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From the Old Testament comes a new danger...
Fighting skeletons in Addis Ababa isn’t in Annja’s contract. Especially when they’re “entertainment” rigged by an obnoxious radio DJ during the filming of the TV show she hosts, Chasing History’s Monsters. But the accidental discovery of an ancient clay brick turns the prank into deadly peril for the intrepid archaeologist.
If Annja’s hunch is right, the brick is merely the first key to a greater discovery: the Tower of Babel. Now, with Joan of Arc’s sword in hand and killers at her heels, she must race across the Middle East to unravel the puzzle first. Enemies and allies will face off against each other—and themselves. To survive, Annja will have to defeat them all...because in the end there can be only one winner.
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Prologue
The Great Tower
Shinar (Mesopotamia) 610 BC
“What you are talking about can get you killed, Joktan. Not only do you defy King Amraphel, but you defy Almighty God. And there are others here who believe in the thing that we are doing, that maybe this is the only way to truly get God’s ear. I am surprised you have not already been struck down by God’s almighty wrath.”
Standing in the shade of the pavilion, Joktan glared at Elishah. The man had been a true friend throughout the forty years they had known each other. When they had been boys together, they had thought the graybeards too demanding and too watchful, preventing them from having the many adventures they had dreamed of.
Now they were graybeards themselves, men made lean and brown from long years of labor under the hot sun, with large families of their own. Families that depended on them to keep the wolf from the door and find work for their sons and soon-to-be grandsons. Being head of a family was hard, unrelenting work.
“I do not wish to defy the king, either, my friend.” Joktan meant that. “And if anyone is in defiance of God, it is the king. That tower he builds is sacrilege.”
Seated on a pillow under the pavilion they had raised near the brick kilns to escape the heat, Elishah shifted uneasily and pulled at his beard the way his father used to. “See? This is what I’m talking about. You cannot go around saying things like that. What if the king’s guard hears you?”
“My father, the king, will not have me beheaded. Of that I am sure.” Joktan reached for a nearby wineskin, brought it to his lips, and drank. Then he offered the skin to Elishah. “He will not be happy with me, and he will perhaps increase the quota of bricks my workers are supposed to provide for his tower, but he will not harm me.”
“You say that, Joktan, but this thing your father the king does drives him like I have never before seen. He is like a man possessed.”
“Now who speaks defiance?” Joktan smiled at his friend.
Elishah sighed heavily and spat in disgust. “Being near you gives me a treacherous tongue. Your father, if he should hear me, would have it cut from my head.”
That was possible. His father could be unforgiving these days. The hand of death lay heavily upon the king’s shoulder, and this tower was his father’s acknowledgment of that.
Joktan stared out across the hot expanse of land. Shimmering heat waves rose from the brown earth. Farther down the hill, the glittering waters of the two rivers looked cool and inviting. Fishermen paddled their boats and dragged their nets in search of a catch. Farmers drove their donkeys to the banks, filled the large water jugs for their crops, then drove the animals back. Toward the east, the watchtowers stood above the walls of his father’s city.
One day, God willing that day not arrive any too soon, the city would be Joktan’s. There had been a time when he relished the idea of being king. Then he had seen the king as being the freest man in the land. Now, however, he knew that particular mantle came saddled with many troubles and responsibilities.
Maybe those hardships of the mind were what had driven his father if not mad, then nearly so.
Joktan looked back out at the brick kilns in front of the tower. Armies of workers had been drafted into the construction. They constructed kilns, dug up the earth and made mud bricks, then they baked them to build the tower.
The structure grew every day. A week ago it was taller than anything Joktan had ever seen. It dwarfed the great pyramids of Egypt, even the Great Pyramid of Giza, which stood over three hundred and sixty rods tall.
This day the tower was taller still.
Men toiled all along the structure, baking brick, carrying brick, laying brick, building and building and building.
“Do you think it might collapse under its own weight?” Elishah asked softly. “It is not pointed like the Egyptian structures. The weight of the bricks is not dispersed in the same way.”
“I do not know.” Joktan stared at the tower, which was built as a ziggurat, in squares that set one atop the other, each one smaller than the last. It was an immense undertaking, looking dark and primitive against the clear blue sky.
“Is it wide enough at the base to reach to God?”
Joktan shook his head. “I wish I knew.” No one could say for certain how far away the heavens were.
Two kiln overseers walked over to join Joktan and Elishah under the tent canopy. Both men were dark-skinned, taller than the men of Shinar, with fierce black beards. They hailed from Mosul, to the north.
“Prince Joktan.” The older one bowed deeply, but his eyes never left Joktan’s and his hand did not stray far from the sword at his hip.
Joktan struggled to remember the man’s name. It was easier in the beginning, when there weren’t so many names to remember. These days the names, many of them strange to his tongue, flitted out of reach like horseflies. “Yes...Umar?”
“I would beg a boon.”
“If humanly possible, I will grant it.”
“I need a physician to visit my men. Some of them have come down with an illness the like of which I have not before seen.”
“I will see to it at once.”
“Thank you.” Umar bowed again and left.
Joktan waved over one of the young runners seated at another shade. Joktan gave him the message to take to the king and sent him on his way.
“A sickness?” Elishah rocked unhappily and spat again.
“When you have this many men in one place, sickness will happen. They eat like locusts, depleting our stores and emptying our orchards, and they create more foulness than the river can carry away.” Joktan folded his arms and stared at two men, one from Shinar and one from Mashhad, who were loudly arguing.
The two men squared off against each other as other men gave way around them. God was called upon, and the man from Shinar drew a curved dagger.
Joktan ran from the pavilion and kicked up a rake into his hands as he went. His father had not only had him trained as a bricklayer and an engineer. Joktan knew the ways of the sword and the spear, as well.
The Shinar man feinted with the knife. The Mashhad man dodged back. With cool calculation, the Shinar man whipped his arm around, intending to disembowel his foe.
Swinging the rake in an underhanded blow, Joktan struck the aggressor’s wrist, eliciting a yelp of surprised pain as he knocked the knife free. Reaching out, Joktan caught the knife by the hilt in his right hand. He tucked the rake under his arm, ready to strike again.
Joktan used his voice as a weapon, striking the two men and getting their attention immediately: “There will be no fighting! King Amraphel has decreed no blood will be shed on these grounds that does not come from brick work!”
The Shinar man debased himself in front of Joktan, dropping to his knees and pressing his forehead against the ground. “I beg forgiveness, Prince Joktan. I did not mean to offend, but this man—”
“Silence. I will acknowledge no reason for taking up arms against a man working alongside you as a brother. Violence against another is not permitted here in this place. It is an abomination in the eyes of God.” Joktan stared at first one man, then the other. “Go. Both of you. Find some place to work where you are not in each other’s shadow, and pray to God to forgive your transgressions.”
Joktan watched them go, feeling torn. His father, for all his ambition and possible defiance of God, had created something truly amazing by uniting all these tribes together. No matter how it turned out, Joktan would not allow the project to come to naught.
He gazed up at the tower, standing in its shadow now, not certain whether he should stand in awe—or in fear.



Chapter One
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
Annja Creed stood in the narrow stone hallway and watched as another skeleton stepped out of the darkness in front of her. Or maybe it was the same one putting in another appearance. She wasn’t sure. The small flashlight she carried seemed to turn the bones almost paper white against the black shadows.
The hallway was in the underground ancient Aksumite Empire trading fort that had been recently discovered by an Italian archaeology team investigating World War I troop movements. Back in the first century CE, the Kingdom of Aksum had been a conduit for trade between the Roman Empire and India. A hundred years after that, it had rivaled China, Persia and Rome in influence and power.
Annja had been excited about getting to visit the dig so soon after it had been found. Until the arrival of the skeletons. Or multiple arrivals of a skeleton.
She arched an eyebrow at the thing trotting toward her waving its bony arms. The size told her the skeleton was probably male. “Seriously?” she said into the phone.
The skeleton’s jaw worked and he laughed maniacally. Then he raised his arms and rushed her.
“Seriously, what?” Doug Morrell, her producer at Chasing History’s Monsters, asked from the other end of the phone connection.
“I’m being attacked by a skeleton.” She cautiously stepped backward as the thing kept coming.
“That is so freaking cool!” Doug was probably on Facebook as he spoke, probably playing Farmville because that was his social media game of choice at the moment. He was younger than Annja, and a lover of pop culture and cryptozoology. He also liked being a producer of a hit cable network show. “Are we getting any video on this?”
“No.” With the skeleton in her peripheral vision, she looked for something to put between her and it.
“Why?”
“Because I thought I was coming here to meet your Burris Coronet.” Doug had sounded pure fanboy every time he talked about the Los Angeles radio talk show host. “I didn’t know I was going to be treated to a lame Halloween episode.”
“Is Burris there?”
“I haven’t seen him.”
“Man. Let’s hope Burris is late and he’s not being attacked by a skeleton. Or already had his brain eaten.”
“Zombies eat brains, Doug, not skeletons.” Annja studied the skeleton, which had stopped a few feet away and appeared to be staring back at her. She couldn’t believe she was even having this conversation.
“Are you running? You don’t sound like you’re running. If a zombie is attacking you, you should definitely be running.”
“I’m not going to run. There’s no such thing as an animated skeleton, Doug.”
“You know, getting your brain eaten by an animated skeleton is probably the worst time ever to realize you were wrong about their existence.”
“I ignored the first two and they went away.”
The skeleton growled like a guard dog contesting territory.
“Wait. The other two? Why didn’t you call then?”
“I wasn’t irritated then. Now I’m irritated.”
“What’s that growling noise?”
“The skeleton.”
“It’s growling at you? It’s close enough that I can hear it growling at you?”
“Yes.”
“Then it’s too close, Annja! Run!”
“Think about it, Doug. The skeleton is growling.”
“I hear it. Sounds hungry.”
“How does a skeleton growl? It has no lungs. You need lungs and air and vocal chords and lips to growl. The skeleton doesn’t have any of those, and it’s growling. Does that make any sense to you?”
The skeleton’s voice was starting to go hoarse from all the growling.
“Kristie Chatham runs a lot on the episodes of the show she hosts,” Doug said.
“She also falls out of her clothes a lot.”
“Falling out of her clothes gets her a big fan base.”
“I have a big fan base, too. Mine happens to love history and archaeology.”
“I know, but your fans also watch Kristie fall out of her clothes. Do you know how big your fan base would be if you crossed over into Kristie’s fans?”
Doug’s question exasperated Annja. She tried not to let it. Her cohost position on the popular cable television program didn’t take up too much of her time and had provided her an “in” for several international events. Regular academics didn’t have that star power.
The voice strain had caused the skeleton’s growling to change pitch. Now the skeleton sounded like an emergency room victim. Or a dog whose tail had been stepped on.
“Is it in pain?”
“How could it be in pain? No flesh, no nerve endings, no pain.” Annja expected the skeleton to disappear back into the darkness like the other two had.
Instead of disappearing, though, the skeleton started cursing in his strained voice, becoming verbally abusive against Annja and women in general. His voice turned almost falsetto as he said, “You’re so stupid. I’m gonna teach you to be afraid.”
Then he rushed her a second time and, as he came closer, the flashlight revealed that the skeleton was actually a big guy in a black body stocking with bones printed on it. No surprise there. He threw a punch at her, still in full foulmouthed attack, and because he was so hoarse, he sounded like he was sipping on a helium balloon.
Dropping the flashlight, Annja stepped to one side, captured the man’s wrist in her right hand and twisted viciously before she truly thought about it and before he could do anything to stop her. Stepping behind her attacker, she put her other hand behind the guy’s head and shoved, adding her weight and muscle to his headlong plunge as she set herself and pivoted to bring him around.
He face-planted against the stone wall behind her with a meaty splat. Rebounding, he staggered, then sat awkwardly on the ground. Blood oozed from his nose, seeping through the white skull face.
He screamed.
“Now the skeleton’s in pain,” Annja said.



Chapter Two
“I just thought we’d have some fun. You know, take the abandoned trading fort to the next level.” Burris Coronet was a big, handsome guy in his mid-thirties. He had surfer-boy hair, bronze skin and hazel eyes—not unlike her own—which she could only see after he pushed his sunglasses up on his head. Titanium aviator sunglasses like the ones Brad Pitt favored. Dressed in slim-fit tan chinos, a baby-blue cotton pullover under a denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the tails left out and Doc Martens, he could have passed as a beach bum.
Except that his hundred-watt megasmile—a cross between boyish and a shark’s feral grin—was plastered across billboards all over California. Burris Coronet, as Doug had been reminding Annja, was a Big Deal. He was a shock jock of the airwaves, what some were calling the next Howard Stern.
Annja wasn’t a Burris Coronet fan. She’d listened to a few of his taped shows in her hotel room after Doug had called to say Burris wanted to meet her while he was in Ethiopia. Burris was a hatchet man on the airwaves, attacking whomever and whatever he pleased with impunity. She still didn’t know why so many people liked his show. Or him.
In person, at least over the past couple days, he was toned down. More obnoxious than confrontational. Annja thought maybe Burris was still trying to find her hot buttons. She’d been good at deflecting him.
The skeleton, however, had been a tipping point. Now he was infuriating.
“Having a drunken skeleton jump me in the dark was your idea of fun?” With her arms crossed over her heavy, olive-drab T-shirt, Annja stared up at Burris, despite that she herself was a good five foot ten.
Burris held his palms up in a placating gesture. “Hey, the guy wasn’t supposed to jump you.”
“He did.”
They stood in one of the rooms unearthed in the dig, not far from where she’d had the last encounter with the skeleton, which had been carried out on a gurney. He’d last been heard in his falsetto voice threatening to sue Burris.
Ten feet by twenty feet, the room had probably been used for storage when the trading post had been a viable operation several centuries ago. Roots erupted from the walls, and several tendrils that looked like spaghetti stuck down in places. The stink of fresh earth filled the room.
The dig’s location outside Addis Ababa was a building, an abandoned hotel that dated to World War I. Communities tended to build on older cities. People evolved over time, but they didn’t move away as long as the resources were there.
“I know. I heard.” Burris grinned and nodded, then pulled out an earpiece. “He was rigged with a body mic. Got the whole thing on tape.”
The archaeology team had set up a small desk in this room, which provided enough space for three laptop computers and preliminary identification tools. Recovered items were logged in at the workstation, then transported outside where they were further documented and cataloged. Electrical cords connected to the generator, which throbbed distantly outside, crisscrossed the floor, powering the laptops and the electric lanterns hanging on the walls. And, apparently, enabled Burris to rig “skeletons” with body mics.
“Man, the sound of him hitting that wall is awesome! Splat. Pure gold. That is going to play beautifully when we put this special together.”
A radio show about Annja’s time in Addis Ababa with Burris was, as Doug Morrell had pointed out, advertising Chasing History’s Monsters simply couldn’t afford to buy. A special segment was supposed to be a gift. Burris’s Unacceptable! was a soapbox statement against everything he disagreed with. But what sealed the deal with Doug was Burris’s agreement to reciprocate with a cameo on the TV episode Annja was there to film.
She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. She’d worn it pulled back off her neck because this meet was supposed to be all about business. Hence her khaki cargo shorts and hiking boots. “Your friend has a broken nose and a possible concussion.”
The skeleton had been loaded up by one of the archaeology students and driven back to the city for treatment.
Burris shook his head and counted off on his fingers as he said, “First of all, he’s not a friend, just some guy I hired out of a bar who fit the skeleton suit. Second, a guy who gets handsy with a woman without her permission gets whatever is coming to him. I’m just glad you were able to take care of yourself.”
He sounded so sincere that Annja was tempted to believe him. However, she’d heard him sound sincere on the radio show when he wasn’t. He was good at acting innocent. He’d probably been doing it since he was a kid. He was thirty-five going on nine.
“Third, this whole rooting around in the dirt thing is getting pretty boring.” He glanced meaningfully around the room. “Can you imagine me telling my listeners about digging in the dirt?”
“Then why did Doug tell me you wanted to do this segment?”
He snorted dismissively, ignoring her. “My gardener, Luis, and his guys could go through this place faster than the people working here.” He paused as he had a new thought. “I hope they’re not getting paid by the hour. Man, talk about milking it.”
Annja made herself count to ten the way she’d been cautioned back in the orphanage in New Orleans where she’d been raised. Around Burris the past few days, she’d been counting to ten a lot.
“Most of these people are not getting paid. They’re college students helping Professor Sordi for college credit or experience they can put on their résumés.”
Shaking his head, Burris turned to the nearest graduate student, a spindly guy who reminded Annja of Sheldon Cooper on The Big Bang Theory. “Say, pal...”
The grad student looked at Burris, blinked, looked at Annja, blinked again, then looked back at Burris. “Yes?”
“You’re not getting paid for digging?”
“No. I’m a graduate assistant to Dr. Sordi.” His English was flawless, but held a hint of Florence.
“Then why are you here?”
The student took a step back and raised his iPad as a barrier between Burris and himself. “To gain experience, to enhance my résumé and to learn what I can of this place. Getting chosen for this dig was a very fortunate thing for me.”
“You call reeking of dirt, sweating yourself stupid and being trapped underground fortunate?”
The grad student blinked again. “No, I call discovering this Aksumite trading fort fortunate. You couldn’t drive me from this place with all the bulls in Pamplona.”
“You ever run with the bulls there?”
The grad student shifted uncomfortably. “No. It was simply a meta—”
“Well, I have. Three times.” Burris hiked up a shirt sleeve to reveal a long scar. “Got that my second time.” He reached for his belt buckle. “Third time, I got gored in the—”
Face burning with embarrassment, the grad student turned to the artifacts in front of him. “Please excuse me. I must return to my work.”
Burris looked at Annja. “You want to see my scar?”
“If you show it to me, you’re going to have a bed next to your skeleton and that scar will never look the same.”
A wide grin split Burris’s face as he released his belt buckle. “Maybe after we get to know each other a little better.”
“Trust me, we’ll never know each other that well.”
“Ouch.” Burris drew back and frowned. “Your guy Doogie said you could be difficult.”
“Doug.”
“Whatever.”
“I was told you had something to show me.”
“I tried.” Burris grinned.
Annja just stared at him.
“Wow. Total flame-out there, I guess.” Burris gestured to one of the tunnels. “I wanted to show you some stuff that’s been recovered. Get your take on them for your show.”
“What stuff?”
“C’mon. You’ll see.” Plucking a flashlight from one of the nearby tables, Burris headed off down the tunnel.
Reluctantly, wishing she could get back to helping Professor Sordi and his team, Annja followed.



