
[image: Cover]


[image: missing-image]

 

 

[image: missing-image]



Copyright © 2014 Chris Kuzneski, Inc


The right of Chris Kuzneski to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 0 7553 8658 1


Cover images  © Shutterstock and DEA/G. Dagli Orti/Getty Images (lion’s head carving)


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk





About Chris Kuzneski


[image: missing]

Author Photo © Daniel Portnoy

 

Chris Kuzneski is the international bestselling author of numerous thrillers featuring the series characters Payne and Jones, including SIGN OF THE CROSS and THE SECRET CROWN. He is also the author of THE HUNTERS, the first novel in a new electrifying series that continues with THE FORBIDDEN TOMB. Chris’s thrillers have been translated into more than twenty languages and are sold in more than forty countries. Chris grew up in Pennsylvania but currently lives on the Gulf Coast of Florida. To learn more, please visit his website: www.chriskuzneski.com


About the Book

THE HUNTERS
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For nearly two thousand years, the legendary tomb of Alexander the Great – and the extraordinary riches concealed within – has remained lost to the world, but recent discoveries may hold the key to locating the fabled vault. Only one team has what it takes to solve the mystery that has plagued historians for centuries.

The mission:

The Hunters – an elite group assembled by an enigmatic billionaire to locate the world’s greatest treasures – are tasked with finding the tomb. When clues lead them to Egypt, they encounter hostile forces that will do anything to stop them. Before long, the treasure hunt becomes a deadly rescue mission that will take the lives of hundreds and leave a city in ruins.

As the danger continues to mount, will the Hunters rise to the challenge?
Or will the team be beaten before they find the ultimate prize?
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Prologue

Tuesday, April 11

Bahariya Oasis, Egypt

(180 miles southwest of Cairo)

The desert didn’t scare him. He knew the dangers of hiking alone in the Sahara, but he had been doing it for so many years that he was prepared for anything. 

At least, he thought he was.

A veteran explorer with more than two decades of experience, Dr Cyril Manjani had taken all the necessary precautions before leaving camp. He had notified his team of his travel plans and told them when he would return. He had packed food, water, a GPS unit and a compass, and even some glow sticks in case his flashlight failed. They were the same essentials that he always packed before his nightly walks.

His hike had nothing to do with adventure.

He just needed some time to think.

An expert in Egyptology, Manjani had handpicked the members of his team. Though most were graduate students, they represented the cream of the academic crop from some of the world’s finest schools. Together, they covered a wide range of scholarly pursuits that might come in handy on his latest expedition.

Manjani didn’t want identical opinions on this project.

He needed unique perspectives in multiple fields.

They had been toiling in the desert for three long weeks before things started to get interesting. First they had discovered a stone wall around the perimeter of an ancient site. Then came a series of small huts that had been almost perfectly preserved under the sand. Eventually they had found a much larger structure housing the desiccated remains of several soldiers and a mishmash of objects from several ancient cultures.

That had been yesterday.

Today’s discovery was even more exciting – so much so that he had refused to leave it at camp.

Resting atop a towering dune, Manjani drank from his thermos before tightening the drawstrings around his neck. The April breeze was chilly, and he was grateful for the warmth of his tea and his jacket. Staring out across the vast emptiness of the Sahara, he felt a sense of wonder wash over him. Undulating waves of sand stretched out for miles in every direction. Most saw the bleak terrain as an adversary that must be overcome, but Manjani saw it as a place of opportunity. The landscape was literally filled with the answers to mysteries that had gone unsolved for centuries. 

These were the moments he cherished most.

Nothing stirred his emotions in quite the same way.

Manjani checked his watch. He had planned to be gone for ninety minutes at most, and he was quickly running out of time. Before heading back, he turned his attention to the nighttime sky. He was always amazed by how much the city lights obscured his view of the heavens. But out here, in the heart of the desert, the celestial bodies glowed against the darkest black he had ever seen. The contrast was so great that he swore he could see stars he had never seen before.

Though he would have preferred to stay on the dune a little longer, gazing at the panorama above, he felt a sudden chill run up his spine. He pulled his drawstrings tighter and cursed under his breath. He knew a sudden drop in temperature often preceded drastic changes in the weather, and out here, in the middle of nowhere, those changes could be deadly.

Wasting no time, he started his journey back.

The closer he got to camp, the more the breeze picked up strength. He covered his eyes as sand pelted his face, stinging like hordes of microscopic insects. The wind whistled past his ears, drowning out all other sounds around him. Despite the clear sky, Manjani could sense that things were about to turn nasty. As he crested the final dune, he was glad his journey was nearly over.

Unfortunately, his nightmare had just begun.

As the camp came into view, so did the carnage. At first, Manjani assumed that his colleagues’ excitement – and the case of brandy that they had insisted on bringing – had gotten the better of them. They appeared to be frolicking about the camp in a state of mass delirium, yelling and tripping over each other like teenagers on spring break. But looking closer, he suddenly realized his mistake. Their movement was an act of desperation, not celebration. Their screams were born of terror, not triumph.

All caused by the demons that swarmed the camp.

Everywhere he looked, cloaked men set upon the members of his team like bloodthirsty butchers. Manjani could not hear the cries of pain above the wailing gusts, but he didn’t have to. He could see the murderous rampage unfold in front of him. He watched in horror as his comrades were mercilessly dispatched, the assassins striking them down with methodical precision. Their deaths were slow and agonizing, inflicted with startling ease by the razor-sharp blades wielded by the intruders.

Familiar with the folklore of the region, Manjani had heard the stories of bogeymen that guarded the desert, but he had paid little attention to the tales. People had been disappearing in the Sahara since the beginning of time, and he had refused to believe that they had all suffered a violent death at the hands of monsters.

Now he wasn’t so sure.

In his heart he yearned to charge forward, to defend the men and women whom he had convinced to join him on his quest. But in his head he understood that it was a fool’s errand – one that would result in certain death. Without weapons or training, there was nothing he could do against these armed savages. Charging into camp would not save his friends; it would only ensure that he died with them. He realized the only people he could possibly save were those who might have fled before the slaughter.

Though he was ill-equipped to take on the approaching sandstorm, there was no way he could risk returning to the camp for additional supplies. He would have to face the elements with only what he carried on his back. It was a daunting proposition. Manjani knew that desert winds had killed fitter, more prepared men than he. Given the distance to the nearest settlement, he gave himself a ten percent chance of survival, at best.

But those odds were much better than the ones he faced in camp.

That was a war he couldn’t win, and Manjani knew it. He would rather die searching for others who might have escaped – colleagues who lacked his experience with desert survival or equipment of any kind. He owed his team that much. Their lives now rested on him, as did the legacy of those who had already perished.

Someone needed to tell the world what had happened here.

Someone needed to know what he had found.
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Present Day

Tuesday, October 21

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

Few people knew of the private road through the swamps of south Florida, and fewer still had driven on it. Several harshly worded signs warned trespassers that they weren’t welcomed on the property and would be severely punished when caught. Not by the police or a court of law, but by the owners of the land itself.

In the glades, it was known as jungle justice.

And it was just how things got done.

The longhaired biker ignored the warning signs and turned off the dirt road, eager to take advantage of the smooth stretch of asphalt in front of him. The moment his back tire reached the pavement, he twisted the throttle on his customized Harley and held on tight. His engine roared its approval and he rocketed forward at a dizzying rate of speed, laughing as the trees whizzed past him. Mosquitoes (the size of birds) and lizards (the size of poodles) darted out of his way to avoid a messy death.

Not that he would have cared.

He had killed many things over the years, most of them quickly.

It was what he had been trained to do.

At the end of the road, he slowed to a halt as he approached the massive steel gate that protected the waterfront property beyond. He was familiar with the entrance, having passed through it several times before, but he suddenly realized that he had never actually opened the gate by himself. He had always been with someone who had done it for him. Intrigued, he parked his Harley in the middle of the road, dismounted, and stepped toward the odd-looking control panel.

