arms fire.
�NOOOOO!� Lourds felt certain that his voice was drowned out in the cacophony of shots and rockets bursting all over the immediate area. Helpless, he watched as Boris dropped from the Russia Today man�s grip.
A series of explosions detonated across the ridge where the Taliban warriors had been hidden.
Lourds stopped running, breathing hard, unable to comprehend the sight of Boris lying so still on the ground and the Russia Today man standing over him.
The man turned and spotted him. He lifted his rifle to his shoulder, and Lourds knew he didn�t have time to run.
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A roaring avalanche of flaming stone and dead Taliban rained down over the cave mouth, almost drowning out the rifle shot. Lourds heard the gun�s discharge, though, and expected to feel the pain of the bullet tearing through his body at any second. He did not, however, wait to feel that bullet.
He turned and raced back to the generator, which was his nearest cover. Putting his back to it, he ran his hands over his chest and stomach, pulled them away, and was grateful to see no blood. The bullet must have gotten caught in the avalanche.
Glancing back at the cave, Lourds struggled to see through the smoky haze covering the area. Flames leaped among the rubble of broken stone and corpses, and detonations popped from the pile as ammunition and explosives cooked off.
Incredibly, the Russia Today man ran through the destruction with the rifle held in both hands. On the other side of the flaming barrier, he searched the terrain, and Lourds knew who the man was looking for.
Pushing off the generator, Lourds ran, dodging among the tents and military vehicles the ANP had brought to the site. A bullet tore away a mirror on a truck ahead of him, and as the shiny fragments glinted and fell to the ground, Lourds knew the hunter had found him. He ducked and continued running.
* * *
Incredulously, Anna watched the destruction of the cave. The initial blast from the Army Airborne helicopters had to have weakened the infrastructure of the underground passageways, because when the second wave hit the Taliban warriors� positions on the mountainside, the entire front sheared away and collapsed.
She stared at the devastation, knowing she would never see what Glukov had found within the cave. Only rubble remained where it had been. She thought of Boris Glukov and knew the man would be distraught over the loss. Then she hoped that the professor had gotten clear of the mountain before it had come down.
Her phone vibrated within her coat pocket. Reflexively, she reached for the device. She was surprised to see her father�s name and face in the viewscreen. The image was one she had taken a few years ago during a Defender of the Motherland Day after a ceremony where General Anton Cherkshan had been honored for his years of devoted service.
She put the phone to her ear, wanting nothing more than to hear her father�s voice at that moment. And she wanted him to tell her she would be all right.
�Father?�
�Anna? You are all right?�
He didn�t sound panicked. In all her twenty-six years, the general had never sounded panicked. She did hear the strain in his words though.
�Yes, yes. I am all right. How did you know?�
�CNN has a live feed coming from there. Are you in a safe place? You must see to your own safety.�
Anna looked around the cargo truck. Several wounded people lay on the ground. ANP corpsmen moved among them, trying to keep them alive.
�I am safe.�
�Good. I see the American Army has arrived.�
Anna glanced at the helicopters swirling through the air. She was close enough to see the soldiers manning machine guns at the cargo doors. Rockets shot out from the pods under the stubby wings again and again, pulverizing the mountainside. The Taliban ran from the area, but Anna felt certain few of the terrorists would escape.
�They have arrived, Father.�
The general fell silent, and Anna knew he didn�t know what else to say. Neither did she. They both still cared about each other, but they agreed on so few things these days that small talk did not come easily.
Seventy yards away, Thomas Lourds sprinted into view. He glanced over his shoulder, and Anna tracked the direction back to the Russia Today man as he raised a rifle to his shoulder, pointing it at Lourds.
�Father, I have to go.� Anna closed the phone and returned it to her pocket. She ran toward the American. �Professor Lourds, look out!�
* * *
Warned by the woman�s voice calling his name, Lourds threw himself to the ground and rolled behind a wrecked Jeep lying on its side. The front right tire had been blown off, probably from one of the Taliban rocket launchers, and the front end was a mess of twisted, blackened metal.
Lourds�s heart hammered inside his chest. He didn�t know why the man had killed Boris, or why he was now trying to kill Lourds himself. Especially after saving him only a short time ago. It didn�t make sense.
�Professor Lourds!�
Lourds turned at the sound of the young woman�s voice and spotted Anna twenty yards away and closing. She ran along a ditch enhanced by a snowdrift. For the moment, she was out of view of the Russia Today man.
�Anna! Stay back!�
She stopped and looked fearfully in the direction of the pursuer. �What is going on?�
�That man killed Boris.�
A stricken look filled Anna�s face. �Boris is dead?�
�Yes. In the cave.� Lourds thought she was going to cry.
�But why would he do this?�
Lourds shook his head. �I don�t know.� He peered around the Jeep and saw the Russia Today man break off his pursuit and go to the ground. A spray of bullets chopped into the snow where he�d disappeared. Lourds hoped that one of the ANP officers had seen what was going on and come to their rescue, but that wasn�t the case.
Evidently, some of the Taliban warriors had come down from the mountains and arrived at the dig site. Four of them lay spread out over the countryside, all of them firing at the Russia Today man, the ANP officers, and the wounded indiscriminately.
Unfortunately, the Taliban now lay between Lourds and Anna and the group of ANP officers clustered around the cargo truck with the wounded. Some of the ANP officers had spotted the Taliban and fired on them. If their aim improved, they would free up the Russia Today man to finish up his killing spree.
Anna evidently realized the same thing and dashed over to join Lourds. �Who is he?�
Lourds shook his head and looked around for his rental truck. He�d parked somewhere close by but couldn�t spot it in all the chaos. �I don�t know.�
�He told me his name was Yakov Fursin.�
�Probably an alias.� Lourds spotted the top of the white four-wheel-drive pickup fifty yards away. He had missed it among the snowdrifts. �Can you run?�
She frowned at him. �As fast as I have to.�
Lourds nodded at the truck. �I have a vehicle over there. If we can get to it, maybe we can elude this Fursin, or whatever his real name is.�
Grabbing Anna�s hand, he pulled her to his feet and raced toward the truck.
* * *
Frustrated, Linko lay pinned against the earth. He shifted the rifle and locked on to a Taliban who stuck his head up thirty yards away. Smoothly, Linko squeezed the trigger and felt the rifle butt kick into his shoulder.
The bullet caught the Taliban in the face but didn�t kill him. Panicked and in pain, the man dropped his weapon and clapped his hands to his shattered jaw to try and stem the blood. Linko shot him twice more, placing both shots in the man�s throat in case he was wearing body armor taken from the body of a dead soldier. The man�s bulky coat made that hard to tell.
Another Taliban went down under the guns of the ANP officers defending their position at a cargo truck.
That left two.
Movement to the left caught Linko�s eye, and he saw Lourds and Anna Cherkshan running away from the Taliban, the ANP, and him. Beyond them, over a rise, Linko knew there were vehicles. He�d left one there himself.
Linko pushed himself up and ran, sweeping around the area where the last two Taliban were. He had twice as much ground to cover as the American professor and Anna Cherkshan but felt he could manage it.
However, Lourds and the woman were faster than he�d thought, and the snow deeper in spots than he�d figured. Twice he fell headlong into a snowdrift and had to fight his way back out.
He arrived at the rise just in time to see Lourds and Anna Cherkshan climb into a four-wheel-drive pickup at the front of at least thirty vehicles. The media had flooded the area with rental cars. Pulling the rifle to his shoulder, Linko fired a burst of rounds that caught the truck�s left rear fender as the vehicle shot forward. Lourds swerved around a van, cutting it too close and sliding into the parked vehicle. The truck�s tires spun uselessly for a moment, then Lourds must have engaged the four-wheel-drive, because it powered through.
Taking aim at the retreating truck, Linko fired again, punching holes in the truck�s rear window. The borrowed rifle cycled dry, and he had no more magazines. He threw the useless weapon aside and ran for his rental car.
Breath coming easily but clouding the air with gray clouds, Linko used the electronic key to open the sedan�s locks as he approached it. Throwing open the door, he slid behind the seat. He twisted the key in the ignition, and the motor caught immediately.
As he watched the truck racing around the parking area, Linko smiled to himself. Lourds had made a mistake � he hadn�t checked his exit path. There was only one way out of the impromptu parking area, and Linko commanded it.
He waited patiently as Lourds figured out the maze of parked vehicles and corrected his flight, finding a wide space that allowed him a straight shot at escape.
Linko planned to ram the truck and drive the vehicle into the others on the opposite side of the path, and then to beat Lourds to death with his bare hands if he had to. Then he would take the scrolls.
Suddenly, across the path, a Taliban warrior stepped through the swirling smoke coming from the battlefield. As Linko watched, he lifted an RPG-7 rocket launcher to his shoulder, aiming straight at the sedan.
Cursing, Linko grabbed for the door.
* * *
Praising God for delivering his enemy into his hands even though the rest of his brethren had been routed and left dead and dying on the mountain by the cursed Army helicopters, Mafouz Abu Walid aimed his rocket launcher at the sedan fifty yards away.
He and three of his men had run down from the mountain when the Army aircraft had appeared. He�d known the mountainside would become a fire zone and that his life was probably forfeit, but he had wanted to take down as many of the dirt diggers, media, and ANP as he could. His rewards in heaven would be great. He could almost taste the wine and smell the virgins.
He pulled the trigger and heard the whoosh of the rocket leaving the launcher. For just a moment, he saw it in flight, then it gained speed and disappeared. A heartbeat later, the front of the sedan exploded. The engine cover blew off and sailed through the air as flames enveloped the destroyed vehicle.
Reaching into his munitions pack, Mafouz took out another rocket and loaded the launcher. There was at least one more target to be had. He�d seen the truck racing around before he�d spotted the Russia Today journalist climbing into his car. He listened for the roar of the truck�s engine, but the noise echoed within the hollow, distorted by the sounds of battle and the aftereffects of the RPG launch.
For the moment, though, he wanted to gloat over his kill. The journalist had to be fried to a cinder if he hadn�t been blown to pieces. Wiping blood from his injured left eye, Mafouz darted across the path.
Then he realized the truck engine sounded like it was almost on top of him. He turned to his left, only noticing then how much of his vision had been obscured by the swelling and the blood. Horrified, he watched the white truck bearing down on him.
He swung the rocket launcher around and fired.
* * *
�Look out!�
Lourds had been staring out across the parked cars. He knew the Russia Today man had probably had time to reach the parking area. Anna had thought she�d spotted him. But her startled cry drew his attention back to his driving. He expected to see the killer standing before them on the other side of the bullet-riddled windshield.
Instead, it was one of the Taliban warriors with a rocket launcher over his shoulder. The man was directly in Lourds�s path, and there was no room to miss him. Lourds yanked his foot from the accelerator and stepped on the brake.
The Taliban warrior swung around.
�What are you doing? Don�t stop!� Anna grabbed her seat belt strap and braced her feet against the floor. �He�s going to shoot us! Run him down!�
Lourds pulled his foot from the brake, which wasn�t doing anything more than causing the truck to slide on the slick snow and ice mix, and applied a steady pressure on the accelerator. All four wheels grabbed traction immediately.
The Taliban fired the rocket.
Lourds threw up a hand and immediately felt foolish. His arm wasn�t going to offer much of a shield against the rocket.
Miraculously, the shot passed overhead, missing them by a hand�s span or less. The Taliban tried to run, but the truck ran right over him.
Anna peered through the back window, which had several bullet holes in it. �He�s alive.�
Lourds checked the side mirror as he powered out of the hollow. �The Taliban?� He didn�t see how that was probable, but he had to admit that it could happen if the truck had crushed him into the snow.
�No. Yakov Fursin.�
In the mirror, Lourds spotted the man in the green coat getting up beside a flaming car. �I thought we agreed that�s probably not his name.�
�We did. But that is what I will call him until I find out who he is.�
Lourds looked at her with grim seriousness. �That�s probably not the best course you could pursue.�
�How could I not follow this man? I am a journalist. I write for The Moscow Times. This could be a big story. He has killed Boris Glukov for some mysterious reason, and he would have killed you if not for me.�
Lourds nodded. �You�re right.� There was no question she had helped him tremendously.
�I will gladly accept this story in exchange for that.�
�I don�t even know what this story is.�
�Then we will find out together.�
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When he reached Herat, Lourds parked the truck in an alley, left the keys in the ignition, and got out.
Anna hesitated. �What are you doing?�
�Leaving the truck. It�s not safe to keep driving it. Fursin knows what it looks like, and it�s shot up so badly that it�s only a matter of time before the police get curious.�
�But it will get stolen.�
�I hope so.� Lourds glanced down at the end of the alley and noticed a small group of pre-teen boys. �And things are certainly looking up.�
�But shouldn�t you return it to the rental agency instead?�
Lourds shook his head. �Only if I want to leave a trail.� Over the past few years of dealing with assassins and mercenaries, he had gotten smarter about such things. Escape and lying low weren�t quite as easy in real life as they were in the potboilers he enjoyed, but there was a certain amount of truth in those novels. �If I return the truck, that�ll give our pursuers a place to start.�
�You sound paranoid.�
�After everything that�s happened, you bet I�m paranoid. Yakov back there seemed pretty determined. And he shot Boris right in front of me.� Lourds still felt numb over that. There�ll be time to grieve later. Right now you need to concentrate on survival.
Anna hesitated a moment more, then climbed out of the truck and joined him. Together they walked to the street.
�What do we do now?�
�We find a public place and try to figure out what our next step is.� At the curb, he flagged down a taxi. The driver parked at the curb and waved them inside.
Lourds opened the back door of the taxi and allowed Anna to get in first. She slid over immediately and made room for him. Lourds got in and dropped his backpack at his feet.
The driver turned around to face them with a generous smile. �Where to?� His English was serviceable.
Before Lourds could reply, the white pickup roared out of the alley and swerved recklessly out onto the street. The three pre-teen boys inside seemed to be having the time of their lives.
The taxi driver shook his head in disgust. �Foolish children.�
* * *
�Are you certain this is the best place we could find?�
Lourds led the way through the booths and tables of the small restaurant�s outer dining area. �I like the view. We�ll be able to see anyone coming.� He claimed a table and sat, putting the backpack on the bench beside him.
�The view?� Anna sat beside him and wrapped her arms around herself. �It is cold out here.�
�And that�s just one of the reasons the people who could be looking for us won�t think to look in this place.�
The restaurant booths sat outside a small building used for preparing food. A curved canopy overhead was supported on metal struts. A low brick wall enclosed the dining area, and engraved concrete squares marked the walkway across the floor. There were no walls and no windows. To the south, tall government buildings stood, but they were dwarfed by the mountains that rose against the horizon. Only a short distance from the government building, a blue-domed temple squatted.
Despite the fact that it was February and winter, the temperature was in the low fifties.
Lourds took off his coat and placed it on the bench on the other side of his backpack.
�You are insane. You will freeze out here.�
�No. I�m quite comfortable, thank you. If you want to see cold winters, you should stop by Cambridge, Massachusetts, in January. We have cold winters there.�
�Not as cold as those in Moscow.�
�Then you shouldn�t be cold here either.�
Anna frowned, then shivered. �I do not mean to be disagreeable.�
�You�re not. You�re in shock.�
�And you are not?�
�Of course I am.�
�You do not appear to be.�
�I�m working. It�s my way of coping.�
He took his notebook computer from his backpack, then the scrolls in their protective case, and his digital camera. The camera came out in pieces. Evidently the bullet that had struck the backpack had torn through his camera and his trail bars. Granola and nuts lay strewn through the backpack as well. The ring box was intact, and he held it for a moment before placing it on the table.
Seeing the broken camera and the full extent of the damage to his backpack and its contents, it suddenly struck Lourds just how close he�d come to death. Again.
Anna seemed to understand what he was feeling. �You are alive, Professor. Do not forget how fortunate you are.�
�But Boris wasn�t very fortunate, was he? That tomb, Boris lived for finding something like that. And in less than a day, it was lost. And so was he.�
�I am sorry for your loss. I wish there was something I could do.�
�There isn�t. I can�t do anything either.� Lourds thought of Lev Strauss. Lev had been a friend much longer. His death had hurt more than Boris�s, and the pain was still there too.
�So what do we do?�
Lourds looked at the protective scroll case, then at Anna. �It�d probably be better if you got out of this now. Just walk away and return to whatever it was you were doing.�
Anna spoke precisely. �What I was doing was interviewing Professor Boris Glukov on the discovery he had made. I had hoped to follow that up with an interview with Professor Thomas Lourds.�
�We�re past that now.�
�I�m not.� Anna�s gaze dipped to the protective case, then back at Lourds. �Something in there got your friend killed. We need to find out what that is.�
�I need to. You need to be safe.�
Anna frowned at him. �Yakov Fursin saw me with you. He is still alive. Do you not think that perhaps I am in danger now, too?�
She had a point.
�All right. As long as we can stay ahead of this thing. If this gets worse, you can go home to your father.�
�No.� She shook her head vehemently. �That I will not do. I left his house to become my own person.�
�This isn�t about being a person, Anna. It�s about being alive. You said your father was a military man. If this thing turns any worse, he should be able to protect you.� Lourds sighed. �If Boris had known investigating that tomb would get him killed, he wouldn�t have done it.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes.�
She turned her hand toward the scrolls. �Yet here you sit with those scrolls, determined not to abandon them or whatever secrets they protect.�
Lourds didn�t have an answer for her. For him, it wasn�t a choice. This was something he had to do. For Boris, and for himself.
The waiter came up and politely inquired if they wanted anything. They had been speaking in Russian, and Lourds hadn�t even noticed until the man tried speaking in Russian.
In Dari, Lourds ordered hot tea and gosh feel, a type of fried pastry covered in powdered sugar and ground pistachios, even though he was certain neither of them felt like eating.
There was enough sugar and protein in the dish to break through some of the lethargy left by the post-adrenaline rush. When the waiter walked away, Anna turned her attention to Lourds. �What did you order?�
�Elephant ears.�
�Not truly.�
�That�s the literal translation from Dari. They�re a pastry. I think you�ll enjoy them. But if you want something else��
She shook her head. �I am afraid I cannot eat.�
�There will be hot tea.�
�Tea would be nice.�
�Good.� Lourds picked up the scroll with the snakes carved on the ends of the wooden roller. He tried reading it again but couldn�t make out any more than he previously had. After a few more fruitless minutes, he turned his attention to the other scrolls. Somewhere in the histories, there had to be a clue.
* * *
Linko was in a car dealer�s office renting a vehicle when Mikhail Nevsky called his satphone. �Colonel, I see you have some bad news.�
�Things did not go as planned. There were many problems. Not the least of which was the Taliban attack and the arrival of the United States Army.�
�I saw that on the news. Have you taken custody of Boris Glukov?�
�No. Glukov is dead.�
�How did this happen?�
�I killed him.� Silence stretched on the phone line, and Linko knew his life hung in the balance. He hurried on. �Glukov found some scrolls in the tomb that had details about Alexander the Great.�
�What kind of details?� The Russian president sounded interested now, not angry.
�I do not know. Glukov could not read them, that is why he called for Lourds.�
�Were the scrolls lost in the avalanche?�
�No. They are with Lourds.� Linko watched through the door window as the car dealer pulled a late model sedan up out front. �Glukov and Lourds became separated during the attack. I could not get them both. After ascertaining Lourds had possession of the scrolls, the only thing that was removed from the tomb, I killed Glukov to reduce the elements I had in play. That left me only Lourds with the scrolls.�
�Under the circumstances, that is understandable, but still most regrettable.�
�I am in pursuit of Lourds now, but I do not know where he has gone. According to his file, he has a woman friend in Kandahar.� Linko pulled up the woman�s name from memory. �Layla Teneen. She is a public figure. I looked up information on her. It was also in Lourds�s file. She is part of the International Monetary Fund. There is a fundraising drive in Kandahar tonight. I thought Lourds might show up there.�
�That is good thinking, Colonel.�
�I will need an invitation to get in.�
�I will see that you have one. I will also arrange for you to have support from the FSB. Is there anything else you need?�
�Not at this moment. I will get this man for you.�
�I know you will, Colonel.�
The call ended with one of the most menacing clicks Linko had ever heard.
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Lourds skim-read for several hours, blazing through the scrolls as fast as he could, searching for clues as to why Boris had been killed and why the killer had been there in the first place. To her credit, Anna didn�t interrupt him. She spent the time on Lourds�s computer, utilizing the satellite Internet access he had, as well as the extended battery life, to file stories regarding the attack and Boris Glukov�s death.
The waiter came and went, replenishing tea. Finally, in the evening when it was getting colder, another waiter showed up, and Lourds found himself finally hungry enough to eat. After consulting with Anna, he ordered dinner.
�Have you discovered anything?� She pointed at the scrolls.
�Only that Alexander of Macedonia had a very interesting life.� Lourds spooned up a bite of qorma alou-bokhara wa dalnakhod and relished the taste of chicken with sour plums, lentils, cardamom, and onion. It was warm and spicy, and with naan flatbread, extremely filling. He swallowed. �These documents, small peeks into the life of Alexander the Great, are priceless in themselves. Treasures, truly.�
�But they are not what got Boris killed.�
Lourds sighed. �No one knows any more about what�s in those scrolls than we do right now.�
�Than you do, you mean.�
Lourds inclined his head. �Than I do. And I�m telling you now that there�s nothing I�ve read in there that�s worth killing someone over.�
�Yakov was there looking for something. He did not go into that cave blind or simply hoping to find something. Someone sent him there.�
Lourds nodded. �I agree. But I have no clue what it could be.�
For a moment, Anna was silent. Then she took out her phone. �I took a picture of Yakov.�
�You did?�
�Yes. Taking pictures is one of the things I do in my job.�
�Let me see.�
She passed him the phone. Lourds examined the image and saw the Russian Today man squatting down with the rifle. She�d caught him in three-quarter profile.
�Have you seen him before?�
She shook her head. �Not until today. I sent his picture to some people who might be able to help us identify him.�
�What people?� Lourds was leery of telling many people about anything they were doing. He wanted to keep a low profile.
�Some newspaper contacts I have who are in the business of knowing who is who.�
�I assume you�ve heard nothing?�
�Not yet. What about the mystery scroll? I�ve seen you pick it up and put it back several times.�
Lourds massaged his temples. �That one makes my head ache. It�s a definite code, but I don�t know what it is.�
Anna frowned. �Were codes used back then?�
�Codes aren�t anything new. They�ve been around as long as language. People have always sought ways to communicate secretly with others.�
�I see. So what would Alexander the Great have been hiding?�
�Alexander the Great wasn�t doing the hiding. He was the thing being hidden. Or, rather, his body was being hidden. His tomb disappeared centuries ago. No one knows what became of him. On the surface of what I�ve learned in these scrolls, there may be an answer to where he is.�
�You think someone wants him found?�
�Honestly, I don�t know what anyone could think they were going to get.�
�What was special about Alexander the Great?�
�The man nearly conquered the known world while he was alive, and died young.�
�How did he do this? Did he have a large army?�
�He did, but that wasn�t all of it. Alexander the Great had a keen understanding of people and politics. His mentor, chosen for him by his father, was Aristotle.� Lourds hesitated. �You do know who that is?�
She frowned at him over the rim of her teacup. �I was trained in journalism at the Columbia School of Journalism. Aristotle wrote treatises on the art of writing and language. Trust me. I had to read them all. Several times.�
Smiling, Lourds nodded in mock surrender. �Of course. I stand corrected. I had forgotten about Poetics, the work he did on explaining dramatic theory and the literary form.�
�I will not ever be able to. The professor I had was very much in love with Aristotle and his writings.�
�You had a good professor.�
�Perhaps. But continue your tale. Did Aristotle somehow impart the secret of conquering the world to him?�
�No.� Lourds sighed. �But you�d think someone must have from where Alexander got and how fast he got there. He had a habit of holding up on the sword until he learned he couldn�t win over the hearts of a people.�
�Speaking of winning hearts.� Anna pointed at the ring box still sitting on the table. �Who is that for?�
Lourds hesitated for a moment. �Someone very special to me.�
�May I?�
Lourds handed her the ring box. �Be my guest.� He wondered what her reaction would be, and he thought himself foolish for being so concerned. But if Anna liked the ring, surely Layla would.
Anna opened the box and gazed at the ring. She smiled in delight. �Pretty.�
�I thought so, but the question is, will she think so?�
�If she decides she does not, I will be more than happy to take it off your hands.�
�Thanks, but I�m rather hoping she grows fond of it.�
Anna handed the ring box back to him. �So where is this woman? Why has she not called?�
�She�s very busy.�
�Too busy to wonder what has happened to you after today?�
�She probably doesn�t even know.�
�How could she not? The story is all over the news and all over the Internet.� Anna waved to the computer. �I�ve been following it in several places. There are CNN reports. FOX News. Several newspapers and online magazines. YouTube videos from survivors who filmed the attack and did video blog interviews later.�
Curious, Lourds took his cell phone out of his shirt pocket. His phone had been turned off. He powered it up. There were forty-seven missed calls from Layla and several dozen from other people, including both Tina Metcalf and Dean Wither.
�My phone was off. You�ll have to excuse me while I fix this.� Lourds got up from the table and walked over to the low wall surrounding the eating area. He punched redial on Layla�s calls.
She answered at once. �Thomas?�
�Yes. Sorry. My phone was off, and I�ve been busy all day.�
�My god, I�ve been worried sick. I got your earlier e-mail saying that you were joining Boris today. Why didn�t you call?�
�I knew you were busy.�
�Not too busy that I wouldn�t have taken time out to speak with you and find out if you were alive and all right. You are all right, aren�t you?�
�I am.�
�I�m sorry about Boris. It was on the news. I feel terrible. I heard about him, and I kept hoping that nothing had happened to you.�
�Nothing did.�
�Where are you now?�
Lourds gazed out into the darkness and saw the moon�s glow reflecting from the blue temple dome in the distance. �Herat.�
�Why are you still there?�
�Trying to figure out what I�m supposed to do next.�
Some of the worry left her voice. �Come here, Thomas. Come to me and let me see for myself that you are all right.�
�You�re busy.�
�Not too busy for this. If I had known where to go, I would have left when I heard the news. How soon can you be here?�
�It�s a six-hour drive. I�ll have to see if I can find a rental agency that will let me have a car. My last one was stolen.�
�Stolen?�
�Long story.� Lourds watched Anna. She was talking on her cell phone as well. He checked his watch. It was after eight o�clock. �Look, it�s late. You�re tired and I�m tired. Let�s both get a good night�s sleep and see if we can meet sometime tomorrow. I know you�ve got a full day packed with meetings.�
Someone at the other end of the phone asked for Layla�s attention. The person sounded frantic.
Layla evidently covered the phone with her hand because her voice grew muffled. �It will be all right. I will be there in a moment. Just keep making small talk.� Then she was back on the line. �Thomas?�
�Yes.�
�I will clear my afternoon. Get an early start in the morning, and I will see you then. I�m sorry, but I have to go. This fundraiser is very important.�
�I understand.�
�And if anything changes, let me know. Immediately.�
�I will.�
�Charge your phone. Keep it on. I love you.�
�I love you too.�
Then she was gone.
Lourds pocketed his phone and returned to the table. He started packing his gear. �Let�s go see if we can find a place for the night. Hopefully there�s a hotel or bed and breakfast close by.� He left money on the table, and they flagged down a taxi in the street.
* * *
When the satphone vibrated on his chest, Linko came awake at once and scooped it up. �Yes.�
�We have information.� The FSB SIGINT operative on the other end of the connection spoke in bored tones. The SIGINT unit handled communications intelligence, gathering it from tapped phones and other communication devices.
�Tell me.� Linko sat up on the small bed in the cramped bed and breakfast he�d rented.
He�d searched in vain all afternoon for Lourds. He didn�t have many assets in Herat but did have a few, and he mobilized them all. Unfortunately, several Americans were in the city, and most of them were now interested in what was going on at the dig.
It was like Lourds and Anna Cherkshan had vanished.
�Lourds has contacted the Teneen woman.� Covert mercenaries hired by the FSB had tapped the woman�s phone in Kandahar.
�When did he call her?�
�He only now got off the phone with her.�
�This is the first time he�s called her?� Linko had trouble believing that.
�Yes. According to the communication he had with the woman, his phone has been turned off. He only now turned it on.�
�Where is he?�
�In Herat.�
�Still?� Linko struggled to imagine that. He had expected Lourds to run as far and as fast as he could. And to leave a trail. Linko had gotten information about the truck the American had rented and had been surprised when the vehicle turned up on a police impound lot after boys were caught joyriding in it. Any information Lourds had left in the vehicle would be hard to reach. Lourds had also switched off his GPS signal. The American professor was turning out to be wilier than Linko had imagined.
�Yes, but he is planning on meeting the woman in Kandahar.�
�Tonight? At the benefit?� Linko turned on the bed and reached for his pants. He had stripped them off when he�d lain down on the bed. When an agent had nothing to do in the field, he was expected to rest so he would be ready to perform at a moment�s notice.
�No. In the morning.�
�Where?�
�A rendezvous point was not mentioned.�
�Keep me informed.� Linko mentally debated on whether to leave for Kandahar tonight or first thing in the morning. He decided to travel in the morning. Tonight he would sleep. Tomorrow might involve more waiting all day for the correct moment to strike. It would be best if he were rested.
If the objective had simply been to kill Lourds, that could have been more easily arranged. The woman could have simply been collateral damage.
But Linko needed the scrolls for the mission to be successful.
The good thing was that, since President Nevsky himself wanted them, Linko would get all the manpower on the task that he needed. He could run assets instead of breaking down doors himself. As long as he brought in the scrolls in the end.
�I will call you the minute I know anything.�
Linko closed his phone and lay back down on the bed. He checked to make certain his pistol was tucked under his pillow, then put the phone on his chest again.
He had wanted to put a SIGINT team on Anna Cherkshan as well, but he�d been afraid that too many people in FSB were loyal to her father, the general. That kind of operation would have been extremely risky because it would have drawn attention from too many people. Someone might have ratted Linko out, and then there would have been a lot of explaining to do to the general. From what he knew of General Cherkshan, the man was utterly vicious when dealing with his enemies.
Ultimately, Nevsky would have called the shots, but Linko knew that the general was immersed in the Ukraine takeover. If General Cherkshan were to get sidetracked now, the fallout would be catastrophic to Linko�s career if Nevsky chose to blame him. An agent in the field could be much more easily replaced than a general with Cherkshan�s connections. Linko wasn�t certain if the president knew that the general�s daughter was directly involved with Lourds, and at this point he was loathe to let anyone know.
It was an interesting problem, but Linko didn�t let it interfere with his sleep. He closed his eyes and was out.
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Kandahar
Kandahar Province
Afghanistan
February 15, 2013
Lourds climbed out of the compact SUV Layla had arranged for him when he�d left the small bed and breakfast where he and Anna had spent the night. His back and knees ached from the exertion of the day before and from the cramped position they�d been in during the past five and a half hours of driving.
Anna got out on the other side of the vehicle and looked around. They�d parked just outside of Kandahar at a roadside market that sold food and clothing.
The small, wooden building looked lonely and forgotten beside the highway. Inside, a man stood behind a short counter and peered out through the window. He was probably hoping for some kind of business, or at least a chance to practice his English on tourists.
Lourds checked his watch again. It was 2:43 p.m. He glanced back at the highway as a black sedan pulled off the road, paused for a moment as if checking directions, then turned and came back up the highway.
Anna shaded her eyes with a hand. �That�s not your lady friend, is it?�
�No, it isn�t.� Lourds reached for the door and yanked it open. �Get in.� He slid behind the steering wheel as the black sedan raced toward them.
* * *
In the black sedan, Linko cursed his luck. The phone communications between Lourds and Layla Teneen had mentioned a designated mile marker. This wasn�t it. The professor had stopped more than a mile too early. In fact, if the American hadn�t gotten out of his car, Linko would have missed him entirely. Possibly the SUV�s GPS tracking device was off.
Earlier, the colonel had tried to locate the American as he cruised along the highway, but there had been too many suspect vehicles, and he�d never spotted the man. He had alternately sped up and slowed down, trying to estimate when Lourds had departed Herat and how fast he would go. That had proven impossible.
All Linko had to go on was the mile marker and the time of the meeting. He�d arrived early and taken to traveling the last mile or so over and over in an effort to make the connection.
To make matters worse, the ANA had patrols out on the highway that had made zooming around any particular stretch of road very risky. Linko was pretty certain his papers would still hold up even after all the excitement at the dig site, but Anna Cherkshan�s stories in The Moscow Times concerning the attack on the dig site had mentioned his cover name. The fact that the stories had been picked up by several news agencies had been even worse luck.
But now he had his quarry. Linko reached under his jacket and freed his pistol. He glanced at the three men with him, all mercenary muscle for hire that the FSB had contracted out for him.
�Are you ready?�
They all confirmed their readiness and brandished weapons in their hands. He wished now that he had gotten another car team, but he was convinced that he had more than enough men to take care of a single college professor.
One of the men in the back suddenly squawked in alarm. �Look out!�
Glancing to his left, Linko saw a Jeep with a large push bar welded onto the front closing fast. He cut the wheel hard, trying to dodge the military vehicle.
* * *
Tensely, Layla Teneen sat in the rear seat of the sedan where Captain Fitrat had put her. He was still with her as her personal bodyguard because she�d asked him to stay. He�d agreed to the assignment, and the details had been worked out.
Fitrat spoke quickly into the mic affixed to his sun visor giving orders to his men in the two Jeeps that rode before and after their sedan.
Layla�s heart was in her stomach. She�d seen Lourds briefly when he�d been standing outside the rented SUV and had tried to call him when she saw the sedan turn around and speed back in his direction.
The black sedan bore down on the small SUV, and Layla wished she had gotten a larger car for Lourds. The one he was in now looked like it was a tin can about to be crushed. �Captain Fitrat, you must��
Before she could finish, one of the Jeeps rammed the black sedan and knocked it off track, shoving the vehicle back until it banged against the corner of the small store at the side of the road.
Fitrat spoke calmly from the front passenger seat. �Call Professor Lourds. Tell him to head into Kandahar. Tell him not to stop until he gets there. We will be right behind him.�
Layla took out her phone and dialed. Pick up, Thomas. Pick up, pick up�
* * *
Lourds pulled back onto the highway and stared at the Jeep and the sedan. He�d been stunned by both events and was now moving on autopilot.
�Who were they?� Anna craned over the seat, looking through the back windshield.
�I would venture to say they�re either with Yakov or some other group coming after the scrolls.� Lourds had been thankful that Anna had held back that part of the story concerning Boris�s death. The last thing they needed was a lot of treasure hunters hot on their heels as well.
She�d agreed to the constraint in exchange for an exclusive to the story, which he had gladly given. The details could all be worked out later.
His phone rang in his pocket. He plucked it out and watched as a newer sedan wheeled around and trailed after him. His stomach knotted into a ball of worry.
Layla�s image showed on the phone screen.
Lourds answered immediately. �Layla, you need to stay away. The man � or men � who have been looking for me have��
�We�re here, Thomas. Captain Fitrat and me and several of his men. They�re the ones that kept the black sedan away from you. We�re in the car behind you.�
Glancing in his rearview mirror, Lourds watched as the car behind him flashed its lights.