Chapter Three
“I wanted to do something more interesting than playing in the sandbox with the other kiddies.” Flashlight in hand, Burris entered another excavated room in the older section of the dig that didn’t relate to the original find or the Aksumite discovery. “Thought maybe I’d show you some artifacts that a few of the local tomb raiders have dug up. Get your take on them.”
Doug, you so owe me. Annja stepped into the room and felt as if she’d entered a Hollywood set. The earthen walls stood out in sharp relief under the camcorder lights and other lights. The wall to Annja’s right was covered with artifacts that looked hundreds of years old but weren’t. They were knockoffs that tourists bought in the mercato, the city’s large open market.
Thick, apelike skulls occupied center stage of the presentation. Given the flaring cheekbones and pronounced canine teeth, Annja felt certain the skulls were based on Lucy and Ramidus, two hominid skeletons recovered from the area.
Around them, fake jewelry, period costumes and stone weapons hung on the wall. A mummified monkey in swaddling clothes sat on the ground beneath them, its glass eyes gleaming. The monkey mummy’s feet were perched on a clay brick. Nearby, a bronze lion wearing a crown tipped at a jaunty angle carried a pennant. A small collection of pottery sat on either side.
Two young male camera operators stood on the other side of the large room filming Annja and Burris as they entered. Part of Burris’s entourage, they’d mostly stayed in the bars with their boss.
Burris immediately ratcheted up his showman performance. “And here she is, folks, your favorite archaeologist, fresh from the historic dig in Addis Ababa where an old site from the Kingdom of Aksum has recently been found by Dr. Vittorio Sordi, of the Università degli Studi di Milano.”
The radio personality’s flawless Italian caught Annja by surprise.
“For those of you who don’t know Dr. Sordi, he has uncovered two previous rare digs. He was involved in the discovery of the first complete Etruscan house at Poggiarello Renzetti in Vetulonia, Italy, in 2010, and in the dig site of the vampire skull on the island of Lazzaretto Nuovo in 2009.” Burris smiled. “Ooooh, vampires! Wish we could have been there for that?” He mugged for the camera. “Me, too. Dr. Sordi gets around, but not nearly as much as the beautiful Annja Creed.”
Burris waved Annja forward.
She folded her arms and frowned at him. She so did not want to be part of whatever freak show the radio personality had planned. “It would have been nice to have gotten prepped for this.”
One of the cameramen looked up. “Want us to cut, boss?”
“No.” Burris waved a hand in a circular motion and kept his eyes on Annja. “Keep rolling. We’ll edit and clean up later. We can work with this.”
Struggling to keep from getting angry, knowing that Doug had spoken the truth when he’d said Burris Coronet and his radio show could bring attention to Chasing History’s Monsters, Annja forced herself to look around the room.
“Do you recognize anything, Ms. Creed?” Burris’s tone was singsong, stopping millimeters short of taunting.
“Other than the fact that most of these artifacts are souvenirs from the market?” Still, there was something about that clay brick under the mummy’s feet that sparked her interest.
“Hey.” Burris had lost some of his jokey demeanor. “These are first-class fake artifacts. The best money can buy. I had guys scrounging the city looking for this stuff.” He picked up a spear from where it leaned against the wall and brandished it.
The spear looked like it might have been genuine. It was almost five and a half feet long, and the narrow fluted blade was at least eighteen inches long. At least the spearhead looked like it might be real. The haft was a fairly recent addition.
“Do you know what this is?” Burris whipped the blade around theatrically, spinning it end over end with skill that showed martial arts experience.
“Ethiopian military spear. Probably dates back to the mid- to late 1800s. The government checked them in and out as warriors needed them. Which was often given this country’s history. The spearhead looks original, but that haft is a definite new addition. If the spearhead is that old, it probably went missing in the 1990s when an accidental explosion destroyed the government arsenal.”
Burris halted the spear’s spin and gazed more critically at the weapon before shifting his attention back to Annja. “How do you know the explosion was accidental?”
Ignoring the question, Annja knelt on the floor and looked at the clay brick beneath the mummified monkey’s feet. She set her backpack on the ground within easy reach. The brick was plain and chipped, ancient. It was square instead of rectangular as most modern-day bricks were made. The light tan color showed some wear, but the brick was cleaner and in better shape than Annja would have thought possible.
“Ah, the monkey got you, right?” Burris put down the spear and picked up the mummified monkey. “I thought it might. Who can resist a dead monkey all wrapped up like a baby?” He prodded one of the exposed feet with a forefinger. “Looks like he could just reach out and grab your finger, doesn’t he?”
Annja ignored Burris and took a mini-Maglite from her pocket. She turned on the flash and played the beam over the brick. Spotting writing on the brick’s face now that it was revealed, she took out a brush from her shirt pocket and whisked the dust away.
“You’re passing up a dead baby monkey for a rock?”
“That monkey isn’t a baby, it’s an adult.”
“It’s still little.” Burris looked the monkey in the face. “Kind of cute in a dreadful, ugly sort of way. But it’s too big to put on a key chain or hang from a rearview mirror. Probably give that taco dog a run for his enchiladas, though.”
Pulling her 35mm camera out of her backpack, Annja took pictures of the brick. “Where did you get this?”
“The brick?”
“Yes.”
“I dunno.” Burris held the monkey by its hands and made it dance. The cameramen closed in on the sight, cracking up. “I paid some vendors at the market to bring some stuff over. Can’t believe you don’t love the monkey more than a paperweight.”
After she put the camera away, Annja gently lifted the brick from the floor.
“Why are you so interested in the brick?”
“Because out of everything here, I think it’s real.” The brick weighed less than it looked like it would. Ancient bricks were made out of soil, water and dried grass. Once they’d been baked, though, they turned out extremely durable, lasting thousands of years.
“No crap?” Burris tossed the mummified monkey to one of the cameramen, who scrambled to make a one-handed catch but failed.
The monkey hit the floor at the same time three men with pistols clenched in their fists stepped through the door at the other end of the room.



Chapter Four
“Who are you?” Burris stepped toward the men with his hand raised authoritatively. “You can’t just walk in here. This is a closed set.”
Still kneeling, Annja looked at the three men and wondered if they had been hired by Burris to make the video more exciting. Because he wasn’t acting scared. If he had hired them, he’d cast well.
All three men looked rough, dressed in cheap cotton suits that made their black skin stand out even more. In their late twenties or early thirties, they were lean and hard.
Burris strode toward the men. “Get out of here.” He glanced over his shoulder at the cameramen. “Keep rolling on this. It’ll play great.”
Uncertainly, the cameramen filmed the encounter.
The man leading the group raised his pistol and fired a shot into the earthen ceiling. The harsh crack of the gunshot filled the room and deafened Annja. Dust drifted down from the baseball-size hole in the ceiling.
The gunman shifted his aim to Burris’s midsection. “I am Tadesse, American.” His accent was strong. “And if you value your life, you will stop where you are.”
Burris stopped and his hands slowly rose at his sides till he was holding them over his head. He swallowed hard, his bluster gone. “Sure. No problem. I value my life.”
Tadesse cut his gaze to her. “Woman, hand me that brick.”
Annja bristled. She stood with the brick in her hand, then walked toward him.
“You’re just going to give him my brick?” Burris sounded as though he couldn’t believe it.
“He has a gun.”
Burris cursed. “You can’t just take that brick. I paid for it. It’s mine.”
Obviously irritated with Burris—Annja could definitely understand that feeling—Tadesse again pointed the pistol at the big American. “I will not tell you again to shut your mouth.”
Taking advantage of the man’s distraction, Annja snap-kicked him in the crotch, pulled the brick into her chest to protect it, then caught the pistol in her free hand and twisted. She yanked the weapon free.
Tadesse squalled as his fingers cracked and cursed vehemently. He threw himself at her, reaching out with both hands. Annja ducked and slid to the side, spinning into a backward kick that caught Tadesse between the shoulder blades and propelled him forward. Off balance, he landed on his face with a smack.
Still moving, Annja flipped the pistol up, caught it in her hand and fired at the two remaining thugs as they opened fire. The pistol bounced in her fist as she squeezed off shots as fast as she could. She didn’t choose to kill when she had a choice, but these guys were clearly bent on murder.
Over a brick? She still couldn’t figure that out.
The room filled with thunder and muzzle flashes. Bullets dug divots from the walls, floor and ceiling. The two men weren’t crack shots and now lay groaning in the hallway.
The cameramen were fleeing toward the main dig.
“Who are those guys?” Burris asked.
Left partially deaf from the gunshots, Annja could barely hear him even though he was obviously yelling. She tossed the empty pistol to the floor. “I don’t know. I thought you hired them to spice up the video.”
“Why would I hire them?” Burris gaped at her.
“Why did you hire the guy in the skeleton costume?”
“Skeleton Guy was fun.”
“No, he wasn’t.” Annja realized for the first time that Burris hadn’t abandoned her. She didn’t know if he was brave or had just forgotten to run. She suspected the latter.
“Who are these guys? Why do they want my brick?”
Annja opened her backpack and tucked the brick beside her tablet PC and camera, wrapping it in an extra T-shirt she’d packed in case. You never knew how dirty you’d get at a site.
“I don’t know.”
Footsteps echoed in the tunnel to the outside, rapidly approaching.
Annja pulled on the backpack and watched as flashlights appeared in the tunnel.
“Who’s that?” Burris squinted into the dark.
“Tadesse! Tadesse!” someone down the tunnel called out.
A shot cracked and a slug skipped across the ceiling before burying into a wall.
“Not your fan club. Come on.” Annja grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into motion, almost yanking him off his feet. He sprinted after her, cursing as more shots spanged off the walls around them and kicked up small dust clouds.
Reaching up, she caught hold of the thick electrical cables that supplied power to the naked bulbs hanging along the wall. She yanked, staggering as she pulled herself off balance, then felt the cables come loose from the wall. The bulbs exploded with tiny pops when they struck the ground. Glass crunched under Annja’s boots. She was too deaf to hear it, but she felt it.
“I can’t see!” Burris yelled.
“Neither can they.” Annja dragged her left hand along the wall and fixed a map of the dig in her mind.
The darkness didn’t keep their pursuers from shooting as they shined their flashlights down the tunnel. Bullets slammed into the walls and a couple even whizzed by overhead, knocking loose dust that eddied in the shifting flashlight beams.
Annja felt the opening to the tunnel to the left rather than saw it. She reached back, caught hold of Burris again, and pulled him into the side tunnel with her.
Burris breathed raggedly in the darkness. “Do you know where you’re going?”
“This is a ventilation tunnel Dr. Sordi ordered dug.”
“I thought you had a flashlight.”
“I do. Want to hold it so those guys back there can see you better?”
Burris cursed but didn’t ask for the flashlight.
The narrow confines forced her to go more slowly. She kept hearing sounds of pursuit. Annja hoped Sordi and his students escaped without being hurt.
Twenty meters farther on, the tunnel came to an abrupt end. She held an arm in front of her face and was able to stop in time.
Burris wasn’t so lucky. He hit the end of the tunnel with a thud and a groan, and sank to his knees. He sucked in air. “What happened?”
“We reached the end of the tunnel.”
“You couldn’t warn me?”
“Look out.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“Don’t mention it.”
“I think I chipped a tooth.”
“Get up.”
“Why?”
“Those guys are still coming.”
In diluted light from some source she couldn’t place, Annja spotted another tunnel to the right. This one was part of the metro sewer system and led to the street.
Burris sat with his back to the wall, checking his teeth with a forefinger. “They missed us,” he whispered.
“Stay here if you want.” Annja stepped into the side tunnel just as their pursuers peered into the tunnel.
Burris cursed and pushed himself to his feet, crowding in behind Annja as bullets slapped into the wall where he’d been. Ahead, Annja could make out daylight seeping in around a manhole cover. She ran.



Chapter Five
Rafik Bhalla stood in the sweltering heat outside the mercato. Vendors hawking their wares to the early-morning tourist crowd created a constant current of noise behind him.
Frustrated, Bhalla yanked back the cuff of his Italian jacket and glanced at the Rolex on his wrist. Only minutes had passed since his men had gone down into the dig site across the street, but he was certain too much time had elapsed. They should have been back with the brick now.
The hotel above the dig site had been abandoned years ago by all but a few freeloaders. Once the Italian archaeology team had gotten the rights to excavate the World War I site below the hotel, police had removed the vagabonds.
Ethiopia had been part of Benito Mussolini’s Africa Orientale Italiana, which had also included the Italian colonies of Eritrea and Italian Somaliland. Mussolini had been forced to invade twice after then-emperor Menelik II had repulsed the Italian army the first time. It wasn’t until they’d invaded with poison gas and other more modern weapons of war that the Second Italo-Abyssinian War was successful.
Once in control of the country, Mussolini had set about destroying the British supply lines through the Suez Canal.
Bhalla hadn’t been surprised to learn that the Italian army had put in a secret barracks under the hotel. Even the discovery of the Aksumite Empire trading post hadn’t been too surprising. Ethiopia was a country with a long and varied history of conquerors and commerce.
No, the brick had been the surprising find. It hadn’t originated in Ethiopia, and it had existed for thousands of years, just waiting to tell its story.
Walking to the back of his sleek dark gray Jaguar XJ, Bhalla nodded to the man standing guard there. Although the man was responsible for Bhalla’s personal security, Bhalla stood half a head taller than him and looked more powerful, like a water buffalo standing next to a cow. Bhalla liked that, but he also liked knowing that the man—and the driver and the other guy at the front of the Jaguar—was there to look after him.
“Open the boot,” Bhalla directed.
Discreetly, the guard opened the car’s trunk. People passed by in the street and on the sidewalk, but no one paid much attention.
An old man lay inside on a plastic tarp with his hands and feet tied behind him. The position looked very uncomfortable, but Bhalla had no compassion for the man, who had tears leaking down a withered face that looked like it had been chipped out of anthracite. His gray hair was in disarray and stubble covered his chin around the gag in his mouth. His lips were parched and cracked. His flesh was bruised dark purple, and there were numerous lacerations from a scalpel. Bhalla had learned how to cut without killing.
Since the morning, the old man had fouled himself, and the odor was almost more than Bhalla could bear. Bhalla put a forefinger to his lips. “Do not yell or I will kill you, Dawit. Nod if you understand.”
Dawit trembled, squeezed his eyes shut, shedding more tears, then opened them and looked at his tormentor.
“Good. Now I am going to ask you again about the stone. You will not lie to me.”
Dawit shook his head and made noises against the gag.
“Quietly, old man. Quietly or you will die.”
Dawit nodded.
Bhalla took a surgical glove out of his pocket and pulled it on, then reached down and took the gag from his prisoner’s mouth.
“Tell me about the stone. Where you found it.”
“I have told you. I swear by all that is holy, I did not lie to you about this. An American relic hunter I was working for, a very bad man, found the stone in a dig out on the coast. He thought it was worth a lot of money. He contacted you because he knew you looked for such things.”
Bhalla nodded. The American was a man Bhalla did business with. As Dawit had said, the American was a bad man. But he was also a professional, someone Bhalla had done business with before.
“It is worth a lot of money, Dawit. I had promised to pay him for the stone. Then you killed him and took it.”
Dawit closed his eyes and panted in panic. “This is true. I was weak. I made a mistake.”
“I do not begrudge a man who tries to improve his lot in life. If you had stuck to our deal—”
“You would have killed me the instant I handed you the stone.”
“Yes, but you would have died quickly, painlessly. Now look at all you have had to endure.”
Dawit shivered and wept. He whimpered unintelligible prayers that held no belief.
Bhalla gazed around the street but saw no one worth his undue attention. “Where is the stone, Dawit?”
“In the dig under the hotel as I told you. The big American, the one from the radio, he was looking for things yesterday to play a prank on the woman, Annja Creed. I sold him the stone.”
“The stone was still there this morning?”
“Yes. I was told I could pick it up this afternoon.”
“Mr. Bhalla?” The security man beside Bhalla tapped his shoulder and pointed.
Bhalla watched as a manhole cover shifted to one side and a woman with striking chestnut hair pulled back into a ponytail clambered from under the street. Passersby gave the new arrival a wide berth.
Bhalla recognized Annja Creed at once, though their paths had never crossed. He knew her mostly from the scholarly work she did, the books and articles, but he also knew her from Chasing History’s Monsters. He had heard that she was at the Italian archaeology site.
Did she have the stone? Or was she simply running for her life?
The woman turned back to the manhole and offered her hand to a man, helping him climb out of the manhole, as well. Almost immediately, some of the men Bhalla had sent into the dig raced across the street with guns in their hands, yelling as they shoved pedestrians aside to get through the crowd.
Bhalla turned to the man beside the car. “Go! Get her!”
The man launched himself in pursuit.
Turning his attention back to the old man, Bhalla fastened his large hand around Dawit’s throat and choked the life from him. Then, satisfied the man was dead, Bhalla stripped off the glove as the driver shut the trunk on the corpse and got in the backseat of the Jaguar.
The driver slid behind the wheel as the other security man took the passenger seat.
Bhalla looked into the rearview mirror, catching the driver’s eye. “Follow the woman. She must not get away.”



