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Toil and risk are the price of glory, but it is a lovely thing to live with courage and die leaving an everlasting fame.





—Alexander the Great







It is a divine right of madness, not to be able to see the evil which lies just in front.





—Unknown Danish playwright







TIMELINE OF RELEVANT EVENTS








	JULY 20, 356 BC

	Alexander of Macedonia is born.




	336 BC

	Philip II is murdered.




	
	Alexander becomes king.




	334 BC

	Alexander crosses into Asia Minor and begins his conquests.




	SEPTEMBER 326 BC

	The Asia campaign ends in India when Alexander’s army revolts.




	
	Alexander returns west.




	OCTOBER 324 BC

	Hephaestion dies.




	JUNE 10, 323 BC

	Alexander dies in Babylon.




	
	His generals divide the empire.




	
	Ptolemy claims Egypt.




	321 BC

	Alexander’s funeral cortege leaves for Macedonia.




	
	Ptolemy attacks the procession.




	
	The body is taken to Egypt.




	305 BC

	Ptolemy is crowned pharaoh.




	283 BC

	Ptolemy dies.




	215 BC

	Ptolemy IV erects the Soma to house Alexander’s remains.




	100 AD

	St. Mark is martyred in Alexandria, his body hidden.




	391 AD

	The Soma is destroyed and Alexander the Great vanishes.




	828 AD

	St. Mark’s body is taken from Alexandria by Venetian merchants, returned to Venice, and stored in the Doge’s palace, its whereabouts lost over time.




	JUNE 1094 AD

	Body of St. Mark reappears in Venice.




	1835 AD

	St. Mark is moved from the crypt to beneath the main altar of the basilica that bears his name.








PROLOGUE


BABYLON


MAY, 323 BC





Alexander of Macedonia had decided yesterday to kill the man himself. Usually he delegated such tasks, but not today. His father had taught him many things that served him well, but one lesson above all he’d never forgotten.


Executions were for the living.


Six hundred of his finest guardsmen stood assembled. Fearless men who, in battle after battle, had surged head-on into opposing ranks or dutifully protected his vulnerable flank. Thanks to them the indestructible Macedonian phalanx had conquered Asia. But there’d be no fighting today. None of the men carried weapons or wore armor. Instead, though weary, they’d gathered in light dress, caps on their heads, eyes focused.


Alexander, too, studied the scene through unusually tired eyes.


He was leader of Macedonia and Greece, Lord of Asia, Ruler of Persia. Some called him king of the world. Others a god. One of his generals once said that he was the only philosopher ever seen in arms.


But he was also human.


And his beloved Hephaestion lay dead.


The man had been everything to him—confidant, cavalry commander, Grand Vizier, lover. Aristotle had taught him as a child that a friend was a second self, and that had been Hephaestion. He recalled with amusement how his friend had once been mistaken for him. The error caused a general embarrassment, but Alexander had only smiled and noted that the confusion over Hephaestion was unimportant for he, too, was Alexander.



He dismounted his horse. The day was bright and warm. Spring rains from yesterday had passed. An omen? Perhaps.


Twelve years he’d swept east, conquering Asia Minor, Persia, Egypt, and parts of India. His goal now was to advance south and claim Arabia, then west to North Africa, Sicily, and Iberia. Already ships and troops were being amassed. The march would soon begin, but first he had to settle the matter of Hephaestion’s untimely death.


He trod across the soft earth, fresh mud sucking at his sandals.


Small in stature, brisk in speech and walk, his fair-skinned, stocky body bore witness to countless wounds. From his Albanian mother he’d inherited a straight nose, a brief chin, and a mouth that could not help but reveal emotion. Like his troops, he was clean shaven, his blond hair unkempt, his eyes—one blue-gray, the other brown—always wary. He prided himself on his patience, but of late he’d found his anger increasingly hard to check. He’d come to enjoy being feared.


“Physician,” he said in a low voice, as he approached. “It is said that prophets are best who make the truest guess.”


The man did not reply. At least he knew his place.


“From Euripides. A play I much enjoy. But more is expected from a prophet than that, would you not say?”


He doubted Glaucias would reply. The man was wild-eyed with terror.


And he should be scared. Yesterday, during the rain, horses had bent the trunks of two tall palms close to the ground. There they’d been roped, the two lashings intertwined into a single binding, then fastened to another stout palm. Now the physician was tied in the center of the V formed by the trees, each arm secured to a rope, and Alexander held a sword.


“It was your duty to make the truest guess,” he said through clenched teeth, his eyes tearing. “Why could you not save him?”


The man’s jaw clattered uncontrollably. “I tried.”


“How? You did not give him the draught.”


Glaucias’ head shook in terror. “There was an accident a few days before. Most of the supply spilled. I sent an emissary for more, but he’d not arrived by the time . . . of the final illness.”


“Were you not told to always have plenty available?”


“I did, my king. There was an accident.” He started to sob.


Alexander ignored the display. “We both agreed that we did not want it to be like the last time.”


He knew the physician recalled, from two years past, when Alexander and Hephaestion had both suffered fever. Then, too, the supply had run low, but more had been obtained and the draught relieved them both.


Fear dripped from Glaucias’ forehead. Terrified eyes pleaded for mercy. But all Alexander could see was his lover’s dead glare. As children, they’d both been students of Aristotle—Alexander the son of a king, Hephaestion the heir of a warrior. They’d bonded thanks to a shared appreciation of Homer and the Iliad. Hephaestion had been Patroclus to Alexander’s Achilles. Spoiled, spiteful, overbearing, and not all that bright, Hephaestion had still been a wonder. Now he was gone.


“Why did you allow him to die?”


No one but Glaucias could hear him. He’d ordered his troops only close enough to watch. Most of the original Greek warriors who’d crossed with him into Asia were either dead or retired. Persian recruits, conscripted into fighting after he’d conquered their world, now made up the bulk of his force. Good men, every one of them.


“You’re my physician,” he said in a whisper. “My life is in your hands. The lives of all those I hold dear are in your hands. Yet you failed me.” Self-control succumbed to grief and he fought the urge to again weep. “With an accident.”


He laid the sword flat across the taut ropes.


“Please, my king. I beg you. It was not my fault. I do not deserve this.”


He stared at the man. “Not your fault?” His grief immediately evolved into anger. “How could you say such a thing?” He raised the sword. “It was your duty to help.”


“My king. You need me. I am the only one, besides yourself, who knows of the liquid. If it is needed and you are incapable, how would you receive it?” The man was talking fast. Trying whatever might work.


“Others can be taught.”


“But it requires skill. Knowledge.”


“Your skill was useless for Hephaestion. He did not benefit from your great knowledge.” The words formed, but he found them hard to speak. Finally, he summoned his courage and said, more to himself than his victim, “He died.”


The time last fall at Ecbatana was to be one of great spectacle—a festival in honor of Dionysius with athletics, music, and three thousand actors and artists, newly arrived from Greece, to entertain the troops. The drinking and merriment should have continued for weeks, but the revelry ended when Hephaestion fell sick.


“I told him not to eat,” Glaucias said. “But he ignored me. He ate fowl and drank wine. I told him not to.”