Strangely, there were no buttons to push, numbers to tap, or switches to activate. All he could see was a flat rectangular touch screen mounted on a futuristic metal stand. At least that’s what it looked like to him. Given the sleek look of the device and what he didn’t know about technology, it might have been a biometric sensor capable of reading his thoughts.

Just like the genie that lived in his iPhone.

Unsure what to do, Josh McNutt swiped his hand above the surface, hoping it was a simple motion detector like one of those fancy faucets. Next, he pressed his fingertips on the screen itself, wondering if it would scan his prints and let him in like the armory at Fort Bragg. When that didn’t work, he tried both palms, one at a time.

But nothing happened.

McNutt stroked the three-day stubble on his cheeks, pondering his next move. ‘Hello,’ he said to the device. ‘Anyone in there? Heeeelllloooooo.’

Eventually, he knocked on the unit as if it were the front door.

Still, no response.

‘Stupid robot,’ he mumbled under his breath.

Growing more and more frustrated, McNutt walked toward the steel gate and reached out to shake the grate. An instant before making contact, he snapped his arms back to his sides, as if the bars had suddenly transformed into venomous snakes. In truth, his reaction was caused by something more deadly. In the past, he had been told that the gate was only the first of the security measures surrounding the estate. The grounds were also encircled with highly electrified wire mesh that could deliver a lethal current. At the last second, he wondered if the gate was armed with the same type of charge.

A high-voltage ‘fuck-you’ to those who didn’t belong.

Ultimately, he decided not to find out.

* * *

‘Crap! I thought he was going to do it,’ Hector Garcia blurted from behind his computer screen. He had been watching McNutt on a variety of closed-circuit security feeds ever since he had turned off the dirt road. A seismic trigger embedded under the pavement had set off an alarm, alerting those inside that someone was approaching.

‘Thought who was going to do what?’ asked Jack Cobb, a former major in the US Army. As the unquestioned leader of the team, he had more pressing concerns than watching surveillance video. That was Garcia’s responsibility. That, and notifying Cobb if someone was headed their way.

‘McNutt,’ Garcia answered. ‘He’s been trying to figure out how to get through the gate for the last few minutes. So far, he’s losing.’

‘Can you put it up on the big screen?’ Cobb asked.

‘Sure.’

After a flourish of clicks and keystrokes, the entire collection of security footage was displayed in a grid on the ninety-inch television that hung above the fireplace. Cobb watched as McNutt stepped back to the gate’s control panel and lowered his face to the surface. Cobb pointed to feed number three – the view from the camera underneath the touch pad. A few clicks later, McNutt’s bloodshot eyes filled the entire screen.

‘What’s the hillbilly doing now?’ asked Sarah Ellis from a nearby couch. Trained by the CIA and a master of security systems, she could only shake her head in embarrassment as her colleague tried to open the gate. ‘What’s he looking at?’

‘Nothing,’ Garcia guessed. ‘I think he thinks the pad is a retina scan. He’s trying to press his eyeball on the glass.’

Sarah burst out laughing. ‘Oh . . . my . . . God. He’s dumber than I remember – and that’s saying something because I’ve had pet rocks smarter than him.’

‘Than he,’ Jasmine Park said as she entered the room. As the lone academic in the group, she was the only one who noticed Sarah’s improper grammar. ‘If you’re going to make fun of his intelligence, you should use proper English.’

‘Says the chick from Korea.’

‘Actually, I was born in America.’

‘Then you should know that it’s rude to correct someone’s grammar – particularly someone with my skill set.’

Jasmine smiled and glanced at the video feed. McNutt had turned away from the screen and was walking back toward his bike. ‘Is he leaving?’

‘I hope so,’ Sarah said as she crossed her fingers. ‘I’ve been giving it some thought, and I have the perfect candidate to replace him. Not only is she great with guns and explosives, but she’s smart enough to make ice. And that isn’t an expression. McNutt once asked me if ice cubes came from Alaska.’

Garcia turned from his computer. ‘When did he do that?’

‘When we were in Alaska. He wanted to bring some back as souvenirs. He was going to pack them in his suitcase.’

Garcia stared at her, unsure if she was joking. ‘Really?’

Sarah shrugged, her blank face revealing nothing. 

Jasmine pointed at the television. ‘Seriously, is Josh leaving?’

Garcia looked up at the screen and realized that McNutt still wasn’t in view. He quickly tapped a button on his keyboard and switched to a wider angle, this one from a camera mounted on top of the gate. It showed McNutt returning to his bike and unbuttoning the cover of a large golf bag that was strapped to the sissy bar.

Sarah hopped to her feet. ‘What’s he doing now?’

‘I have no idea,’ Jasmine said. 

‘I do,’ Cobb said with a growing sense of alarm. ‘Zoom in.’ 

Garcia did what he was told, and the group watched in horrified fascination as McNutt lifted the cover from the bag.

Instead of clubs, it was filled with his private arsenal.

McNutt, an ex-Marine sniper and weapons expert, made his selection and lifted it from the bag. The Vampir – a Russian-made rocket-propelled grenade launcher – was designed to immobilize armored tanks. The gate was sturdy, but it wasn’t that sturdy. The owner hadn’t considered missile attacks when he had designed it.

Grinning with childlike delight, McNutt aimed the shoulder-mounted launch tube at the base of the gate as Cobb sprinted across the room and activated the intercom.

‘Stand down, soldier!’ Cobb shouted.

On the screen, a startled McNutt spun on his heels.

‘Who said that?’ he demanded as he aimed the tube at the touch pad.

‘Lower the RPG,’ Cobb directed. ‘We’ll open the gate.’

McNutt approached the intercom. ‘Major, is that you? You in there?’

‘Yes, Josh, I’m here.’ Then, just to be safe, Cobb clarified his answer. ‘I’m in the house, not the box.’

McNutt laughed at the comment. Unlike some members of the group, who viewed McNutt as a mentally challenged psychopath, Cobb knew most of it was just an act – a way for McNutt to amuse himself when he was away from the battlefield. Some people picked up on his sense of humor right away while others, particularly Garcia, didn’t. This only made things funnier to McNutt, who always looked for ways to mess with him.

Like threatening to use a grenade launcher on their home base.

Cobb hit the button that opened the gate. ‘See you soon.’

‘Thanks!’ McNutt shouted, his mouth no more than an inch from the touch screen. ‘Give me a minute. I gotta pack my missile first.’

Garcia switched the angle back to the control panel’s underside camera. Suddenly McNutt’s mouth filled the television screen. ‘Look at that. I can see his tonsils.’

Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘Oh my God. I’m surrounded by idiots.’
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McNutt gunned his engine through the winding driveway that led to the main entrance. Surrounded on nearly every side by a man-made inlet, the house was designed to be easily defensible. The lone bridge across the moat was a small isthmus that looked completely natural but was actually artificial and layered with explosives. With the touch of a button, the peninsula could be quickly transformed into an island.

Were it his estate, McNutt would have built a Mediterranean palace to rival the mansions on Star Island in Miami Beach instead of the 4,000-square-foot ranch that served as their headquarters. It looked more like a bunker than a beach house. But it had been built with practicality in mind, not prestige. Not only could it withstand an aerial assault, but the squat construction was perfect for the coast. The hurricanes and tropical storms that threatened Florida every year had nowhere to sink their teeth – and neither would zombies if they ever decided to attack.

Though he disapproved of the architecture, McNutt was downright envious of the house’s features. After years in the military, he could recognize an Echelon-class Signals Intelligence satellite receiver when he saw one. This wasn’t a standard household satellite dish. It was a top-of-the-line, military-grade device used to transmit secure SIGINT communications. Combined with its own freshwater treatment plant and electrical substation, it was clear that the house was envisioned as a base of operations.

McNutt parked in the roundabout driveway and cut the engine. As he did, the front door opened and Cobb stepped outside.