Chapter Six
Burris Coronet, for all his surfer-boy good looks, wasn’t in shape. Annja listened to the man hoarsely breathing like a bellows as he struggled to keep up with her. He was also larger and less adroit, so he didn’t dart through the crowd as easily.
If he hadn’t been with her, Annja was certain she could have outdistanced her pursuers. But he was and they couldn’t.
She peered over the crowd, trying to find the path of least resistance. Once tourists and shoppers figured out that Burris was running at them, they tried to scatter and get out of the way.
Glancing over her shoulder to check his progress, Annja saw that five men had climbed out of the manhole and four more were joining those. Her peripheral vision barely picked up the man in the black suit as he closed on her with a gun in his fist.
Annja stopped and spun, turning to face the gunman as a bullet split the air where her head had been an instant before. She reached into the otherwhere for her sword and pulled it into her hand. The blade was three feet of razor-sharp, double-edged steel with an unadorned cross hilt. The sword should have been terribly heavy, but in Annja’s grip it felt just right, natural.
The sword had previously been carried by Joan of Arc against the British during the Hundred Years’ War. When Joan had been burned at the stake, the sword had been shattered. In some inexplicable way, the two men tasked with Joan’s safety had found unprecedented longevity in their failure and her death. One of them, Roux, had spent more than five hundred years in his quest to find all the fragments of her sword and put it back together again. The second man, Garin Braden—a former initiate of Roux’s—had tried to prevent his mentor from making the sword whole. But in that, he had also failed.
Annja had found the last piece of Joan of Arc’s sword, and somehow her hand had mended the shards into one, and she’d inherited a legacy she still didn’t understand. All she knew for certain was that since she had found the sword, her life had been filled with danger, like a lodestone that pulled her into battle, or brought battles to her.
The sword wasn’t something she could handle inconspicuously, but its appearance had been a surprise to the man trying to kill her. He tried to stop and swivel his weapon at her again.
Annja flicked the sword out, catching the man’s hand with the flat of the blade hard enough to slap the pistol from his fist. Bones snapped and she knew she’d broken most of his fingers. Desperate, he threw himself at her.
Moving forward to meet her opponent, Annja struck the man in the face with her hand around the hilt. His head popped back and he staggered, then she finished him off by driving the hilt into his temple. Unconscious, he crumpled to the ground.
Unfortunately, dealing with him had allowed the other pursuers to gain ground.
Burris looked at the guy on the ground, then back up at Annja. “Nice sword. Where did you get it?”
“One of the tables.”
Burris started to look around, but the closest thing to them was a wooden cart filled with fresh melons and cabbages. Bullets from the men chasing them split open the melons, shredded the cabbage and dug splinters from the cart.
Annja grabbed his shirt and jerked him into motion again, shoving him ahead of her. “Run!”
She shoved him, causing him to almost stumble and fall, as bullets ricocheted off the wall beside them and blew holes through shop windows. Burris pounded feverishly along the sidewalk toward an awning-covered market where an old man was scrambling out of the way.
Wooden barrels held half a dozen kinds of nuts, oranges, apples and pears. Racks of bright yellow bananas hung under the electric-blue awning that fluttered in the wind. Dried spices hung from strings, already tied off in bags or bundles for sale.
As Burris reached the end of the awning, a camel shambled from the nearby alley and into his path. Burris slammed into the big animal, which looked at him like he was the most annoying thing it had ever seen.
Even the camels understand Burris.
Squawking, Burris flailed in an effort to keep his balance. The camel’s rider reached down and popped Burris on the head with his riding crop. Covering his head with his arms, Burris stepped back and blocked Annja just as their pursuers reached the other end of the long awning.
Whirling around, Annja sliced through the wooden tent pole holding up the heavy awning. The bright blue fabric fell, pulled by the weight of the bananas and other goods tied to the frame. The men fired through the awning.
Understanding that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, the camel driver urged his mount into motion. Frightened and motivated, the ungainly animal wobbled out into the street and immediately caused a utility van to veer into an oncoming taxi. The clangor of shrieking metal filled the street and marketplace for a moment, then people began yelling.
“Holy crap!” Burris stared out at the confusion as the camel waded through the stalled traffic.
Annja shoved him into motion again, heading him down the alley toward the next street over. They dodged garbage bins and reached a smaller alley that split off from the main one. The new alley led behind shops that fronted both streets at either end of the alley they’d just quit.
Burris sucked in air like he was about to die.
Knowing the man wasn’t going to make it much farther, Annja told him to stop. As he bent over double to catch his breath, she released the sword and it immediately vanished back to the otherwhere.
“Stop? But they’re still chasing us.” He straightened and leaned against the wall in the narrow alley. If he’d seen her let the sword go, he didn’t mention it. “What are those guys? Track stars? Ethiopia’s next Olympic marathon team with guns?”
Annja didn’t answer. They were still a long way from their hotel, and she wasn’t certain that turning themselves over to the police was a good idea, either. She had no idea if the Ethiopian police force could be counted on. Ultimately, she didn’t know what was important about the brick that people were willing to kill her to get it. Killers were one thing, but as an archaeologist, she hated mysteries.
Actually, it was a love/hate kind of thing. She couldn’t imagine a day in her life when she wasn’t going to be trying to find out something. There was just too much to learn.
Burris’s breathing leveled off a little. “What are we going to do?”
A man with a broom in his hand leaned out the back door of one of the small shops. He asked them something, clearly concerned.
Burris immediately figured out what the guy wanted and lifted his shoulders with a smile. “No heart attack. I’m fine.” He then patted himself down and appeared slightly startled. “Hey! I am fine. All that shooting and not one bullet hole!” He grinned at Annja. “Man, you cannot beat luck.”
“Luck?” Annja wheeled on him angrily. “First you set me up with creepy Skeleton Guy, then you nearly get me killed for a brick that you found somewhere in the marketplace. You’re an idiot.”
Burris shrugged. “Hey. Gimme my brick.”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no?”
“I’m not giving you the brick.”
Burris scowled. “You can’t just take my brick.”
“I nearly got killed over it—that makes it mine.”
“I nearly got killed over it, too.”
“You didn’t get killed. I saved you. You owe me your life, so I’m taking the brick.”
A smile flirted with Burris’s lips. “You think Doogie will approve of the way you’re strong-arming me?”
“Doogie—Doug isn’t here. He doesn’t get a vote.” Annja couldn’t believe the nerve of the guy.
Burris took his phone out of his pocket. “He can call in a vote.”
Annja snatched the phone from Burris’s hand before he had time to blink. She left him standing there as she walked into the shop the man with the broom had come from.
The shop catered to the tourist crowd. Racks of souvenir T-shirts and wicker baskets in all shapes and sizes hung on the walls. A stack of dog-eared paperbacks in a half dozen languages occupied a small table in the corner. The little man carried his broom back inside and hung it from a bracket behind the counter. Then he picked up a magazine and pretended to read it, all the while eavesdropping on Annja and Burris. Clearly he spoke English.
Burris joined Annja at one side of the window looking out on the street they’d just quit. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to figure out what’s going on.”
“You stand in front of that window, you’re gonna get yourself shot.” Burris took a couple steps away, then studied her. “Where’s the sword?”
“I dropped it. It’s not exactly something you can carry around.” During her time with the sword, she had acquired more street smarts. Stay alive while people are trying to kill you, you learn stuff. It was a rule she hadn’t picked up from the Catholic nuns in the orphanage or in college.
Violence had a rhythm. Those rhythms showed up in history, too, if a researcher knew where to look for them. Annja did, and she also knew how to look for them in the modern world.
When something terrible happened, everyone was a victim. People who got hurt, and the innocents who watched it happen. Even police officers and military personnel reacted to the horror of a violent event. Everybody lost it.
Except for the perpetrators. They either weren’t touched by it, or they enjoyed it.
Annja watched as the men she’d dropped the awning on spread out along the street. She took her camera out of her backpack and started snapping pictures of them, still standing to one side so she couldn’t be seen.
The men searched quickly, guns still in their hands, menacing everyone around them. At the end of the street, a black Jaguar sat idling, poised to spring into action like its feline namesake. The rear window was down and the man in the backseat sat watching. Anger tightened his features.
Annja swapped out for her telescopic lens, then refocused on the man in the back of the Jaguar. She snapped the picture.



Chapter Seven
“You think this guy had something to do with us getting jumped down in the dig?”
Seated at the small desk in the hotel room they’d rented on the other side of Addis Ababa, Annja surveyed the image of the man in the back of the Jaguar. On her tablet PC screen, he appeared more threatening. “I do.”
Burris lounged on the queen-size bed. “Because he was in the area?”
“Yes.” Annja flipped through another few images of a couple of the gun-toting men staring back at the luxury car like they were awaiting orders. Then she went back to the best image she had of the man. He didn’t look familiar.
“Even though he doesn’t at all look like the guy I bought the brick from?”
“You said you couldn’t remember who you bought the brick from.”
Burris waved a hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter which one I bought the brick from. None of them looked like that guy. He’s like a villain you’d see in a Bond film. Kinda creepy.”
“Well, it doesn’t make sense that he would sell you the brick, then send a gang to shoot up the dig and take it back, does it?”
“My point exactly.”
“So we have to assume this man somehow knows about the brick—knows more about it than I do at the moment, which is irksome—and wants it back enough to kill to get it.”
“Way to sum it up, Captain Obvious.”
Annja ignored him because that was getting easier to do now that she had something compelling to focus on.
Burris sighed. “So what’s the game plan? Holing up in a dive hotel isn’t working for me.”
“I’m going to find out more about this brick.” Annja picked it up from the desk and examined it once more. “I’ve taken pictures of the writing and sent it off to a linguist friend of mine.”
Burris sat up, swinging his feet off the bed and levering himself up. “When did you do that?”
“While you were working on your hair in the bathroom.” She frowned at the brick. “I’m pretty sure it’s Ge’ez script.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s an abugida language.”
Burris stared at her. “You think that’s in any way helpful?”
Feeling momentarily sympathetic toward Burris, something she was certain she would regret, Annja explained. “An abugida is a segmental writing system.”
“Still not helping.”
“Think of it as sight writing, not phonetic. Consonants are represented in the language, but vowels are not, except as consonants with additional marks. You have to know what you’re doing to read something like this.”
“And you don’t?”
Annja picked up her bottle of green tea and shifted her full attention to him. “There’s a lot to know when it comes to archaeology. Tens of thousands of years of information.”
“You should know the field you’re working in.”
“I do.”
“But you don’t know Ge’ez script.”
“I can get around in a dozen or so languages really well, and get my point across in a couple dozen more, but reading them is impossible without dedicating yourself to a language. I would rather dig in the dirt.”
“Boring.” Burris flopped back on the bed. “Do you think those guys are still looking for us?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you go look and let me know? That could be your contribution to our fact-finding segment.”
“Because you’ll take my brick and run.”
“It’s my brick to run with.”
Burris blew a strawberry.
Annja turned back to her Surface Pro tablet PC as her mail client dinged to register an email arrival.



Chapter Eight
Excellent. The email was from a linguist professor she’d reached out to, Cybele Coelho. Annja couldn’t wait to read what the esteemed professor had to say about the brick.
Hi, Annja!
So good to hear from you! Are you going to get to come back to Rio anytime soon? Would love to see you again. Especially at Carnivale! I know how you love the holidays.
As to your mysterious brick, your instincts about the language are correct. This is Ge’ez, but it is a different form of it than I have seen before. It must be really old. How exciting for you! Another fascinating discovery. I can’t wait to hear the story of how you came into possession of this.
From what I’ve been able to decipher, this inscription talks about a “small” tower. Does that make any sense to you? Are you looking for a tower? I know you don’t like to fill me in too much because you don’t want to influence my interpretation, but I’m certain this passage refers to a “small” tower that stands in the shadow of another in the foundation of a purified place. Something like that. I still have some work I want to do on this.
I also did comparative sampling of the script. As you know, language has a tendency to change over time. Witness current thinking that the cursive language may no longer be necessary since everyone has a portable computer.
From what I see here, the language is a lot like what was used in the Kingdom of Aksum (Ethiopia). Ge’ez was made Aksum’s official language in the first century, but was probably in use well before then. You knew that already, though.
Maybe you have a friend in Damascus? The Syriac Orthodox Church has quite a collection of documentation on extinct Semitic languages. You might find something there, as well.
In the meantime, you know me. I’ll keep digging! I love mysteries, too.
Love,
Cybele Coelho
Professor of Linguistics
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro
P.S. I appreciate the DVDs you sent of Grimm. I ♥ Monroe! Thank you again.
“A tower?” Burris leaned back from the tablet PC. “What does that mean?”
Annja’s mind buzzed with possibilities. She rolled her neck. “The language dates to 100 CE at least. Maybe farther than that.”
“When did people first start building towers?”
Annja looked at him.
“What? It’s a legitimate question. I can think of more bridges than I can think of towers. The Leaning Tower of Pisa was built in 1372.”
“Actually, it was called the Tower of Pisa, and it was started in 1173. It didn’t get finished until 1372.”
Burris scowled. “Whatever. You must suck the fun out of Trivial Pursuit. The point is that people have been building towers for a long time, but that was over a thousand years after this brick was supposedly made.”
“True, but when you think back about important towers, how many can you think of?”
Scratching his chin, Burris contemplated the question, then counted off towers on his fingers. “Tower of Pisa. Tower of London...”
“Started in 1066 when the Normans took over England. Too late to be the tower mentioned here.”
“Tower Records.”
Annja grinned. “Sacramento, California, 1960.”
“Yeah, and then there’s the Capitol Records Tower. It was featured in The Adventures of Ford Fairlane. The Diceman. I love that building.”
“Me, too. And Andrew Dice Clay had his moments.”
“Are you kidding me? The Diceman is one of my heroes.” Burris smiled. “We found common ground.” He offered his fist for a bump, then when Annja didn’t respond, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Okay, maybe not.”
Annja turned her attention back to the picture of the man on her tablet PC. She wished she knew who he was. Then she hefted the brick once more.
Burris studied her. “You’ve got a theory, don’t you?”
Annja hesitated. “Let’s say this brick was part of a tower that was built over two thousand years ago. Let’s say it was built hundreds of years before that. And let’s say that most people who have read the Old Testament have heard of the tower it’s talking about. What tower comes to mind?”
For a moment, Burris sat there. Then he shook his head. “You’re thinking this came from the Tower of Babel?”
Hearing it out loud, from Burris at that, Annja felt certain that the theory was even more ridiculous than she’d thought. She looked away. “Forget I said anything.”
“Forget? Do you realize how cool that would be?” Burris grinned. “The find of century, and I didn’t even have to dig for it. I just bought it off some guy in the flea market.”
Annja made a point of ignoring him. She also didn’t mention that artifacts often turned up in stores or shops, family heirlooms that no one remembered the history of anymore. That was the problem with history: it had the ability to disappear in plain sight.
Burris got up and approached the desk. He reached for the brick. Annja slapped his hand away. “Don’t.”
“It’s my Tower of Babel brick.”
“We don’t know that it’s from the Tower of Babel, and it’s not your brick.”
“We’ll see what my attorneys have to say.”
Annja glared at him.
“But I’m not going to call them until you’ve had a chance to find out the rest of the story. How does that sound?”
Annja didn’t reply.
“Maybe we could discuss it over dinner. We missed lunch while we were running for our lives, and I’m starving.”



Chapter Nine
“You’re really going to eat that?” Burris pointed to Annja’s side of the table in the small restaurant around the corner from the hotel where they were staying.
“As much of it as I can. Definitely.” The spicy aroma of chicken and lamb wat made Annja’s mouth water.
The young female server wore a shama, the hooded wraparound dress many Ethiopian women favored. She served the chicken and lamb stews in large enamel bowls, pouring out servings onto the injera, the sourdough bread that was flat and supple as a pancake.
Burris looked at the server. “Don’t you have a plate?”
The young woman looked at Burris timidly.
“Quiet,” Annja said to Burris, and then spoke to the server as best she could in her language, reassuring the girl that the meal was perfect.
“Is that even sanitary?” Burris wrinkled his nose.
Tearing off a piece of injera, Annja rolled the flatbread around some of the chicken stew. “This is wonderful. You don’t know what you’re missing.” She popped the food into her mouth and almost sighed in delight.
“I’ve probably eaten out of more sanitary roach coaches, I can tell you that.”
Annja ignored him and enjoyed her meal as she tracked her emails on her tablet PC.
“And I’ve had more attentive dinner companions.”
“I’m attentive. I’m listening to you whine about everything, searching for more information about the brick and the inscription and looking out for anyone who might be trying to kill us.”
Burris glanced around over his shoulder nervously. “You don’t think that guy and his men are still looking for us, do you?”
“They were willing to kill us to get the brick. I don’t see them as giving up quickly.”
“The police are looking for them.”
“The police are looking for us. We haven’t been found yet.”
“Yeah, about that... I don’t quite understand why we didn’t call them immediately. Why—”
The server returned with a bowl of salad that she started to pour on the injera in front of Burris. He took the bowl out of her hands. “That’s okay. I can serve myself. Can I get a fork?” He mimed a fork with two fingers.
The hostess smiled and nodded, went away and came back with a fork.
“Cool.” Burris took it. “Now maybe I could get some ranch dressing.”
The hostess looked confused and shook her head.
“Ranch dressing. For my salad.” Burris spoke slowly. He turned to Annja. “How do you say ranch dressing in Ethiopian?”
Annja wrapped another serving. “They don’t have ranch dressing.”
“How do you know without asking?”
“You just did. If they had it, she’d get it. Now eat your lettuce.” Annja thanked the young woman and she went away.
“I can’t believe they don’t have ranch dressing. What kind of country is this?”
“A very interesting one that’s been around longer than most other countries in the world. I thought I mentioned that.”
“Big deal.” Burris poked at his salad with his fork.
“Are you always this whiny?”
“I’m not whiny.”
“You’re whiny. You whine on the radio, too.”
“You’ve heard my show.”
“Doug made me listen to it.”
“Now he’s a guy with taste.”
“Doug is also a vampire in a clan.”
“He’s a nut. I did a show about those wannabe Team Edward idiots. Staked ’em right through the heart on the air.”
“I’m sure you were spectacular.”
“I was awesome.”
“And so modest.”
“Modesty doesn’t get you anywhere. You want to get anywhere in this world, you gotta blow your own horn and show a little skin. Did you see the layout I did in Playgirl?”
“No, but I read about it. You were quite the hit with the gay crowd as I recall.”
Burris actually blushed and broke eye contact. “Everybody loves me. I don’t know what your problem is.”
The server returned with two long-necked bottles with yellow liquid in bowl-shaped bottoms. She placed them on the table.
Burris frowned. “What’s this?”
“Tej. It’s a wine made out of mead or honey.”
“Wine.” Burris looked for the server. “Don’t we get glasses?”
“No.” Annja picked up the bottle and drank.
Burris drank as well and smiled. “It’s kinda sweet, but I like it.” He took another long drink.
“You’ll want to be careful with that. The alcohol is stronger than you think.”
“I can hold my liquor.”
“If you get too drunk to walk, I’m not carrying you back to the hotel.”
“I’ll be carrying you back.” Burris took another drink.
* * *
Two hours later, Burris was still singing on the bed. Annja had to admit that he had quite a repertoire. He could belt out AC/DC, Billy Idol and even throw in some Clash and Elton John. Every now and again, he warbled out a Willie Nelson tune that was way off-key.
Annja sat at the desk and sifted through the hits she’d gotten off the alt.histories and alt.archaeology sites. She’d posted the man’s image and asked if anyone could identify him. If the man knew about the brick—especially if it was from the Tower of Babel, and Annja didn’t let herself dwell on that overly long—then he had to be a player in the antiquity field. She’d felt certain someone would know him.
Just before she was about to take a shower and go to bed in the other room, she got a hit from rascallyobi@ancientthingsinthedust.com.
His name is Rafik Bhalla, and he’s someone you definitely want to stay away from. Guy’s a killer.