“And where were you?” He did not wait for an answer. “At the theater. Watching a performance. While my Hephaestion lay dying.”


But Alexander had been in the stadium viewing a race and that guilt amplified his anger.


“The fever, my king. You know its force. It comes quickly and overpowers. No food. You cannot have food. We knew that from last time. Refraining would have provided the time needed for the draught to arrive.”


“You should have been there,” he screamed, and he saw that his troops heard him. He calmed and said in a near whisper, “The draught should have been available.”


He noticed a restlessness among his men. He needed to regain control. What had Aristotle said? A king speaks only through deeds. Which was why he’d broken with tradition and ordered Hephaestion’s body embalmed. Following more of Homer’s prose, as Achilles had done for his fallen Patroclus, he’d commanded the manes and tails of all horses to be severed. He forbade the playing of any musical instrument and sent emissaries to the oracle of Ammon for guidance on how best to remember his beloved. Then, to alleviate his grief, he fell upon the Cossaeans and put the entire nation to the sword—his offering to the evaporating shade of his beloved Hephaestion.


Anger had ruled him.


And still did.


He swung the sword through the air and stopped it close to Glaucias’ bearded face. “The fever has again taken me,” he whispered.


“Then, my king, you will need me. I can help.”


“As you helped Hephaestion?”


He could still see, from three days ago, Hephaestion’s funeral pyre. Five stories high, a furlong square at its base, decorated with gilded eagles, ships’ prows, lions, bulls, and centaurs. Envoys had come from throughout the Mediterranean world to watch it burn.


And all because of this man’s incompetence.


He whirled the sword behind the physician. “I won’t require your help.”


“No. Please,” Glaucias screamed.


Alexander sawed the tight strands of rope with the sharp blade. Each stroke seemed to purge his rage. He plunged the edge into the bundle. Strands released with pops, like bones breaking. One more blow and the sword bit through the remaining restraints. The two palms, freed from their hold, rushed skyward, one left, the other right, Glaucias tied in between.


The man shrieked as his body momentarily stopped the trees’ retreat, then his arms ripped from their sockets and his chest exploded in a cascade of crimson.


Palm branches rattled like falling water, and the trunks groaned from their journey back upright.


Glaucias’ body thudded to the wet earth, his arms and part of his chest dangling in the branches. Quiet returned as the trees again stood straight. No soldier uttered a sound.


Alexander faced his men and shrieked, “Alalalalai.”


His men repeated the Macedonian war chant, their cries rumbling across the damp plain and echoing off the fortifications of Babylon. People watching from atop the city walls screamed back. He waited until the sound quieted, then called out, “Never forget him.”


He knew they would wonder if he meant Hephaestion or the hapless soul who’d just paid the price of disappointing his king.


But it did not matter.


Not anymore.


He planted the sword into the wet earth and retreated to his horse. What he’d said to the physician was true. The fever was once again upon him.


And he welcomed it.






PART ONE
 



ONE


COPENHAGEN, DENMARK
 

SATURDAY, APRIL 18, THE PRESENT


11:55 P.M.





The smell roused Cotton Malone to consciousness. Sharp, acrid, with a hint of sulfur. And something else. Sweet and sickening. Like death.


He opened his eyes.


He lay prone on the floor, arms extended, palms to the hardwood, which he immediately noticed was sticky.


What happened?


He’d attended the April gathering of the Danish Antiquarian Booksellers Society a few blocks west of his bookshop, near the gaiety of Tivoli. He liked the monthly meetings and this one had been no exception. A few drinks, some friends, and lots of book chatter. Tomorrow morning he’d agreed to meet Cassiopeia Vitt. Her call yesterday to arrange the meeting had surprised him. He’d not heard from her since Christmas, when she’d spent a few days in Copenhagen. He’d been cruising back home on his bicycle, enjoying the comfortable spring night, when he’d decided to check out the unusual meeting location she’d chosen, the Museum of Greco-Roman Culture—a preparatory habit from his former profession. Cassiopeia rarely did anything on impulse, so a little advance preparation wasn’t a bad idea.


He’d found the address, which faced the Frederiksholms canal, and noticed a half-open door to the pitch-dark building—a door that should normally be closed and alarmed. He’d parked his bike. The least he could do was close the door and phone the police when he returned home.


But the last thing he remembered was grasping the doorknob.


He was now inside the museum.


In the ambient light that filtered in through two plate-glass windows, he saw a space decorated in typical Danish style—a sleek mixture of steel, wood, glass, and aluminum. The right side of his head throbbed and he caressed a tender knot.


He shook the fog from his brain and stood.


He’d visited this museum once and had been unimpressed with its collection of Greek and Roman artifacts. Just one of a hundred or more private collections throughout Copenhagen, their subject matter as varied as the city’s population.


He steadied himself against a glass display case. His fingertips again came away sticky and smelly, with the same nauseating odor.


He noticed that his shirt and trousers were damp, as were his hair, face, and arms. Whatever covered the museum’s interior coated him, too.


He stumbled toward the front entrance and tried the door. Locked. Double dead bolt. A key would be needed to open it from the inside.


He stared back into the interior. The ceiling soared thirty feet. A wood-and-chrome staircase led up to a second floor that dissolved into more darkness, the ground floor extending out beneath.


He found a light switch. Nothing. He lumbered over to a desk phone. No dial tone.


A noise disturbed the silence. Clicks and whines, like gears working. Coming from the second floor.


His training as a Justice Department agent cautioned him to keep quiet, but also urged him to investigate.


So he silently climbed the stairs.


The chrome banister was damp, as were each of the laminated risers. Fifteen steps up, more glass-and-chrome display cases dotted the hardwood floor. Marble reliefs and partial bronzes on pedestals loomed like ghosts. Movement caught his eye twenty feet away. An object rolling across the floor. Maybe two feet wide with rounded sides, pale in color, tight to the ground, like one of those robotic lawn mowers he’d once seen advertised. When a display case or statue was encountered, the thing stopped, retreated, then darted in a different direction. A nozzle extended from its top and every few seconds a burst of aerosol spewed out.


He stepped close.


All movement stopped. As if it sensed his presence. The nozzle swung to face him. A cloud of mist soaked his pants.


What was this?


The machine seemed to lose interest and scooted deeper into the darkness, more odorous mist expelling along the way. He stared down over the railing to the ground floor and spotted another of the contraptions parked beside a display case.


Nothing about this seemed good.


He needed to leave. The stench was beginning to turn his stomach.


The machine ceased its roaming and he heard a new sound.


Two years ago, before his divorce, his retirement from the government, and his abrupt move to Copenhagen, when he’d lived in Atlanta, he’d spent a few hundred dollars on a stainless-steel grill. The unit came with a red button that, when pumped, sparked a gas flame. He recalled the sound the igniter made with each pump of the button.


The same clicking he heard right now.


Sparks flashed.


The floor burst to life, first sun yellow, then burnt orange, finally settling on pale blue as flames radiated outward, consuming the hardwood. Flames simultaneously roared up the walls. The temperature rose swiftly and he raised an arm to shield his face. The ceiling joined the conflagration, and in less than fifteen seconds the second floor was totally ablaze.


Overhead sprinklers sprang to life.