�Your girlfriend?� Anna continued to stare out the rear window.
�Yes.�
�I suppose these are her friends.�
�From the ANP, yes.�
Anna shot him a smile. �I like her already.�
�A lot of people do.�
�Not, I would be willing to wager, Yakov and his thugs.�
Layla kept talking over the phone. �I�m arranging for a place for us to meet, Thomas. Keep driving into the city.�
Lourds pressed his foot down harder onto the accelerator. Getting the attention of a police officer now didn�t seem so horrible.
* * *
Cursing, dazed, Linko reached between the seats for the Uzi machine pistol he�d stored there. The Jeep still drove his car forward, pushing it sideways. He rolled the window down, shoved the Uzi outside the vehicle, and pulled the trigger. Nine-millimeter bullets spattered across the Jeep�s windshield, pitting it and spreading fissures that twisted through the glass.
Immediately, the driver stopped pushing and backed away, trying to get out of the line of fire. Blood stained the inside of the Jeep�s windshield, and Linko knew at least one of the men up front had been hit.
Shifting his aim, Linko sprayed more bullets into the Jeep�s front tires. The rubber shredded under the impact, and the vehicle went out of control as the bare rims dug into the ground.
The mercenaries in Linko�s car added their fire to his, and the men inside the Jeep took cover. A second Jeep raced in to the aid of the first, and the men in that vehicle unlimbered their weapons and opened fire.
Having no choice, Linko abandoned the attempt to intercept Lourds. He cursed the man and the fact that he seemed to be so well connected that the ANP itself watched over him. Juking and weaving, Linko guided the bullet-riddled car back onto the highway and accelerated away from Kandahar.
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The meeting place Layla had arranged was in an older section of the city that was scheduled for reconstruction. All of the surrounding buildings had taken damage from Taliban attacks, and only a few of them were still habitable.
Following Layla�s directions, Lourds pulled into an alley and stopped halfway down.
Anna looked at him as he put the car in Park. �Are we at our destination?�
�Yeah, it looks like it.� Lourds got out, then reached back into the rear seat and got his backpack. Turning, he headed back to the car following him. A pair of Jeeps had already parked ahead of and behind the two cars, and he immediately felt more secure.
Captain Fitrat got out of the car containing Layla. He nodded to Lourds but kept his assault rifle handy and watched the tall apartment buildings on either side.
Layla hurried over to Lourds, but she didn�t embrace him. She stood a proper distance away and looked him over. �You are unhurt?�
�I am, thanks to Captain Fitrat and his people.�
The captain acknowledged Lourds with a small smile. He wore wraparound sunglasses that hid his eyes.
�And to you,� Lourds added.
Layla nodded.
�Did you get the man who tried to smash into me?�
Fitrat scowled and shook his head. �The men in that car were very well-armed. They killed one of my men and injured two others before they got away.�
�They got away?�
Fitrat nodded. �It could not be helped. Their vehicle was abandoned only a couple miles down the road. When my men found the car, your attackers were gone. Either they had another team standing by or they confiscated a passing vehicle. We will see.�
Frustrated, Lourds gritted his teeth. �Did your men get anything that could help identify the people chasing me?�
�When they found the car, it was burning. The men set fire to it before abandoning it. The fire made locating the vehicle easier, but it also destroyed whatever forensic evidence we might have found.� Fitrat frowned. �These men are very driven, Professor Lourds. That identifies them to a degree, but beyond that, we don�t know anything. You have caught the attention of some very bad people.�
Layla walked over to Anna. �I am Dr. Layla Teneen.�
�Anna Cherkshan.�
Surprise lifted Layla�s eyebrows. �Cherkshan? As in General Cherkshan?�
Anna smiled sourly. �I prefer to be known as Anna Cherkshan of The Moscow Times. My father has enough accolades.�
�I see. I�ll remember that in the future.�
Feeling badly about his faux pas, Lourds approached the women. �My apologies. I wasn�t thinking. I should have made introductions.�
Layla smiled. �It is quite all right. Perhaps we could go inside.� She headed toward the doorway, and as Lourds passed through, he discovered the original door had been kept, but it had been heavily reinforced with a solid core and a steel frame.
* * *
The interior of the building was in a lot better shape than Lourds had expected. It had twelve bedrooms, a large dining room/kitchen, and working electricity.
�This is one of the practice areas the Americans and Canadians have used to train the Afghanistan National Police in urban tactics regarding counter-terrorist situations.� Fitrat took off his hat and placed it meticulously on the table. �At the moment, no one is using it, but we assign security in the area at all times to keep equipment from being liberated.�
�I see.� Lourds put his backpack on the table. He gave a small smile. �All the comforts of home.�
�Yes. We even have television. American TV.� Fitrat pointed to the large-screen television in the living room that was big enough to house a banquet. �We steal the signal to get HBO and ESPN. The American soldiers who train our future policemen do not want to do without the comforts they have grown used to. Perhaps later, if you are not too tired, you might enjoy watching a basketball game. I believe there is one on.�
Lourds grinned. �Perhaps.� He looked at Layla. �I need a room to work in.�
�Of course.� Layla looked at Fitrat. �Captain, if you would see to getting Miss Cherkshan squared away?�
�I will.�
�She will also need clothing and toiletries. She�s not carrying a bag, so I�m assuming she has only the clothes on her back.�
Anna smiled appreciatively. �That is right. Professor Lourds felt it was not prudent to try to go back to my hotel room. I am still in yesterday�s clothes, and I am not happy about that. Does this place also have hot water?�
�It does, and there is a bath you can have to yourself.�
�That would be awesome.�
It still occasionally shocked Lourds to hear true American slang coming from Anna. Every now and again, her time at the Columbian School of Journalism showed through.
�Captain? Will you show Miss Cherkshan the way to her bath?�
�Of course. This way, miss.� Fitrat took the lead and headed off with Anna in tow.
�Thomas?�
Hefting his backpack one more time, Lourds fell into step behind Layla and followed her upstairs to another floor of the building.
�Captain Fitrat has men in the alley and on top of this building.� Layla talked as she walked up the stairs.
Lourds couldn�t see the sway of her hips beneath her burqa, but he recalled the times he had, and the memory made his heart pound with anticipation.
�So we will be relatively safe as long as we are here.�
�Relatively safe?�
Layla glanced back at him. �If whoever is after you decides to bomb the building from an airplane, there will be definite problems, yes?�
�Yes, most definitely. And thank you for that delightful scenario. That was one that I hadn�t considered, and it is now number one with a bullet.�
* * *
The room held all the amenities of a good hotel room without being lavish. There was a large bed, a love seat and two chairs, and a desk in the corner. A television sat atop a chest of drawers.
Lourds looked at the bed. �Big bed.�
Layla smiled at him. �I am afraid we will not be sharing it. Captain Fitrat is a progressive thinker compared to most men in this country, but many of his men are not.�
Disappointed, Lourds nodded. �I understand.�
�However, that is not to say that we cannot have private conferences.� Layla smiled at him.
Lourds placed his backpack on the bed. �Feeling up to having a private conference?�
�I do. However, I was thinking that perhaps you needed someone to scrub your back.�
Smiling, Lourds took her by the hand. �As it turns out, I do. You said there was a bath?�
She began disrobing and laid her clothes neatly on the bed. Getting undressed took her a while, but Lourds enjoyed the show, and his pulse quickened when she finally stood nude before him.
�I�ve missed you.� Lourds took her into his arms.
�I have missed you as well.� Her voice caught in her throat, and she stared at him. �When I heard the news about the attack at the dig site, I was so afraid I would never see you again.�
Lourds shook his head and held her. �That didn�t happen. I�m here.�
Layla traced his goatee and his lips with a forefinger. Her touch was so light it sent chills down his spine. �I know.� Her eyes glistened. �But those men � whoever they are � seem very determined.�
�Yes.�
�Is there any way you can walk away from this?�
Lourds hesitated. With every fiber of his being, he wanted to know the secret the scrolls held. He wanted to get some kind of justice for Boris�s death. Walking away would be the hardest thing he�d ever done.
But for the first time in his life, he knew he could do it.
�All you have to do is ask.�
For a moment, Layla stared quietly at him. �You would do this for me?�
�Yes.�
�I am flattered.�
�Layla, I love you. That�s just how it is.�
�I know that. But if I asked you to do this thing, and you did, there would be a piece of you that forever wondered if you could find whatever it is these people are looking for.�
�The tomb of Alexander the Great, for whatever reason they want it.�
She nodded. �Exactly.� She took a breath and let it out. �I will not ask you to do that then. I ask only that you be careful.�
�I will.� Lourds�s heart sang.
�I am going to hold you to that.� Layla stood on tiptoe and kissed Lourds, pressing her body full-length against his. Then she turned and led him to the bath.
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Russian Army FOB (Forward Operating Base)
Command Center
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 15, 2013
Cherkshan stood in front of the map with the projected troop movements of the invasion force he was sending into the Ukraine tomorrow. If all went well, and he expected that it would, the Russian army would occupy a strategic position inside Krasnodon, one of the major cities in the Luhansk Oblast across the Ukrainian border. From there, they would move steadily across the country to take Kiev over the next few days.
He expected to have no more trouble taking Ukraine than the Americans had in taking Iraq either time they had invaded that country. What would be interesting to see would be the reaction from the rest of the world.
The general�s stomach churned as he looked at the map and the magnetic markers that represented the T-90 main battle tanks and armored divisions he was going to use to invade the Ukraine. No matter how easy the task ended up being, he was sending young men out to die. He had seen many of them killed in the unrest in Chechnya. It stuck with a man, especially a commander.
For months, the Russian army had been running maneuvers in the area just across the Ukrainian border. Enough so that the Ukrainian military border surveillance teams had grown lax in their observation. They hadn�t noticed that the Russian tanks they saw every day were different tanks, not the same ones they had seen before. The buildup of cavalry units had taken months as well.
There, in the nearby forests, the Russian army had built up units hidden beneath camouflaged netting. Planes had likewise been brought in to nearby military airfields and would be deployed to fly close-in support for the ground units and the army.
Everything was prepared.
In the morning, the Ukraine � and the rest of the world � would be greatly surprised, and people would die. But if Cherkshan had done his job properly, not as many people would die.
The trick was to achieve an early psychological victory by sending a mass of heavy armor in and supporting it with air strike teams to keep the Ukrainian people from being foolish. They had to be shown that resistance was futile, or they would get bloody.
Cherkshan intended to cut the number of losses, and he was depending on the people within the Ukraine who wanted a true leader and a true direction again. Nevsky hadn�t had to sell him on that part of the sales pitch. Cherkshan knew there were dissatisfied people in the Ukraine as well. Their own government had robbed them blind, left them nearly destitute. All he had to do was provide a reason for them to help bring their country back into the Russian fold.
It will happen. First the Ukraine will fall. Then we go after Greece.
Cherkshan�s phone rang. He took it from his pocket, expecting it to be Nevsky wanting to discuss some almost-forgotten detail of the campaign. Instead, it was Katrina, his wife.
�Hello. How are you, my dear?�
�I am well. I am wishing you were home instead of staying wherever it is you�re staying. I miss you.�
�I miss you too.�
�Our daughter called.�
�Did she?�
�Yes.�
Cherkshan was slightly troubled by the announcement. He would have liked to have heard Anna�s voice for himself. When she�d hung up on him yesterday, he had spent hours worrying over her till she contacted her mother. He�d continued watching the news of the terrorist attack on the Afghanistan dig site. It was the first time Anna had ever been in such dangerous circumstances.
But that silence and refusal to communicate was the way it was between them. The incredible void between them refused to be crossed. He looked at the map again.
I can take the Ukraine in a matter of hours, but I have lost the ability to speak to my daughter.
�Where is she, Katrina?�
�In Kandahar.� His wife took a deep breath and let it out. �This distresses me, Anton. I have seen that city in the news. It is a very dangerous place.�
�Is she there alone?�
�No, she is with the American. Lourds.�
Cherkshan wondered if his wife remained so enamored of the American archeologist now. But he didn�t ask her that, as it would only distress her further.
�I have asked her to come home. She tells me that the situation over there is very dangerous and that she cannot. She is in hiding.�
Cherkshan paled when he heard that, and his thoughts immediately went to trying to find a way to protect his daughter and get her home. If he were able. The FSB had agents in many places, and Afghanistan was a hotbed of activity with the Taliban, the Americans, and the British. Much could be learned from observing everyone over there.
�I will talk to her, Katrina.�
�Do not be forceful with her, husband. She has her pride. If you try to take that from her, she will only reject�whatever help you try to provide.�
Cherkshan knew that his wife was going to say �reject you� but had decided at the last minute not to go that way. She was attempting to either save his feelings or not to ignite his fuse. He wasn�t sure.
�I will talk to her, and I will keep in mind what you have said.�
�Thank you. Please let me know what she says and if you are able to help.�
�I will.�
�Have you been reading her stories? The ones from the archeological dig?�
�I have not had time to pick up copies of the paper.�
�You should read them. They are very good. If it were not our daughter caught in the middle of whatever is going on over there, it would be very exciting.�
Cherkshan looked at the map on the wall and realized that his wife didn�t know what true excitement lay ahead.
�When you have time, I have sent the stories to you by e-mail. You should read them. You should know what our daughter is doing. I think you would be very proud.�
�I will make time.�
�Good. Now call our daughter and see if you can arrange to get her home. Safely.�
�I will, if she is willing.�
�Thank you.�
Cherkshan told his wife that he loved her, then he hung up the phone. He went to the desk that was not his own and sat there feeling out of place.
Then he went to his phone�s address book and selected his daughter�s number.
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Showered and feeling refreshed, dressed in slacks and a nice blouse that one of Captain Fitrat�s men had procured, Anna stood at the window of the room she�d been given and looked out at the snow-covered alley. There was not much of a view.
You are safe here, she told herself. At the dig, you were in danger. In Herat, you were in danger. On the road, you were in danger. Here you are protected.
She thought of Captain Fitrat and his men, so able, so methodical. In some ways, the ANA captain reminded Anna of her father. He was very stern, very complete, and very watchful. But he was also polite and respectful.
Her father had always insisted on telling her what to do, how to behave, and, sometimes, what to think. Growing up in her father�s house hadn�t been insufferable. She loved him for the things he did that were not tied so closely to his job or to his sense of Russian patriotism. When he was just her father, that was when she loved him most.
Since the Taliban attack at the dig site, she had thought of her father a lot. She remained convinced that if she were battling for her life, he�d be there to fight alongside her. He would never let any harm come to her.
If he were able to stop it.
That was the problem though.
Retreating from the window, she went back to the small desk in the corner. Her laptop screen showed the current story of her flight across Afghanistan with Lourds while being pursued by their mysterious attackers.
She�d had to be judicious in her narrative. She hadn�t been able to mention the scrolls or where they currently were, but she had written about Boris Glukov�s murder at the hands of a man whom she suspected might be a Russian agent.
Although she had no concrete proof of the man�s identity, she felt compelled to make that assumption public. The man � Yakov, or whomever he truly turned out to be � moved and acted like many of the men her father surrounded himself with. They were capable, dangerous men with cold hearts and dead eyes, even though they could smile at a moment�s notice.
As a girl, she had often seen her father among such men. She had been impressed to see how he instantly commanded respect and obedience from those men that she instinctively knew were warriors. Her father had told her nothing of what he had seen or gone through. That was what he was like. Very close-mouthed about those things. When Anna had asked her mother about them, if that was what made her father so stubborn and narrow-minded, her mother had admitted that the general had never told her anything of those times either.
But her mother did mention her father�s nightmares and that sometimes he called out to dead men in his sleep.
Her brother, Rodion, however, had sometimes told her stories of her father�s experiences fighting the Chechen rebels. He filled Anna�s head with the images of the war her father had waged. He�d researched the military efforts in Chechnya and brought back copies of newspaper stories and pictures. Those stories, the way they had laid out the struggles between the Chechen and Russian peoples against the Islamic International Brigade, had deeply affected her.
For the first time, she�d understood the power of the written word. Those stories had allowed her to step into her father�s world and get a better understanding of why he was distant and aloof at times. She had a deeper insight into why he lived his life in such a regimented and organized way and why he�d demanded that others around him do the same thing.
Her father had lived a hard life and seen many horrible things. She had learned that. So she had taken up writing, trying to put into words her own feelings about the Russian war on the Chechen rebels and what she saw in her father.
At seventeen years old, she had gotten a story published in The Moscow Times. It had been the culmination of her perception of her father and of the ongoing struggle in Chechnya. It had almost won a prize and had become the basis of the relationship she currently had with the Russian newspaper.
The general had not approved of the story, and he had made his displeasure known. He said that the story made Russians everywhere appear weak, that it made him appear weak.
Anna had been crushed. She had wanted the world to understand the sacrifices her father was making.
If she had to point at any one thing that had fractured her relationship with her father, Anna knew that story would be the one. She had continued to occasionally write for the paper, though she only had a few pieces published afterward, because she had been young and there had been so much she hadn�t known. She only understood later that her first story had been published mostly because she was the daughter of a much-decorated general.
That had driven her to the United States, to the Columbia School of Journalism, where she hoped to further hone her skills and become a success. She had been driven to show her father that she could succeed on her own.
Now, though, she just had stories to tell, and she hoped to help people embrace the idea of a new Russia, one with more freedoms and bravery and more prominence in today�s world. Her father, she realized, wanted the old Russia, the one that he had grown up with, back.
Thinking about such things only made her sad. She supposed the melancholy was brought on by Boris Glukov�s death. Or perhaps it was how close she had come to her own.
Mortality was a fierce thing to face.
Her phone rang, startling her. She crossed to the desk and picked it up. The general�s face showed in the viewscreen. She hesitated just a moment before answering the call. She had already talked to her mother. Her mother knew she was all right, and her mother would pass the information along.
Was the call about concern or control? Anna knew this would be a toss-up. She didn�t know if she was prepared to deal with either. There was too much guilt with one and too much frustration with the other.
Then she thought of Yakov�s picture and the fact that none of her contacts had so far been able to identify the man. However, there still remained a few, and one of them was a military officer she had known for several years.
Lieutenant Emil Basayev wasn�t just one of her father�s officers. He was also one of her friends. And he worked in the intelligence division of the Ministry of Defense. Perhaps he could identify the man.
But that would mean that Yakov truly was Russian. She also hoped that the man was something else. An American CIA agent would not be so bad. Americans made good villains these days, with their heavy-handed approach to national politics, in the views of many.
But her father might also know who Yakov was. She had not asked for any favors in a long time.
She answered the phone. �Hello, Father.�
�Hello, Anna. I hear you are well.�
�I am, thankfully.�
�Your mother tells me you have had close calls that have not yet been reported on the television news or in your own news stories.�
Anna paced the floor, suddenly filled with nervous energy. �Yes. Several close calls.�
�You are still traveling with the American?�
�Professor Lourds. Yes. I have found him to be a brave man. He has saved my life during this endeavor. And his friends saved us today when we were pursued.�
The general was silent for a moment. �Someone is pursuing you?�
�Yes.�
�Are you certain?�
�Yes. I have seen him with my own eyes.� Anna caught herself, feeling excited and guilty at the same time as she prepared to put out the bait for her father. She had done this kind of manipulation many times while pursuing a story. �I have even taken a picture of the man.�
�You must have been very close to him.� Her father did sound worried in that moment.
Anna clamped down on the guilt she felt. She couldn�t afford that emotion if she was going to be successful. �I took the picture of him before he murdered Boris Glukov. At the time, I did not know the man was bad.�
�Your mother is very worried about you.� Her father hesitated. �I am very concerned about you too.�
�Well, I thank you for your concern.� Anna started pacing again, suddenly angry with her father for not taking the bait. Then she sighed inwardly as she realized if anyone had ever been subjected to manipulation on a regular basis, it would be a Russian general. He was far more experienced than anyone she�d dealt with before. She felt foolish now for having tried in the first place.
�Your mother � and I � would like for you to come home. I can arrange safe passage from Afghanistan to Moscow for you.�
�Thank you, but no. My work is here.�
The general growled. �What story has the paper assigned you to? Surely there is nothing more to be gained by staying in Afghanistan. The dig was attacked by the Taliban. Several people died. You have written that story.�
�That story, yes, but not all the stories that are to come.� Anna strove to bottle her anger. Getting into a shouting match with him, as she so often had in the past, would do no good and would only leave her exhausted and stressed. �Boris Glukov was murdered.�
�According to the American professor.�
�It happened.�
�Anna, did you see it happen?�
He had her there and she knew it. She also resented it. Her editor at The Moscow Times had challenged her with the exact same question. �No.�
�Then Lourds may have been mistaken.�
�It�s hard to mistake seeing a friend get shot to death in front of you, don�t you think?�
Her father sighed. He sounded more tired than she had ever heard him. He was getting older, and that worried her, especially given the constant stress of his job and the politics surrounding it.
�Perhaps the American professor had his own reasons for telling this story.�
�Why would he do that?� Anna felt protective of Lourds. He was a good man. She liked that he was carrying around the engagement ring for his lover and that he wasn�t sure when he could ask her to marry him with everything else going on.
�The man seeks attention, Anna. His career depends on it.�
�No. He is not that kind of man. I know that much.�
�Just from meeting him yesterday?�
�Yes.�
�Ridiculous.�
�Really, Father? How many men have you met who have risked their lives the very first time you met them to save someone else? How many men have you met who, on the very first day, have risked their lives to save yours?�
�Several.�
She realized then that had been the wrong question to ask. His job focused on men ready to lay down their lives. Her father had risked laying down his life for others more than once. Rodion had shown her the news stories.
She clung to her stubbornness because it was her only shield � and her only weapon. �Well, I have not. Thomas Lourds risked his life to protect me, and I am not going to desert him as long as I think I can help him.�
Her father was quiet for a moment. �So�am I to tell your mother that you are not coming home?�
�I have already told her that.�
�All right. But if you get into trouble that you see is over your head and beyond your ability to deal with, please let me know. If it is within my power, I will help you.�
Anna knew she had to give him something. He was her father. �I will. You have my promise.�
�Thank you.� He seemed a little more at ease. �This man that is pursuing you, Anna, you said you have a picture?�
�I do.�
�Send it to me, please. I will see what I can do to learn his name. Perhaps it will help you and Professor Lourds.�
�All right. Do you want me to send it to your personal e-mail?�
�No. Let me send an e-mail to you. Attach it to that one and send it back.�
Anna understood then. Her father � the general � was always watched.
�This is not to hide my involvement with you, Anna. Anyone who knows me knows I would do anything in my power to protect you.�
�I know.� Hot tears brushed at the back of her eyes, and her chin quivered a little.
�However, I want to keep our business private. You understand?�
�Yes. And thank you.�
�I only hope I can help.� He told her goodbye and that he loved her, then he hung up.
For a moment longer, Anna looked at the picture of her father on the cell phone. Then she wiped the tears from her face, not knowing why they were there, and turned her attention back to her computer.
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After the bath, Layla had excused herself and left the room. Lourds knew she didn�t want to step too far outside the boundaries of her culture while they were in her country. He respected that, but he resented it at the same time.
She had told him that she knew he wanted to work anyway, which was true, but he still felt that separation.
He sat at the desk with the scrolls spread out before him, next to the notes in his journal that he�d made while reading them in Herat. While going through the scrolls again, he referred to his notes and paid attention to repetitive narrative and how the scribe, Callisthenes, had put his writing together. Even though the coded section was different, some of the narrative architecture would be the same. Finding the thread to pull the translation together was going to be difficult.
Someone knocked on the door.
Lourds swung around in the chair, instantly wary. There was still no word on the men who had attacked them. �Yes.�
�Dinner is ready.� Layla spoke through the door.
�I�m on my way.� Lourds hadn�t realized until that moment that he was starving. He reached for his hat out of habit, then left it sitting on the desk. He let himself out and smiled at Layla.
�How is the work going?�
�Slowly. I�m breaking some of the code down, then I�m finding other sections of it to be impossible again.� He walked downstairs beside her.
�Another code?�
�I believe so. Callisthenes was apparently a careful man.�
�Perhaps he had a big secret to hide.�
�He thought so. In the other scrolls, he mentions that Alexander the Great�s final resting place has �the power to change the course of nations.��
�How?�
Lourds grinned. �That�s one of the things that he�s most secretive about. He claims that Alexander was somehow blessed by the gods, that he had been given a great gift, and that the only way people would be safe was if Alexander took that blessing down into the underworld with him.�
�You mean, like Hades?�
Lourds shrugged. �That would be the literal translation.�
�Perhaps Callisthenes hated Alexander.�
�No.� Lourds ran a hand through his hair and felt the ache between his shoulder blades that told him he�d been working on the translation for far too long. �You�d have to read the scrolls, Layla. Callisthenes thought the sun rose and set on Alexander the Great.�
�Wasn�t he a slave?�
�Not a slave, exactly. More like an indentured servant. He was one of the historians Alexander had chosen to document his life.�
�There were others?�
�Yes. But we don�t know how many there were or who they happened to be.�
�Aristotle was Alexander�s mentor, and I know Aristotle wrote about nearly everything. Maybe there is some overlap with his writings and the scrolls you are translating.�
�So many things were lost when the Library of Alexandria burned, I can�t even tell you. Many of the treatises and books that Aristotle wrote were lost.� Lourds thought about that for a moment. �But Aristotle was Alexander�s mentor, and Callisthenes was convinced that Alexander�s relationship with Aristotle was part of the Great Blessing. Callisthenes stresses that Alexander would never have become as cunning and as good a tactician as he was without Aristotle�s help.�
�As I recall, Alexander�s father, Philip II, chose Aristotle as his son�s teacher.�
�You�ve got a good memory.�
Layla made a face. �Many of the artifacts we tried to preserve in my previous job had histories that tie back to Alexander. I can�t help but know some things about this time period.�
�You�re right about Philip II choosing Aristotle as Alexander�s teacher, but Aristotle was Greek, remember? And at that time, there was a heavy anti-Macedonian reaction going on in the Greek city-states. If events had not happened as they did in Aristotle�s life, he wouldn�t have been available for the job of teaching Alexander.�
�What do you mean?�
Lourds reached the first floor and smelled the dinner coming from the kitchen/dining room. �Oh my god, that is wonderful.�
Smiling, Layla nodded. �As it turns out, Captain Fitrat is also an excellent chef.�
�A chef?�
�He says he just cooks. A very modest man, our Captain Fitrat.� Layla took him by the arm. �Let�s get a plate and sit down. The captain has worked very hard, and I don�t want to disappoint him.� She pulled him into the dining room. �Then I want to hear the rest of this miracle with Aristotle.�
Russian Army FOB (Forward Operating Base)
Command Center
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 15, 2013
The image that Anna had sent hadn�t been of good quality, but it had been good enough to get an answer when Cherkshan sent it through the system. He didn�t send it through normal FSB channels, though, forwarding it instead to a young lieutenant whom he knew could keep his mouth shut.
Emil Basayev was a friend of the family and one of Cherkshan�s most promising officers. When Emil had been younger, he had gone to school with Anna. He was a year older than her but had not exhibited the same proclivities toward the new Russian independence that his daughter did. For a time, Emil and Anna had been�close. And during that time, Cherkshan had been more satisfied with her. Katrina had hoped for a marriage and children for their daughter.
But that had not happened. When Anna had gotten old enough for university, she had gone.
Cherkshan had Emil on the speakerphone in his office. Emil had remained in Moscow to oversee some of the intelligence-gathering operations and to help hack into the Ukraine�s computer networks the next day.
�His name is Sergay Linko, General. He is a colonel in the FSB.�
That surprised Cherkshan. He knew the man by reputation but had never met him. Cherkshan�s stomach turned cold, and he became even more worried about Anna. Linko was a known killer, a hardcore executioner who enjoyed wetwork, which was what undercover operatives called their murders.
Cherkshan was of the opinion that murders were murders. It was better to meet a man on the battlefield. He took in a breath and let it out, staring at the picture on his computer monitor. �Can there be some mistake? This is a bad picture.�
�This is a very bad picture. That�s why I searched through the video footage that came out of Herat. I found this.�
A small box opened up on the monitor and showed a video of a man carrying an assault rifle and running across snow-covered ground. Almost in mid-stride, he shot a Taliban warrior in the face while his opponent lay in wait on the ground. Bright crimson blood sprayed out over the snow, and the camcorder operator turned away from the sight with a choked curse.
The video footage stopped then backed up slowly and froze. In the new image, Linko was more recognizable. He was wearing a Russia Today coat, which was ludicrous. Nothing the man did would ever end up on television. At least, not with his name or features attached to it.
Yet�here he was.
�General?�
�I am here.�
�I have confirmed Linko�s identity through our facial recognition database.�
�His face is in our database?�
�Our database, sir. Not everyone�s. No one else will be able to run this image of Linko and get a confirmation of his identity. He has been very circumspect in his work.�
�The man has left a trail of bodies after him.�
�According to his file, yes.�
�He�s a killer, not a soldier.�
Emil said nothing.
Cherkshan stared hard at the man. And now he is after my daughter.
�Send the colonel�s file to me. My eyes only. Lock it tightly. I do not want prying eyes looking at this.�
�Yes, sir.� A moment later, Emil told him that the file had been sent. A few moments after that, it showed up in Cherkshan�s e-mail.
The general stared at the hard planes of his daughter�s pursuer and tried to make himself believe that everything would be all right. Dreading what he would find, Cherkshan clicked on the file in his mail, saving it off to another folder on his hard drive. He buried it among plans for the Ukraine invasion, but he would know where it was. Then he opened it and watched the file spread across his monitor.
One of the files showed the bodies of Colonel Linko�s confirmed kills. Linko obviously most enjoyed those assignments where discretion was not enforced. Several of the kills had been of Islamic terrorists, CIA agents, and black marketers. Those had been done in public, and they had been very messy.
The man was a psychopath on a very loose leash. It was no surprise that he had been hidden away in the FSB.
Farther back in the files, Cherkshan found more pictures, these of Chechen women who had been tortured. According to the accompanying information, Linko had demanded information from them, but they had died and taken it to the grave with them.
Cherkshan felt certain that the women had had no information worth knowing. No one could have been that dedicated to keeping a secret. Linko was a sadist who enjoyed hurting and killing people, that was all.
He closed the images and read through Linko�s service record. Much of it had been redacted, but enough of it remained to fill in the blanks. People summoned Linko like a rusalka, a succubus that came out to mesmerize victims then deliver them into death�s embrace. The gender was wrong, but the end result was the same.
Now this thing was after Anna, and Cherkshan felt certain he knew who had put Linko on Lourds�s trail. After his audience with President Nevsky and the man�s mention of Alexander the Great, Cherkshan had read up on the Macedonian king. Nevsky hadn�t said what had interested him so much about Alexander, and Cherkshan couldn�t fathom the reason.
During the past few months, the general had read dozens of books and grown more frustrated with his independent research. He had a small library of the books at home but had found nothing that would warrant the Russian president�s focus.
Growling a curse, Cherkshan closed down the file, took a final look at the image of Colonel Sergay Linko, and hoped that the men protecting Anna and Lourds would kill the FSB agent, or that he could at least tell Anna about the danger she was in, but that would circumvent Nevsky�s actions to apprehend or kill the American linguist and take whatever he was truly after.
That, too, was another mystery.
Cherkshan drank the dregs of his tea, now tepid, then grabbed his greatcoat and put it on. He wanted to walk among the tanks. That was when he felt most in control of a coming battle.
Turning out the lights behind him, he departed the room.
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Seated at the long dining room table, Lourds reached into a basket and took out a small, fresh-baked flatbread. Breaking it open, he inhaled the naan�s sweet aroma. He glanced at Fitrat sitting across from him. �Did you make this?�
�I did.�
Lourds scooped up a large bite of qabili palau, a rice pilaf prepared in a seasoned broth. The taste exploded in his mouth, and he sighed contentedly. �You set a very good table, Captain. My compliments.�
�You are most welcome, Professor.�
As he ate, Lourds parceled out the story he had put together in his mind. �In order to understand Aristotle and why his presence as Alexander the Great�s mentor was such a great blessing, you must first understand Plato.�
�The Greek philosopher and founder of the Academy in Athens?�
Lourds shot Captain Fitrat a glance, then remembered what Layla had told him of the man, how he had been schooled in America and his parents had expected him to become a doctor. �That�s right. He founded it on a piece of land called the Grove of Hecademus, also called Academus, hence the name Academy.�
Layla sipped her water. �The Greeks did have a way of naming things what they were.�
�They did.� Lourds ate a bichak, a small turnover stuffed with potatoes and herbs. �Aristotle was at the Academy when Plato was there. In fact, it was after Plato died � of natural causes, not hemlock like his mentor Socrates � and the position as head of the Academy came open, that Aristotle chose to leave Athens.�
Layla reached for a piece of bread. �As I recall, Aristotle was passed over for the position.�
�Yes. Even though he was the man best suited for the position, by all accounts. His work had already started to eclipse Plato�s, and Plato was even sitting in on some of Aristotle�s classes to learn the new methodologies his former student was creating.� Lourds sipped water. Wine had been offered, but he chose to honor the Islamic traditions of his hosts. �The position went to Speusippus, who was Plato�s nephew by his sister.�
�Ah, so the Greeks invented nepotism as well.� Captain Fitrat grinned again. �Very crafty, those Greeks.�
�Actually, they were practicing it, but the name didn�t come into favor until the Middle Ages with the Catholic popes and bishops who were busy trying to create heirs. That whole vow of chastity fouled up the normal fathers-to-sons inheritance. But I digress. After Aristotle discovered he was being passed over for the position and that it was being given to a man he felt was inferior to him, he left the Academy. There are some historians who think that he actually left before Plato died, that he already knew who was going to be appointed the head of the Academy. But that doesn�t matter. Xenocrates, his friend, also left.�
�I seem to recall that Xenocrates was head of the Academy.�
Lourds looked at Fitrat in surprise.
The captain looked a little embarrassed and shrugged. �I have a very good memory.�
�You must. Pity you took up being a soldier.�
�If I had not, perhaps you and Miss Cherkshan might not have survived your encounter earlier today.�
Anna, who had been mostly preoccupied, spoke up from her seat on the other side of Layla. �Personally, I am very glad that Captain Fitrat is who he is.�
Fitrat smiled at her.
Lourds held up his water and toasted Fitrat, who responded and clinked glasses with him. �Even without the death of Plato, Aristotle might have chosen to move on. He was thirty-seven and had to be feeling the pressure to develop something of a career.
�He and Xenocrates planned to start a school in Assos, which is near Lesbos. While Aristotle was in Assos, he married a young woman, Pythias.�
�I suppose Aristotle also felt it was time to take a wife?�
Uncomfortable now, the ring in his pocket pressing into his leg, Lourds squirmed in his chair. He caught Anna looking at him questioningly. He shook his head slightly, unnoticed by Layla, but not unnoticed by Captain Fitrat. The captain said nothing, but he looked appraisingly at them.