Chapter Ten
“This is not a request.” Garin Braden held the muzzle of the .500 Smith & Wesson Magnum against the Somali pirate’s head. Garin stood six feet five inches tall and was broad across the shoulders, and looked even bigger squeezed into the black scuba suit. As big as he was, the large-bore revolver still looked massive and deadly in his firm hand. “It’s an order.”
The young pirate stank of sour body odor and khat, the mildly narcotic plant many people in the area chewed. His eyes were wide with terror. Blood dripped from his bottom lip, cut halfway through and swollen from the blow Garin had dealt him earlier. The pirate wore khaki pants, an orange T-shirt and military boots that were too big for him.
Garin held his prisoner in the stern of Tequila Blossom, one of the cargo ships he owned under another name. Tequila Blossom sailed under a Panamanian flag. A lot of ships doing illicit business were registered in Panama even if they’d never been there. The country had very relaxed laws.
Tequila Blossom carried a shipment of Russian weapons Garin had sold to various mercenary groups working in Africa. Munitions were still a big business for people that could move them. Garin could and did.
Although he made more money than he’d ever spend through legitimate businesses, old habits died hard. During the past five-hundred-plus years that he had lived, times had not always been so good. He remembered the bad times, the years he had spent during the French Revolution and the defeat at Waterloo, and he remembered what Germany had been like under Hitler. Garin had loved Germany, still did, but Hitler had been another matter.
Years ago, at the turn of the nineteenth century, Garin had fought the Barbary pirates, as well. Piracy in Africa was an old business. The Somalis had grown desperate and taken up the trade again. Garin understood the lengths desperation could drive men, but a man also had to be strong enough or clever enough or cruel enough to make that desperation pay. Garin had.
“They won’t listen to me.” The pirate sniffled and shivered. “I do not give the orders.”
“You were giving the orders when I came on board the ship.” Garin gripped the man’s shirtfront, pulling him tighter and screwing the gun barrel into his forehead.
“I was only giving the orders they were giving me.”
Unfortunately, Garin knew that was true. It wasn’t unfortunate for him. It was unfortunate for the pirate because Garin had to make an example of the man so that the others would understand who they were dealing with.
Garin pulled the trigger. The man had sensed what was about to happen and tried to escape, writhing with all of his strength. That strength left him when the 350-grain bullet shattered his head to bloody fragments.
Knowing that the other pirates were watching him, Garin flung the body over the cargo ship’s side. The salt-laced air blew through Garin’s wet hair. He gazed fiercely at the Somali boat two hundred yards away on the ocean. Moonlight-kissed waves rolled toward the distant shore.
Bending, Garin scooped up the dead man’s radio and listened as the sound of running feet approached. He spoke calmly over the earwig he wore.
“Friedrich, are you there?”
“I am.” The man was one of Garin’s private army, DragonTech Security. “I have them in my sights. How close do you want me to let them get?”
“I want them close, but I don’t want to get shot.”
Friedrich laughed. “Have I ever let you get shot?”
“There was that time in Barcelona.”
“Bah. The way you handled that, anyone could have shot you. And the Kevlar stopped the bullet.”
Garin strode to the ship’s railing and peered out at the pirates’ command vessel. The small powerboat sat in the darkness among the other ships anchored off the Somalia shore. The trade lane was important to several countries. The pirates aboard the small craft didn’t know they had been identified. They believed only the eight men holding the ship’s crew on Tequila Blossom were exposed.
They were wrong, and Garin was about to show them.
Out of the corner of his eye, Garin saw the three pirates closing on his position. One of them dropped to his knee on the deck. Garin resisted the impulse to turn to face the man, but his guts churned slightly in anticipation of the bullet he knew would be coming his way. He cursed Friedrich under his breath.
Then the gunman toppled over. The second pirate dropped in a loose-limbed sprawl before the sound of the first rifle shot reached Garin. Friedrich was using a .50-caliber sniper rifle so the carnage was visible and noisy. The third pirate turned to run, but Friedrich took him out before he’d gone two paces.
“Happy?” Friedrich asked.
“Ecstatic.” Garin grinned, knowing that at least some of the pirates on the boat had binoculars trained on him. He spoke over the confiscated radio. “My name is Garin Braden.” He knew that other ships’ crews were watching the encounter. “You have been holding this ship and this crew for three days. You were told to let them go. You didn’t and now you’re going to pay the price.”
He lifted the pistol. None of the men on the boat moved. At two hundred yards, they didn’t think he had a chance of hitting them with small-arms fire.
Men hunted big game with the .500 Magnum, though. Two hundred yards was well within the big pistol’s range.
Deliberately, Garin fired four times, moving from target to target. The first two pirates jerked back as the bullets took them, before the sound of the shots even reached them, then the other pirates ducked for cover. Garin’s third shot caught one of them, but his fourth only struck the ship.
Behind Garin, machine pistol fire signaled an end to the remaining four pirates about Tequila Blossom. Calmly, Garin dumped the empty brass from the big revolver and thumbed in more rounds as the pirates regrouped aboard the boat and brought their weapons to bear.
“Now, Evander.” Garin snapped the cylinder closed and watched as a rocket from one of the nearby ships his men had taken up positions on streaked across the water and detonated on the boat, turning it into a roiling mass of orange and black flames.
Fiery debris rained down. Gray smoke streaked the black sky, muting the starlight.
Applause broke out on several of the nearby ships as the crews realized what had happened.
“Well, that went well.” Garin walked toward the wheelhouse, intending to see to the crew. He knew the captain of this particular ship and wanted to make sure he was all right.
“Mr. Braden.” The voice over the earwig was feminine, polite and insistent. It belonged to an efficient woman back in Berlin who watched over some of his other interests.
“This isn’t a good time. I’m basking in my success.” Garin had wanted the physical release of the encounter, which was why he’d handled it himself instead of simply sending in a team.
“Understood, sir, but you wanted me to tell you any time I had news of Rafik Bhalla and his project.”
Garin had crossed paths with Bhalla in the past and promised himself he would kill the man someday. But only after Bhalla found the tower. If Garin didn’t find it first. Then killing Bhalla would be at Garin’s convenience.
“Well, I have news. Bhalla’s in Addis Ababa, and he appears to have tried to kill Annja Creed.”
Growling curses, Garin gave orders to bring a helicopter to him and for a flight to be booked to Addis Ababa. Annja could take care of herself. Garin had learned that and been surprised. However, her presence was problematic. He liked her, but he didn’t want to lose the tower to her.



Chapter Eleven
Annja stood in the center of the hotel room in sweat pants and a T-shirt, slowly going through t’ai chi exercises to loosen and warm her muscles, and to center her mind. She practiced Wu Chien Chaun today because the style favored form, pushing hands and weapons. She held the horse stance flawlessly, working out her legs.
“Are you going to get up or continue to lay in bed?” She pushed both hands to the side slowly, like she was striking an opponent in slow motion.
Burris lay in bed and didn’t reply.
“I know you’re awake.”
Silence
“Your breathing changed ten minutes ago.”
“Only because I got excited watching you do monkey fu. This is even better than watching women on the aerobics channel.” Not bothering to feign sleep anymore, Burris pushed himself up on an elbow and studied her with open interest. “You should do an exercise show. Charge for it. You’d make more money than you do from archaeology.”
Annja finished the form, then plucked a towel from the nearby chair. “I’m going to take a shower.”
“I can do your back. You know, since we have the partnership in the brick and all that.”
“If you come in that shower while I’m in there, the next place you’re going to be is the emergency room. Rafik Bhalla will find you there.”
“Who’s Rafik Bhalla?”
“The guy in the car yesterday who tried to kill us.” Annja paused in the bathroom door. “Now get up. We have to get moving. We don’t want him to find us.”
* * *
Burris was hungover and he’d lost his sunglasses sometime yesterday, so he peered out at the morning through slitted fingers over his eyes.
“Stop that,” Annja said at his side.
“My head hurts.”
“You’re a walking advertisement that screams, Mug me!”
Burris cursed. “So who’s Bhalla and why should I be afraid of him?”
“He used to be a priest at the Syriac Orthodox Tewahedo Church here in the city. Now he’s an art dealer and relic hunter supplying well-heeled collectors around the world.”
“By relic hunter, you mean thief?”
“Yes. And he’s a murderer, though he’s never been caught.”
“Why does Bhalla want the brick?”
“Because he believes it will lead him to the Tower of Babel and the treasure he thinks it holds.”
“What treasure?”
Annja shrugged. “The usual kind. Gold. Gems. Priceless artifacts. And some kind of device capable of converting all languages into the original language people spoke before God destroyed the Tower of Babel and made the world speak in different tongues.”
Burris thought about that. “So this thing, whatever it is, would let you talk to anyone? No matter what the language is?”
“That’s what Bhalla believes.”
“Why does he believe that?”
“He’s supposed to have found some scroll that mentions a prince named Joktan, the son of the king who first started building the tower, hiding the device somewhere near the original building site.”
Burris looked thoughtful and he even forgot to squint against the bright sun for a moment. “If I could talk to everybody in the world, just like I’m talking to you, can you imagine the audience share I would pull in? I would be even more amazing than I am now.”
“Contrary to your conceited opinion of yourself, not everyone is a fan.”
Burris waved away her comment. “Who told you about Bhalla and this Tower of Babel device?”
“One of my contacts in the community.” Annja walked through the gebeya, picking up fresh fruit and small dishes of food, paying for them as she went. Burris refused her help, and she left him to figure it out on his own.
“And this person would know how?”
“He knew about Bhalla, and he knew about Bhalla’s search for the Tower of Babel.”
“Do you believe in a device that would let you be understood by everyone?”
“That’s what you’re fixated on? It probably isn’t real.”
“Then why are you so interested in finding the Tower of Babel if you don’t believe in a device that will allow you to talk to anyone in the world?”
Annoyed, Annja swallowed a bite of fir-fir, shredded injera stir-fried with spices. “Aside from the fact that the tower has never been found and was at one time the greatest construction the human race ever undertook?”
“Don’t mean to break your heart, but you’ve only got lunatics interested in Atlantis and bigfoot and the Tower of Babel.”
“That’s good to hear. I was afraid you might want to hang around and I was going to have to dissuade you. This way you can grab a cab and get back to Los Angeles.”
Burris was quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “I can’t go back yet.”
“Why?”
“The only reason I’m out here is so my ex-wife can’t get to me.”
“Your ex-wife is the only reason you’re here?”
Burris stopped and looked at the food spread on a colorful blanket on the ground. The man minding the space talked with hopeful animation in broken English, hawking his wares with a passion and gleaming eyes. Burris shook his head and started walking again.
Annja apologized and purchased a cup of coffee from a jebena, the clay coffeepot most Ethiopian coffee was boiled in. She declined the offer of sugar.
Burris fell into step with Annja when she got under way again.
“I’m not afraid of ex-wives. I’ve got six. But my fourth one has a new, young attorney who thinks he’s in love with her and that she’s the most wonderful woman he’s ever seen, and that he’s gonna win her over raising my alimony payments. He doesn’t know her like I know her. By the time he does, he’s gonna lose half of everything he has. She’s great at getting around prenups.”
Annja couldn’t believe it. “You came to Ethiopia to get away from your ex-wife’s lawyer boyfriend.”
“Not the boyfriend. The boyfriend I could handle. It’s the boyfriend’s dad. Winston Churchill McArthur Patton IV is a force to be reckoned with. Hollywood studios break out in hives when he goes after them.”
“Surely Patton the father would have better things to do than come after you.”
“You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Burris looked glum. “It’s a nest of snakes, I tell you. So when Doogie—”
“Doug.”
“When he called, asked me about doing a piece on Chasing History’s Monsters, I thought, Why not? He sounded like a fanboy, and I needed to get out of town. Promised me Kristie Chatham—gave me you.”
“It doesn’t occur to you that telling me that might be hurtful or disrespectful?”
“Think how hurt I am. I figured the way Kristie falls out of her clothes, I had a shot. But you?” Burris shook his head.
“I’m glad we’re clear about that.” Annja stopped at another vendor and picked up a serving of fatira, a pancake filled with egg and drizzled with honey. She ate it with gusto.
“So what’s our next move?”
“We’re going to get you a cab, since you’re not interested in breakfast.”
“I am interested in breakfast, but I want something edible. Something American. Preferably with avocado.” Burris blew out a theatrical sigh. “And I’m sticking with you. I own half of that brick.”
Annja thought of ditching Burris then and there. Getting away from him would be child’s play. But then he’d be in the city alone and untended. “It would be better if you left.”
“Not leaving.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“I’m an idiot with half ownership in a brick that’s gonna take me to a thing that will let me speak to the world.”
Annja wanted more than anything to punch him. But that would be about the time Bhalla or his men found them.
She flagged down a cab for both of them at the corner.



Chapter Twelve
“It isn’t as big as I thought it would be.” Burris gazed around in open wonder at the Syriac Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East as he and Annja got out of the taxi into a courtyard.
Church buildings built of white stone lined the courtyard on three sides. The main building was four stories tall and wide with a red stone roof. The two smaller buildings on either side across the courtyard from each other shone in the early-morning sun. The church sat well away from the city on the flat plains, but she could see the blue-tinted peaks of the Anti-Lebanon Mountains in the distance.
Annja stared at Burris as she finished paying the driver. He hadn’t even reached for his wallet. “You see this place...one of the most famous in history, founded by the Apostle Saint Peter. It still uses the Syriac, an Aramaic dialect spoken by Jesus and the Apostles, as its official language, and the Apostles preached here after they were driven out of Jerusalem. It’s a church that served in the Councils of Nicaea, Constantinople and Ephesus that created the Nicene Creed, confirmed the divinity of the Holy Spirit and declared Mary’s title as Mother of God. And that’s all you have—it’s not as big as you thought?”
Frowning, Burris looked around the stone courtyard leading up to the church. “Did you read that from a plaque?”
“It’s magnificent, a symbol of so many events that shaped the world.”
“I shape parts of the world, too.”
Annja found herself at a loss for words. The flight to Damascus, Syria, had been a last-minute scramble and they’d barely caught the connection. Then they’d endured a fifteen-hour flight, and a stay at a hotel so they could get an early start. Security in the country was also tight because of civil unrest. Soldiers armed with assault rifles patrolled constantly.
Annja had spent her time researching everything she could about the Tower of Babel and Rafik Bhalla, and she’d even gotten a breakthrough on the brick’s inscription with Cybele’s help
“They should put in a plaque. It would be more impressive.”
Deciding to ignore Burris, Annja passed through the parishioners and tourists headed into the church. She scanned the area for Bhalla and his people, but didn’t see anyone suspicious.
“Where are we going?”
“To the Cave of the Seven Sleepers on Mount Qasioun.”
Burris caught up to her. “Wait. Why are we at the church when we’re looking for a cave?”
“There are documents in the church library I need to find the cave.”
“The cave has been around for thousands of years. Don’t they have a sign or something?”
“Well, there’s a madressah—a secular school—on the site, which will be a form of sign.”
“How do you know this?”
“I deciphered part of the inscription on the brick.”
“What?” He stumbled. “You should have told me.”
Annja ignored him and kept walking, growing more excited with each step she took. “The inscription I figured out was made later, but still in the same language.”
“How much later?”
“I don’t know.”
“So it said there was a cave that no one has found in two thousand years? In a place where a school has been built?” Burris shook his head. “There are guys in L.A. that give fake tours of stars’ housing. I’d say your brick was part of a scam.”
“Okay, then you can go back to the hotel while I check this out. I’ll let you know how it goes.”
Burris grumbled as he kept pace. “Who are the Seven Sleepers?”
“Who were the Seven Sleepers. They were seven young men who fled persecution from the Romans. Emperor Decius either chased them to the cave and they hid, or he sealed them up in it alive. The stories vary, and so do the locations of the cave. Greece and Turkey each lay claim to it. The Muslims have their version of the cave story, as well, so it spread across religions. It made a big impact.”
“We’re sure we want the one here?”
“It was named and placed in the inscription on the brick. Sometimes they are referred to as the Companions of the Cave.”
“And these guys were supposedly sealed up in this cave?” Burris hesitated. “We’re not gonna be digging through corpses, are we?”
“Wouldn’t that be more fun than digging in the dirt?”
Burris scowled at her.
* * ** * *
It took them two hours to get past the administrative staff and gain entry to the church’s library, despite Annja’s having made previous arrangements by phone. And even then they were assigned two priests as chaperones to walk them through the towering stacks.
“These people have serious trust issues,” Burris muttered as he and Annja followed the priests.
“Of course they have trust issues. For centuries, churches have been looted for artwork and precious metals. It’s not the material goods they worry about losing so much. It’s the ties back to history, and to their faith. If I didn’t know some of the people I do, we wouldn’t get in at all.”
A nondescript room held the antique documents at the back of the library. The two men in the lead stood at the door and let Annja and Burris go in first.
“What is it you would like to see?” The young priest spoke flawless English. He also carried an iPhone. Annja had seen him checking it as they’d walked through the library. He’d introduced himself as Father Louay.
The older priest appeared disdainful and hadn’t spoken at all. His disapproving scowl deepened the wrinkles that lined his face.
“The documents concerning the Cave of the Seven Sleepers and the excavations to find it.”
Louay nodded and walked to a massive collection of books against the back wall on the left. “Those will be over here. They do have a school at the cave, you know.”
“But the school doesn’t have these documents, do they?”
“They have studies of all the cave explorations.”
“Recent ones. I’m looking for an older document.”
“Do you know which one?”
Annja did. The inscription had held the information in code that she and Cybele had broken. She named the document.
Louay searched the shelves and pulled down a massive tome with effort, then thumped it down on a nearby table. The sound carried through the room.
Annja put her backpack down and took out her camera.
“I’m sorry.” Louay put a hand on the camera. “This can’t be copied.”
“It’s okay,” Burris said. “She has a photographic—”
Annja elbowed Burris in the stomach and his breath exploded out of him. She smiled at Louay. “That’s fine. I just want to look.” She put the camera away and started leafing through the pages.
“If I may be so bold,” Louay said, “what is it you’re hoping to find?”
“A map.”
Louay hesitated. “Now I must ask, do you know Rafik Bhalla?”
“We haven’t met, but I know of him. Not a very likable guy.”
“That’s an understatement,” Burris said.
Annja feinted with her elbow so that only Burris could see. He stepped back and shut up.
“He is a criminal.” Louay’s face tightened with uncertainty. “The only reason I ask about him is because this is one of the books he frequently consulted while he was here.”
Looking up at the younger man, Annja smiled. “I’m not a criminal. I’m not here to steal anything. And I never want to meet Rafik Bhalla.”
Louay smiled back at her.
Turning back to the book, Annja found a heading that indicated she’d reached the section mentioned in the inscription she and Cybele had translated. She turned the leaf.
Someone had neatly razored the following pages out.