He partially retreated down the staircase and waited for the fire to be doused.


But he noticed something.


The water simply aggravated the flames.


The machine that started the disaster suddenly disintegrated in a muted flash, flames rolling out in all directions, like waves searching for shore.


A fireball drifted to the ceiling and seemed to be welcomed by the spraying water. Steam thickened the air, not with smoke but with a chemical that made his head spin.


He leaped down the stairs two at a time. Another swoosh racked the second floor. Followed by two more. Glass shattered. Something crashed.


He darted to the front of the building.


The other gizmo that had sat dormant sprang to life and started skirting the ground-floor display cases.


More aerosol spewed into the scorching air.


He needed to get out. But the locked front door opened to the inside. Metal frame, thick wood. No way to kick it open. He watched as fire eased down the staircase, consuming each riser, like the devil descending to greet him. Even the chrome was being devoured with a vengeance.


His breaths became labored, thanks to the chemical fog and the rapidly vanishing oxygen. Surely someone would call the fire department, but they’d be no help to him. If a spark touched his soaked clothes . . .


The blaze found the bottom of the staircase.


Ten feet away.




TWO


VENICE, ITALY


SUNDAY, APRIL 19


12:15 A.M.





Enrico Vincenti stared at the accused and asked, “Anything to say to this Council?”


The man from Florence seemed unconcerned by the question. “How about you and your League cram it.”


Vincenti was curious. “You apparently think we’re to be taken lightly.”


“Fat man, I have friends.” The Florentine actually seemed proud of the fact. “Lots of them.”


He made clear, “Your friends are of no concern to us. But your treachery? That’s another matter.”


The Florentine had dressed for the occasion, sporting an expensive Zanetti suit, Charvet shirt, Prada tie, and the obligatory Gucci shoes. Vincenti realized that the ensemble cost more than most people earned in a year.


“Tell you what,” the Florentine said. “I’ll leave and we’ll forget all about this . . . whatever this is . . . and you people can go back and do whatever it is you do.”


None of the nine seated beside Vincenti said a word. He’d warned them to expect arrogance. The Florentine had been hired to handle a chore in central Asia, a job the Council had deemed vitally important. Unfortunately, the Florentine had modified the assignment to suit his greed. Luckily, the deception had been discovered and countermeasures taken.


“You believe your associates will actually stand with you?” Vincenti asked.


“You’re not that naive, are you, fat man? They’re the ones who told me to do it.”


He again ignored the reference to his girth. “That’s not what they said.”


Those associates were an international crime syndicate that had many times proven useful to the Council. The Florentine was contracted help and the Council had overlooked the syndicate’s deception in order to make a point to the liar standing before them. Which would make a point to the syndicate as well. And it had. Already the fee owed had been waived and the Council’s hefty deposit returned. Unlike the Florentine, those associates understood precisely who they were dealing with.


“What do you know of us?” Vincenti asked.


The Italian shrugged. “A bunch of rich people who like to play.”


The bravado amused Vincenti. Four men stood behind the Florentine, each armed, which explained why the ingrate thought himself safe. As a condition to his appearing, he’d insisted on them coming.


“Seven hundred years ago,” Vincenti said, “a Council of Ten oversaw Venice. They were men supposedly too mature to be swayed by passion or temptation, charged with maintaining public safety and quelling political opposition. And that’s precisely what they did. For centuries. They took evidence in secret, pronounced sentences, and carried out executions, all in the name of the Venetian state.”


“You think I care about this history lesson?”


Vincenti folded his hands in his lap. “You should care.”


“This mausoleum is depressing. It belong to you?”


True, the villa lacked the charm of a house that had once been a family home, but tsars, emperors, archdukes, and crowned heads had all stayed under its roof. Even Napoleon had occupied one of the bedrooms. So he said with pride, “It belongs to us.”


“You need a decorator. Are we through here?”


“I’d like to finish what I was explaining.”


The Italian gestured with his hands. “Get on with it. I want some sleep.”


“We, too, are a Council of Ten. Like the original, we employ Inquisitors to enforce our decisions.” He gestured and three men stepped forward from the far side of the salon. “Like the originals, our rule is absolute.”


“You’re not the government.”


“No. We’re something else altogether.”


Still the Florentine seemed unimpressed. “I came here in the middle of the night because I was ordered to by my associates. Not because I’m impressed. I brought these four to protect me. So your Inquisitors might find it difficult to enforce anything.”


Vincenti pushed himself up from the chair. “I think something needs to be made clear. You were hired to handle a task. You decided to change that assignment to suit your own purpose.”


“Unless all of you intend on leaving here in a box, I’d say we just forget about it.”


Vincenti’s patience had worn thin. He genuinely disliked this part of his official duties. He gestured and the four men who’d come with the Florentine grabbed the idiot.


A smug look evolved into one of surprise.


The Florentine was disarmed while three of the men restrained him. An Inquisitor approached and, with a roll of thick tape, bound the accused’s struggling arms behind his back, his legs and knees together, and wrapped his face, sealing his mouth. The three then released their grip and the Florentine’s thick frame thudded to the rug.


“This Council has found you guilty of treason to our League,” Vincenti said. He gestured again and a set of double doors swung open. A casket of rich lacquered wood was wheeled in, its lid hinged open. The Florentine’s eyes went wide as he apparently realized his fate.


Vincenti stepped close.


“Five hundred years ago traitors to the state were sealed into rooms above the Doge’s palace, built of wood and lead, exposed to the elements—they became known as the coffins.” He paused and allowed his words to take hold. “Horrible places. Most who entered died. You took our money while, at the same time, trying to make more for yourself.” He shook his head. “Not to be. And, by the way, your associates decided you were the price they would pay to keep peace with us.”


The Florentine fought his restraints with a renewed vigor, his protests stifled by the tape across his mouth. One of the Inquisitors led the four men who’d come with the Florentine from the room. Their job was done. The other two Inquisitors lifted the struggling problem and tossed him into the coffin.


Vincenti stared down into the box and read exactly what the Florentine’s eyes were saying. No question he’d betrayed the Council, but he’d only done what Vincenti, not those associates, had ordered him to do. Vincenti was the one who changed the assignment, and the Florentine had only appeared before the Council because Vincenti had privately told him not to worry. Just a dog and pony show. No problem. Play along. It would all be resolved in an hour.


“Fat man?” Vincenti asked. “Arrivederci.”


And he slammed the lid shut.




THREE


COPENHAGEN





Malone watched as the flames descending the staircase stopped three quarters of the way down, showing no signs of advancing farther. He stood before one of the windows and searched for something to hurl through the plate glass. The only chairs he spotted were too close to the fire. The second mechanism continued to prowl the ground floor, exhaling mist. He was hesitant to move. Stripping off his clothes was an option, but his hair and skin also stank with the chemical.


Three thuds on the plate-glass window startled him.


He whirled and, a foot away, a familiar face stared back.


Cassiopeia Vitt.


What was she doing here? His eyes surely betrayed his surprise, but he came straight to the point and yelled, “I need to get out of here.”


She pointed to the door.


He intertwined his fingers and signaled that it was locked.


She motioned for him to stand back.