�Possibly, but their marriage only lasted ten years. She died, leaving Aristotle alone with a young daughter, named for her mother. He later married again, and he continued working at the school he founded with Xenocrates.�
�But not as the head of the academy?�
�No. Serving as second under Xenocrates, who would eventually be called to Athens when Speusippus died a few years later. But by that time, Aristotle was with Alexander. In 343 or later, depending on your resource, Philip II asked Aristotle to his court and presented Alexander to him. Alexander was thirteen, already a prime specimen of a man, tall and handsome and trained as a warrior. And in him, Aristotle must have seen his opportunity to make his mark in the world.�
�You make it sound like Aristotle groomed Alexander to take over the world.� Layla gazed contemplatively at Lourds.
�According to what Callisthenes wrote, that�s exactly what Aristotle did.�
�There�s no proof of that.�
�That was before Boris found these scrolls. Now academicians have fuel to add to that particular fire.� Lourds grinned sadly. �Boris would have been pleased to add something that would fan the flames of that particular argument.�
�Why is it an argument?�
�Some scholars say that Alexander merely wanted to see the world and the only way to truly see it was to conquer it so that he could travel safely. It also enhanced trade across the Middle East, then called Persia. Others see Alexander�s wars as a renewal of the Delian League.�
Anna was busy taking notes. �What was that?�
�The Delian League was a collection of Greek city-states, primarily under the guidance of Athens, that wanted to continue battling the Persian Empire. There was a famous battle, a win for the Greeks, and the end of the Greco-Persian Wars.�
�Okay, what were those?�
Lourds warmed to the subject. �Have you heard of the Mycenaean civilization?�
Anna frowned. �I�m thinking that doesn�t have anything to do with space aliens coming to Earth to take our water?�
Lourds laughed. �No. Mycenae was important to the Greeks because much of their Greek literature and myths, including Homer�s Iliad, were believed to have taken place there. Today, this is one of the most studied and most documented cultures of the Bronze Age. When Mycenae collapsed from disease and natural disasters and internal conflicts, many of the people might have migrated to the Middle East, then thought of as the Near East. As a result, the Greeks believed many of the inhabitants and cities of the Persian Empire were actually Greek in origin.�
�It was a land grab?�
Shaking his head, Lourds considered how best to explain. �It was more than a land grab. There was culture, history, trade routes. All of those things that would be necessary to help the Greek city-states become more powerful. Rome was beginning to flex its muscles at this time, and they had to have seen the writing on the wall. The Greek strategists knew that the war between the two cultures would be long and demanding.�
�They needed resources.�
�More than that, they needed conscripts for their armies. Someone to pick up the sword and spear and stand against encroaching armies. At the time, it was easier to conquer the Persian Empire than fight against Rome. But if the Persian Empire was conquered, if it was aiding the Greeks with resources and men, then the Delian League would be in a better position.�
�Aristotle was part of the Delian League?�
�No. The Delian League had been gone for a hundred years by that time. But the desire for the Persian Empire had not been quenched. Plato was a firm proponent of the ideals of the league, even though he was born long after the organization had officially ended. But Callisthenes believed that Aristotle saw in Alexander a chance to take back the lands that King Cyrus of the Persian Empire had taken from the Greeks.� Lourds shrugged. �As it turned out, Alexander was that chance.�
�Okay, I understand that the scrolls can be important documentation on Aristotle�s motivations and goals for taking the mentoring position � resources are important for everyone � but why would anyone be interested enough to murder to get them?�
Lourds shook his head. �I don�t know. Yet.� He bit into his naan and chewed, thinking of everything he�d read. �The one theme prevalent throughout Callisthenes�s scrolls is his insistence that Alexander had somehow won godly favors that helped him achieve all that he had done.�
�Godly?�
�Yes.�
�Do you mean that he believed the gods � the Greek gods � took part in this war?�
�I do. If you look at Greek mythology � which, by the way, is not nearly so dry as Aristotle�s discourses on dramatic theory � you will see that the Greek gods always interacted with the human world.�
�I know. I learned that in the Percy Jackson books.�
Lourds was familiar with the novels for young readers and thought they were some of the best books written for that age group. The author had managed to convey Greek history and the omnipresence of the jealous and very human Greek gods in a way that was both entertaining and informative.
�Then you know what I�m talking about?�
�You are telling me that something in the lost tomb of Alexander may be a lightning rod for the favor of the gods?�
�Not me. I don�t believe that for a moment. But some people might.�
Anna shook her head. �I do not see how anyone could believe such a thing.�
Captain Fitrat spoke up in his quiet, level voice. �Miss Cherkshan, you shelter tonight in a building that lies in a city torn apart by religious battles, where the Islam god and the Christian god are essentially the same being, but the people called to those beliefs differ in their opinions on how that god is supposed to be worshipped. People still wage wars to win the favors of God. They just fight over the one these days instead of many.�
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After dinner, her head still swirling from all the information Lourds had dangled � while still not managing to answer what it was Boris Glukov had been killed for � Anna returned to her room to work on her story. Tonight, she worked on the true story, the one about the scrolls and her role in absconding with them.
She�d promised Lourds that she wouldn�t send it in without his approval � of the release, not the words. The only reason she had agreed to that was because she wanted the whole story, not half of one.
The frustrating thing was that the half of a story she had was really exciting. It was also daunting to write. Nearly all of it was autobiographical, with her firmly in the main viewpoint. She wasn�t comfortable doing that, and most news stories weren�t written in such a fashion.
But this one necessitated it.
The honesty she was forced to employ to get the story told was draining. It was much easier to tell a story outside herself, to simply group the facts into a fashion that made reading and understanding easy for a reader.
Taking the reader along as a co-adventurer was much more difficult. She didn�t like the proximity between her and the story. In many ways, she was the story. Her pages told of her personal changes during the course of Boris Glukov�s murder and the fear she�d had as she and Lourds had escaped the killer at the dig site. The words kept the memories far too sharp to suit her. She could just read a paragraph and be right back there.
She�d made notes about Lourds�s elaboration on the scrolls but knew she�d have to do more research to fully understand what he�d been talking about. And then she was probably going to relay everything pretty much the way he had.
Unless her editor cut her word count.
That would be a pain. Just the thought was enough to depress her and take some of the joy from her writing.
She stared at the blinking cursor on the screen.
Don�t think about that. Focus on the story right now. Focus on staying alive. That should keep you interested.
She opened up her mail client and discovered she had e-mail from her editor.
Anna�
How is it going? I have not heard anything from you. You are not answering your phone.
It is hard to keep you updated when I�m running for my life, Kirill. Anna didn�t reply with that, but she wanted to. Checking her phone, she noticed she had missed seven of his calls. She had been purposely avoiding him because she was bursting to tell the real story.
When are you returning to Moscow? I am growing anxious, and the newspaper can�t afford to keep you over there for an extended period.
Right now, I�m not costing you anything. When you�re running from a killer, you learn to live cheaply. She was also thankful she had fallen in with Lourds and the ANA. If she�d had to put herself up at the moment, things would have been far too expensive.
Let me know when you can. I�m looking forward to more of your story. We have several interested readers who are writing in to make sure you are all right.
If there is anything you need, please let me know.
Kirill
Anna took pride in the mention of the readers. She was hooking people with her story. Of course, that was easy to do. CNN was still running footage of the attack, and Thomas Lourds was a public figure who had gone missing.
With her.
She smiled at that, but she didn�t forget that somewhere out there, a killer was searching for them, just waiting for her and Lourds to make a mistake.
Zoar Shar (Old City)
Inside the small apartment in a building built at the foothills of the mountains on the western side of the Old City, Linko stared at the computer screen on the small table. The FSB intelligence division had bugged Kirill Filatova�s computers at home and at the office. He was Anna Cherkshan�s editor.
Linko had not told the intelligence division why he had needed the computers hacked. He did not have to. They were employed to do the things people like him demanded they do.
Thirty minutes passed, and Anna Cherkshan made no reply.
Linko didn�t know if the woman was somewhere without access to the Internet, or if the most recent attack had driven her underground. So far, he still had not tried to intercept the young woman�s phone because he was afraid General Cherkshan would discover that.
Growing irritated at watching the unchanging screen, Linko rose from the hard chair. One of the other agents he had at his disposal quietly took his place.
The apartment was small and felt claustrophobic. It was rundown and old, not a place he wanted to be for any length of time. A sliding door opened onto a small balcony that was really nothing more than the eaves of the roof of the apartment below.
Cold air hugged the mountain, buffeting him as he stood there. He was hungry and cold and tired. He wished he could rest. He wished he could just find the professor and the woman so he could kill them and take the scrolls back to President Nevsky.
And he wished the woman wouldn�t have to die too quickly. After everything he had gone through to try to accomplish his mission, he wanted something for himself.
Safe House
�What are you going to do?�
Lourds looked at Layla as she stood at the door to his borrowed room. �I�m going to miss you.�
She smiled but looked uncomfortable. �I wish it did not have to be this way.�
�Me too.�
�At least we had earlier.�
�Yes, we did.� Lourds grinned at the memory, but that seemed only to sweeten the ache he had to be with her again.
She looked at him with concern. �You�re going back to work on those scrolls, aren�t you?�
�As long as I�m able. They�re the key to everything that�s going on. The answers have got to be there.�
For a moment, she was silent. �Not always, Thomas. Sometimes things are just what they are for no reason at all.�
Lourds frowned at her. �It�s not like you to be pessimistic.�
She shook her head. �I am sorry. I am just tired. This position takes a lot out of me.� She gave him a half-smile. �I long for the days when I had to keep foreign archeologists in line, from getting too drunk and getting into trouble in a local city, from getting into shouting matches and potential fistfights over various schools of thought regarding events that happened hundreds or thousands of years ago, and from taking chances wandering around in the middle of the night when they should be sleeping.�
�Yeah.� Clearing his throat, Lourds couldn�t help being reminded of Boris. �I miss all that too.� He paused and looked at her. �Maybe you need to take a break. Just for a few days.�
�No, I cannot. If I take time off, it only means that things are not getting done.�
�You can�t take on everything by yourself.�
�I am not. There are a lot of people helping me, but the need in my country is strong. There are many women who need protection, who need a way out of bad situations, and who need training and job opportunities. If I step away, I make the burden on each one of those people even harder.�
Lourds didn�t know what to say. He could only care for her, not tell her what to do, and not make her job any easier. In fact, being here, looking after him, was already taking her away from her duties.
�I understand.�
�How long are you going to be here?�
The question caught Lourds by surprise. �What do you mean?�
�Working on the scrolls?�
�I don�t know. Can I stay here? Will that be a problem?�
�I am sure something can be arranged. Whatever you are after, it will ultimately end up in Afghanistan hands because it is from this place.�
�Not necessarily.� Lourds wanted to be clear about that, and he felt defensive all of a sudden. �If what I�m really after is Alexander the Great�s tomb, then it depends on where it�s located.�
Layla nodded. �But the scrolls you are using to locate it are property of the country of Afghanistan. They were found here.�
�Agreed. I just need to hang on to them a little while longer.�
�Of course. But when you are finished with them, they need to be turned over to the proper authorities here so they can be placed with a museum.�
�I�ll be happy to.�
She frowned. �I�m afraid I have some more bad news, my love.�
�What?�
�I have got to get back to my job tomorrow. I hate to leave you here, but I have so much to do.�
Her announcement triggered a spark of anger and loss within Lourds. He didn�t want to be alone with his discovery. Something like this was meant to be shared.
But he nodded. �I understand. I�ll be fine. If I need to leave this place��
�No. I will not hear of it. I want you to be safe. Stay as long as you like. I will make certain your needs and those of Miss Cherkshan will be met.�
�Thank you.�
�I am also going to ask Captain Fitrat to watch over you himself.�
�He�s your bodyguard.�
�He�s one of several bodyguards, but he is the most knowledgeable, the most traveled.� She smiled. �And he knows how to cook.�
�Layla��
Reaching up, she put two fingers over his mouth. �Do not protest. You will only provoke me.�
Lourds nodded, relishing the mere touch of her skin against his.
�I am going to have enough trouble convincing Captain Fitrat that this will be his new assignment for the time being.� She glanced over her shoulder, then stood on tiptoe and kissed him quickly, passionately. She stroked his cheek with her hand. �I am sorry that Valentine�s Day was not everything you wished it would be.�
Lourds thought of the ring and of proposing, but this wasn�t how he wanted to do it. Layla deserved more than a proposal delivered at the end of a very long day filled with all kinds of emotional complexities.
�Next year, we�ll have to spend it in the United States. It would be much different.�
For just an instant, sadness showed in her eyes. Then she said good night and walked away.
Lourds watched her until she disappeared. With a sigh, he returned to the scrolls on his borrowed desk.
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Donetsk City Municipality
Donetsk Province
Ukraine
February 16, 2013
Freshly shaven and dressed in a clean uniform, General Anton Cherkshan sat in the command chair of the fighting compartment in the T-90 Main Battle Tank as it roared down the highway to the Donetsk city limits. He watched the display screens and focused on the street.
The Donetsk police and militia had set up a roadblock across the city, but it would do no good. The T-90 weighed almost forty-seven tons, could accelerate to sixty miles per hour, and stood two point twenty-two meters tall. It had been built to go through anything, and whatever it couldn�t go through, the 125mm smoothbore gun would blow holes in.
Civilian vehicles weren�t even going to slow the tank down.
The chatter from the other tank commanders echoed in Cherkshan�s earphones. He didn�t speak, and he didn�t tell them to be quiet. All of them were professional soldiers, and most of them were men he�d served with in Chechnya. They knew what they were doing, and the rules of engagement had already been defined.
The comm crackled in Cherkshan�s ear. �General, a government representative is demanding to speak to whomever is in charge. Her name is Olga Yanukovych. She is governor of the oblast.�
The Ukraine was divided up into twenty-four oblasts, regions, and that was just one of the weaknesses of the political arena the country faced. It took too long to make a decision � even one to defend the country.
�Put her through.�
�It�s done, sir.�
Cherkshan cleared his throat. �Governor Yanukovych.�
�Who is this?�
�My name is General Anton Cherkshan, and I am with the Russian Federation Military. It is my duty to inform you that as of this moment, Russia is annexing you back into the Russian state.�
�You cannot do that!� The woman sounded imperious and incredulous at the same time.
�Governor, I believe that ship has already sailed. We did not come here just to turn around. I have my orders.�
�We are going to stop you.�
�If you try, you will get hurt. As governor of this place, the best thing you can do is talk to your people and have them stand aside so we can do the job we have been assigned to do.�
The woman�s voice became more shrill. �I�m afraid that is not possible. We are not here to back down before the iron boot of a communist regime. We will stand against you. We will seek assistance from nations that harbor goodwill toward us.�
�That will be a waste of time and a waste of lives. Your country is in disarray. Your politicians steal your people blind. And still, you manage to squander or give away natural resources that can be used for the good of us all.�
�Your good, you mean.�
�You have politicians who feather their nests with what they have robbed from their own constituency.� Cherkshan covered the microphone with a hand. �Lieutenant, are you there?�
Emil Basayev answered immediately. �I am here, General.�
�You are tapped into this conversation, yes?�
�Yes.�
�Give me something on this woman that I can use.�
�She has a Swiss banking account that she has been putting money into since she�s been in office. We have tracked this money back to shell companies within the Ukraine that she is part of.�
The intelligence division had been doing research on the political figures in the Ukraine for months. Many of those people had files already open on them. One of the most publicized political cases involved Yulia Tymoshenko, who had twice served as Prime Minister of Ukraine, and who was later charged with criminal abuse of power regarding natural gas contracts that favored Russia.
Cherkshan didn�t know if those charges were valid, but he knew that Russia worked on several levels to keep the satellites as a buffer between itself and the West. The Ukraine hadn�t been able to shift over to nuclear energy as well or as quickly as they�d needed to and remained dependent on oil and gas.
�Governor Yanukovych, I have access to a certain Swiss bank account.� Cherkshan read the number he had written down on his kneeboard after Emil had given it to him. �Do you recognize that number, Madame Governor?�
The woman was quiet for a moment, then drew in a breath. �Yes.�
�Then I suggest we come to an accord in this matter. I am trying to save lives here. We are going to come through your city whether you like it or not, and you will not stand in our way. In that regard, people will later remember that you acted to save lives as well.�
�I am but one voice in this matter.�
�Then I suggest you use it. Quickly.�
�I will get back to you.�
Tense, Cherkshan leaned forward in the seat and watched the screens. In addition to the view ahead, he was also receiving satellite images of the area as well as video feed from the Su-25 Frogfoot close air support combat jets and Kamov Ka-52 Alligator attack helicopters.
Faced with all the military might of the Russian army, Cherkshan didn�t see any way the soldiers and policemen in Donetsk would choose to fight. The city would be merely a speed bump in the road on the way to Kiev.
But overconfidence could get a man killed. Cherkshan had seen many good soldiers die from simple mistakes.
Without warning, a missile fired from what appeared to be a shoulder-mounted launcher streaked across two hundred meters to smash against the turret of the lead tank. The explosion only ripped through the first tier of its three protective armor layers.
However, the attack was enough to trigger an immediate response from two of the tanks. The main guns belched smoke and delivered deadly payloads to the line of cars, sanitation vehicles, and trucks blocking the highway.
The shells ripped through the line of vehicles, sending the two that had taken direct hits spinning across the road back into the city like a child�s toys.
�Cease fire!� Cherkshan wanted to stop the chain reaction before the situation became a bloodbath.
On the screen, the citizens manning the blockade hurried back to help the wounded. Cherkshan feared several of those men would now be dead, and it bothered him because that did not have to be so.
Almost immediately, more violence broke loose inside the blockade line. Some of the citizens attacked other citizens, and everything became a jumbled mess on the street. Flames wrapped the destroyed vehicles, and black smoke drifted over the air.
�Halt the tanks.� Cherkshan knew that if the assault force kept rolling forward, they would only add to the confusion.
President Nevsky had believed that the Russian invasion would trigger such a reaction among the rebels and people who wanted to return to the Russian Federation. The Ukraine�s economy was in freefall, and there was no firm hand on the rudder. The people were scared, and they wanted someone to take care of them.
This was the new freedom of the capitalist way. No longer did Russians know how to take care of themselves.
Cherkshan hardened his heart as he watched the violence. Soon, one side or the other would be victorious. Then the armor�s approach would begin again.
Everything was going according to plan.
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Safe House
Kandahar
Kandahar Province
Afghanistan
February 16, 2013
Anna woke with a start, not knowing what had roused her till she heard her phone trill again. It lay in bed with her because she didn�t want to risk leaving it behind in case she had to leave in a hurry. She felt safe among the ANA men guarding them, but after the past few days, she had learned not to trust everything.
A text message revealed the news:
RUSSIAN MILITARY HAS INVADED UKRAINE! ARE YOU THERE? K

Cursing, Anna pushed herself to her feet. She grabbed her pants and pulled them on, then threw off the T-shirt she�d been given to sleep in and pulled on her blouse. Still barefoot, she rushed to her computer while hitting the speed dial for Kirill.
�So there you are?� The editor sounded annoyed. �I was beginning to wonder if you were still alive.�
�I have been working hard to stay that way.� Anna booted up her computer. �Tell me what is going on. I just got your text.�
�Madness, that is what is going on. Only a few minutes ago, before dawn, the Russian government sent a military expedition � at least, that�s what they�re calling it � into the Ukraine. That precipitated a flurry of violence that has swept through the country.� Kirill cursed, and she could hear him pacing through his office.
�We did not know about this?� Frustrated with the computer�s speed, Anna rushed downstairs. There was a television there with satellite hookups to Western stations and news.
�No. Not one word. Not one hint of gossip.�
�But Nevsky has talked about bringing the satellite countries back into the Federation for months.�
�As invited guests, yes. But no one suspected he would roll an invasion force into the Ukraine. And we should have had some kind of indication.�
�Because we are so well connected? Phah. Believe me, Kirill, not everyone wishes to talk to The Moscow Times. I have been turned down several times regarding different stories.�
�None of those stories were this big.�
Anna reached the downstairs area where the television was located and discovered that Captain Fitrat and several of his soldiers were watching the story unfold on CNN. The video footage showed Russian Federation tanks rolling through city streets. Several cars around them were on fire. A few people threw Molotov cocktails at the tanks, but they were quickly shot by machine gunners.
How can anyone try to stand up against those behemoths? They have to know that they are just going to die. It was like watching moths drawn to a candleflame only to retreat with singed wings. Or drop dead in the street, ripped to pieces by machine-gun fire. She stood behind the couch where Fitrat sat in stunned silence with two of his men.
Layla Teneen, already covered in a hijab and burqa, stood to one side. Her face was expressionless, but her dark eyes glinted with regret and sorrow.
There was no sign of Thomas Lourds.
�Anna.�
Anna shook herself, realizing that Kirill had been calling her name. �Yes.�
�Can you hear me?�
�Yes. I am just�this is a lot to take in.�
The television view swept to another scene. In this one, fighting had erupted onto the street. Judging from the steadiness of the picture, Anna thought the broadcast was coming from a street cam. The dateline at the bottom announced that the scene was coming from Kiev, the Ukraine�s capital and its largest metropolis.
The male anchor at the desk looked calm and composed. �The violence in Kiev broke out at the same time as the invasion began. Military experts at the Pentagon state that they believe the events spanning the Ukraine were carefully orchestrated. At present, no one knows who has ordered this to begin.�
�Are you watching CNN?�
Kirill must have heard the anchor. �Yes, Kirill. The soldiers here have access to a satellite feed.�
�Good. Keep watching.�
The anchor continued. �There is some speculation that this is the start of a coup directed by Russian President Mikhail Nevsky.�
Stock footage of the Russian president scrolled across the screen.
�But some experts believe that this kind of operation, the utilization of homegrown terrorists and separatists within the Ukraine, was the work of this man.�
Immediately, Anna saw the picture of her father fill the television monitor. He stood atop a Russian tank, and Anna was convinced the image was deliberate, a visual memory tie back to the tanks now rolling through the Ukraine.
�General Anton Cherkshan, a noted war hero in Russia and veteran of the First Chechen War, then a major strategist for the Second Chechen War only a few years later, is currently immersed in military operations within the Russian Federation. Some Pentagon officials believe Cherkshan may be the guiding force behind the Ukraine invasion.�
�He wouldn�t do that.� Anna spoke out loud and didn�t know that she had until Kirill responded.
�Your father�s presence in the Ukraine has been confirmed, Anna.�
�I talked to him only last night. He didn�t say anything about this.�
Kirill laughed bitterly. �I don�t think this is something a Russian general would discuss with his daughter.�
Anna agreed and chastised herself for feeling betrayed. Then again, she had been betrayed.
�Anna?�
�Yes, I am here, Kirill.�
�I know. And I think you should be here. Whatever Professor Lourds is doing, whatever he pursues, it pales in comparison to what is going on here in this country.�
�I agree. Let me see if I can make arrangements to come home. If so, I will be there as quickly as I can.�
�The borders are being tightened. No flights in or out of Moscow have been stopped yet, but I expect that to happen as the Ukraine tries to strike back. Be careful, Anna.�
�I will.� Anna broke the connection and stared helplessly at the television. She couldn�t believe what she was seeing or that her father was involved.
She pulled up her phone�s contact list and punched his number on speed dial. She didn�t expect him to answer, but she had to try. The connection went straight to his answering service. She hung up the phone and turned to Layla. �Excuse me.�
�Yes.�
�I need to get back to Moscow. Can you help me?�
Layla nodded. �Of course. How soon do you want to go?�
�Now.�
* * *
Lourds woke with a pillow in his face and his eyes burning from too much reading and not enough sleep. He didn�t know what time he�d gone to bed, but dawn was already breaking in the east. From the lethargic way he felt and the pounding in his head, he assumed he hadn�t been resting long.
A glance at his watch told him the time was 6:27 a.m. He couldn�t have been asleep for more than a few minutes.
Knocking sounded on the door, and he deduced that had woken him.
�Yes?�
�Thomas?� Layla called through the closed door. �I need to speak with you. Please get dressed. Anna is with me.�
�Sure.� Lourds reached for his khaki shorts and pulled them on, added a tourist T-shirt one of Captain Fitrat�s men had gotten for him, and stood. �You can come in.�
Layla entered the room, followed by Anna. Both women were already dressed.
Lourds looked at them curiously. �Big plans?�
�I must return to my job, and Anna must return to Moscow.�
Lourds frowned. Although he hadn�t liked revealing everything he knew about the scrolls to a member of the media, he�d gotten rather comfortable having Anna around. When he looked at the young woman, he saw the tension in her. �Is something wrong?�
�I am afraid I must pick up a bigger story, Professor Lourds.�
Lourds shrugged and tried to hide his disappointment. �I understand. Translating documents can be tedious and time-consuming, I�m afraid. There�s not much excitement in it until you have the translation worked out. Then, I promise you, you�ll see some real excitement.� Still, he had to admit that one person�s excitement was not necessarily another�s.
�That is not what is at issue. The bigger story is the invasion of the Ukraine by Russia.�
�Russia invaded the Ukraine? But why?�
Layla snorted in disgust. �If we are to believe the swill President Nevsky is putting forth, it is to free the Russian people who want to become citizens of the Russian Federation once more.�
At that moment, the bells rang, calling the Islamic worshippers to morning prayer. In the moment after that, the keening voices of the people lifted in the fajr, the near-dawn ritual, blasted through the streets and were joined by the voices of Captain Fitrat and his soldiers in the rooms below.
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Safe House
Kandahar
Kandahar Province
Afghanistan
February 16, 2013
Lourds stood in front of the television in the downstairs room of the safe house and watched as updates on the Ukraine Invasion � as the news services were calling it � unfolded. Video footage of several actions streamed across the screen.
In Kiev, a right-wing Blue Party leader had taken control of parliament with the help of a rebellious Ukrainian army led by Russian officers. They carried cameras of their own and filmed their progress through the building and against the security guards. They left several guards dead behind them and added to the body count a few naysayers who tried to engage the invading party in an argument.
Other contingents of the rebel army took over the radio and television stations, assuming command of the airwaves. All of them were on standby, awaiting an announcement from President Nevsky.
Tiredly, Lourds rubbed his goatee. �This doesn�t make sense. Why would Nevsky do this? Why now?�
�We knew he wanted to do something like this even before he took office.� Anna�s voice was flat, monotone, and she watched the television as if dazed. �For years, Nevsky has lobbied about bringing the deserter countries back where they belong.�
The anchor broke in the middle of his recap. �It appears President Nevsky is prepared to deliver a statement to accept responsibility for the invasion and to outline his plans for what happens next.�
The television view broke away and opened again on Nevsky standing alone at a podium that sported two Russian flags. He seemed grim and gray and precise, totally unflustered and in command.
�Greetings. I know that many of you want to know what is happening right now. More than that, you want to know why. I have come here today to tell you both of those things.�
Lourds cocked his head to one side as he focused on Nevsky. �Listen to that voiceover. That�s Nevsky providing a translation for himself.�
�The presentation is supposed to be live.� Layla pointed at the slug line along the bottom that indicated that the broadcast was live and was coming from inside the Kremlin.
�It probably is, but he made the English translation himself. Maybe he figured no one else could do it right, or he likes the sound of his own voice.�
Nevsky continued speaking. �Since the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, Russia has been lost. Our country has floundered and struggled to get by. Many thought that, by embracing capitalism and the Western ways, we would become a new nation.
�In this country, though, we�ve already had our exposure to the many working hard to support the needs of a few. The Russian people got rid of the Tsars. We worked on building together, on helping each other. In the past twenty-four years, we have forgotten that sense of togetherness.� Nevsky paused. �I am here to bring that back, comrades. I am here to save you from the confusion you have been suffering for so long.�
�Wow, he�s impressed with himself.� Lourds grinned sarcastically. �I don�t think he�s ever going to have a self-confidence issue.�
�If he were not so low-key, I would say he is arrogant.� Layla brought Lourds a cup of hot tea. He thanked her and was glad to see that she stood at his side.
�Taking back the Ukraine, bringing back those Russians who were taken from us without a chance to appeal their situations, is just the first step of my plans for reunifying Mother Russia. The Ukraine has suffered at the hands of greedy political leaders who stripped away their wealth and crippled their ability to take care of themselves only to line their own pockets.�
�Can you believe this?� Anna looked incredulous. �He is talking about the energy contracts that were signed with Russia to charge the Ukrainian people an exorbitant price. He was on the committee that forced that price on the Ukrainian people, and they bribed Ukrainian officials to accept the contract in the first place.�
Lourds was only vaguely familiar with the price gouging. The political professors at Harvard had talked about it at some length one time or another, but when Lourds thought of the Ukraine, he only thought of Neolithic cultures that lived in the Crimean Mountains and the reports he�d translated and read that had once belonged to Sargon the Great regarding the cultures in that area. The Ukraine was old and well documented by most standards. Today�s history was just a drop in a very large bucket by comparison.
Nevsky stared directly into the camera, showing no emotion. He was flat and matter-of-fact about his delivery.
�Some of my detractors say I have taken a heavy-handed approach to dealing with the Ukrainian situation.� Nevsky looked blandly into the camera. �I say this is not so. I, along with General Anton Cherkshan, took the most merciful course of action we could in dealing with this.
�Instead of sending in General Cherkshan, a noted war hero who has participated in one form or another in many battles and has not shirked at executing Russia�s enemies and terrorists who would cripple her, I could have turned off the oil and gas to that country and brought the Ukraine to her knees in winter.� Nevsky gripped the podium. �I did not want to do this.�
�So now he is doing them a favor?� Anna�s tone was one of scathing disbelief.
�Well, he�s not bashful, is he?� Lourds sipped his tea.
�I did not know such violence would break out in the Ukraine, but it goes to show you how dire the situation is there and how much the people wish to return to a government that is stable and has a clear vision for the future. Here in Russia, we have those things. We know what it takes to be great. We will build on that.
�We remain a space-based superpower, comrades. We have managed to hang on to our space program in spite of everything the Americans and NASA have done. We will follow through on those dreams of continued exploration in near space.
�We have untapped resources that we are now able to get to. We are gifted in emerging technologies and sciences. Even now, we are building housing units where scientists � your sons and daughters � may live together and work together to make Russia even greater.
�For the first time in many years, Mother Russia has vision, and her children have hope.�
The television camera in the Kremlin cut to a crowd standing outside on the street. Most of those people were cheering and waving. Then the camera cut back to Nevsky.
He placed his hand over his chest. �It does my heart good to see things like this, comrades. I knew we could overcome whatever obstacles lay in our path. I knew we would be successful, but I did not know I would be bringing you news of such great successes already.
�General Cherkshan is on his way to Kiev, where he will help empower leaders sympathetic to the Russian Federation to bring our people back to us. We will stand together.� Nevsky grew a little more impassioned. �We will return to greatness and be able to take care of ourselves and our families.�
The television broadcast went dark, then was picked up again immediately in the CNN newsroom.
Lourds turned to Anna. �I can see why you need to get home. There are going to be a lot of stories there to tell.�
�Yes.� Anna hesitated. �I feel guilty leaving you like this, after we have come this far.�
�You shouldn�t.�
�When you figure out the code that holds Callisthenes�s secrets, will you call me? I would still like to be part of that story.�
�Of course. I promised you an exclusive.� Lourds smiled at her.
Anna stepped up to hug him, planting a kiss on his cheek. �Thank you for everything you�ve done.�
�You�re welcome, but I believe it was more of a team effort.�
She stepped away. �Layla is going to give me a ride to the airport. She thinks she can get me a flight out of Kabul to Moscow today.�
�Be safe, Anna.�
�You too, Professor Lourds.� She ducked back in to whisper. �And you must let me know when you find the right time to deliver that ring.�
Lourds grinned ruefully. �It�s kind of hard to do, what with running from assassins and watching countries getting taken over.�
�I trust you to find the perfect moment.�
�At least one of us trusts me for that.�
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Kabul Serena Hotel
Kabul, Afghanistan
February 18, 2013
As it turned out, Layla couldn�t arrange a flight to Moscow immediately, but she put Anna up in the Kabul Serena Hotel until a flight could be booked. By the second day of being cooped up in the hotel, even with all the diversions that came with her comped package � and the fact that the hotel room wasn�t in her name � Anna thought she was going crazy.
She worked on stories during the day, using the phone lines to contact people and sources in Moscow as well as in Kiev and other parts of the Ukraine. She hadn�t gotten a true picture of the situation in either country, but the Russian people were apparently happy with their �regrowth,� and many Ukrainians seemed relieved that they were part of the Russian Federation once more.
�I feel confident that, once President Nevsky implements his plans for the federation, we will prosper and grow.� The speaker on television was an old man with a weathered face who was missing several teeth. Despite that, he had a genuine smile and didn�t try to hide his lack. �I will work hard under this Reunification. President Nevsky will see that he has made a wise investment in the Ukraine.�
�I am going to be sick.� Even though no one else was in the hotel room, Anna couldn�t keep her feelings to herself. She wanted to throw something through the screen.
But it had all been like that recently. Most of the people interviewed by the Ukraine media had nothing but glowing things to say about the Russians being there. The outside world called the military movement an invasion and now an occupation, but the people on the Ukraine channels � and in the newspapers � referred to the tanks and troops as the Reunification Effort.
Anna was convinced that Nevsky had branded that as well.
There were some in the Ukraine who spoke out against Nevsky, but those were few and far between. Some of the detractors had �disappeared,� and, so far, their bodies hadn�t been found. It was a very sobering thing.
Many of the Ukrainians whom Anna had tried to speak to refused to be interviewed or they wanted to speak out without revealing themselves. Getting the truth of the story from people on the ground was difficult.
Still, she persevered.
Her phone rang on the desk where she was charging it. She expected it to be Kirill. Instead, her father�s face was there.
She answered, and her heart thudded in her chest. Despite the fact that she didn�t like what he was doing, she didn�t want him to be harmed. Since the first day of the invasion � the term she was determined to use, not reunification � she�d been concerned about him. Her father appeared in many public places, becoming very prominent.
All it will take is one determined sniper. Or even a common citizen who can get close enough to him.
She had suffered through several nightmares since that first day and had not enjoyed a good night�s sleep since. Instead, she had subsisted on tea and toast, and she had researched and watched the news, and she had written story after story lambasting President Nevsky.
�Father.�
�Good evening, Anna.� He sounded tired, his voice gravelly the way it sometimes got when he had been too long without sleeping.
�You have not been resting.�
Her father chuckled. �These are not restful times.�
�Much of that seems to be your fault.�
He sighed. �Are we going to have an argument?�
Anna briefly considered that, thinking that an argument might very well be the thing she needed to relax. She had not even realized it was evening. Now, as she looked out her door and saw the dark skies hanging over the city, she realized she had lost all track of time.
�No. I don�t want to argue.�
�Neither do I. These past few days, I have had my fill of it.�
�Do you truly believe in what Nevsky is saying, Father? That this move is merely to reunify Russia and not to force those countries back under Russian control?�
Her father hesitated for a moment. �Am I talking to my daughter, or am I talking to the writer for The Moscow Times?�
�Does it matter?�
�My answer would not be changed, but I do not wish to be quoted in a newspaper. I have had enough of that too. Even as little as I talk, so many reporters willingly take what I say out of context and use it to their own ends.�
�All you talk about is how good the Reunification is.�
He didn�t reply.