Chapter Thirteen
“We don’t allow anyone to copy the pages, but we do keep electronic copies of everything we have here.” Louay sat at the computer terminal in one of the library offices. His hands flew across the keyboard. Although he hadn’t said anything, his anxiety showed in every taut line of his body.
The church officials were in an uproar over the missing pages in the book. Several of them stood at the back of the room, shifting and fidgeting as Louay checked for the electronic backup.
Annja was glad she hadn’t been shown the door. Only the word of the religious studies professors she knew kept her in the room. She was going to owe some huge thank-yous when this was over. Burris was outside the room sulking.
On the computer screen, Louay flipped through the pages. When he came to the same section in the book Annja was looking for, the pages were blank.
Annja’s heart sank and the mumbling among the older priests at the back of the room escalated.
Undeterred, Louay kept working, speaking in his native tongue to calm the priests. He glanced at Annja. “It’s all right. Whoever tried to erase this file—”
Bhalla. Annja was certain of that.
“—didn’t know we have a backup copy in the cloud.” Louay made a few final keystrokes and the pages reappeared like magic. The young priest leaned back in his chair and threw his hands in the air.
Annja’s eyes flicked over the pages as Louay turned them. “Can you give me a translation of those pages?”
“An oral one, yes. But I can’t allow you to make copies.”
“That’s fine.” Annja stared at the pages, memorizing as fast as she could.
* * *
Burris wasn’t happy after being left cooling his heels for two hours. “Why did you have the kid read you the book if you were just going to write it all down, anyway?”
Annja sat at a back table in the restaurant Burris had chosen, one that featured Americanized food, and diligently wrote everything she’d seen into a notepad. As she finished each page, she used the portable scanner wand to upload them to Cybele Coelho, who was standing by in Rio to translate.
Around them, the small dinner crowd ate quietly, talking in low voices in a half dozen languages. The restaurant attracted what tourists there were, but the civil conflict had definitely driven down business.
“I had Louay read the section because—” Annja fed the last sheet into the scanner “—it takes time to memorize pages in a foreign language.”
“So do you think we have what we need?”
“I’ve got enough to make a move. Hopefully Cybele’s complete translation might provide more insight.” She picked up her kebab karaz, a cherry and lamb meatball kebab. She savored the rich flavor. “The passage talks about studies conducted in secrecy inside a chamber of the Cave of the Seven Sleepers.”
“On the Tower of Babel?”
“It doesn’t say that.”
Frustrated, Burris leaned back in his seat. “So you’re planning on trekking up Mount Qasioun and you don’t even know if what we’re looking for is there.”
“I believe it’s there.”
“Oh. Wow. That’s different. And that’ll probably make all the difference.” Burris snorted derisively.
Annja popped another meatball into her mouth. “I’m leaving in the morning. Early.”
Burris growled a curse and focused on his plate.
* * *
Tourist shops had sprung up around the Cave of the Seven Sleepers site over the years, and they had probably been there since the cave was first named and the unique history tied to it. Annja was used to that. Antiquity always brought out the gawkers and the hawkers, people who wanted to assuage their curiosity about oddities and people who wanted to make a buck.
Even with the glaring early sun, the temperature up in the mountains was cool enough that she was glad she brought her light jacket. Still, despite the hour and the blustery wind stirring up dust devils, trade was bustling.
Annja walked through the market area, passed several shops and open-air eateries and found a man who rented donkeys to travel into the mountains. Military jets from Syria as well as Lebanon blazed through the sky. The location was near the border of the two countries and tensions remained on edge.
After demonstrating that she knew how to handle a donkey, Annja was given two for the day. Burris wasn’t happy with the arrangement, but he dutifully pulled himself aboard the long-eared beast and they took off for the edge of town.
“Hey!” Burris urged his mount to a quick jog and caught up with Annja. “All the signage says the cave is back that way.”
“We’re not going to find anything in that tourist trap.” Annja wrapped a scarf around her lower face to keep out the dust and sand. The scrubby trees and sparse vegetation didn’t come close to holding the dry earth down.
“Then where are we going?”
“To find the cave Cybele and I read about in the translation.”
“No one else has found it?” Burris trotted past on the game little donkey.
“I’m pretty sure Bhalla is aware there’s a cave that’s off the beaten path. That’s why he wants the brick so badly. But how he found his way to the ancient document in the church library without the brick...I have no idea.”
Burris looked over his shoulder as the donkey kept moving. “How do you stop this thing?”
“Don’t worry about it. You’re headed in the right direction.” Annja put her heels to her own donkey’s sides. Anticipation vibrated inside her. There was nothing like making a new discovery.



Chapter Fourteen
“It’s not out here.”
After hours of listening to the whining, Annja decided to tune Burris out as she led her donkey over the rugged landscape. Evening was fast approaching and it was at least another hour before they reached the spot where she was pretty sure the Cave of the Seven Sleepers was hidden. They hadn’t brought any overnight gear—she hadn’t expected it to take this long, but gauging distance by donkey was a somewhat unrefined science, though she knew in a pinch she could sleep anywhere under any conditions. So could the donkeys, she was sure. She’d settle the extra expense with the guy who’d rented them when they got back the next day. Hopefully, he wouldn’t send the police looking for them when they didn’t make it back the same day.
“Whatever you and your Rio girl professor friend thought you had, you screwed it up.”
Annja scanned the mountain’s ridge, focusing on the three peaks mentioned in the translation. At least she hoped these peaks were the ones mentioned.
The problem with translations was that they could be wrong. Words didn’t translate exactly into another language, and then there was the fact that the measurements had been in cubits, which was the distance between the elbow to the tip of the middle finger—and that could differ greatly from individual to individual. She had narrowed the target site to a radius of a quarter-mile.
Burris stopped and drank from his canteen. “We’re going around in circles.”
They had enough water and trail food for a couple days. Annja would never have gone into the mountains without those, even if she’d only planned an afternoon expedition.
What bothered her wasn’t being out here longer than expected with an annoying shock jock. What bothered her was the feeling of being watched. But no matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t see anyone.
“We are going around in circles. That’s the whole point of this. You find a central location—ours is that collection of peaks—then you spiral out from it. Hunters track game in the same fashion, and police investigators use similar techniques when looking for fugitives.”
“An earthquake could have moved those peaks.”
“Yes.”
“Or filled in the cave you think is out here.”
“Yes.”
“I’m thinking maybe I should just give you my half interest in the brick. I could be somewhere relaxing with a cold drink in my hand.”
“I’d bet the donkey knows the way home.”
“Then you go and say something like that and I get suspicious that you know something I don’t.”
“I don’t. You know everything I know.”
Burris blew a raspberry.
Finally pushed past endurance, Annja was about to respond when she spotted an abscess beneath a growth of juniper trees pressing against a shelf of rock about seventy yards farther down the mountain in the direction she’d been headed. She lifted the binoculars hanging around her neck to her eyes and scanned the area.
She still wasn’t certain if what she was looking at was the mouth of a cave until she spotted the worn path leading to the spot. Elated, she dropped the binoculars and prodded the donkey onward.
* * *
“We could just hack the trees out of the way.”
Annja moved the juniper easily, not wanting to break the branches or otherwise disturb the growth. Other people had come this way and done the same. “We could.” She pressed forward, edging into the narrow cave. “We could also put up a neon sign announcing the cave.”
“Are you sure the donkeys won’t leave us here?”
“I am.”
“They don’t strike me as particularly loyal. I think mine was carnivorous.”
“We took the supplies, so even if they ran off—which they won’t—we’ll be fine.”
“It would be a long walk back.” Burris, winded and tired, followed her into the cave.
Annja played her flashlight over the cave walls. The chamber was roughly fifteen feet tall and thirty feet long. At the back, the level dropped quickly, disappearing beyond the flashlight beam. The rough stone surfaces glared white in some areas from lichen.
The worn path she’d spotted outside was more pronounced inside. Whoever had been here recently had taken care to wipe away as much evidence of their presence outside as possible. Shoe and boot soles showed up readily in the dust on the cave floor.
Hefting the saddlebags of water onto her shoulder again, Annja strode toward the back of the cave. The floor became steeply angled, but there were enough knobby ridges to make the going fairly easy.
She stepped down and descended into the earth.
* * *
Almost twenty minutes later, she found the intersection of tunnels. They didn’t quite make an X, but it was close enough.
Burris played his beam around. “This was in the translation?”
“Yes.” Annja flicked her light toward the tunnel on the right. “At some point, that leads back to the Cave of the Seven Sleepers, but it has probably collapsed along the way and that’s why this system hasn’t been found by explorers coming from there.”
“That’s not our tunnel?”
Annja pointed her flashlight to the left. “That’s our tunnel.” She started forward, excitement growing inside her.
“What if this tunnel is collapsed, too?”
“We don’t have much farther to go. We’ll know soon enough.”
* * *
Ten minutes later, Annja found the tunnel section she’d been searching for. She had to search three times for it, playing her flashlight beam over the uneven surfaces. Only a few tool marks stood out in the stone.
Putting her backpack down, she rummaged through the toolkit she’d brought and took out a stiff-bristled brush. Carefully, she swiped at the northern wall, dislodging dust and debris.
“What are you looking for?” Burris peered over her shoulder.
“Cracks.”
Burris snorted. “That wall is full of cracks. How are you going to know when you find the right one?”
“Because it looks like this.” Annja focused the flashlight on a web of cracks three feet off the ground.
“What is that?” He studied the shape, about three inches by three inches.
“A ziggurat. It’s the symbol for the Tower of Babel.”
“That looks square. I thought we were looking for a tower.”
“Some towers are built square or rectangular. Like the ziggurat. The Assyrians, Sumerians and Elamites—to name a few—built towers like these for temples. The Sialk Ziggurat in Kashan, from the third century BC—found and excavated in the 1930s—is still standing.”
After some careful study, she gently pressed on the ziggurat symbol. Nothing happened. Annja pressed harder and the ziggurat appeared to move. They both watched in awe as the image sank inward.
Stone rasped against stone, causing a minor tremor to fill the tunnel and dust to sift down from the ceiling.
Burris squawked and dropped into a kneeling ball pressed against one of the tunnel sides.
Gradually, a section of the wall slid inward, grating along runners carved into the floor. A minute later, it stopped.
Annja thrust her flashlight into the darkness, sniffed the air and followed the light inside.



Chapter Fifteen
On the other side of the massive door, Annja followed a short tunnel that led to a much larger chamber, which the flashlight’s beam couldn’t quite span. When she panned upward, the beam reached twenty feet and disappeared against the blackness.
Burris stumbled to a stop beside her. “How far down do you think we are?”
She estimated the distance they’d come and the angle of the descent. “Maybe three hundred feet.”
“Didn’t realize it was that deep.” He took a long breath and let it out. The light reflecting on his face revealed his worried expression. “So what are we looking for?”
“The tower in the shadow of the tower.”
“Sounds like something out of a fortune cookie.”
Annja moved forward, flashing her light around. “The inscription was written for someone who already knew what they would be looking for. It’s not a Wikipedia entry.”
“Yeah, I got that.”
An image blurred through the flashlight beam. Annja backtracked, searching for what she thought she’d seen, moving slowly now.
That’s when she saw the low stone pedestal with the tower on top of it. The pedestal had been cut from a stalagmite jutting up from the cave floor, shaping it into an eight-foot square only two feet off the ground.
The eight-foot ziggurat took up most of the pedestal. It had been carved from stalagmite, as well, and the craftsmanship was incredible. Annja felt certain if she’d measured the sides that they would have been in perfect mathematical proportion.
“Oh, man,” Burris whispered. “That’s...that’s...”
“Pretty incredible, isn’t it?” Annja placed the saddlebags nearby and fished out her digital camera and six emergency flares. She snapped the chemical flares to activate them, then placed them on the floor away from the ziggurat so the various surfaces caught the cool blue light.
Moving slowly, she photographed the tower from every angle, stopping to stare at a particular spot where a series of cracks seemed unnatural—almost like they were a guidepost of some sort. She quickly studied another area when Burris came over to see what had caught her attention. No point in giving everything away.
“What was this?” Burris asked. She didn’t know if he’d seen the crisscrossing of hairline cracks or not. “A model of the real Tower of Babel?”
“Maybe.” Annja took another shot. “Or maybe it was a reminder of the original tower.”
“It was made after the original tower,” a deep voice boomed.
Startled, Annja turned and discovered Rafik Bhalla and a small army of armed men in the cavern with her and Burris. As Annja stared at them, they turned on flashlights and filled the space with light. She blinked against it.
“Don’t move, Creed.” Bhalla held up a hand. “I won’t let my men kill you—unless they have to.” He smiled coldly. “Your friend there, I don’t have any feelings for. He doesn’t have your mind or your skills. His fate is immediately in your hands.”
Annja placed the camera on the stone pedestal and held up her hands. “Don’t shoot him.”
“I am glad you feel that way. Things will go much better if we all get along, I think.” Bhalla came forward, flanked by four of his men whose rifles never wavered from Annja. “I respect you a great deal, Ms. Creed. I am quite familiar with your exploits, both on television as well as in your archaeological works.” He stopped a short distance away from her and clasped his hands behind his back, staring at the tower. “It is quite beautiful, is it not?”
“It is.” Slowly, Annja put her hands down, trusting that Bhalla wasn’t going to shoot. At least not right away.
Bhalla stared at the model. “It was made by a small group of the corepiscopea, the first among the priests, of my church generations ago. They wanted to remember the power of God’s wrath, and to protect the secret of the tower. So this place vanished into myth and gradually disappeared almost altogether. I found it three years ago quite by accident—I was looking for something else. But it didn’t give me the secret of the tower. For that, I needed a brick that was reputedly from the original tower. I deciphered most of the inscriptions on the model here, you see. I’ve been searching for it for a long time, and had only just found it when I lost it to you. I mean to have it back.”
“What secret are you talking about?” Burris demanded to know.
Bhalla sneered at the California shock jock and then dismissed him to address Annja. “While doing my research at the church, I found an old scroll that recounted a most fascinating story about the young prince that helped build the Tower of Babel. Do you know the story?”
“No.” Despite her present situation, Annja was intrigued.
The man studied her for a moment and then his eyes took on a faraway look as he began to speak. “The young prince was disenchanted by his father’s pursuit of reaching heaven to speak directly in God’s ear. The prince felt the king was overstepping himself, to use present-day vernacular. So he prayed to God to take mercy on him and his people when the tower was destroyed. Since the prince was so devout and beloved of God, God placed the power of tongues into a device belonging to the prince, and He commanded that the device be forever hidden from the eyes of men.”
Annja felt as if she was back in the orphanage, listening to the nun during storytelling hour. But she didn’t want to interrupt Bhalla, and took the opportunity as she listened to assess his men’s numbers and how well armed they were. And what options she had.
“God scattered all the men of the Earth at that time, but he did not want to lose the First Language, the language that he had given Adam and Eve to speak in the Garden of Eden.” Bhalla glanced over at her. “In all your travails, you have not come across this story?”
“No,” she said, envisioning her sword in the otherwhere, ready to call it up at a moment’s notice.
“I thought it might be on my brick.”
“It’s not your brick,” Burris interrupted heatedly. “I bought that brick and I’m sharing it with—”
One of the guards rammed the butt of his weapon into Burris’s stomach, dropping him to the stone floor in a gasping heap. Burris cursed and tried to get to his feet only to be knocked down again.
“Stay down, you idiot,” Annja said.
Burris held up a hand in surrender. “Okay. I’m good. I’m just gonna sit here.”
“The brick is mine,” Bhalla said. “The man I purchased it from was betrayed. Therefore, I was also betrayed.” His dark eyes reflected the blue light of the flares as he gazed at Annja. His voice was harder and colder when he said, “Now, Ms. Creed, I want my brick.”
* * *
Wearing night-vision goggles, Garin moved quickly down the tunnel. He carried a Heckler & Koch MP3-SD5 in his hands and wore pistols in shoulder leather and at his hip. His security troops ran after him.
His security network had locked onto Bhalla and followed him to Damascus. Getting into Syria had been a little difficult, but Garin was selling weapons to the Syrian military as well as the Arab Spring rebels. Tape had been cut, palms had been greased and Garin had landed in the Anti-Lebanon Mountains by helicopter only minutes after Bhalla and his people had arrived at the hidden cave.
Spotting the flashlight glare ahead and around a corner, Garin held up and signaled his team to fall into place behind him. He peered around the corner.
Sixty feet away, four men stood in front of a hole in the wall that looked too uniform to be a tunnel mouth. Flickering blue-tinted light gleamed from inside the doorway.
Spinning around the corner, Garin opened fire on full-auto. The silenced 9 mm rounds chopped into the four men and took them down, killing them before they had time to cry out in warning.
Garin swapped out magazines and charged down the tunnel. He hadn’t heard any gunfire from the other end of this tunnel, so he felt certain Annja would still be alive. Although, as Garin knew, life could be taken just as quickly with a blade. Annja, like Roux, could be a thorn in his side and a definite roadblock to certain plans he had, but he didn’t want anything to happen to her.
Bhalla on the other hand...
Stepping through the blood of the dead men, Garin slid into the doorway, following the machine pistol into the room with his finger on the trigger. When he heard Annja’s voice, he relaxed a little, but he maintained a murderous focus and grinned at the thought of killing Bhalla.