As he did, sparks popped from the underside of the roaming gizmo. He darted straight for the thing and kicked it over. Beneath he spotted wheels and mechanical works.


He heard a pop, then another, and realized what Cassiopeia was doing.


Shooting the window.


Then he saw something he’d not noticed before. Atop the museum’s display cases lay sealed plastic bags filled with a clear liquid.


The window fractured.


No choice.


He risked the flames and grabbed one of the chairs he’d earlier noticed, slinging it into the damaged glass. The window shattered as the chair found the street beyond.


The roving mechanism righted itself.


One of the sparks caught and blue flames began to consume the ground floor, advancing in every direction, including straight for him.


He bolted forward and leaped out the open window, landing on his feet.


Cassiopeia stood three feet away.


He’d felt the change in pressure when the window shattered. He knew a little about fires. Right now flames were being supercharged by a rush of new oxygen. Pressure differences were also having an effect. Firefighters called it flashover.


And those plastic bags atop the cases.


He knew what they contained.


He grabbed Cassiopeia’s hand and yanked her across the street.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“Time for a swim.”


They leaped from the brick parapet, just as a fireball surged from the museum.




FOUR


SAMARKAND,


CENTRAL ASIAN FEDERATION


5:45 A.M.





Supreme Minister Irina Zovastina stroked the horse and prepared herself for the game. She loved to play, just after dawn, in the breaking light of early morning, on a grassy field damp with dew. She also loved the famed, blood-sweating stallions of Fergana, first prized over a millennia ago when they were traded to the Chinese for silk. Her stables contained over a hundred steeds bred both for pleasure and politics.


“Are the other riders ready?” she asked the attendant.


“Yes, Minister. They await you on the field.”


She wore high leather boots and a quilted leather jacket over a long chapan. Her short, silver-blond hair was topped by a fur hat fashioned from a wolf she’d taken great pride in killing. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”


She mounted the horse.


Together, she and the animal had many times won buzkashi. An ancient game, once played across the steppe by a people who lived and died in the saddle. Genghis Khan himself had enjoyed it. Then, women were not even allowed to watch, much less participate.


But she’d changed that rule.


The spindly-legged, broad-chested horse stiffened as she caressed his neck. “Patience, Bucephalas.”


She’d named him after the animal that had carried Alexander the Great across Asia, into battle after battle. Buzkashi horses, though, were special. Before they played a single match years of training accustomed them to the game’s chaos. Along with oats and barley, eggs and butter were included in their diet. Eventually, when the animal fattened, he was bridled and saddled and stood in the sun for weeks at a time, not just to burn away excess kilos, but to teach him patience. Even more training came in close-quarter galloping. Aggression was encouraged, but always disciplined so that horse and rider became a team.


“You are prepared?” the attendant asked. He was a Tajik, born among the mountains to the east, and had served her for nearly a decade. He was the only one she allowed to ready her for the game.


She patted her chest. “I believe I’m properly armored.”


Her fur-lined leather jacket fit snugly, as did the leather pants. It had served her well that nothing about her stout frame was particularly feminine. Her muscular arms and legs bulged from a meticulous exercise routine and a rigid diet. Her wide face and broad features carried a hint of Mongol, as did her deep-set brown eyes, all thanks to her mother, whose family traced their roots to the far north. Years of self-imposed discipline had left her quick to listen and slow to speak. Energy radiated from her.


Many had said that an Asian federation was impossible, but she’d proven them all wrong. Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Karakal-pakstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan were no more. Instead, fifteen years ago, those former Soviet republics, after briefly trying independence, merged into the newly formed Central Asian Federation. Nine and a half million square kilometers, sixty million people, a massive stretch of territory that rivaled North America and Europe in size, scope, and resources. Her dream. Now a reality.


“Careful, Minister. They like to best you.”


She smiled. “Then they better play hard.”


They conversed in Russian, though Dari, Kazakh, Tajik, Turkmen, and Kyrgyz together were now the official Federation languages. As a compromise to the many Slavs, Russian remained the language of “interethnic communication.”


The stable doors swung open and she gazed out onto a flat field that stretched for over a kilometer. Toward its center, twenty-three mounted horsemen congregated near a shallow pit. Inside lay the boz—a goat’s carcass, without a head, organs, or legs, soaked in cold water for a day to give it strength for what it was about to endure.


At each end of the field rose a striped post.


The horsemen continued to ride. Chopenoz. Players, like herself. Ready for the game.


Her attendant handed her a whip. Centuries ago they were leather thongs tied to balls of lead. They were more benign now, but still used not only to spur a horse but to attack the other players. Hers had been fashioned with a beautiful ivory handle.


She steadied herself in the saddle.


The sun had just topped the forest to the east. Her palace had once been the residence of the khans who ruled the region until the late nineteenth century, when the Russians had invaded. Thirty rooms, rich in Uzbek furniture and Oriental porcelain. What was now the stables had then housed the harem. Thanks to the gods those days were over.


She sucked a deep breath, which carried the sweet scent of a new day.


“Good playing,” the attendant said.


She acknowledged his encouragement with a nod and prepared to enter the field.


But she could not help wondering.


What was happening in Denmark?




FIVE


COPENHAGEN





Viktor Tomas stood in the shadows, across the canal, and watched the Greco-Roman museum burn. He turned to his partner but did not speak the obvious.


Problems.


It was Rafael who had attacked the intruder, then dragged the unconscious body into the museum. Somehow, after their surreptitious entrance, the front door had become ajar and, from the second-floor railing, he’d spotted a shadow approaching the stoop. Rafael, working on the ground floor, had instantly reacted, positioning himself just inside. True, he should have simply waited and seen what the visitor’s intentions had been. But instead, he’d yanked the shadow inside and popped the side of the man’s head with one of the sculptures.


“The woman,” Rafael said. “She was waiting, with a gun. That can’t be good.”


He agreed. Long dark hair, shapely, dressed in a tight-fitting bodysuit. As the building caught fire, she’d emerged from an alley and stood near the canal. When the man appeared in the window, she’d produced a gun and shot out the glass.


The man, too, was a problem.


Fair-haired, tall, sinewy. He’d propelled a chair through the glass then leaped out with surprising agility, as if he’d done that before. He’d instantly grabbed the woman and they’d both plunged into the canal.


The fire department had arrived within minutes, just as the two emerged from the water and blankets were wrapped around them. The turtles had clearly performed their tasks. Rafael had christened them with the label since, in many ways, they resembled turtles, even possessing the ability to right themselves. Thankfully, no remnant of the devices would remain. Each was made of combustible materials that vaporized in the intense heat of their destruction. True, any investigator would quickly label the blaze arson, but proof of the method and mechanism would be impossible to determine.


Except that the man had survived.


“Will he be trouble?” Rafael asked.


Viktor continued to watch the firemen battle the blaze. The man and woman sat on the brick parapet, still wrapped in their blankets.


They seemed to know each other.


That worried him more.


So he answered Rafael’s inquiry the only way he could.


“No doubt.”





Malone had recovered his wits. Cassiopeia huddled in a blanket beside him. Only remnants of the museum’s walls remained and nothing of its inside. The old building had burned quickly. Firemen continued to mind the blaze, concentrating on confining the destruction. So far, none of the adjacent buildings had been affected.