‘Howdy, chief. Long time, no see.’

‘You’re late,’ Cobb growled.

McNutt frowned and checked his watch. ‘No, I’m not. You said to be here by five. By my count, I’ve still got thirty minutes. I’d have been here sooner if it weren’t for that stupid gate.’

‘I said to be here by five o’clock on Monday.’

‘It’s not Monday?’ McNutt grinned sheepishly. ‘Sorry, Major. Time flies when you’re on leave. One day you’re having a couple of beers with your buddies, the next day you’re running naked through the streets of Tijuana with the mistress of a pissed-off Federale while being chased by a gang of midgets. You know how it is.’

‘As a matter of fact, I don’t. And I’ve told you before: stop calling me “Major”. You never know who’s listening.’

‘Sorry, chief.’

‘And at what point in your escapades did you decide that a rocket launcher in a golf bag sounded like a good idea?’

‘The night the midgets almost caught me. They’re small, but surprisingly quick. Their little legs are like propellers.’ McNutt laughed at the image in his head as he unstrapped the makeshift gun case and slung it over his shoulder. ‘You have to admit: it’s the perfect cover down here. Even on the back of the bike, no one gives a golf bag a second look. You should see what I have in the pouches.’

‘Later,’ Cobb said. ‘We’ll talk about that later. Come inside. We’ve been waiting for you all day.’

McNutt nodded and entered the house.

The opulent home had a spacious floor plan, including a living room, library, kitchen, and parlor. Valuable paintings hung on the walls. The furniture that once seemed cold and sterile – as if the protective plastic from the factory had only recently been removed – now seemed familiar and comfortable. The team slept in sparsely appointed bedrooms off a hallway in the northern end of the house. McNutt wondered if the clothes he had left in the dresser drawers were still there or if they had been discarded in his absence.

If they had, he would have to go shopping.

The final area was a formal dining room that looked out on a magnificent terrace. Interlocking swimming pools, landscaped with palm trees and adorned with sculptures, gave the space the feel of a fancy resort. As they walked past the huge picture window, McNutt glanced at the private marina to the rear of the property. A single yacht was parked in the slips. He knew from his past visit that the boat’s name, Trésor de la Mer, translated to ‘Treasure of the Sea’. 

McNutt smiled. It meant that his employer was here.

He hoped that he had remembered to bring his checkbook because the team still hadn’t been paid for their first mission.

* * *

McNutt followed Cobb into the kitchen where three anxious faces stared at them from across the countertop. As with most homes, the space had become the de facto meeting point. Whenever they all needed to gather in one place, it was inevitably the kitchen.

‘Holy shit, the gang’s all here,’ McNutt said.

To the untrained eye, they looked like a mismatched set. Cobb was broad-shouldered and handsome, with a narrow face and piercing gray eyes that gave him a ‘leading man’ quality. McNutt was strong and scruffy, with hair and clothes that almost always looked like he had just slept under a bridge. Meanwhile, Garcia represented a new wave of hacker. He wasn’t pale and frail like the stereotypical nerds who never left their mothers’ basements. He was tan and athletic and reasonably attractive.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ Sarah demanded.

‘We were getting worried,’ Jasmine added.

Their comments couldn’t have been more fitting.

Sarah was tall, sleek, and agile, a physically gifted athlete who stood in stark contrast to the softer features of the much shorter Jasmine. Of all the team members, the two women had the least in common – not only physically, but also emotionally. Sarah was aggressive and combative, always looking for a weakness that she could exploit to her advantage, whereas Jasmine was kind and respectful, more concerned about others than herself. Part of that was their upbringing, and part was their training.

Sarah had learned her craft at Quantico.

Jasmine had learned hers in a library.

‘Where he’s been is not important,’ Cobb said before McNutt could regale them with tales of debauchery from south of the border.

‘It is to me,’ Sarah countered. ‘We’re all in this together. I don’t need him going off on a bender and announcing what we found to a crowded bar.’

Garcia shrugged. ‘Even if he did, do you really think anyone would believe him? I mean, c’mon. Ancient trains? The occult? Covert operations in Transylvania?’

‘Exactly!’ McNutt said. ‘Thanks, José, for the vote of confidence.’

‘Actually, it’s Hector.’

‘Close enough. They both start with the same letter.’

‘Actually, they don’t.’

‘They don’t? Since when?’

‘Since, um, they invented the alphabet.’

McNutt fought the urge to grin. He knew damn well what Garcia’s name was; he simply chose not to use it. ‘Well, that explains it. I don’t know the alphabet.’

‘That’s enough,’ Cobb announced. He didn’t raise his voice. His tone alone let everyone know that he was done with their banter.

The group gave him his due respect and stopped at once.

‘Sarah, keeping things to ourselves was never part of the arrangement. You’re all free to say whatever you want to whomever you want. But you all know the risks of letting this information get out.’

Sarah started to object, but Cobb cut her off.

He glanced at McNutt. ‘That being said, I’d consider it a personal favor if you would keep your mouth shut about team activities.’

McNutt nodded. ‘I haven’t told a soul.’

‘Good,’ said Cobb, who had figured as much. McNutt wasn’t a trained spy like Sarah, but he was a former Marine who was programmed to be loyal to his unit. ‘Hector, is there anything on the Internet about our recent activities?’

‘Nothing,’ the techie replied. ‘It’s like there’s a coordinated effort to keep our news out of the news. It’s actually a bit odd, if not altogether disconcerting. Nothing stays off the radar like this – especially not something as interesting as what we went through.’

Cobb glanced at their host – a Frenchman named Jean-Marc Papineau – who had quietly entered the kitchen through a back hallway and had listened to the tail end of their conversation. Impeccably dressed in the finest clothes from Europe, he carried himself like royalty, as if he were the king and the world was his playground.

Ever since they had met a few months earlier, Cobb had wondered how far Papineau’s reach extended. He had worked wonders in Eastern Europe, obtaining everything that the team had needed for their mission, including a retrofitted train. As impressive as that was, it paled in comparison to his latest trick. In an age of camera phones and social media, how did he keep their major discovery from the rest of the world?

It took more than money to do something like that.

It took influence and power.

‘Jasmine,’ Cobb continued, ‘have you heard anything from your sources?’

As the resident historian, she had connections at several universities around the globe. Even if their quest had not made the newspapers, the academic community had their own channels of communication. If anyone had gotten wind of their historic discovery, she would have heard about it from one of her peers.

‘Yes and no,’ she admitted. ‘The rumors about a major find are out there, but it’s just scattered rumblings. I’ve heard so many versions of what might have happened that I don’t even know where to begin. We’ve been credited with finding everything from the Amber Room to the lost city of Atlantis. The stories are unbelievable.’

Cobb stared at Papineau. ‘Anything to add? Can we expect an official confirmation of our discovery anytime soon?’

The team whirled around, surprised by his presence.

‘Nothing official,’ he said as he took his place next to Cobb at the front of the group. ‘In fact, I plan on crafting a few more rumors that I would like each of you to spread through your sources. The more, the better.’

‘What kind of rumors?’ Sarah asked.

Papineau smiled. ‘Given that it involved the Russians and a famous treasure, I thought my tale about the Amber Room was particularly poetic.’

‘Your tale?’ Jasmine asked, confused.

‘Yes, my dear. Mine.’

‘But why?’

Cobb answered for him. ‘Because it is far easier to lie about an event than to deny it took place. The world knows something happened, so it’s up to us to control the narrative. To put it in spy terms, this is disassociation through disinformation. We need to keep the world off our scent until our mission is complete. Correct?’

Papineau shot him a glance but said nothing.

‘Wait a minute,’ Sarah hissed. ‘What are you talking about? We already completed our mission when we found the treasure. That was the deal.’

Cobb shook his head. He knew that wasn’t the case. ‘That’s what we were led to believe, but Romania was only the first step. Isn’t that right, Jean-Marc?’

‘It is,’ he confirmed.