�You are talking to me, Father.� Anna sighed. �Not a reporter.�
�Good. I had hoped to talk to my daughter.� He sounded more jubilant, and that made her feel good. �You are still safe?�
�I am. Currently I am stranded in Kabul.�
�The American has gone to Kabul now?�
�No. I have gone to Kabul. I am trying to get home. Flights into and out of Moscow are very limited.�
�Ah.� Her father suddenly sounded relieved. �You have decided not to pursue the American�s story?�
�At the moment, he appears stymied. And Russia is the story now.�
�The things you have been writing about President Nevsky are very harsh.�
�I made an agreement with you. You would not be talking to a reporter. I do not wish to be talking to an editor. Or worse, a censor.�
�I am speaking as your father.�
�Then, speaking as your daughter � and respectfully, at that � I must disagree with your assessment of my view on your president.�
�He is your president too.�
�Not when he does things I disagree with.�
Her father growled, but she ignored him. He took a breath. �Perhaps we should find something else to talk about.�
�Of course.� She adopted a mocking tone of voice. �How was your day?�
Unexpectedly, her father laughed. It was deep and throaty, and it took her back to when she had been a girl and he had come home from the wars to read to her. During those times, her mother had said, her father needed to laugh, and she was the only one who could make that grim soldier step outside of the horrors he had seen to become just a man again.
�I concede the point, Anna. Perhaps, at this time, there is not much I can talk to you about. But I am very glad that you are all right.�
�I worry about you, Father.�
�You need not do that. I am invincible.�
He said that like one of the Russian characters in the Pierce Brosnan James Bond film, Goldeneye.
�I still worry.�
Some of his levity left him. �Have you seen anything more of the man who pursued you?�
�No.�
�That is good. Perhaps it was only your imagination.�
�Or he�s out killing someone else.�
Her father growled again.
�I know you have been busy, but did you have a chance to look for the man whose picture I sent?�
�I did. I did not find him.�
�That is a surprise, because I felt certain he was Russian and military.�
�Can you tell me anything further of your adventures with Professor Lourds? The only things I have seen in The Moscow Times written by you have been articles bashing that president of Russia fellow.�
Anna thought about that. �Can I swear you to secrecy?�
�Of course. I am your father. And I have the most top secret clearance a man in our country can get.�
�Before Boris Glukov was murdered by this mysterious man, he found some scrolls in the tomb of a former Greek scribe named Callisthenes.� Anna was happy to find something she could talk about with her father. She was hungry for conversation with him. Especially if it wasn�t loaded with mutual castigation. And she knew telling him the story was harmless. He had no one to tell who would even care about the tomb of Alexander the Great.
She told her father much of the story as Lourds had revealed it, telling him, too, that even if the tomb were not found, the scrolls alone were an impressive find.
Finally, though, she heard her father growing more tired. She realized then that he had needed someone to talk to who wasn�t overly invested in what he was doing. He wasn�t able to talk to her mother that way because her mother would worry about her father. Katrina Cherkshan lived for her family.
�I should let you go. Conquering countries makes you tired. You are obviously not as young as you used to be.�
�And you are not so respectful.�
�You taught me to question and to be independent, Father. What I am is more your fault than anyone else�s.�
�I taught your brother the same things, and he�s turned out fine.�
�I am not my brother.�
�No, you are not. But since your father is also a very important general in the Russian Federation, I am granted special privileges, which I now share with you.�
�What do you mean?�
�You remember Lieutenant Emil Basayev?�
�Of course. He has a very nice smile.� Saying that made her think of the assassin�s smile.
�You should remember that when he comes for you.�
�He is coming for me?�
�Yes. On a Russian military jet. He will also bring you back to Moscow now that you are ready.�
�You can do that?�
�Of course. What fun is it to be the general if you do not sometimes flagrantly flaunt your authority?�
Anna laughed at him, and he was once more the father she adored, the one who read to her from fairy tales and made her believe in princes. �I look forward to seeing him, then.�
�Let me know where you are staying.�
For just a moment, Anna hesitated. When she realized what she had done, she hated herself for it. He was her father. He was taking care of her. �The Kabul Serena Hotel.� She told him the room. �But I can meet Emil at the airport.�
�No. He has instructions to pick you up in a car. And to take you out someplace nice to eat if you would like.�
�A date?� She couldn�t resist teasing him.
�No. It is not a date. If it had been a date, I would have threatened him.�
She laughed at that and felt some of the tension melt away. But she only had to glance at the muted television to realize that once she was back in Moscow, it would all come rushing back.
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�Good morning, Professor Lourds.� Just like yesterday, Captain Fitrat brought in a tray containing breakfast for Lourds and him. �Have you been up all night, or have you been to bed? I can never tell with you.�
Lourds leaned back from the desk, his shoulders slumping against the chair. He felt tired and drained, and his body ached from sitting for hours on end. Being still for long stretches while his body craved movement was the hardest part of being consumed by work. But when he got on a roll like this, when the ideas were flowing and some of the language he was working on was starting to unravel itself and reveal its mysteries, he couldn�t stop.
�You know, I could fix my own breakfast, Captain.�
Fitrat shrugged and set the tray on a corner of the desk that Lourds raked free of papers. �Your time is better spent working on this translation.�
�And your time would be better spent watching over Layla.�
�Yes, it would be. However, she gave me strict orders to watch over you, so I am.� Fitrat pulled over the same chair he had brought up yesterday. �I trust I am not intruding if I eat with you.�
�Not at all. I�m happy to have someone to talk to.� Lourds went to the bathroom, washed up, and returned.
In that time, Fitrat had spread out the morning�s feast. There were boiled eggs, sweet cakes, rice with meat, and fresh melon and a selection of berries. There was also a pitcher of strong qaimaaq chai, green tea seasoned with cardamom seeds.
�Everything is good?� Fitrat looked at Lourds.
�Everything is fantastic. Does your wife cook?�
Fitrat looked embarrassed and shrugged. �When I am not home, of course.�
Lourds took a boiled egg and salted it. �What about when you are at home?�
�Sometimes. If she wants to make something special. I prefer to cook. It gives me time to spend with the children, and I have time to teach them something important.�
�Something important?�
Fitrat poured tea. �A man should teach his children things, yes?�
Lourds nodded, bit into his boiled egg, and started chewing.
�Normally, a man teaches his son, and maybe his daughter, about the job that he does.� Fitrat gave a small smile devoid of humor. �My job is killing people, and to keep other people from killing people. A necessary thing, but not one I would want to teach my children.�
�Yes, but I thought you enjoyed your job.�
Fitrat paused to sip his tea and think. �I see the need for my job. I have an aptitude for this kind of work. So I learned to be very good at it.�
�But you don�t enjoy it?�
�I save lives. I like saving lives. That part I enjoy very much.�
�From what Layla told me, your parents wanted you to be a doctor. You could have saved lives doing that.�
�Perhaps. But I have discovered I have another side. One that enjoys chasing bad people.� Fitrat grimaced. �Sometimes, when I was younger and thought more about such things, I wondered if perhaps something was wrong with me. That in some ways I was a bad person.�
�I don�t see that.� Lourds spooned up the rice and spicy meat, which was delicious. �I think what you�re experiencing is a sense of competition. Man against man.�
�I have come to this conclusion as well. It is this competition that draws me so fiercely. I enjoy winning.�
�That�s part of the warrior spirit. It�s why we insist on playing games against each other. Baseball. Football. Soccer.�
�Layla mentioned that you were a soccer player.�
�I enjoy the game very much.�
�Plus, it gets you out of work so you can come back to it refreshed.�
�That, too.�
Fitrat nodded toward the scrolls. �How are you coming with them?�
�The translation is taking shape slowly. The final scroll is written in code, as I said, and it�s very complicated. Almost every paragraph has got some new twist to it that requires further refinement.� Lourds picked up his notepad. �Callisthenes says that Aristotle felt his young prot�g� was marked for greatness as soon as he laid eyes on him. So Aristotle set out to make him the best student he could be.�
Fitrat broke a piece of flat bread and took a bite.
�But early in their relationship, Aristotle took Alexander to Delos in Greece.�
�You said a few nights ago that Delos was one of the most important sites in the Greek islands because so much of the Greek history and mythology took place there.�
Lourds nodded. �Exactly. According to Callisthenes, Aristotle took Alexander there when he was sixteen to get a better accounting of him as a man.�
�What does that mean?�
Lourds shrugged. �The scroll isn�t clear about that, but I get the sense that Aristotle wanted to make sure Alexander cherished the Greek ways. According to Callisthenes, Aristotle felt that Alexander was too inured to Greek life and was starting to look for something new. Remember, Alexander was Macedonian by birth. He�d adopted the Greek ways, too, looking to enrich his life.�
�That would explain why Alexander was so taken with Persian customs.�
�In the other scrolls I read, Callisthenes pulls apart from Alexander over that very trait of embracing the Persian culture. He felt that Alexander should remain a true Greek. He didn�t.�
�I took the liberty of looking up Callisthenes.�
Lourds was pleasantly surprised. �So what did you find?�
�That he was supposed to have died five years before Alexander. And that Alexander himself might have ordered the execution of Callisthenes or caused him to be locked up where he died of sickness or torture.�
�Yes, but history also holds that Callisthenes wrote the history of Alexander from beginning to end. We don�t know if there was more than one historical scribe named Callisthenes who worked with Alexander, or if later historians simply attributed their works to Callisthenes so the whole body of records would remain intact. That secret may have died when the Library of Alexandria burned to the ground. What we do know is that Callisthenes � whoever he, or they, were � is accepted as the official scribe of Alexander the Great. In fact, many of Callisthenes�s works were later translated into what became known as the Alexander Romance. Some of them by Callisthenes himself.�
Fitrat nodded. �I read about that too. Those were supposed to be fictions written about Alexander.�
�Exactly. And some of those stories ended up scattered throughout literature as well as religious documents.�
�Like the Koran.�
�Yes. The story of Dhul-Qarnayn, The Two-Horned One.�
Fitrat shook his head. �Dhul-Qarnayn lived. He was a prophet, and he was known to Alexander. Dhul-Qarnayn ordered the wall built that kept Gog and Magog from the people he met on his trip to the East.�
Lourds decided not to go into the possibility that Cyrus the Great was also the source for Dhul-Qarnayn. That was a different matter anyway. He had his hands full trying to figure out where Alexander�s tomb lay. �Getting back to Callisthenes�s story about Aristotle taking Alexander to Delos, Callisthenes � whichever one it turned out to be, and the one usually attributed to keep the records at that time was Aristotle�s nephew � claimed Aristotle walked his young charge across the island and extolled upon him the virtues of the Greek culture.�
�All to brainwash Alexander?�
�According to what I�ve deciphered, that wasn�t all. You didn�t happen to look up Delos, did you?�
Fitrat shook his head and picked up another boiled egg.
�That�s fine. I�ll tell you about it when we get there.�
Surprise lifted Fitrat�s brows. �We�re leaving the safe house?�
�Yes.� Lourds glanced irritably at the scrolls. �Whatever merry little chase this scroll is leading us on, it points to that place. That�s where the Delian League met, and that�s where we will find some of the answers we seek.�
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Anna met Emil Basayev in the hotel lobby.
He was six feet tall and looked clean and professional in khaki trousers and a pullover that he left untucked. His blond hair was neatly combed, and he had soft brown eyes.
He smiled when he saw her coming over to him. �Anna. You look lovely.�
Anna didn�t feel lovely. She felt tired and worn out. But she returned his smile and accompanied him as he led the way out of the building. A car waited just outside. He opened the door for her, and she got in while he put her bag in the trunk. She slid across the seat, and he followed her in.
�A military flight?�
Emil nodded and grinned. �The general�s idea.�
�I had expected to see you in uniform.�
�You will when we return to the airport. And I have one for you as well. I thought it best to leave the uniform since you were being pursued. A Russian uniform would have marked you for anyone to see. The general wanted me to get you back home with as little fuss as possible.�
The driver got the car underway, pulling smoothly into traffic.
�How did you cross paths with Sergay Linko? Your message to me did not say.�
The question puzzled Anna. �Who?�
�Colonel Sergay Linko of the FSB.�
�I do not know this man.�
�Of course you do. You sent me his picture.�
Understanding dawned on Anna, and she felt slightly sickened. �You identified the man.�
�Yes. Sergay Linko.� Emil frowned in disapproval. �He is a ghost in the FSB. A story agents tell to scare young agents. And other people as well, actually. It is said that if you betray the trust of Russia, the president, or the FSB, Linko is the man who will be sent for you. And once he finds you � and he will � you will never be heard from again.�
Anna searched her memories of all the stories she had done for The Moscow Times. She didn�t think she had ever encountered the man�s name before.
�You act as if you have never heard the name.�
�I have not. You did not get back to me, so I thought you had not identified him. I suppose you just now have?�
�No.� Emil looked confused. �I identified him that night. The general asked me to.�
�My father?�
�Yes. Once I was able to use his security level, doors were opened to me � and files � that I might not have been able to get otherwise.�
�And you identified Linko.�
�I did.�
�Why did you not call me?�
�The general said that he would take care of it.� Emil shifted uncomfortably on the seat. �Did he not do this?�
�No.�
Emil sighed. �He must have become busy.�
No, Anna thought. He lied to me. A killer is after me, and he lied to me. Why? She wanted to scream, but instead she made herself breathe, and all she said in reply was, �Invading the Ukraine was a very taxing process.�
�Yes. One that not every Russian is in agreement with. Many feel that President Nevsky has overstepped his bounds in this matter.� Emil paused. �And it is sad to say that I have never breathed a word of this inside Russia. Nevsky is everywhere. I am afraid that if I even think these things too loudly, I will be sent to a Siberian gulag.�
He smiled to let her see that he was only joking, but Anna, making an effort to pull her thoughts away from her father�s betrayal, got the sense that he was afraid. She did not blame him. She was afraid as well.
�Now that Nevsky has the Ukraine, where is he going next with his grand reunification?�
�I do not know if there are any further plans, but everyone I have been around � though I have posed no questions myself � seems to believe that something else is coming.�
�What would you take after the Ukraine?�
Emil shook his head. �I would never have taken the Ukraine.�
Anna smiled coldly at him. �You would not have freed the true Russian people trapped there, miserable and jobless and robbed blind by their capitalist government?�
�No.�
�I am glad.� Anna patted his hand, and he smiled. �What are your orders?�
�Pardon?�
�What did the general say to do with me?� Anna refused to think of the man as her father at the moment.
�Only to get you home.�
�Good. We will start with that.� But plans were already taking shape in Anna�s mind. There were too many things she did not know, and it was time that she knew them.
Zoar Shar (Old City)
Kandahar Province
Afghanistan
February 19, 2013
Linko stood on the street corner and talked to the informants he�d cultivated over the past few days. He knew the ANA was hiding Thomas Lourds, but they couldn�t make him disappear completely.
No matter how hard military or police units tried to remain discreet within a city, there were people around who knew things and who would exchange their knowledge for money. The CIA, the SVR, all the intelligence agencies used these people.
Linko had used them as well, spreading money and paying for information. Twice he had killed men who had tried to lie to him, just to send a message to the others who were bringing him stories of the ANA and of Americans within the city. As it turned out, there were several CIA operatives on the ground in Kandahar. All of them were seeking Taliban terrorists.
That made the city a target-rich environment and Linko�s job more difficult. He had already found five CIA operations and managed to get away before any of them discovered him. He had been busy, but the American professor continued to elude him.
As it turned out, only one of the two men had told him lies. The man he was talking to now gave the same story that the other one did. Except this new informant had identified Anna Cherkshan from the six-pack of photos Linko had prepared. He had also prepared photos of Thomas Lourds and Layla Teneen, who had since returned to work but had not ventured back to wherever the American was in hiding.
He had the Teneen woman tailed constantly and had even entertained thoughts of kidnapping her and forcing Lourds to come to him, but she was kept under heavy guard by the ANA, and such a move would have been costly. And he could not have guaranteed the results. If she was accidentally killed, Thomas Lourds would only go more deeply into hiding.
But this latest information sounded promising.
�I promise you, sir, this is the woman I saw leave this building three days ago.� The old man held up three fingers as a visual aid in case Linko didn�t understand his broken English. He pointed to the picture of Anna Cherkshan again. �It was this woman.�
The photo was a good one. Linko had cropped it from The Moscow Times.
�You say she left three days ago?� Linko was curious. None of his contacts in Moscow had said anything of the young woman�s arrival there. But Russia was in turmoil at the moment, and security was tight.
�Yes. Three days.�
�Where is this building?� Linko took out a street map. This copy had no marks on it, nothing to let potential information dealers who would lie know their lies were going to be easily caught if they repeated falsehoods or duplicated things Linko already knew.
�It is here.� The old man pointed to a neighborhood that had not been investigated yet.
Linko knelt and opened his backpack. He took out a tablet PC and brought up Google Earth over the satellite receiver he plugged into the device. Working quickly, he entered the location of the neighborhood and zoomed in.
The picture was probably months old, but in all likelihood, not much had changed. Many of the buildings were damaged or destroyed, obvious victims of Taliban rockets and explosives. Or maybe it had been the American forces saving the Afghanistan people from the terrorists.
�You are sure?�
The old man nodded and held up his fingers again. �Three days ago. If I knew you were looking for woman before, I would have found you sooner.�
Linko was frustrated over the slowness of communication when it had to be done by word of mouth. If he could have taken out a television ad or posted the American professor�s photograph on the Internet, he would probably have located his target within minutes.
As it was, he�d lost valuable time.
�Why would she be in this building?�
The old man shrugged. �She is foreign. I do not know these things.�
Linko barely restrained himself from backhanding the old man. �Who lives in these buildings?�
�No one, sir. These buildings are used by the American soldiers and the ANA.�
�What do they use the buildings for?�
Shaking his head, the old man shrugged again. �They run through the alleys and the buildings with their guns. They shout, and they discourage anyone from going there.�
Linko smiled. The area must be a training area or a holding facility of some kind. He was confident he had them now.
�Sir?�
He looked at the old man. �What?�
�Do I get paid now?�
Linko stuffed money into the man�s hand, gathered his things, and walked around the corner to his vehicle. It was time to call in the troops.
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�Put these on too.� Fitrat handed Lourds a Kevlar helmet and flack jacket similar to the ones he and his men wore.
Lourds slipped them on, hating the way the helmet strap pulled at his goatee. It also made his head feel heavy. He wore ANA fatigues like the rest of the group.
�And give me your backpack.� Fitrat grabbed it from Lourds�s hand and handed it off to another soldier.
�Be careful with that,� Lourds said. �The scrolls are in there. All my work.�
�I�ll keep it safe, sir,� the soldier said.
Lourds felt the rumble of the approaching vehicles outside in the alley before he heard them. Two of them flashed by the window, barely seen through the sliver of light under the curtain, before the third one rocked to a stop directly outside.
�All right.� Fitrat�s voice held the sharp crack of command. �Move out.�
Four men dashed through the door with their rifles close to their chests. Two went left and two went right.
�Now you.� Fisting Lourds�s shirt, Fitrat pulled him through the door with him. Still maintaining his hold, almost tripping Lourds on occasion, Fitrat propelled him toward the SUV waiting just outside the door.
Before Lourds could reach for the door, Fitrat spun him around and flattened him against the SUV hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs.
�Look out for the rooftops!� Fitrat brought his assault rifle up, and the alley was suddenly filled with the thunder of exploding rounds.
* * *
Atop the building at the end of the alley sixty meters from the doorway where the ANA had burst out of the building, Linko watched the line of black SUVs fill the alley and cursed the ill luck that seemed to plague him. He was certain his team had tripped no alarm. They were moving too fast for the ANA to have called for the vehicles to be ready on time.
Then he realized it wasn�t ill luck he was having, it was good. He�d gotten to the safe house just before the ANA had abandoned it. If they�d arrived a few minutes later, they would have found nothing but the empty warehouse. And maybe a few nasty surprises waiting for them that would have blown up in their faces. That was how he would have handled the situation.
He studied the men as they ran from the warehouse in two-by-two blocks. Standard movement and they executed it well. The soldiers set up at either end of the alley just as two more ran outside.
Linko swept his gaze over the men, searching for the American professor�s telltale hat, but it wasn�t visible. He waited.
Then one of the men shouted a warning to the others, and Linko knew one of his team on the rooftops had been seen. The ANA soldiers started firing, and bullets ripped through the eaves. He didn�t have to tell the mercenary forces he�d hired to return fire. The men did so automatically. Living constantly in the battlefield did that to men: when they were fired upon, or even when they knew they were about to be fired upon, they started firing. It was a survival skill.
Linko held his own fire as bullets danced around him. He wanted Lourds.
More men rushed out into the alley, and the rifle fire became a barrage and a wave of noise that deafened him and drowned out the city sounds around them.
Desperate as the men started to load into the vehicles, Linko searched for Lourds. Something was wrong. All the men were dressed the same. Whoever was heading up this operation had been clever. But the man would not have allowed himself to get far from the man he was supposed to protect. Linko scanned again, looking for two men moving together, not independently as the other ANA soldiers were doing.
There. He saw one man holding another by the shirtfront, opening the door of the SUV directly in front of the doorway. Then Linko spotted another man wearing the professor�s backpack over one shoulder.
Linko took aim through the scope and squeezed the trigger while aiming at the man�s neck, thinking that if he could drop Lourds and recover whatever the professor had recovered from the tomb, then he could return to Moscow and receive his promotion.
The bullet tore through the man�s throat and stabbed down into his chest. He crumpled without a sound, folding into a pile there in the alley.
* * *
Lourds was half inside the SUV when he saw the man with his backpack go down over Fitrat�s shoulder. �No!� Fueled by adrenaline not only from fear for his life, but also fear that he would lose the scrolls, Lourds took Fitrat by surprise and managed to lever the captain off him. He dove for the man and the backpack.
Lourds dashed to the man�s side and tried to lift him from the ground, thinking that if they could get him inside the SUV then they could give him medical attention. The man was dead weight in his arms, much harder to move than Lourds had believed.
Fitrat stepped up beside him, and Lourds realized that some of the heavy fire they�d been taking had slacked off as the ANA soldiers found their targets and provided cover fire.
At the end of the alley, a man in street clothes and carrying an AK-47 thudded to the ground. Bloody from his injuries, the man slowly rose. More bullets struck him, and he stumbled out into the street. He stepped in front of a car that tried to swerve away but only succeeded in striking him a glancing blow before crashing into another car in the opposing lane. The street became blocked as cars put on their brakes, stopping traffic ahead of the ANA convoy almost at once.
Fitrat yanked the dead man from Lourds�s arms. �He�s dead, Professor. There is nothing you can do for him.� The soldier�s body fell to the ground, and the captain rolled him over to get the backpack.
Lourds started to say something about the callous way Fitrat treated the dead soldier, then he noticed the hesitation the captain showed at taking the backpack. Pain showed on Fitrat�s face, and Lourds knew the captain blamed himself for the death.
�Let me.� Lourds stepped in and took the backpack. Holding it to his chest, he and the captain ran for all they were worth, reaching the SUV just as the enemy fire picked up steam again. Bullets flattened against the bulletproof windows and left spiderwebs of cracks running through the glass.
Lourds dove into the vehicle. Fitrat slid into the seat next to him and shouted to the driver, �Go. Tell them to get underway. Now!�
The driver did as he was ordered, and the first two vehicles raced forward.
Lourds turned to Fitrat. �The street is blocked. Didn�t you see?�
�Then it will become unblocked.�
Ahead of them, through the windshield, Lourds watched as the lead SUV ran over the dead man in the street and collided with a car that had stopped in the middle of the road. Still powering forward, the lead SUV shoved the other car into the oncoming lane of traffic. Horns blared and brakes shrilled, but that barely penetrated the hail of gunfire chasing them through the alley.
Just as their own SUV was about to pull onto the street, the side mirror on the passenger side exploded into fragments and blew away.
Lourds held on to the safety strap as they careened through the maze of wrecked and stalled cars. Some of the drivers had gotten out of their vehicles, presumably to see if they could help. When they recognized the sound of gunfire and saw the black SUVs nimbly darting through the traffic jam, they headed back for the relative safety of their vehicles.
Anxious, Lourds looked out the back windshield and saw Fitrat doing the same thing.
�Do you think that�s it?�
Fitrat shook his head. �If it is, then we are up against a less determined force than I�d thought. If I had done this, I would have a backup plan in play, a pursuit team standing by to track anyone who got away.� He paused. �Of course, if I had done this thing, no one would have gotten out of that alley. But bad things happen even to the best of plans. I think, perhaps, we just got incredibly lucky.�
Lourds nodded in agreement.
�One thing I would like to know, Professor. I would very much like to know who is chasing you.�
Lourds shook his head. �I wish I knew. It might give me some insight on these scrolls.�
�Whoever it is wants those scrolls very badly.�
* * *
When he saw Lourds get back into the waiting SUV with the backpack in his hand, Linko calmed himself. There were five identical black SUVs in the alley. He had already tried shooting the tires, but they were equipped with run-flats, tires designed with support rings attached to the wheels that allowed them to keep driving even after the loss of air pressure.
If he could not stop the SUVs here, he needed a way to mark the vehicle Lourds was in. He put the rifle scope on the passenger side mirror, led it slightly because the SUV was already in motion, then squeezed the trigger until he saw the mirror blow to pieces.
Satisfied, Linko pushed up and ran to the fire escape at the rear of the building. He went down quickly, mentally reviewing the various ways out of Kandahar. If fortune favored him, he could catch the convoy before they escaped the neighborhood streets or could call for backup.
�Achmed.� Linko spoke over the headset receiver that connected him by cell phone to the chase team.
�Yes.�
�You see the SUVs?�
�Yes.�
Linko reached the ground and raced to the car he had parked across the street in the alley there. �Find the one with the missing passenger side mirror. That is the one that we want.�
�All right.�
�Which way are they headed?�
�South. They had to escape the traffic jam.�
�They will probably turn back toward the highway to Kabul. Stay with them.�
�I will.�
Linko flung himself into his vehicle and started the engine. As he roared out into the street, he ran over two young men passing by on bicycles, leaving them bleeding and broken on the pavement behind him.
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Lourds sat quiet and tense in his seat as the SUV sped through the crowded streets. The driver applied his horn liberally, causing slower traffic to pull over. Occasionally, when there was room enough and no one was in the oncoming lane, he wound through traffic, following the lead of the other two vehicles.
Calmly, as if carved from stone, Captain Fitrat sat in the other seat. He watched the traffic intensely. �Keep your eyes on the side streets as well. Look at the intersections. See if you notice any speeding cars matching our direction. We are moving very fast. They will have to reveal themselves if they are there. They cannot hide.�
�I suppose you do this kind of thing all the time.�
Fitrat ran his hands over his rifle without looking. He had already changed the partially spent magazine for a fresh one. �Many times.�
�No wonder you enjoy cooking.�
�Cooking is relaxing. This�not so much.� He turned briefly and looked at Lourds. �But it is exciting.�
�I�m not sure that�s the word I would use, Captain.�
Fitrat grinned. �I think it is, Professor. After all, you could end this at any time. Simply leave the scrolls and walk away, and your part in this would be over.�
�I couldn�t do that.�
�Exactly, Professor.�
�Whoever did this killed my friend. I can�t just walk away.� Lourds looked at Fitrat and nodded at the assault rifle in his lap. �You have your tools. I have mine. When I decipher this final scroll, everything these people have been working for � whatever it is � will be beyond their reach.�
�Good.� Fitrat nodded approvingly. �I am glad Layla chose you to be her friend. She needs a strong man in her life. With all the work she does, I did not ever think she would allow herself the distraction of someone in her life.�
�I�m very fortunate.�
�I have learned that is a very good thing to remember when you�re dealing with any woman.�
* * *
Linko sped through the city with both hands on the wheel. An Uzi machine pistol rested between his thighs. He stared hard at the streets, picking his openings carefully then blazing through. Bicyclists didn�t count. Those he didn�t avoid. He went straight at them, giving the hapless riders the choice of getting out of the way or getting run over. Most chose to move, but Linko had left a lot of ruined bicycles, and more than a few dead and dying people, in his wake.
Achmed spoke in Linko�s ear over the headset. �I can see our target.�
�Where is he?�
�Over on the next street.�
Linko pinned the accelerator to the floor and sped through the next intersection, momentarily crossing bumpers with a delivery van, then dodging past a car just emerging from an alley.
Once on the next street, he reached for the tablet PC on the passenger seat. All of the pursuit vehicles he�d hired were equipped with trackers. The GPS software kept him up to date on where everyone was.
Achmed�s car was designated 3. It was currently three blocks ahead of him. The SUVs were staying on a straight course.
Linko looked up just in time to drive up onto the sidewalk, avoiding a collision with a car that was stopped ahead of him with mechanical problems. With a curse, he yanked the wheel hard left. The sedan skidded for a moment, then he muscled his way back onto the street by shoving over another decrepit sedan that promptly went out of control and plowed into a storefront.
�I am almost there. Everyone converge on Achmed. We will get ahead of the convoy and cut them off. We need to take out the lead vehicle.� Most of the mercenaries working with him already knew that. Their experience was why he had hired them in the first place.
He flew through the next intersection and spotted Achmed�s sedan ahead of him. At the same time, though, he spotted the first of the Afghan National Army attack helicopters swooping in from the west, from out of the afternoon sun. Two others followed.
�Achmed.� Linko stepped on the brakes, knowing the pilots would be looking for vehicles driving much too fast for the circumstances, because that�s what he would have ordered. He and his men had just gone from pursuers to the pursued.
Before Achmed could respond, the lead helicopter opened fire with a heavy-caliber machine gun. The bullets punched through metal and glass, causing Achmed�s sedan to shiver and shake under the impacts, and Linko knew every man in the vehicle was dead.
Freed from the hand of the driver, the car careened out of control, hit the corner of a building, then flipped several times before ending upside down and spinning like a turtle in the middle of the street.
Cursing, Linko watched another helicopter coming straight for him. A line of bullets dug craters in the old street as they zipped toward his vehicle. Hand over hand, Linko pulled the steering wheel hard right. The tires flirted with losing traction but somehow held on enough to help him guide the car into the nearest alley. Bullets thumped into the rear of Linko�s vehicle, and he hoped the gas tank wouldn�t explode.
The helicopter blurred by overhead, but he knew it would be back for him. The men aboard it had his scent now, and they wouldn�t be satisfied till they had him.
He brought the car to a halt in the alley and discovered it was too narrow for him to open the door. He was lucky to have gotten inside such a tight fit.
Desperate, he grabbed the tablet PC from where it had fallen in the floorboard and stuffed it into the carryall he�d brought his weapons in. He picked up the Uzi and fired several rounds through the windshield, shattering it. Kicking out the glass, he scrambled outside onto the hood.
The helicopter rotor wash sounded almost overhead. Linko jumped from the car and ran toward the end of the alley. When the chopper floated into view, he was still ten meters from the corner. He lifted the Uzi and fired on the fly, trusting instinct and experience to at least aid his aim.
His good luck continued though. One or more of the bullets struck the door gunner, and he slumped in his safety harness. The helicopter pilot, concerned for his teammate, pulled up again.
By that time, Linko rounded the corner and found himself standing in front of a small shop. He ran inside, brandishing the machine pistol and making threats. The restaurant patrons flooded out onto the street.
In the back of the shop, heart still beating wildly, Linko replaced the empty Uzi magazine with another, then dropped the weapon into the carryall. He found the bathroom, took off his jacket, reversed it from black to gray, and turned on the tap water. He cupped water in his hand, then splashed it into his face and used it to slick his hair back. When he looked into the age-spotted mirror again, he no longer looked wild-eyed and frantic.
He dumped the earpiece and the cell phone he�d been using to communicate with Achmed and his cohorts into the trash, picked up his carryall, and headed back out of the shop.
Out on the street, he kept walking. Black smoke plumed up from two places a couple streets over, and Linko guessed that the rest of his team hadn�t fared well. The ANA helicopters hovered protectively over the area.
His personal cell phone buzzed for his attention. When he checked the viewscreen, he saw that the caller ID hadn�t identified the caller. He was certain he knew who it was.
�Hello.�
�Good afternoon, Colonel Linko.�
Linko had expected the Russian president to sound irritated, and he wouldn�t have been surprised if Nevsky knew about his latest failure regarding the apprehension of the American linguist.
�I have news for you, comrade. I know you have been tracking your target there.�
�Yes. I found him, but he got away.� Briefly, Linko detailed the attempted interception and the subsequent failure. �He is leaving, but I do not know where he is going.�
�The woman, Layla Teneen, has requested that tickets be held for your target and his protectors at the airport.�
�The airport has too much security. I will not be able to reach him there.�
�This I also know. I can also tell you that he is going to Athens.�
�Athens?�
�Yes, so I am to assume that he has managed to learn more from whatever he has taken from that tomb.�
An ANA military vehicle drove quickly by through the street. Linko only caught sight of it from the corner of his eye. �Then I will go there and ask him what he has discovered.�
�In time. But first, there is another mission I would ask of you.�
�Anything.�
�All that I have hoped for in the Ukraine has gone according to plan, but now we need to move again and strike quickly. Your mission to Athens can provide a two-fold strike.�
Linko kept walking and waited for his orders.
�Use the assets in Athens to find Lourds. I don�t think it will be too hard. He will be in visible places. Museums. Records halls. He is going there for access to documents that will help him in his search. So let him do that job for us. I want what it is he finds.�
�Do we know what that is?�
�Not yet, but soon. It will have something to do with Alexander the Great�s weapons.�
Old weapons? Linko couldn�t believe his talents were being wasted on such a thing. He had nearly gotten killed for museum pieces?
Perhaps Nevsky had gotten a sense of some of his thinking from his lack of response. �These weapons are not a simple matter, Colonel. They are more powerful than any nuclear weapon. Trust me on this.�
Linko shrugged, knowing Nevsky wouldn�t see it. Trust was irrelevant. It didn�t matter to Linko whether or not Nevsky knew what he was talking about. All that mattered was getting the job done.
�I have arranged a flight to Athens for you. Unfortunately, I was not able to secure the same flight as your target.�
�That is fine. I will be able to find him soon enough.�
�Give him some time to finish his task. I have another mission for you. We have made some inroads with an old ally in Greece. You have worked with 17N before?�
That surprised Linko. Revolutionary Organization 17 November, better known by the sobriquet 17N, was a leftist terrorist group that had spawned in Greece as a Marxist urban guerilla movement in 1975. The inciting incident that had sown the seeds for the group had been the 1973 Athens Polytechnic University student protest against the military regime under Georgios Papadopoulos, the leader of the Regime of Colonels, as it became known. Their primary goal was to get the Americans, especially the CIA and military bases, out of Greece. And they wanted to embrace the Marxist teachings that had drawn them together.
The very first target 17N had taken down had been a CIA station chief, the first ever to be killed in a terrorist attack. It was an impressive achievement.
At first, though, none of the American or Greek military officials had taken seriously 17N�s claims for the execution. They started paying attention shortly after that, though, when 17N killed Evangelos Maillios, the former intelligence chief of the Greek security police.
They were taken seriously after that.