The night air reeked of soot, along with another smell—bitter, yet sweet—similar to what he’d inhaled while trapped inside. Smoke continued to drift skyward, filtering the bright stars. A stout man in dingy yellow firefighting gear waddled over for the second time. One of the crew chiefs. A city policeman had already taken a statement from both he and Cassiopeia.


“Like you said about the sprinklers,” the chief said in Danish. “Our water only seemed to spark it up.”


“How’d you finally control it?” Malone asked.


“When the tanker ran out of juice, we dipped our hoses into the canal and pumped straight from it. That worked.”


“Salt water?” All of Copenhagen’s canals connected to the sea.


The chief nodded. “Stops it cold.”


He wanted to know, “Find anything in the building?”


“No little machines, like you told the police. But that place was so hot it melted the marble statues.” The chief ran a hand through his wet hair. “That’s a powerful fuel. We’ll need your clothes. May be the only way to determine its composition.”


“Maybe not,” he said. “I took a dip in that canal, too.”


“Good point.” The chief shook his head. “The arson investigators are going to love this one.”


As the fireman lumbered off, Malone faced Cassiopeia and plunged into an interrogation. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”


“You weren’t supposed to be here till tomorrow morning.”


“That’s not an answer to my question.”


Wet tangles of thick dark hair hung past her shoulders and roughly framed her alluring face. She was a Spanish Muslim, living in southern France. Bright, rich, and cocky—an engineer and a historian. But her presence in Copenhagen, a day earlier than she’d told him, meant something. Also, she’d come armed and dressed for battle—dark leather pants and a tight-fitting leather jacket. He wondered if she was going to be difficult or cooperative.


“Lucky I was here to save your hide,” she said to him.


He couldn’t decide if she was serious or teasing him. “How did you know my hide needing saving?”


“Long story, Cotton.”


“I’ve got the time. I’m retired.”


“I’m not.”


He heard the bitter edge in her voice and sensed something. “You knew that building was going to burn, didn’t you?”


She did not look at him, just stared off across the canal. “I actually wanted it to burn.”


“Care to explain that one?”


She sat silently, absorbed in thought. “I was here. Earlier. I watched while two men broke into the museum. I saw them grab you. I needed to follow them, but couldn’t.” She paused. “Because of you.”


“Who were they?”


“The men who left those machines.”


She’d listened as he’d given his statement to the police, but he’d sensed the whole time that she already knew the story. “How about we cut the crap and you tell me what’s going on. I almost got killed over whatever it is you’re doing.”


“You should ignore open doors in the night.”


“Old habits are hard to break. What’s going on?”


“You saw the flames. Felt the heat. Unusual, wouldn’t you say?”


He recalled how the fire had descended the stairs then stopped, as if waiting to be invited further. “You could say that.”


“In the seventh century, when the Muslim fleets attacked Constantinople, they should have easily routed the city. Better weapons. A mass of forces. But the Byzantines had a surprise. They called it liquid fire, or wild fire, and they unleashed it on the ships, totally destroying the invading fleet.” Cassiopeia still wasn’t looking at him. “The weapon survived in various forms to the time of the Crusades, and eventually acquired the name Greek fire. The original formula was so secret that it was held personally by each Byzantine emperor. They guarded it so well that, when the empire finally fell, the formula was lost.” She breathed deeply as she continued to clutch the blanket. “It’s been found.”


“You’re telling me that I just saw Greek fire?”


“With a twist. This kind hates salt water.”


“So why didn’t you tell the firemen that when they arrived?”


“I don’t want to answer any more questions than I have to.”


But he wanted to know. “Why let this museum burn? There’s nothing of any consequence there?”


He stared back toward the burned hulk and spotted the charred remains of his bicycle. He sensed something more from Cassiopeia, as she continued to avoid his gaze. Never in all the time he’d known her had he seen any sign of misgiving, nervousness, or dejection. She was tough, eager, disciplined, and smart. But at the moment she seemed troubled.


A car appeared at the far end of the cordoned-off street. He recognized the expensive British sedan and the hunched figure that emerged from its rear seat.


Henrik Thorvaldsen.


Cassiopeia stood. “He’s here to talk with us.”


“And how did he know we were here?”


“Something’s happening, Cotton.”




SIX


VENICE


2:30 A.M.





Vincenti was glad the potential disaster with the Florentine had been averted. He’d made a mistake. Time was short and he was playing a dangerous game, but it seemed fate had dealt him another chance.


“Is the situation in central Asia under control?” one of the Council of Ten asked him. “Did we halt whatever that fool had tried to do?”


All of the men and women had lingered in the meeting hall after the Florentine, struggling within his coffin, was wheeled away. A bullet to the head should have, by now, ended further resistance.


“We’re okay,” he said. “I personally handled the matter, but Supreme Minister Zovastina is quite the showgirl. I assume she’ll make a spectacle of things.”


“She’s not to be trusted,” another said.


He wondered about the declaration’s vehemence considering Zovastina was their ally, but he nonetheless agreed. “Despots are always a problem.” He stood and approached a map that hung from one wall. “Damn if she hasn’t accomplished a lot, though.”


“She managed to merge six corrupt Asian states into a federation that might actually succeed.” He pointed. “She’s essentially redrawn the world map.”


“And how did she do it?” came a question. “Certainly not by diplomacy.”


Vincenti knew the official account. After the Soviet Union fell, central Asia suffered civil wars and strife, as each of the emerging “nation-stans” struggled with independence. The so-called Commonwealth of Independent States, which succeeded the USSR, existed in name only. Corruption and incompetence ran rampant. Irina Zovastina had headed local reforms under Gorbachev, championing perestroika and glasnost, spearheading the prosecution of many corrupt bureaucrats. Eventually, though, she led the charge to expel the Russians, reminding the people of Russia’s colonial conquest and sounding an environmental alarm, noting that Asians were dying by the thousands from Russian pollution. Ultimately, she stood before Kazakhstan’s Assembly of Representatives and helped proclaim the republic.


A year later, she was elected president.


The West welcomed her. She seemed a reformer in a region that rarely reformed. Then, fifteen years ago, she stunned the world with the announcement of the Central Asian Federation.


Six nations, now one.


Yet Vincenti’s colleague was right. Not a miracle. More a manipulation. So he answered the inquiry with the obvious. “She achieved it with power.”


“And the fortunate demise of political opponents.”


“That’s always been a way to power,” he said. “We can’t fault her for that. We do the same.” He stared at another of the Council members. “Are the funds in place?”


The treasurer nodded. “Three point six billion, scattered at a variety of banks around the globe, access clean, straight to Samarkand.”


“I assume our members are ready?”


“A renewed influx of investment will start immediately. Most of the members are planning major expansions. They’ve been careful, per our directive, to this point.”


Time was short. Just as with the original Council of Ten, half of the current Council would soon rotate off. League bylaws mandated that five members changed every two years. Vincenti’s term would expire in less than thirty days.


A blessing and a problem.


Six hundred years ago Venice had been an oligarchical republic, governed by merchants through a complicated political system designed to prevent despotism. Faction and intrigue were thought foiled by processes that relied heavily on chance. No one person ever held sole authority. Always groups advising, deciding, and acting. Groups that changed at regular intervals.