Sarah slammed her fist on the counter, and then stormed toward the Frenchman. ‘You lying sack of shit! You promised me five million dollars for my services. I did everything you asked and more. You owe me my goddamned money!’

Cobb stepped in front of her before she reached her target.

Papineau took a step back. ‘Calm down, my dear. You’re absolutely correct. You earned your money. Five million dollars to each of you, as promised.’

‘That’s more like it,’ Sarah blurted.

‘Or . . .’ A grin returned to his face. ‘You can double your take.’

The room grew still as the comment sank in.

McNutt was the first to speak. ‘Did you say double?’

‘I did indeed. Ten million dollars. Each.’

‘What’s the catch?’ Jasmine asked.

‘The “catch”, as you say, is that none of your money – including that which you are already owed – will be available to you until after you have completed the next task. It will remain in trust until the mission is over.’

‘And if we fail?’ Sarah demanded.

‘You will have the original five million waiting for you upon your return,’ Papineau assured her. ‘However, our relationship will cease to exist. We will sever all ties, immediately and permanently.’

‘Meaning the next task may not be the last task.’

Papineau shrugged. ‘I wish I could tell you what the future has in store for us. Unfortunately, I cannot. There is only so much I can guarantee this far in advance.’

‘That’s not good enough,’ Jasmine said. A few months earlier, she had been timid and vulnerable, but after surviving multiple attacks in the field she had emerged with a new level of confidence. ‘I’ll do it, but I have a condition.’

‘Being a nerd isn’t a condition – it’s more of a life choice,’ Sarah teased.

Papineau ignored the comment and focused his attention on Jasmine. She wasn’t the type to make outrageous demands. ‘What is it?’

‘Bring my family to America.’

‘No problem. I’ll have them on the next flight.’

Papineau knew that Jasmine’s involvement was motivated by her desire to rescue her extended family from the clutches of poverty. All her life she had saved her money, hoping to finance their trip from the slums of Seoul to a new life in America.

He could make that happen overnight.

‘I need a new laptop,’ Garcia stated boldly. If Papineau was meeting terms, he didn’t want to miss out. ‘Custom-built to my specs.’

‘Done. Anyone else?’

‘A new Harley,’ McNutt said.

‘Same for me,’ Sarah added.

McNutt raised an eyebrow.

‘What?’ Sarah snapped. ‘You’re not the only one who likes to straddle something powerful on the weekends.’

McNutt opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it.

‘Also granted.’ Papineau turned toward Cobb, the only one left. ‘And what about you? What is that you would like?’

‘Me?’ Cobb answered. ‘I’d like to know what you want us to find.’
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The kitchen conversation was over. It was time to get down to business.

The group descended the hidden flight of stairs that led to the ‘war room’ in the basement. The heavy door of the bunker wasn’t just similar to that of the White House Situation Room, it was identical. When properly sealed, it would keep out water, gases, and toxins. Much of the room on the other side of the door was also copied from the blueprints used in Washington. The main difference was that the President’s foxhole was furnished with efficiency in mind; Papineau’s didn’t skimp on luxury.

The space was climate-controlled to museum-level perfection and decorated with fine art and other expensive trappings. A short railing separated a long glass conference table from the leather couches and amply padded easy chairs, providing two distinct meeting areas: one formal, one far more casual.

The team took their seats around the hi-tech table as Papineau stood at the head, waiting for them to settle in. Then, without a precursory explanation, the lights began to dim. He stepped to the left as the massive video screen that covered the entire wall behind him sprang to life. The map of Eastern Europe that had been used for their first mission was gone, replaced by an image of the Balkan Peninsula.

The countries were not labeled, but Cobb knew the area well enough to know that the borders were not accurate. Or, at the very least, not current. The southern portions of Albania, Macedonia, and Bulgaria were shown as a single area. And what should have been Greece was divided into several distinct territories.

Papineau let the silence linger, waiting for someone to hazard a guess.

Instinctively, the group turned toward Jasmine.

‘That map is at least two thousand years old,’ she said.

Papineau smiled and nodded. ‘Two thousand three hundred and fifty years, to be exact.’

Jasmine did the math in her head. ‘The League of Corinth. Philip’s unified force, at war with the Persian Empire. The Kingdom of Macedon.’

‘Excellent,’ Papineau said.

‘Can someone translate her translation?’ McNutt asked.

Jasmine took it upon herself to clarify her statement. ‘Philip the Second of Macedon was a brilliant military tactician. By 336 BC he had conquered most of Greece. In doing so, he brought the various factions together under his rule. He put an end to their internal conflict and unified their strength against the Persian forces across the Aegean Sea.’ She pointed toward the map on the screen. ‘The area may seem divided, but it was actually governed by a single man.’

‘For how long?’ Cobb wondered.

‘Philip’s reign lasted more than twenty years – a remarkable feat for the time. The map we see here was from the end of his rule, not the beginning. Upon his assassination, all of this land was left to his son.’

‘And his son was . . .?’ Sarah asked.

‘Alexander the Third of Macedon,’ Garcia answered.

As the team turned toward him, they realized for the first time that the conference table was not made of ordinary glass; instead, the surface was the same material as the touch-screen control panel at the gate. What they couldn’t see was the myriad of electronic technology housed in its narrow depth. Manufactured by Payne Industries for US Central Command (CENTCOM), the advanced rendering of the futuristic computer was used to plan military strikes with depth of field.

Eager to show off his new toy, Garcia had entered keywords and dates from Jasmine’s briefing into a government search engine displayed on the tabletop in front of him. Then, with a flick of his wrist, he was able to distribute copies of that information to virtual screens at each of their seats. The ‘virtual reports’ looked like they had been slid across the top of the desk when, in fact, it was nothing more than a fancy special effect. The graphics were so realistic that team members actually tried to catch the reports before they slid off the end of the table.

‘I love this thing,’ Garcia said with a laugh.

McNutt was so captivated by the technology he put his face against the glass and tried to see the gadgetry underneath. ‘Can I play Pac-Man on this?’

Sarah ignored McNutt and concentrated on the name. ‘Alexander the Third. Never heard of him.’

‘Me, neither,’ Cobb admitted.

‘Yes, you have,’ Jasmine assured them. ‘You probably know him by his nickname: Alexander the Great.’

McNutt sat up, suddenly focused. ‘Hold up! You’re telling me that Alex was given all of that land when his father died? Hell, I could be great, too, if I had that type of real estate. All my dad left me was a six-pack in the fridge and some beef jerky.’

Jasmine frowned. ‘When did your dad die?’

‘He didn’t. He just left.’

‘Anyway,’ she said, suddenly uncomfortable, ‘Alexander wasn’t content with his inheritance. He had a much bigger kingdom in mind.’

As if on cue, Papineau changed the image on the wall display to a much larger map. The outline stretched eastward from the Adriatic Sea to the Himalayan Mountains along the border of India. It extended south to the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf, and into the northern territories of the Arabian Peninsula and much of Egypt. The original Kingdom of Macedon was little more than a speck in the northwestern corner of this new map.

Jasmine continued, ‘Alexander the Great controlled the entire area – more than two million square miles in total. It was one of the largest empires in history.’

Sarah whistled. ‘That’s a lot of land.’

‘Indeed,’ said Papineau, who knew a thing or two about real estate. ‘But that’s only part of his story. Alexander was trained by generals and tutored by none other than Aristotle himself. Their combined efforts resulted in the most brilliant military mind in history. Hoping to reshape the world, Alexander quickly set his sights upon the expansion of his territory. By the time of his death, he was known far and wide as a conquering hero: an unyielding, yet merciful force that swept across the land, leaving unity and prosperity in his wake. To many, he was seen as a god in human form.’

Papineau changed the image on the main screen.

To ensure their focus, all of their workstations went dark.

The group turned in unison as the giant map disappeared and was replaced by an ancient engraving. At first glance, it appeared to be a stone chamber being pulled by more than a dozen horses. The structure was nearly two stories in height, with a round, vaulted roof, and surrounded on three sides by ornate pillars.