Chapter Sixteen
“I don’t have the brick.” Annja stared into Bhalla’s eyes. She reached for the sword in the otherwhere, grabbed the hilt and prepared to yank the weapon into the cave.
Bhalla returned her gaze full measure for a moment, then addressed his men. He spoke in English so she could understand. “If she does not produce the brick in the next moment, kill this man.”
Burris looked up at her. “Give him the brick.”
“I don’t have it,” Annja said as earnestly as she could. “I didn’t want to bring it all the way out here.”
“What? You didn’t say anything about that. You’re going to get me—” Burris struggled to sit up and the guard standing over him promptly kicked him in the face. Groaning, Burris fell onto his back, bleeding from his nose.
Bhalla stared at her. “Where is the brick?”
“Back in Damascus.” Annja’s grip on the sword felt solid and certain. “I hid it while Burris was sleeping. He doesn’t know where it is.”
“Then I do not need him, do I?” Bhalla turned to his guards and started to speak.
Gleaming brightly in the light of the flares and the combined flashlights Bhalla and his men carried, the sword filled Annja’s hand. She swept the blade through the man standing over Burris, cutting him from left shoulder to right hip.
The dead man fell to pieces.
Still on the move, Annja swung backhanded at the next guard and cut through his neck. As he stumbled back, dropping his weapon and grabbing for his throat to stop the blood, muzzle flashes filled the cave near the entrance and a moment later the thundering roll of gunfire echoed within the confined space.
Bhalla extinguished his flashlight and stepped backward into the shadows behind the model tower, disappearing almost at once.
The last guard standing nearby swept his weapon toward Annja. She ducked low as she charged. Bullets cut through the air just above her head as she grabbed the sword hilt in both hands and drove it through the guard’s Kevlar and into his chest.
Face-to-face with the dying man, Annja lifted her foot and kicked away his weapon, then kicked him free of her blade. She searched for Burris in the flickering light of the muzzle flashes and the bouncing flashlight beams, but he wasn’t where he’d been.
Crouching, Annja surveyed the cave and tried to figure out what was going on. Evidently another group of thieves had followed Bhalla to the cave and intended to kill the man.
“Annja!”
Even with all the confusion in the cave, she recognized the voice immediately as she took cover behind a nearby stalagmite. Bullets slammed into the thick rock and flying chips stung her face and neck.
“Garin?” She spotted him then in the swirl of lights.
Garin moved so fast, wading through Bhalla’s men as if they were in slow motion. Every move he made was fluid, simple, and there was no hesitation as he killed his opponents. He stepped over the body of his latest victim toward Annja just as one of his men crumpled to the ground with shattered night-vision goggles and his face bloody.
In the next moment, a fusillade of withering fire stuttered across the ground and drove Garin behind a boulder twenty feet away. He crouched with his back to the big rock and calmly changed magazines in his weapon. There was just enough light for Annja to see the smile on his face. It wasn’t for her, she knew that. It was the smile he wore whenever he was in battle.
“Quite the party you have here.” Garin spoke in German.
“Not my party.” Annja replied in the same language.
“Do you know how to get out of here?”
“The same way we got in.”
Garin looked around. “There must be another way. Bhalla and his men are fleeing somewhere. My men are covering the door, and yet our opposition grows steadily less.”
Annja had noticed that, too. She shifted around the stalagmite and studied the battlefield inside the cave. The two forces had polarized. Garin’s team held the front of the cavern, but Bhalla and his men had pulled to the rear. They’d left a trail of dead men.
She looked at Garin. “What are you doing here?”
“I’ve got an old score to settle with Bhalla.” Garin peered around the boulder, then spoke rapidly in what Annja thought was Czech or another Eastern European language.
Immediately, Garin’s men stopped firing.
Garin turned to Annja. “Keep your head down. It’s about to get very loud.” He set his back to the boulder and braced himself.
Annja wrapped herself into a ball and put her hands over her ears, but even with that, the sudden explosions seemed to ricochet off the inside of her skull.
Garin and his team lunged to their feet at once, firing into the shadows at the other end of the cavern. Bullets sparked from the cave walls, but there was only a little return fire.
On the other side of the cave, barely revealed in the uncertain light, a section of the cave wall slid into place. Garin must have ordered his men to stop firing, because the shooting stopped. Striding forward, Garin gave orders. He kicked the men on the cave floor as he passed to make certain they were dead. Twice he paused to put a bullet through a man’s head.
A man didn’t get to live five-hundred-plus years by being gentle and merciful, she supposed, trying not to dwell on his apparent cold-bloodedness. She trailed after him, pausing only long enough to pick up her camera and backpack, both of which had miraculously not been hit by flying bullets.
Two of Garin’s men had Burris in their custody. Burris protested and struggled to get free. Without a word, one of the men wrapped Burris’s wrists in disposable cuffs and the other gagged him.
One of Garin’s team sprinted toward the section of the cave wall where Bhalla and his men had disappeared. He turned and spoke rapidly to Garin, pointing to the wall.
Garin nodded and turned to Annja. “Stay back. He’s going to blow that section of the wall.”
Annja shook her head, thinking of all the age-old geological formations that might be destroyed, not to mention the model tower. “Don’t do that.”
“Bhalla is not getting away today. He’s run his course. I’m going to give him the death I promised him when our paths first crossed.”
Before Garin’s man had time to set up, a series of explosions raced across the ceiling. They were too deliberate to be natural and she guessed that Bhalla had mined the cavern to bury the model tower if it came to that or to bury whoever he lured into his trap. Stalactites and chunks of rock fell like heavy rain, knocking down men unfortunate enough to be under them when they fell.
Garin called out to his men and they began retreating at once. Pausing, Garin helped one of them to his feet, looping an arm across his shoulders.
“Annja!” Garin called.
Frozen for just a moment, Annja stared at the tower, watching helplessly as a falling stalactite smashed the model to bits.
“Annja!” Garin’s voice was sharper, more insistent. He paused with the wounded man draped over his shoulder.
Knowing that Garin would drop the injured man and remove her bodily if he had to, Annja ran after him as the ceiling continued to fall. She followed Garin through the entrance just before tons of rock filled the cavern. The tunnel shook as the mountain settled.
Garin looked at her. “Where does that tunnel at the back of the cavern go?”
Annja shook her head and wiped dust and grit from her eyes. “I didn’t know about it. I’d only just found the one there.” She pointed at the collapsed entrance.
“So it’s possible Bhalla got away.”
“If that tunnel didn’t come down when the cavern did, I suppose. Your guess is as good as mine.”
“He’s not a man to overlook an escape. Whoever built that model would have felt the same way.” Garin cursed for a moment and adjusted the unconscious man over his shoulder. “You have the brick Bhalla has been looking for?”
Annja knew it wouldn’t do any good to lie. Garin knew about the brick. “I do.”
Muffled by the gag, Burris Coronet protested loudly and pointed to himself.
Garin nodded to the two who held the struggling man. One of them slapped an adhesive patch on Burris, who continued to fight for a moment, then promptly fell asleep.
“It’s a narcotic,” Garin said. “It’ll keep him docile while we sort this out. I’m assuming you wanted him alive.”
“Uh, yes.” She rolled her eyes.
Garin grinned. “Then let’s go have a look at that brick you left in Damascus.” He gave orders to his men and they filed out of the cave system to the mountains where his Land Rovers were waiting alongside Annja’s donkeys.



Chapter Seventeen
Annja’s mind flew as Garin followed her through the marketplace. She didn’t want to give the brick to Garin, and she knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t willingly share once he got his hands on it. If he thought he knew as much about the history of the brick as he needed to, he would take it in a heartbeat and disappear.
Beside her, Garin strode confidently, dressed in a dark suit and wearing wraparound sunglasses now, not looking like he’d led an armed assault into an underground cave less than twelve hours ago.
“You didn’t leave the brick at the hotel?”
Annja skirted a spice dealer, noticing how two of Garin’s men automatically changed their pace to keep up with her, and walked toward a shop that specialized in cooking utensils. Pots and pans hung from ropes beneath the colorful canopy. Some collided occasionally in the thin breeze and it sounded like wind chimes. “If someone found me, they would find the hotel. Find the hotel, find the brick. That was too easy.”
“Plus, you didn’t trust your partner not to leave you high and dry.”
“I didn’t.” Annja had put Garin off for the night, getting some sleep by telling him she had to wait till morning to recover the brick. That had almost backfired because she hadn’t known if she would sleep or not. But she had. The past couple days had caught up with her.
When she’d woken up, she had her escape route worked out. And she was going to escape. No matter who claimed the brick—Burris Coronet, Rafik Bhalla or Garin Braden—the brick’s secret was hers. She was going to make whatever discovery there was that lay ahead.
If there was one to make.
She still didn’t believe that a device existed that would allow the world to speak one language.
Then again, she carried Joan of Arc’s sword, which was able to conveniently pop into and out of the world.
So...maybe there was something to the universal-language artifact.
Annja’s chosen course took her by the man who had rented her the donkeys. Thankfully he was there this morning and he remembered Annja. If he hadn’t been, she would have had to think of something else. If Garin had given her time. He was the suspicious sort, too.
“Hey, you!” The short man walked toward Annja and pointed accusingly. “Donkey thief! Where are my donkeys?”
Garin dropped a hand casually inside his jacket. “Who is this man?”
“Remember the donkeys I asked you to bring back with us?”
“They’ll be fine out in the mountains.”
“In the mountains?” the donkey vendor shrieked.
“You see,” said Annja, “the donkeys belong to this gentleman. I’d say he’s a little irate over not getting them back.” Annja’s gaze slid to a small group of Syrian soldiers having coffee at a shop and watching the encounter with keen interest.
Cursing in his native tongue and gesturing wildly, the donkey owner came to a stop in front of Annja and demanded that his donkeys be produced immediately or that he receive payment for them.
“My husband will pay for them,” Annja said.
Bemused, Garin looked at her. “Husband?”
Annja smiled sweetly as the donkey handler turned his full attention to Garin and demanded prompt compensation.
Garin took out his wallet, which was stuffed with currency. He didn’t like leaving a digital trail with cards. “How much do you want for those flea-bitten beasts?”
“Sir, those donkeys were of the highest quality,” the handler protested. “Seldom have you seen the like of such donkeys. They will be almost impossible to replace.” He walked closer to examine Garin’s wallet, eyes gleaming with avarice.
Annja kicked the man’s forward foot in front of his other foot as he stepped forward. The man tripped and fell, flailing for balance and striking Garin’s wallet. Bank notes fluttered into the marketplace, instantly drawing a crowd to fight for the bills.
Garin, figuring out what Annja was up to, lunged for her, but she slipped beneath his grasp and put her shoulder into the donkey handler’s back, shoving him into Garin’s open arms. By the time Garin extricated himself, the Syrian soldiers had started over and Annja was in full stride.
She ran for the nearest open-air café, leaping onto a table, then leaping again to catch hold of a nearby canopy’s support rope, hoping it held. She swung forward, thrilled that it held her weight, then swung back, pulling herself up out of reach of one of Garin’s men and flipped onto the canopy.
Below, the man she had eluded scrambled onto a table, then froze as a rifle cracked. One of the Syrian soldiers pointed his smoking rifle at Garin’s man, who nodded and slowly stepped down from the table with his hands raised.
Fighting for balance on the canopy, Annja heard a sharp voice behind her calling out for her to stop in Arabic, one of the words she understood in just about any language. And even in parts of the world where the word wasn’t recognizable, the tone always was. She ignored the command and ran toward the building the canopy was attached to.
Shots rang out behind her, ripping through the canopy and knocking splinters from the front of the building.
Annja made herself small, then leaped for the balcony hanging from the second floor. Catching hold of the wrought-iron, she pulled herself up, expecting to be shot, amazed when she wasn’t. Balancing on the balcony, she gazed down and saw Garin struggling with the soldiers. One of them pointed his weapon into Garin’s face and shouted orders.
Garin stopped, then dropped to his knees and laced his hands behind his head. He glared up at Annja and shouted, “Well, don’t just stand there and let them shoot you!”
Grinning, Annja leaped for the rooftop and hauled herself up as a few of the soldiers raced down the alleys on either side of the building and two more started climbing the canopy only to have it collapse beneath them.
On the rooftops, she ran, her heart pumping. She could have the brick in minutes and she would be gone shortly after that.
* * *
Garin lay on one of the bunks in the Syrian jail and thought about Annja’s escape. Maybe the soldier would have shot her, maybe she would have gotten away. It would have been close. Setting her free would probably cost him the brick and the tower and whatever might be lying in wait there, but he knew he couldn’t have stood by and let her be killed.
He was never quite sure what his feelings were toward her. She was an attractive woman—physically and intellectually. Garin hadn’t always appreciated an intelligent woman, and often he didn’t look for that in the women he spent time with, but over the centuries he had come to appreciate intelligence.
And Annja also carried Joan of Arc’s sword, which had changed Garin’s life forever. She was bewitching...and dangerous.
He never knew whether to get closer to her or run. He had never before experienced that and it was infuriating. Indecision could kill a man as surely as making a mistake.
“Yeah, I’ve met Lady Gaga. She’s hotter in person than you’d imagine.” Burris Coronet sat over in the corner and talked to three American guys in their twenties that had gotten busted for drunk and disorderly. None of them had dared take the cots from Garin and his men.
From what Garin had gathered, two of the young men were from Los Angeles and were familiar with Burris Coronet’s radio show. The other man was enamored of Burris’s constant storytelling about celebrities.
“Once you meet Gaga, you are so over Angelina Jolie. I mean, Angelina had her day, but that day is over. Gaga is the new wave.”
The men pestered Burris for more stories and he kept spinning the tales. The way he had for the past few hours.
Friedrich, Garin’s second-in-command for this operation, blew out an angry breath and glared at Burris. Friedrich was short and squat, a powerful warrior capable of taking off an opponent’s head with his bare hands. Garin had seen it done.
“Allow me and I will go over there and close his big mouth,” Friedrich said in Czech. “I grow weary of his constant buzzing. Like a chain saw.”
Several of the other men were in agreement.
“Leave him.” Garin levered an arm over his eyes. “We don’t need any more trouble. We’ll be released soon, once the bribes are in place.”
He hoped his cyberteam watching for Annja had picked up her trail. She would have the brick, but the tower—if that was what she was after—was not in Damascus or anywhere in Syria. All his research indicated that it had been somewhere in Iraq.
Presently, he heard footsteps out in the narrow hallway on the other side of the iron bars. A key rasped in a lock and the door creaked open. “Jean Sirois!” That was the cover name he was currently using.
Garin sat up and looked at the jailers. Neither of them looked happy.
“You and your companions are free to go.”
Garin stood and walked to the door. His men fell in behind him.
“Are we getting out of here?” Burris asked.
Out the corner of his eye, Garin saw the American get to his feet. He ignored him and stepped into the hallway.
“You can’t just leave me here,” Burris protested.
“Of course I can. I saved your life yesterday. I owe you nothing.” Garin peered back at the man through the bars.
“Do you know where Annja is going?”
The jailer started to swing the door shut.
“Because,” Burris said quickly, “if you don’t know, I do.”
Garin caught the door in one big hand and stopped it from closing. He studied Burris. “Where?”
“A place near Babylon.” Burris tried to grin confidently but he couldn’t quite pull it off.
“How do you know this?”
“There was a map on that model tower in the cave. Annja may have a photographic memory, but mine is pretty good, too. I’ve been looking at maps with her for days. I recognized what I was seeing.” Burris licked his lips nervously. “Take me with you and I’ll give you half ownership in the brick.”
“You’re giving your half of the brick to me?”
“No, I’m giving you hers. She left me to rot in jail while she goes off to find the tower. In my book, that negates any deal we had.” Burris sounded a little more confident. “So you’re my new partner. Deal?” He shoved his hand through the bars.
Garin ignored the hand and turned to the jailer. “I’m taking him, too.”