But corruption still crept in. Plots and pet projects flourished. Webs of conspiracy were woven.


Men always found a way.


And so had he.


Thirty days.


More than enough time.


“What of Supreme Minister Zovastina?” one of the Council asked, breaking his thoughts. “Will she be all right?”


“Now that,” he said, “may well become the talk of this day.”




SEVEN


SAMARKAND


6:20 A.M.





Zovastina spurred her horse. The other chopenoz whipped their mounts, too. Mud splattered up at her from wet turf obliterated by hooves. She bit down on the whip and gripped the reins with both hands. No one had, as yet, made a move on the goat carcass lying in its earthen pan.


“Come now, Bucephalas,” she said through clenched teeth into the horse’s ear. “Time to show them.” She yanked and the animal bolted right.


The game was simple. Grab the boz, ride with it in hand to the far end of the field, round the pole, then return and deposit the dead goat in the circle of justice, outlined in lime on the grass. Sounded easy, but the problem came from the chopenoz who were allowed to do most anything to steal the boz.



An invitation to play buzkashi with her was considered an honor, and she chose the participants with great care. Today’s were a mixture of her personal guard and nine invited guests, making for two teams of twelve.


She was the only woman.


And she liked that.


Bucephalas seemed to sense what was expected of him and closed on the boz. Another player slammed into the horse’s right flank. Zovastina retrieved the whip from her mouth and slashed a blow at the other rider, popping the man’s face with leather tendrils. He brushed aside her attack and continued his assault, now joined by three other horsemen trying to stop her.


Two of her team closed ranks and battled the three opponents.


A storm of horses and riders orbited the boz.



She’d told her team earlier that she wanted to make the first run around the pole and they seemed to be doing their part to accommodate her.


A fourth player from the opposing team drove his horse close.


The world spun around her as all twenty-four chopenoz circled. One of her opponents’ whips found her chest, but the thick leather jacket deflected the blow. Usually, striking the Supreme Minister was a capital offense, but that rule was waived during buzkashi. She wanted players to hold nothing back.


A horsemen slipped from his mount and slammed to the ground.


No one stopped to help. Not allowed.


Broken limbs, cuts, and slashes were common. Five men had actually died on this field during the past two years. Death had always been common during buzkashi. Even the Federation’s criminal code contained an exception to murder that applied only during the game.


She rounded the shallow pit.


Another rider reached for the boz, but she pounded his hand with her whip. She then pulled hard on the reins and slowed Bucephalas, whirling them both around and, once again, charging the carcass before the others caught back up with her.


Two more riders plunged to the ground.


Each of her breaths came laced with grass and mud and she spat out the sediment, but she welcomed the scent of sweating horseflesh.


She stuffed the whip back in her mouth and leaned down, one hand keeping a stranglehold on the saddle, the other yanking up the carcass. Blood squirted from where the goat’s hooves and head had been severed. She dragged the dead goat up and held tight, then signaled for Bucephalas to sweep left.


Only three rules now governed.


No tying of the carcass. No striking the hand of the holder. No tripping the horses.


Time for a run at the pole.


She spurred Bucephalas.


The other team closed.


Her teammates galloped to her defense.


The carcass was heavy, maybe thirty kilos, but her strong arms were more than capable of holding on. Blood continued to soak her hand and sleeve.


A blow to her spine caught her attention.


She whirled.


Two opposing horsemen.


More swarmed inward.


Hooves pounded the damp earth like thunder, pierced by the frenzied screams of horses. Her chopenoz came to her defense. Blows were exchanged. She held the boz in a death grip, her forearms aching.


The pole stood fifty meters away.


The field spread out behind the summer palace on a grassy plain that eventually ended at thick forest. The Soviets had utilized the complex as a retreat for the party elite, which explained how it had survived. She’d changed the layout, but a few aspects of the Russian occupation had been wisely retained.


More riders joined the fray as both teams fought with each other.


Whips snapped.


Men groaned in pain.


Obscenities were exchanged.


She surged into the lead, but only slightly. She’d have to slow to round the pole and begin her return to the circle of justice, which would give them all an opportunity to pounce. Though her team had been accommodating to this point, the rules now allowed anyone to steal the boz and make a run of their own.


She decided to catch them all off guard.


Kicking, she directed Bucephalas to angle right.


No out of bounds governed. Riders could, and did, venture anywhere. She arced their galloping path outward, the bulk of the chopenoz massed to her left, stretching her advance to the field’s fringes where rows of tall trees guarded the perimeter. She could weave between them—she’d done so before—but today she preferred a different route.


Before any of the others could react to her sudden shift, she hooked left and crisscrossed the field, cutting off the main body of galloping riders, causing them all to slow.


Their instant of hesitation allowed her to sweep ahead and loop the pole.


The others followed.


She turned her attention ahead.


One rider waited fifty meters down the field. He was swarthy, bearded, with a stiff face. He sat tall in the saddle and she saw his hand emerge from beneath a leather cape, holding a gun. He kept the weapon close, waiting for her.


“Let’s show him, Bucephalas, that we’re not afraid.”


The horse raced forward.


The man with the gun did not move. Zovastina stared him down. No one would ever cause her to retreat.


The gun came level.


A shot echoed across the field.


The man with the gun teetered, then collapsed to the wet ground. His horse, spooked by the retort, raced away riderless.


She trampled the corpse, Bucephalas’ hooves digging into the stillwarm flesh, the body swept away in their wake.


She kept riding until the circle of justice came into view. She rode past and tossed the boz into its center, then brought Bucephalas to a stop.


The other riders had all halted where the dead man lay.


Shooting a player was absolutely against the rules. But this was not part of any game. Or maybe it was? Just a different contest. With different players and different rules. One none of the men here today would either understand or appreciate.


She yanked on the reins and straightened herself in the saddle, casting a glance toward the palace roof. Inside one of the old Soviet gun stations, her sharpshooter signaled success by waving his rifle.


She returned the gesture by rearing Bucephalas onto his hind legs and the horse whinnied his approval of the kill.




EIGHT


COPENHAGEN


3:10 A.M.





Cassiopeia followed Malone and Henrik Thorvaldsen into Malone’s bookshop. She was tired. Even though she’d expected a long night, the past few months had taken a toll, especially the last few weeks, and the ordeal seemed far from over.


Malone switched on the lights.


She’d been told about what had happened the previous fall—when Malone’s ex-wife had appeared . . . and the firebombing—but the restorers had done a terrific job. She noted the workmanship. New, yet made to appear old. “My compliments to the craftsmen.”


Thorvaldsen nodded. “I wanted it to look like it once did. Too much history in this building to be blown away by fanatics.”


“Want to get out of those damp clothes?” Malone asked her.


“Shouldn’t we send Henrik home first?”


Malone grinned. “I hear he likes to watch.”


“Sounds intriguing,” Thorvaldsen said. “But tonight I’m not in the mood.”


Neither was she. “I’m fine. Leather dries quickly. One reason I wear it when I’m working.”


“And what were you working on tonight?”


“You sure you want to hear this? Like you say all the time, you’re a bookseller, not an operative. Retired, and all those other excuses.”