For the past forty years, the terrorist group had remained active but had gone deep underground. Still, some splinter groups had remained in existence under the old name. Terrorists never completely disappeared.
With the economy as bad as it was now in that country, Linko knew that Greece was as ripe for �reunification� as the Ukraine.
�This will be a bold move.�
�I know, comrade, and that is why I am asking you to take this meeting with these people. I want you to be my liaison and to break ground between 17N and the other groups in that country that will be sympathetic to becoming part of this greater dream we are building.�
�I understand. What am I to tell them?�
�In the 1970s, the Russian government under Yuri Andropov funded 17N. Your contact there will be Nicolas Aigle, the current head of 17N. I want you to tell him that I stand ready, willing, and able to give him funding the like of which his organization has never before seen if he can pull the various troops together.�
�And if he is not amenable?�
Nevsky hesitated. �Then there is a younger man. Loukas Pappas. If need be, we will open negotiations with him.�
�I understand.�
�First the 17N, comrade. Then the professor. But do not lose sight of the professor.�
�It will be done.�
�Be safe, comrade. We are building a brand new world, and this must be done at a reasonable pace. But soon.�
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The Aegean Sea
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 20, 2013
Getting into the country wasn�t a problem, but obtaining the necessary papers for Fitrat and his men to carry weapons had been difficult. Lourds had been forced to cool his heels in the hotel while the ANP officer had worked out the details.
�It would be easier to just buy guns from black market dealers here.� Lourds had gotten frustrated by the enforced wait and from the lack of sleep. He knew he was on the verge of putting together everything the scroll hid.
Fitrat had looked at him, obviously shocked. �You know about such things from the novels you read?�
The discussion of Lourds�s reading matter had come up on the six-hour plane flight. He hadn�t wanted to bring out the scrolls for obvious reasons, and his mind was too active to simply veg out. The captain had had his own emergency details to iron out, not the least of which was street clothing for himself and his men. Not to mention getting the proper credentials for the guns they now carried.
Lourds had simply nodded to the question. He hadn�t wanted to get into the gun acquisitions made by Natashya Safarov or Cleena MacKenna or Miriam Abata when they�d traveled with him.
Finally, the papers had come through diplomatic channels. According to them, Lourds was there seeking information about an archeological find based in Afghanistan that was important to that country and had to be protected from the Taliban.
Lourds hadn�t exactly been thrilled when he�d read the classification. �You do realize that if the Taliban weren�t interested before, if they weren�t behind Boris�s death and the pursuit we�ve been avoiding, they�ll be interested now. They have spies in many places.�
Fitrat nodded. �It is a risk, but one we must take in order to protect you. If we carry illegal weapons and a situation arises where we must employ them, then they will be taken away.�
�You can get more.�
�Not if we, too, are taken away. On the chance that you are not arrested with us, you will then be alone. Easier prey than if you remained with us.�
Lourds acknowledged that.
�And if you are arrested and put into jail with us, it would be in a very bad environment. It would be too easy for whoever is pursuing us to find you and to have you killed.�
�You�re right.�
So Lourds had remained an unwilling hostage in his room. This morning they had finally been able to leave.
Lourds sat in the back seat of the rented boat with Captain Fitrat as it sped across the green expanse of the Aegean Sea. One of the captain�s men drove and another rode shotgun. There was another boat carrying armed men ahead of them. Although everybody would have fit in one boat, Fitrat hadn�t wanted to reduce them to one vehicle with no options.
�Why do you think this place is so important?�
�Because it was mentioned in the scroll.� Lourds peered across the sea at the island as they neared it.
�Then why didn�t we come here sooner?�
�It wasn�t mentioned by name. There was a code for it, and it isn�t a simple letter-substitution code. The paragraph I broke regarding this place reduced Delos to the place where the dead do not rest.�
The young soldier in the passenger seat nearest the pilot looked over his shoulder at Lourds. �Zombies? You�re talking about zombies?�
�No. What is it with your generation and this love of zombies?�
The man shrugged and smiled. �How can you not love zombies? Have you not seen The Walking Dead?�
�No, but I�ve heard of it. If you ask me, it�s a lot like Anabasis.�
�Is that a movie or a television show? I am not familiar with it.�
�It�s a book written by a professional Greek soldier named Xenophon. It tells the story of a group of Greek mercenaries hired by Cyrus the Younger, a Persian king, to take the throne from his brother, Artaxerxes II. Cyrus led them into battle at Cunaxa in Babylon but was killed, so putting him on the throne would have been moot. The rest of the book was about the struggles of the Greek mercenaries to return to their homes without getting killed.�
The young soldier thought for a moment. �It sounds interesting.�
�Yes, it is. They were harried by the king�s men the whole way, and they had to cross the snow-covered mountains to reach the Greek cities. You should try reading it.�
�If Cyrus the Younger had turned out to be a zombie, then they could have still placed him on the throne. That would have been more interesting.�
�Because everything is better with zombies.�
�Of course.�
Fitrat chuckled but politely turned his head.
Lourds sighed. He saw the same kind of behavior in his college students all the time. �Getting back to my point, Delos was a meeting place for all the cults of Greece. Temples were built there to the gods, including the temple of the Delians, which was dedicated to the sun god Apollo. There was also a place dedicated to the Poseidoniasts � merchants, sea captains, and innkeepers who worshiped Poseidon, the god of the sea. All of the gods were supposed to have temples there, including Hera, Dionysus, Artemis, and the others of the big twelve. In fact, Apollo and Artemis were supposed to have been born there. The place became a pilgrimage for the Greeks, and people from all over the world went there to see the temples and fountains and other landmarks.
�Since this land was so important to the ancient Greeks, they didn�t want it tainted. Didn�t want to offend the gods and goddesses. They tried to purify the island. In the sixth century BCE, the tyrant Peisistratos founded the Panathenaic Festival, a series of games that lasted for days.�
�Like the Olympics.�
�Yes. Only never as big.�
�It is hard to be as big as the Olympics.�
�Peisistratos ordered that all graves that could be moved from any of the temples had to be relocated.
�Nearly a hundred years later, the Delphic Oracle declared that all graves on the island had to be emptied and that no one could be born there or die there.�
�You are talking about the Oracle created by Apollo?� Interest showed in Fitrat�s eyes.
�Absolutely. The Oracle was in full sway then. What do you know of her?�
�Only that Apollo chose the first woman.�
�That�s not exactly how it was, but that seems to be the common conjecture. According to legend, Apollo chose Cretans from Minos to be his priests, jumped onto their ship in the form of a dolphin, and led them to the site of the Oracle.
�Another story says that a goat herder named Coretas noticed that one of his goats was acting strangely after having fallen into a rift in the earth. When he went to investigate, he was overcome by strange visions that allowed him to peer into the future and the past.�
�This I know more about.� Fitrat shifted in his seat. �Scientists actually found that the visions might have been elicited by gas that was trapped within the earth. Carbon dioxide or something.�
�Close, but carbon dioxide was only one of the possibilities.� Lourds smiled. �Originally the gas was believed to have been ethylene, a byproduct of an oil deposit there. Although there are some who say the more likely culprit was methane or hydrogen sulfide.�
�That wouldn�t have made the Oracle a great environment to be in.�
�No, but it didn�t stop people from going there. Aristotle, Herodotus, Sophocles, Plato, Xenophon, and Plutarch � among others � are reputed to have visited the site.�
�So they cleaned the island of the dead, and that became the land of temples to the Greek gods.�
�Among others, yes. There were some Egyptian gods worshipped there too.� Lourds grinned. �One of the most interesting pieces is the Stoivadeion, the temple dedicated to Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. It�s a giant phallus.�
The two soldiers in the front of the boat totally lost it and started laughing hysterically. Even Fitrat laughed, and he wiped his eyes. �Who would do such a thing?�
�It was erected � if I may be so bold��
The soldiers howled with glee.
��by an ancient Greek grammarian named Carystius. Sadly, this phallus is practically all that remains of his works. Even that is broken.�
�Broken?� The young soldier in the front seat turned around again. He had changed to speaking English.
�Yes. In half.�
�So now it�s half-cocked? Is that how you say this in your slang?�
The soldier laughed and pounded his thigh with a fist.
�Yes.� Lourds covered his face with his hat and wanted to throw himself overboard.
Delos Island
The young soldier hopped out of the boat and quickly tied it up at the dock. Lourds grabbed the line from the stern and tied it to a cleat as well, wrapping it snugly.
�Where are we going?�
�To the Agora of the Delians. Remember, I told you that Aristotle and Plato were connected with that long-dead organization that wasn�t so long dead during Alexander�s time.� Lourds looked around at the island and the blue sky surrounding them. He�d been to Delos several times, but he never failed to be impressed by the pomp and pageantry that the sight brought to mind.
Now all that remained were fragments of what had once been. Broken, stone houses, tall, Doric columns that looked solitary and lonely, and stone parquets that showed wear from the countless visitors who toured the island even now.
�Why are we going there?� Fitrat adjusted his sunglasses. In casual clothes, he almost looked touristy.
�There�s an inscription that was mentioned in the scroll as being key to the parts that I haven�t yet figured out.�
Lourds took the lead, and they followed bare earth walkways and the stone-lined path that wound through the island.
�This is a beautiful place.� Fitrat walked at his side. �I could live somewhere like this with my family.�
�No one can live here, actually. It�s against the law. The only residents here are a French archeological group that have been working digs on the island since the 1870s.�
�They still haven�t finished?�
Lourds waved around them. �There�s a lot to dig up on this island. You�re talking about almost three thousand years of history since the Greeks landed here, and there were people who lived in these islands before that. It�s just harder to get to them. And with all the sites, space gets cramped.�
They walked past the shops in the Agora of the Competaliasts, the paved square directly behind the harbor. Lourds pointed to it.
�That�s an ancient marketplace. Slaves were sold on the island. Sometimes as many as five thousand a day. That particular market was devoted to the Competaliasts, a union of freemen and slaves who worshipped the Roman gods of crossroads.�
The sun beat down on them as they walked. Lourds took off his hat and mopped his brow. He couldn�t help looking around for gunmen to come charging out of nowhere.
�Feel safe while you are here.� Fitrat clapped him on the shoulder. �The good thing about an island as flat and small as this one is that no one can sneak up on you without you seeing them come.�
�I�ll try to keep that in mind.� Taken away by the history surrounding them, Lourds felt his fears melt away for the moment. He pointed at a small, circular building made of marble stones in the center of the agora. �There is the temple that was dedicated to Hermes, the god of commerce. This is where the slave trade proliferated.�
�It is a shame for a thing of beauty to be tied to such an ugly business.�
�Living is an ugly business, my friend. Many things haven�t changed.�
They stepped onto a stone path that was forty feet wide.
�This is the Sacred Way. It leads to the Sanctuary of Apollo.� Lourds pointed at the columns nearby. It looked like a large, stone square that had large porches that led up to it. Ex-votos, offering places meant to give tribute to the gods, lined the Sacred Way.
�I assume since he was the god of the sun that he found the idea of a roof offensive?�
Lourds grinned. �Perhaps. But inside there � see the long building?�� that�s the Oikos of the Naxians, the house of the people from Naxos. That�s a nearby island, the largest in the Cyclades. The Cycladic civilization that lived there dates back to 3000 BCE. Some truly fascinating artifacts have been found there.�
He led the way down into the Agora of the Delians, where more long porches stood beside ex-votos. Carefully, Lourds began inspecting the porticos, looking for the name that had turned up in the scroll.
Fitrat began looking as well. �What are you looking for?�
�An inscription made by Pittacus of Mytilene.� Lourds kept moving, reading the inscriptions quickly. �And unless you�ve suddenly learned how to read Ancient Greek, you�re not going to be much help.�
Fitrat sighed. �I feel useless.�
�You can make dinner tonight as a way of apology.�
The captain grinned. �Sure. Who was Pittacus?�
�One of the Seven Sages of Greece, and that�s with capital letters. Each of the sages was supposed to represent an edict of worldly knowledge. Something everyone should know.�
�And what did Pittacus propose?�
��You should know which opportunities to choose.��
�Under the circumstances, I suppose that is fitting.�
�My thoughts exactly.�
�Why Pittacus? Because of what he said?�
�I don�t think so.� Lourds kept moving and reading names. �Pittacus was from Mytilene, the people on the self-named island that was also called Lesbos.�
�Where Aristotle went for a time. I remember you mentioning that.�
�Exactly. Aristotle studied and taught there, and one of the people he would have covered in his material was Pittacus. Callisthenes knew that. I think the final bits of the code I�m struggling with are from the saying here because Pittacus was mentioned as having words of wisdom at Delos in the House. Furthermore, Lesbos tried to secede from the Delian League. As a result, the League made an example of them, ordering all men to be killed. They finally stopped the gendercide, to borrow a term from Mary Anne Warren, after killing a thousand men. The word lesbian was actually coined from the name of the island and referred to the fact that all those women were left alone, and too, the poet Sappho lived there. Sappho, as it turned out, was quite the ladies� lady. If you read through her poetry, you�ll discover that it focuses almost exclusively on women and her sexual attraction to them.�
�Amazing.�
�What? The story?�
�No. That you know so many things. I think if I knew so many things, my head would blow up.�
Lourds brushed away some dirt on his latest find. And there, carved into the marble, was the name Pittacus. He grinned. �I found it.�
�What does it say?�
Lourds took out his phone and shot pictures of the inscription. Then he took a piece of paper from a drawing pad inside his backpack and placed it over the inscription. �Basically, it�s a repeat of what he was known for. Making the right choice. But the words are different. I suspect Callisthenes used some of them as replacements for the nonsense text I�m reading now. Hold this paper.�
While Fitrat helped him hold the paper in place, Lourds used a charcoal stick from his art box to take a rubbing. Then he carefully rolled the paper up and put it inside the protective case with the scrolls.
�All right. We�re finished here. Unless you want to take a look around.�
Fitrat shook his head. �Perhaps another time.�
Together, they headed back to the harbor. Lourds�s head was spinning as some of the words � now that he had them � were already dropping into place. But he wanted confirmation of his ideas and thought he knew exactly where to get it.
�We need to make another stop, Captain.�
Fitrat glanced at him. �Here?�
�No. In Athens. Will your gun permits work there as well?�
�As long as we are protecting you, and as long as the places you go have some relevance to the document, then, yes.�
�Trust me, this place has relevance.�
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General Anton Cherkshan Residence
Patriarshiye Ponds
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 20, 2013
�Are you sure there is nothing else you need me to do?�
Anna looked into Lieutenant Emil Basayev�s face and smiled at him as they sat in front of the house where her parents now lived. �No. Thank you for everything you have done. You have been a prince. But I�m sure the general will want you back at your post.�
Emil sighed dramatically. �This is true. I am glad we got this time to spend together. We both lead such busy lives these days. It is very hard to find time to be with friends.�
�When I get a spare moment, I will give you a call. Perhaps for lunch?�
�I would love lunch.� Emil smiled at her.
At another time, she might have enjoyed his attentions. He was a handsome man, and he looked splendid in his uniform. She had seldom seen him in it except in pictures. When they met at functions with friends, he was always in street wear.
Anna opened the door and let herself out. He waited at the curb, and she knew he wouldn�t leave until she was inside. She turned and trudged up the walk toward the tall, turreted alabaster house her parents had bought and moved into during her pre-teen years from the flat where she�d grown up.
On a lot of days, she missed that old flat. She�d had friends there, and stories had loomed on every corner.
The new house was nice, bigger than anything Anna had been able to imagine at the time, but it still didn�t feel like home. This house was where her parents lived, despite the fact that she had finished growing up there.
Across the pond, she saw the hulking structure that had been built back near the end of World War II at Stalin�s order to house the army generals. In the nearby park, statues from Ivan Krylov�s fables alternately entertained and frightened children. The gold-handed monkey was always amusing, but for a long time, Anna hadn�t cared for the large bear.
The neighborhood was often referred to as the soul of Old Moscow. When Anna had heard that, she had thought of how well her father had fit into the neighborhood. If the soul of Old Moscow could be said to be embodied in any person, it was the general.
At the door, she used her key to let herself in. She�d just gotten off the phone with her mother, who was at the market buying food to cook for Anna�s welcome-home dinner. Her mother thought she was returning home to get some support after everything that Anna had been through.
Instead, she had come to burgle her father�s office.
As she waved to Emil and watched him drive away, Anna wondered if a general�s daughter would still be shot as a spy if she were caught doing what she was about to do. She turned and faced the door, knowing the answer was yes and knowing, too, that she would not be stopped.
She walked into the house, closing the door behind her, the thump it made sounding loud inside the empty house. She lifted her voice, trying to remember if her mother had changed domestics since she had last been at the house three months ago.
�Varvara?�
There was no answer. Anna felt certain she was alone. She hung her hat and coat on the rack beside the door, then went to her father�s study.
The house was Old World, the hallways narrow, the floors hardwood, and the rooms smaller than were found in new homes. As she�d gotten older, Anna had wondered why her father had purchased this place instead of getting one of the more modern ones. Then she had found out the choice had been her mother�s.
Her father�s study was in the back of the house. As always, it was locked. But Anna had come prepared for that. Before allowing Emil to drive her home, she had insisted that he first take her by the offices of The Moscow Times.
Kirill had wanted her to stay, of course. There was work to be done, and keeping track of everything going on in Russia and the Ukraine � and keeping up with international reactions to the �reunification��was daunting.
She hadn�t told him what she was going to do. She had merely taken the things she needed from her locker, accepted a mild rebuke from Kirill for leaving them in their time of need, and left with Emil.
Among the things she�d gotten was a lockpick kit. One of the other reporters for the paper had learned many things during a �misspent youth.� Lockpicking was just one of those things. Now, he used some of those skills getting into and out of government offices. Kirill had cautioned him, letting him know he would one day get caught, but then Kirill always congratulated him on his scoops as well.
Anna had gotten him to teach her because he had been interesting and handsome. Unfortunately, he was also unable to commit to anything more than a deadline. Thankfully, she had found that out early in the relationship.
She knelt and worked on the lock to the general�s study, smiling in triumph when she heard the tumblers click into place. She put the lockpicks away and turned the knob. Even though she knew the general didn�t keep any alarms in the house other than the smoke alarm and the burglar alarms on the entrances and windows, she still expected some kind of siren to go off.
The room was neat, and everything was in its place, just as she remembered it always being. One of the general�s prize possessions was a large globe in a three-legged floor stand. It had been given to him by his father, who had traded labor for the globe and told his son that one day he would travel the world as a successful man if he would only do his job as any good Russian did. The globe was sadly out of date regarding the names of countries and the shifting boundaries. But the general loved that globe and used to talk to her about countries he had seen in the Middle East. He had never been to America, and he�d never wanted to go.
The desk was large and imposing, a monolith that took up a lot of floor space. It looked extravagant, but when the general was working on a project, he covered all of the available space with folders and papers and pictures.
Anna had seen him working sometimes, and he�d always looked grim when he did.
A massive bookshelf took up nearly one entire wall, filled with volumes on history and politics and on military hardware and training manuals. It also held some of the books the general had read to her as a child.
Forcing her thoughts to the task at hand, knowing that her mother could arrive home at any time, Anna sat down at the desk and brought up the general�s computer. It asked for a password.
She didn�t even try to guess. Instead, she dug out the second thing she had gotten from her office, a small USB device that could connect any computer to her friend, Spaso, a hacker she had met in Moscow while writing a story dealing with the Internet.
Spaso lived off the grid, and she had never been able to identify him. He was a ghost, and anyone in the digital information business in Russia and a dozen other countries told stories about him. He wasn�t hacking for money, though he�d told her he took that when he needed to, but was more interested in obtaining the most valuable commodity in the world: information.
They had become friends. Spaso was also a handsome man, bearded and very mysterious, but he�d told her that he wasn�t interested in anyone who couldn�t live off the grid with him. Even her friendship was a risk. But he�d been willing to take it because she�d been so charming.
At the time, she�d blushed and been surprised at how quickly the outlaw had swept her off her feet. Spaso had taken his name from Spasopeskovskaya Square, which meant Savior on the Sands and referred to the sandy soil of the Arabat District in Moscow. She�d wondered if he had lived there once or, perhaps, if he lived there still. He claimed to be the Savior of Cyberspace.
Quieting her nerves, Anna pushed the device into an open port on the general�s computer. Then she opened her phone and dialed a number Spaso had forced her to commit to memory. It wasn�t written down anywhere.
Occasionally, Spaso changed the number because one contact or another had gotten caught or sold him out. When that happened, he came around and met her � almost anywhere. She was surprised at how well he tracked her movements, until she remembered they were all in her planner in her computer. He would take her to lunch in the park or somewhere, and he would give her the new number, never once explaining why the old one had been compromised.
�Hello, Anna.� Spaso�s voice was low and cheery.
�Hello, Spaso. I do not have a lot of time, so I need to be quick about this. I will be glad to meet you for dinner at some time in the future.�
�I look forward to that. I suppose you need a computer unlocked.�
�I do. I have your device installed, but the computer is asking for a password.�
�It is no problem. Sit back and watch me work magic.�
True to his word, the password field suddenly filled in, then the computer booted up the rest of the way.
�What are we looking for?�
�Anything you can find involving the Russian military.�
Spaso was quiet for a moment, then when he came back on the line, he wasn�t quite so laidback. �You didn�t say whose computer this was.�
She didn�t want to hide the truth from him. He was putting himself at risk to do this. �General Cherkshan�s.�
�Ah. You are asking for trouble then.�
Anna watched the screen as pages flew by. �Not if we do not get caught.�
�This is true.�
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Stadiou Street
Omonoia District
Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 20, 2013
A man stepped out from one of the trees that lined Stadiou Street at night, but Linko refrained from drawing his pistol. It was a careless, almost amateurish, move, but he�d been expecting something like that.
Then the man lifted his hands away from his body to show that he was unarmed. �Mr. Smith?�
Linko wore a red and black hoodie against the wind. He had a 9mm pistol on his hip under the long tail of the garment. The hoodie had been his identification to the man he was meeting. �I am Smith.�
�Please stop there, Mr. Smith. Otherwise you will be shot.�
Linko came to a stop and didn�t look around for the sniper. Since there were no other people on the street, there had to be a sniper. The street was lined with multi-storied buildings. �I am simply here to meet. If I had meant anything else, I would have brought an army.�
�These are perilous times.� The man was older, in his fifties, with curly gray hair and an equally curly gray beard. He looked like someone�s grandfather, not the leader of a revolutionary group. He also looked like the photograph of Nicolos Aigle Linko had received on his tablet PC.
�I understand. What do you wish me to do?�
�Take a ride with me.�
Linko didn�t like getting into the car with the man, but he knew disagreeing would only create problems and increase the amount of time he�d need to pull the operation together. He shrugged. �Of course.�
Aigle waved and a taxi rolled forward and stopped beside him. �Join me.� He opened the door and climbed into the vehicle.
Linko walked over to the taxi and slid into the back seat with Aigle. A soundproof glass partition separated the rear of the taxi from the driver.
The driver pulled forward without looking back.
Aigle studied Linko. �We�re just going to drive around in this area for a time, if that is all right?�
�We could have met somewhere.�
�I prefer to do my business in the back of a cab, not in a public place. Too many people are looking for me.�
Linko disagreed with that but didn�t say anything. The 17N were still hunted, that was true, but not very aggressively. They had taken their last kill in 2000, and even that assassination wasn�t universally believed to be the work of the 17N. There were some who thought the CIA had performed it, even though the last man killed had been a British military attach�.
�Of course. But the man I represent��
�You mean President Nevsky?�
Linko went on as if Aigle had not interrupted. ��will make sure you and your organization will become much more respected in this country.�
Aigle drummed his fingers on the hand rest. �I am not so convinced.�
�You only need look to the Ukraine to see that what I am telling you is the truth.�
�I have been watching the news with great interest, comrade.�
�What you are seeing there is the result of months of long, hard work.� Linko launched into his sales pitch. �Your country is being abandoned by the West, comrade. They do not care for this place any more. Your government has become too problematic and too expensive to support. The writing was on the wall when President George W. Bush supported the Republic of Macedonia as an independent country, as well as a member of NATO. The government here doesn�t have a strong ally anymore. But you can have one if you wish.�
Aigle studied Linko. �We have been promised this before.�
�Look to the Ukraine. See what is being done.� Linko spoke passionately, and � truthfully � he felt some of that. He felt certain that he was part of something that was continuing to grow. �We live in a time when most citizens do not know their own leaders or even their own government policies. These people just take and take, not contributing to the country they are graciously allowed to live in. They have become too lackadaisical in their view of the world. If they are allowed to continue, unchecked and unguided and unpunished, they will empty the world, and future generations will starve or prey on themselves. They must be brought to heel, and the world needs to look to a strong leader.�
�You think the man you work for is that man?�
Linko shook his head. �He is the man for my country, comrade, but he is not the man for your country.� There, he�d set out the bait. �Who will lead your country in the future has yet to be determined. But whoever it is must be strong enough to stand up and seize the reins. Then he will join with my leader so that the West can encroach on our world no longer. This is what it will take. I have been told to tell you this.�
Aigle took in a breath and let it out.
�There is already much unrest in your country, comrade. Without guidance � and soon � there may be no chance to be yourselves. What would happen if Turkey decides to expand its borders? Who will protect you then?�
�Russia also supported the Republic of Macedonia�s recognition as a country. I have not forgotten that.�
�I am aware of this. But the president that was responsible for that is not the man who sent me here. He is looking for an ally, and he is willing to fund your operations against the corrupt government that bleeds your people dry.�
�What your president wants done will take time.�
�He understands that. But it must be done. He wants to build an ally here, and I assume you want one as well. We both want the United States gone from your country.�
Aigle was silent for a moment. �I will think about your offer. We will meet again in a few days.�
�That is fine.� Linko didn�t like being brushed off by the man, but he knew he had no choice. Still, he couldn�t let it go without firing a salvo back. �I have a list of other people to contact. Probably you should be contacting them as well.� He named them off on his fingers. �The Revolutionary Nuclei. The Sect of Revolutionaries. The Conspiracy of Fire Nuclei. The Revolutionary Struggle. All of these groups and more will be interested in what I have to say on behalf of the man I represent.� He took a breath. �So take all the time you need. Comrade.�
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Museum of the University of Athens
Plaka, Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 20, 2013
It was almost closing time when Lourds and Captain Fitrat and his team finally made it to the museum. At the door, Lourds asked to speak to Dr. Adonis Marias, the president of the museum. He had called earlier, and Marias was expecting him. They stood in the shade of the palm trees out front while the docent went to send word to Marias that his guests had arrived.
The museum had begun life as a large three-story dating back to the Ottoman period, making it easily one of the oldest buildings in Athens. Colloquially, it was known as the House of Kleanthis, named after one of its two previous owners, Stamatios Kleanthis, a famous architect. The other man was Eduard Schaubert, another architect. In 1833, the two had developed the first city plans for a modern Athens. Houseguests, artists, and intellectuals came and went the whole time, and Lourds had sometimes fantasized about what meals at the house must have been like.
Fitrat looked at the museum. �It is a lot smaller than I had imagined.�
�At one time, this was the University of Athens. That lasted for six years, until the university was moved to its present location in 1841.�
The matronly docent Lourds talked to at the door quickly returned. �Professor Lourds? President Marias said to show you right up.�
�I know the way, if that�s all right.�
�Of course. Enjoy your visit.�
Fitrat stationed three men outside the building and two more remained with their rented SUVs. Two of the men and Fitrat accompanied Lourds as he led the way into the museum.
* * *
Dr. Adonis Marias waited for Lourds on the third floor of the building. The room was filled with antiquities from the time of Jason and the Argonauts. One of the kraters, large vases used to mix wine and water, depicted images of warriors armed with spears. Lourds had helped validate the krater and translated the writing on the bottom. The engraving was simply a prayer to Poseidon, but it named two ships and a captain. Lourds still didn�t know the stories of those ships and that captain. They were just details swallowed up in the inexorable march of history.
Marias was a couple inches taller than Lourds and had a shaved head and a neat, trim goatee that was black as coal. He wore a suit that fit him well, but his jacket hung over one arm. His hazel eyes raked Captain Fitrat and the two soldiers with him.
Marias smiled at Lourds. �Military?� He knew military because he had been a soldier for a time.
He spoke in Greek. Neither Fitrat nor the soldiers knew the language. Lourds nodded. �They�re a personal security detachment. Layla sent them to watch over me.�
�You�re still seeing her?�
�I�d be an idiot not to be.�
�Upon that, we can agree. They speak English?�
�Quite well.�
�Good.� Marias stepped forward, offered his hand to Fitrat, and switched to English. �Dr. Adonis Marias.�
�Captain Jamshid Fitrat, at your service.� Fitrat pointed to the other two men. �Corporals Rahimi and Salih.�
The two young soldiers stepped forward and shook hands with Marias.
Marias turned to Lourds. �You said you had a document you wanted me to look over.�
�I do, but we�re going to need some space to work.�
�I have a rather large office in the back we can use. And some good Turkish coffee. Or wine, if you�re in the mood.�
Lourds smiled. �Coffee. I have missed that the past few days.� He looked at Fitrat. �Nothing against tea, but I have a preference for what I grew up with.�
Fitrat nodded and smiled. �Will there be tea?�
Marias strode across the room, dodging the displays. �Of course there will be tea. And cakes, if you�d like something to nosh on.�
General Anton Cherkshan Residence
Patriarshiye Ponds
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 20, 2013
�I have managed to go beyond your father�s computer, Anna. These things you are seeing now, they are from somewhere inside military command. I had to hack through more than a few firewalls to get this far, but I am nothing short of incredible. I have told you this before.�
Anna�s stomach knotted up at Spaso�s revelation. What she had seen so far was astounding. Evidently, the general had worked on the preliminary invasion of the Ukraine from his study, and he had drawn on sources within the military complex to do it.
�None of these files are on your father�s computer. In fact, I do not know if they ever were. I could find nothing of these on his hard drive.�
�Perhaps he used a portable drive.�
�It would not matter. There would still be traces. I would have found them. No, he was very careful about what he was doing there. The path I have found back into the military computers? That came from a program someone put on his computer to spy on him.�
�He was being spied on?� That frightened Anna. It was one thing to imagine the general as an unwavering force, but to know that he was vulnerable to someone outside was upsetting.
�This is Russia. I have told you. Everyone spies on everyone.�
�I do not.�
Spaso tsked. �Even if that were true before today, it is no longer true, is it?�
Silently, Anna admitted that it was not. Her guilt was overwhelming, but her need to know was stronger.
�Anna, I did not mean that. It was a jest. All in fun.�
�I know.�
�What you are doing is very brave. The fact that you are your father�s daughter is even more remarkable. No one I know could do what you are doing.�
�Betraying my father?�
�Do not look at it like that. This thing that is being done, Nevsky�s �reunification� effort, must be stopped. Someone has to reveal all the treacheries the man has committed.�
�But my father � the general � has been the architect of the fall of the Ukraine.�
�He was a man simply doing his job, Anna. You have to understand that.�
�I am trying. But I cannot fathom why he would do this, knowing people were going to die.�
�I suspect he sees himself as saving a great many people. Perhaps he even imagines he is saving you by making the Russian Federation stronger.�
�He is taking away freedoms.�
Spaso was silent for a moment, then his voice got harder. �Do you see him as a monster, Anna? Is he a cold-hearted killer?�
Anna thought back to all the things her brother had showed her in the newspaper, all the horrors her father had seen while fighting the Chechens. She remembered how he had been there for her and how he had complained about her generation not knowing the love of their country the way they should.
�No, he is not a monster.�
�Then remember that, and know, too, that Nevsky has sold your father the same bill of goods that he tries to sell everyone through his television spots, his newspaper interviews, and his blog. Nevsky is in this for power. Your father thinks Nevsky is only trying to turn Russia back to the old way.�
�The kind of Russia where my father was more comfortable.� Anna recalled how many times her father had told her that the �new� Russia wasn�t working, how the people were so much worse off than they had been. �He said he was afraid that he would live to see Russia fall and that he would have to leave my mother, my brother, my niece and my nephew, and me all unprotected.�
�So you see, Anna. You see how Nevsky manipulated your father and placed him in the role of protector.�
�Yes.�
�Your father is blind to what is going on. He thinks only of the good he is doing. You have had arguments with him over the pieces you write in the paper. You have told me about them.�
�I know.�
�Then realize this now.�
Anna struggled to.
�Anna, look at this.� Spaso�s voice had changed, taking on a darker, harder tone.
Blinking back tears, Anna looked at the computer screen. She read the document sitting there. �This is about Greece?�
�Yes. There are several files here, all regarding Greece and ways to undermine the government and force the United States out of the area. There are contacts for terrorist organizations here.�
The pages on the screen flipped back and forth. Anna saw maps, photographs, interviews, blueprints, and other documents that looked like they should have been kept somewhere safe.
Spaso cursed and the open screens on the computer began shutting down. �Whoever was spying on your father�s computer has found me.�
Anna�s stomach sank.
�It was nothing I did. Nothing they could find. This was just bad luck.�
�Can they trace you?�
�Yes, but I�m sending them on a wild goose chase. They will think that a CIA agent hacked into them. They will not track this back to you. Or your father. I promise you this.�
�Should I do anything?�
�No. Let me. You are safe. Everything will be fine.�
�What about the documents you discovered?�
�I downloaded them all.�
�I need them.�
Spaso hesitated. �What are you going to do with them?�
�I am a journalist. I am going to report this.�
�Anna, you do know the kind of danger you will be placing yourself in?�
�The danger is greater when you keep this secret. My knowing it�our knowing it � will not matter once everyone knows. Besides, the people out there, the Russian people, need to know what Nevsky is doing.�
The computer screen blanked and went back to the request for the passcode.
Spaso breathed out a sigh of relief. �There. I am finished.�
�And they did not trace you?�
�To Langley, Virginia, where the CIA have their offices, perhaps. But not to here. Not to you. We are safe. For now.�
�But there are a lot of people out there who are not.�
�Anna, please listen to me. If you try to tell the story here, you will be locked up as a traitor to the state. Worst-case scenario, someone will come for you, find you, take you out to the Volga, and tie weights to your hands and feet before dropping you in.�
Anna wanted to make a smart remark about his imagination, but she knew his assessment was not fantasy. That was very probably what would happen.
�Then I will not tell the story in Russia. I will tell it in Greece.�
�How will you get there?�
Anna thought furiously, then she remembered Professor Layla Teneen. �I will go to the Afghanistan Embassy. I may be able to get a ride out of the country as part of a diplomatic flight. Can you get me access to the documents you downloaded?�
�Of course. I will set up a website. When you need them, they will be there. You never have to take possession of them.�
�Thank you, Spaso.�
�Do not thank me, Anna. One way or the other, this secret that you stumbled across is going to change your life forever. Later, when you have time to see your regrets, you might not be so generous with your thank-yous.�
The front door of the house opened.
�I have to go. My mother is home, and I cannot allow her to find me in my father�s office.�
�Go then, and be safe.�
�You, too. Will this number still be good for a while?�
�Yes.�
�Goodbye.� Anna snatched the USB device from her father�s computer, powered it down, and headed for the door. Just as she was about to close it, she noticed the line of new books on her father�s bookshelves where he kept his newest acquisitions. Usually he stored them there until he could get to them, but these had bookmarks and Post-Its all through them.