Chapter Eighteen
Eyes stinging from lack of sleep and the dust that cycled endlessly over the valley, Annja drove the secondhand military Jeep south of Baghdad, Iraq. She checked the odometer again. She had come 68.3 miles and was west of Al-Hillah.
She paused the Jeep and took out her binoculars, scanning the nearby landscape. Some of the heaviest fighting in the Iraqi War had taken place in the area. American tanks and soldiers had once flooded the region, and shelling had reconfigured the land’s natural geography.
Only a few miles away, more than three thousand bodies had been found in a mass grave where Saddam Hussein had buried Shiites who had stood up against him and the Baath Party. For a moment, Annja thought about all the peoples who had fought and died in this area. Al-Hillah had been populated for thousands of years, was in the cradle of life where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers flowed.
She shook those thoughts from her mind and concentrated on her search. On the flight from Damascus to Baghdad, she and Cybele had talked and worked on the brick’s inscription, comparing it to the images of the inscription she had found on the model tower.
Her pictures of the model had revealed the map, just as she’d suspected when she’d seen the crisscrossing of fine cracks, but the brick’s inscription had provided the key to the location of the map. Both had to be consulted to get an accurate assessment of what Annja believed was the location of the Tower of Babel.
Her satphone rang. Seeing Cybele’s name in the caller ID, Annja scooped it from her backpack in the passenger seat and answered. “Hello.”
“Still haven’t found it?”
“I would have called if I had.” Annja uncapped a bottle of water and drank deeply. It was hot enough that the fluid seemed to run right through her, providing a moist layer for dust and dirt to crust on her. She was ready for a bath in the worst way.
But she was more interested in finding the tower.
“You haven’t seen the formation? The one that looks like a perching falcon?”
Annja scanned the rolling horizon again, taking in the strands of barbed wire and metal posts that had once been fences around forward military operating bases. “It’s been thousands of years, and when the United States Army rolled tanks through here, they shelled a lot of landscape.”
“And we are sure the Tower of Babel was not located in Borsippa?”
Borsippa lay in ruins around a lake north of Annja’s present position, on the east bank of the Euphrates River, closer to Baghdad than to her.
“If the tower was there, archaeologists would have found it by now.”
“I was doing some reading. There is a tower there that the local people believe might have been the Tower of Babel.”
“The Tongue Tower. I know. I’ve seen it and helped with a dig there one summer during grad school. It’s not what we’re looking for.” Annja hated sweltering in the heat, but even more she hated the feeling that she wasn’t going to find what she was looking for.
She reached for the brick, picking it up and studying the inscriptions again. Her damp fingers picked up color from it and she quickly put it down, wondering again at how it had survived over two thousand years. Even when it had been lost, it had been cared for and protected.
Just so it could get to this time and place and leave me stumped. But she was close. She could feel it.
“I’ve been thinking about the inscription. There’s a line, ‘Beneath the tower lies the gift of speaking.’”
“Like I told you, Annja, that translation is the best I can do under the circumstances.” Cybele sounded tired and Annja felt badly for involving the woman in the search. Cybele had an active mind and couldn’t turn away from a good puzzle, either. Just like her.
“You did a fine job, Cybele. According to Bhalla, this prince in the legend took something from the tower and hid it somewhere else. What if the inscription isn’t talking about the Tower of Babel? What if it’s talking about the brick? There was a reason it didn’t end up in the tower.”
“You’re thinking that there’s something inside the brick?”
“Yes.”
Cybele sighed. “I’ve been thinking the same thing, but destroying that brick sounds so...”
“Wrong. I know.” Annja’s stomach clenched at the thought of it. “I wish we had time to get this X-rayed back at one of the big archaeology universities. If I could just get past this Bhalla guy and Garin to make it to London...”
“Garin?”
Annja ignored that question; she wasn’t ready to explain Garin Braden to the linguist. “I haven’t verified it yet, but this brick must be over two thousand years old.”
“But at the end of the day, it’s a brick. Nothing extraordinary.”
“Nothing extraordinary would be an excellent hiding place.”
She carefully took the brick, holding it with a piece of cloth, then climbed out of the Jeep and picked up her canteen. After pouring water on the brick and letting it soak for a moment, she started wiping at one of the edges of the clay, gently scraping it away. For a few minutes, she questioned herself, forcing herself to go on despite her misgivings.
It was a brick.
And it was a riddle.
After sluicing more water over it, Annja spotted something glinting inside. Feeling more certain of herself, she continued wearing away the hard clay, which clearly hadn’t been baked all the way through.
Only a few minutes later, Annja removed a thick, rectangular slab of blue glass with a picture on it. She set the husk of the brick aside to dry.
“I’ve found something.” Annja turned the glass over in her hands, growing more excited as she realized what it was.
“Well, tell me.”
“A piece of blue leaded glass.”
“Leaded glass?” Cybele sounded hesitant. “That means the brick isn’t as old as we thought it was.”
“Mesopotamia was the first area to start making glass, and they were making leaded glass as far back as 1400 BC. A fragment of blue glass was tracked back to Nippur, more commonly known as Enlil City, though only ruins remain now. It isn’t far from here.”
“Why put the glass in the brick?”
“Because it’s the map.” Annja held the glass up to the sky and studied the inscription that suddenly showed so much clearer. “It shows two rivers that have to be the Tigris and Euphrates, and it shows a location marked in a mountain range that is farther south and east of where I am now.” She couldn’t stop grinning as she gently wrapped the leaded glass in a spare shirt. “Wish me luck.”
“Always.”
Annja hung up, repacked the brick in a paper bag so it would safely dry, refilled her Jeep’s gas tank from the jerry cans she carried in the back and dropped into the driver’s seat. She started the engine, got a fresh bottle of water and a couple of energy bars and headed southeast toward the low mountains.



Chapter Nineteen
The glass map was cleverer than Annja had at first thought. It was actually three maps in one, all of them intertwined to the point it took real effort to sort through them. She made sketches of them in her journal to keep from getting confused.
Not more than an hour from where she’d had her epiphany, she recognized the section of the mountain range replicated in glass. She held the glass map up to match against the horizon and, when she got onto the proper approach, she spotted the sweeping wings of the falcon that had been written about in the inscription on the model tower.
She had to look at the mountainside just right to see the falcon, and she knew that if she hadn’t been looking for it, she would have missed it completely. The falcon actually stood out against three different jutting edges that had to be seen from the side to be seen at all. Erosion and time had softened the edges, but it was there.
However, sometime in the past, the falcon had been decapitated. Only a jagged stump remained. The heavy artillery scars on the mountainside were testament that the head had probably been taken off during artillery practice. There was no other reason for the range to have been shot up so many times.
She drove the Jeep up into the mountains until the incline became too dangerous to navigate even with four-wheel drive. Then she hid the Jeep behind a stand of juniper trees, got out, slung her backpack and filled an extra pack with water and energy bars. She started up into the foothills as the sun sank in the west, turning the horizon red and ochre.
Three hundred feet up, where the falcon’s right wingtip faded into the mountainside, a miniature cuneiform symbol for God, which looked like a standing golf tee cross by two other golf tees, stood out on the mountainside. The cuneiform was ancient by the time the Tower of Babel was believed to have been built, but Annja thought the mapmaker had wanted something written that most of his peers couldn’t translate.
That meant he was a scholar, which made her even more hopeful.
Annja wasn’t sure if the marking meant the mapmaker thought God was in this holy place. She just hoped she found a cave that corresponded with the location.
Unfortunately, even locating the wingtip left her with an immense area to explore.
Look with the eye of the falcon.
The line resonated in Annja’s mind. She turned and climbed thirty feet to the ridgeline where the head was missing. Standing there, she looked back down at the right wingtip.
Find the seven steps to the resting place that has been made for that which has been hidden.
At first, Annja missed the “steps.” They were ledges that jutted out from under the wingtip and led farther to the right. Four of them had been blasted away, but she made out the scars where the natural formations had been.
Just as she was about to descend, she saw dust from a Land Rover streaking across the hilly terrain toward her location. Annja dropped down into a prone position, hoping the Jeep was safely hidden.
The Land Rover turned toward her position and rolled up to a dusty stop beside her Jeep. So much for trying to hide it. After a moment, the driver got out and stood there in a khaki shirt and hiking shorts, ankle-high walking shoes and a pith helmet. Dark, round-lensed sunglasses covered his eyes as he stared up the mountainside. He scowled through his white whiskers.
“Have you found it?”



Chapter Twenty
Annja walked down the mountainside, remembering the first time she’d met the old man in France. She’d been searching out the secret of the Beast of Gévaudan in the Margeride Mountains. Instead, she’d found Roux and the last piece of Joan’s sword.
The old former soldier had a way of turning up in the strangest places at the most unexpected moments.
“What are you doing here?” Annja called as she descended.
“You call that a greeting?”
“I think it tops ‘Have you found it?’”
“You’re too sensitive. If I didn’t care how you were faring, would I be here?”
“I don’t know.” Annja reached the first ledge at the end of the wingtip and stood there. “Would you?”
“For your information, I left in the middle of a simply amazing run of Texas Hold ’em in Dubai to be here. I was having an absolutely wonderful time, and had captured the attentions of a pair of twins. They were quite enamored of me.”
“Ewww.” Hundreds of years old—Roux had already been a seasoned soldier when he was tasked with protecting Joan of Arc—he had no problem attracting the attentions of a woman. Garin was the same. Annja thought maybe their appeal had something to do with living for hundreds of years. Living that long, especially through the times they’d survived—what little she knew of them—a guy accumulated a lot of confidence and know-how.
“If you don’t want to know, don’t ask.”
“You should have stayed there.”
“If I had, you’d be dead very shortly.”
Annja folded her arms. She had come to love the old man like a daughter would, but he could be the biggest, most enigmatic pain she could ever imagine. The same, she gathered, as a lot of father figures. “I would be dead?”
“Yes. Garin is en route, and then there is some man named Baller.”
“Bhalla.”
Roux considered that and nodded. “African name and the Tower of Babel. Makes a lot more sense.”
“I left Garin in Damascus, in the hands of the Syrian military, and I don’t know if Bhalla survived the last encounter we had. He might be buried in a cave.”
“Garin got out of jail and Bhalla is still alive.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I keep tabs on Garin when I can, and I knew he was chasing you, which interested me because it’s never good with the two of you. I didn’t think I would need to get involved, but as it turns out, this is about the Tower of Babel. I couldn’t stay away. As for Bhalla, my information specialist tells me that he and a group of his people are headed this way, as well.”
“How?”
“Evidently they’re following Garin, who is following you. Garin’s so wrapped up in this Tower of Babel chase he’s forgetting one of the first things I taught him about survival—always watch to see who follows you.”
“You could have called me to let me know.”
“I could have. You would have stayed out here, though.”
“What are you doing here?”
Roux walked to the back of the Land Rover, opened it and took out a large duffel bag. He also took out a staff for walking. “I thought it was entirely possible that you found some bauble from Babel.”
“I will.”
“And I thought that if you did, that could be a dangerous thing. The Tower of Babel was filled with raw power, it is said. God’s wrath is a potent thing, and has a tendency to hang around. Like as not, if you don’t know how to handle whatever you find, it will kill you instead of Garin or Bhalla.”
“O ye of little faith.”
Roux harrumphed. “You could be more appreciative of the efforts I’ve gone to.”
“No, I couldn’t.”
He peered up at her. “You could at least help an old man ease his burden.”
“You passed old a long time ago. And I’ve never seen a day when you weren’t able to handle yourself.” Except for when he’d been wounded on occasional adventures and hospitalized. Those memories still plagued Annja from time to time.
Roux muttered something under his breath and strode up the mountain effortlessly despite the pack he carried and the staff that was supposed to support him. In just a couple minutes more, he joined her on the ledge.
“What have you found?”
* * ** * *
Annja quickly related the events that had landed her in possession of the brick, keeping the information concise because Roux didn’t always have a long attention span. While she finished her version of the tale, she and Roux made it over to the seventh ledge and began searching the surface.
“Do you know what we’re looking for?” he asked.
“No.”
Roux grunted. “It would help if you did.”
Annja didn’t comment. The sun was going down quickly now and the sky was starting to darken. She was also distracted keeping watch for Garin and Bhalla. Still, she worked at the surface with a stiff-bristled brush, hoping to uncover some kind of sign.
After a few more minutes, Roux straightened and massaged his back. “We’re wasting our time. It’ll be better to get a good night’s sleep and try again in the morning.” He picked up the duffel. “Or maybe rethink that translation you’re working with.”
Annja didn’t want to leave. She was certain what she was looking for was here, hidden in plain sight. Only she’d looked everywhere....
Then she realized she hadn’t looked everywhere. Abandoning the ledge, she scrambled down, knowing then where the entrance trigger would be hidden and hopefully protected.
Find the entrance hidden from God’s wrath, in the shadow of His mercy.
Below the ledge now, she took out her mini-Maglite and switched it on. She wiped at the surface with her brush, and stared till her eyes burned. The image of a fish, the early sign of the Christians, stood out against the stone.
Around the symbol of the fish, she saw lines too straight and clean to be natural.
Annja put the flashlight aside and pressed on the symbol. At first, nothing happened, giving her a strong sense of déjà vu. Then, slowly, it recessed and she heard a hollow click from within. She stepped back as a section of the mountainside pulled inside, just as it had at the mouth of the tunnel to the hidden cave, and left an open space the size and dimensions of a child’s coffin. A chill coursed down Annja’s spine at the unintended comparison and she shivered.
“You found it,” Roux said. Then he scowled back down the mountain. “And it appears your opponents have found us.”
Annja turned and stared, watching as a small convoy of trucks braked to a halt at the foot of the mountain. She recognized Bhalla as he got out. If she had to be found right now, she wished it would have been by Garin. At least with Garin they would have had something of a chance.
Bhalla shouted orders to his men and pointed at her.
“Come on. You’re not going to do any good standing around out here.” Roux took her by the hand and pulled her into the mountain.