‘Upon his death, Alexander was placed inside a coffin of hammered gold. It was then placed inside a magnificent funerary hearse that was nearly twenty feet tall.’

‘How magnificent?’ Sarah wondered.

Papineau changed the image again, this time to an ancient painting that highlighted the ornate design of the hearse. ‘A vaulted ceiling made of gold and precious stones was supported by a row of solid gold columns. Gold molding adorned the tops of the walls, and intricate gold figures decorated each corner. According to legend, the hearse was lined with a collection of golden bells to announce Alexander’s arrival. They could be heard for miles around.’

McNutt grimaced with disgust. ‘Bells? The greatest general of all time and they honored him with bells? What kind of bullshit is that? This is a guy who rode elephants into battle. You’d think they’d come up with something more manly than that. Like drums. Big-ass kettledrums, played by naked chicks in high heels. Now that’s a funeral.’

‘No,’ Sarah said, ‘that’s a strip club.’

‘Anyway,’ said Papineau, who was rarely amused by McNutt’s antics, ‘the golden hearse weighed a staggering amount. It required the combined strength of sixty-four of the legion’s sturdiest mules to transport the structure on its journey.’

‘To where?’ Cobb asked.

Jasmine answered. ‘His body was to be taken from Babylon – where he died – to Macedon, the place of his birth. Unfortunately, he never made it home. The processional was intercepted by a Macedonian general named Ptolemy Soter, who directed the hearse to the Egyptian city of Memphis. By seizing the body of the dead king, Ptolemy could legally claim rule over Egypt and the bulk of Alexander’s empire. Many years later, Ptolemy’s son, Ptolemy the Second Philadelphus, moved the remains to the north where he was entombed in the coastal city of Alexandria, a city named for the ruler himself.’

Papineau picked up from there. ‘As all of you know, the Middle East is one of the least stable geographic regions in the world and has been for several millennia. During the past two thousand years, control of Alexandria has changed hands multiple times. And not just ruler to ruler – also culture to culture. From the Greeks and the Romans to the Christians and the Arabs, the city has been built and rebuilt more times than you can possibly imagine.’

Papineau nodded to Garcia, who pushed a button on his virtual keyboard. The image on the big screen was replaced by an animated video that focused on the land around the Mediterranean Sea. A giant red dot pulsated in the sea south of Greece.

‘In July of 365 AD, a massive underwater earthquake near the island of Crete triggered a tsunami that devastated the region.’ As if on cue, the red dot erupted on the screen, sending virtual shockwaves in every direction. The camera zoomed to the south, following a path of destruction that led to the city of Alexandria. ‘On the Egyptian coast, the surging water was so powerful it hurled ships more than two miles inland. To this day, construction crews still find chunks of boats in the desert.’

The team grew silent as they watched the video.

Jasmine was particularly moved by the devastation, which reminded her of the recent tsunamis in Asia. 

Papineau continued. ‘As you can imagine, the loss of life was substantial; and so was the loss of antiquities. Temples fell, buildings crumbled, and tombs were obliterated.’

He smiled as his statement lingered.

It washed over them like the tide.

Sarah caught on first. ‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying? You want us to find the tomb of Alexander the Great?’

Papineau nodded. ‘I do indeed.’

Cobb leaned back in his chair. ‘Why?’

‘Why?’ repeated Papineau, surprised by the question. ‘Because the discovery of the tomb would be a significant historical achievement, one that would bring closure to one of the greatest mysteries of our time. And if that isn’t reason enough, allow me to remind you and your team of five million other reasons.’

‘I’m not talking about our reasons,’ Cobb explained. ‘I’m talking about yours. You’re not doing this for the fame – I’m certain of that. And you have more money than you could possibly spend in ten lifetimes. So why tackle one of the greatest mysteries of the ancient world if you don’t care about the glory or the reward?’

‘The question is moot,’ Jasmine said, her tone full of frustration. ‘People have been scouring Alexandria for clues for more than a thousand years. Historians have devoted their lives to finding the lost tomb. Every myth, every angle, every hunch, has been thoroughly exhausted by the world’s best scholars, and they have found nothing. I’m telling you, there is nothing left to pursue. No new evidence. No new leads. Heck, there aren’t even any maps of the ancient city in existence. A mission like this is pointless. It would be easier for us to visit Mars.’

‘That’s not true,’ Cobb assured her.

Jasmine stood her ground. ‘Unfortunately it is true, Jack. People have been looking for the tomb for centuries, and as the only historian in the room, I can assure you—’

He cut her off. ‘I meant the part about the maps.’

‘The maps? Wait – what are you saying?’

‘I’m saying at least one map of ancient Alexandria exists.’ Cobb turned his chair and stared at Papineau. ‘Isn’t that right, Papi?’
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Papineau was surprised by the insinuation. Confusion filled his face. He stared at Cobb, who stared right back. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Cobb set his jaw, angered that his host would rather play games than admit he knew anything about the map. ‘And if I call your friend, will he give me the same story? Will he claim that we never met, that he has no idea who I am?’

Papineau blinked rapidly. ‘My friend? Who are you talking about? Really, Jack, I’m not sure what you mean.’

Cobb had interrogated better men than Papineau. Men who had kept their composure through unbearable stress and physical ‘coaxing’, long after Cobb had lost track of the hours. Men who had taken their secrets to their graves. Papineau was an experienced liar – that much Cobb knew for certain – but he had yet to master the craft.

The flicker of emotion in his eyes gave him away.

It was genuine surprise and panic.

He honestly didn’t know what Cobb was referring to.

It was a development that Cobb hadn’t expected, but one that he was prepared to exploit nevertheless. For now, that meant playing things close to the vest about his recent trip to Switzerland and his dinner with a well-known historian.

Cobb chose his words carefully, giving Papineau as little as possible. ‘At least one map from ancient Alexandria still exists. I know this for a fact, because I’ve seen it.’

Jasmine gasped – literally gasped – with excitement. It was the type of sound rarely heard outside of a bedroom. ‘Oh my God! Do you know what this means? It means that we can— wait! Just to clarify: you’re saying you’ve actually seen a map that was created during the era itself?’

Cobb continued to study his host. ‘Yes.’

She gasped again. ‘Where? When?’

Papineau tried to remain calm, but his anxiety was palpable. He more than wanted to know the name of Cobb’s source – he needed to know.

But Cobb wasn’t ready to let him off the hook.

He liked having something that Papineau wanted.

He liked being the one in control.

Not for himself, but for the sake of his team.

Cobb addressed Jasmine. ‘Where and when is not important, but I can assure you that it meets our needs. Furthermore, I can assure you that it is authentic.’

‘Can you borrow the map?’ It was less of a question and more of a plea. ‘Or, at the very least, can I spend some time with it so I can sketch my own?’

Cobb nodded. ‘I think something like that can be arranged.’

Her eyes lit up in anticipation.

Sarah leaned forward. ‘Let me see if I got this straight. We have access to the only known map of ancient Alexandria, and somewhere in the city is a golden hearse protecting the golden coffin of a famous king?’

Cobb shrugged but said nothing.

‘Hector, if we assume ten tons of gold – which seems like a conservative estimate to me – how much cash are we talking about?’

Garcia calculated the amount in his head. ‘At today’s market value, we’re looking at a minimum of four hundred million dollars.’

Sarah whistled. ‘Not a bad score.’

Papineau agreed. ‘It would be, but most historians believe that the hearse was dismantled more than two thousand years ago. The gold was then melted down and pressed into ancient coins that fueled the local economy. Even Alexander’s sarcophagus was eventually replaced with one made of glass. Logic dictates that the hearse would have been completely consumed before they turned their focus to the casket.’

‘But there’s still a chance?’ Sarah asked.

‘Sure,’ he conceded. ‘There’s always a chance.’