She scanned the titles, surprised to find that all of them dealt with Alexander the Great and the Hellenistic civilization. She had never seen her father read anything on that subject before. Quickly, she surveyed other titles in the history section of her father�s library. Most of those had to do with military things and histories of Russia.
This was something new.
�Anna?� Her mother was calling from the front of the house. �If you are here, I could use some help with the groceries.�
Anna locked the door before pulling it closed then went to help her mother. �I am coming, Mother.� She just hoped that she could weather dinner with her mother without getting trapped in one lie or another. Her mother always caught her when she tried to lie.
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General Anton Cherkshan Residence
Patriarshiye Ponds
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 20, 2013
Dinner with her mother reminded Anna of the meals they�d had in her years before going off to university. Her father had usually been home during those years, but sometimes he�d had to stay and work on projects that he couldn�t talk about.
This was like one of those nights. Anna helped her mother in the kitchen, made small talk, and dashed off to make telephone calls that she didn�t want her mother to hear.
The kitchen was smaller than Anna remembered. It seemed like everything had gotten smaller since the last time she had visited. Even her mother seemed smaller.
Katrina Cherkshan was only a couple inches above five feet and always looked tiny next to her husband. Anna�s family on her father�s side talked about Katrina and claimed that she had gypsy blood, like it was some kind of bad thing.
Her mother�s family were smaller and darker than the Cherkshan side, but they didn�t look like the Romani or act like them. They were just small and quiet, like her mother. If there was Romani blood there, it had been generations since the family had wandered and been virtually homeless. Anna�s grandparents on that side had lived in the small house that had been passed down from her great-grandmother.
�Why do you have to make so many phone calls?� Her mother didn�t complain, actually, but she noticed things with true passion.
�Because it�s my job.�
�This is for the newspaper?�
�This is for a story I�m working on.� Anna chopped iceberg lettuce and wished for the tenth time that she�d never agreed to dinner. She should have gone to her apartment. Better yet, she should have stayed at the newspaper office.
Then she wouldn�t have known about her father and the planned revolution in Greece.
�What story could be so important that you cannot simply fix a meal and eat it?� Her mother stood at the stove stirring lapsha, noodle soup with mushrooms.
The smell was delicious, and despite her confusion and terror, Anna�s stomach growled in anticipation. �The Ukraine was invaded, Mother. Perhaps you heard?�
Her mother shot her a hard glance. �Do not take a tone with me, little princess.� That had been her mother�s nickname for her as a child. Little princess. Because her father had treated her like one.
�I apologize. I am tired. It was a long trip.�
Her mother sighed. �No, it is I who must apologize. Make your phone calls. You have work to do. I know this.� She smiled. �I see you here, I just want my little girl back.�
Anna went to her mother and hugged her. �It is good to be home.�
Her mother held her tightly. �These times are troubled, Anna. Your father�s business worries me. I do not know how he is doing.�
�What do you mean?�
Her mother shrugged. �We talk sometimes. Not much. You know he cannot talk much when he is away from home. The military has too many secrets.�
Anna agreed.
�He would rather talk to me about his feelings and what he thinks when he is home. But I know he is troubled by everything that has happened in the Ukraine. The decisions he has made have not been easy for him.�
�But he made them.�
�No. Not the decision to see reunification for the Ukraine.�
Anna stopped herself short of challenging the term.
�That decision was made by President Nevsky. Your father only figured out the best ways to do this thing. Being your father has never been easy.�
In a little while, the soup was ready. Her mother heated up pirozhki, small buns stuffed with meat, rice, and onion, and boiled eggs with dill � which were Anna�s favorite � that she had made earlier in anticipation of the dinner. They sat and ate and pretended nothing was wrong in the world as they made small talk about the neighbors that Anna remembered.
As they were clearing dishes, Layla Teneen called. Anna excused herself and stepped around the corner.
�I have gotten you listed as an Afghani diplomatic courier, which will make your travel easier. It was the best I could do on such short notice.� Layla sounded as tired as Anna felt.
�You�re a miracle worker, Layla. Thank you. How soon can I leave?�
�There is a flight leaving in a couple hours if you want to try for that one. Otherwise, there is another tomorrow afternoon. Your credentials will be waiting for you at the airport.�
�I will take the one tonight.�
�All right, but the flight is a cargo plane. Some of the Afghan museum exhibits there in Moscow are being flown to museums in Athens.�
�That is fine. Do you know where Professor Lourds is?�
�Just that he is in Athens as well.� Layla�s curiosity was piqued. �Why do you ask?�
�Because I have tried his phone several times and he has not answered.�
Layla laughed. �For Thomas, that is not unusual. When he is working, sometimes he forgets to eat. He becomes totally focused.�
Thinking of the diamond engagement ring she�d seen, Anna wondered how that would work out. �It can be awfully hard to live with someone who is so focused.�
�I am afraid I am just as culpable in that. That is why I have a personal assistant to keep me on track.�
Anna laughed. �When I see Professor Lourds, I�ll let him know you�re expecting him to call.�
�No. Not at the moment. I am still putting out fires in my own work. Just tell him I am thinking of him, and when he gets time, he should let me know how he is doing.�
�I will. And thank you.� Anna hung up the phone and went to give her mother the news that she would be leaving, not spending the night as she had thought. After the past few days she�d had, the thought of spending the night in her old bedroom had been appealing.
Moscow International Airport
Cargo Area
�This is a ridiculous time of night to be leaving, Anna.� Katrina Cherkshan was clearly not happy with her daughter�s decision. �And to be loaded through the cargo like you are livestock?� She shook her head. �I have a good mind to call your editor and talk to him about the way you are being treated.�
�Mother, this is the first flight out.�
�And why Greece? Why could you not stay in Moscow? You only just got back today.�
�Because I must go where the story takes me, Mother. This is what I do.�
Her mother followed the checkpoint signs and finally arrived at her destination inside the security compound. Russian soldiers stood on duty, their numbers doubled since the �reunification� of the Ukraine had begun.
From what Anna had learned, there were already protests going on inside the city. Most of them were quickly � and harshly � dealt with by military and police forces.
Katrina got out of the car and hugged her daughter goodbye, then held her at arm�s length. She hesitated for a moment, then took a breath. �Be careful, Anna. These are troubled times. Watch your step and return safely to us.�
�I will, Mother.� Anna hugged her mother one last time, then headed for the security gate. When she looked back, her mother was already in the car and driving away.
Steeling herself, ignoring the anxious feeling growing in her stomach, Anna went to retrieve her credentials and check in for her flight.
Grand Kremlin Palace
Moscow
Russian Federation
February 21, 2013
Andrew Fremenko hurried through the long halls of the Grand Kremlin Palace to President Nevsky�s suite. Although the Russian presidents usually lived in the Senate Building � called the First Building � not far away, Nevsky had never stayed there. He had chosen the alternate home of the presidents and made no excuse for it.
Fremenko was one of President Nevsky�s personal assistants. More precisely, Fremenko was the president�s spymaster when it came to keeping his eye on everyone that the president wanted watched in his immediate circle.
It was a busy, complicated job. Fremenko had to stay up on all those people, many of whom were spies or in counter-intelligence, without getting caught. He lived every day expecting to catch a bullet from someone on the list.
He knocked on the president�s door, thinking that he was going to wake Nevsky and that could be a painful thing to deal with. But the alternative � not telling the president what he knew until morning � would be worse. That was the only thing that made Fremenko lift his hand and knock again.
�Come in.�
Fremenko waited a beat, just enough time to allow the president�s mistress to clear the room, then opened the door and went inside.
Nevsky stood in the middle of the room in gray pajamas. �What is it?�
Fremenko held up the printouts he�d run off. �Reports, sir. Apparently someone broke into our military databases.�
Nevsky frowned. �Do we know who it was?�
�No, sir. Not yet. The computer security teams are working on it.�
Another frown. Fremenko knew that those teams might not survive the morning. Other people had �vanished� when the president became disenchanted with them.
�Which files were seen?�
�General Cherkshan�s architecture for the Reunification of the Ukraine, sir. And we think they may have gotten into the Greek files as well.�
Nevsky cursed. In all the years that Fremenko had served the man, he had never heard the president lose his temper.
�There is one other thing, sir.�
Nevsky looked at him warily, and Fremenko began to wonder if he was going to get out of the room alive.
�What is it?�
�It is Anna Cherkshan, sir. She just caught a flight out of Moscow with the Afghans.�
Curiosity softened Nevsky�s face. �Where is she off to?�
�I checked the flight manifest, sir. The shipment is from one of the museums. It is taking exhibit pieces back to Athens.�
Nevsky cursed longer this time. When he had finished, he made one request. �Get Colonel Linko for me.�
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Hellenic Republic (Greece)
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Lourds woke with his face on his arm and under the amused study of Corporal Rahimi, the young soldier who loved zombies.
�This is fantastic.� Rahimi chuckled. He looked up past Lourds and talked to someone else in the room. �You should come watch. It is like watching the dead come to life again. I expect any minute for him to get up and start stalking around, saying, Brains! Brains!� He held his arms out before him stiffly to illustrate.
Someone behind Lourds laughed, and he recognized Marias�s baritone rumble. �I don�t speak Dari, my friend, but that translates quite nicely with just the pantomime.�
Rahimi took a stage bow.
Lourds sat up too quickly and felt his senses swirl sickeningly. Then the world snapped back into place properly. �Very entertaining.� He glanced around the room and discovered that he was the last to rise. He�d been asleep at Marias�s desk with the scrolls and their translations before him.
Captain Fitrat sat quietly in one corner with a cup of tea. Salih sat on a window ledge that gave him a view over the front of the museum. Marias had exchanged his suit for khaki trousers and a blue shirt. He looked more like the scholar Lourds had met in the Vatican�s Bibliotheca.
At the time, Marias had been researching a paper on the Apostles� lives during the earliest days of Christianity in ancient Greece and Turkey. Lourds had been digitizing some of the ancient manuscripts in one of the ongoing projects for the Bibliotheca. As a result of Marias�s needs and Lourds�s knowledge and the fact that both of them liked to prowl bars in the evenings and play soccer to let off steam, they had formed a lasting friendship.
Lourds glanced at his watch. It was twelve minutes after seven. He�d been asleep for no more than three hours. He could distinctly remember checking the time at four-something. After that, things got fuzzy.
�Did you go home?� Lourds looked suspiciously at Marias.
�Only long enough to shower and get a change of clothes. The others had grown stale.�
Lourds groaned. �Don�t talk to me about stale clothing.�
�Captain Fitrat had talked about waking you and taking you to my house, but I know you too well. If we had woken you, you wouldn�t have gone anyway. You�d simply have gotten back to work on that scroll.�
�You�re probably right, my friend,� Lourds said.
�Of course I am. It�s what I would have done in your place.� Marias walked around to his side of the desk. �I, too, have dreamed of one day finding Alexander the Great�s tomb.�
�Really?�
�Yes.�
�You�ve never mentioned it.�
�It wasn�t something that seemed possible.� Marias studied the scrolls and smiled. �Now it does. Why did you think we ran into each other so much in Egpyt researching the Library of Alexandria?�
�The destruction of the Library covers a lot of territory historically. The Romans. Queen Zenobia of the Palmyrene Empire. And what the Romans didn�t destroy, the Muslims under Caliph Omar did.�
�True, but for me the quest has always been about the tomb of Alexander.� Marias grinned sadly. �I was not the one hoping to find some vestiges of the Library itself.�
�They�re out there. There�s no way a Library that massive could have had everything within its walls lost forever.�
�I know, and I hope that one day you find them.� Marias tapped the pile of scrolls. �But for the moment, we have these, and if we get lucky, we will have Alexander�s final resting place as well.�
Lourds smiled. �Is that coffee I smell?�
�It is, and I could get you some. Or I�d be delighted to take you and your entourage to breakfast if you�d like to wait a few minutes. There is a little place not far from here that makes an excellent Turkish coffee. They use fresh beans and serve it cok sekerli, so sweet it will make your head swim. It should be a sin, really.�
Lourds looked at Captain Fitrat. �Breakfast?�
�If we have not been found so far, I think it should be safe.�
Marias smiled. �Excellent.�
Caf� Trident
The caf� sat on the ground floor of a three-story building in the heart of old downtown Athens. A canopy blunted the early morning sun, and a breeze danced through the trees left growing in front of the building. A low retaining wall followed the zigzag street on one side, and a larger stone wall held a cluster of trees on a short promontory. Within just a few steps, a person could go from the shops to a small patch of wilderness.
Since the streets were so narrow in the old part of the city, they�d had to park the cars a couple blocks away and walk. Lourds enjoyed the hike because it reinvigorated him. It didn�t replace the need for sleep, of course, but his blood was moving well again, and his brain was functioning on all cylinders.
They took a table in the back of the small caf�, and the middle-aged woman proprietor had smiled at the young soldiers. Lourds didn�t know if it was because they were good-looking young men for the most part, or if she knew they would bring big appetites.
Counting the seven young soldiers, Captain Fitrat, Marias, and himself, there were ten at the table. It would definitely constitute a big ticket.
Marias rubbed his hands together. �I take it none of you gentlemen other than Thomas has been to Greece before?�
They all shook their heads.
�Ever had Greek food?�
A few had.
�May I order for us?�
All accepted the offer.
Lourds listened as Marias produced an order for a selection of foods. Usually the Greeks had a late breakfast after starting their day with coffee or hot chocolate to get them going. Then, at about ten or so, they ordered pastries and pies stuffed with feta cheese and eggs, yogurt, spinach, custard, or minced meat.
When the woman went away yelling orders to the cooks in the back, Marias turned back to the group. �You will love the bougatsa. It�s rolled so thin you can read a newspaper through it, and the custard Mrs. Tselementes makes is phenomenal. Trust me, you will enjoy breakfast.�
Lourds reached into his backpack between his feet and took out his journal. He turned to the last few pages where he�d been making notes and started reviewing them. By the time he�d finished, Mrs. Tselementes had returned with their coffees.
�I suppose you didn�t have any momentous breakthroughs while I was napping?� Lourds sipped his coffee carefully. It was hot and sweet, exactly as Marias had promised.
�No, you and I had agreed on the basics of the story Callisthenes tells. Figuring out that the key was Pittacus�s quote on Delos was genius.�
�Not really. From the description in the scroll, it couldn�t have been any place other than Delos. Aristotle took Alexander there to discuss the beginnings of the Delian League.�
�And in hopes of converting Alexander�s curiosities about other cultures into a force that would serve the Hellenic leaders.�
�Yes.�
Marias smiled. �But that deduction wasn�t so easy. Not one in a hundred scholars would have caught the reference to the �land where the dead do not rest.� Much less been able to struggle through that language. You had more of it than I did. I only confirmed what you believed through other records.�
�You had some insights that I didn�t. We both got the references to the Oracle at Delphi, but I didn�t catch the reference to Hades. At least, not in the context that you did.� Lourds frowned. �Still, though, the idea of Aristotle worshipping Hades seems rather�unsettling.�
�Why?�
�The God of the Dead? Doesn�t seem a likely choice.�
Corporal Rahimi hummed the theme song from some horror movie that Lourds only vaguely recognized. A couple of the other soldiers cracked up, and Captain Fitrat shushed them all with a stern glance.
Marias held up a finger. �Hades was not the god of the dead. That�s a popular misconception. He was god of the underworld. When the three primary Greek gods, and there you will have people split over the fact that there were twelve major Greek gods, got together to divide up the world, they drew sticks.�
�Right. Hades got the shortest stick. I remember the story.� Lourds held up the placard he�d found on the table. The placard had a brief myth on it, of how the herb mint came to be. �He also had a very jealous wife.�
�Well, listen to the story again, and this time pay attention. The land belonged to Gaia, so they could not take that. The rest, however, was up for grabs. Zeus won first choice and claimed the skies. Then Poseidon took the seas. Hades was left with the underworld, the caves and the forgotten places, and all the minerals that came from the earth.�
�But, according to legend, Hades is where the dead go.� Corporal Rahimi looked embarrassed to have interrupted. �Excuse me. I did not mean to intrude.�
�No intrusion.� Marias smiled, obviously delighted to be speaking to an audience of more than one. �The dead were merely a byproduct. They had to go somewhere. The true god of death in Greek mythology was Thanatos. He was the son of Nyx, the Night, and Erebos, the Darkness. His twin brother was Hypnos, sleep. Thanatos was considered one of the negative figures in Greek mythology. But Hades was not.�
Lourds nodded. �He was simply the ruler of the underworld.�
�Exactly.�
�But, according to the legend we translated, Aristotle took Alexander to the Oracle at Delphi, and it was prophesied that he would be a great leader. In order to accomplish that feat more easily, Aristotle made a deal with Hades.� Lourds tapped the section he had copied from the text. ��And so to secure my master�s place as a champion upon whom the world would find vengeance or succor, his teacher took him and a bargain was struck to get him the sword, the shield, and the armor that he carried into battle.� And Callisthenes doesn�t mention Hades by name, just as the beloved master of the three-headed dog.�
�Of course. Even the Greeks didn�t often use the name of Hades. They were fearful of meeting the god of the underworld too soon. Death wasn�t a thing to be feared, but the underworld was a place filled with gloom and despair. But how many three-headed dogs can you think of in mythology?�
�Just the one. Cerberus.�
�Then it has to be.�
�But that means Aristotle worshipped Hades? I�m having trouble wrapping my head around that.�
�No, Thomas. You�re a master linguist, but you don�t know all there is to know about Greek culture and mythology.�
�Which is exactly why I came to you, as I recall.�
�You did the right thing.� Marias grinned. �Aristotle didn�t have to worship Hades. He only had to offer some form of tribute in order to ask a boon of him.�
�But there is no temple to Hades that I know of.�
�There was one. In Elis. And the temple there was open just one day out of the year. Only the priest was allowed inside.�
Corporal Rahimi leaned back in his chair. �Creepy.�
Marias smiled. �Yes, it was.�
�Is it still there?�
�The temple?� Marias shook his head. �Look around this country. There has been devastation everywhere over the years. The temple of Hades at Elis was one of those losses. The temple of Zeus lies in ruins there too. Elis is also the birthplace of the Olympic Games, and a cook named Koroibos of Elis won the very first stadion race to become the first Olympic champion. All of that is gone.� For a moment, sadness lingered in the professor�s eyes. �But getting back to the point. The cult of Hades was not well thought of, even in those times. People knew that you had to offer tribute to all the gods, but you chose the one or ones you wanted to watch over you. No one wanted to choose Hades to look over them because they felt they would see him far too soon as it was.�
Lourds thought about that. �Would Hades have access to enchanted weapons?�
�He had his helm of invisibility, called the Helm of Darkness, which he loaned to various gods and goddesses and heroes in Greek mythology. But you have to remember, Thomas, everything eventually ended up in Hades. So, if you want to be fanciful and believe that Hades once gave Aristotle weapons and armor to give to Alexander, Hades could have done it. They could have belonged to other heroes and tales that have been lost. Or we could simply know them by other names.�
Lourds nodded and looked at his notes. ��And he that shall hold the weapons and armor that once belonged to my lord, to him shall go the power to rule the world.�� He leaned back and sighed. �That�s pretty heady stuff.�
�Yes, and I�ve been thinking. You and I have exhausted our knowledge of the cult of Hades, but there is one man who might be able to help us.�
�Professor Ian Westmoore. I had thought of him. Is he still in Berlin?�
Marias smiled. �Does Germany still have beer?�
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Eleftherios Venizelos International Airport
Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 21, 2013
Dressed in jeans, a soccer shirt, and tennis shoes, Sergay Linko sat at a bar inside the terminal and watched as new arrivals filed through customs. He had been there for two hours, watching the early morning passengers leaving and arriving, but looking only for Anna Cherkshan.
At a quarter after eleven, she walked from the security area and headed to the front of the terminal.
Linko picked up the disposable phone he was using to keep in contact with the FSB agents backstopping his operation. Plugging the earphone into his ear, he used speed dial to call his driver. �She is here. Bring the car around front.�
�Yes. I am on my way.�
Everything was coming to a head now. Lourds and Anna Cherkshan were both here. He knew where the young woman was, but he had yet to find Lourds. As it turned out, the American linguist had many friends in Athens. With his limited manpower, finding all of them was difficult, and even FSB computer intelligence was drawing a blank.
He followed Anna easily. She talked rapidly on the phone and even looked a little relieved. Something was going well for her. That was too bad. Because things were about to be the worst they would ever be for her.
Linko dropped a hand into his pocket and took out a ballpoint pen. The pen was one of the most lethal things he�d ever carried. Lead lined its inner workings, protecting the carrier from the low but deadly dose of radiation contained in the rice-grain sized pellet of Polonium 210. Irradiated as it was, the pellet � once implanted � would cause sickness and major organ failure within twenty-four to thirty-six hours. There was no cure.
The crowd of arrivals bunched up at the front of the terminal.
Timing his move judiciously, practiced from past experiences with the delivery system, Linko closed on Anna, keeping only an elderly woman between himself and the young woman. A moment later, he kicked the woman�s left foot behind her right as she took her next step. As expected, the woman squealed, knowing she was falling, and reached instinctively for Anna.
When the woman grabbed her shoulder for support, Anna turned to help her. �It�s okay. I�ve got you.�
She spoke in Russian, and Linko was fairly certain that the elderly woman didn�t understand. While Anna supported the woman, Linko stepped in from behind, unseen, and poked her with the ballpoint pen just hard enough to inject the pellet into her shoulder near the woman�s hand.
Anna didn�t notice. Her attention was solely on the woman who was clasping her shoulder.
A uniformed airport worker trotted over to help as the elderly woman started apologizing profusely.
Linko kept walking, staying ahead of Anna and offering her only the back of his head for identification. He felt confident she wouldn�t recognize him. He had let his beard grow and dyed his hair peroxide blond. He didn�t look much like the man she had seen at the dig outside Herat anymore.
He kept track of her in the windows of the shops they passed, then in the windows lining the front of the building. He passed through the door and walked by the stand, where a taxi manager stood assigning drivers and passengers.
Yamadayev sat in their car nine spaces back from the taxi stand. Linko slid into the passenger seat and glanced back at the front of the terminal.
�There she is.� Yamadayev spoke quietly, and he did not point. He was Spetsnatz, Russian military special forces, and currently assigned to the FSB. He was not yet thirty, a lean killing machine with soft eyes and a distant manner.
�I see her.� Linko waited impatiently, knowing that the ticking bomb inside the young woman was already counting down.
* * *
The taxi driver spoke to Anna as he looked into the rearview mirror.
Anna smiled. �Do you speak Russian or English?�
The man smiled back and nodded. �English.�
Anna switched to that language. �Can you take me to the Museum of the University of Athens?� That was where Lourds had told her he was.
�Of course.� The driver flipped on the meter and pulled into the flow of traffic leaving the airport.
Anna�s arm still stung from where the older woman had grabbed it during her fall inside the terminal. She rolled up the sleeve of her blouse and saw the scratch that marred her skin. She took her purse from her carryon, then located a tissue and wiped away the dot of blood, hoping it didn�t stain the blouse. She pressed the tissue against the wound to help stop the bleeding.
The woman must have been wearing a ring. That was the only thing Anna could think of that would account for the small wound. After a moment, she removed the tissue and saw that the bleeding had stopped.
All better.
She crumpled the napkin and put it inside a pocket in her purse to dispose of later. Looking out the window, she remembered other times she had visited the city. She had been to Athens eight times before. The country was so relatively close to Moscow, less than three hours by plane, that it seemed idiocy to not come down to enjoy the beaches and the islands occasionally in the summer when she could afford it.
She had told her parents about the islands, about the swimming and the historical sites and the nightlife. Her father had said he had no interest in swimming and that there were plenty of historical sites to see in Russia if he wanted to look at old things. He had refused to go even when Anna had offered to pay for everything. He had told her she was being too extravagant with her money to do such a thing.
But he hadn�t told her not to go.
She took her tablet PC from the carryon and opened up the file with her story about the Ukraine �reunification� and the coming coordinated terrorist attacks within Greece. She knew she didn�t have enough proof to put before any kind of court, and no one could try President Nevsky for anything he had done, but at least the story would make it possible for some of the right people to start asking questions and overturning stones.
President Nevsky wasn�t bulletproof. Someone, somewhere, would find a way to stop him.
And she intended to be the one to set that into motion.
* * *
Lourds sat in one of the folding chairs that had been brought in for the meeting with Anna Cherkshan. The young woman appeared tired, and she obviously had a headache, judging from the way she kept rubbing her temples.
�Are you certain you�re all right?� Marias seemed concerned as well.
Anna waved him off. �Merely a combination of not enough sleep and jetlag. Once I get this story to the media, I will rest. But for now we need to concentrate and pool our resources.� She switched her attention to Lourds. �My father had books on Alexander the Great in his personal library. I saw them. He has never had an interest in him before.�
Lourds still had trouble wrapping his head around the fact that the Russian president was behind Boris�s murder. He wanted to play devil�s advocate to shore up his own logic. �Your father may have taken an interest in Alexander the Great since you were working on the story with us.�
Anna cocked an eyebrow at him and smiled, obviously knowing what he was doing. �Oh, really? Then how do you explain the fact that my father bought those books before Professor Glukov had announced to the world that the tomb he�d found had anything to do with Alexander the Great?�
�How do you know when your father purchased those books?�
�The receipts were still in them. He keeps them to track his expenses for different accounts, and finding them later drives my mother crazy.�
Lourds grinned ruefully. Tina Metcalf used to voice the same complaint when she had been his GA. �All right.�
�My father would not have taken it upon himself to begin reading such a focused subject unless he was ordered to.� Anna paced slightly but appeared to be moving cautiously, as if she were somewhat dizzy. �The only person he answers to these days is President Nevsky. I am certain his newfound interest came from Nevsky.�
Lourds nodded.
Captain Fitrat and the two corporals listened attentively. There were no zombie remarks.
�I have a friend who is very good with computers, yes? He breaks into them on a regular basis. Very dangerous work. He is the one who got these plans on the �reunification.� I had him access my father�s appointment book as well. He had his first face-to-face meeting with Nevsky at around the same time Professor Glukov was investigating the dig out in Afghanistan. He ordered the books that afternoon.�
�I see.� Lourds stroked his goatee thoughtfully. �Boris mentioned that his funding to work at the dig came through Nevsky.�
Anna took out her tablet PC and a stylus. �I did not know that. It will be one more thing I can add to the story at some point. I am certain I can verify that, no problem.� She put the tablet aside. �But I must ask you, Professor: Do you believe there is any merit to the story that Alexander�s weapons and his armor have any supernatural powers?�
Lourds shook his head. �It�s just a story.� Then he remembered how he�d read the words from the scroll to United States Vice President Elliott Webster and the man � or whatever he had truly been � had been defeated.
�It does not matter if it is true or not.� Anna looked at the men in the room. �Nevsky has his man, Linko, an FSB operative, out there looking for it, as we have plainly seen. So anyone connected to the search for the lost tomb of Alexander the Great is going to be in danger. Of this you can be certain.�
Marias tapped his journal with a pen. He�d been taking notes throughout. As Lourds remembered, the man was an excellent listener. �People � political leaders, athletes, common people � all have belief systems. They choose to believe in things outside themselves. That is why the mythology of the Greek gods and goddesses is so rich.�
Anna grinned at him and massaged her temple. �Are you so sure all of those things are myths?�
Marias smiled. �I am satisfied that they are myths and nothing more. Otherwise, why wouldn�t the gods and goddesses have manifested before now?� He sat forward in his seat. �Still, the problem remains, as you said, that Nevsky believes in the power of Alexander�s armor and weapons. One of the best ways we might undermine his current position � on a personal level � is to find those things and take custody of them.�
�I agree. I can hit Nevsky on the political front. The story I will be breaking should start an avalanche of investigations. But if that is followed up by the story of your discovery of Alexander the Great�s lost tomb, that should provide the proverbial nail in the coffin. To use a fitting analogy.�
Anna looked more sharply at Lourds and Marias. �How close do you think you are to finding the tomb?�
Lourds sighed. He hated that question, as he�d been asking himself the same thing all day. �According to Callisthenes�s scroll, Aristotle took Alexander to the Oracle of Delphi. Once he received the pronouncement he expected, he took Alexander to get the weapons.�
�Where?�
�It doesn�t say. But there is a symbol we haven�t figured out yet.� Lourds waved to Marias, who promptly brought up the symbol on the computer screen.
[image: ]
Anna looked at the symbol. �Where did you find this?�
�Thomas did, actually. We only just discovered it in the scroll.� Marias pulled out the Oracle scroll, as they�d started calling it, and flipped it over. �If you run your finger along the back of the papyrus, you�ll feel those raised points where Callisthenes talks about Alexander acquiring the weapons.�
Anna ran her hand along the back of the scroll. She shook her head and grimaced, but continued. �I would have thought they were just indentations from the writing.�
�That�s what I thought, until I matched the indentations with the writing.� Lourds looked at the symbol on the screen again and sighed. �I was pretty excited at first, but it appears that whatever the clue is, it�s beyond us right now.�
Anna took a deep breath, then checked her watch. �I have to go. I have an editor to convince to let me run this story. In the meantime, you two need to figure out where that tomb is.�
Lourds nodded. �We will. But you be careful. You certainly won�t make any friends with your announcement.�
Giving him a wan smile, Anna approached him and gave him a hug. �No, but we are not going to let Nevsky get away with killing Boris, are we?�
Lourds hugged her back and looked at her. �No, we�re not.�
�Good. And when the time is right, invite me to the wedding. I would like to be there.�
Lourds smiled at her. �Then consider yourself invited.�
That caught Marias�s attention at once. �Wait! What wedding?�
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Museum of the University of Athens
Plaka, Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 21, 2013
Across the street from the museum, on a building rooftop two blocks away, Linko watched Lourds escort Anna Cherkshan to a waiting taxi. They talked briefly and Linko hoped they would leave together. Things would be simpler if his two targets stayed with each other.
That wasn�t meant to be though. Lourds put the young woman into the car and stepped back. A moment later, the taxi drove away.
Linko kept his binoculars trained on the American professor. Now that he�d found the man, he was determined not to lose him again. Anna Cherkshan�s death was just waiting to happen. It was only a matter of time.
Linko had wanted to take his chances with capturing Lourds, but Nevsky had forbidden that as well. Whatever the American professor was looking for, Nevsky wanted the man to find it and Linko to take it from him immediately afterward.
He let out a breath and sighed in frustration as Lourds re-entered the museum.
* * *
�Hello, Thomas. Hello, Adonis.� Professor Ian Westmoore waved at them through the satellite link to Berlin. Westmoore was in his seventies, a rotund man with a long, white beard and hair swept back from his high forehead. His glasses magnified his eyes and made them look too large for his face.
�Hello, Ian.� Lourds smiled at the man. The British professor was a favorite of his, and he had curmudgeonly down pat when it came to dealing with students.
�So, you want to know about death societies in Ancient Greece?�
�Yes.�
�Well, you have come to the right man. I just attended a seminar on the death cults of the Celtic Priests. They sacrificed to the gods, and often their victims were young nobles. It didn�t make them very popular with the ruling class, as you can imagine.�
Marias laughed. �I suppose not.�
�So, what can I help you with?�
Lourds leaned forward to speak into the microphone. �We�re working with a document regarding Alexander the Great.�
Westmoore nodded. �A good subject. Plenty of meat there for a scholar to feed on, but you�re going to have to find a whole new wrinkle to interest the pedagogical crowd.�
�I think we have something. Have you ever heard of a legend or story about Alexander receiving weapons from Hades?�
�The god of the underworld?�
�Yes.�
Westmoore seemed puzzled and interested at the same time. �Never. This is something new. What do you have?�
�A scroll by Callisthenes��
�The original or one of his replacements, or Callisthenes after his death was faked?� Westmoore smiled. �You realize you have your choice there.�
�We do realize that, but we�re confident that we have one from the original. The scroll says that Aristotle took Alexander to the Oracle of Delphi, then to visit Hades to get the weapons.�
Westmoore scratched his beard thoughtfully. �In those days, you could offer a tribute to Hades anywhere, but there�s only one temple where someone could have gotten anything from Hades. You have discovered there was only one temple, correct? That no one else dared build a temple to Hades?�
Lourds nodded. �We have.�
�There is a scroll I have read, researched, and done papers on that talks about the temple of Hades. Unfortunately, I can�t definitely say whether it was written as truth or fabrication. So many things about the Greek myths have gotten all tangled up as the Greeks told the stories, then the Romans after them. Let me send you a copy when we finish talking.�
�Thank you.�
�But you�ll have to let me know how this quest of yours turns out.�
�Happily.�
Westmoore grimaced. �I don�t think it�ll end all that happily. I think you�re wasting your time, but if someone�s funding your research, you should waste as much of it as possible.� He waved a hand in dismissal. �The death cult of Hades supposedly guarded the opening that led down into Hades itself.�
�I�ve never heard that.�
�Of course you have. Heracles found a way into Hades to capture Cerberus, remember? That was his twelfth and final Labor. Theseus and Pirithous went there as well, to capture Persephone to be the wife of the latter. Heracles journeyed there to save Theseus later. Theseus and Pirithous were both minor gods, though they lived in the mortal world, but Heracles was half mortal. There had to be a non-mystical way for him to travel.�
Lourds turned that over in his mind and swapped looks with Marias. An actual gateway to Hades? The idea boggled the mind. And yet�there was fascination there as well.
�So somewhere in Elis, near the temple of Hades, is the entrance to the underworld?�
�According to this scroll and the accompanying map, yes. The death cult that worshipped Hades at Elis was known as the gatekeepers. They were devoted to keeping out all who did not belong to Hades. Until the proper time, of course. One has to assume they made way for the departed.�
Lourds took notes.
�I�ll tell you something else, Thomas.�
�What�s that?�
�If Alexander did indeed have weapons that were given to him by Hades, then the god of the underworld would have brought them back to his domain.�
�Why do you say that?�
Westmoore pulled one of his long ears. �Remember the story of Demeter and Persephone? How she was stolen away by Hades and taken to his realm?�
�Yes.�
�She ate four or six pomegranate seeds. Seeds. And she had to live a third of her life in Hades as a result.� Westmoore raised an eyebrow. �Hades was a jealous god, no question about it. Alexander�s weapons, if they were given by Hades, would have been worth a lot more than a pomegranate seed.� He thought for a moment. �Makes you think a little more about why Alexander died at such a young age, doesn�t it? And why his great friend Hephaestion died so young too?� The old professor chuckled. �Maybe Hades was just reaping what he had sown as well.�
High TV Television Station
Plaka, Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
�Are you going to be all right, Ms. Cherkshan?�
Seated in the chair in the television studio, Anna nodded at the assistant, instantly regretting it as her head spun. �I�m fine.�
The young man gave her a thumbs-up and hurried away, already talking on the headset he wore.
Anna was not fine, though, and she knew it. She had a fever that felt like it was burning her up from the inside. Her shoulder, the one the woman had scratched at the airport, burned and itched at the same time. She wanted to scratch it, but every time she touched it, pain exploded and filled her whole chest, making it hard to breathe. It was, in fact, getting harder to breathe anyway. She just couldn�t seem to get enough air into her lungs.