“You sent me an e-mail telling me to meet you at that museum in the morning. With what you said back at the fire, there wouldn’t have been any museum there tomorrow.”


She sat in one of the club chairs. “Which is why we were going to meet there. Tell him, Henrik.”


She liked Malone. He was a smart, confident, handsome man—she’d thought that when they first met last year in France. A uniquely trained lawyer. Twelve years he worked for the US Justice Department in a covert unit known as the Magellan Billet. Then, two years ago, he opted out and bought a bookshop from Thorvaldsen in Copenhagen. He was plain spoken and sometimes rough in manner, just like her, so she couldn’t complain. She liked his animated face, that malicious twinkle in his bright green eyes, his sandy-colored hair, and the always-swarthy complexion. She knew his age, mid-forties, and realized that, thanks to a bloom of youth that had yet to fade, he was at the zenith of his charms.


She envied him.


Time.


For her, it seemed in such short supply.


“Cotton,” Thorvaldsen said, “across Europe there have been other fires. They started in France, then in Spain, Belgium, and Switzerland. Similar to what you just experienced. The police in each location realized arson but, so far, none of them have been connected. Two of the buildings burned to ash. They were in rural locations and nobody seemed to care. All four were unoccupied private residences. The one here was the first commercial establishment.”


“And how did you connect the dots?” Malone asked.


“We know what they’re after,” she said. “Elephant medallions.”


“You know,” Malone said, “that’s exactly what I was thinking. Five arsons. All across Europe. Has to be elephant medallions. What else could it be?”


“They’re real,” she said.


“Nice to know, but what the hell is an elephant medallion?”


“Twenty-three hundred years ago,” Thorvaldsen said, “after Alexander the Great conquered Asia Minor and Persia, he set his sights on India. But his army quit him before he could take much of that land. He fought several battles in India and, for the first time, encountered war elephants. They crushed the Macedonian lines, wreaked havoc. Alexander’s men were terrified of them. Medallions were later struck to commemorate the event, which depicted Alexander facing off with the elephants.”


“The medallions,” she said, “were minted after Alexander’s death. We have no idea how many, but today only eight are known. The four already taken, the one from tonight, two more in private hands, and one on display in the Museum of Cultural History in Samarkand.”


“The capital of the Central Asian Federation?” Malone said. “Part of the region Alexander conquered.”


Thorvaldsen slouched in one of the club chairs, his crooked spine cocking his neck forward and settling his fleshy chin onto a thin chest. Cassiopeia noticed that her old friend looked worn. He wore his customary baggy sweater and oversized corduroy trousers. A uniform he used, she knew, to conceal the deformity. She regretted involving him, but he’d insisted. He was a good friend. Time to see how good a friend Malone was. “What do you know about the death of Alexander the Great?”


“I’ve read about it. Lots of myth mixed with conflicting facts.”


“That eidetic memory of yours?”


He shrugged. “It came with me out of the womb.”


She smiled. “What happened in June 323 BC made a great deal of difference to the world.”


Thorvaldsen gestured with his arm. “Go ahead. Tell him. He needs to know.”


So she did.





On the final day of May, within the walls of Babylon, Alexander attended a dinner given by one of his trusted Companions. He pledged a toast, drank a large cup of undiluted wine, then shrieked aloud as if smitten by a violent blow. He was quickly taken to bed where a fever came, but he continued to play dice, plan with his generals, and make the proper sacrifices. On the fourth day he complained of weariness and some of his Companions noticed a lack of his normal energy. He lay quiet for several more days, sleeping in the bathhouse for coolness. Despite his weakened condition, Alexander sent word to the infantry to be ready to march in four days and for the fleet to sail in five. His plans to move west and take Arabia were about to unfold. On June 6, feeling weaker, he passed his ring to Perdiccas so the proper administration of the government could continue. This caused a panic. His troops feared he’d died and, to calm their unease, Alexander allowed them to file past his bed. He greeted each one with a smile. When the last man left he whispered, “After my death, where will you find a king who deserves such men?” He commanded that, after his death, his body should be taken to the Temple of Ammon in Egypt. But none of the Companions wanted to hear such fatalism. His condition worsened until, on June 9, his Companions asked, “To whom do you leave your kingdom?” Ptolemy said he heard, “to the brightest.” Seleucus said, “to the righteous.” Peithon recalls, “to the strongest.” A great debate ensued as to who was right. Early during the morning of the next day, in the thirty-third year of life, twelve years and eight months into his reign, Alexander III of Macedonia died.





“People still debate those last words,” she said.


“And why is it so important?” Malone asked.


“It’s what he left behind,” Thorvaldsen said. “His kingdom, with no rightful heir.”


“And that has something to do with elephant medallions?”


“Cotton,” Thorvaldsen said, “I bought that museum knowing someone would destroy it. Cassiopeia and I have been waiting for that to happen.”


She said, “We had to stay a step ahead of whoever is after the medallions.”


“Seems like they won. They have the thing.”


Thorvaldsen cast her a look, then the older man stared at Malone and said, “Not exactly.”




NINE


Viktor relaxed only when the door to the hotel room was closed and locked. They were across Copenhagen, near Nyhavn, where boisterous waterfront cafés catered to rowdy patrons. He sat at the desk and switched on a lamp as Rafael assumed a window position, which overlooked the street four stories below.


He now possessed the fifth medallion.


The first four had been disappointments. One was a forgery, the other three in poor condition. Six months ago he knew little about elephant medallions. Now he considered himself quite proficient in their provenance.


“We should be fine,” he said to Rafael. “Calm down. No one followed us.”


“I’ll keep watch to be sure.”


He knew Rafael was trying to make amends for overreacting in the museum, so he said, “It’s okay.”


“He should have died.”


“It’s better he didn’t. At least we know what we’re facing.”


He unzipped a leather case and removed a stereomicroscope and digital scale.


He laid the coin on the desk. They’d found it displayed in one of the museum cases, correctly noted as an “Elephant Medallion (Alexander the Great), a decadrachm, circa second century BC.”


He first measured its width. Thirty-five millimeters. About right. He flicked on the electronic scales and checked its weight. Forty point seventy-four grams. Correct, too.


[image: Image Two]


With a magnifying glass he examined the image on one face—a warrior in regal splendor, complete with plumed helmet, neck guard, breastplate, and a calvary cloak that fell to his knees.


He was pleased. An obvious flaw in the forgeries was the cloak, which in the false medallions hung to the ankles. For centuries, trade in fake Greek coins had flourished and clever forgers had become adept at fooling both the anxious and the willing.


Luckily, he was neither.


The first known elephant medallion had surfaced when it was donated to the British Museum in 1887. It came from somewhere in central Asia. A second appeared in 1926, from Iran. A third was discovered in 1959. A fourth in 1964. Then, in 1973, four more were found near the ruins of Babylon. Eight in all that had made the rounds through museums and private collectors. Not all that valuable, considering the variety of Hellenistic art and the thousands of coins available, but nonetheless collectible.


He returned to his examination.


The clean-shaven, youthful warrior grasped a sarissa in his left hand topped by a leaf-shaped point. His right hand held a bolt of lightning. Above him loomed a flying Nike, the winged goddess of victory. To the warrior’s left, the die cutter had left a curious monogram.