McNutt signaled for a timeout. ‘Hold up. I’m confused.’

‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Sarah mumbled.

He didn’t miss a beat. ‘The geek watches you when you sleep.’

It took a few seconds for the comment to sink in.

‘Wait! What?’ she demanded.

Garcia turned bright red. ‘No I don’t! I swear I don’t!’

She glared at him. ‘You better not, or I swear to God I’ll shove your laptop up your ass. Then I’ll pull it out and shove it up there again.’

Garcia didn’t know whether to be scared or turned on.

Cobb cleared his throat and the group calmed down. There was a time and a place for threats, and this was neither. ‘What’s confusing you, Josh?’

‘What?’ McNutt asked.

Cobb smiled. ‘You said something was confusing you . . .’

‘Right!’ he said with a laugh. ‘If the hearse was stripped for parts and the gold is long gone, what are we looking for?’

‘Good question – one that I was about to ask myself.’

‘Thanks, chief.’

Cobb turned toward their host. ‘Well?’

Papineau ignored Cobb and spoke directly to McNutt. ‘Joshua, you were in the service for several years. How often do you visit your fallen brethren?’

‘Often.’

It was an honest response from a former Marine.

In the United States, there are 131 national cemeteries that are recognized for their burials of military personnel. The largest two – Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia and Calverton National Cemetery in New York – cover more than 1,700 acres and serve as the burial grounds of more than 750,000 soldiers and their families. McNutt made it a point to visit several of these locations every year.

‘And when you pay your respects, what do you leave behind?’

McNutt pondered the question. His boisterous demeanor was momentarily somber and reserved. ‘Sometimes it’s a personal memento. Sometimes it’s shell casings. Sometimes I pour them a drink from my flask. It all depends on the guy.’

‘You leave them tribute. You honor them with an offering.’

McNutt nodded but said nothing.

‘Alexander was honored as well,’ Papineau said as he began to pace around the table. ‘For centuries after his death, great leaders from far and wide made pilgrimages to his tomb to pay their respects. Julius Caesar, Caligula, Augustus – they all came to honor him. It is a tradition that we continue today, bringing tokens of appreciation for the sacrifice of mortal men, particularly those we admire. Therefore, I ask you this: what would you bring to honor one of the greatest conquerors of all time?’

‘Chocolate?’ Sarah said with a laugh.

McNutt made a face. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t bring chocolate on a trip to the desert. It would melt on your camel. I suggest virgins. Lots of virgins.’

Jasmine shook her head. ‘I think you’re confused. Alexander wasn’t a Muslim.’

‘Neither am I,’ McNutt said, ‘but I wouldn’t turn down a bunch of virgins. They travel well, and they’re good for any occasion.’

Garcia nodded in agreement, but wisely said nothing.

Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘Anyway, what’s the answer?’

Papineau shrugged. ‘No one actually knows what was brought. If any records were kept, and there’s no way of knowing if they were, they are no longer available.’

‘Why not?’ Garcia wondered.

‘Are you familiar with the Library of Alexandria?’

‘Of course I am,’ said Garcia, who frantically tried to pull up information on the historic landmark. ‘Just give me a second.’

Jasmine wasn’t about to wait. ‘The Library of Alexandria was the finest collection of information in the ancient world. It was a repository of every significant text known to man. Scholars heralded it as the center of knowledge, a place where the rulers of Egypt could study the past in preparation for the future. It stood as a monument to the nation’s wealth and affluence, a symbol of their prosperity until it was destroyed by fire hundreds of years ago. The exact date and time are still unknown, though several theories abound.’

Papineau grimaced. ‘The loss was catastrophic. Every record, every map, every drawing of the city of Alexandria was consumed by the blaze – as were details about the tomb and the golden hearse. Since the fire various clues and myths have surfaced, but historians have never been able to place them in the proper context.’

Cobb nodded in understanding. ‘It doesn’t matter if you know that the tomb was located next to the market if you have no idea where the market was. Is that it?’

‘Exactly,’ Jasmine said. ‘We have bits and pieces about the city that we could string together into a very rough sketch of ancient Alexandria, but we have never had a primer: something that told us how to arrange the pieces.’

‘Until now.’

‘Until now,’ she said excitedly. ‘Your map may be the key to unlocking the entire history of Alexandria. The Roman occupation. The Persian rule. The Muslim conquest. The location of the tomb and more. There’s no telling what your map might allow us to uncover. How soon until you can arrange for me to see it?’

Cobb shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t think it will take that long.’

‘Can you give me a number?’ For her, the suspense was intolerable ‘A week? A month? A year?’

Cobb rubbed his chin and pretended to do some math in his head. ‘I don’t know . . . maybe two minutes or so. Half that if I really hustle. How long does it take to run up and down a flight of stairs?’

Jasmine gasped even louder than before. ‘You mean it’s here?’

Cobb nodded. At the conclusion of their previous mission, he had pursued a mysterious IP address that had secretly monitored their secure transmissions from Eastern Europe. Hoping to learn more about Papineau’s agenda, Cobb followed the signal to the Beau-Rivage hotel in Geneva, Switzerland where he intended to confront Papineau’s silent partner – if, in fact, he had one.

Instead, Cobb quickly realized he had been duped.

The signal was nothing more than a digital breadcrumb, intentionally left so that Cobb would follow it to the five-star hotel where a private dinner had been arranged with one of the top historical experts in the world, a man named Petr Ulster.

Neither Cobb nor Ulster knew who had arranged their conversation – a nameless benefactor had paid their bills – but by the end of their meeting, Cobb and Ulster had bonded, and Ulster had entrusted Cobb with a copy of the ancient map.

‘Where?’ Jasmine demanded.

Cobb stood. ‘It’s upstairs in my duffel bag.’
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While Cobb retrieved the map from his bedroom, the others waited in calm silence – all except for Jasmine, who cracked her knuckles and bounced her knees up and down in order to dispel her nervous energy.

‘Relax. It’s just a copy,’ Sarah said.

Jasmine took the bait. ‘Just a copy? I understand it’s just a copy, but it’s a copy of something that I didn’t know existed until a minute ago, and depending on its authenticity and accuracy, it may give us the inside track to one of the biggest archaeological finds of all time, not to mention millions of dollars for us and billions of dollars to Jean-Marc. So trust me: it’s more than just a copy. It’s everything.’

Sarah smiled. She wasn’t teasing Jasmine to be mean; not that she hadn’t done that in the past. She was pushing buttons because she enjoyed the fire that the new and improved Jasmine exhibited from time to time. Her words weren’t meant to inflict pain; they were a subtle call to action. It was her way of reminding Jasmine that she was a lot tougher than she thought, that she should never be afraid to speak her mind when her views were challenged, and that she was a key member of the team.

Plus, it was a lot of fun to watch her freak out.

Sarah shrugged. ‘Okay, okay. It’s a rare copy. I get it.’

Garcia, who was oblivious to Sarah’s true intentions, refused to make eye contact with her as he continued to assemble information on Alexandria. Ninety percent of his efforts were geared toward preparing research; the other ten percent was just to look busy. He prayed that neither woman would drag him into their argument. He was smart enough to realize that it was a no-win situation, so he kept his head down.

Cobb reentered the room a moment later. He was carrying a large cylinder that was fancier than the cardboard tubes commonly used to ship posters. This one was made of brushed metal, with a heavy leather shoulder strap connected to each end. While Jasmine held her breath, he took his seat and unscrewed the top cap of the case.

‘Hector,’ Cobb said, ‘can you illuminate the tabletop?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Can you make the surface bright like a drafting table?’

Garcia tapped on his keyboard, searching for the right command. When he found it, the top of the table began to glow. It was a clean, almost blinding sheen of white.

‘Perfect,’ Cobb said. With that, he removed the map from the canister and spread it across the table for everyone to see.