Convincing the news producer � and his bosses � at the television station had been easier than she�d thought. Especially after she had shown them the papers Spaso had downloaded. They made a convincing argument, even though they were all she had.
Security around the station had been doubled since the story was going out live.
The fact that she was doing the delivery herself was a blessing and a curse. She liked the thought of being in front of the camera again. She�d loved working in the news station at university, but it was too much of a production. Print journalism afforded her more of a chance to be herself and say the things she wanted to say.
�Are you ready, Ms. Cherkshan?� The director�s voice came to her through the earbud she wore.
Anna was scared. As much as she didn�t want to be, she was absolutely terrified. But she held it in and made herself be on point. And when the news anchor turned to her, she kept the fear in check and made her voice strong.
�Good evening. My name is Anna Cherkshan. I am a Russian citizen, and I am here tonight to expose the truth of what President Nevsky has done to the Ukrainian people and how he plans to incite terrorist attacks in your country.�
A hush fell over the studio. Most of the people working the broadcast didn�t know what she was there to present. There had been some press releases hurriedly done, some promo spots on earlier programs, but no one had wanted to let the cat out of the bag.
Mostly because no one wanted the television station to become an instant target for terrorists � or the Russian police.
She spoke calmly, her head pounding, and revealed all that she had discovered. The station had given her five minutes to elaborate on her story, and she had written it concisely and crisply to make the most of her time.
�President Nevsky has lied to the Russian people. He has undermined the Ukrainian government so his military generals could step in and take over. Now he begins to do that to you. Beginning with terrorist organizations like 17N�� Despite the pain and nausea she felt, she persevered, never missing a beat, never once losing strength in her voice, though it felt like every word she said emptied her lungs.
She saw herself on one of the monitors in front. She had been self-conscious of it in the beginning. Speaking in front of one was more distracting than she remembered.
When the nosebleed started, it was even more distracting. She mopped the blood from her face and continued. The blood became a rush, then a torrent, and her head ached more fiercely, and her senses flew. It was all she could do to keep talking and remain seated.
Some of the support staff rushed toward her. She waved them off, determined to finish. Something was wrong, and in her heart, she knew she was dying. She could feel that nothingness waiting for her, sucking her down with every passing second.
�Now that you have heard my story, you must finish what I have started. President Mikhail Nevsky is a monster. He must be stopped�� She coughed and a bubble of blood burst in the back of her throat, filling her mouth with the salty taste of iron. �And�Father�I love you. Embrace the new Russia. Do not fear it. Do not let it fall.�
Unable to hold herself up, Anna fell. She was no longer there when she hit the ground.

48

Museum of the University of Athens
Plaka, Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 21, 2013
�Thomas.�
It took Lourds a moment to recognize Layla�s voice. He pulled the phone closer to his ear and checked the time. It was 6:47 p.m. �Layla? Is something wrong?�
�Have you seen the news?�
�No. Adonis and I have been steadily working on solving the riddle of this scroll. Every time I think we almost have it, we reach an impasse.�
�Anna Cherkshan is dead.�
The news hit Lourds like a tsunami of cold water. All his attention was suddenly focused on the phone. �Are you sure? She was here only a few hours ago.� He brought up Marias�s computer and clicked on a local news site.
�Anna died at a local television station.�
�That doesn�t make sense.�
�Was she all right when you saw her?�
�Yes. Other than a headache. She thought she was fatigued.�
�It was more than fatigue. She had a nosebleed. It was horrible.�
Lourds found the news about Anna then. There was a print story as well as video clips.
RUSSIAN JOURNALIST DEAD
ANNA CHERKSHAN CLAIMS RUSSIAN PRESIDENT NEVSKY ARRANGED UKRAINIAN DOWNFALL

�Have they said what killed her?� Lourds clicked on one of the video clips and watched Anna�s impassioned plea for an investigation into President Nevsky. He watched the trickle of blood from her nostrils turn into a crimson rush that drenched her blouse. He closed his eyes, no longer able to look.
�No. No one is saying anything.� Layla sounded terribly upset. �God forgive me, but after what happened to her, I got so worried about you. Then, when I could not get in touch with you�� Her voice choked.
�I�m sorry, Layla. Truly I am. But we�re all fine here.�
�You will not continue to be fine if you pursue this. You know that.�
Lourds clicked off the computer, unable to watch any more, not wanting to know any more. �Layla, I have to follow up on this. Adonis and I almost have the answer.�
�It will get you killed. Just like it got Anna killed.�
�We don�t even know if her death was anything more than a terrible accident at this point.�
�She was a healthy young woman.�
�That could have been the result of an embolism. There doesn�t have to be anything nefarious about her death.�
�There is. I feel it. And you should feel it too.�
Lourds silently admitted to himself that maybe he did. �Layla, even if I tried to walk away from this thing, Nevsky � or whoever�s after Alexander�s tomb � will just come after me. I�m not going to be safe until I find it.� He paused, and a horrible thought crossed his mind. �You�re not going to be safe either. They know you and I are involved.�
�I will be fine. I am protected.�
�Except that Captain Fitrat is here.�
�That way I know that you are protected. As much as you can be. What bothers me most is that I cannot be there with you.�
�Don�t try to come. It�s too dangerous.�
�I will not. I cannot. I have too much going on here. I am being buried by the work I have to do. And I feel so badly that I cannot be there with you.�
�I�ll be fine. I promise.� Lourds hoped he wasn�t lying through his teeth, and he grieved terribly for Anna.
General Anton Cherkshan Residence
Patriarshiye Ponds
Moscow, Russian Federation
February 21, 2013
One short flight from Kiev to Moscow and the drive from the airport, two hours and twenty-three minutes after hearing about his daughter�s death, Cherkshan stood in front of the door to his house. He hesitated there, standing in the white, swirling snow gathered on his stoop. He wanted to go in, but it hurt him to think of what he was going to find.
Katrina had called once, to make sure that he had heard about Anna, and to verify that what she had heard on the Internet news was true. Then she had broken down crying and hung up the phone.
Cherkshan had tried to call his wife back, but it had been useless. She had not accepted his calls. He had known she would accept nothing less than him being there. He had sent men, but she had turned them away.
Nevsky had accepted Cherkshan�s call, proffered condolences, and grudgingly allowed his general�s flight home to be with his grieving wife. Through all of that, Cherkshan had gotten the opinion that Nevsky would hold this abandonment of his post in Kiev against him.
He didn�t know how he felt about that.
Before he could decide what to do, the door opened, and there stood Katrina. She looked as hard and as cold as the Russian winter, and he knew that a part of her blamed him for their daughter�s death, even though she did not mean to.
�You should come in. You are going to freeze.�
Cherkshan nodded, unable to speak past the lump in his throat. He kicked the snow off his boots and walked into the house.
�Come into the kitchen. I have fixed you some dinner. I knew you would not eat.�
Cherkshan did not feel like eating. He wanted to hold his wife, but he knew she would not allow that. Not yet. Not until she had off of her mind whatever she was holding back.
So he went into the kitchen and sat at the table. She brought food and put it before him. Like a machine, he ate. When he finished, Katrina took the dishes, washed them, and put them away.
He looked at her. �Is there anything I can do?�
�Can you bring back my daughter? Can you bring back my Anna?�
He shook his head, having no words to give her.
She left him, going back to the bedroom, and he knew not to follow. Instead, he went to his study and he waited. At this point there was nothing for him to do.
Three hours later, he got a phone call from Emil, who also expressed his condolences.
�Thank you.�
Emil hesitated. �I have a Greek policeman on the line, General. He says that it is important to talk to you.�
�Put him through.�
There was a series of clicks, and Cherkshan knew he and the policeman were not alone on the line.
�General Cherkshan, I am told you speak English.�
�I do.�
�Good, because I speak no Russian.�
�And I speak no Greek.�
�I have some questions about your daughter.�
Cherkshan thought for a moment, then realized that whoever was listening in on his phone call would already know about Anna. They would know more, in fact, than he did.
�All right.�
�I am Hermes Asimakopoulos, a police detective. I am afraid I am calling with some bad news about your daughter.�
�You are too late, Detective. I have already heard the news.�
�I am sorry for your loss, General. But there are some questions I must ask.�
�Proceed.�
�When was the last time you saw your daughter?�
Cherkshan felt angry, and it almost got the better of him. �Do not waste your time or mine. Get to the important questions.�
�What would those be?�
�What killed my daughter?�
�Why do you think something killed your daughter?�
�Because a police detective would not call me otherwise. The embassy people would handle this.�
�You�re right, General. My apologies. Your daughter died from radiation poisoning. It was all through her system. Due to the nature of your daughter�s interview on��
Cherkshan broke the phone connection and leaned back in his chair. He was startled to find Katrina standing in his doorway with her arms folded.
Her voice, when she spoke, was cold and brittle. �What killed our daughter?�
�Radiation poisoning.�
�You and I both know she has not been around radiation.�
Cherkshan nodded.
�Someone killed our daughter, Anton.� Katrina stared at him. �In all the time that we have been married, I have never asked you about the things you have done. But I will speak of them now. You have killed men, my husband. To save your life and for your country. I know this is true.�
�Yes.�
�Promise me this: promise me that the people responsible for our daughter�s death will die.�
Cherkshan took in a breath and let it out. Katrina did not know how much she was asking. But it did not matter. She had asked. He nodded. �It will be done.�
* * *
Dressed in old clothes, Cherkshan stood inside a bodega four kilometers from his home. He had slipped out of his house using a subterranean tunnel he had built into his neighbor�s yard. There was a good chance that the FSB didn�t know about the tunnel, and he was very careful about his departure. The heavy snow made it easier to disappear.
Along the walk to the bodega, he had checked behind him several times. No one had followed him. When he had reached the bodega, he had used the payphone to make one call.
The man at the other end had picked up and said hello.
The general had named another place, but the man at the other end of the connection had known he had meant to meet at the bodega and to be careful about coming.
Forty-two minutes later, Dmitry Dolgov entered the bodega. He looked older than Cherkshan remembered, but he still had the roving eyes with steel in his gaze. He gave no indication that he recognized Cherkshan as he walked to the counter and purchased a paper and a hot tea.
The paper meant that he had not been followed. If he had purchased gum or candy, he had a tail.
After his transaction had been completed, Dmitry left the bodega. A few minutes after that, Cherkshan left as well. He stepped out into the cold and walked a block to the east. Dmitry waited in the shadows at the corner.
�My condolences on your loss, General.�
�Thank you, Dmitry, but you do not have to rely on titles here. You and I, we are old friends.�
�True.� Dmitry sipped his tea as they walked and watched for tails.
�My daughter was murdered.�
Dmitry said nothing.
�It was done by a sociopathic dog who works for the FSB. One of my own.� Cherkshan passed over a photograph of Colonel Sergay Linko. �He poisoned my daughter with radiation.�
�I am truly sorry, Anton. That is a bad way to go.�
�There are no good ways.�
�No, but there are some that are worse than others.� Dmitry put the photograph inside his coat. �I know this man. He has a reputation even among the SVR.�
�He is in Greece. Following Professor Lourds on a treasure hunt that the president believes in.�
�You do not?�
�I do not care. I want Linko dead. I am asking you to do this thing for me because too many people are watching me and because you have a history with Lourds.�
�After everything he has been through, Lourds may not trust me.�
�Then do not let him see you.�
�What about Lourds?�
�He is not my enemy.�
�And the treasure?�
�I do not care about it.�
Dmitry nodded. �As you wish.�
�Dmitry, I know this thing I ask is a lot, but I made a promise to Katrina that our daughter�s murderer will pay for his crimes.�
�You do not need to worry about it. We look out for each other, my friend. It is what good Russians do.�
�I fought with my daughter all the time, Dmitry. She had visions of what Russia would be like if it followed along the lines of freedom. I would not listen.�
�You and I argued with our fathers as well. Only not as loudly or as bravely as these young people do. This is a natural thing.�
�Perhaps, but perhaps I should have been listening more.�
Dmitry held up the paper. It was a copy of The Moscow Times. �Your daughter left many articles behind. I have read them. She was thoughtful and insightful. She has left a legacy. You can still read them. You can still hear her voice.�
Cherkshan took a deep breath and knotted all his pain into a ball in his stomach. It was what he had learned to do.
�When do you want this person dealt with?�
�Soon.�
�I will leave straightaway.�
�Do you know where Lourds is?�
�Better. I know his girlfriend. She liked me. Perhaps she can tell me. If not, I will follow Linko. Whether Linko comes to me while I sit on Lourds, or I track Linko as he follows Lourds, it doesn�t matter to me. Either way, I will have him.�
They stopped at the next street corner. Dmitry leaned into Cherkshan and hugged him fiercely. Then, without another word, they went their separate ways.
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Temple of Hades Ruins
Elis
Peloponnese Peninsula
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 23, 2013
Disgusted and exhausted after hours of fruitless searching, Lourds walked the course he had set for himself on his search path. So much of archeology was this: laying out a grid and walking it till everything that could be found was found. He didn�t care so much for archeology during the boring times. He preferred finding things or having documents that had already been found brought to him. Translating was so much better than just walking and looking.
He sighed. At least walking and looking was better than digging. The wind nearly lifted his hat from his head. He took it off and resettled it, raking the terrain constantly with his gaze.
Captain Fitrat walked beside him like a hunting hound. Corporal Rahimi flanked Lourds on the other side. They seemed dedicated to the search as well, but now that they were in the evening of their second day at it, they didn�t have the same curiosity or anticipation. Those were always the first things to go.
And the confidence that the original assumption was correct. That was going too.
�Perhaps the temple location was in another place.� Fitrat was trying to be helpful, but the frustration in his voice was evident. He didn�t like Lourds being out in the open like that, easy prey for a sniper.
�No.� Lourds hitched his shoulders and drew his jacket up a little more. The wind blowing in from the west, out over the Adriatic Sea, was cool to the point of being uncomfortable. �It�s here. Somewhere. Adonis and I pored over that document. We didn�t make any mistakes. From the descriptions we found, the temple is here somewhere.�
�Times change the land. I know in my homeland that my city changes nearly every day.�
�Your city is still at war.�
�And the Greeks made war for generations. Things change. What points of reference do you have?�
Lourds halted and pointed west. �Over there, we have the Adriatic Sea.� He pointed to the north. �There, the mountains. To the south of us is Elis.�
�The old city or the new?�
�It doesn�t matter. They built the new city right on top of the old one. That�s why it has so many archeological digs in and around it.�
Fitrat looked around. �Surely there are other physical characteristics you were given? Trees? A group of rocks?�
�Those weren�t mentioned in the scroll. Trees would have been cut down. Rocks would have been used for buildings. Callisthenes only referred to things that would stay.�
�What about stone quarries? I know many of the cities, like some in France, dug out their own bedrock to build their homes and buildings.�
�Yes, and that practice has caused lots of problems as the city kept growing. Cave-ins, especially.� Lourds swept his gaze around. �We�re looking for a cave.�
�Callisthenes said a cave?�
�A passageway underground usually means a cave.�
Fitrat nodded toward a primitive structure at the bottom of the foothills. �There is no mention of a well?�
�A well?�
Fitrat pointed. �There. That one looks like one that was advertised on Delos Island, correct?�
�Yes, that�s a well. I think.�
Lourds saw a small depression in the ground, rectangular in shape and nearly ten feet by six.
Curious, wanting something to explore other than endless and similar-looking terrain, Lourds walked down the incline to take a look.
* * *
Linko lay up on the high ground behind Lourds and the men he traveled with. An AK-47 lay beside him, and he knew that the rifle had a much greater reach than the pistols the Afghanistan police assigned to Lourds carried. Killing them would be an easy matter, and he was looking forward to doing so.
But there remained the fact that Lourds hadn�t given up the hunt. The possibility existed that he might yet find whatever it was that he searched for.
Linko hoped that would happen. He was certain President Nevsky was not pleased with how things had turned out with Anna Cherkshan. But no one had known that she had discovered so much information or that she would be granted airtime on a television station.
Nevsky and his generals and his public relations people were working hard to undo the damage. Some of the control that had been taken in the Ukraine was crumbling, but the military operations there had been stepped up to compensate.
Things would be all right. Linko kept telling himself that as he followed Lourds with his binoculars.
Come on, you idiot. Find whatever it is you are looking for. Find it so that I may kill you and go home.
* * *
The well was ancient. Lourds estimated that it had been constructed centuries ago. Over the course of time, much of the rock that had gone into the building of the low retaining wall around the well had been scavenged and taken elsewhere. Weeds and brush had grown up around it.
Fitrat gazed down into the well. �Not very deep.�
Lourds nodded. �It didn�t have to be deep. It only had to reach the water table in order to keep a steady supply of water. Out on the peninsula here, the water table wasn�t very deep.�
He navigated the narrow stone steps that led down into the well at one end. Roots had twisted through the mortar, and stubborn grass clung to the stones in places where seeds had blown in the past. The well had no smell, no mold, no mildew.
And it was dry as a bone. The bottom of the well was overgrown with grass and weeds as well.
�You had good eyes to see this.�
Above, kneeling on the edge of the well, Fitrat shrugged. �Finding this only seems like another waste of time.�
Lourds took a flashlight from his backpack and shone the beam over the rough walls. There was some graffiti left by children or teenagers, drawings of monsters or declarations of undying love.
�Perhaps we will have more luck at the next well?�
Glancing up, Lourds saw Corporal Rahimi standing on the well wall across from his commander. �Next well?�
�Sure.� The young corporal nodded and pointed to the east. �I have found another one about a hundred meters to the east.�
Lourds clambered up from the well. �Where?�
�There.� Rahimi pointed again.
This time Lourds spotted the hint of a rectangular area in the grass. The shape was too uniform to have occurred naturally. He hitched up his backpack. �Let�s go.�
Elis Harbor
Dmitry Dolgov clambered from the boat at the harbor in Elis. The pilings were old and decrepit, and only a few people still lived there. The man who had rented Dmitry the boat had said that the old town had fewer than two hundred reglar inhabitants and that, in the summer, during tourist season, there were often more visitors than residents.
His boots echoed on the wooden pier that swayed drunkenly beneath him. He did not like deep water or boats or ships, and traveling through Greece had promised much of that.
Catching up with Lourds had proven problematic. At first, Layla Teneen had been cautious, unwilling to even talk about Professor Lourds, and Dmitry had understood. She had wanted Lourds kept out of harm�s way. Dmitry had calmly, professionally told her that the only way to do that was to remove the threat.
�That is exactly what Thomas said.� She had sounded anxious and tired. �He told me that if he could find Alexander�s tomb, then this would be over. That there would be nothing to be taken or hidden or kept secret.�
�In one respect, Professor Teneen, that would be correct. But Anna Cherkshan will not be avenged. That is what I will do. And I can protect Lourds at the same time.�
Eventually, she had agreed, but she had not spoken with Lourds in a while and did not know his exact location. He had not told her his plans, and she did not know for certain where he had gone.
Dmitry had tried using tracking software from low earth orbit satellites that were available to the SVR, but even the LEOs had failed to pinpoint Lourds�s satphone ping. Past experience had proven that even using the Doppler shift calculations could be off by several kilometers.
Finally, last night, Lourds had spoken with Professor Teneen and told her where he was. As Dmitry had requested, for fear of being overheard by Colonel Linko, she had not mentioned Dmitry and his group.
Dmitry wore combat armor under his long coat, and he carried a Heckler & Koch MP3 submachine pistol on a Whip-it sling on his shoulder under the garment as well. The rest of his unit, all hard men who had seen action in Chechnya and other covert actions around the globe, were similarly attired.
Standing once more on the solid ground of the shoreline, Dmitry took a map from his chest pouch and unfolded it.
An old fisherman approached them. �You are visitors, yes?� His English was stilted but easily understandable.
�Yes.� Dmitry smiled at the man.
�Visitors do not usually come this time of year.�
�We thought we would come when it was not so crowded.�
The man nodded. �Not so crowded now. But cold.�
�Not too cold for fishing, I see.�
The old man grinned. �Never too cold for fishing.�
�Have you seen many other tourists?�
�Yes. Many men. Two groups go into the old places.� The man pointed in the direction of the ruins. �They not come back yet. Camping. Probably archeologists.� He had trouble with the word.
�How many men?�
The old man thought for a moment. �First group ten men. Second group, maybe thirty.�
That caught Dmitry by surprise. He had thought Linko would have tried to keep his operation small. Dmitry had only brought six men with him. Moving even that many through customs and getting the proper identification in order had been difficult. Linko must have hired local talent to supplement his forces.
�Thank you for your time. I wish you good fortune with your fishing.�
�Thank you. And may you have good fortune with your travels. You come back later, I fry you some fish. We will have wine.�
�I will be back.� Before Dmitry had gone three steps, the ground beneath him quivered and shook and rolled, then snapped back into solid earth again.
The old man laughed. �That was an earthquake. We have many of those here. There is nothing to worry about. The old stories say it is because Poseidon is angry out to sea. He strikes the ground with his trident and causes the earth to tremble.� He nodded out at the Adriatic. �Somewhere out there, a storm is brewing. You will see.�
Dmitry nodded and continued on. To the west, the sky was darkening, obscuring the setting sun. It would be twilight in another three hours or so. He hoped to have located Lourds � or at least Linko � in that time.
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The second well was in worse shape than the first. More stones had been scavenged, leaving almost nothing of the original retaining walls. Dark patches of earth filled with roots and worms and grubs marred the walls. A few wine bottles and the remains of a campfire occupied one corner.
Fitrat smiled at the ashes and the bottles. �Boys trying to be men.�
�Thousands of years ago, you would have probably found the same thing in many abandoned or out-of-the-way places like this, only they would have been wineskins, not bottles.�
�We do not change so much over all this time.�
�Not really.� Lourds swept the walls with his flashlight. �It�s getting darker.�
�A storm is rolling in from the sea.� Fitrat sniffed. �You can smell it.�
Lourds had noticed the changes in the weather as well. �Perhaps we should head back for the night. There�s no sense in staying out here and getting wet.�
Fitrat nodded. �I would like a chance to eat a meal made over a campfire rather than trail bars inside a tent. Even though we will only be opening cans, that is better than granola.�
Lourds chuckled. �It�s a shame you can�t just whip up something while we�re out here.�
Fitrat shrugged. �Perhaps we could buy a goat from one of the men in the town.�
�Hey.� Rahimi stood at the top of the well. �I found another well.�
�Another one?� Lourds started up from the well, and he felt a spark of excitement. He took the small walkie-talkie the team had purchased to communicate while on the exploration from his backpack. �Adonis?�
�Yes?�
�Have you found anything that looks like wells where you are?�
Marias was silent for a moment. �Two, but they go nowhere. Why?�
�I have an idea. I need you to mark those wells with something we can see from a distance. Use the orange fluorescent spray paint. Then we need to meet up on the hill.�
* * *
Twenty minutes later, they gathered on the small rise that overlooked the ruins and the vicinity they�d been searching. Lourds held a copy of the strange geometrical shape they�d made by connecting the mysterious dots on the back of the Oracle scroll.
Marias peered over his shoulder as he consulted the map.
�We�ve found five wells so far.� Lourds pointed down the hill to where the orange Xs glowed in the gathering gloom. �See how the ones we marked correspond to the dots?�
�It�s a map?�
�More than that. This is something you should have caught.� Lourds loved being ahead of the curve on his friend.
�Why should I have caught something I plainly still do not see?�
�Because you�re the expert on Greek mythology. This isn�t a map, Adonis. It�s a constellation.�
Marias looked at the shape a moment more, then he grew more excited. �You are right.� He leaned in closer. �This is Auriga. Eight stars comprise the constellation, the brightest of which is Capella.�
�Excuse me.� Fitrat looked at both of them. �What is Auriga?�
Marias talked excitedly. �Not a what. A who. He was believed to be the hero Erichthonius of Athens. He drove out Amphictyon, who had taken the throne from Cranaus. According to the mythology, he was the chthonic son, born of the earth when Hephaestus tried to rape Athena. Hephaestus did not manage the task because Athena fought him off, but the seed of the god fell to the earth, and Erichthonius was born anyway.�
�Why would Auriga be important to Alexander?�
Marias shook his head. �That we may never know. But the wooden rollers on the coded scroll had serpents on them. Ericthonius had a son, Pandion I, whose symbol was a snake. His mark is on the statue of Athena in the Parthenon � the snake hidden behind her shield.�
�Snakes were associated with the Oracle of Delphi too.� Lourds sipped water from the canteen he carried. �She was also called Pythia, named for the monstrous serpent Python after Apollo slew her. He claimed the cave she lived in as the home for the Oracle.�
Marias checked his watch. �Even though it grows dark, my friends, we still have a couple hours to look for the other three wells if we wish to. I, for one, would like to press on.� He grimaced up at the gathering storm clouds. �Unless the rain comes and we are forced to quit.�
�Maybe we don�t have to find three wells.� Lourds considered the map.
�What are you saying?�
�Maybe we need only find the one.�
�Which one?�
�You said Capella was the brightest star?�
�Yes.�
�We haven�t yet found that star, though we have found the two that anchor it on a straight line through the heart of the constellation.� Lourds looked out at the orange markers. �Given all that we�ve found so far, you�d think we�d have located that well, too.�
Marias took in a breath. �Unless it was hidden.�
Lourds rolled up the copy of the map. �That�s what I�m thinking.�
�And you wouldn�t put the gateway to Hell in plain sight, would you?�
�I wouldn�t.�
Lourds put the map back in his backpack. Just as he was slinging it back over his shoulder, the earth quivered and he staggered slightly.
Marias noted his reaction. �Do not think anything of it. There are tremors through this area all the time.� He started off, aiming for the point between the five wells they had found.
* * *
The well that represented Capella wasn�t hidden. It was just grown over to the point that getting to it was difficult. Lourds and Marias hacked their way to it using machetes, then were disappointed when it was as dry and empty as the others.
They pressed on and found the next one nearby, but it, too, held nothing of interest.
Lourds hadn�t lost hope when they found the last well, the one that represented Eta Aurigae, which was supposed to have been one of the kids of the she-goat Capella or the nose of Auriga, depending on which interpretation one wanted to believe.
He shone his flashlight beam around, struck at once by the loamy smell trapped in the enclosure. But maybe that had been caused by the coming storm. This well was just as dry as all the others had been, and he was disappointed.
Marias grinned wryly. �Maybe we�ve just outthought ourselves, Thomas.� He sighed. �Maybe we�re wanting to see something so badly that our minds are playing tricks on us.�
Lourds hadn�t wanted to admit it, but he was thinking the same thing.
�No.� Captain Fitrat spoke in the calm voice of reason. �You said this place was small. Why would they then have so many wells here? There was only one that I saw on Delos Island.�
�That was a communal well. There were probably smaller ones in the past.� Lourds pushed a spiderweb aside and examined the walls more closely. His boot thumped against the solid earth. He focused his attention on the back wall. This well was different. It had been dug into the side of a hill.
�But why so many of this size?�
Marias worked on the other side of the wall from Lourds. His flashlight tracked slowly. �They had the Olympic Games here. Maybe they needed the extra water.�
�And maybe it was to mark a hiding place.� Exultation flooded through Lourds as he shone the light on a stone on the back wall.
�Did you find something?� Marias joined him.
�In addition to the Helm of Darkness and a three-headed pup named Cerberus, what else was Hades known for?�
�I do not remember anything else.�
�Do you remember the legend of Minthe?�
Marias thought for a moment. �She was a nymph. Hades saw her and was attracted by her beauty. She, in turn, was attracted to him. Before anything could happen, though, Persephone arrived and turned the nymph into a plant.�
�A mint plant. You know how I know this?�
�No, nor do I know what all of this has to do with anything.�
�The myth of mint was on the placard at Caf� Trident. I read it while you were telling the story of Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus splitting up the world.�
Marias sighed. �You�re as attentive as my students.�
�More so. I remember what was on the placard.�
�Enlighten me.�
�Do you know why the nymph was so attracted to Hades?�
Marias frowned and shook his head.
�Because in addition to the Helm of Darkness and a pup named Cerberus, Hades also had a chariot of gold that was drawn by four black horses. She was reportedly dazzled by the chariot.�
Corporal Rahimi laughed. �It is always about the ride.�
Lourds chuckled as well. �In this case, I think it really is about the ride. Do you know what else Auriga is known for?�
Marias pulled at his goatee for a moment then shook his head. �No.�
�He�s credited for inventing the chariot. In particular, he�s remembered for inventing the quadriga, the four-horse chariot that he used in battle to gain the throne of Athens.�
A smile framed Marias�s lips. �Hades drove a quadriga.�
�Exactly. And look what I found.� Triumphantly, Lourds pulled aside dead grass to reveal the small carving of a four-horse chariot in one of the stones on the left side of the wall.
Cautiously, Lourds put out a hand and pressed on the stone.
Nothing happened.
He hooked his fingers around the edge and tried pulling.
Nothing happened.
�Perhaps it is just a stone.� Marias leaned in more closely.
Frustrated, Lourds bunched up a fist and banged on the stone.
Still nothing happened.
He stepped back and sighed in disgust. �Either that�s a smokescreen, or there is a trick to it.�
�Perhaps if the mortar around it were loosened.� Fitrat produced a wicked-looking knife and stepped forward. Carefully, he chipped away the mortar from the stone.
For a few long minutes, the sounds of the chipping and of the men breathing echoed faintly within the well. Thunder crackled overhead, and a lightning bolt sizzled across the dark sky. The wind picked up and blew dust down into the well.
Finally, Fitrat stepped back to observe his handiwork. �All the mortar around the stone is gone.�
Lourds kept his flashlight trained on the stone. �Press it. Let�s see what happens.�
Fitrat pressed and pulled and tried to wiggle the stone, all to no avail. He stepped back again and shook his head. �It is just a stone with an engraving. A decoration.�
�In an undecorated well?� With grim determination, Lourds looked around the well. They were missing something.
On the heels of another burst of thunder, the ground trembled and something shifted behind the back wall of the well. Lourds tried the marked stone again.
�Hey.�
Everyone turned to look at Corporal Rahimi.
�I was just thinking. If you believe that wall is some kind of door, and if the mechanism that is supposed to open it is stuck, why not just take the door apart?�
Lourds and Marias and Fitrat swapped looks.
Lourds shook his head and sighed.
* * *
Closer now, Linko studied Lourds and his team in the well. The colonel hadn�t known the structure was a well until he�d heard Lourds talking to the Greek professor earlier. To Linko, they simply looked like shallow holes in the ground.
Light rain fell, pattering against the leaves of the tree whose shadows he hid in. The shadows had almost faded now, absorbed by the coming night and the darkness of the storm.
Then he noticed movement on the hillside. Shifting his binoculars, he tracked the movement and saw a small person, dressed in robes, scurrying toward the well.
* * *
Thousands of years had stripped the mortar of its vitality, and it crumbled beneath the concerted efforts of the picks the team had brought in their equipment bags. Lourds and Fitrat attacked the wall, quickly discovering the cave that lay beyond. Lourds�s heart sped up as the scent of fresh earth filled his nostrils. There was a hint of something else as well. Something sweet.
He freed another stone block, curled it into his arms, and handed it back to Rahimi, who passed it back to the man behind him. They were dumping all the stones outside the well.
Lourds picked up his flashlight and peered through the opening they�d made. It was almost big enough to crawl through now. The flashlight beam was lost inside the long black passageway on the other side.
�Now I am excited.� Marias took the stone Fitrat passed back. �This could be the way Heracles ventured down into Hades.�
�I know.� Lourds played the beam around the front of the opening. The light revealed the tracked grooves where the stones were supposed to slide across the floor.
�You must stop!� A high-pitched voice echoed in the well, and thunder followed the command.
Lourds spun, turning his flashlight with him. The beam squarely caught a hooded and robed figure standing at the well�s edge. The cloth it wore was black as the night.
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Fitrat and his men brought their weapons to bear at the same moment Lourds�s light lifted the young boy�s features out of the darkness.
�Stop! Don�t shoot! He�s just a boy!� Lourds spoke in Dari, hoping that language would better serve him. �Captain, he�s just a boy!�
Fitrat told his men to hold their fire. Then he sent four of his men out of the well to secure the perimeter. He turned to Lourds. �I must apologize. Letting someone sneak up on us is very unprofessional.�
�Not a problem, Captain. I think we were all under the spell of this passageway. Under the circumstances � and especially in light of the fact that we�re all still alive � I think we can forgive ourselves.� Lourds approached the boy, who had not run even as the soldiers brandished their weapons and rushed by him.
The boy looked at him, wide-eyed with fear and breathing rapidly. �You must not go in there. It is forbidden.� He spoke in Greek.
�Forbidden by whom?�
The boy shook his head. �You must not go in there.�
�My name is Thomas Lourds. Who are you?�
On closer inspection, Lourds estimated the boy�s age at twelve or thirteen. He was slight and skinny, with black hair that hung in ringlets and eyes like coal.
�My name is Haros. I am the son of Haros, who was the son of Haros before him.�
�Thomas.� Marias spoke softly in English. �You do know what name Haros derives from, don�t you?�
�Yes.� Lourds was fascinated. �Charon. The ferryman.�
According to mythology, Charon was the boatman who carried the newly dead across the River Styx to the Underworld. He was always depicted as a bearded old man in dirty clothing. Sometimes he was shown as a living skeleton, a lot like the Grim Reaper.
�What are you doing here, Haros?�
�I came to stop you.� The boy looked past Lourds and into the yawning mouth of the passageway. �I cannot allow you to enter that place.�
�Is there anyone with you?�
The boy looked nervous. �You may not enter the cave. Only the dead may enter the cave.�
Fitrat, unaware of the conversation because he didn�t speak Greek, turned to Lourds. �No one else is out there. Apparently the boy is alone.�
Lourds nodded. He spoke to the boy. �We mean no harm. We came here to explore this cave.�
�Only the dead may pass.�
�What do you know of this place?�
Haros looked fearful. �This is where the dead go. Where Hades calls them home to the Underworld.�
�Have you been inside this cave?�
�No.� The boy looked past Lourds and into the darkness.
�Then how do you know where it goes?�
�I was told by my father.�
�Where is he?�
Haros nodded to the passageway. �In there.�
�Your father went into the cave?�
�Yes.�
�I thought you said you couldn�t enter the cave unless�� Realizing what the boy was saying, Lourds stopped himself.
�My father died last year. But not before he passed on his knowledge to me.�
�Knowledge of what?�
�The cave and what lies beyond.�
�How did your father know?�
�His father told him.� The wind caught the boy�s cloak and pulled it out around him for a moment. He looked ethereal, especially when the lightning flared behind him.
The rain fell heavier now, and small rivulets had formed to run down into the well.
Corporal Rahimi stepped back down into the well and talked quickly with Fitrat. The captain turned to Lourds. �There are other people out there. Soldiers. Rahimi thinks they are Russians.�
Fear slithered down Lourds�s back. Here they were at the yawning gates of death itself, and their enemy had caught up with them. One of Fitrat�s men standing guard at the well�s edge suddenly fell backwards into the well at Lourds�s feet.