Chapter Twenty-One
Bhalla charged uphill, cursing his ill luck. How many times had he been in this very valley? How many times had he stared at these mountains?
And the Babel treasure had been here. After he’d lost Annja in Damascus, he’d felt certain she would come here. If she hadn’t, he would have lost her. But he had gotten close in his estimations of where the location was. The man who had recovered the brick had sent him part of the inscription, but he hadn’t sent it all. The man’s lack of knowledge about the brick had almost given him away. If he’d given too much information, Bhalla would not have needed the brick.
He ran with his men, a big pistol in his fist. “When we find the woman this time,” he ordered over the radio tucked into his ear, “kill her immediately. Kill the old man, too. Take no chances.”
Bhalla still didn’t know where Annja Creed had gotten the sword she’d nearly killed him with.
* * *
The tunnel ran for thirty feet and opened into a large chamber with three tunnels at the other end. Annja crossed to the three openings and stared at the symbols carved over them.
“Which way?” Roux stopped, dropped the duffel bag and reached inside it.
“Three symbols. A flaming sword, a calf and a shadow on a rock. The translation says to choose God’s mercy.” Annja stared at the symbols, trying to make sense of them.
On one knee now, Roux brought out a claymore mine and set it at an angle that would cover the entrance. “An archangel with a flaming sword drove Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. That’s not the one you want.”
“A fatted calf could be a sacrifice. In the Old Testament, when the tower was built, sacrifices were often offered to God.”
“The man who hid this thing was doing what he believed was God’s will.” Roux shrugged. “That could be a connection to God’s mercy.”
“God’s mercy wasn’t something that was talked about a lot in the Old Testament. In fact, the only time I remember it was the compassion He showed to Moses.” Annja looked at the third symbol, the shadow on the rock. “Moses was in the wilderness and the Israelites had made God angry. He talked to God and asked for mercy.”
“You might want to hurry this along. Those people aren’t waiting.”
Outside, Annja heard the slap of boots closing in.
“Moses also asked God to show him His divine nature. So God hid Moses inside a boulder so he would be safe.” Annja pointed to the third tunnel. “This has to be the way.”
Roux had belted on a pistol, and taken two machine pistols from the duffel. He kept one and tossed the other to Annja, who caught it.
“You know how to use that, right?”
Annja worked the action, making sure a round was chambered. “I do.”
Roux tossed her four spare magazines and she stored those in the thigh pockets of her cargo pants. He set another claymore mine in the middle tunnel and activated it once he was safely back out of the way.
Annja raced down the third tunnel and into the darkness with Roux at her heels. She scanned the walls, looking for markings or signs of travel.
Something ahead of her clicked, and she heard the whoosh of a ponderous weight in motion.
* * *
Bhalla followed his men into the tunnel. He was the fourth man in line, so when the explosive detonated ahead of him and blasted shrapnel into his men, he was protected. Still, the concussive force knocked him down and deafened him.
Stunned, he lay there for a moment, covered in the blood of his men, blind in one eye from it. Then he forced himself to his feet, his senses whirling from the blast, and waved the next man in line forward. The first two men were dead, torn to pieces. The third man had survived but was missing an ear and three fingers of his left hand.
Bhalla brushed by the wounded man and ordered more men forward to pursue their quarry. Seeing his men moving more slowly and cautiously now, fearful of another mine, Bhalla cursed Annja Creed and the old man.
He entered the chamber, almost slipping in the blood pooling from the dead men. For a moment, he gazed at the three tunnels, not knowing what they meant.
Angry and frantic, he ordered his men into them. They couldn’t hear him, but they understood him well enough. Only an instant after a couple disappeared into the second tunnel under the calf drawing, they vomited back out of the opening, propelled by another explosive. Their bodies thumped to the cave floor.
Bhalla grabbed another and shoved him into the second tunnel. If Annja Creed and the old man had taken time to put an explosive there, then they must have gone that way. Bhalla followed and watched in horror as a huge stone slab sudden dropped and crushed his man to pulp.
In disbelief, Bhalla stared at the stone and knew the way was a dead end. He retreated to the main chamber again. No one had returned from either the first or the third tunnel.
Then a blast came from the third and an arm came flying out to land in a smoking heap.
Taking a deep breath, Bhalla plunged into the first tunnel and stopped short when he saw two of his men writhing on rods that had pierced their flesh. Even though Bhalla couldn’t hear, one still yet lived and cried out for help as blood dribbled down his chin.
Bhalla lifted his pistol and shot him in the head, then turned back to pursue the third tunnel. There was nowhere else his quarry could have gone.
* * *
As the sound of gusting wind closed in on her, Annja wheeled around and flung herself at Roux, wrapping the old man in her arms and taking them to the ground as a giant scythe sliced through her right shirtsleeve. Roux’s flashlight beam caught the immense blade as it disappeared in the upper reaches of the ceiling.
“That was close,” Roux said.
Slowly, Annja crawled off him and stayed almost flat on the ground as she moved forward. “Maybe we should be a little more humble through this section.”
“I don’t have a problem with that.” Roux dug out another claymore and set it up behind them. Then when they’d crawled through the arc of the scythe, he placed another one. He shook the duffel, indicating it was empty. “I hope that does enough damage. But we can’t keep crawling through here. They’ll catch us.”
At that moment, the first claymore in the tunnel detonated in a crescendo of noise and flashing light.
Knowing they had to move, Annja pushed herself to her feet, listened for the sound of another trap and felt for the displacement of air. Nothing. Moving more cautiously, but moving as fast as she dared, she went forward.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“Party’s already started.”
Seated in the military helicopter passenger seat, Garin silently agreed with Friedrich’s assessment of the situation. Then he waved at the helicopter pilot to take them down.
The three helicopters he’d brought with him were filled with DragonTech Security people. Garin held private security contracts with the Iraqi and American governments. He was inside the country and heavily armed—with a license to kill.
Bhalla and his people had scrambled to secure weapons. Unfortunately, getting weapons wasn’t hard. The irony that Garin was partly at fault for that was not lost on him. Hopefully he’d made a profit from Bhalla before he killed the man.
When the helicopter landed, Garin popped the door open, pulled on his NVGs and held his MP5-SD3 at the ready as he raced down the mountainside to the cave. He opened fire as soon as he saw the guards posted at the door.
When he stepped inside the tunnel and saw the bodies and the empty husk of the claymore mine in the main chamber, Garin knew Annja wasn’t alone.
“Spread out.” Garin waved his team forward. “Find out which one of these tunnels they went down.”
* * *
The tunnel descended quickly and the cavern walls and floor grew steadily damper. Annja knew they were below sea level, and the Tigris and Euphrates rivers drew groundwater to them, as well. The tunnel also rounded in a spiral, going deeper and deeper as it narrowed.
The walls revealed tool marks now. At least part of the tunnel had been chopped from the stone. A preexisting fissure or tunnel had been here, but someone had put in a lot of time making the way clear.
A few feet farther, the tunnel opened up to another cave. About forty feet long and nearly that wide, the ceiling was twenty feet overhead. The cave floor had been cleared of stalagmites, but a few stalactites had crashed to the floor and shattered, either from earthquakes in the area or a result of the artillery shelling.
Six columns made from stone cubes a yard to a side were spread out across the chamber. Each exposed facet of the cubes told some of the story of the building of the Tower of Babel. Annja ran her fingers over the nearest one, finding a strange groove that ran along it at the top of the first cube.
A recessed area in the far wall looked like an altar or a puppet theater, a rectangular opening beneath a banner she didn’t recognize. Mesmerized, Annja was pulled forward, shining her flashlight across the opening.
On the altar lay a thick scroll. Two smaller scrolls lay beside it. On either side of the scrolls, partially decomposed baskets held gold and silver coins and a collection of gemstones.
“Careful,” Roux said softly as he joined her. “Things are not always as innocent as we may believe.”
The scythe in the tunnel they’d come down was a deadly reminder of that. Still, she wanted so badly to pick up the scroll and see what it held. At the same time, she realized she wouldn’t be able to read it.
But she had found it. Whatever story it contained, whatever lore and history, she would get to know it. She’d opened a door to the past.
“The inscription above the altar says that only a humble man may receive the story of God’s wrath, and that an arrogant man will be divided.”
“Split in two with a giant scythe, maybe?”
Roux shook his head. “I hate when people try to be clever with these things. It most always means they want to kill you in some vile and nasty way. Whoever put this scroll here, he was setting a trap and he knew it. Do not touch this until we have a chance to look at it more properly.”
“We don’t have time.”
“Then we’ll have to be humble, Annja, and trust that what was meant to come to us will.” Roux looked around. “Of course, trust would be a little easier to manage if there were another way out of here.”
Footsteps at the other end of the room drew her around.
Bhalla stood behind a dozen men, some of them ragged and bloodied.
Annja and Roux dove to the sides, taking cover behind two of the cube columns. They readied their weapons and tried to bring them to bear, but Bhalla’s men kept them pinned down.
“Annja Creed, you can hide, but you are not leaving this cave alive. You have cost me too many men, so do not think you can throw yourself on my mercy. I only pray that we take you alive so you can watch me gut the old man.” Bhalla spoke in his language to one of his men.
The man, covered in Kevlar, reached the altar while gunfire kept Roux and Annja ducking for cover. Bullets ricocheted off the walls around them and stone splinters stung her face and hands. She shifted and managed to fire a short burst that caught Kevlar Man in the side. He was still able to grab one of the baskets of jewels.
Mechanisms clicked behind the wall and the column where Annja took cover shuddered. Vibrations ran through the floor.
Annja looked at Roux, who called to her at the same moment. “Humble man!” he said, and they dropped simultaneously into prone positions.
The man standing in front of the altar died in the blink of an eye as a thin wire came out of the wall and rocketed across the room. The columns were designed with space between them, two sections anchored to the ground and to the ceiling at the same time. The wire whipped through half of the columns and two more of Bhalla’s men before catching for an instant on a column that had shifted slightly over the past two-thousand-plus years. The wire strained for a moment, pulled by the counterweights that propelled it, before snapping. Even then, the whipping wire sliced through another of Bhalla’s men.
While they were standing there stunned, watching their comrades literally fall to pieces in front of them, Roux rolled to his feet and leveled the machine pistol, opening fire. Two of the remaining men fell, but the others started shooting back.
The rumbling in the room continued, and Annja realized it wasn’t just the hidden gears in motion. The room was spinning, too. She watched as the door to the tunnel leading back to the surface disappeared. She stood with knees bent, her center low to better keep her balance.
On the other side of the room, Roux reloaded and glanced anxiously at Bhalla and his gunmen. “I don’t suppose that translation mentioned anything about the room spinning, Annja?”
“No.” She watched the walls. “I’m assuming this isn’t good.”
“It so rarely is.” Roux spun around and fired a three-round burst at one of their opponents, dropping him in a loose sprawl.
The room ground to a stop, and the altar suddenly jumped backward, tipping slightly as it began a descent into a dark tunnel.
Annja oriented herself by the stalactites shivering above. Even as she watched them, two cracked free of their moorings and dropped. One of them plunged toward Roux’s position.
“Roux!”
The old man was already in motion, rolling to the side, but Bhalla and his six remaining gunners opened fire.
Stepping from behind the column, Annja trained her machine pistol on the gunners. Bullets caught three of them and knocked them backward.
Annja reloaded her machine pistol, wishing she didn’t have to kill anyone as she listened to the grinding coming from the tunnel where the altar had vanished. She felt certain wherever it was headed was not good.
And she wanted the scroll. She wanted the story that had been left.
“Roux.”
“Go.” Safely behind the column again and facing fewer foes, Roux waved her on. Then he reached into a pocket, took out a grenade and winked at her. He pulled the pin and threw it toward Bhalla.
Bhalla yelled a warning and dove to the side, racing along the columns after Annja. She raised the machine pistol, but one of the other gunmen fired at her. Bullets struck the column and knocked the weapon from her hands, leaving her fingers numb from the impact.
The grenade blew, catching the gunman in the blast and shoving him back against the wall.
Annja ran, streaking down the tunnel where the altar had vanished. Fishing her mini-Maglite from her pocket, she pointed it ahead of her. The tunnel was just large enough to allow the altar to pass on the grooves in the stone, she realized. Then the passage widened and she spotted the opening that loomed only a short distance away. From her angle, she saw only empty space at the end of the tracks.
She ran harder, knowing that even as she caught up to the altar she was going to be unable to stop before she plunged over the side after it. She told herself that she was being foolish, that she couldn’t make it, that the scroll probably didn’t have anything worthwhile on it, anyway....
She hurled herself after the altar and scroll, anyway, leaping onto it just as the altar tilted back. Her numbed hand caught hold of the scroll just as the gems and gold tumbled into the black void beyond the cliff’s edge. She managed to get one foot under her solidly enough to push off the altar as it tumbled and push herself back toward the cliff.
Clutching the scroll, she only had one hand to catch the stone edge and save herself from falling. She hadn’t been able to get enough out of her jump to get back onto solid ground.
Gasping, Annja began to pull herself up with one hand.
Then Bhalla stepped on her fingers and looked down at her. He held a pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other. “Give me the scroll.”
“You’re just going to kill me, anyway.” Annja stared up at him, thinking furiously.
“You do not want the scroll destroyed. I know that about you.” Bhalla put his flashlight down, kept his weapon leveled and held out his empty hand. “Give. Me. The. Scroll.”
She was out of options. Her arm had already begun to shake. Not certain of the grip her numbed fingers could manage, Annja raised the scroll.
Bhalla smiled.
He stopped smiling when Annja tossed the scroll past him, then slapped her left hand onto the edge while letting go with her right. Bhalla fired and the bullet whipped by her head, burning her cheek. Then the sword was in her right hand and she thrust up, driving it into the man’s abdomen, ripping into his rib cage and through his heart.
Face taut with surprise, Bhalla toppled forward and fell into the darkness.
Annja released the sword to the otherwhere and pulled herself up onto the ledge. Trying to get her breath back, she sat for a moment. Had she heard the altar hit anything on the way down? She didn’t think so.
“Annja!” Roux was running down the tunnel with his machine pistol and flashlight. “Are you all right?”
“I am.” She accepted Roux’s offer of his arm and let him help her to her feet.
Roux peered over the edge and pointed his flashlight into the darkness. “Well, I certainly didn’t expect that.” He looked at her. “Bhalla?”
“He wasn’t expecting that, either.”
“I suppose you lost everything? That’s too bad.”
Annja picked up the scroll and smiled. “Not everything.”
“But you lost all the valuables.” Roux smiled back at her. “That’s going to upset Garin. I think he rather counted on getting something for all his trouble.”
Together, they walked back into the main chamber. Annja saw that the doorway no longer opened onto the tunnel. She was just about to suggest they look for a way to change the counterweights when a section of the wall collapsed and the sound of a muffled explosion echoed in the room.
An instant later, Garin stepped into the room with weapons at the ready, blood on his face. He seemed embarrassed as he lifted his machine pistol from the ready position. “I’m late. We had to make a door.”
“It’s a great door,” Annja said.
Burris Coronet, clearly shell-shocked, stumbled through the door after Garin. “Holy crap!”
Garin looked around the room. “So this is it. What did you find?”
Annja held up the scroll. “This.”
Garin wrinkled his nose. “Plebian.”
“History. I hope.”
“What’s down the other tunnel?” Garin pointed to the tunnel at the back of the chamber.
“Gold, silver, gems,” Roux said. “Quite a haul. If you can get to it.”
Without another word, Garin headed down the tunnel.
Annja turned toward the surface. She wanted to see what she’d found. After that, she wanted a bath and a bed.



Epilogue
“Sleep well?”
Annja glanced up from her tablet PC and saw Roux at her table in the small restaurant inside the Baghdad hotel. They’d decided to stay here while she worked out delivery of the scroll to the proper authorities. Taking artifacts out of Iraq was a major crime, especially since so many had gone missing during Saddam Hussein’s reign and the wars afterward.
“I did.” Annja pulled her things out of the way so Roux had space to sit. He looked dapper this morning. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”
He shrugged and reached for a menu. “I’ve got a flight to Dubai booked this afternoon. I’ve arranged for another poker game.”
“Congratulations.”
“There’s always a poker game. What did you find out about the scroll you discovered?”
“I sent images to a friend of mine in Rio. She believes it’s a dictionary of the language the workers who built the Tower of Babel used to communicate with each other.”
Roux lifted an eyebrow. “So maybe people were speaking different languages before the tower fell?”
“Maybe. Or maybe the regions had so many differences that a common language had to be constructed. After all, British speakers and American speakers don’t always understand one another, and they speak the same language.”
“People have a tendency to make language their own. Take a look at the rap stars that plague your country?”
“Plague?”
“Yes. I’ve heard them.” Roux frowned. “Nearly all of it is annoying. Loud, brassy, narcissistic.”
“You can say that about a lot of things. And even about old men who have little patience with the rest of the world.”
Roux harrumphed, but clearly his heart wasn’t in the effort. The server returned and he gave the young man his order in Arabic.
“So you found something special?”
“I think so.”
“Good. Congratulations.”
“What is there to be happy about?” Garin demanded as he walked over to them. He didn’t look so dapper. He was dirty and looked as if he’d been up all night. He sat and picked up Annja’s coffee, downing it in one long swallow. “The hole in that mountain goes down at least a half mile. We found a few gems and some coins, but it’s not going to be worth the reclamation effort to find the rest of it.” He glanced at Annja. “So you’re buying breakfast this morning.”
“All right. We’re friends again? Because I’m not buying breakfast for people who aren’t friends.”
“For the moment. Although I don’t care for your new friend at all.”
“What new friend?”
“Burris Coronet. The mouth. He’s back at his room talking about the discovery he made.” Garin took his iPhone from his pocket, laid it on the table and punched an app. “He’s on satellite radio, you know.”
“I believe he mentioned that.”
An instant later, Burris’s voice broadcast from the iPhone. He was talking fast and excitedly. “And that’s how I found the Tower of Babel scroll you people are hearing so much about. From what I know, my discovery is going to set the archaeological community on its collective ear, and you heard it here first. Annja Creed and her grandfather would have missed out on this one if I hadn’t—”
Annja tapped the iPhone and closed the app. “I’m trying to enjoy breakfast.”
“Grandfather?” Roux looked like he couldn’t believe it. “Grandfather! Where is that blathering idiot?” He looked at Garin. “And why isn’t he mentioning you in all of this?”
“Because I told him I would kill him if he did.” Garin took a piece of Annja’s toast. “What does it take to get service around here?”
“They’re probably still deciding whether to serve you or throw you out,” she told him.
“They’re not throwing me out on an empty stomach. I’ll buy this hotel and fire them all.” Garin glanced over his shoulder and spoke in fluent Arabic to the server as he thumped a pistol on the table.
The server nodded quickly, disappeared and just as quickly returned with a carafe of coffee.
Annja looked at the pistol. “Or maybe they’ll throw you in jail.”
Garin shook his head. “That’ll never happen. I’m a licensed security consultant in this country.” He poured coffee all around, then gave his order in Arabic to the server, speaking at length. Roux joined in, then the server went away.
Garin took another piece of toast, put jelly on it, folded it and wedged it into his mouth. He chewed, swallowed, sipped coffee and asked, “What’s next on your to-do list, Annja?”
“After I get the scroll delivered?” She shrugged. “I’m sure Doug has something lined up for me. There are a half dozen articles I’ve been asked to write and a couple seminars I could do at any one of a dozen universities.”
Garin grinned, baring his white teeth. “Not afraid of getting bored, are you?”
“My life is never boring. Especially not around the two of you.”
Garin picked up another piece of toast. “Well, maybe I have something you’ll be interested in. There’s an artifact dealer here in Baghdad right now—I saw him this morning. I’ve got a history with him, so I can’t get close to him, but he likes a pretty face.”
“I’m the pretty face?”
“You are.”
“Why, thank you. And why should I be interested?”
“Because supposedly this artifact dealer has a lead on some astronomy manuscripts that were thought lost when the Mongols sacked the House of Wisdom.”
She sat back in her seat and stared at him. “Really? Because they created the first observatory in the Islamic world. Heck, Sind ibn Ali was an astronomer there. You know, the engineer who helped build the canal to al-Ja’fariya? The guy who created the decimal point?” She shook her head, lost in remembering.
Garin smiled and shared a look with Roux.
“When the Banu Musa brothers sent Sind ibn Ali away so he couldn’t work for Caliph al-Mutawakkil, Al-Farghani—a rival engineer—was appointed lead on the project. Al-Farghani screwed up and made the start of the canal deeper than the end, so the water never got there. Sind ibn Ali saved Al-Farghani’s life and the Banu Musa brothers’ lives....”
Garin glanced at Roux again, rolled his eyes. “She knows more than we’ve ever forgotten.”
Roux sipped his coffee. “Is this artifact dealer Qushji?”
Garin hesitated.
“He is,” Roux said with a scowl. “He tried to kill me in Dhi Qar province.”
“I’m sure it wasn’t anything personal.”
Roux drummed his fingers on the table. “Probably not. Still, I’ve never liked that man. Putting him out of business would be a service to the world.”
“Exactly, but he knows your face, too.” Garin switched his attention back to Annja. “So what about it?”
“Astronomy scrolls from the House of Wisdom? Sacked so badly by the Mongols that no one knows exactly what they did there?”
Garin held up a hand. “The scrolls might not be real.”
“Much of Qushiji’s artifacts are not. But he manages to stash some really good stuff,” Roux added.
“And he can be very dangerous,” Garin went on.
Annja smiled. “How can I resist?” More than anything, though, she knew she wanted to hang on to her family just a little longer before they went their separate ways.
She suspected Roux and Garin felt the same way, though she knew neither of them would admit it.
* * * * *
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