Against the gleaming tabletop, the dark lines of the map stood out like ink stains on a wedding dress. The ancient city was presented as a tangled web of intersecting lines and shapes, stretching south from the Mediterranean Sea to the northern edge of the Western Desert. The markings were so dense and overlapping that it was nearly impossible to determine where one stroke ended and the next began.

Despite her eager energy, Jasmine was more confused than captivated – and she wasn’t alone. No one knew what to make of the sprawling mess in front of them.

McNutt furrowed his brow. ‘What are we looking at?’

Cobb had anticipated their confusion because he had felt the exact same way before the document had been explained to him in Switzerland. ‘That, my friends, is the entire history of Alexandria compiled into a single map. Every building that’s ever been built or razed; every footpath, trail, road, and highway that’s ever been laid; every well and every waterway that’s ever snaked its way through the ancient city – all assembled into one map for our plundering pleasure.’

He took a step back and allowed them to get a closer look.

‘Notice,’ he said confidently, ‘the labels were written in accordance with the era. They represent the people who controlled Alexandria during the time of construction. If it was built by the Egyptians, the label was written in Egyptian, and so on.’

Sarah tried to decipher the map, but it was no use. She spotted at least ten distinct languages, none of which was English. ‘Jasmine, please tell me that you can make sense of this. Otherwise, this document is useless.’

‘I can translate some of the map,’ she explained. ‘But I don’t know anyone that could decipher these labels with a single glance. It’s going to take some time.’

McNutt voiced his doubt. ‘Forget the labels. Look at those lines. How is anyone supposed to follow that mess? It looks like Spider-Man took a shit on the table.’

Garcia laughed. ‘I’m with Josh. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.’

‘Me neither,’ Sarah admitted.

‘Nor I,’ Papineau added.

‘Thankfully, I do,’ Cobb said as he walked around the opposite side of the table and subtly moistened the tip of his thumb and index finger with his tongue. Then he grabbed the top corner of the map and gave it a slight twist. ‘Like most problems in life, it’s best to attack them one step at a time.’

The paper separated into multiple layers, revealing that the map was actually a collection of pages. Each sheet of translucent paper had been perfectly stacked on the sheet beneath it. When viewed together, the image was cluttered and difficult to comprehend, but the individual maps were much easier to understand.

Cobb flipped to the last page in the stack. ‘The bottom map predates Alexander’s arrival in Egypt – before the city of Alexandria came to exist.’

McNutt stared at the image. ‘So . . . we’re looking at a map of nothing?’

‘Not nothing,’ Jasmine assured him. ‘Rhacotis.’ 

‘Gesundheit.’

Jasmine smiled. ‘I didn’t sneeze, Josh. That was the name of the settlement before it was formalized as a city in 331 BC. Rhacotis dates back at least two thousand years before Alexander.’

McNutt nodded in understanding. ‘Which means we can ignore it because Alexander wasn’t dead yet.’

Sarah clapped sarcastically. ‘Look at that, the monkey’s learning.’

McNutt laughed and beat on his chest like a gorilla. ‘Me smart monkey. Me take rock and beat Sarah in sleep as Pedro watch on fancy box.’

Garcia objected. ‘My name isn’t Pedro, and I don’t watch Sarah when she sleeps! How many times do I have to tell you that?’

‘That depends. When are you going to tell the truth?’

‘I am telling the truth!’ he assured the group.

Earlier, Cobb had cleared his throat to quiet the group. This time he felt the need to go a step further. He put two fingers in his mouth and unleashed a whistle so loud and shrill that Garcia was afraid the hi-tech table was going to shatter. He instinctively flung himself on the glass while the rest of the team covered their ears.

In their limited time together Cobb had never revealed this particular talent, so the team didn’t know what to make of it. They simply stared at him with a combination of shock and awe; as if they had heard the voice of the devil himself.

‘Now that I have your attention,’ he growled as he glared at them in turn, ‘I think it would be best if we stopped screwing around and focused on the mission at hand. We have a unique opportunity here to find something that’s been lost for two thousand years, and I’ll be damned if we’re going to piss it away on my watch. Am I clear?’

The team nodded and lowered their eyes in shame.

‘Good,’ Cobb said with finality. He pointed at Jasmine, the only one who had stayed on task. ‘Sorry about that. What were you saying about Rhacotis?’

She pointed at a section of the document. ‘I’m glad the map starts in this particular era because Rhacotis – this shaded area on the northern coast – served a key function in the eventual design of Alexandria. The architect from Greece who planned the city, a man named Dinocrates, realized the importance of Rhacotis when he surveyed the terrain. Unlike many ports in the Nile Delta, Rhacotis was able to accommodate larger ships because of the depth of the harbor. So instead of tearing down Rhacotis and starting from scratch, he built the city around it. The locals were so appreciative, the area flourished and served as the Egyptian quarter of the city.’ 

‘Good to know,’ Cobb said as he grabbed the corner of the second page and flipped it over the first. As if by magic, the city doubled in size. ‘Every layer represents a significant passage of time. Battles were fought, and land was won. With each new regime, a new layer was added to the map. This explains the destruction and construction of landmarks and the use of multiple languages.’

Garcia snapped to attention. ‘I think I can help us with that.’

‘How?’ Jasmine wondered.

He reached out to grab the nearest corner of the map. Before touching it, he glanced at Cobb for permission. ‘May I?’

‘Of course,’ Cobb replied.

Garcia pulled the top layer of the stack, separating it from the pile. He pushed it to the far corner of the hi-tech table. Next he took the second layer and arranged it beside the top layer. He continued pulling sheets from the pile until the whole table was covered with the various layers of the map.

Sarah stared at him. ‘What in the world are you doing?’

‘Just a second,’ Garcia said as he hunched over his virtual workstation, typing furiously on the display. ‘I promise it will be worth your while.’

The group watched in confused fascination as his fingers flew across the glass surface, the rapid-fire assault of his hands occasionally punctuated by a swipe or a distinct double tap of his keyboard. They had no idea what he was doing, but his agility and intense concentration were impressive nonetheless.

‘Done!’ he boasted with a final tap of a key.

‘With what?’ McNutt asked.

‘With everything!’

Garcia pointed to the wall-sized video screen behind Papineau, which was now filled with a thumbnail image of every page of the map. Aligned along the left edge of the screen, the images were too small to be of any real use unless they were expanded to full size. For now, they served as a visual reference for the real focus of activity.

In the center of the screen, two windows displayed a flurry of movement. In the first, various sections of the map were being analyzed by an automated program designed to recognize letters within images. If one was found, it copied the letter to the second window where the program tried to identify the letter and language. Eventually words were formed, analyzed, and translated into English. With a touch of a button, Garcia could see the original letters, the language of origin, and even search for connections to other documents in the program’s extensive database.

Jasmine gasped as she moved closer to the wall. She reached out and touched the ancient letters as they were projected on the screen. ‘That’s amazing. Simply amazing. If I had been forced to translate those maps by hand, it would have taken weeks. Yet you did it all in a matter of minutes. I can’t thank you enough.’

Papineau nodded his approval. ‘Well done. Well done indeed!’

Garcia beamed with pride.

Though impressed, Cobb was more pragmatic than the others. ‘Where’d you get that? Did you design it yourself?’

‘I wish,’ Garcia admitted. ‘I tweaked some things to get it to run more efficiently with our hardware, but the program itself came preloaded with the table. According to the manual, it was created by the Ulster Archives – some research facility in Sweden.’

‘Switzerland,’ stated Cobb, who had been unaware of the place before his dinner meeting with Ulster.

‘Wherever,’ Garcia said. ‘The program didn’t come with a title, so I gave it one of my own. I call it: The Word Is Not Enough.’

Sarah rolled her eyes. This was the second time Garcia had named something after a James Bond film. In their previous mission, they had used a program called Goldfinder. ‘What’s with you and 007?’

Garcia shrugged. ‘I’m just a fan.’

‘Me, too,’ McNutt admitted. ‘I mean, what’s not to like? Fast cars, cool gadgets, and lots of loose women. Sounds like heaven to me.’ 