Whether it was BA or BAB, and what the letters represented Viktor did not know. But an authentic medallion should show that odd symbol.
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All seemed in order. Nothing added or missing.


He flipped the coin over.


Its edges were grossly distorted, the pewter-colored patina worn smooth as if by running water. Time was slowly dissolving the delicate engraving on both sides. Amazing, really, that any of them had managed to survive.


“All quiet?” he asked Rafael, who still stood near the window.


“Don’t patronize me.”


He glanced up. “I actually want to know.”


“I can’t seem to get it right.”


He caught the defeatism. “You saw someone coming to the museum door. You reacted. That’s all.”


“It was foolish. Killing attracts too much attention.”


“There would have been no body to find. Quit worrying about it. And besides, I approved leaving him there.”


He refocused his attention on the medallion. The obverse showed the warrior, now a cavalryman, wearing the same outfit, attacking a retreating elephant. Two men sat atop the elephant, one brandishing a sarissa, the other trying to remove a calvaryman’s pike from his chest. Numismatists all agreed that the regal warrior on both sides of the coin represented Alexander, and the medallions commemorated a battle with war elephants.


But the real test as to whether the thing was authentic came under the microscope.


He switched on the illuminator and slid the decadrachm onto the examining tray.


Authentic ones contained an anomaly. Tiny microletters concealed within the engraving, added by ancient die cutters using a primitive lens. Experts believed the lettering represented something akin to a watermark on a modern banknote, perhaps to ensure authenticity. Lenses were not common in ancient times, so detecting the mark then would have been nearly impossible. The lettering was noticed when the first medallion surfaced years ago. But of the four they’d stolen so far, only one had contained the peculiarity. If this medallion were genuine, within the folds of the cavalryman’s clothing there should be two Greek letters—ZH.


He focused the microscope and saw tiny writing.


But not letters.


Numbers.


36 44 77 55.


He glanced up from the eyepiece.


Rafael was watching him. “What is it?”


Their dilemma had just deepened. Earlier he’d used the hotel room’s phone and made several calls. His gaze shot to the telephone and the display at its base. Four sets of numbers, two each, starting with thirty-six.


Not the same ones he’d just seen through the microscope.
 

But he instantly knew what the digits on the supposedly ancient medallion represented.
 

A Danish phone number.




TEN


VENICE


6:30 A.M.





Vincenti studied himself in the mirror as his valet creased the jacket and allowed the Gucci suit to drape his enormous frame. With a camel-haired brush, all remnants of lint from the dark wool were removed. He then adjusted his tie and made sure the dimple plunged deep. The valet handed him a burgundy handkerchief and he adjusted the silk folds into his coat pocket.


His three-hundred-pound frame looked good in the tailored suit. The Milan fashion consultant he kept on retainer had advised him that swarthy colors not only conveyed authority, they also drew attention away from his stature. Which wasn’t an easy thing to do. Everything about him was big. Pouched cheeks, rolled forehead, cob-nose. But he loved rich food and dieting seemed such a sin.


He motioned and the valet buffed his Lorenzo Banfi laced shoes. He stole a last look in the mirror, then glanced at his watch.


“Sir,” the valet said, “she called while you were showering.”


“On the private line?”


The valet nodded.


“She leave a number?”


The valet reached into his pocket and found a slip of paper. He’d managed some sleep both before and after the Council meeting. Sleep, unlike dieting, was not a waste of time. He knew people were waiting for him, and he despised being late, but he decided to call from the privacy of his bedroom. No use broadcasting everything over a cellular


The valet retreated from the room.


He stepped to a bedside phone and dialed international. Three buzzes shrilled in his ear before a woman’s voice answered and he said, “I see, Supreme Minister, that you’re still among the living.”


“And it’s good to know your information was accurate.”


“I wouldn’t have bothered you with fantasy.”


“But you still haven’t said how you knew someone would try to kill me today.”


Three days ago he’d passed on to Irina Zovastina the Florentine’s plan. “The League watches over its members, and you, Supreme Minister, are one of our most important.”


She chuckled. “You’re so full of it, Enrico.”


“Did you win at buzkashi?”


“Of course. Two times into the circle. We left the assassin’s body on the field and trampled it into pieces. The birds and dogs are now enjoying the rest.”


He winced. That was the problem with central Asia. Wanting desperately to be a part of the twenty-first century, its culture remained entrenched in the fifteenth. The League would have to do what it could to change all that. Even if the task would be like weaning a carnivore onto a vegetarian diet.


“Do you know the Iliad?” she asked.


He knew she’d have to be humored. “I do.”


“Cast the souls of many stalwart heroes to Hades and their bodies to the gods and birds of prey.”


He grinned. “You fashion yourself Achilles?”


“There’s much to admire in him.”


“Wasn’t he a proud man? Excessive, as I recall.”


“But a fighter. Always a fighter. Tell me, Enrico, what of your traitor? Was that problem resolved?”


“The Florentine will enjoy a lovely burial north of here, in the lake district. We’ll send flowers.” He decided to see if she was in the mood. “We need to talk.”


“Your payment for saving my life?”


“Your end of our bargain, as we originally discussed long ago.”


“I’ll be ready to meet with the Council in a few days. First, there are things I need to resolve.”


“I’m more interested in when you and I will meet.”


She chuckled. “I’m sure you are. I am, too, actually. But there are things I must complete.”


“My time on the Council ends soon. Thereafter, you’ll have others to deal with. They may not be as accommodating.”


She laughed. “I love that. Accommodating. I do enjoy dealing with you, Enrico. We so understand each other.”


“We need to talk.”


“Soon. First, you have that other problem we spoke about. The Americans.”


Yes, he did. “Not to worry, I plan to deal with that today.”




ELEVEN


COPENHAGEN





“What do you mean not exactly?” Malone asked Thorvaldsen.


“I commissioned a fake elephant medallion. It’s quite easy to do, actually. There are many counterfeits on the market.”


“And why did you do that?”


“Cotton,” Cassiopeia said to him, “these medallions are important.”


“Gee, never would have guessed. What I haven’t heard is how and why.”


“What do you know of Alexander the Great, after he died?” Thorvaldsen asked. “With what happened to his body.”


He’d read on the subject. “I know some.”


“I doubt you know what we do,” Cassiopeia said. She stood beside one of the bookshelves. “Last fall, I received a call from a friend who worked at the cultural museum in Samarkand. He’d found something he thought I might like to see. An old manuscript.”


“How old?”


“First or second century after Christ. Ever hear of X-ray fluorescence?”


He shook his head.


“It’s a relatively new procedure,” Thorvaldsen said. “During the early Middle Ages, parchment was so scarce that monks developed a recycling technique where they scraped away the original ink, then reused the clean parchment for prayer books. With fluorescence, X-rays are formed from a particle accelerator, then bombarded onto the recycled parchment. Thankfully, the ink used centuries ago contained lots of iron. When the X-rays hit that ink, molecules deep in the parchment glow, and those images can be recorded. Pretty amazing, actually. Like a fax from the past. Words once thought erased, written over with new ink, reappear from their molecular signature.”
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