Instinctively, Lourds pulled the flashlight beam onto the fallen man. The first thing he noticed was the bullet hole between the man�s wide eyes. Then the sound of the gunshot whipped over them, followed by a cascade of them.
* * *
Linko knew from the way the Afghan soldiers acted that one of his men had been seen. At first, he was angry, ready to kill the man who had made such a mistake. Then he realized that he could accept it as fate and move in to take his quarry.
Surprise was still his, and they had nowhere they could go. His team had ringed them on all sides. And the cave was obviously the objective they had been searching for.
He took aim at one of the men beside the well, centered the sights over the man�s head, and took up trigger slack because he wanted first blood. When the rifle bucked against his shoulder, he gave a final warning to his men.
�Do not kill Professor Lourds.�
Then muzzle flashes sparked in the night around the well.
* * *
�Get down! Get down!� Fitrat raced up the steps and took up a position at the well�s side, taking advantage of the low wall as he brought up his pistol. He held his fire, though, and he cursed soundly.
Other Afghan soldiers took up positions as well and fired back at targets somewhere in the night.
Lourds sprang up the steps, caught Haros by the robe, and yanked the boy down into the well. He covered Haros with his own body and felt the boy trembling against him.
�See? You have invoked the wrath of Hades!� He hid his face in his hands.
�That isn�t Hades. That�s a group of Russians who have been after the tomb of Alexander the Great.�
�Stop firing! Stop firing! You are wasting bullets!� Fitrat shouted above the din. �The range is too great!�
The soldiers stopped firing and hunkered down. Already, two others had joined the first man on the ground. Both of them were dead as well.
Lourds looked at the dead men and knew that they would not be lying there so far from home if he had not brought them here. But he also knew that this was no time for recriminations if they were going to get out of the situation alive.
Fitrat knelt beside the three men, checking for pulses that were not there.
�Captain.�
Fitrat looked up at him.
�Can we get out of here?�
The captain shook his head. �They have us surrounded.�
�Then we have no choice. We have to go into the cave.�
Fitrat looked at the cave. �Knowing where it is supposed to lead?�
Lourds shook his head. �It doesn�t go there. That�s just a story. The worst part will be if it only goes back for a few feet and we still end up trapped, but even then, it�ll at least force the Russians to come at us through a chokepoint. And if we have any kind of luck, that passageway will open up somewhere else and we can get out of here.�
Fitrat nodded and started stripping the dead men of usable gear. �Rahimi. Help me.�
Leaving the boy against the wall, Lourds went to one of the bodies as well and took the man�s extra ammunition, equipment bag, and picked up the pistol from the ground.
In seconds, they were ready to go, and only a few bullets chopped into the well around them. So far, their attackers hadn�t gotten close enough to shoot down into the well.
Lourds gave the boy one of the spare flashlights and took his empty hand in his. �Come on.�
When the boy saw where he was headed, he balked. �No. You cannot go there.�
�We can�t stay out here, either.� Taking a final look around inside the cave before he ventured forth, Lourds threw a leg over the threshold and stepped inside.
* * *
Until he heard the gunfire, Dmitry didn�t know if they were getting closer to Lourds or not. He kept his men in a tight group and only advanced as quickly as his scout could confirm an area clear. The process was time-consuming, but it couldn�t be helped. Getting spotted by Linko and his men, then getting subsequently ambushed, would do no one any good.
Dmitry hadn�t come all this way to die. He still had grandchildren to help raise. And a promise he meant to keep.
When he heard the gunfire, though, he knew he could no longer hold back. In fact, it might already be too late to save the professor. He hoped this was not so because he rather liked Professor Lourds.
He cued his radio. �Okay, move in.� Then he pushed himself into a steady jog that he could maintain for miles even with the equipment pack he carried.
He ran through the sparse forest, heading for the location of the shots.
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The sporadic gunfire echoed loudly in the narrow passageway. Lourds ran quickly and nearly fell when he reached a flight of stone steps carved into a steep grade. He slowed down and caught himself, barely managing to keep his balance. He shone his flashlight ahead of him.
The passageway went on for a long ways. At least there hadn�t been that sudden ending he�d feared.
�Keep going.� Fitrat waved him forward. �I�ve left two men to slow them down, but with limited ammo, they won�t be able to hold them off forever. We need to find another way out.�
Lourds pressed on, following the tunnel as it continued heading down at a sharp angle. Haros ran at Lourds�s side, evidently feeling more comfortable with him than with anyone else.
�What do you know about this tunnel?�
�It leads to Hades, as I said.�
�Why do you know about this place?�
�Because my father taught me after my grandfather died. It has always been so in my family.�
�Why?� Lourds ducked under a section of the roof. �Low ceiling!� he called in Dari for the men behind him.
�Because my family was chosen to be the priests of Hades. The duty has been handed down from generation, from one to another, since the temple was built. There has only been one priest allowed at any time.�
Lourds remembered that from the stories he�d researched. �That was thousands of years ago.�
�I know.�
�Have you ever seen the well open?�
�No. The way has been blocked since before my father�s father twenty-six times back.�
Lourds did the math and figured out that no one had been inside the cave system in at least five hundred years. �Do you believe this passageway leads to Hades?�
Haros hesitated, then shrugged. �I do not know. Sometimes, I think. It is a cool story.�
�Ever tell your friends?�
�No. It is forbidden. If my father had found out I did something like that�� Haros fell silent. �I don�t know what would have happened.� Then a look of pain crossed his face. �I did tell one person. My best friend. I told him, and he laughed at me, and the next day, my father died in a boating accident. I never told anyone again. When I saw you here tonight, I knew I had to stop you. I swore to prevent anyone from coming here. I have failed at that.�
�We didn�t have a choice, Haros.�
�And if you had? Would you have turned away when I asked?�
Lourds didn�t want to answer the question.
The passageway suddenly forked in a small cavern.
Lourds hesitated, playing his flashlight over both branches. �Do you know which way to go?�
�No.� Haros looked scared. �We do not want to go much farther.�
�Why?�
�Because my father told me there is the Place of Dreams and that I should beware of it.�
�What Place of Dreams?�
�It is a cavern somewhere in here, a place where the Oracle came and dreamed her dreams after the Romans tore down her temple.�
�The Oracle came here?�
�Yes. She had no choice but to go into hiding. So she came here.�
Fitrat stood impatiently behind Lourds. �Professor.�
Lourds chose the branch on the right and charged through. �Why did the Oracle come here?�
�Many people remember the Oracle, Pythia, as a representative of Apollo, but that was not the truth of the matter.�
Marias trailed after the boy. �That is true, Thomas. In the beginning, the office of the Oracle was held by the goddesses Themis and Phoebe, and the cave where she prophesized was sacred to Gaia herself.�
Haros nodded. �As my father told me. When the Romans tore down the Oracle�s home, Hades honored a request from Gaia and built her a new home here.�
That made sense to Lourds. After the Oracle was routed from her home, prophesies continued for a time. She had to be operating from somewhere. And Elis had been a major trade port at the time. There would have been ample opportunity for several people to speak to the Oracle.
�You said no one was allowed past the wall. How did the people speak to the Oracle?�
�She went out to meet them in the harbor. She had a building where she did her business every seventh day. One day, the last Oracle died, and she went beyond the wall.� Haros pursed his lips. �Somewhere within this passageway, before you reach the River Styx, is the Oracle�s Place of Dreams where she came to find answers to questions she had been asked.�
* * *
Linko halted at the cave that held the branching tunnels. A single grenade had gotten them past the chokepoint at the tunnel�s entrance. He�d feared it might bring down the wall and close off the cave, but he�d had no choice. Now, he shone his flashlight around, looking for any kind of mark Lourds or the others might have left. He didn�t want to go stumbling around in the dark and end up getting lost. Losing Lourds now would be unacceptable.
�Gedenidze. Bring the thermal imager, quickly.�
The FSB agent trotted up and snapped on the thermal imager he had mounted on his rifle. After a few seconds of directing it at the two openings ahead of them, he nodded. �I have them. To the right. They are staying massed together.�
Linko peered over the man�s shoulder and saw the pool of red that indicated human temperatures. Against the cold backdrop of the cave, getting a reading was child�s play.
�All right. Do not lose them.� Linko trotted forward once more and kept listening. Although the heat signatures of the group could be seen, he didn�t know how far ahead they were.
He kept going into the darkness.
* * *
Six more times, Lourds was presented with choices on which tunnel to take. He hoped that his decisions weren�t going to lead them back around in a circle, or into the path of the Russians pursuing them, but he didn�t want to end up lost, either. The tunnel and cave system had turned out to be a lot larger than he�d imagined.
�My god. Thomas.� Marias caught Lourds by the shoulder and brought him to a halt.
�What?�
�Up there.�
Lourds added his flashlight beam to Marias�s and spotted a set of curving steps that let up to a cave opening above them. In the darkness, concentrating on the light ahead of him, Lourds had missed the steps.
The opening was at least sixty feet above them.
But beside the opening, mounted on the wall, lay two beautiful, golden serpents curled around a staff.
�That is a caduceus. Hermes carried one.�
�I know.� Lourds�s mind was flying. �Apollo was reputed to have wound the body of Pythia around a staff, which he later gave to Hermes as a peace offering. But he killed the snake to provide a home for the Oracle.�
�And Hermes was also a psychopomp, a deliverer of the dead to Hades. He moved between the conscious and unconscious minds.� Marias didn�t take his gaze away. �We cannot leave this unexplored.�
Lourds was torn. �It could be a dead end. We could be boxing ourselves in.�
Fitrat looked at the cave. �It�s defensible. And we all missed it in the dark. Maybe the Russians will too. We could run for a lot longer and maybe never find a place as good as this.�
�All right.� Lourds headed up the steps with Haros at his side. There was barely room for both of them. The steps were broad, but they were steep as well. Worn indentations on the surface showed the path had been traveled many times. He couldn�t help wondering who had come this way and what had brought them.
When he reached the top, what he saw took his breath away. The opening led to a cave at least fifty yards across. A stone dais occupied the center of the room, but that wasn�t what most caught his attention. His flashlight beam picked up the mosaics on the walls, all of them made from gemstones or pieces of colored glass. The flashlight sparked from ruby, sapphire, emerald, amethyst, and a myriad other colors.
All of the mosaics were of women dressed in virgin white. In some, the women knelt at the foot of a beautiful man who glowed with the radiance of the sun. In others, they held court over dozens of men who were obviously enthralled by them.
Dazed, Lourds entered the room and moved from image to image. One of them showed armed Roman soldiers closing in on a woman in white. In the sky, a dark figure with a menacing helm and driving a chariot with four black horses flew toward her. In the next, several Roman soldiers lay withered and dying on the ground. The woman in white had joined the dark figure in the chariot.
�Do you see this?� Marias flicked his beam over the mosaics.
�Yes.� Lourds couldn�t help but feast his eyes on the artwork, on the sheer history that lay before them. Even though the stories couldn�t possibly be true, the artwork was a study in artifacts. But he was also grimly aware that Haros was at his side, and the boy was terrified.
�We should not be here. We should not be here.� Haros spoke in a thin, quiet voice.
Boris, I wish you had lived long enough to see where your trail led. You deserve the recognition for this.
Fitrat ordered three of his men to take up positions in the cave at the opening, but he sent Corporal Rahimi to the opening at the back to explore their options. The remaining soldiers moved quickly and efficiently.
�It is another tunnel.� Rahimi shone his flashlight into the darkness. �I cannot see how much farther it goes.�
�Then at least we have a way out of this place if things go badly. If we get lucky, the Russians will pass us by and we can double back and be gone before they know it.�
Lourds paid little attention to Fitrat and the soldiers, as he and Marias began exploring the cave.
�Thomas, over here.�
Lourds joined Marias at the back wall. As he got closer, he spotted the compartments carved into the stone. Inside the compartments were scrolls. His heart leaped for joy, and a new adrenaline rush swept over him.
�Look at this.� Marias tapped the end of the wooden roller of the scroll he held. The engraved image of a lion was unmistakable. �I saw this and it caught my eye. Do you remember the story of Philip II, the father of Alexander, and how he had the dream of sealing up his wife�s womb with a lion seal on it?�
Lourds shook his head. �No. On this one, you�re ahead of me. And I think I�d remember something like that.�
Marias grinned. �Shortly after Philip married Olympias, his fourth wife � the man had several � he had a dream. In the dream, he saw himself sealing his wife�s womb with the seal of a lion.�
�Not your everyday dream, that�s for sure.�
�There were a couple of different interpretations offered for the dream. One was that Olympias was already pregnant by the time of the marriage.�
�Explains the need for a wedding.�
�And the other is that Alexander was actually the son of Zeus, and Olympias was claiming demi-godhood for her son.�
�A popular claim back in the day.�
�Agreed. Anyway, I picked up this scroll because it had the lion on it and I thought immediately of Alexander. As it turns out, that was more prophetic than I had believed.�
�Well, this is the room of the Oracle. It�s a place for prophesies.�
Marias opened the scroll. �Look. This is the story of Alexander�s death. It says here that the scroll will tell the tale of how Alexander�s tomb was brought from the world and taken to the Underworld for Hades to reclaim the weapons and armor. The Oracle ordered men to find the tomb and bring it here.� He grinned at Lourds. �If it is down here, we will find it.�
�If we get out of this alive.�
Fitrat turned to them and spoke in hushed tones. �I hear them coming. Shut off your lights.�

53

The Underworld
Elis
Peloponnese Peninsula
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 23, 2013
�Colonel, they�re not in front of us anymore.�
Linko turned to Gedenidze, careful not to blind the man with his flashlight. �Did they get past us?�
�No, sir. They�re above us.�
Frowning, Linko looked ahead again and waved to the man he had running point. �Go ahead. See where the next intersection is.�
�There is no intersection. There is a cave, though.� The man shined his flashlight around. �And there are some steps here on the side.�
Linko glanced back at Gedenidze. �Are they still moving?�
�No. They are holding their positions.�
�Then we are walking into a trap.�
At that moment, a shot echoed in the passageway, and the man walking point fell dead, his flashlight skittering across the stone floor.
* * *
Kneeling beside the cave opening, Lourds looked down at the man shining the flashlight below. He heard the exchange between the Russians and translated for Captain Fitrat, who wanted confirmation of what they were saying.
�They know they�re walking into a trap.�
Fitrat nodded, took deliberate aim with his pistol, and fired.
The sound blasted Lourds�s ears, and he was shocked that Fitrat had fired. Still astonished, Lourds watched the man below tumble to the ground. The flashlight rolled away and briefly played over the man�s face. The bullet had taken out one of his eyes, and there was no mistaking that he was dead.
�Well.� Corporal Rahimi�s voice was laconic. �He has come to the right place. Welcome to the Underworld.�
* * *
�Get ready.� Linko reached into his munitions pouch and pulled out a flash-bang grenade. In the darkness of the cave, the light explosions were going to be horrendous and effective. He wished they had nightvision goggles. That would have given them a much better edge.
But he would make do.
He sidled up to the opening into the next cave, pulled the pin, and tossed the grenade inside the cave. He turned to his men. �Close your eyes and do not open them until I say.� Then he closed his own eyes.
* * *
A metal object bounced off the stone floor in the cave below. Lourds looked for it, but a moment later, he went blind as what seemed to be a miniature sun dawned in the darkness at the bottom of the large cave.
Pain stabbed into his eyes and he swore. He flailed blindly with his arms as he retreated from the opening to the Oracle�s cave. He tripped over someone and fell, barely able to keep his face from smacking into the stone floor.
�I am blind!� One of the soldiers sounded nearby, but the deafness caused by the blast made that hard to be certain of.
�We are all blind.� Despite the situation, Fitrat sounded calm and collected. His voice just penetrated the thick, cottony deafness and ringing that claimed Lourds�s hearing. �Keep your posts by the door. They still have to come up the steps for us. When you hear them, kill them. Just stay out of the opening.�
A moment later, Lourds was still blinking, trying to get the aftereffects out of his vision. Gunshots suddenly filled the cave with a hellish thunder, and more blasts from Fitrat and his soldiers increased the auditory onslaught.
�I am hit.�
Lourds recognized the voice as Marias�s. He pushed himself up and crawled toward the man.
The professor clutched his leg. Lourds stared hard through the muzzle flashes and made out the bloody patch on his thigh. Remembering what Anna had done back in Afghanistan, Lourds ripped off one of his shirt sleeves, folded it into a compress, then pulled off his belt and used it to put pressure on the wound.
Vision partially restored, Lourds looked around the Oracle room. Haros cowered by the dais, looking terribly afraid.
Lourds knew they couldn�t hold that position. All it would take was an anti-personnel grenade lobbed into the Oracle room and they�d all become casualties.
�Professor Lourds.� Fitrat sat at the opening and reloaded his pistol. �Go back into the passageway at the back. See how far it goes. Find out if we can escape that way and if we can somehow close it off after us.�
Lourds nodded. He grabbed his flashlight from where he�d clipped it on to the side of his backpack but didn�t turn it on yet. He started toward the opposite side of the Oracle room.
Once in the other passageway, Lourds switched on the flashlight and followed the straight tunnel a hundred feet. Then he hit a T-intersection. To the right was an opening to a small cave that glowed red when his light touched it. A sweet smell lingered in the air, and he didn�t know what that was.
To the left was another passageway. He shined his flashlight into it and hurried on as the gunfire continued behind him. Fifty yards or so farther on, the tunnel widened into a large cavern. As Lourds turned around to retrace his steps, another tremble � this one larger than the earlier ones � raced through the earth, knocking dust and rock loose. A massive grinding noise sounded from somewhere below.
He ran back to the Oracle room, hating the idea of leaving it unprotected.
�Captain Fitrat!� Lourds�s vision was better now, and he hoped the same was true of everyone. �The tunnel continues into another cave.�
�Rahimi, give Professor Lourds a hand with Professor Marias.�
Rahimi joined Lourds at Marias�s side. Together, they got him to his feet and underway. Lourds grabbed Haros by the arm and gave the boy instructions in Greek. They headed down the passageway, leaving Fitrat and his few remaining men holding off the Russians.
At the T-intersection, Lourds saw that Marias was capable of walking with Rahimi�s help. He gave his flashlight to Haros.
�Stay with them. Guide them.�
The boy nodded and joined the corporal and the professor.
Lourds turned back, every nerve in his body screaming for survival, that he should run. But he couldn�t leave the scrolls behind. He knew that Marias had taken a couple, but Lourds couldn�t stand the idea of leaving them to be destroyed or lost to someone else.
He ran back to the room, sliding past the three soldiers that raced to join Corporal Rahimi.
Fitrat stood at the opening with a pistol in each fist, lit up by the flare someone had tossed onto the steps outside the room. He stared incredulously at Lourds. �What are you doing?�
�Saving as many of these as I can.� Lourds dumped his backpack onto the floor, saved the original scrolls he�d gotten from the tomb in Afghanistan, and scooped a dozen others into his backpack.
He was still putting more inside when Fitrat grabbed him by the arm and yanked him toward the passageway at the back of the Oracle room. He stumbled and nearly went down but managed to stay on his feet.
* * *
�Colonel, they�re abandoning the cave.� Gedenidze focused on the cave with his thermal imager. �There must be another tunnel.�
Linko didn�t bother replying. He reloaded his rifle and ran up the steps as the flash at the top of the stairs sputtered and died.
A sudden maelstrom of gunfire dawned behind him, and he paused at the opening of the cave to yell at his men to stop shooting before they hit him.
However, below, the men were firing back the way they had come.
�Sir, we�re being attacked from the rear.�
�By who?�
The gunfire below increased in volume, and the passageway became lit up like a full-scale war. For a moment, Linko thought perhaps the Afghan soldiers had somehow come up on them from behind and caught them by surprise. But he knew that wasn�t probable. If those men had a chance to escape, they would take it.
He returned his attention to the doorway and charged through, depending on his armor to keep him safe. Inside the room without incident, he spotted two running figures ahead of him, pinned in the high-intensity beam of the light affixed to his assault rifle.
One of the figures turned and opened fire while still running. The bullets sailed past Linko�s head, then he brought the assault rifle up and fired.
* * *
Bullets screamed and ricocheted from the tunnel walls as Lourds ran toward the intersection. He was going to turn to the left, but Fitrat suddenly stumbled into him and drove him to the right.
Turning, frightened, knowing what had happened even though he didn�t want to admit it, Lourds caught Fitrat and helped the captain stay in motion. His pistols fell from his hands, and he went weak in Lourds�s grip, no longer able to help himself.
�I am sorry.�
Lourds didn�t know what to say. He felt the man�s blood on his hands and hoped that Fitrat wasn�t dying. He didn�t want this death on his hands too. He kept moving, tugging the captain after him. Whoever was chasing them through the tunnel was still firing, preventing him from crossing into the other tunnel.
Desperate, Lourds pulled Fitrat into the room that had glowed red earlier. He dragged Fitrat around a small corner and hoped they would be out of sight.
Out of breath, he dropped to his knees beside the prone captain and dragged in air. The faint, sweet smell was still there. Lourds felt woozy and light-headed. He couldn�t get enough air no matter how he tried. He bent over Fitrat and felt for a pulse.
He found it.
He sensed someone at the doorway to the small cave. When he looked up, an old, withered man in a black cloak stood holding a long pole. �There you are, Professor Lourds. You have avoided me for far too long.�
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Elis
Peloponnese Peninsula
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 23, 2013
�Charon?� Lourds couldn�t believe the being was standing there before him. He tried to get up, but Charon pushed him back down again. He didn�t think he would have made it anyway. His head felt like it was floating off his shoulders.
�Stay there. You will not get away this time.�
Lourds thought of all the ways he had cheated death before, all the narrow escapes he�d had, and he knew that he owed death on several accounts. He had been inordinately lucky. Especially over the past few years.
Now, though, that was over.
Charon stepped into the small chamber with him. The old man�s face was wrinkled and wept blood in places. His lips were so thin that his teeth showed through them.
Only they weren�t teeth. They were fangs.
�Is your friend still alive?� Charon looked down at Fitrat.
�I don�t know.�
�Then maybe I should make sure. To be safe.�
In that moment, Lourds realized that Charon was speaking Russian. �Shouldn�t you be speaking Greek?�
Charon looked at him oddly. �What are you talking about?�
For a moment, another picture overlaid the image of Charon. The other image was a familiar face � the face of the man who had shot Boris Glukov. And he wasn�t holding a pole. He was holding a machine pistol.
�Linko!�
The voice belonged to a young woman. Even Linko heard it. He turned and looked over his shoulder.
There in the doorway, Anna Cherkshan stood looking invincible. She pinned Linko with her gaze. �You murdered me. And for that you�re going to pay.� She took a step toward Linko.
Obviously frightened, Linko swiveled the rifle toward her and brought it up to fire. Without thinking, Lourds launched himself at the man.
Lourds�s momentum knocked them both out of the small chamber. He drove the Russian back against the wall, bounced off of it with him, and spun swiftly to throw his opponent over his hip. Before Linko fell, though, he slammed the rifle butt into the side of Lourds�s head.
Knees buckling, Lourds dropped to the stone floor and tried to stay conscious. Only a few feet away, he watched as Linko pushed himself to his feet. Before he reached a standing position, Linko had once more become Charon.
�Professor Lourds, here.�
Glancing to the side, Lourds saw Anna standing nearby. At her feet was one of Fitrat�s pistols. Lourds lunged for the pistol, hoping that it wasn�t empty. He pulled it up into his fist, taking a firm but loose grip the way he�d trained at the firing range, pointed it at Charon, pulled the trigger, and shot him in his skeletal face.
Lourds fired twice more, and the pistol clicked dry.
The dead body of another man he didn�t recognize lay behind Charon. Another man moved behind them, this one regal and dressed all in black, with a helm that Lourds couldn�t quite identify.
Heart beating wildly, head spinning, Lourds pointed the pistol at the figure.
�Thomas, put the gun down. You are among friends.�
The voice was familiar, and Lourds placed it immediately. �Boris?� He looked around, but his friend wasn�t there.
Then Hades was bending down, plucking the gun from his hand, and smiling. �Well, Professor Lourds, it appears you�ve survived. And you�ve done a task for me that I had promised to do for someone else.�
Only Hades suddenly wasn�t Hades. He was Dmitry Dolgov, the spy from the dig site all those month ago.
�Dmitry?�
�Yes.�
�Captain Fitrat needs help.�
�Then let�s help him.� Dmitry pulled Lourds to his feet, and he stood woozily.
They went back and checked on the Afghan captain and found him unconscious but still breathing.
�I have a corpsman with me, Professor Lourds. We will get this man patched up, and we will get all of you out of here.�
* * *
A short time later, Lourds walked with Dmitry as they made their way back through the passageways and out of the caverns. Fitrat needed emergency care. Dmitry had promised a helicopter outside that would take the captain to the nearest hospital.
As they walked, Dmitry explained that he was there to find and kill Linko, but that he could never publicly admit that. There were repercussions that were going to take place in Russia, and Lourds should watch the news.
Lourds had trouble tracking everything Dmitry was saying.
�Are you ill?�
�No.� Lourds shook his head and regretted the action. �There was a chamber in the back of the Oracle room. I think it was set up the same way the Oracle at Delphi was. Over some type of underground gas deposit that causes hallucinations.�
�You have to wonder how they knew to find such a thing.�
�I do.�
�Ancient engineering is always a marvel. I love the Discovery channel.�
* * *
Later, they stood outside the well and watched as the emergency helicopter descended from the night with its lights on and landed in a landing site marked by flares that Dmitry�s men had laid out.
Fitrat was loaded onto the helicopter, then Marias.
Dmitry turned to Lourds. �There is still room for you. Perhaps you should get checked out.�
�No. I�m fine. The fresh air is doing a lot to clear my head.� Lourds turned back to the well. �I want to go back down there and go through the rest of that room. We left a lot of scrolls down there.�
�Wait a while, my friend. We are not certain all of Linko�s men are dead. There may still be a few rats to flush out of there.�
Before Lourds could make a reply, a loud rumble came from out of the ground. As he watched, the hill over the passageway crumpled inward.
�No!� Lourds tried to rush forward, impelled by the need to protect his discovery, but Dmitry snaked a strong arm around him and held him back until the earth settled down once more.
Lourds stared in disbelief at the mass of rubble where the well had been.
Standing nearby, Haros looked at him knowingly. �I told you that you weren�t supposed to go in there.�
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Moskva River
Moscow
Russian Federation
February 25, 2013
General Anton Cherkshan�s boat sat at anchor on the Moskva River. He stood in the stern with a pair of high-powered binoculars. He had been using them for the past hour since the sun had risen. The wind blowing across the water was cold, and chunks of ice still floated with the current. Every now and again, they thudded against the boat�s hull.
From his position, he could see the street that led down from the Kremlin Grand Palace. He thought of his father, of when, as a boy, he had accompanied his father to work on days when he had operated the tugboats. And he thought of Anna as she had been as a child. He also regretted the fact that he had never gotten to know her as the adult she had become. It was a sadness that was almost unbearable. But he was Russian, so he would learn to bear it.
However, he would not allow the man who had killed her to live. He had made the promise to Katrina.
Twenty-three minutes later, he saw President Nevsky leave the building and get into the back of the black ZIL that was his personal car. The vehicle left the compound and rolled down the street.
Cherkshan had been waiting for this moment since Dmitry had called last night. He had been busy himself. He reached into his pocket and brought out a disposable phone. He had already entered Nevsky�s private phone number, the one he gave to his various mistresses. Cherkshan knew the man would answer.
�Hello?�
�President Nevsky?� Cherkshan took a remote control detonator from his pocket and placed his thumb on the button.
�Yes? General Cherkshan? How did you get this number?�
�I was the general of your FSB. I made it my business to know things.�
�Were? Are you going somewhere?�
�You had my daughter killed.�
Nevsky was silent for a moment. �Your daughter died.�
�By your hand. And now, you will die at mine, as my wife requested. She is of gypsy blood, you know, and she has cursed you. You will burn in Hell.� Cherkshan pressed the button.
On the street, the president�s ZIL turned into a fireball. The man�s death was too fast, but it was all Cherkshan could give him and keep his wife safe. For his own life, he didn�t care. But he would protect Katrina.
Cherkshan threw the detonator and phone into the river. Now there were other phone calls to make. Russia had to pull back from the mistakes she had made while blinded by a madman.

Epilogue

Aleria Restaurant
Athens
Hellenic Republic (Greece)
February 28, 2013
�You look beautiful tonight.� Lourds looked across the table at Layla.
Layla smiled, but she seemed somewhat distracted. She had only gotten into Athens a couple hours ago and met Lourds at his hotel.
Lourds was staying there for a time until Captain Fitrat got out of the hospital. From what the doctors were saying, he would be ready to travel in a few more days. During the days, he visited Fitrat and worked on papers with Professor Marias regarding the scrolls they had gotten from the well area. Marias insisted on calling it the Underworld.
Tina Metcalf had let him know the classes were going swimmingly, and Dean Wither was already negotiating her contract for the coming semester. She�d also wanted to know if Lourds had popped the question yet.
Tonight, Layla was dressed in Western clothing, a simple black dress, a string of pearls, and her hair loose and flowing. She barely had on any makeup, and Lourds felt that she didn�t need it at all.
They sat at a table for two against the wall in the Aleria Restaurant, one of the trendiest places in the Metaxourgeio neighborhood in Athens. The soft lighting glowed against the polished, hardwood floors. The table linen was cream and matched the walls and ceiling, giving the whole restaurant a subdued but elegant atmosphere.
�I�ve heard about this restaurant.� Layla picked at her filet of pheasant served with pear tartare with smoked bacon and Vinsanto sauce.
�You haven�t eaten here?� Lourds was surprised. He knew Layla had traveled extensively. �You�ve been to Athens several times.�
Layla nodded. �I have, but I have not eaten here. I�m surprised you could get us in on such short notice.�
�Actually, I started trying to arrange this dinner two days ago.� Lourds was conscious of the engagement ring in his pants pocket, tight against his thigh. He was more nervous than he�d thought he would be. �I had a bit of luck, and I know the ma�tre d�.�
�If you started planning this two days ago, you must not have had much to do regarding that business in the tunnels.�
Lourds sighed and shook his head. �Trust me. There was a lot to do. The biggest issue was the police involvement. In light of the fact that Dmitry Dolgov and his people disappeared like they�d never been there in the first place, Professor Marias and I were hard-pressed to explain everything to the satisfaction of the homicide inspector. She was very thorough, very demanding. If I ever get murdered, I�d want her to bring my killer to justice.�
Layla looked serious. �Please, do not even joke about such things.�
Chastened, Lourds smiled. �Of course. I�m sorry, Layla. That was thoughtless.�
She waved it off. �It is nothing. So, was she satisfied with you in the end?�
Lourds held out his hands. �No cuffs. I�m a free man.�
�Yes, you are. I am glad.�
�Of course, you have heard about Nevsky�s assassination and the Russian military withdrawal from the Ukraine?�
�Yes.� That had been in all the news. Several of the generals in Moscow were no longer working. General Cherkshan was still in business though. And Dmitry Dolgov had dropped Lourds a line to let him know he would see great changes in the Russian Federation�s diplomacy soon. Things would go back to as they were � better, in fact, Dmitry claimed.
Lourds selected another ravioli stuffed with wild mushrooms, truffle oil, and mashed green fava beans, popped it into his mouth, and savored the flavors.
�There is no hope of opening the tunnel at Elis again?�
Lourds shook his head. �An engineering enterprise like that would cost millions of dollars. I can�t think of anyone who would be interested in spending that kind of money on the hope of reaching Hades.�
�But you have the scrolls. Surely someone would be interested in excavating the site.�
�We haven�t found anyone yet. Most of them agree that the scrolls we found are intriguing, but they�re also convinced that everything that might have been down there was destroyed by the tremor. No one�s calling what happened an earthquake yet.� Lourds frowned. �I�m told the event never registered on any seismographs in the area.�
�Strange.�
�It is.�
She smiled at him. �Even though you didn�t find Hades, you did find scrolls that will be the envy of several scholars.�
�They�ll be credited to Boris. This was his find.�
�Speaking of finds, the original scrolls in the tomb Boris located should be returned to the museums in Afghanistan.�
Lourds nodded. �They will be.�
The waiter came and cleared their plates, then poured them another glass of wine.
�What about your vision of Charon down in the caves?�
�I believe the chamber off the Oracle room was set up the same way as the Oracle of Delphi. I think that they deliberately tapped into the gases that created the visions there.�
�How did they find those gases?�
�I don�t know. I�m hoping some of that is revealed in the scrolls Adonis and I found.� Lourds sipped his wine. �We�ve got a lot of work ahead of us.�
�I know.� Layla looked sad. �So do I. I�m afraid I�m going to have to cut my visit here short. I have to go back in the morning.�
That disappointed Lourds greatly. He had been hoping she could stay at least a couple days. �At least we have tonight.� Nervously, he reached into his pocket and took the ring box out in his fist. Still holding his hand closed, he held it out to her. �There�s something I�ve been meaning to ask you.�
Tears glistened in Layla�s eyes. Before he could say anything further, she curled her hand over his and spoke in a whisper. �Don�t.�
Shocked, Lourds froze.
She smiled at him sadly. �I love you, Thomas. God knows that I do. And I wish that things were different. But they are not. I am limited. I am only one person. I cannot do my job and be anything like what you want and deserve.�
Confused, Lourds shook his head. �Layla, I won�t ask you to change, and I wouldn�t want you to. You know that. I understand � better than most � just how much your work is a part of who you are. I would never take you away from that.�
She was silent and her lower lip trembled. �I know, Thomas, and I love that about you, but I just can�t. These past few weeks have proven that to me. I am needed at work, but I want to be with you. I especially wanted to be with you when you were walking into so much danger.�
�I made it through.�
�I know you did.� She smiled. �The problem is me. If I cannot give you everything I feel a wife should in her marriage � her time, her commitment, her love � then I will only be unhappy with myself. Trying to be with you and not be able to be the wife I want to be would destroy me. Do you understand?�
Lourds tightened his grip on the ring box and took it back. He pushed it once more into his pocket. �I do.�
She stood up, then leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. �This has to be goodbye, my love. I wish there was another way.�
�Me too.� Lourds knew better than to try to ask her to change her mind. Once she�d made her decision, there was no changing it. And he knew she was pulled in too many directions. He�d seen it.
Without another word, she turned and walked away.
Lourds let her go. He drank his wine and slowly decompressed, trying to figure out what he should do with himself. Then he took out his phone and called Marias.
�Hello?�
�Have you ever had a woman break your heart?�
Marias hesitated. �I am sorry things did not go as you expected.�
�The question stands.�
�Yes, I have had my heart broken several times.�
�First time for me.� Lourds took a breath. �What do you do when it happens?�
�You chase after other women��
�No.�
��drink yourself stupid��
�Not appealing in the slightest.�
��or throw yourself into your work.�
�Now that is something I�m good at. Where are you?�
�At the museum.�
�Working?�
�Yes.�
�Could you use another pair of hands?�
�Of course. I�ll put on a pot of coffee. I was planning to call you in the morning anyway.�
�I�ll be there in just a few minutes.� Lourds put his phone away, picked up his hat and backpack, and headed for the door.
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