Garcia smiled knowingly. ‘Josh, if you think Bond’s gadgets are cool, just you wait. You’re going to love this . . .’
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Garcia promised something cool – and he delivered.

The team watched in awe as the city of Alexandria rose from the tabletop like a ghostly apparition. An avid believer in the supernatural, McNutt slowly pushed away from the table, worried if he moved too quickly the poltergeist might attack him.

Garcia looked up from his keyboard and grinned. Only he knew how the illusion worked. ‘The city is exactly to scale. Or rather, it’s exactly what is represented on Jack’s map. The computer can’t tell the actual heights of the buildings, so those are approximated from the square footage of their bases and satellite imaging. If you give me more time, I can hack the city planner’s office and make things perfect.’

The others remained silent as the city continued to rise, layer after projected layer. But instead of sprouting from the bottom, structures now materialized in a wave around the perimeter of the city as it sprawled farther and farther from the center.

Sarah waved her hand through the projection, searching for a reflective surface, but her hand passed through the image. ‘How is this even possible?’

Garcia ignored her question. He was having too much fun blowing their minds. ‘What you see is a reproduction of modern Alexandria. The city as it exists today.’ He tapped a few buttons on his keyboard. ‘Now if we overlay the previous map, we get something like this . . .’

Several structures disappeared as others took their places.

Garcia glanced at Cobb. ‘If you’d like, I can keep going until we have every detail from every page of the map.’

Cobb nodded, his eyes never leaving the city.

Garcia entered a new command, and suddenly the holographic images intersected and overlapped in every conceivable way – similar to the chaos of earlier when they tried to view the document as a single map instead of separate maps. In many instances, whole buildings appeared to be consumed by larger ones like hungry nesting dolls.

Jasmine stared in disbelief. ‘This is incredible!’

Sarah was more flummoxed than impressed, and she didn’t appreciate the feeling. ‘Seriously, how is this possible?’ 

Garcia shrugged, revealing nothing.

‘Fine,’ she snapped. ‘I’ll figure it out myself.’

He crossed his hands behind his head and smugly leaned back in his chair. ‘Be my guest.’

Never one to pass on a challenge, Sarah stood for a better look. ‘Under normal circumstances, light would need something to interrupt its path, like a screen or something. Otherwise it can’t be seen by the naked eye.’

‘True.’

She passed her hand through the image again, then watched Jasmine do the same on the opposite side of the table. ‘But there’s no screen here.’

‘Nope.’

She leaned to the left and then to the right, hoping to learn more. ‘For a truly three-dimensional hologram, you need something in the air – dust, water vapor, something – to reflect the light.’ She rubbed her fingers together. ‘But I can’t feel anything.’

‘If you could, you’d be the first.’

Cobb cleared his throat and tapped his watch.

Garcia got the hint and ended the game. He pointed to the air-conditioning vent above the table. ‘This room uses specially formulated air. Its molecular composition is designed to reflect certain wavelengths of lights. When used in conjunction with the appropriate laser, you’re able to do something like this.’

Cobb nodded knowingly. ‘It’s technology co-opted from the US military. The ability to project an image can be used in a variety of ways. For instance, it can fool the enemy into thinking our numbers are far greater than they actually are. In the not-too-distant future, we’ll be able to create a battalion of fake soldiers out of thin air.’

‘Correction,’ Garcia said. ‘Not out of thin air. Out of thick air.’

Cobb smiled. ‘Duly noted.’

‘Is it safe?’ Jasmine wondered. ‘We’re not breathing in air loaded with lead or mercury or something like that, are we?’

Garcia shook his head. ‘No, it’s perfectly safe. It’s a combination of—’

Papineau cut him off. ‘I think your word is enough for now. The exact nature of the chemical elements is not important. If Hector says it’s safe, it’s safe.’

Jasmine nodded. ‘If you say so.’

‘Soooo,’ echoed Sarah, who was still upset that she hadn’t been given enough time to figure out the device, ‘your toy is cool and all, but I don’t see how it’s going to help us find the tomb. I mean, a map is still a map – even if it’s in 3-D.’

‘Actually, it’s a lot more than that.’ Garcia extended his right arm with his hand facing up. Then he placed his left hand over his outstretched palm and slowly spread them apart. The movement, which looked like a gator’s jaw opening, caused the layers of the holographic map to separate. Just as the paper map had been divided into sheets, the virtual map was now displayed as a stack of separate levels.

‘Now watch this,’ he bragged.

With a simple twitch of his finger, the program cycled through the layers of the map. Choosing one at random, he reached out and flipped his wrist to the side. As if by magic, the entire map began to spin on a center axis.

McNutt grumbled, still unwilling to approach the table as the ethereal map floated in front of him like a creature from Ghostbusters.

Meanwhile, Jasmine was ecstatic. ‘Hector, this is amazing! Seeing the city presented like this provides so much more perspective.’

‘How so?’ Sarah asked.

‘Within each layer there are noticeable developments, but the distinct layers appear to match perfectly with the changes that the city has undergone throughout the years. Hector, take us back to the bottom layer, please.’

Garcia did as he was told.

‘The first layer represents the first three hundred years of the region. We know during that era the city was divided into five districts, or quarters, named after the first five letters of the Greek alphabet.’ She pointed to the model. ‘Look here and here. See how the city appears to be broken into five distinct regions. It’s exactly what we would expect to find. Each subset of the populace had its preferred area, much like you’d find in cities today.’

‘Flip to the next layer,’ ordered Papineau, who approached the table. It was his way of not only urging Jasmine to continue but to see if her theory was correct.

Jasmine studied the map, looking for clues. ‘Notice the difference? Now the borders between the regions have all but disappeared. The neighborhoods have been intertwined, a likely result of the newer Roman occupation and the conflict with the Ptolemies who sought to regain the land under their name. Please, keep going.’

Garcia flipped to the next map. The third level was almost incompatible with the previous version, as if the entire city had been razed and reconstructed. 

Jasmine smiled, knowing that a complete transformation had taken place.

Papineau knew it too. Now convinced that Jasmine’s theory was accurate, he urged her to continue her narration.

She happily obliged. ‘Alexandria was nearly erased during the Kitos War. It was rebuilt under the direction of the Roman emperor Hadrian. His city stood until 365. On July the twenty-first of that year, the city was wiped clean again by the tsunami that Jean-Marc mentioned earlier. What wasn’t destroyed by the flood – the so-called pagan temples – was torn down thirty years later when Christianity took hold of the city.’

Garcia turned to the next map.

‘The Muslim conquest of Egypt changed the landscape yet again. It was the last major upheaval of control in Alexandria until the Ottoman reign of the fifteen hundreds. After that, the remaining redevelopment of the eighteen hundreds and nineteen hundreds was limited to localized damage inflicted during various battles and skirmishes.’

Garcia flipped back to the modern city as Jasmine finished her lecture.

‘With these maps, we can trace the entire evolution of Alexandria from its inception to its current layout today.’

‘And most importantly,’ said Garcia, who was quite content working in the air-conditioned mansion, ‘we don’t even have to go to Egypt.’

Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘I guess that means your table is going to magically find the treasure and beam it here like something from Star Trek?’

He rubbed his chin in thought. ‘Maybe.’

‘Now that would be cool!’ McNutt blurted. It had taken a while, but he was finally warming up to the table. ‘Where did you learn how to do all of that?’

‘All of what?’

McNutt tried to replicate some of Garcia’s hand gestures, but he looked like the town drunk trying to learn sign language. ‘That wizard stuff.’

Garcia laughed. ‘I was still working for the FBI when they introduced this system. It just so happens that they chose the Miami field office for the pilot program. That meant I was one of the first people in the entire bureau to get my hands on this technology. No pun intended.’

Garcia brought his palms together, thrust them into the hologram, and then pulled them apart like he was playing the accordion. In response the image expanded, revealing a level of detail that was truly phenomenal.
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